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I decided to do what I wanted since I fell into this world.

When I came to my senses, my home country was trembling in fear.



All characters appearing in this work are adults.


Ch.1 - It Disappeared.
What exactly went wrong?

Was it having a father who danced with knives in gambling dens and a mother who was an illegal Eastern European immigrant?

Was it rushing to enlist for active duty like a triggered Protoss after failing to get into the specialized research program?

Or was it trying to join a cool military branch since I had to serve anyway?

Or perhaps it's the damn conscription law that forces everyone to serve unless they became orphans before age 13?

"Ah..."

As a small metal fragment weighing 147 grains passed through the abdomen of Kim Chun-sik, who could have become a part-time professor, it left a small but large cavity.

Collapsed on the ground, Kim Chun-sik watched the distant explosion bloom and thought.

Iron weapons, firearms, and nuclear weapons all failed to deter human warfare. Then what kind of terrifying weapon would it take to stop war?

Perhaps if an absolutely massive weapon were created, would it finally stop?

Name: [Kim Chun-sik] Date: [1998.03.29~2022.03.28] Affiliation: [-Censored-] Status: [Killed in action]
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When I opened my eyes, I found myself in a strange place.

And as a woman, no less.

When I first woke up here, everything seemed new and fascinating.

My torn-open belly had disappeared without a trace, and my lungs, which had been filling with blood, were functioning properly again. It felt like I'd been given a new chance.

And that wasn't all. In this reality that seemed both real and unreal, where magic existed, Kim Chun-sik felt like the protagonist of a story.

Whether it was reincarnation or possession, I had come back from death, so how could I not be happy? Kim Chun-sik spent the whole day prancing around like a foal, overjoyed.



Orphan Day 2.

I finally realized I was an orphan.

But Kim Chun-sik didn't really mind.

I had vaguely suspected as much from the rags I was wearing, and besides, things are always hardest the first time around.

In the back of my mind, I thought that perhaps I might have talent for magic or some kind of cheat ability.

But Kim Chun-sik's soft expectations burst like bubbles.

I had absolutely no talent, and the life of an orphan in a country with comprehensive social systems was completely different from being an orphan here.

So Kim Chun-sik went hungry all day.



Orphan Day 3.

Kim Chun-sik was still human after all. After two days without food, I borrowed wisdom from the Line 1 beggars and started panhandling.

"Please spare some bread."

"Sure, little one."

Led by the hand of a gentleman wearing an elegant silk hat and a monocle, Kim Chun-sik was gifted a frilly dress at his mansion.

Though extremely reluctant, I couldn't keep wearing rags for hygiene's sake, so I gritted my teeth and put on the dress.

Seeing this, the monocled gentleman smiled with satisfaction and began stroking my thigh, attempting to remove the dress again. Kim Chun-sik was startled and tried to stop him.

But with a woman's strength, it was impossible to push away an adult man's hands.

"Gak... gurk..."

Fortunately, I had learned jiu-jitsu as a hobby, or I might have been violated by a complete stranger.

So Kim Chun-sik left the monocled gentleman unconscious from a guillotine choke and fled the mansion with a few pieces of bread.

Kim Chun-sik spent the whole day crying in an alley while chewing the stolen bread.



Orphan Day 7.

"Fuck."

Reflecting Kim Chun-sik's situation of rummaging through trash cans in back alleys, thick curses spilled freely from my lips.



Orphan Day 12.

"Hee... hee..."

Once again, Kim Chun-sik was digging through trash cans in back alleys, a stark contrast to the elegant dress I wore.

"Heh... hehehe... bread, it's bread."

After crawling all the way to the bottom of the trash can, Kim Chun-sik finally found some edible bread. Though it had a bit of mold, cutting away the bad parts would leave enough to fill my stomach somewhat.

"My cup overflows with joy!"

Where had my human dignity gone? Already perfectly adapted to an animal-like existence, Kim Chun-sik had become someone who couldn't hide their joy at the smallest things.

"Orphan brat."
"You bastards. If you're going to insult me, at least give me some bread first."

A passing couple threw verbal daggers at Kim Chun-sik's heart, but I didn't care at all. Because it was true.



Orphan Day 30.

When Kim Chun-sik first saw my appearance through a bakery display window, I was amazed.

Setting aside why I hadn't noticed until now, despite the heavy dark circles and somewhat dirty eyes, I had strikingly beautiful features.

Though I looked like this now, my brain that had earned a doctorate in my previous life was still intact, and Kim Chun-sik immediately began devising a new strategy.


"Spare a coin."

Lying flat on the ground, Kim Chun-sik dragged myself along with my arms while begging.

Of course, my legs worked perfectly fine, but I deliberately crawled on my arms to evoke sympathy.

Humans are social animals who undergo phenotypic maturation, and have developed the ability to read and empathize with each other's minds through self-domestication since Homo sapiens times.

"Sob sob. I must work hard to survive, Midori."
"What? Oh, yes."

This ingenious technique, which wouldn't appear until Seoul Station was built, worked incredibly well, and Kim Chun-sik received an unprecedented amount of bread in alms.

That day, Kim Chun-sik nearly died from indigestion due to overeating.



Orphan Day xx.

Kim Chun-sik was staring blankly at the sky.

My stomach was screaming for bread, but still, Kim Chun-sik didn't beg. Or rather, couldn't.

Kim Chun-sik had carelessly been caught walking on two legs by my benefactors.

With trembling legs, Kim Chun-sik trudged back to the alley to rummage through trash cans again.



Orphan Day x...

Facing the real risk of starving to death, Kim Chun-sik engaged in constructive job-seeking activities for the first time in ages.

"Aren't you that bastard from before? Get lost."

But what constitutes "me" isn't just the body. Social connections also define Kim Chun-sik's existence.

Unknown origin, orphan, caught lying.

Having accumulated too many negative reputation stacks in the city, Kim Chun-sik was shocked after being rejected from even a dishwashing job interview.

"Should I look for construction work?"

But could I really lift even a single brick with this body? No way, no way, no way. Triple no way, rejected.

While whining, Kim Chun-sik happened to look to the side and saw a man.

Judging by his appearance, he didn't seem to be a beggar like me.

But leaning against the wall with his head bowed, he looked every bit like a fellow professional. Unusually, instead of a tin can, he was holding what looked like a letter.

He seemed like the type who would show a paper filled with his life story to evoke sympathy.

But what kind of story would I, Kim Chun-sik, have? Well... probably lost everything to gambling, I'd guess.

Nevertheless, Kim Chun-sik secretly liked this fellow professional.

After all, his method required good verbal and facial acting skills, and it was quite an enterprising begging approach.

To come up with such an idea in this era.

Secretly impressed by my colleague, I decided to offer some feedback on his story and called out to the man who was hanging his head low.

"Mister."
"Huh? Are you talking to me?"

Oh, good expression. The runny nose could be a negative point depending on the person... but I'll let it slide.

"Let me see that. I'm really good at this kind of thing."
"Huh? Oh, okay..."

The colleague handed the paper to Kim Chun-sik with a bewildered expression.

"What's this? It's a letter. A love letter at that."

The content is good, and the vocabulary is impressive. It's filled with uncommon expressions and literary language.

Yet it reads smoothly, and the strategic placement of titillating words clearly shows the writer's affection.

As Kim Chun-sik was absorbed in the letter, exclaiming in admiration, the colleague spoke up.

"You... you can read?"
"Um... yes? Of course?"

When I responded as if it were nothing special, the colleague's eyes widened.

"I have a favor to ask."
"Ugh... no thanks."

Look at that expression. I thought he was a colleague, but what's this unexpected turn?

From experience, it's best to avoid people crazy with love. Kim Chun-sik hurriedly tried to leave before getting involved.

"If you read it for me, I'll give you this."
"Huh?"

The colleague pulled out a pouch from his waist and showed it to Kim Chun-sik.

Jingle jingle-

What was in the colle—no, the boss's pouch was none other than 50 silver.

"Please, I'm begging you... The wedding date is written in the letter, but I can't read it."
"Boss... I mean, mister. Are you really giving me all this? Just for reading it?"

Kim Chun-sik asked again with a trembling voice.

For Kim Chun-sik, reading? That was like eating rice cakes while watching TV in bed.

But there was one fact that Kim Chun-sik had overlooked.

This wasn't the modern era, but the early modern period when Napoleon was causing havoc in the Old World.

No matter how hard the Enlightenment was working, reading and writing were still the exclusive domain of intellectuals and nobles.

"I don't usually accept requests like this, but you have a good face, so I'll do it just this once!"
"Huh? Oh... thank you."

Ch.2 - Money Is Good, That's For Sure.
"Thank you!"

Kim Chun-sik shook the jingling leather pouch with a bright smile.

In an instant, Kim Chun-sik had acquired the considerable sum of 50 silver.

Without delay, he rushed to the commercial district and entered a tailor shop.

"Shoo. Get out. You stink."

Though he received quite a humiliating reception upon entering the tailor shop, Kim Chun-sik didn't mind at all.

Rather, thinking this was a natural reaction, he silently walked with dignity, shaking his leather pouch.

"Welcome, sir!"

As the rather heavy metallic sound echoed, the clerk instantly changed his mask like a quick-change artist.

Indeed, he embodied the ideal talent for this early capitalist era where only the strong survive.

Kim Chun-sik experienced the power of money firsthand as he was treated like a human being for the first time in a very long while.

"Wide collar with two buttons, and tapered pants."

"You seem to know your fashion, sir."

Ah, this is it. This is what I wanted.

After a short wait, a suit perfectly fitted to Kim Chun-sik's small frame was completed. This was only possible because of his small build.

Casting off his grimy one-piece dress, Kim Chun-sik put on the completed suit and felt at ease, as if he had donned an extra layer of soul.

Of course, the one-piece dress that had served him until now cursed "fuck, fuck" at the fact that it had become firewood 1 starting today, but what could be done? When the master says discard, you discard.

"Please come again~"

The tailor's employee bid farewell to Kim Chun-sik while pinching the firewood that was once a dress with his index finger.

Kim Chun-sik's appearance as he burst out of the tailor shop was quite impressive.

If someone were to see him for the first time, they might mistake him for a daughter of the emerging Brenue faction, which stood in opposition to the Nobila, the aristocratic magic faction. He looked so neat, and his striking appearance—except for his slightly dirty eyes and dark circles—added credibility to the impression.

If they were seeing him for the first time, that is.

"Let's go to the whor—no, the pioneer village."

Realizing that he shouldn't do anything here because his face was already too well-known, Kim Chun-sik stopped a passing carriage, handed over some of his remaining money, and climbed aboard.

.
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After a full week of travel, the pioneer village was truly just that—a pioneer village.

The numerous vacant spaces gave an impression of desolation, but there was also a strange coexistence of expectation that new buildings would soon be erected.

Normally, there should have been a guard at the entrance, desperate to extort something from newcomers, but in the pioneer village, population was a precious resource, so the entrance was completely empty.

It was truly the American... no, the Pioneer Dream. It seemed to say that whether you were an orphan or a criminal, just come in and do whatever you want.

It was the perfect place for Kim Chun-sik. After all, he had come with nothing but his balls in two pieces (which he didn't have).

To satisfy his hungry stomach, Kim Chun-sik headed to the restaurant, which was the largest and most complete building in the pioneer village.

After passing under... through the swinging doors that commonly appear in Western movies, he sat at a large table coated with walnut oil and placed his order.

"I'll have this, that, and this one."

"Yes."

The restaurant owner was quite taciturn.

Since this was long before the catchphrase "The customer is king!" emerged, Kim Chun-sik just accepted it and quietly waited for his meal.

"Here you are."

"Wow."

The table was filled with crispy-looking fish and chips, roast beef, and tart juice for cleansing the palate.

"Delicious!"

"Oh my..."

As Kim Chun-sik ate ravenously, the restaurant owner placed an unordered dish on the table with a pitying expression and quietly watched him.

Kim Chun-sik looked at the unexpected dish with suspicious eyes.

"...?"

"It's on the house."

"...Thank you."

Kim Chun-sik politely declined the restaurant owner's goodwill.

From his perspective, it was understandable. Kim Chun-sik fundamentally distrusted people to the extent that he believed people could eat dinner not because of the restaurant owner's compassion but because of their pursuit of profit.

Though the owner said it was complimentary, what if he secretly added it to the bill later?

"So young, yet so..."

The restaurant owner, who had somehow taken a seat at the opposite table, clicked his tongue as he watched Kim Chun-sik absorbing the food.

These days, a child wandering alone in the city of Bell Park could mean several things, but nine times out of ten, it meant a war orphan.

Though his face was now a mess from stuffing food into his mouth, when he first entered the restaurant, he looked like some kind of aristocrat. His attire was convincing enough to confirm the suspicion.

He definitely seemed to be from the recently rising Brenue faction. It was pitiful—there's nothing harder than suddenly falling to the bottom after living well.

"Wh-what is it?"

Noticing the restaurant owner's deep, contemplative gaze, Kim Chun-sik awkwardly showed the pouch attached to his waist. He seemed to think he was being suspected of not being able to pay for the food.

When he took out the pouch, the restaurant owner nodded.

Kim Chun-sik's action had turned the owner's thoughts into conviction.

The Brenue class, due to their unique pride, would never take on debt. And that pouch was probably an inheritance barely salvaged from the ashes.

It must be the only link connecting him to his parents. Despite that, his determination not to be a burden seemed quite admirable.

Since it was obvious that he would leave the money on the table even if refused, the restaurant owner sighed and took 1 silver from the pouch.

"? Why are you only taking 1 silver?"

"So you can count too. I suppose that's natural."

The restaurant owner took 1 silver from the pouch, put in 5 copper, and with a heavy heart, pulled out a cigarette and put it in his mouth.

Kim Chun-sik paused his eating and stared at the thing wobbling between the restaurant owner's lips.

"That's...!"

Kim Chun-sik had been a pitiful graduate student before his death, pushed around from here to there.

Though he had people he could call friends, he couldn't meet them often, so what always comforted his desolate heart was alcohol and cigarettes, the only drugs permitted by the state.

But Kim Chun-sik was a terrible drinker. He was the type who compensated for the stress accumulated from not being able to drink with cigarettes.

That's right! Kim Chun-sik was a hopeless heavy smoker.

He had forgotten about it during his hectic days. But seeing it now, his hands and feet suddenly trembled, and his body went limp.

Kim Chun-sik fell into severe withdrawal symptoms and a dilemma. Should he smoke it again or not?

Suddenly, he remembered the past.

The day he completed military training camp. While other comrades naturally accepted cigarettes from friends or family and smoked after lunch, he had the same dilemma.

Having been forced to quit for 7 weeks in the training camp, he succumbed to temptation and smoked again, but now it's different.

Having quit for several days for free, Kim Chun-sik should be able to do it! Starting under better conditions, what could possibly be difficult?

I am not a beast living by instinct but a human with reason and will! If I can't resist a mere cigarette, am I even human? I'd be a shit-eating dog.

.
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I am a shit-eating dog! I am a shit-eating dog!

Kim Chun-sik's resolution crumbled miserably from the moment he inhaled the smoke exhaled by the restaurant owner.

What Kim Chun-sik was now biting and sucking on was 100% pure original, without any gay-like filter.

Unlike modern ones, it contained no additives, giving it a deep and rich taste, and the impact felt like a hurricane roll hitting the uvula repeatedly.

As his suppressed desire burst forth like a flood, Kim Chun-sik, who had defined himself as a dog, demonstrated his heavy smoker skills without restraint.

Turtle ship, waterwheel, big donut, small donut, and even heart shapes, though he wasn't sure how he did that.

The restaurant owner stared, mesmerized, at the donuts popping out of that small pair of lungs.

"How on earth do you do that?"

"Want me to teach you?"

He had only asked out of curiosity. The restaurant owner wasn't particularly interested in learning the method.

But seeing that innocent expression of pure happiness, he found it difficult to refuse.

Whether aware of this or not, Kim Chun-sik's smile deepened at the illusion of having found a smoking buddy.

"Watch carefully. You purse your lips like this..."

"It's a bit vulgar... Don't your parents say anything?"

The restaurant owner cautiously brought up the topic of parents.

"Huh? I don't have parents."

"I... I'm sorry."

The restaurant owner had unintentionally played the "no mother" card.

Trying to make up for his mistake, he said whatever came to mind.

"You're quite mature. Kids your age wouldn't even look at this stuff."

"You don't need to worry about it, it's the truth. By the way, this is really delicious! It seems to have a chocolate flavor..."

Having completed the confirmation kill perfectly, the restaurant owner just closed his mouth and nodded.

Perhaps he had learned the valuable lesson that "speech is silver, but silence is golden" at the cheapest price in the world?

Regardless, Kim Chun-sik was busy satisfying his starved lungs.

Basically, cigarettes don't make you happy by smoking them. You're unhappy when you can't smoke.

As he easily patched up his unhappiness with a lump of tar, his brain explosively secreted dopamine, and through antagonistic action, nerve-inhibiting substances were also explosively secreted.

No matter how much his mind was in his mid-twenties, this body's brain had never encountered nicotine before and was still soft.

Surprised by the dopamine bomb it was experiencing for the first time, the brain secreted more nerve-inhibiting substances than dopamine.

The remaining nerve-inhibiting substances floated between neurons, causing lethargy, emptiness, and weakness.

As the ember went out, Kim Chun-sik entered the best post-nut clarity of his life.

'Wow. Fly. Big fly. How the fuck can flies hang from the ceiling?'

Kim Chun-sik thought as he looked at the fly stuck to the ceiling.

'What kind of wood is that on the ceiling? The food here is delicious. It's like what the orphanage director used to make. Back then, I was the only one who got scolded for not memorizing the multiplication table.'

Usually, only such trivial thoughts come to mind, but.

'9x1=9... 9x2=18... Ah, it reminds me of the old days? The orphanage was so cramped that we studied in the dining room... Wait, study?'

"Owner! Would you like to have a chat with me? You definitely won't lose out!"

Indeed, post-nut clarity lives up to its name as creative thoughts chain together and emerge.

.
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The academy here, that is, the school, was open to anyone, but due to the ruthless tuition fees, only the upper class could enroll.

Of course, in this age of enlightenment, the idea of public schools wasn't completely absent.

However, the concept of public schools was still vague, and the academy cartels, fearing the loss of their student pie, threw tantrums at the mere mention of "public," causing frequent failures.

For this reason, just as in ancient Joseon, literacy here was also the exclusive property of the upper class and certain specific groups.

So what came to mind was literacy classes. Education is profitable regardless of time and place.

"Materials prepared, check. Candy, check. Curriculum, check. And..."

Standing in front of the mirror, Kim Chun-sik checked his appearance. As it was his first lecture, today was a very important day.

The one-piece dress he had been wearing looked friendly and comfortable, but this occasion required authority rather than friendliness.

Since attire is the first characteristic that forms the first impression of a subject, he needed to look as solemn as possible.

Wide collar with two buttons, and tapered pants.

Finally, as he fastened his tie all the way up to his neck, it felt like he had put on an extra layer of soul. This is indeed comfortable.

The preparations were complete, and Kim Chun-sik slowly descended the stairs.

Tap- tap-

It would have been better if there was the sound of high heels, but unfortunately, due to his light weight, a rather cute sound was heard on the wooden floor.

"Hello. Welcome to this lecture, everyone!"

Kim Chun-sik, dressed in a black suit, greeted cheerfully and energetically.

"..."

The restaurant owner... just one person?

He had expected this, but facing it was still a bit painful.

But he couldn't be sloppy about it.

This person is a kind of seed money. Teaching well and learning well will spread word of mouth and increase the number of students.

So, shall we begin?

"Let's start!"

Ch.3 - Reading Session.
Half-bald head, protruding belly, and a face that looks like it would explode in anger if you poked it.

These are such common traits that they're hardly worth mentioning. I'm just another middle-aged man lumped together under the single noun "ahjussi," regardless of how I've lived or what I look like.

That's me.

If there's anything meaningful about me, it might be that I run a small restaurant in Bell Park?

Though now it's quite famous.

All because of that kid.

Her name is Kitty. What was her last name again? Oppen...heimer? Yes, that was definitely it.

I remember when I first saw her. She had a refined face but her mannerisms reeked of street smarts—a strange combination.

So I made an educated guess and asked her: "Were you born into a merchant Bourgeois family, but lost your parents for some reason and wandered around until you ended up here in Bell Park?"

Surprisingly, I was right.

Well, actually, it wasn't that surprising. Sadly, Kitty's story was so clichéd I could recite it in my sleep. That's how chaotic today's world is.

Later, I asked how her parents died, but she never answered. Since making others uncomfortable isn't my style, I never brought up the subject again.

Back to the main point—I want to explain how my small, shabby restaurant became famous.

It started with Kitty's proposal. She asked to rent a corner of my restaurant between 2 and 5 PM, when there were hardly any customers.

I was dumbfounded. This girl appears out of nowhere and suddenly wants to rent my restaurant.

I accepted her proposal.

Why did I do it? I'm not entirely sure. If I had to give a reason, maybe I was impressed by how this orphaned kid was trying to make her way in the world.

Besides, what kind of business could someone her age possibly run? Since she didn't seem to have anywhere else to go, I thought I'd let her play entrepreneur until she got bored, then maybe hire her as a restaurant employee. So I cheerfully carved out a corner of my restaurant for her.

"Really?!"

I sat in a corner of the restaurant, curious about what she was planning to do.

Surprisingly, Kitty's business was private tutoring. The class was called "Kitty's Literacy Class." Not a bad name, I suppose.

"That's lame."
"Hey now."

The reason she needed a suit was probably to avoid being looked down upon.

On the grand opening day of her class, I had the honor of attending. I'm embarrassed to admit that I'm practically illiterate myself, except for the essential words needed for restaurant business.

Unfortunately, on the first day, I was the only student. But that was understandable, given how suddenly the class had been established.

Despite this, Kitty's face showed no disappointment or intimidation. She was stronger than I had thought.

However, the class was more shocking than I expected. She suddenly started writing swear words and slang on the blackboard and reading them aloud!

Feeling like she was mocking me, I confronted her angrily.

Kitty looked at me with a bright smile and explained her actions. She said there's nothing like profanity to spark interest.

As foolish as it may sound, I fell for that ridiculous explanation.

She certainly succeeded in capturing my interest, though I felt a bit guilty about learning to read and write curse words.

Of course, it wasn't just about swearing.

For concrete objects, she brought actual items or pictures, making them very easy to understand. For abstract concepts, she explained through gestures or associations.

Using real objects and pictures made learning much easier, and incorporating newspapers made it relevant to daily life, which was surprisingly engaging.

On the third day, another person joined. They seemed to know each other. Something about letters, I think.

The new man and I spat out vulgarities together and learned new words from newspapers.

"That was fun."

On the fourth day, another person joined—an unusual old man. He made a fuss during his meal before naturally becoming part of the class.

Again, we sat together and cursed. With three times the profanity, my head wasn't just spinning—it was completely numb.

I asked the new old man what he found appealing about this strange class.

The old man couldn't stop praising Kitty.

He said Kitty's method represented the vision that educational theory, just beginning to be researched in the capital, should aspire to.

"Heh heh... I was surprised too."

On the fifth day, ten more people joined. Kitty was overjoyed.

They were all disciples of the old man who, surprisingly, turned out to be a professor from a famous academy in the capital.

He was extremely happy, saying he never expected such good fortune when he stopped by Bell Park on business.

About twelve men shouted curses at the top of their lungs. My head started to ache.

"That's about us, isn't it?"
"I think so."

Time passed.

As the old man had said, Kitty's skills were quite remarkable. After a month, even I, who had been illiterate, could now write simple compositions.

As my remarkable progress became known far and wide, the number of students began to increase exponentially.

Many others came to my restaurant as well.

People who heard about us through the professor, those who came out of curiosity and ended up staying, and mothers seeking education for their children.

The number of attendees snowballed, and when we finally ran out of space, I spent all my remaining funds to expand the restaurant.

The enlarged restaurant was used entirely for lectures.

You might wonder how I made a living. Don't worry about that.

The lectures were held from 2 to 5 PM when the restaurant was empty, and when the lectures ended, it was dinner time at 5 PM.

So people would order dinner right after class to fill their stomachs.

In other words, all those numerous students turned into restaurant customers as soon as the lecture ended.

People ate meals and drank alcohol while discussing what they had learned, and some formed separate groups to exchange opinions.

On some days, the professor's young disciples, drunk on alcohol, would argue fiercely, each insisting their opinion was correct.

People who had been quietly watching would chime in from their seats with comments like, "I think that young man is right," and before you knew it, everyone in the restaurant would be split in half, arguing.

The startled Kitty and professor would barely manage to calm people down, bringing order and rules to the arguments.

With procedures in place, the arguments naturally evolved into large-scale debates.

With sides forming for and against, and winners and losers emerging, people became more focused on the lectures to win these elegant arguments, and those with free time studied separately at home.

It would have been nice if these efforts weren't aimed at circumventing the "no cursing" rule.

Kitty actually liked it. She said that although the direction was slightly off, people were figuring out metaphors and similes on their own.

Even if it just meant evolving from direct insults like "Your mother is a whore!" to elegant curses like "I hear your mother is quite popular due to her lack of teeth?"

"Hahaha!"

At this point, Kitty must have decided it was time to move to the next level, as she abandoned her one-way teaching method in favor of having students write diaries or book reports.

The book reports were read aloud in front of everyone. I did it a few times myself.

As more people visited and everyone's skills improved daily, my restaurant transformed into a kind of forum.

Taking lessons from Kitty, eating meals, debating—based on consensus, we began addressing Bell Park's chronic problems.

Although there was no enforcement power, since most of Bell Park's citizens participated, our consensus proposals gained undeniable influence.

As this continued, gossips spread stories about Bell Park to other cities, and many intellectuals from other towns, hearing rumors about the unusually brilliant professor and the strange restaurant, flocked here.

These visiting intellectuals were surprised to see women standing on the affirmative side during debates.

But since Kitty herself was a woman, their surprise quickly faded. Everyone just accepted it and moved on.

Anyway, they also enjoyed being with us. Although I couldn't properly understand the difficult terms they used, like "soil ripe for republicanism" or "democracy."

But they were soon driven away by old man Carmin, the academy professor. I'm not sure why, but Kitty was uncomfortable too, so I believe Mr. Carmin's actions were justified.

"..."

These days, those of us who attended the early classes, including myself, no longer participate in Kitty's lectures.

That's because there's nothing left for us to learn.

Instead, we've started reading books. We can now understand writing, and there are still mountains of words we don't know.

I'd like to write more, but people might get bored, so I'll end here.

Thank you.

Ch.4 - It's About Time To Decide.
Late evening.

Restaurant forum.

"Thank you."

The restaurant owner finished his reading and came down from the podium, scratching his head awkwardly.

"Mister! That was amazing!"

Kitty ran toward the descending restaurant owner and jumped into his arms.

"Really?"
"Of course!"

Clinging tightly in his embrace, Kitty looked up at the restaurant owner with a broad smile.

In all her time working as a tutor and teaching assistant, Kitty had never seen such an excellent student.

Writing that organizes one's thoughts coherently and leaves a lasting impression on people's memories is quite difficult.

Even with the help of sophisticated modern pedagogy, what use is it without the student's will? Kitty was simply grateful that the restaurant owner had trusted and followed her guidance.

The restaurant owner's large hand gently stroked Kitty's head. Very carefully, but firmly enough to be felt.

Kitty closed her eyes and quietly enjoyed the touch. When the audience smiled quietly watching the two of them, Kitty realized what she was doing and blushed, taking a few steps back.

Have you ever heard that all humans possess a mentality appropriate to their level?

Kitty just made that up.

Since the body swap, Kitty's mind had been gradually regressing to match her age.

Action precedes thought, and impulse comes before structure. She had become more lively and louder than her original personality.

As Kitty became aware of these changes, she tried her best to restrain herself.

But as with earlier, the greater the fluctuation in her emotional graph, the more the doors of emotion flung open without consulting their owner, always reducing Kitty's efforts to nothing.

Kitty remained vigilant against this mental regression, striving not to lose herself.

"Ugh... what on earth was I doing..."
"But it was cute, wasn't it? Have a drink."

However, those around her saw things differently.

Some days, she would open her mouth wide with delight at a piece of bread tossed by the bakery lady, looking as if she'd been given the world.

Yet when she took the podium or performed her duties as chairperson, that childlike demeanor would vanish completely, and people would feel an inexplicable tension, as if their minds were being penetrated.

Kitty's tightrope walk between child-like state and sage-like wisdom had a certain... indescribable charm.

Though she herself disliked such evaluations, comparing it to having a split personality.

.

.

.

.

.

Quiet restaurant.

Just an hour ago, it had been as busy as a marketplace, but now only the occasional sound of the restaurant owner washing dishes could be heard.

"Aren't you going home, old man?"

The restaurant owner spoke to Carmine, who was still lingering, while doing the dishes.

Carmine, who had been watching heart-shaped donuts coming out of Kim Chun-sik's mouth, answered with a start.

"Heh heh... Does my presence here make you uncomfortable?"
"Not at all... but won't your disciples be worried?"
"Don't worry about it. They're probably having a grand time celebrating the absence of their cranky old master."

At the end of their conversation, the restaurant owner sensed an inexplicable dampness born of loneliness, but said nothing.

"Ah, yes. Then please take your time."

Life is like a pyramid; the closer you get to the top, the fewer people stand beside you. The restaurant owner assumed the old man's loneliness was of this nature and decided not to dwell on it.

"Baked potatoes obviously need salt. That's an eternal truth, old man."
"Your short years have given you a palate as limited as your height. Sugar also has its own depth."
"What's short might not be my height but your lifeline, old man."

As he continued washing dishes silently, he noticed the two engaged in a debate of remarkable sophistication.

Though outsiders might be appalled by the content, our method of debate always began with disparaging the opponent, so as long as there were no explicit insults or condemnations, no one considered it rude.

Still, it was unbearable. With baked potatoes, anything other than ketchup was heresy.

"With baked potatoes, obviously... Welcome!"

The restaurant owner's interjection was unfortunately cut short by a customer who had just entered.

Debates were for when time allowed. Since it was still business hours, the restaurant owner returned to the counter to fulfill his duties.

"Is Professor Kitty here?"

Kitty. Kitty Oppenheimer.

That was the name Kim Chun-sik had given himself upon coming here. After all, he couldn't use the incongruous name Kim Chun-sik in a place where Western names were the norm.

Why Oppenheimer, of all names?

Simply because the last movie he watched before dying was Christopher Nolan's "Oppenheimer," and the name of Oppenheimer's wife was Kitty Oppenheimer.

Yes, it was a name chosen without much thought.

"Ah! Yes, that's me."

Kitty rushed over at the title of professor, greeting the customer with a flushed expression.

.

.

.
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Morning, as the sun rose.

Kitty was leisurely wandering the streets.

"It's been a while since I came here."

Bell Park, a pioneer settlement, was like a faded old photograph due to the swirling dust filter.

Everyone built the village buildings, everyone harvested the fruit, and everyone shared in eating it.

The distinctive closeness of a small society where consumers and suppliers blurred together. Kitty liked that.

In Kim Chun-sik's world, society was a well-constructed coffin that bred paranoia.

In both in-groups and out-groups, Kim Chun-sik was always an outsider, and his different appearance and background often led to rejection.

Merciless nationalism and dichotomous thinking were enough to isolate Kim Chun-sik.

But this place was so different. Whether Kim Chun-sik was meat scraps, mustard stains, or cheese powder, no one cared, and as long as one fulfilled their duties as a person, orphans and illegitimate children alike could live well.

"Good morning, Professor!"
"Professor Kitty! Want to eat this?"
"Thank you always!"

Kitty savored the unfamiliar but not unpleasant sense of dissonance as she sauntered down the street.

"Dark circles under bloodshot eyes... Are you the professor everyone's talking about?"

Kitty put down the fruit received from the greengrocer and turned around.

A red jacket, white pants smudged with dirt, and a hat standing tall like pride reaching for the sky.

The man who called out to Kitty was obviously a soldier, and he briefly showed an expression that suggested this should be obvious.

But since soldiers approaching civilians usually meant trouble, Kitty asked the reason with some caution.

"No! I didn't stop you for inspection or anything... I just heard that you know everything."

Since she had taken on the role of educator to fulfill what she couldn't in her previous life, many people came to Kitty with questions.

This time was no different. Kitty let out a small laugh of relief, mixed with thoughts like "what kind of soldier has such a dopey face?"

"Do you have something to ask?"
"Well... this might be a bit difficult..."

The soldier carefully pointed to the rifle on his back.

"You know what this is, right? As you can see, I..."
"Ah, I think I know what you're going to ask. It's not hitting the target, right?"

The soldier's eyes widened.

"Y-you really are as smart as they say. I can see why people call you professor."

Ignoring the soldier's amazement, Kitty asked to see the rifle on his back.

After a moment's hesitation, the soldier made a "why not" face and handed over his weapon.

"Just as I thought."

The accuracy problem was predictable.

In this world where gunpowder was manually loaded and smooth-bore muskets without rifling were the norm, guns were terribly inaccurate, just like in the world Kitty had lived in.

Kitty skillfully checked the alignment of the sights and inserted her finger into the barrel to check for rifling.

"As expected... no rifling, and the sights are a mess."
"Was your father a soldier?"
"I'm an orphan."
"Oh... I'm sorry about that."

Having unintentionally been rude, the soldier repeatedly bowed his head to Kitty.

But Kitty appeared unbothered.

In truth, she was desperately maintaining a poker face to suppress the rising nausea.

Guns.

Weapons that even a five-year-old child could use to easily take a life if taught how.

Moreover, the operation wasn't some insight gained through arduous effort, but simply a process of loading, aiming, and firing.

Kitty despised that simplicity.

Yet the reason she was explaining it earnestly was because he had called her professor.

The authority of a professor stems from respect. Since he had shown respect first, it was only right for Kitty to uphold that authority.

"Do you have paper and a pen?"
"Huh? Wait, just a moment."

A moment later.

The soldier, breathing heavily, handed Kitty paper and an ink pen he had borrowed from somewhere.

Taking the pen, Kitty immediately began drawing something on the paper.

"Show this to the village blacksmith and ask him to make it out of lead."
"Huh? What is this... Wait, wait!"

Leaving the confused soldier behind, Kitty fled the scene as if escaping.

Ch.5 - Save Me.
If you wait in the same spot for days on end, eventually someone you need to target will appear.

When the crosshairs aligned with the tumbler-like figure through the scratched convex lens, I held my breath and tensed my finger.

With a sharp noise, a 147-grain metal fragment flew through the air, and the tumbler fell.

I felt nothing as I stared at the image formed through the small window. The distance between us served as an excellent mental buffer.

A heaving chest struggling for breath, eyes filled with hatred, and a body with some hollow part.

No screams were heard. Just the acrid smell of gunpowder, the numbing recoil, and a tumbler falling alone.

.
.
.
.
.

Early morning.

Kitty maintained a deadpan expression while lazily stirring the warm soup, listening to the innkeeper's morning greeting.

"You don't look well. Your dark circles seem to have gotten longer?"

"Had a nightmare from hell."

"That's too bad. Have another piece of bread."

Kitty caught the bread thrown by the innkeeper with one hand, immediately soaked it in the soup, and stuffed it into her mouth.

As some vitality returned to her body, her eyes regained focus, accompanied by a pleasant burping sound.

"Urp. Nothing like carbs when you're feeling down... Who are you?"

"Are you Kitty Oppenheimer?"

Kitty looked at the imposing soldier who had somehow entered and was alternately looking at a paper and at her.

"That's me."

Kitty calmly revealed her identity, half tense and half afraid.

"Is that so? Kitty Oppenheimer. You're under emergency arrest on suspicion of witchcraft."

"No wonder my dreams were so shitty..."

.
.
.
.
.

Prison.

The word "prison" seems to have a magical quality that makes people recoil. Especially when preceded by the word "underground."

The air was extremely stale and humid, with torches attached to pillars providing the only light, making one feel as if just being there was punishment enough.

Unlike modern facilities, human rights seemed to have been thrown to the dogs. The smell of unwashed inmates and rust from the iron bars invaded her nasal membranes, making her feel like a scapegoat of collective punishment.

"I'm telling you! I didn't make it!"

"Isn't this your handwriting?"

The soldier who had arrested Kitty waved a paper in front of her face.

The paper showed the structure of a peculiar cone-shaped bullet, known as a Nessler bullet used in rifled muskets.

Kitty couldn't understand at all. She had merely improved their primitive weapons that could barely hit targets unless they were right in front of them.

Instead of begging on their knees for her to share her knowledge with the military, why would they arrest her and threaten to kill her?

Something was off. So Kitty decided to look at the situation more objectively.

"This accuracy is impossible without a witch's magic!"

"Are you humanities major? Don't you know fluid dynamics?"

"Fluid... what? Finally showing your true colors! Witch! You must have bewitched the villagers with such incantations!"

"Me? Bewitching villagers?"

Kitty was dumbfounded, even more so than when she saw a character split in half in a cartoon.

"Yes! Since you gathered people, they suddenly started doing this thing called voting, and began refusing tax increases with talk of consensus agreements!"

"Ah, I see..."

Kitty slapped her knee with her handcuffed arm.

She seemed to be entangled in a rather troublesome issue.

Such political problems were like time bombs. If you didn't perfectly understand the complex circuitry of intertwined lines, they would explode immediately.

And Kitty had clearly touched the wrong wire.

She must have offended either the sensibilities of those in power or their livelihoods. Or possibly both.

Kitty used her frantically working brain to assess her situation!

Orphan, no connections, no assets, commoner, super cute.

The only things she had were her wits. (Or not.)

After thoroughly evaluating everything, Kitty played her trump card.

"Please spare me. I'll just quietly leave."

She begged pathetically.

.
.
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The Governor's office.

The Governor was in a good mood.

Was it because he found 5 coppers on his way to work?

Or perhaps because today's tea tasted particularly rich?

Or maybe because his troops' accuracy had recently improved dramatically, as if by magic?

"I feel like I might meet someone important today."

"I don't know about important, but a witch was just captured."

"A witch?"

"Oh, right."

The Governor put down his tea and looked at his adjutant who was organizing documents.

The adjutant, realizing his slip of the tongue, tried to play innocent, but this only made him look more suspicious. When the Governor persistently questioned him, pulling rank, the adjutant finally confessed the truth.

"Well..."

The adjutant's story was quite shocking.

It was a terrible conspiracy: the military police chief, angered that people wouldn't accept tax increases due to a child inciting them in the settlement, planned to quietly dispose of the child by accusing her of witchcraft.

"People were swayed by such a young child's words?"

"Yes! Though she only looks like a child, there are rumors she's actually a spy from the pointy-ears..."

"I see... That's a possibility. But tell me, when did I order a tax increase?"

"Eh?"

"It seems you have much to discuss with me. Why don't you have a cozy chat with the military police chief in the dungeon?"

With a snap of the Governor's fingers, men with ropes appeared as if they had been waiting, bound the wailing adjutant tightly, and took him away.

Watching the adjutant being dragged away, the Governor felt more heartache over the corruption in his troops than satisfaction.

Better to filter them out now. Seeing how they stupidly ruined their secret plans with a slip of the tongue, it was for the best.

"To think they would try to pin the concept of 'witch'—a hollow notion created to oppress female mages during the God-King era—on her. The military police chief is truly vicious."

In the suddenly quiet room, the Governor gathered his coat and the dungeon keys and went outside.

"Tsk. Should have been more careful."

.
.
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Back in prison.

How could this happen? Perhaps Kim Chun-sik had underestimated this world.

"Then by unanimous decision, death penalty."

"Wait a damn minute. What about a trial?"

When the shocked Kitty demanded something so obviously necessary, everyone in the underground prison tilted their heads.

"Trial? Are you a Nobila or something?"

"Huh?"

Kitty couldn't understand at all. Even someone who scammed 500,000 mesos would get a trial before imprisonment, so what was this talk about Nobila?

Something was off. It seemed too sloppy and rushed. Even if she had offended those in power, for the military to carry out such private punishment...

It looked like the subordinates had acted on their own initiative when they didn't get their share. Such actions usually get exposed within days. In other words, there was no way for her to survive here.

"Hey, you bastards. Even when Joseon suffered national humiliation, they still got trials, you barbarians!"

"Judging by your nonsense, you must indeed be a witch. The decision stands."

The Nobila they mentioned were the traditional ruling class of this country.

Known as the Blue Bloods, they had talent in magic and had naturally ruled over people since ancient times.

Kitty regretted her choices. Damn, if she had known, she would have spent more effort to wear flowing robes instead of a suit.

But that was a futile thought. Clothes suitable for the Nobila class started at a minimum of 150 gold. Her 50 silver wouldn't have been nearly enough.

The men who had hastily decided Kitty's fate pulled out pistols from their coats and pressed them against her forehead.

Kitty froze. The gun barrel, always close yet something she wanted to keep far away, looked like a woman from the underworld staring up from the bottom of a deep well.

As the trigger was pulled halfway, Kitty squeezed her eyes shut.

"Let's get this over with quickly."

"Ugh...!"

"..."

"..."

"...?"

What was happening? It didn't hurt. She could still breathe, and there was no hot sensation that should have been felt in her head.

Kitty cautiously opened her eyes.

She saw the soldier who had pointed the gun at her now trembling and standing at attention.

"What are you doing?"

"G-Governor, sir...!"

A man wearing a white admiral's hat was glaring at the soldier who could barely control himself.

"I asked what you're doing."

"Th-that's..."

The soldier, just now realizing he had a pistol in his left hand, hurriedly hid it behind his back, but it was far too late.

The man in the admiral's hat, having assessed the situation, narrowed his eyes and snapped his fingers again.

The burly men from before appeared and detained everyone except Kitty and the man, taking them away somewhere once more.

Ch.6 - How Spiteful.
The Governor's Office.

"First, let me apologize. This is all my fault as the person in charge."

The Governor bowed at a right angle with his hat in one hand, apologizing. Every movement displayed such dignity and etiquette that it seemed like his own way of showing authority without saying a word.

From his position, bowing his head first to someone held tremendous significance, but Kitty had lived a life far removed from such formalities, so whether the Governor bowed or not, it all seemed like pretense to her.

Who is he? Is this deception? Are they working together? What's his real intention?

With her mind in turmoil, Kitty pulled out a cigarette from her pocket, put it in her mouth, and lit it. It was certainly rude behavior, but she saw no reason to be courteous.

Even after nicotine had circulated through her blood vessels three times, her heart wouldn't calm down. Adding extreme thirst to that, she roughly drank the tea she had never touched before, thinking "whatever happens, happens."

"Ugh. Bitter."

Kim Chun-sik, though not a tea drinker, usually enjoyed black coffee. He was quite accustomed to bitter tastes, but for some reason, as soon as the tea touched his tongue, he felt it curl up from the bitterness.

As she frantically searched for something sweet like candy to counter the unexpectedly bitter taste, she suddenly heard someone trying to suppress laughter.

"Haha... Well, well. To think they called such a little girl a witch."

"What's so funny?"

"That fierce look doesn't scare me at all, you know?"

A surge of anger—

Kitty felt something rising in her chest.

Your corrupt subordinate almost got my head blown off, and you're laughing?

Heat rushed to the top of her head. Do you think you'll be safe if I make it out of here alive?

"Just... just let me go."

That's what she expected. After all, the reason Kitty was brought here was trivial to begin with.

The military is an organization optimized for concealing incidents.

Even in Korea, where the press is active, the Ministry of Defense can easily cover up the disappearance of a few people if they want to, let alone an orphan like Kitty.

Kitty just wanted to leave this godforsaken place.

But the man smiling in front of her seemed to have no such intention.

"Where do you think you're going? You're still a suspect."

Kitty was dumbfounded. Did this man, who looked like an idle aristocrat, even understand what he was saying?

'...No. He seems too high-ranking to be stupid.'

Kitty immediately prepared a simple thought experiment to understand the man's true intentions.

As she had thought earlier, this man appeared to hold a very high position. The attitude of others and his own confidence attested to that.

He must either be quite knowledgeable or have powerful backing befitting his position. He's likely seen and heard a lot.

If so, he must also be aware that keeping Kitty here could be grounds for criticism. Why is he holding her here with such strange excuses?

'Does he want something?'

"Do you... want something from me?"

After her brief thought experiment, Kitty carefully asked the man called the Governor.

The Governor responded with a bright smile and clapped his hands once.

"Indeed! You're quite smart. The rumors were true after all."

Kitty thought it was a conclusion anyone could reach if given enough time, so she didn't understand the Governor's fuss.

But his excitement had some credibility.

It's extremely difficult to adapt to such sudden changes in circumstances. Most people would be crying their eyes out just from being locked in an underground prison, yet here she was not only keeping her composure but also analyzing the speaker's intentions.

That's why the Governor was very interested in Kitty. As they say, people are precious in pioneer settlements.

He believed that if he nurtured her well, she could excel in any field.

"I heard you're an orphan. Do you have a home?"

"Uh... I eat and sleep at a restaurant in the central district."

Tsk—

What a shame. Tempting with basic necessities would have been the easiest approach.

"Then do you have money? If you stay with me, I could give you an allowance..."

"Ah. It's not much, but I earn steadily through lectures."

Hmm. Yes. That makes sense.

Rumor has it she gives private lessons at very affordable prices. Is that why people call her Professor?

"Then... how about power? Just ask me, and I could even have someone taken care of..."

"Are you crazy?"

Ah. This isn't easy.

That was a bit of a stretch even for me...

"Then how about this? I'll adopt you into the Prassia family! You'll become nobility, a Nobila!"

.
.
.
.
.

Late evening at the restaurant.

"Are you an idiot?"

"Why are you—"

The restaurant owner collapsed onto the sofa, looking at Kitty.

What kind of fool would turn down such a golden opportunity? Though he had quit drinking since coming here, the restaurant owner felt the desire to reach for alcohol again, along with the familiar dryness in his mouth.

"Who in their right mind would reject such an offer? If it were me, I would have accepted! That's for sure!"

"Really? Well... that's different for each person."

"Sigh... Fine. What's your reason? Let's hear it."

"Reason? My lectures aren't finished yet."

Was it because Kitty's reason was too obvious? Or was it her nonchalant attitude? Whatever it was, the restaurant owner couldn't contain his rising anger.

"You... you fool! Do you think it's wise to reject such an offer for such a trivial reason? Some people would...!"

"Mister."

"What!"

"I said my lectures aren't finished yet."

When Kitty lowered her voice, goosebumps rose on the restaurant owner's arms. Feeling something crawling up his skin, he unconsciously rubbed his forearms.

The restaurant owner prided himself on having lived a rough life, experiencing all sorts of hardships, but he had never encountered such coldness from Kitty before, and it sent chills down his spine.

Han (deep resentment) is like that. Rather than a momentary emotion, it's a complex, festering knot of feelings. And this was the han of someone who had experienced death. The restaurant owner's reaction was no exaggeration.

"It must be comfortable, that kind of life. Money overflowing without doing anything, being revered by everyone."

"If you know that..."

"But in the end, it's not really mine, is it?"

The restaurant owner stared at Kitty with a blank expression.

"You look like you don't understand. How about this? I declined because I wouldn't be able to see your face if I left. Do you understand now?"

"What? Ah, forget it! Stop talking nonsense and sit down. Let's eat."

The exasperated restaurant owner placed several bowls of bread and other food on the table and filled Kitty's cup with orange juice.

"No coffee?"

"You were making faces while drinking it last time... Doesn't that mean you can't drink it?"

"Actually, you're right. It hasn't been agreeing with me lately."

"Lately?"

The restaurant owner started to think about how Kitty had been seeking sweet juice since she arrived but quickly dismissed the thought.

For a while, they ate in silence. The clinking of utensils seemed to reflect their unsettled feelings.

In that tense atmosphere, Kitty was the first to speak.

"Are you angry?"

"No. I just don't understand from my perspective."

"What?"

"You're being difficult. Didn't we just talk about this?"

"I know. I'm joking. But I haven't lied. Everything I said earlier was sincere."

The restaurant owner was the first to stop eating.

"What was?"

"...Being difficult. Do I really have to say it out loud?"

"My memory's a bit fuzzy. Could you repeat it?"

The eating sounds from the other side completely stopped.

And another sound began to fill the restaurant, similar to a kettle releasing steam.

"...I..."

"What was that?"

"I... Mister..."

"I can't hear you clearly."

"I SAID I DECLINED BECAUSE I WOULDN'T BE ABLE TO SEE YOUR FACE! HAPPY NOW?!"

.
.
.
.
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Going back to the past, back to the Governor's office.

"Then how about this? I'll adopt you into the Prassia family! You'll become nobility, a Nobila!"

"No thanks."

"Do you understand what I just offered when you're rejecting it?"

"Of course. My answer remains the same."

"Hmm... Is there a reason?"

"My lectures aren't finished yet."

He was more accustomed to accepting the hands of those seeking to benefit from his family's power. He wasn't used to extending his hand first.

From his perspective, it was the first time he had put aside his pride to make such an offer. But he was flatly rejected.

What shocked the Governor even more was the trivial reason that her lectures weren't finished.

At first, he thought it might be a euphemism. If not, this little girl was simply insulting nobility.

The Governor and Kitty's eyes met for a moment. And the Governor saw something burning in Kitty's eyes, realizing she was serious and understanding why she had rejected his offer.

Those green eyes were blazing with ambition like flames.

And there was something else visible... though he couldn't quite place it.

The Governor was usually quite critical of himself, but he did pride himself on his ability to read people, and he was indeed quite perceptive.

Usually, people like her don't know what they want. But they always achieve it later.

That made the Governor even more interested in Kitty. And curious.

"Let's be honest. What would it take for you to join me?"

In the aristocratic society filled with intrigue, revealing one's honesty was practically suicidal.

That's how he had been taught, and that's how he had lived. The reason the Governor went this far was because Kitty was truly, truly intriguing to him.

"Well... I don't lie. It's really because my lectures aren't finished."

"Really, for such a reason?"

"Um... if I had to give one more reason..."

"It's that I wouldn't be able to see the restaurant owner's face if I went to the capital?"

Ch.7 - Crowd Control Device.
# A Restaurant at Dawn

The restaurant owner's day begins slightly earlier than others.

Looking in the mirror, he shaves his darkened chin and cleans the restaurant that became dirty overnight.

"Phew... this should be good enough."

As the sun rises, its light meets the walnut tables, scattering rays across the surface.

The diffused light brightly illuminates the restaurant owner's face, and knowing that the day has begun, he immediately heads upstairs to wake Kitty, who would be sound asleep.

"Wake up."
"Mmm-"

No matter how much he shakes her, Kitty doesn't wake up. He wonders if this creature is truly the same person who stands at the podium.

"Five minutes... no, just one hour..."

It seemed as though she lived as two separate entities: Ki and Ty.

The restaurant owner silently leaves the room, abandoning the sluggish Kitty. After all, she doesn't contribute much to the restaurant anyway.

"Welcome!"
"What's good today?"

The restaurant owner repeatedly touches and releases an orange in front of him, checking its condition.

The fruit shop lady watches him and smiles warmly.

"Take it! I'll pack a few more if they're for your daughter."
"Daughter?"

The restaurant owner is dumbfounded.

Daughter?

"Hm? I mean Kitty! Isn't she your daughter?"
"No... what makes you think that?"
"Those fierce eyes... oh my, listen to me. Those intense eyes are exactly the same, what's the problem?"

The restaurant owner suddenly finds himself with responsibility without pleasure. He had always known how terrifying the auntie network was, but experiencing it firsthand was even more frightening.

Come to think of it, Kitty calls him "mister," so how could such a misunderstanding happen?

"No. She's not my daughter."
"Hmm~"

The fruit shop lady's eyes and lips curved into an arc.

He couldn't figure out what she was thinking. How exactly was the relationship between Kitty and the restaurant owner constructed in her mind?

"Well, whatever! If the professor is eating them! I'll pack a few more. Take them!"
"Yes... well, thank you."

With a few extra items added to what he had intended to buy, the weight became somewhat burdensome.

"Oh! Look at me! You should hurry! Isn't it starting soon?"
"Now that you mention it, it's already this late. Let's go together."
"Those bastards! I'm going to settle this today!"

.
.
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The Restaurant Forum of Rage.

"How can the military, which should protect the country and its citizens, conduct illegal surveillance and kidnappings?"
"And now we find out the tax increase they announced was all a lie?"

Murmurs and commotion filled the air.

The crowd gathered in the center of the restaurant numbered roughly a hundred.

When such a crowd speaks just one word each, it amounts to a hundred words. This terrifying number of rebukes was directed at a single person, leaving the legal officer who came as the military's spokesperson unable to gather his thoughts.

"Citizens! Please calm down!"
"Calm down? You son of a bitch! You're telling us to calm down?"
"Strike! Let's strike!"

Emotions like filth poured onto a single person. Of course, there was actual filth thrown as well, but emotional wounds cut deeper. The legal officer just wanted to die right then and there.

"You've been nibbling away at our money under the pretext of protection, and now you want double?!"
"That's right! If it weren't for Kitty, we would have been fooled again!"
"We cannot trust the military!"

"Disclose the details!!"

For the legal officer, the situation had become the worst possible.

Disclose the details? How could that be possible?

Crowds are always governed by the unconscious. Impulsive and hypersensitive, with diminished capacity for rational reasoning and always excessive emotions.

In that sense, crowds can be likened to primitive humans. Once an uprising begins, crowds don't negotiate with their lives.

If he were to disclose the details, they would immediately become a mob and burn this place down.

In truth, the legal officer had done nothing wrong. He wasn't involved, and when the incident broke out, he had already gone home, washed his feet, and was fast asleep.

By the time he read the report, it was already too late. The fraudulently collected taxes had already gone into individual pockets, and even if they tried to recover them, they had long been hidden or squandered.

Facing the flying filth and verbal abuse alone, the legal officer's mind was stretched thin. He sensed that if he lost his composure, the situation would escalate into an uncontrollable riot.

The level of verbal abuse continued to rise. And just as the atmosphere reached its peak, Kitty stepped onto the podium.

"Hello everyone. Did you all sleep well?"

The restaurant fell silent instantly.

Kitty paused briefly before continuing.

"I like Bell Park. Bell Park has always welcomed me warmly."

"I remember when I first came here. There were no guards obsessed with taking things from people at the entrance, and the gates were wide open. It was quite a strange town."

"After passing through the door, someone said to me: 'I don't care if you're meat scraps or cheese dust. Go and work.' It was a truly pioneering welcome."

"I really liked that. As some of you may know, I was an orphan. I wasn't welcomed anywhere."

"It was a series of gratitudes. For me, at least. Thank you for listening to my lectures, thank you for the apple you threw, thank you to the soldiers who protect this place."

"This is what I think: Bell Park is a city of gratitude. A city where everyone is thankful to each other, gives back, and unites."

"But what about the world outside? It's an era of division. Nobila and Brugne point staffs and gun barrels at each other, and to the east and west, the long-ears and dwarves intimidate us."

"In such a world, should we be divided among ourselves? I am here. The restaurant owner is here. You are here. Our military is here."

"We are all here."

"We live with gratitude for each other, and we must continue to do so. And this mindset will be a weapon far more powerful than any other city possesses."

"We must unite in gratitude and forge ahead with our combined strength! Hans on patrol! Joseph guarding the main gate! Gary in training!"

Kitty recited the names of the soldiers stationed in Bell Park one by one, without error and in order.

"Everyone is pioneering their own path from their respective positions. The same goes for us."

"Someone once said: Hate the sin, not the sinner. How true that is. We just need to replace that pig-like garrison commander and his minions. Nothing else is needed!"

"I am here. We are all here."

"Thank you."

.
.
.
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"Y-yes. Even so, they do protect us..."
"Now that I think about it, we just need to replace that garrison commander, right?"
"Fighting among ourselves won't accomplish anything."
"I think we were a bit harsh."
"Sniff... we should be grateful to each other."

Carmine, a professor at the Academy, couldn't believe what he was witnessing.

Is she truly a woman?

Among the psychological characteristics of crowds, there are quite a few that appear commonly in independent individuals, but there are also unique characteristics found only in groups.

Organized crowds follow special psychological laws that unify the crowd's mind.

And Kitty had successfully manipulated these complex characteristics to her liking.

Loss of individual consciousness, predominance of unconscious activity, suggestion and contagion that guide emotions and thoughts in the same direction.

Assuming an external enemy to unite a divided group, analyzing the audience and establishing rapport.

It was truly unbelievable that she had grasped and successfully implemented all of this in just a few minutes.

"I'll have much to do when I return..."

Although he had planned to leave in a few days anyway, his mind had changed.

Even if he couldn't say goodbye, he would leave today and ensure her admission to the Academy.

And make her his own.

...so Carmine firmly resolved.

.
.
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.
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A quiet restaurant.

"Unbelievable."
"What now?"

The restaurant owner cleans up the mess in the restaurant.

For once, Kitty was also lending her delicate hands to help.

"How did you do it?"
"It's nothing special. I just told a relatable story and slightly manipulated their emotions? Most of it was sophistry, actually."
"..."
"And I appealed to authority a bit?"
"That's not what I meant... never mind."

The restaurant owner closed his mouth and silently continued cleaning the restaurant.

Not long after, someone else came looking for Kitty.

"Kitty? Ms. Kitty Oppenheimer? Are you here?"
"You're back again?"

It was the soldier who had taken Kitty away before. His attitude had become noticeably more respectful.

"Ah... yes. I'm sorry about last time..."
"It's okay. You were just following orders, right?"
"Thank you for understanding. I've left the items outside the door."
"Alright. Do I sign here?"
"Yes. Here and... here... thank you for your cooperation!"

Having finished his business, the soldier darted outside.

But what items?

"Items?"

The puzzled restaurant owner asked Kitty.

And Kitty answered with a smile:

"Items that will make Bell Park more prosperous!"

Ch.8 - Secret Backdoor Deal
Rewinding time a bit to the Governor's office.

At the end of the conversation.

"This is a serious problem. How on earth should I handle this..."

The Governor's head was about to explode in real-time.

Forced taxation, kidnapping, illegal surveillance, and more.

Although he claimed these were all carried out without his knowledge, he was still the official Governor of Bell Park.

One way or another, he was the person who had to bear responsibility.

However, he possessed enough power and influence to somehow sweep this incident under the rug and cover it up.

For that to work, certain preconditions were necessary—either the victim needed to be a nobody, or there had to be no witnesses.

Of course, the Governor couldn't satisfy either condition.

How corrupt must his subordinates be to brazenly raid someone's home in broad daylight and take them away in front of everyone?

Moreover, the target was Kitty, the hottest potato in Bell Park.

"No... it's my fault. It's my mistake for failing to manage my subordinates properly... What am I supposed to tell Father..."

"Having troubles?"

The Governor looked at Kitty, who was grinning from ear to ear.

Unconsciously, his grip on his governor's hat tightened; he almost crushed it.

But what kind of man was the Governor? A veteran who had survived the central aristocratic society filled with all manner of political schemes.

His mask nearly slipped for a moment, but he quickly regained his composure and straightened his hat.

"Troubles? You bet. The biggest trouble of my life."

"I think I might be able to solve that for you."

"How?"

"It's hard to explain here... just leave it to me. After all, in life, it's either all-in or die, right?"

Setting aside how she knew about gambling, the Governor mulled over Kitty's words several times before responding with a hearty laugh.

"Hahaha!! That's right. All-in or die! So, what do you want?"

Through their brief conversation, the Governor had already figured out Kitty's personality.

Someone who always expects something in return. Someone who will stab you in the back to get what she wants if you don't deliver.

That's how the Governor defined Kitty.

"First, return all the illegally collected taxes."

"I was planning to do that anyway."

"And I'm going to form an organization later, so please grant it a few rights."

"What? That's..."

The Governor's brain began working furiously.

But no matter how he weighed the options, the aftermath would be impossible to manage even for someone of his position, so he reluctantly nodded.

'She's just a kid anyway. How much could she possibly demand...'

"Fine."

"Then one last thing."

"What, there's more?"

"This is really the last one, so listen carefully. Give me some paper and a pen. It looks like this..."

And so on and so forth.

That's how the negotiations between the Governor and Kitty concluded.

The Governor would come to regret this deal for a long time to come.

.
.
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"So. This is what you extorted from that noble lord?"

"Don't put it like that. Say I 'obtained it through negotiation,' please."

Several tubes, cylinders, and analog pressure gauges.

The restaurant owner was puzzled by these instruments that one would normally only see in a large academy.

"So what are you planning to do with these? They'd fetch a good price if sold..."

"Mister, would you believe me if I told you I could buy Bell Park—no, the whole world—with these?"

"Hey, you brat... don't mess with adults."

"But it's true..."

Kitty puffed up her cheeks and turned her back, making it clear with her whole body that she was sulking.

This slightly odd behavior was something she would never normally do, but Kim Chun-sik himself didn't feel any discomfort about it.

The restaurant owner was at a loss. Should he comfort her or not?

He desperately wanted to pat her head, but he couldn't bring himself to do it.

Considering Kitty's past behavior, it was impossible to tell if she was pretending to be upset or genuinely sulking.

Moreover, weren't they business partners? This kind of thing...

Ding- Ding- Ding-

"Citizens, please quickly enter the fortress!"

The sharp noise and urgent cries of the military police broke his train of thought.

As soon as he heard the sound, the restaurant owner lifted Kitty by the waist, hoisted her onto his shoulder, and ran urgently somewhere.

"What... what are you doing! Put me down!"

"Shut up."

The restaurant owner kept running nonetheless.

Bell Park didn't really have anything that could be called laws.

Except for one thing called the safety protocol.

[When the bell rings, enter the fortress.]

In the early days of Bell Park, there were quite a few macho men who disregarded the safety protocol.

But as is often the case with safety protocols, they are written from experience, and all those macho men who didn't follow them died.

Safety protocols written in blood.

Safety protocols are written by macho men.

.
.
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Upon entering the fortress, they found the parade ground already packed.

Among them, a familiar vegetable shop lady spotted the restaurant owner and greeted him cheerfully.

"Is that Kitty's dad?"

"I keep telling you, I'm not..."

Kitty, hanging from his waist, fortunately didn't hear, but that was fine. She was savoring a long-forgotten nostalgia.

"Ugh... I think I'm going to throw up."

Oh dear. Perhaps it wasn't such a pleasant memory after all.

The smell of military rations and sweat wafting from somewhere was making Kitty's nostrils twitch, and the occasional command shouts made her body flinch involuntarily.

"Company, atten-TION!"

Snap!

"What are you doing?"

"Shit."

Kitty had automatically snapped to attention at the eerily similar command.

That's how military drills work. Since the purpose is to condition the body to respond immediately, Kitty's reaction wasn't strange at all.

But it still felt unpleasant.

Now alert, Kitty became curious. What did the bell sound signify? Why were we gathered in this godforsaken space?

The restaurant owner, a Bell Park veteran, answered Kitty's questions.

"It's a monster alert. They're probably swarming like a pack of dogs by now."

"Monsters?"

Kitty got excited as soon as she heard the word "monster."

Finally, a proper fantasy element had appeared—what modern person wouldn't be excited?

But the restaurant owner's face was very grim.

"Usually when the monster alert sounds... everything outside the fortress gets completely destroyed..."

"Ah."

That's right!

Bell Park, a frontier settlement, was a village that had formed haphazardly around the frontline fortress.

Since the fortress was the only proper defensive facility, all the soldiers tasked with defending this place climbed up to the fortress to fire cannons and guns.

Naturally, the village wasn't part of the defense zone, and between the crazed monsters and the indiscriminately firing cannons, nothing remained intact in the village once the bell had rung.

And Kitty was scratching at the gate leading outside the fortress because of the gift she'd left at the restaurant...

"AAAAAAHHHHH!!!!"

.
.
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Atop the quiet fortress.

Dozens of soldiers were gripping their weapons tightly, aiming at the approaching Silver Fangs.

"Don't fire until I give the order!"

An officer had issued a cease-fire order to form a proper firing line, but a gunshot immediately followed.

Bang-!

He couldn't help but sigh.

It must be a new recruit again. It happens often.

It was extremely common for new recruits on their first mission to get scared by the approaching monsters, disobey orders, and fire prematurely.

Firearms didn't require much training, but as with anything that has advantages, there are always disadvantages.

The time it takes to reload a gun is agonizingly long.

Insert gunpowder into the hole... put in the bullet... ram it down... put more gunpowder in the pan...

It takes more than five seconds just to describe it, let alone actually do it. Completing a reload within a minute is considered very fast.

And even with precise aiming, they often miss.

That's why the officer wanted to rush over and smack the new recruit with his gun stock right now.

They needed to fire all at once from the closest possible distance to have any effect.

But they were in the middle of an operation. There was no need to lower morale. After all, the monsters would just scratch at the fortress walls until they were shot dead.

The officer sighed and ordered everyone to reload within 30 seconds, while the confused new recruit reported to him.

"I... I hit it!"

"What?"

How were these recruits selected? Were they mental patients captured because of that Press Gang thing or whatever causing trouble in the capital lately?

The officer, his temper rising to his head, grabbed the switch (club) hanging at his waist and clenched it tightly.

"Hey, you clueless idiot, what kind of nonsense—wait, it's true."

Just as he was about to smack the recruit's shiny forehead with his switch, the officer saw it.

About 250 meters away, a Silver Fang at the front of the pack was trembling.

The officer unconsciously reached into his pocket and pulled something out.

It was a distinctive conical bullet, different from the usual iron balls.

Recently, soldiers had started casting these themselves at the local blacksmith, giving him a headache.

There were rumors that they significantly improved accuracy. But since they weren't officially supplied items, he had confiscated a few as evidence...

What were they called again... Kitty Rounds?

The officer loaded a Kitty Round into his empty gun as if in a trance.

And when he pulled the trigger, he saw a Silver Fang 200 meters away collapse.

Ch.9 - Life Is A Merry-go-round That You Ride For Free.
Another peaceful day in Bell Park.

No, what was once a peaceful Bell Park.

Chaos erupted between the two forces dividing Bell Park.

The first was the military.

"Find whoever made this bullet at all costs!"

The second was the civilian population.

The citizens, in particular, were ecstatic.

"Our homes are still intact!"

As mentioned before, once a monster alert sounded, nothing would remain in the village.

After repeating the cycle of building, turning to ashes, rebuilding, and turning to ashes again countless times, the citizens had grown accustomed to this Sisyphean punishment.

But there was a clear difference between being accustomed to something and being numb to it.

A home is, in itself, a sanctuary for the mind, a medium for memories, and a nest for family.

How could they not be moved when their homes, which they expected to be destroyed, were somehow welcoming their owners unscathed?

The citizens didn't know why their homes were safe.

They were too overjoyed to analyze the cause and effect.

The reason why their homes remained intact would be revealed later.

.
.
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Second floor of the restaurant.

Kitty's room.

"That should be enough nitrogen..."

Having successfully separated nitrogen from the air through fractional distillation, Kitty mixed it with hydrogen provided by the Governor's office and injected it into the production tank.

She produced ammonia by reacting the secured nitrogen and hydrogen with an iron catalyst under high temperature and pressure conditions.

Then, using a reagent made by dissolving potassium iodide and mercury chloride in potassium hydroxide solution, she calculated the concentration ratio and readjusted the process.

The ammonium mercuric iodide formed in the reaction created brown and yellow precipitates.

Seeing the yellow precipitate at the bottom of the beaker, Kitty smiled broadly, showing her gums.

"I did it!"

Kitty had finally succeeded in producing ammonia.

Although the unreacted nitrogen and hydrogen still needed to be recirculated through the reactor to increase purity, she decided to focus on the significance of her successful production for now.

So why exactly was Kitty making something like ammonia with its pungent smell?

Because purified ammonia is used as a raw material for nitrogen fertilizers such as nitric acid or urea.

Nitrogen fixation, known as the Haber process in the original world.

This nitrogen fertilizer, which broke Europe's Malthusian trap, received praise for "creating bread from air" and dramatically increased both popularity and food production.

"With this... Bell Park will prosper..."

Though she sounds somewhat like a villain, her intentions are good, so it's probably best to let it slide.

Anyway, having succeeded in synthesizing ammonia, Kitty decided to end her three-month seclusion and return to society.

.
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Restaurant forum.

Late evening as the sun was setting.

The citizens of Bell Park scratched their heads in confusion as they made their way to the restaurant upon hearing news of a sudden forum.

"Why on earth are we gathering at this late hour?"

"I heard Kitty has something to say?"

"Is that so? Then we must go."

The restaurant quickly filled with people.

Most came out of concern for Kitty, who had disappeared without a word for three months.

"Hey! Professor Kitty! Are you alright?"

"Thought you were dead, but you've just lost some weight."

The citizens threw various comments at Kitty, who stood at the podium.

Among them were some soldiers who had been chanting "Kitty-tan! Kitty-tan! Kitty punch!" until Kitty appeared, but they quieted down and shrank into a corner after receiving stern glares from the surrounding citizens.

Anyway, Kitty, having completed her preparations, began to speak.

"Ahem. Good evening, citizens. First, I apologize for disappearing for three whole months."

*Bow*

The reaction was... moderate. Half said it was fine, while the other half expressed concern about her health.

"The reason I've gathered you all here today is to make a proposal."

After finishing her sentence, Kitty signaled to the restaurant owner standing beside her, who turned to the next page of the analog paper presentation.

"What's that? A labor union?"

The citizens who could now read voiced the words written on the presentation.

[Labor Union]

The citizens tilted their heads at this unfamiliar concept.

Kitty signaled the restaurant owner to turn to the next page to provide an explanation.

"A labor union is an organization formed by workers who voluntarily unite to improve working conditions, protect their rights, and enhance their economic and social status."

"What... what? Rights?"

"Simply put, it represents our interests."

Kitty gauged the reaction.

About 20% had no idea what she was talking about, 50% roughly understood, and 30% didn't care and just wanted to go home.

This wasn't a bad response.

"You've all heard stories from the capital, right? Like someone losing a finger while working on a conveyor belt, and instead of compensation, they lose their job."

"Isn't that normal? If you can't work, you get fired."

Was the gap in perception too difficult to overcome?

People seemed indifferent due to the unexpectedly large difference in awareness about workers' rights.

"No! That's wrong. Workers are the foundation of the nation. How can a country function without workers? We should take pride in ourselves and fight for our rights!"

Despite her passionate speech, people still looked puzzled. It wasn't that they didn't understand; it was just too radical for them.

"Bell Park is growing and will continue to do so. A society that has grown beyond a small community can no longer be controlled by just one charismatic person. In a space without authority, only strong rules can function."

"As Bell Park grows, the small-town atmosphere we have now will disappear. There are many villains outside, and assuming they will enter, we absolutely need a labor union based on law."

"Our village will become a city?"

"Yeah, if factories come in later, it would be wrong to fire someone just for losing a finger."

"Ah... would anyone even come to such a small place?"

The atmosphere seemed to be warming up, except for a few people.

At this point, Kitty decided to deliver a powerful finishing blow to win people over.

"If you join the labor union, I'll give you this fertilizer I made myself!"

The restaurant owner, who had been briefed beforehand, went somewhere and returned, placing a bag of fertilizer on the table with a thud.

"What's that?"

The citizens expressed doubt about the object that looked like a rice sack.

"As I said, it's fertilizer I made. The effects are guaranteed, so try spreading it on your fields and see for yourself!"

Kitty began promoting the fer... fertilizer as skillfully as a medicine peddler.

Who knew that following traveling salesmen at markets to earn tuition would come in handy like this? Indeed, no one knows how life will turn out.

"It smells like horse urine. Is it really horse urine?"

"I feel like I'm being tricked... but the professor's been eccentric for a while now, so maybe I'll try it?"

"I don't know. It must be good. At least she doesn't lie."

The table emptied as people took bags of fertilizer prepared according to the number of attendees.

"An excellent choice! If you write a review... no, if it works, please spread the word!"

"Yeah, sure."

The citizens looked at the fertilizer bags with dubious expressions.

As things were falling into place, Kitty decided to put the most important matter—the election of the union leader—to a vote.

"Now! Finally, we need to elect a union leader. Are there any candidates?"

"Union leader? It's you, professor."

"Pardon?"

"You should do it."

Bell Park's first labor union leader.

Kitty elected!

.
.
.
.
.

Outskirts of Bell Park.

A farm.

A farmer's day begins earlier than anyone else's.

From dawn, a farmer wearing a straw hat wiped away sweat as he silently plowed the field.

Having settled in the pioneer village a few years ago, he was spending a hard day cultivating barren land.

"Why is it so difficult to take root in this land..."

The farmer sighed as he looked at the dry, crumbly soil. At this rate, he expected a mediocre harvest at best, if not a poor one.

The farmer will reap the fruits of his labor if he just does his best.

He felt like tearing apart the mouth of whoever said that.

"Damn it all... I wrestle with dirt all day long and all I get are husks..."

The farmer threw down his hoe and flopped onto the dirt.

He rolled around, cursing and wondering how to live an easy life.

After rolling around a few times, he happened to notice the bag of fertilizer provided by Kitty.

With half-belief, the farmer began to spread the fertilizer evenly across his land.

A few days later, seeing his withering crops regain vitality and grow vigorously, the farmer ran frantically to the labor union headquarters, shouting:

"Please let me live an easy life!!!!"

Ch.10 - I Hired An SS-class Worker.
The Restaurant.

Or rather, the Labor Union Headquarters.

"I'm telling you, our side is more urgent!"
"What nonsense? Isn't protecting against external threats the top priority?"
"Nonsense? Are you done talking, Mr. Smooth-Talking Baldy?"
"Baldy? Small peppers are said to be spicy, but you must terrify every woman you meet."

Two people engaged in a truly dignified debate.

Though barely visible, Kitty was being pulled back and forth between them, both arms restrained.

Finding herself in this awkward situation, Kitty decided to calm the two down before being torn apart, but it wasn't as easy as it sounded.

"Walking along my beach, I saw your mother walking with some man. Whose mother? Perhaps both?"
"A dark child born to light-skinned parents! How truly mysterious!"
"Don't worry. Baldness skips a generation, so your child should be safe."
"Your mother, you son of a bitch."

Wow!

One of the two debaters couldn't hold back and surrendered.

"Ah shit... What are you doing? Push!"

The soldier's red-faced shout instantly turned the labor union headquarters into chaos.

The military and union members split into two sides and started a fistfight!

Naturally, everyone expected the union members to be pushed back, but surprisingly, they held their ground. Indeed, the compressed muscles of manual laborers were not to be underestimated.

Meanwhile, the restaurant owner entered the union headquarters and secretly wiped away tears at the sight of dishes being smashed.

Thinking that further chaos must be prevented, Kitty repeatedly struck the gavel.

Knock- Knock- Knock-

"Order!"
"..."
"..."

The union headquarters fell silent.

After Kitty cleared her throat a couple of times, a miracle occurred as both sides slowly lowered their raised fists, blushing with embarrassment.

"Phew... First, let's hear both sides' opinions. I'll listen as best I can."
"Yes! We want detailed specifications of the Kitty Bullets and permission for licensed production!"

It was that legal officer from before.

Once again, he was speaking on behalf of the military as their representative, stating their requests.

"Kitty Bullets?"

Kitty tilted her head in confusion. Did I ever make something like that?

Not long after, she nodded with a gasp of realization.

With the help of an explanation-loving union member, she learned why they were called Kitty Bullets instead of Nestler Bullets.

"The effective range of conventional bullets was around 50 meters, but experiments show the bullets made by our union leader reach an impressive 250 meters. Since the union leader made them, they're naturally called Kitty Bullets."
"I see."

When the legal officer realized that the original creator didn't even know about the existence of Kitty Bullets, he exclaimed in dismay, but it was too late.

Kitty handed him a paper labeled "Standard Contract" from under the desk.

"Fill this out and come back next time. We'll discuss it further then."
"Ugh... yes..."

The legal officer retreated obediently, though with obvious regret. He seemed satisfied just to have secured a contract for now.

But trying to get something for nothing always leads to trouble.

It was obvious that using makeshift bullets would eventually cause the barrel to explode, leading to a major accident.

If that happened, the legal officer would bear heavy responsibility! He should have been grateful to Kitty.

Seeing the high-and-mighty military retreat so readily, the union members felt a certain satisfaction in their hearts.

Is this what contracts are? Is this what unions do?

"Three cheers for Professor Kitty!"
"Q-Quiet! What's the next matter?"

With a crimson face, Kitty frantically waved the gavel and asked for the next item of business.

"Yes! We need more fertilizer!"

Kitty sighed and asked how much they needed to make.

And the union members' answer was:

"A lot! A fucking lot!"

However, the union members' wishes weren't easily fulfilled.

The fertilizer Kitty made was handcrafted over three long months, and to produce the amount the union members wanted, Kitty would have to live and breathe fertilizer until death.

To meet the union's demands, mass production facilities—a factory—was absolutely necessary.

But does a factory fall from the sky? To build one would require money...

Huh?

What if I just make it myself?

"Would anyone be interested in investing?"

Contrary to popular belief, the concept of factories emerged quite early in history.

In the original world, the first factories could be traced back to ancient Roman smelters.

And the first factory here... well, it exists. Something belonging to the Imperial family.

Moreover, this is now the age of factories!

Even now, thousands of spinning machines powered by steam engines were operating in the capital.

So people didn't need much explanation.

Still, it was a bit frightening. No matter how much "investors bear all responsibility and no one else is liable," one couldn't escape the human guilt that might come with it.

But given the business item in question, Kitty was truly confident of success.

.
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Late morning.

The outskirts of Bell Park.

Kitty, wearing a safety helmet, declared with a solemn expression:

"If we fail, I'll turn right and drown myself in Yeongil Bay."

Everyone tilted their heads at the unfamiliar place name, but the citizens just assumed it was said for determination's sake and let it slide.

Anyway, Kitty, along with workers brought in from other cities, began taking the first glorious and magnificent steps toward the "Oppenheimer Fertilizer Factory."

"If you don't wear a safety helmet, I'll send you home."
"Hmph."

.
.
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Construction progressed quickly.

While Kitty's precise and detailed blueprints played a part in making this possible, the true heroes of the construction were the workers brought in from the city.

These people were the real deal. Most were talented individuals who had worked in at least three different fields, including textile factories, mining, ironworks, steam engines, and so on. There was even someone who had been a tenant farmer.

They were true men. When lunchtime came, instead of eating properly, they would open their lunch boxes atop the bare skeletal structure of the building.

Kitty was troubled by this. Did they really need to eat at such heights for proper digestion?

So she called them separately in the morning and asked. Was there some complaint? Or were they just being difficult?

The workers' answer was shocking.

"We're afraid someone might steal our food..."

That's right.

In the early capitalist era where only the strong survived, workers were truly people dancing on the edge of life.

Every morning, they would rise from their coffins (literally) or ropes and have breakfast with the tea or milk tea they were given.

Not dessert, but breakfast.

Their average daily working hours were 16, and if they were late by even a few minutes, the supervisor would immediately dock their wages.

Surprisingly, all this treatment was legal. Or rather, it was lawless.

After being pickled in such harsh working conditions and repeating this life, they now received nutritionally balanced lunch boxes at the frontier settlement at the edge of the Albion Empire. Finally, their eccentric behavior made sense.

.
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Noon.

The outskirts of Bell Park.

"I declare the fertilizer factory officially open!"

Bell Park was in a festive mood.

The five-story building made of red bricks had glass windows scattered across its exterior walls, gleaming in the light.

Smoke rose continuously from the tall chimney, signaling that the factory was alive and breathing.

Kitty, who wouldn't have to drown herself in Yeongil Bay after all, smiled brightly as she cut the opening ribbon with scissors and entered the factory.

The first and second floors had workbenches and tools arranged in a spacious area. This was where the fertilizer would be manufactured and packaged.

The third and fourth floors housed various mechanical equipment including compressors, fractional distillation devices, reactors, and steam engines. Here, raw materials would be produced for workers to turn into fertilizer.

"Boss is the best!"

Most of the factory workers were the same people who had been hired to build it.

They had refused to return to the city after construction ended, captivated by the progressive working environment led by Kitty. They had clung to her pant legs, begging to stay.

Kitty had no choice but to give them standard contracts, which clearly specified minimum wage, working hours, vacation, dismissal, and other working conditions. As soon as they saw these, they filled out the contracts as if entranced.

Moreover, when they saw the third clause of the labor union, modeled after industrial safety and health laws, they even shed tears.

"If you don't wear safety helmets, I'll fire all of you, remember that."
"Long live the boss!"
"Boss punch!"

After a brief factory inspection, Kitty was about to head back to the restaurant with her tired body.

"Boss, boss."
"What now...?"
"Can my family come here from the city?"

Kitty firmly refused.

Even assuming a nuclear family, each would bring at least three people, and if that happened, chaos would be difficult to avoid.

Of course, an increase in the workforce would be welcome with open arms, but Bell Park didn't yet have the capacity or space to accommodate that many people.

"Hmph."

Hassan's expression darkened. Hassan was a worker from a colony, and being so kind and innocent, he was loved by both the workers and Kitty.

Seeing his disappointed expression made Kitty feel guilty.

"Wait half a year. It might be possible by then."

It was just a rough estimate, but it might really be possible in half a year.

With the money earned from selling fertilizer, they could improve the water and sewage systems, build new housing, and then...

Wait, am I really a professor?

Ch.11 - I Am Rich!
Late evening.

The capital.

"Extra! Extra~"

A boy who shined shoes in the morning and sold news in the evening darted through the alleyways, distributing newspapers with his newsboy cap pulled low over his head.

Everyone—from gentlemen in bowler hats to ladies carefully carrying folded parasols, to the bourgeoisie playing chess in gentlemen's clubs—picked up the papers at the mention of an "extra."

They all read the newspapers by the light of coal gas streetlamps installed throughout the avenues.

[Air into Bread! Oppenheimer Nitrogen Fertilizer]

At first, people tilted their heads in confusion. What on earth could this mean?

They wondered if it was a metaphor or perhaps a code used by dwarf communists, but before long, they learned about the existence of a fertilizer that literally made bread from air.

A few days later.

As soon as the department store opened, a frenzied rush began.

Department stores were always places of tension and energy. But the current scene was nothing short of hellish.

"The bread is being duplicated!"

Brokers shouted purchase prices with manic voices, while buyers entranced, yelled back, "I'll buy it!"

Several people were injured in the crush, but no one seemed to care. Even the injured themselves crawled on their arms, still shouting bids—it was truly a scene of madness.

The purchase price, which started at just 10 silver, quickly surpassed 20 silver.

Employees constantly updated the transaction information written on the blackboard.

By the time the department store closed, the price of Oppenheimer Nitrogen Fertilizer had reached an unprecedented 100 silver, creating a shortage unlike any in history.

.
.
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Guild Headquarters, Second Floor.

Kitty's office.

"Like it?"

"The money is certainly nice."

Kitty and the restaurant owner sat amicably in a milk bath, both wearing swimsuits.

The restaurant owner was still enjoying the milk bath with a dazed expression, while Kitty leaned against his back and opened the cork of a wine bottle.

Sipping from her wine glass, Kitty thought to herself. The restaurant owner's back—it's surprisingly broad? With well-defined muscles too.

There were also scars that weren't typically found on ordinary people's bodies.

Kitty had never properly seen her father's back when he was alive. Even if she had, it wouldn't have been her father's, nor her dad's back.

Without much thought, Kitty stroked the restaurant owner's back with the back of her hand. What kind of life had this man lived?

"!?"

"What, what's wrong? Did that hurt?"

Kitty was flustered by the restaurant owner's intense reaction, wondering if there were lingering effects from his wounds.

"I'm sorry, I didn't know it hurt."

"It doesn't hurt. I was just startled."

After saying that, the restaurant owner turned his back again and resumed focusing on his bath. Kitty shrugged it off and went back to sipping her wine while lighting a premium colonial cigar.

"Want some? It's Red Label, 30 years aged."

"I quit drinking."

"Drinking? How is this drinking? When alcohol reaches a certain quality, it becomes medicine."

The restaurant owner swallowed hard. It had been a full ten years since he quit drinking. He found himself in a profound dilemma.

In truth, the restaurant owner had been as much of a heavy drinker as Kitty was a heavy smoker.

Though he had quit drinking for certain reasons, could he resist his inherent desires? His hand slowly reached for the wine bottle Kitty was holding.

Red Label. And 30 years aged! Come to think of it, could this even be called alcohol? It was nothing short of a work of art.

Sip-

"Wow... this is delicious."

.
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"Heeeeeey~~~~?"

"Oh shit."

Kitty realized why this guy had quit drinking in the first place.

She struggled to detach the clinging restaurant owner. She had no choice but to keep pushing his face away from her cigarette.

"Milk tasty."

"Get a grip. That's what we've been bathing in."

The restaurant owner's bizarre drunken behavior didn't end there. He tried to extinguish her cigarette with his tongue, claiming he would show her something amazing, and kept trying to smash the bathroom furniture, insisting he was performing a feat of strength.

"Kissy!"

"Ugh, fuck!"

The worst part was how he kept treating her like a child and bringing his face close to hers.

Sure, Kitty might look like a child and was always relying on him, but she couldn't let a man steal a kiss on her cheek.

She regretted it. She should have given him just one glass when he said he'd only have one.

Isn't there a saying? A man's true feelings come out when he's drunk.

But she shouldn't have done it. How could Kitty have known he'd be such a problematic drunk?

"Gack."

The restaurant owner, caught in a guillotine choke, struggled on the bathroom floor before dropping his head.

Damn. What kind of body did he have?

The technique usually knocked people out in 30 seconds, but the restaurant owner endured the guillotine choke for a full two minutes.

Kitty brought a blanket from her room and covered the restaurant owner lying on the bathroom floor before heading out.

Just as she was about to leave, the restaurant owner started sleep-talking.

"Kitty. Kitty. Where are you going?"

Kitty left the bathroom without listening to the rest of his sleep-talk. She had a pretty good idea what it was about.

.
.
.
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Late the next morning.

Guild Headquarters, First Floor.

"Hey... what's 5 plus 3 again?"

"You don't even know that? Idiot."

"Idiot? I heard your mom bought a steam piston machine yesterday."

"That's your dad's."

"You fucking bastard."

Kitty rushed toward the students who suddenly started fighting.

She felt a headache that threatened to split her skull. Why had these kids suddenly started studying math anyway?

It had begun with a request from the guild members.

With agricultural production booming due to Kitty's nitrogen fertilizer, surplus produce inevitably began to accumulate.

The problem was managing this surplus—it required accounting skills, but the guild members, being farmers at heart, couldn't do calculations at all.

So they had established this class, but...

"Die!"

The students were just brawling.

Kitty quickly sent the troublemakers outside for punishment, making them stand with their hands raised.

From her perspective, these guild members—who should be the vanguard of agricultural advancement in human history—were fighting over a few insults, making her frontal lobe ache. But what could she do? This was the path she had chosen! She had to endure it with grit and determination.

Teaching mathematics was incredibly taxing.

At least in literacy classes, she had the cheat code of using curse words, but math had no such shortcuts. There's a saying that there's no royal road to mathematics.

Memorize, memorize, memorize. Mathematics was all about memorization, no matter what.

The Nordic approach of education based on understanding was only possible when brains were still malleable and time was abundant.

The people here needed mathematics they could use tomorrow.

"So multiplication is just a shorthand for addition... What?"

Kitty was writing something diligently on the blackboard when she stopped her explanation after noticing a guild member gesturing to her from behind.

"Professor. There's a visitor?"

"Tell them to come back later, I'm in the middle of class."

"It's... someone from the military?"

"What? Ugh... Memorize the multiplication table by tomorrow, and we'll continue then."

Leaving behind the cheers of the students, Kitty headed up to the reception room.

"Pleased to meet you. I'm Kitty Oppenheimer."

"Took you long enough."

"I apologize. I was in the middle of a lecture."

The Vice Governor sat with his feet on the table, drinking tea.

Kitty wondered why the Vice Governor had suddenly come to see her.

"Hmm... this place has really changed, hasn't it? Surprisingly so."

"Thank you for the compliment."

"I suppose it's all thanks to the factory?"

Fucking hell, of course.

Kitty cursed under her breath, quiet enough that the Vice Governor couldn't hear.

Indeed, all places where people lived were the same, and parasites who leeched off others were also the same.

"Yes. The fertilizer factory will make Bell Park even more prosperous."

"That's right. I think so too."

"So what do you want?"

When Kitty bluntly asked what he wanted, the Vice Governor hesitated momentarily before bursting into laughter.

"Hahaha!!! Just as I've heard! I like you!"

"I asked what you want."

At Kitty's cold tone, the Vice Governor lowered his hand and made a circular gesture with his thumb and index finger.

Kitty's head filled with heat. It was just as she had suspected.

The worst part was that he didn't specify an exact amount—a silent pressure to show "sincerity."

It could be interpreted as: "If you give less than I expect, I'll keep pressuring you; if you give more, thank you~"

The only fortunate thing was that he was only demanding money. What if he had asked for rights or privileges?

In a moment of anger, Kitty considered reporting this to the Governor but quickly abandoned the idea.

From what Kitty understood, while the Governor and Vice Governor were superior and subordinate in rank, in aristocratic society, the Vice Governor's family was slightly more prestigious.

As a result, the Governor and Vice Governor viewed each other as rivals. The military being split into two factions was evidence of this.

Kitty decided to gauge the level of antagonism.

"If you speak so vaguely, it's difficult for us to help you."

"Is that so? Then let's meet tomorrow."

"As you wish. Hey! The guest is leaving!"

The Vice Governor left with a broad smile, finding something inexplicably amusing, while Kitty sprinkled salt on the chair where he had sat and at the door.

The next day.

The main gate of the fertilizer factory was blocked by armed soldiers.

Ch.12 - Holiday
"Boss, boss. We didn't do nothing, I swear."

"I know."

Hassan put his thumb to his forehead and pinky to his tongue, then patted Kitty's shoulder—no, thigh—before walking toward the soldiers guarding the main gate with an intimidating aura.

Kitty carefully examined the faces of the soldiers lined up at the gate.

Most were unfamiliar, but a few looked recognizable.

"Some familiar faces here."

When Kitty made this casual remark, the soldiers it applied to looked apologetic.

But their loyalty wasn't directed toward Kitty.

"Can't you step aside?"

"S-sorry, Professor."

Kitty understood. What duty meant to a soldier. Knowing this all too well made the current situation even more frustrating.

"You there. Yes, you."

"Are you addressing me, sir?"

Kitty turned to the one who appeared to be the most senior among the formation of soldiers.

"Go tell your superior that I get it, so they should just buzz off."

The bearded soldier silently nodded and headed somewhere.

Shortly after, the soldiers disappeared along with word that the illegal construction and tax evasion charges against the Oppenheimer Fertilizer Factory had been dismissed.

.
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Union Headquarters, 2nd floor.

Kitty's office.

Kitty was experiencing genuine anger for the first time in ages.

"Let's see... maybe I'll use this."

On the large blackboard were various cards pinned up, and Kitty fingered one labeled "Public Interest Report."

Looking at the public interest report card naturally brought out a bitter laugh.

Having seen and heard what the military was really like up close, what kind of report would even matter?

Imagining stabbing the Vice Governor with a knife.

Considering the value of fertilizer, money would flow in abundance anyway.

The bribes to the Vice Governor were mere pennies. It definitely wasn't about the money.

What infuriated Kitty was how they had bared their teeth without understanding what the factory represented.

Weighing human sustenance against personal greed.

"...How dare they."

Kitty pulled out a card from the very end and fidgeted with it.

But soon sighed and shoved it back into the darkest corner of the drawer.

For now, they're only demanding money, so I'll just keep watching.

For now, that is.

Kitty went down to the cafeteria, grinding teeth in frustration, hoping that eating something might ease this anger.

Downstairs, the restaurant owner was preparing to wash dishes in the kitchen. Unfortunately, it seemed mealtime had passed.

Nothing was going right. Kitty felt like smashing everything and running far away.

The restaurant owner's back was visible. Always massive. Could those arms really wrap around all of that?

Curious.

"What is it?"

"I don't know. I'm just irritated."

The restaurant owner quietly began washing the dishes.

With a cicada-like figure clinging to his back.

"Mister. Should we just take the money and run? We'd have enough to live on our own."

The restaurant owner quietly put down the dishes and turned his head.

"Did something happen?"

"Happen? Something's always happening. Tomorrow I need to visit the factory, the next day I have to teach math, and the day after that..."

"Then is there something difficult?"

The pupils of Kitty, hanging on the restaurant owner's back, briefly dilated before quickly returning to normal.

"Pfft. Nothing's difficult for me."

"Really?"

The eyes of the restaurant owner who had turned his head met with Kitty's, who was peeking out from his waist.

Though momentarily surprised by an expression he'd never seen before, Kitty spoke calmly.

"Yeah. Really."

"There is something."

"What? I'm not at all—"

The words catch in the throat.

Words that should come out collapse, unable to form.

Sentences into clauses, clauses into phrases, phrases into words.

It feels like water is filling the throat. A voice suddenly full of moisture. Or is it the eyes?

Kitty couldn't understand.

"I'm not having a hard time..."

This is nothing. I've been through much worse countless times.

"Re...ally..."

Thanks to those who could barely be called parents, I've seen everything there is to see in life, good and bad.

Each time, Kitty remained indifferent, focusing all energy on being numb, as if it were someone else's problem.

I abandoned loneliness. I abandoned sorrow.

That night when people were so cold that I needlessly became an adult too early. I thought I'd thrown it all away that night.

What is this feeling?

Why am I whining like a child? Over something so trivial?

...Whining?

....

Ah.

"Yes, you're right. Actually, I am having a hard time."

Come to think of it, that's true.

"It's hard breaking up fights between people, and it's hard going around the factory."

Have I ever whined before?

"Remember when I was taken away before?"

Not even once.

"I almost died then."

I see.

"I still dream about it."

Haha.

"That damp, dark prison."

.
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"..."

"..."

Kitty wanted to turn back time and kill that self. Or maybe it wasn't too late now?

Why on earth did you spout such embarrassing, cringeworthy words, you stupid idiot, die die die.

Kitty imagined slapping those cheeks repeatedly. But the more this happened, the redder the face became.

"..."

Suddenly, the restaurant owner, who had been deep in thought, went into the storage room and came out with something like a backpack.

"What's that?"

"Pack all the valuables you can think of in here. We're leaving tonight."

"You're joking, right?"

"I'm serious."

To prove it, the restaurant owner began frantically stuffing in his favorite cooking utensils.

Kitty was shocked. At the restaurant owner who was seriously trying to act on what was said in jest. And at the something warm welling up inside.

"Are you crazy? Do you know how many responsibilities I have?"

"That's not my concern."

Kitty grabbed the arm of the restaurant owner who was stuffing things into the backpack.

When he showed no signs of stopping, Kitty applied a Kimura lock on him, but unlike before, the sober restaurant owner broke free using pure strength.

"Stop! I said stop!"

Kitty grabbed the end of the bag and pulled desperately to take it away.

Come to think of it, the bag looked quite old. As if it might tear with just a little force.

Rip-!

When excessive tension was applied to the part Kitty was holding, the backpack tore with a ripping sound.

As a result, the cooking utensils inside fell to the floor with a crash, and Kitty rolled across the floor with a thud due to the momentum.

"Ouch..."

Kitty sprawled out on the floor. Fortunately, the soft wooden floor prevented any injuries, but it didn't look that way to the restaurant owner.

"Kitty!"

"I'm not hurt. Don't worry."

Kitty just lay there, lips moving.

Still, the restaurant owner checked Kitty's limbs and the back of the head to assess the condition.

"That's a relief."

The restaurant owner, confirming there were no external injuries.

After staring at Kitty for a moment, he flopped down beside Kitty in the same sprawled position.

"It's hard but you have a lot to do?"

"Yeah."

"Then how about taking a vacation?"

"Vacation?"

"Yes. Vacation. We go to the city. Have fun there and eat delicious food."

Kitty slightly turned toward the restaurant owner. It was an expression never seen before.

"When?"

"Tomorrow."

"Tomorrow doesn't work."

"Then the day after."

"I'm looking forward to it."

The restaurant owner turned his head toward Kitty. It was also an expression never seen before.

"Do you have anything left to do today?"

"Yeah, but nothing urgent."

"Really? Then how about taking a nap?"

"A nap?"

"Sounds wonderful."

.
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"Boss, you look happy."

Hassan, with his innocent doe eyes, said while inspecting the steam engine with Kitty.

"Really?"

"Yes. Boss kawaii good."

Indeed, judging people by appearances alone can lead to mistakes.

When first seeing those dirty eyes and dark circles that reached down to the cheekbones, Hassan thought this must be the notorious bad boss who makes people work for just a cup of tea.

But what came instead was a fair contract and salary. Never in his dreams did he expect to receive treatment in a distant foreign land that he couldn't get in his own country.

"Hassan. Which university did you say you attended?"

"Me? Nudeli University!"

Kitty was equally surprised.

A colonial worker with a higher education degree.

And Nudeli University was the best university in the colony. Comparable to Seoul National University.

Moreover, an engineering student. Though he didn't reveal his major, being in sciences was enough.

Disassembling and inspecting engines is very arduous and dangerous.

Carelessly taking apart something without understanding its structure could easily result in a face steamed like a dumpling—no small matter.

In a situation where only one person knows the structure and must inspect alone, others might not realize how significant Hassan's presence was.

"Tighten that a bit. Yes, there."

"Here?"

Kitty, in coal-dust-stained work clothes, leaned in with all might, holding a greasy wrench.

Almost burning a hand on the hot steam, Kitty continued working without concern, focusing intently.

Inspecting such a large power source is a battle of concentration. One moment of distraction means death or disability.

"Well done."

Finally, the part where steam was leaking was repaired, and it returned to a stable state.

"Boss did sugo."

The perceptive Hassan handed over a cup of water from somewhere.

This is why Hassan was likable. If Hassan had stats, his flattery would definitely be at 99.

Kitty smiled slightly and gratefully gulped down the cup.

It was orange juice. Damn, how thoughtful.

"By the way, boss, today work too hard. What work you have?"

"Ah. I'm planning to take a vacation tomorrow. So I wanted to check everything before going to prevent any accidents."

Hassan's eyes lit up. Clearly, the contract he signed also guaranteed a certain period of vacation.

"Holiday! Congratulations, boss. Watashi also want to go someday."

"Coordinate with the other staff and apply for regular leave. Then you can go too."

"Hassan work hard."

After saying that, Hassan returned to the factory and began inspecting the mixer this time.

He seemed to be aiming for a reward vacation, and indeed, nothing motivates people like rewards.

Stupid capital fools. They won't understand that this is more efficient even after a hundred years.

Ch.13 - Ugh, Damn Aristocrats.
"Extra clothes."

"Packed."

"Cash."

"Packed."

"Sunscreen."

"What?"

Kitty and the restaurant owner finally began their long-awaited vacation.

Sitting in a carriage with a ride quality that couldn't be described as pleasant even by lying, Kitty suddenly looked up at the sky.

The sunlight scattered through the atmosphere, showing off a magnificent blue color. She felt as if she had become the protagonist of an animation.

On impulse, Kitty raised her hand toward the sky.

"O wind."

...?

Naturally, there was no response. Wind is merely the result of pressure differences between two places—

"Shut up..."

"What did you just say?"

"Nothing."

Kitty fixed her gaze on the window, trying her best to avoid eye contact with the restaurant owner. The slight redness of her earlobes was probably just her imagination.

But she clearly remembered hearing it during her beggar days. That this was a world where magic existed.

No matter how much time had passed since she arrived here, it was truly regrettable that she hadn't even seen the first letter of magic yet.

Could she have heard things? Was Kitty mistaken?

Suddenly curious, Kitty asked the restaurant owner, a veteran of Bell Park.

"Mister. What is magic?"

The restaurant owner answered while peeling an apple.

"Literally, strange phenomena. People who cause such phenomena are wizards."

"No... not that kind of explanation."

The restaurant owner provided an age-appropriate answer for Kitty. But for big-headed Kitty, it wasn't a very substantial response.

Kitty ate the apple the restaurant owner had peeled for her and asked again.

"Like, isn't there stuff where fire blazes up or lightning goes boom~?"

"Of course. There certainly is. They're a tribe called Nobila, aristocrats who serve as strategic weapons."

Finally, a proper explanation emerged.

Like a grandmother telling an old tale, Kitty was completely absorbed in the restaurant owner's story.

Though she had no talent herself and thus no connection to magic, it possessed the same charm that draws people into fairy tales and novels.

"They live in fortresses, being served during the day and... serviced at night. They're the ones who just throw fireballs from a distance while young people line up in open fields and end up in mass funerals."

Though the explanation was filled with some questionable content, it was still fine. After all, the restaurant owner was the only one who would tell her such stories.

As Kitty quietly listened to the explanation, a certain cliché came to mind. The kind of setting that would be considered standard in a world with both magic and somewhat advanced science.

"Mister. Do you know about magitech? It's like combining magic and science, like putting light magic in glass bottles..."

"Shh."

Kitty's words were cut short. The restaurant owner covered her entire face with his large hand.

The restaurant owner glanced at the coachman. Fortunately, it seemed he hadn't heard.

"I don't know where you heard such things, but never bring up that topic in the city."

The restaurant owner forced Kitty to promise while covering her mouth.

When Kitty nodded with surprised eyes, the restaurant owner withdrew his hand, and Kitty gasped for breath.

"Hack! Hack!"

"Oh damn. I'm sorry."

The restaurant owner stroked Kitty's hair with his palm, looking apologetic.

"Are you okay?"

"I was scared."

"I'm sorry. I'll explain everything..."

Kitty couldn't help but laugh at the restaurant owner's flustered face.

"Pfft! With that stupid face, you'll never get married until you die!"

"You little brat..."

Despite his words, they were both laughing.

Kitty didn't bring up the topic again. She figured there must be a good reason for the restaurant owner's reaction.

Later, she heard the sad story that someone had tried to assassinate a Nobila with a magic gun, resulting in the permanent ban of such research, and even mentioning it became a serious crime.

.
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"We've arrived."

As the jolting gradually subsided and the fresh forest scent changed to acrid fumes, Kitty and the restaurant owner disembarked from the carriage.

"Wooooow!!!"

Kitty exclaimed, almost breathless.

"First time seeing an airship?"

"Yes!"

The massive airship docked at the port gleamed silver in the sunlight. Its majestic size and elegant design evoked the image of a palace rather than an airship.

The enormous hull that seemed metallic yet not quite, the twin-row propellers that strongly appealed to scientific sensibilities, and even the small funnel that served as a subtle accent.

How could one not exclaim in wonder!

"Those boarding HMS Hetarion, please hurry."

Kitty and the restaurant owner approached the crew member.

His indifferent expression resembled that of a squid working at an underwater fast food restaurant. One might expect to find a smiling sponge nearby.

But such unfriendliness should know its time and place.

When Kitty showed her gleaming golden ticket, the crew member immediately displayed a capitalism-infused smile, and they were escorted to their cabin by five crew members who came rushing from somewhere.

"Welcome, Lady Kitty. We wish you a pleasant flight."

The cabin was extremely spacious. The panoramic view of the sea through the large windows was exquisite. Kitty sat by the window and lit a cigar, using the scenery as her appetizer.

The restaurant owner likewise sat by the window and tried to open a bottle of alcohol on the desk. However, his plan was thwarted by Kitty.

It was a novel experience. Kim Chun-sik had never even felt the need to get a passport, let alone fly on a plane.

He still couldn't believe that he was now in the best cabin on this massive airship.

"Um... so there's omakase prepared by chefs from the imperial palace, and even a spa?"

Kitty said, looking at the pamphlet.

The restaurant owner pondered what "omakase" meant, but since Kitty often spoke nonsense, he gave up trying to understand.

Shortly after, the airship began to move smoothly. It was so gentle that if the scenery outside hadn't gradually grown smaller, one might not have noticed.

Beyond the open view came a sense of liberation. Kitty thought she understood why astronomers suffered from depression.

As people and buildings became mere dots, and the terrain became visible at a glance, she keenly felt that her worries were truly insignificant.

"Let's go eat."

Kitty and the restaurant owner walked with light steps.

Contrary to its external appearance, the airship's structure featured spiral corridors, causing Kitty and the restaurant owner to wander for quite some time through the palace-like vessel.

Was it because they were unfamiliar with such a structure? Or was it deliberately designed this way? It was a confusingly malicious layout.

"My, what beggars who can't even find their way..."

A lady with a fancy parasol on her arm whispered toward the restaurant owner.

Getting lost was widely recognized as a sign of being a lower-class person flying for the first time.

Or perhaps she had made assumptions based on the attire of the restaurant owner and Kitty.

"You... you b—!"

"Let's just go."

Kitty tried to say something, but thanks to the restaurant owner covering her mouth, she could only move her lips without uttering a word.

The restaurant owner knew. This was how the world worked.

The very concept of airships was born from the desire to separate from the lower classes, a crystallization of vanity.

Because he understood their psychology well, the restaurant owner simply wanted to avoid trouble.

In contrast, Kitty felt terrible.

To be treated like a beggar even here, despite having a gold ticket that must have cost a fortune.

The word "revolution" briefly flashed through Kitty's mind, which was filled with musical instruments.

"Irasshaimase!"

They finally arrived at the restaurant.

It was a place with neatly arranged tables under soft lighting and distinctive antique interior design.

An orchestra played classical music in the center, and a strangely familiar yet unfamiliar melody flowed through the air.

"Um...hmm."

Kitty froze.

Table manners and etiquette when dining together are arguably among the most important aspects of human decency across all times and cultures...

All she knew about table manners was the golden ratio of shrimp sauce to spices in blood sausage soup.

Having never been to such a place before, she naturally didn't know proper table etiquette and was truly at a loss for how to behave.

"I'll have the meunière. What about you, Kitty?"

The restaurant owner somehow... naturally proceeded with ordering.

"Me? I'll have... co, coq au vin?"

After peering at the menu written in dizzying cursive, Kitty ended up ordering something random.

Not knowing what was what, Kitty decided to stay quiet while the restaurant owner conversed with the waiter.

Her heart was pounding. Kitty felt out of place here.

It was like being forced to wear clothes that didn't fit.

The stares were piercing. Unpleasant and sticky stares.

"Kitty."

"Huh?"

When she came to her senses, a steaming stew was already placed in front of her.

"Be careful, it's hot."

After saying that, the restaurant owner picked up his knife and began cutting the grilled fish, and Kitty also started eating her stew with a spoon.

The tender meat that had been simmered until soft entered her mouth, but due to her nervousness, she couldn't properly taste it.

"Thanks to you, I get to try something like this. Thank you."

"Huh? Oh..."

Was it because of the unexpectedly warm words? Kitty felt a little less tense.

As her tension eased, she finally emerged from her tunnel vision.

Everyone was engaged in conversation with others at their respective tables.

Yes, she reached the conclusion that no one was actually looking at her.

With her sense of taste gradually returning, Kitty could finally enjoy the true flavor.

"Mister. Try this, it's really delicious."

Kitty enjoyed the pleasant culinary experience.

At least until someone nearby choked on their food.

Ch.14 - One, Two, Three, Four.
The lady with pearl earrings clutched her throat and collapsed to the floor.

Her face turned snow-white, her mouth gaped open, but with no air passing through, only the sound of a deflating balloon escaped.

People stood around helplessly, voices calling for assistance, and perhaps I misheard, but there were even sounds of tongues clicking in disapproval.

The restaurant quickly fell into disorder as discordant sounds completely unsuited to a dining establishment erupted all at once.

"Please help!"

A desperate cry. A young maiden who appeared to be the fallen lady's handmaid begged for help, even grabbing the trouser leg of a stranger.

But none could offer any assistance. All they had learned was how to exploit laborers cheaply.

Besides, how urgently must one eat to choke to death?

No one directly said, "Rather than saving such an unseemly death, I would applaud..." but the sentiment was certainly present.

The handmaid lowered her head. Was it from frustration or mourning for her mistress? That remained unclear, but it certainly wasn't a prayer to God.

"Move aside! I said move!"

Just as the handmaid was feeling a mixture of frustration, guilt, or perhaps both, a vulgar curse came from somewhere.

A young lady who looked even younger than herself was approaching the handmaid, kicking the legs of onlookers who stood in her way.

"How long has she been collapsed?"

"What? Oh... about three minutes."

A response only possible because of her devoted loyalty to her mistress, knowing each minute and second in a situation where every moment felt like an eternity.

Upon hearing the handmaid's words, the foul-mouthed Kitty's expression also turned grim.

Kitty propped up the lady's upper body, moved behind her, and wrapped her delicate arms around the lady's chest or stomach area.

Up and down.

Her clasped hands sank into the lady's chest and then pulled back, repeating the motion.

Kitty continued this strange behavior repeatedly. It looked almost obscene, and the handmaid was about to say something but swallowed her words upon seeing Kitty's utterly serious expression.

"One, two, three, four... one, two, three, four..."

Only Kitty's counting filled the restaurant. The spectators wondered what on earth she was doing, though it certainly provided them with an interesting spectacle.

"Kugh!"

Not long after, the lady finally coughed once, and moistened food particles shot out.

But she still wasn't breathing. Pale death continued knocking at the lady's door.

"Tsk... as if that would bring a corpse back to life."

"Jamie, want to bet? Whether she'll survive or not."

Gentlemen standing behind Kitty snickered and began placing bets. For those who gambled daily, even a person's death was merely something to wager on.

The handmaid trembled but could do nothing, maintaining an unnatural silence.

Meanwhile, Kitty began an action that defied common sense.

With interlocked fingers, she began vigorously pressing on her mistress's chest. Despite being a woman herself, she pressed her lips against the lady's and breathed her own breath into her.

Gasps and incomprehensible moans erupted from all around.

But the handmaid couldn't stop Kitty.

She knew the meaning behind those actions. If they stopped now, then never again...

Just like those who pray to God. Even if it seemed as futile as urinating on frostbite.

Faith is an emotion far removed from understanding.

"Haaah!"

"My lady!"

A miracle occurred. No, it was created.

The mistress, who had seemed beyond saving, was breathing again.

It was like a scene from scripture. When He approached and touched the coffin, she rose among us.

A serene exchange of glances. Her pupils dilated as she caressed her own neck and arms, trembling.

"Waaah! My lady!"

The handmaid could no longer hold back her tears.

.
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Perhaps due to the aftereffects of returning from death's threshold, the hand holding the teacup visibly trembled.

But her expression didn't show it. As if demonstrating what the dignity of a noblewoman truly meant, her subtle smile never wavered.

"I truly don't know how to express my gratitude..."

As the noblewoman bowed her head, the handmaid holding the teapot beside her was startled. It was rare to see someone of her status bow first.

But she didn't try to stop her. She knew exactly what Kitty had returned to her.

The restaurant owner, meanwhile, was simply dumbfounded. He was so shocked that after seeing the noblewoman's elegant platinum blonde hair fall as she collapsed, all he could think was that Kitty might grow up to look like that someday.

And Kitty felt absolutely drained. Even a grown man would be exhausted after performing the Heimlich maneuver and CPR once, yet she had done it with a body that had zero muscle.

Moreover, the noblewoman's build was about 1.5 times Kitty's size, making it an even more arduous task.

Kitty forced herself to smile.

"It was nothing."

Although her biceps and forearms were screaming in pain and her heart rate showed no signs of slowing down, what could she do? The tiny remnant of masculinity in Kitty told her to grit her teeth and endure... saying it would be uncool to show weakness.

But the body is honest. Had she strained too hard to maintain her nonexistent pride? Her right hand trembled uncontrollably as she casually picked up a cup of orange juice.

"Oh my goodness!!! How!!!"

The handmaid, who had maintained silence throughout, suddenly exploded like dynamite.

Kitty's composure exploded as well. Why was she shouting and making a scene?

But the handmaid's behavior had its reasons.

This was clearly a world where magic existed.

And in such a world, there was another element that came bundled together like tteokbokki and sundae—divine power.

In this world, divine power was a special force bestowed by the gods. One couldn't determine its total amount through personal effort.

Within set limits, it could be used freely and would recharge by the next day, but if consumed beyond that limit, one would simply die.

Given the circumstances during the CPR, it was understandable that the handmaid misunderstood. In the past, there had been methods of transferring divine power through means similar to artificial respiration.

In this context, the handmaid's fuss was justified.

"What shall we do, my lady! Because of us..."

"Uh... what?"

Kitty, who had no knowledge of this background, couldn't understand the handmaid, and the handmaid likewise couldn't understand Kitty.

With two tearful women before her, Kitty felt awkward and about to lose her mind.

At that moment, the restaurant owner, who knew Kitty well, stepped in as a relief pitcher.

"I think there's some misunderstanding here. Kitty is not a clergy member. She obviously has no divine power."

Hearing this, Kitty nodded vigorously and launched into an explanation.

Starting from human anatomy to the principles of CPR.

Naturally, there was no mention of divine power or faith, and throughout the explanation, the handmaid just nodded, not understanding a word.

It was understandable. In fact, the Heimlich maneuver and CPR were cutting-edge techniques less than 100 years old.

Moreover, in a world where divine power existed, there was even less need for such methods.

So it was natural they didn't know.

"So you're saying you artificially made her breathe in and out?"

"Exactly, ma'am."

"It... it wasn't divine power?"

The noblewoman, perhaps due to her academy training in her younger days, touched various parts of her body and finally nodded in understanding.

"I am truly indebted to you. How can I ever repay this..."

The noblewoman said this while handing something over.

Surprisingly, what the noblewoman produced was a large chunk of pure gold.

Setting aside the question of why a noblewoman would carry such a large piece of pure gold, Kitty politely declined the lady's gesture of gratitude.

Thanks to the fertilizer factory, Kitty's pockets were already filling with many things.

"My goodness... are you the one behind that rumored fertilizer?"

The noblewoman's expression showed genuine surprise, without any of the mask-like awkwardness she had displayed earlier.

Considering the nature of central nobility, she seemed genuinely surprised.

Currently, the capital was desperately searching for Oppenheimer, the owner of the fertilizer.

Known as the one who broke the Malthusian trap, the one who turned air into bread, yet no matter how closely they examined noble genealogies, there was no trace of a family named Oppenheimer.

The product was being sold, but the seller remained invisible. As a result, only strange rumors multiplied and spread.

The rumors were diverse.

Some conspiracy theories claimed that Oppenheimer was an alias for a shadow government trying to devour the world through food control, while others said it was a miracle directly bestowed by God.

"I see. So you are that rumored Oppen—"

"Ah, not me. Here."

As the restaurant owner shook his head and pointed to Kitty, the noblewoman placed her hand on her forehead in astonishment. She was as shocked as a European seeing a taxi for the first time.

She looked too young to simply call it stunted growth. She made one wonder what they were doing at her age.

However, the handmaid's expression grew increasingly dark.

"Then are you Breugneu? Whatever your purpose in approaching my lady, I don't know, but...!"

"Seri. Enough."

"But!"

"Don't worry. They're not that kind of Breugneu. Not the kind that enact all sorts of strange laws to check our power. At least there's no name like Oppenheimer on the parliamentary roster."

"I see. I apologize."

The handmaid's face turned bright red at the noblewoman's explanation.

Sensing the awkward atmosphere, the noblewoman quickly tried to change the subject.

And naturally, the noblewoman invited Kitty and the restaurant owner to her mansion.

Ch.15 - Red Tide.
As dreams often do, the comfortable flight time passed by as swiftly as an arrow.

While disembarking from HMS Hetarion, Kitty kept looking back.

Though she had more than enough money to board again anytime, she felt as if she could never recapture those enjoyable moments.

"Then, allow me to guide you."

Previously, Kitty and the restaurant owner had been invited to the noblewoman's mansion. It was partly out of personal gratitude, but also because ignoring such kindness would lead to being ostracized in their circles.

The capital was truly impressive. Buildings lined up along the arterial Prolara River, with carriages moving ceaselessly like blood vessels, transporting goods without rest.

The maid spoke to Kitty, who was completely absorbed in taking in the sights of the city.

"You seem accustomed to the city."

"Pardon?"

Kitty asked back, confused.

"Usually, people visiting the capital for the first time tend to hold their noses and grimace."

After hearing the maid's words, Kitty observed the people walking on the streets.

Some seemed unbothered, while others coughed continuously and clutched their noses.

She noticed black smoke constantly billowing from tall chimneys.

Kitty was someone who refused to wear masks even during spring yellow dust seasons, claiming it would damage her pride. Besides, she was a smoker who constantly had cigarettes in her mouth—something far more harmful than mere smog.

However, one peculiar thing was that the restaurant owner also seemed unbothered. Though, given his perpetually expressionless face, it was hard to tell what he was thinking.

Thus, Kitty passed along the lengthy Prolara River and entered the residential district.

"That is my lady's mansion."

When she turned her head, she couldn't help but gasp in awe.

So this was why the maid referred to her employer as "my lady." Calling this place a mansion might seem like deception to some—it was so large and beautiful.

Standing tall in the center of other buildings as if it had sprouted from the ground, it looked down upon the city like a giant statue in a narrow world, adorning the city as a work of art.

It embodied the saying, "When building something, build it as if it will last forever." Passing through its sturdy walls, the air itself changed, truly marking a boundary between inside and outside.

The guards patrolling the garden were subtly different from the military, but their discipline was as solid as the Royal Guard's.

The maid couldn't hide her pride. Indeed, with such an employer, it was understandable. In a way, it was no different from being an employee of a major corporation.

"Allow me to formally introduce myself."

The noblewoman spoke, holding a teacup in the garden that remained cool despite the scorching summer sun.

Of course, Kitty had a glass of orange juice. It made her wonder if they were making money from greenhouses, given that she was sipping 100% juice despite it not being orange season.

"My goodness. I've never seen such a large garden in my life."

Kitty looked around the garden, not hiding her amazement. She decided it was better to act according to her true feelings rather than pretend to be nonchalant and risk being impolite.

"Hehe. Your daughter is quite adorable."

"Thank you."

The restaurant owner nodded readily.

How many misunderstandings had he endured? Tired of explaining, the restaurant owner had finally entered "just enjoy it" mode, while Kitty wore a dumbfounded expression. Come to think of it, his earlobes seemed slightly reddened.

For a while, the conversation was dominated by the noblewoman and the restaurant owner. Although Kitty could follow the flow of conversation, she just clutched her glass and sipped her orange juice.

As she fidgeted, swinging her legs like a child waiting endlessly for the adults to finish talking, the noblewoman changed the subject.

"Miss Kitty. I know it's presumptuous, but could you explain CPR in detail?"

Kitty nodded willingly. For someone who found meaning in teaching, it was an excellent proposal.

However, her muscles protested, still sore from previous exertions. Her brain ignored these proletarian complaints and cracked the whip.

"You interlock your fingers like this..."

Of course, due to the strain, she soon switched to verbal explanations.
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"This way, please."

Following the parlor maid led to the dining room.

Various foods were laid out on the long table, and even Kitty, who was unfamiliar with food culture, could tell they were incredibly expensive.

It was truly an East-West integration. She looked for her familiar jajangmyeon, but of course, it wasn't there. It wouldn't have belonged among such dishes anyway.

However, there was always comforting stew, which gave Kitty a sense of security. The reason she was drawn to stew was simply because it resembled gukbap.

It was while eagerly eating chicken stew that Kitty suddenly clutched her stomach and groaned. A strange pain she had never experienced before surged through her abdomen and lower body. At that moment, she thought she was having indigestion from eating food beyond her means.

"Haha... I need to step outside for a moment."

The restaurant owner silently nodded upon seeing Kitty's slightly pale face. Her skin was thinner than expected, making it easy to see when she was excited or flustered.

Led by the parlor maid responsible for guest hospitality, she was taken to the bathroom. Given the era, she was slightly worried, but she was relieved to see a beautiful toilet.

To sit on the cold toilet, there were a few simple tasks: undo the belt, pull down the pants, and finally sit on the toilet.

"Ahhh!"

"Is everything alright?"

The diligent parlor maid knocked a couple of times upon hearing the scream from inside the bathroom.

If something were to happen to a guest in the bathroom, the responsibility would fall entirely on her shoulders.

In that sense, the parlor maid had to be sensitive to every little detail. That's why she carried a bathroom key.

"I'm fine... oh my."

"W-what is this?"

Bright red blood flowed like a crimson thread, dripping onto the floor with a viscous quality like a red seal.

The herbs occupying a corner of the bathroom bowed their heads in shame at the captivating scent of blood, and even the passionately burning sun might have hidden in embarrassment at the vividly alluring red color.

Could one see more sacred blood than this, even from a martyr who climbed onto the guillotine with a noble mission, a revolutionary tied to a log, or the stabbed neck of the Virgin in a stable?

It seemed as if the dark shadow of Valeria was gradually finding its own red color and painting over itself. In the dizzying display like a shop window, the red stood out prominently.

As that red color fell to the floor, it congealed like a seal.

"Ah... ah...!"

Kitty trembled as she made sounds, pronouncing "ah" so zealously that it almost sounded like a short burst of "dya" from "uah," her childlike lips appearing to explode.

In contrast to Kitty, who was lost in shock, the maid simply smiled warmly and embraced her.

"Don't worry. I went through this too."

Kitty had become a woman.
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She had vaguely sensed it since becoming this body, but she never dreamed it would happen today.

But as life often goes, it's through sudden accidents that humans truly feel alive.

No matter how much she tried to rationalize it, Kitty couldn't shake off this unsettling feeling.

Rather than unsettling, "fearful" might be a more accurate description. After all, the emotion Kitty always felt in the bathroom was like walking on a cliff edge.

Just as one quickly notices when their tobacco leaves change, the occasional abdominal pain and emotional roller coaster were obvious even to a child.

A red tide suddenly visiting her previously bland body. Yet, Kitty had to accept it calmly. She absolutely had to.

Because there was something odd about the room.

"This is your room."

A space large enough for two people to move around, two desks with mirrors, and a massive bed.

Kitty sensed something strange and grabbed the parlor maid who was about to leave.

"Why are there two pillows?"

The parlor maid wore an expression of complete incomprehension.

"Isn't it obvious?"

Kitty turned her head in the direction the parlor maid was pointing.

There stood the restaurant owner in an awkward posture.

Indeed, the restaurant owner, who had been mistakenly perceived as being in a father-daughter relationship with Kitty, had given up on explaining out of annoyance. That small snowball had rolled and grown, resulting in them having to share a bed.

"Is there perhaps another room available?"

"I'm sorry. This is the only vacant room at the moment..."

She could feel her eyebrows twitching. Was this a twist of fate?

No, it's fine. They had already taken naps together and bathed in a milk tub. What's the big deal about sharing a bed now?

Kitty tried to soothe herself, thinking she was being too self-conscious, and crawled into the bed.

Ch.16 - Theseus' Ship.
"They say a woman's first experience is important. It stays in her memory for a lifetime. I read it in my sister's magazine."
- From "Léon: The Professional" -

...

Sound doesn't travel in a straight line but progresses through diffraction.

At night, the ground cools first, making the lower air cooler while the temperature increases with height, causing sound to bend downward.

Tick-tock. Thump-thump.

Today, the unusually loud clock and the meaningless heartbeat are trying to act as an alarm clock even though the sun hasn't risen yet.

No matter how hard Kitty tries to justify her current state with scientific reasoning, her hypertrophied sympathetic nervous system continues to toy with her mind.

Kitty made every effort to close her eyes and fall asleep. But today, there was a smell. It was sweet and savory, and like the reason why bees never rest, it became something to pursue fiercely.

"Damn it..."

Opening her drowsy eyes, she saw the wall. The wall had many marks on it, like large red buttons that she felt an urge to press.

In the damp air, in the hazy fog of affection, she wanders lost. It seems she won't easily escape unless a gentle breeze blows in from Wonderland.

Humans are slaves to hormones. The mind can never defeat hormones.

As a result, her hypothalamus, activated after a very long time, excitedly releases oxytocin, which in turn stimulates the activation of the amygdala.

Her face is hot. She can feel the increased blood flow. Kitty's thin skin has a very low specific heat capacity, making her sensitive to even the slightest reactions.

Kitty knew a hundred words to describe emotions. But using them like puzzle pieces is, as they say, the realm of humanities.

So, in my own way, what is this feeling? It's probably the influence of hormones. It's a natural phenomenon since her body has changed. There's nothing strange about it.

But the soul remains the same. Even if the body changes, the largest part that constitutes oneself is memory, and like the Ship of Theseus, what determines me is entirely me, the observer.

So who am I? Has the time really come to decide?

"Mister..."

Kitty called out to the restaurant owner in a really, really small voice. It wasn't meant to be heard. Or rather, she wasn't sure.

"..."

Fortunately, there was no response from the restaurant owner. Kitty sighed.

For the first time, Kitty cursed her tireless heart that kept her awake.

Kitty spent the entire night wide awake.
Clutching her aching thighs.
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Morning.

The lady's mansion.

"You're awake. Come to the dining room."
"Uh..."

Kitty rubbed her slightly more pronounced dark circles and crawled out of bed. Though tired, she could drag herself along thanks to the unnecessarily large windows with good lighting.

"Did you have another nightmare?"

Kitty felt the urge to punch the restaurant owner in the face. But actually doing so would feel like admitting defeat, so she refrained.

Moreover, since she had many things to do in the capital today, she decided to spend some time apart and engage in individual activities.

The restaurant owner wore a somewhat regretful expression, but what did it matter? He nodded, thinking that's just how people of that age are.

She eats a stew similar to pork soup and performs a simple wash. Then, after getting dressed, she goes outside to find a carriage provided by the lady.

"Please take me to the Academy."
"Yes."

Clop-clop, clop-clop.

Though better than ordinary carriages, the ride quality still couldn't compare to modern suspension systems.

Despite having three cushions laid out, whenever they hit a bump, her lower abdomen would throb, and a slight current seemed to run along her thighs and spine.

"Ugh..."
"I apologize. I'll go a bit slower."

The veteran coachman of ten years immediately noticed his passenger's discomfort. But since the noise from the back seat wasn't due to the coachman's mistake, Kitty waved her hands in embarrassment.

Kitty took out a panacea and put it in her mouth. This act was equivalent to villainously lighting a cigarette in a taxi, but she couldn't bear the tingling sensation in her lower abdomen.

Anyway, this was an era when smoking was actually encouraged, so it should be fine. Look! Even the coachman is having one.

After enduring the shadow boxing with her stomachache, the Academy finally came into view. On the map, it was just a stone's throw from the lady's mansion, but it felt three times as far.

"I'll be back at the exact time."

The coachman, with his elegant silk hat, tipped it once and left with the joy of a local getting off work.

Kitty approached the guard at the gate-like entrance.

"Huh? What? Who are you? What's the matter?"

The guard seemed quite surprised.

Approaching with a cigar twice the thickness of her finger in her mouth, it was understandable.

Kitty showed the pass provided by the lady. It gleamed with gold and looked valuable at a glance.

"I apologize!"

As expected, upon seeing the gold-gleaming pass, the guard's back bent like a bow. People were the same everywhere.

Boom-boom-

Her eardrums resonated with the majestic sound. The corners of her mouth curled up slightly. The ivory tower of truth, symbolizing the future of the empire, seemed genuinely committed to infusing young blood, with various races and species carrying books in pursuit of their own truths.

Kitty fell into contemplation as she walked along the colonnade supported by stone pillars. 'She' must have had such times too.

Carrying stacks of textbooks, always complaining because the classrooms were all on the fifth floor of a five-story building. Thanks to that, Kitty remembered not having to do separate leg exercises.

"Excuse me."
"?"
"Do you know where Professor Carmine's room is?"

Before getting lost in this vast Academy, Kitty stopped a passing student to ask. It was a wise move. Every year, about 50 new students receive F's due to getting lost.

"Ah~ I know it well! Just follow me!"

The Academy student showed excessive kindness and put his heart and soul into guiding her. It was partly due to his naturally kind nature, but also because he mistook Kitty for Professor Carmine's granddaughter.

Maybe if I escort her, even the strict Carmine might help my grades a bit?

Step, step, step.

While marching proudly towards an A+, Kitty observed the academic atmosphere of the Academy.

...Indeed, people were the same everywhere. There were groups of students lying on the grass reading books, and there were male students surrounded by five female students.

It was truly the beginning of a semester on campus. Of course, this didn't apply to Kitty.

And soon, she began to see students with dark circles similar to hers, dragging themselves along with caffeine in hand. Judging by the pungent smell of steam and oil, she instinctively knew this was the evil place where professors exploited their slaves.

"Noona! Is the professor in?"
"Call me teaching assistant..."

The good-natured student guiding Kitty approached a woman with familiarity.

"Professor? He's probably in his lab right now. By the way, who's this?"
"The professor's granddaughter. She asked for directions, so I'm guiding her."

The student arbitrarily made her a granddaughter. But since her stomachache hadn't fully subsided, Kitty decided to just nod silently.

"Wow... I never dreamed he had such a granddaughter."
"Me neither."

The student and the teaching assistant waved goodbye to each other. Having obtained the information that the professor was in his lab, they headed straight there.

The distance wasn't far. Before parting, the student who guided her clearly and forcefully stated his name. But really? Would that actually help his grades?

Knock-knock-

After knocking on the thick, cold iron door a couple of times, it opened shortly.

"Who is it..."

Someone with dark circles similar to, or even longer than, hers greeted Kitty. The way they swayed was zombie-like, but Kitty found it familiar and comforting.

Kitty explained her business. The graduate student, once again assuming she was the granddaughter, led Kitty inside the lab.

Suddenly, the air changed. Despite crossing just one iron door, the fresh campus air was gone, replaced by a thick mixture of tar, caffeine, and a bit of alcohol that seemed to subdue everything.

"Let me make a poem with 'slave'."
"S."
"Slave, let's go."
"L."
"L. Professor."

Giggle. Haha.

Kitty clicked her tongue repeatedly, feeling sorry for the students who had finally lost their minds.

But such madness is also a measure of a lab's level. As they say, there are realms that can't be reached without going a bit mad. In that sense, they are healthily insane.

"Here it is."

Kitty finally reached the professor's office.

She takes a deep breath before knocking. It felt like the right thing to do.

"May I come in? It's Kitty."

It was an entry method that smelled of experience. Habits are indeed formidable.

"Hmm? Come in."

Professor Carmine's voice echoed from inside. Having received permission, Kitty opened the door and entered.

"Grandfather, it's been a while."
"Kitty!"

Professor Carmine welcomed Kitty warmly. Carmine ordered his assistant to bring tea and snacks.

The assistant inwardly cursed, but what could he do? It's not like someone held a knife to his throat and forced him into graduate school...

"Yes, Professor!"

The assistant's gums gleamed sadly today.

Ch.17 - Please Come, I Beg You.
Carmin, who was among the top ten, if not the absolute best, in the Academy, had sacrificed quite a lot to reach his current position.

Amidst the sorrow of severing relationships with lovers, friends, and family by his own hand, Carmin had succeeded in securing a professorship at the Academy at a young age.

However, once he achieved this goal, Carmin's life quickly became tedious.

Human society inherently resembles a pyramid—the higher one climbs toward the apex, the fewer people stand beside them.

The price of abandoning relationships soon manifested as solitude, and those who understood him had already flown away like migratory birds to distant continents.

That was why he maintained a youthful style despite his age.

The elderly gentleman with white side-parted hair and a suit was always intoxicated by the sudden bitterness, nostalgia, and lingering regrets of the past that would unexpectedly visit him.

Carmin pulled a pocket watch from his pocket.

Unlike his style, the pocket watch was extremely modest. It was the wind-up type that only worked when the spring was wound—a gift from his fiancée on the day he first became an adult.

But the watch no longer worked. Frozen at 13:18, it had permanently stopped at the exact time when his only confidant had died.

It was a murky nostalgia mixed with all sorts of emotions, yet even within that mixture, her color remained distinctly recognizable.

"I must be getting senile. I'll have to postpone today's thesis review."

Carmin casually uttered words that would make graduate students across the country spit blood. Today, too, he made the students under his supervision weep.

Knock, knock.

"Professor? Your granddaughter is here."

Carmin tilted his head in confusion. Granddaughter? What granddaughter could an old recluse who never even had a son possibly have?

Carmin pondered deeply. Perhaps it was his brother's granddaughter?

That would make sense. His brother was a diligent man who had properly established a family and settled near his research lab.

Carmin instructed to bring in this mysterious granddaughter. He was planning to step out briefly anyway, so he could just take her along.

"Let her in."

"Long time no see, Grandfather."

The identity of the unfamiliar granddaughter was beyond his imagination.

Kitty threw herself onto the sofa across from the desk with a playful smile.

Surprised, Carmin immediately ordered his assistant to bring refreshments. The assistant left with a bright smile, showing the strong bond between master and disciple.

"Bell Park must be quite far from here. How did you get here?"

"I came by airship, of course."

As the world developed, so did its means of transportation.

Beyond the traditional land and sea routes, even the sky—once considered the realm of gods—had now become another path for human transportation.

However, since this development began with the vanity of the upper class, even the cheapest airship tickets were prohibitively expensive for ordinary citizens.

It's not like airship tickets fell from the sky. So the owner of that fertilizer must have been Kitty after all.

He had planned to bring—no, take her here when she was a bit older. But he was too late. No, he was a hundred white hairs too late. Kitty had already become a big shot.

Carmin's lips were growing increasingly dry. They say it hurts when your in-law buys land, but this felt more like being repeatedly stabbed with a knife.

Still, he felt rather pleased. How many years had it been since someone visited him for personal rather than official reasons?

Carmin slightly raised one corner of his mouth as he quietly listened to Kitty's chatter. Being like this made it seem as if a real granddaughter had come to visit her grandfather to share recent news.

...

Oh dear... lost in thought for a moment, he missed the flow of the conversation. This didn't happen in the old days. Suddenly, he felt his age.

Carmin refocused on the conversation.

"And that's how labor unions were born. Are you listening?"

"Ah. Yes, yes."

"The world will change even faster. In fact, it's changing right now. Labor unions are a safety valve for this world."

Kitty had remarkable foresight for her age, seeing into the future, and knew exactly what she was doing.

Now that the Malthusian trap had been broken with the creation of nitrogen fertilizer.

The Empire's population would explode. Naturally, factories would increase, and the demand for workers would surge as well.

But even to Carmin, a member of the upper class, the current treatment of workers was quite inhumane. Three cups of black tea for breakfast, lunch, and dinner simply made no sense.

While they might be able to suppress workers by force for now, the workers' discontent was already a compressed powder keg. The bourgeoisie were essentially smoking cigarettes next to that powder keg.

Carmin wished the bourgeoisie in the capital would follow even half of Kitty's example.

If that powder keg of discontent ignited, they themselves would suffer the greatest losses.

A future built on dialogue and consensus would be crushed under sickles and hammers, potentially repeating the history of the Great Riots.

In that sense, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that Kitty, who had given workers breathing room, had saved this country.

"Isn't 'safety valve' too modest a term?"

"Someone would have formed them even if it wasn't me."

He had been prepared to agree if she had engaged in self-praise.

But surprisingly, Kitty's assessment of herself was modest. Carmin couldn't help but chuckle.

Come to think of it, there was once such a person. Someone who always produced results that surprised people, yet personally considered them unremarkable.

Why did they seem to overlap? Given how much he wanted to see that person today, perhaps his time was drawing near.

'The world is changing. Even now...'

He mulled over Kitty's words. The more he did, the more he realized that Kitty was too much for him to handle.

Carmin took out his pocket watch and wound it.

He removed a photo of a woman from inside the lid. Then he handed the remaining watch to Kitty.

"What's this?"

"Can't you see? It's a watch."

"So suddenly?"

"I suddenly felt like giving it to you."

Carmin just chuckled at the bewildered Kitty.

Kitty was confused but put the watch in her pocket anyway.

"Thanks, I'll use it well."

"Of course you should. You need to wind it every day."

Tick-tock, tick-tock.

The watch began to move again.

Kitty and Carmin continued their conversation, losing track of time.

Before they knew it, the sun was setting, and it was almost time for Kitty's carriage to return.

As the conversation was winding down, Kitty finally remembered her purpose for coming here.

"Oh right. Grandfather, do you have any good kids available?"

"??"

While it's good to abbreviate for efficiency, Kitty had shortened her words so much that their meaning was distorted. If the police had heard, she might have been investigated for illegal slave trading.

Realizing her mistake, Kitty waved her hands in denial.

"No, no! That's not what I meant! Are there any fourth-year students who haven't found jobs yet or are still preparing?"

Carmin thought carefully about whether there were such students among the undergraduates.

He wondered how Kitty, who hadn't even entered middle school, knew about such things, but he just accepted it.

"There are. But why?"

In response to Carmin's question, Kitty produced a piece of paper as she answered.

"Have you heard of headhunting?"

"Headhunting?"

Carmin tilted his head. It was the first time he'd heard the term, but after listening to Kitty's explanation, he nodded in understanding.

"I see. So you're openly planning to poach talent."

"Poaching talent! Call it headhunting, haha."

Kitty let out a hearty laugh as she put the refreshments in front of her into her mouth.

But inside, she was in turmoil.

The current situation in Bell Park wasn't exactly ideal. They had an abundance of food but lacked the digestive capacity to build up their weight class.

At this rate, they wouldn't be able to properly harness their vibrant growth potential and would gradually sink.

Moreover, Bell Park had another serious problem: it was extremely far away.

No matter how many job opportunities Bell Park offered, who would give up the infrastructure and connections in the capital to make what amounted to a risky migration to the distant Bell Park?

Historically, people have never understood someone's intentions through text alone.

The speaker's authority, attitude, pronunciation, voice, and other comprehensive factors determine the trust and credibility of that person.

That's why Kitty had come to the Academy. To meet in person and present conditions, not to kidnap...

"Bell Park? Where is that?"

"Ah... Bell Park is a bit..."

"I already have a place to go after graduation."

But Kitty's hopes were not fulfilled. Most students had already decided on their career paths, and decisively, even meeting in person couldn't overcome the formidable barrier of distance, no matter how famous that fertilizer factory was.

But she couldn't give up. No, she shouldn't give up.

Kitty had handled most things alone until now. But as her ventures multiplied and the tasks grew exponentially, she was now on the verge of working herself to death.

Reluctantly, Kitty created a recruitment notice on the spot and posted it in places where people gathered.

Ch.18 - Their Story.
After surviving the hellish entrance exams, pushing aside the talented ones, sending away the incompetent ones, and killing all those who clung to my pant legs, I finally became a senior.

Is this the result of all my life-or-death struggles?

"You're a commoner, aren't you?"
"Huh?"

[Despite your excellent capabilities...]

This is the fourth time already. The noble classmate who made it to the final interview with me wears an expression that says "of course," while I'm left with a dejected look on my face again.

I wanted to give up everything. They say life has its ups and downs, and persistence leads to success, but I'm clearly not cut out for this.

The Prolara River viewed from the academy looked particularly calm and warm today, as if it were the perfect day for a dive.

I stood on the railing and took a step forward.



...or so I imagined. No matter how bad things got, that would be going too far.

Still, the stress remained. Since I usually relieve stress by eating, I headed to the campus café known for its high-volume, low-price offerings.

"I'll buy some scones on the way..."

Trudging along, fighting the exhaustion that felt like I'd taken all my final exams in a single day, I finally arrived at the café.

"Nothing's going right today..."

It was my little secret café, but somehow word must have gotten out—people were crowded around like clouds.

"Hah... seriously..."

I clutched my throbbing head, trying to estimate how long the waiting line would take...

Wait a minute... that's not a waiting line?

Looking closer, I realized people weren't crowded around the café but gathered in front of a poster next to it.

What could that be? A protest sign? It must be either someone incredibly brave or incredibly stupid.

With dwarven communists causing trouble in the east and elves eyeing us from the west, who would put up a protest sign now? Haha.

I tried to keep my distance as I walked toward the café. The censorship bureau would surely come running with tracking spells any minute now, and I didn't want to get involved.

Curiosity kills the cat, and curious people generally have short lifespans. Ignoring such things is for the good of the country...

"Just... just a quick peek..."

Come to think of it, I just need to be careful, right? The censorship bureau wouldn't fabricate charges against me.

I pushed through the crowd and finally stood before the controversial poster.

"What... it's not a protest sign at all..."

Disappointed after all that anticipation, I felt deflated like a balloon losing air.

Since I'd come this far, I read the contents of the paper on the wall.

-------------------

[HIRING]
I WANT YOU.

Location: Bell Park.

High wages, complete benefits, continuous incentives, dormitory provided, honor and glory upon retirement.

-Oppenheimer Fertilizer Factory-

--------------------

It was just an ordinary job posting.

.

.

.

.

.

"Recruiting volunteers to serve in His Majesty's army!"

The veteran still remembers every detail of the officer who forcibly dragged him away.

The reason he became a soldier of the great empire while drinking at home was because he was a victim of forced labor.

He had been caught by what they called a "press gang."

Today, like every other day, the veteran sits on the street playing chess and drinking gin and tonic with others in similar situations.

They are misfits. Before learning anything else, they were taught how to shoot guns by the state, and if they were injured, they personally experienced the pain of military cuts.

So they haven't learned much. With only the primal knowledge of eating, sleeping, and defecating, they navigate through life.

Their only economic activity is betting on chess games. About 5 silver pieces change hands per game, a precious driving force that keeps their lives going.

"Checkmate. Hand over the money, you bastard."
"You fucking asshole, stop using the London System, seriously."

The veteran handed money to his opponent who used the chess world's top bane while cursing him out. Then he thought about what to do next.

....

There was nothing to think about. This was it. This was their day, and they would repeat it until death.

In the colorless, ashen alleyways, they were dying together, carrying the same pain.

They had no savings. Except for officers, soldiers' wages had been frozen for 150 years, and considering inflation, the pay was ridiculously low.

The veteran emptied the remaining gin from his hip flask into his mouth. The alcohol content was extremely high to get drunk cheaply, and his throat stung enough to gauge how far the liquor had gone down.

Plugging the leaking hole, he took another shot. But sometimes, even increasingly more often, other memories resurface.

When he came to his senses, the veteran found himself standing on a bridge crossing the river.

Today, the river water looked particularly clear and warm.

"Beautiful."

The veteran was about to move forward... but didn't. A piece of paper flew from somewhere and covered his face.

"What's this?"

-------------------

[HIRING]
I WANT YOU.

Location: Bell Park.

Requirements: Physically fit individuals over 19 years of age.

Preferred: Those with over 3 years of military service, special duty experience.

Dangerous work, high wages, complete benefits, continuous incentives, dormitory provided, honor and glory upon retirement.

-Oppenheimer Security-

--------------------

It was just an ordinary job posting.

.

.

.

.

.

Evening.

In a beer pub in the capital where a pianist from the colonies played impressively.

Their conversation topics were always similar. Today it was about who got hurt, who got paid how much, and so on.

But lately, the atmosphere in the capital has been strange. Factory managers who used to threaten workers with dismissal were now actually cutting off their heads.

In this unsettling atmosphere, two men were talking and drinking.

"Did you see that?"
"What?"

A man wearing overalls with suspenders pulled out a paper and showed it.

It was some kind of job posting, and the man drinking beer across from him snorted when he saw it.

"Whoever wrote this is quite diligent with their lies! They'd be better off tightening one more bolt in that time!"
"You think it's a lie too?"

The beer-drinking man stared at the contents of the paper.

"Yes. Let's say, for argument's sake, that the salary level is true. But what's this?"
"Benefits? Retirement?"

The worker in suspenders tilted his head. Come to think of it, what are benefits? he wondered.

In fact, before Kitty, the term "benefits" was completely unknown to the public. It was a word that existed only in dictionaries, applied only to a tiny minority of noble bastards.

"Right. I asked a lawyer I know, and he just laughed."
"So what are benefits and retirement?"

The beer-drinking man put down his drink and explained.

"They guarantee employment until you're 60 even if you get hurt? And they give you money when you retire?"

The man in suspenders snorted. It really didn't make any sense no matter how he thought about it.

Moreover, the location was Bell Park. That Bell Park at the very edge of the unexplored territory.

Who would go all the way to that distant Bell Park based on just the words written on this paper?

"Stop talking nonsense and let's just drink. The mood is already bad enough with the recession and all."
"I guess..."

Nevertheless, the man couldn't take his eyes off the job posting as he drank.

.

.

.

.

.

Late afternoon the next day.

The capital.

"If there's another opportunity in the future..."

Having firmly declined the noblewoman's offer to provide a carriage for their return, Kitty and the restaurant owner arrived at the train station that led to the harbor where airships docked.

True to the saying that trains are the nation's arteries, the platform was noisy and full of energy.

Merchants with large bundles, gentlemen reading newspapers, ladies holding children—various people boarded trains heading to their respective destinations.

Kitty and the restaurant owner carefully mixed in with the crowd and boarded the train bound for the harbor.

"We are departing."

With the conductor's monotone announcement, the train started moving with a whistle.

The rattling train interior created a strange tension, mixing familiar coal smells with the sweat of passengers.

Sitting by the window, Kitty gazed at the passing scenery. Factories still diligently spewing black smoke and urban buildings quickly passed by.

Staring blankly at the scenery, Kitty spoke to the restaurant owner.

"We've posted all the flyers, but I'm still worried."

While Kitty was speaking, a vendor passed between the seats pushing a cart full of food.

The restaurant owner bought a bottle of orange juice, handed it to Kitty, and said:

"Don't worry. Everything will work out."
"Really? Seems like what I asked you to do went well."
"Of course. I had a bit of trouble finding the optimal locations."

The restaurant owner remembered sweating as he searched the back alleys for places where veterans gathered.

They were fundamentally hostile to outsiders. Always on edge, full of complaints but seemingly unaware of their direction and extent.

The restaurant owner shuddered. The fact that he was almost attacked just for wearing decent clothes had shocked him.

So he became curious. What exactly was the plan for gathering these people?

"What are you going to do with the veterans?"
"Yes. Are you planning to start a war?"
"War? No one hates war more than I do."

When Kitty made a disgusted face, the restaurant owner nodded. Come to think of it, what war orphan would ever like war?

Kitty took out another cigar, bit it, and continued the conversation.

"Now that I have something to protect, I need to protect it."
"I see. When I think about it, that makes sense."

Strength against strength. Power against power. There's a saying: if you want peace, prepare for war.

If Bell Park's military couldn't protect her factory, Kitty decided to build her own strength.

Of course, this thinking originated from the compulsive national sentiment of South Korea that experienced the Korean War, but objectively speaking, there was nothing wrong with it.

So, although Kitty hated such things, now that she had something to protect, she compromised with herself.

If it's only used for defensive purposes, wouldn't it be okay? she thought.

For now, since the intention was good, she would let it slide.

As they were chatting about future plans, the whistle announcing their arrival at the final destination sounded.

"We'll have a lot to do when we arrive."
"That's what vacations are like."
"Sigh... I'll drink orange juice first when we arrive."

Kitty and the restaurant owner got off the train.

Ch.19 - I Am A Cicada.
As we emerged from the long forest path, we arrived at Bell Park.

"We've arrived," the coachman announced.

Kitty woke up with a start. A clear imprint of her drool remained on the restaurant owner's thigh.

"Thank you."
"No, thank you!"

The coachman grabbed Kitty's hand and shook it vigorously up and down. But they weren't people Kitty had hired directly, so why were they acting this way?

"My life has changed because of you!"

The coachman pointed at the cargo compartment filled with nitrogen fertilizer, beaming with a broad smile.

Indeed, the coachman shaking Kitty's hand had always been a merchant who traveled between Bell Park and the harbor, bringing necessary supplies.

But it hadn't been a particularly good business. The distance was extremely far, and with the constant threat of monsters along the way, the pay was pitifully small compared to the effort.

Moreover, since Bell Park didn't produce anything noteworthy, the return journey always meant an empty cart.

That translated to half the income of a regular merchant.

However, the coachman's life began to change rapidly once he started loading this explosively popular fertilizer onto his otherwise empty return carts.

Transportation costs are proportional to distance and increase exponentially with danger.

The distance between the harbor and Bell Park was enormous, and the route passed through unexplored territories where monsters could appear, causing transportation costs to skyrocket.

Additionally, since no one except the coachman knew the way to Bell Park, he had essentially monopolized the trade route.

As time passed, the coachman's pockets grew increasingly heavier.

Being wise, the coachman reinvested his earnings to increase the number of carriages, and eventually became the owner of a proper transportation company.

This arrangement created a win-win structure for everyone involved. The coachman earned money, and Kitty didn't have to worry about transportation methods.

So the coachman's current behavior was perfectly normal.

"Stay healthy!"

Having met his benefactor and feeling elated, the coachman led his massive caravan of carriages away with the fertilizer.

And so Kitty and the restaurant owner were left standing alone at the entrance to Bell Park.

Kitty smiled at the restaurant owner.

"Let's go home."

.
.
.
.
.

"My IQ is 100. Your IQ is 30. Together we need to solve this problem with our combined IQ of 130."
"What's 50 times 30? And why is my IQ 30?"

As always, the two guild members were bickering and about to come to blows. Another peaceful day in Bell Park.

"Stop your nonsense and come outside. The guild leader has returned from vacation."
"Really?"

Hearing that Kitty had returned, guild members began filing out of the guild headquarters one by one.

They waved torches they had procured from somewhere to welcome Kitty back.

"Kitty! Kitty! Kitty!"
"Torches...?"

Seeing them waving torches like some kind of witch hunt briefly froze Kitty's brain, but she treated them as a form of cheer sticks and warmly greeted the guild members.

Though still tired from her journey, Kitty immediately walked to the construction site.

"Welcome back, boss!"
"How's the work progressing?"

In response to Kitty's question, the workers grinned and pointed to a steam-powered excavator in the distance.

"Oh, it's going well! Thanks to that whatchamacallit... excavator? The one you bought us. We've already dug all the way over there."

As if responding to the worker's words, the steam-powered excavator blew its whistle.

This world was truly fascinating in its fantasy elements. Modern objects simply existed with "steam" attached to their names.

Steam excavator, steamship, steam piston... things like that.

"Good. You're doing well. Keep it up until completion."
"Yes, ma'am."

The worker put his safety helmet back on and returned to the site.

Kitty wanted to go somewhere high. To create a planned Bell Park, she needed an aerial view.

"Mister."
"What?"

Kitty grabbed the restaurant owner's finger and wiggled it.

"What's the highest place around here?"

The restaurant owner was about to ask why she suddenly wanted to go somewhere high but decided against it.

'She just wants to go, I guess,' he thought, letting it slide.

The restaurant owner pointed to the mountain behind Kitty.

"Over there."
"That's perfect. Not too high."

Kitty immediately started walking toward the mountain. However, perhaps because she hadn't fully recovered from her journey, her heels ached with each step.

"Carry me."

.
.
.
.
.

The restaurant owner walked along the mountain path with what looked like a cicada clinging to his back.

"I'm not too heavy, am I?"

Though it seemed the person was becoming increasingly shameless, the restaurant owner nodded because she truly wasn't heavy.

Clinging to his back, Kitty gazed at the forest path where sunlight filtered through the leaves, making them sparkle.

The fresh scent of grass and the chirping of birds.

As the clean air penetrated deep into her lungs, it felt as though her nicotine-tortured lungs were cheering.

"What's the name of this mountain?"

Kitty, hanging on his back, brought her head close to the restaurant owner's ear and whispered. It wasn't as if anyone was eavesdropping. She just felt like doing it.

Kitty's whisper tickling his ear made the restaurant owner think about many things.

Like the name of this mountain...

"Come to think of it, this mountain doesn't really have a name."
"Why? It seems strange for a mountain this size not to have a name."
"I don't know the reason either. Maybe because it's a place people only visit when the neighborhood ladies come to pick fruit?"

The restaurant owner gestured with his chin toward a nearby tree bearing fruit, then picked a couple with one hand.

One for Kitty, one for himself.

Though it didn't suit his taste, the bittersweet flavor would likely appeal to Kitty. The restaurant owner hummed a tune as he chewed the fruit.

"Ughhhh..."

Suddenly Kitty groaned.

"Is the fruit too bitter?"
"No. I was trying to think of a suitable name for the mountain and got a brain cramp."

Kitty made a gesture of holding her head. The restaurant owner found this quite adorable and made that special smile that rarely appeared.

To be honest, the restaurant owner's smile was frightening. Whenever he grinned at the food he'd prepared at mealtimes, it sent chills down one's spine, resembling that of a movie serial killer.

But his special smile was an exception. It appeared so rarely that it was an unpredictable expression, though Kitty didn't find it particularly special. After all, something seen often enough ceases to be special, doesn't it?

The restaurant owner continued walking. Even in the vast fields, massive trees occasionally appeared, approaching them before shyly gathering along the path to provide welcome shade.

Kitty, observing such scenery, found that the pastoral landscapes that had once been mere subjects for paintings became increasingly fascinating the more she experienced them firsthand.

Beyond the pioneer settlement, past the small rooftops, untouched scenery slowly revealed itself as the low sun sank into a platinum haze.

Kitty and the restaurant owner reached the summit.

Bell Park spread out below them, visible at a glance like a bird looking down from beneath the sky.

To be honest, it looked quite chaotic. Like a painting done by a five-year-old with a fistful of paint. Paradoxically, this disorder inspired Kitty.

Like an artist adding her own colors to a messy canvas, Kitty moved her fingers this way and that, planning a systematic city construction.

The question was whether to center it around the factory or the fortress, but Kitty neatly ignored both and decided to center it around the restaurant. Truly a third way.

"What if we put your restaurant in the center and place a granite obelisk behind it?"
"Please don't do that..."
"Hmm..."

Kitty crossed out something on her tattered paper. If he didn't like it, what could she do?

"By the way, we need to dispose of sewage somewhere... hmm..."

Having organized her thoughts somewhat, Kitty looked at the large river flowing gently beside Bell Park.

Sewage systems are essential for anyone planning urbanization. Kitty was devising a plan to discharge the city's waste into the river.

In historical England, rainwater and sewage shared the same pipes. As a result, industrial wastewater and household sewage mixed together and were discharged directly into the Thames River, creating such a terrible stench that historical records referred to it as "The Great Stink."

Such water pollution leads to extremely serious consequences. Once waterborne diseases start to spread, human lives become as fragile as flies in an instant.

That's why Kitty was planning to purify the waste before discharging it into the river.

To prevent such a disaster, purification was essential, and chlorine was indispensable for this process.

Kitty knew exactly how to produce chlorine.

Ch.20 - Apartheid.
A Peaceful Afternoon.

Bell Park Labor Union Headquarters.

"Leopard."
"Crime."
"Prisoner."
"Memoir."
"Joy."

...joy?

"Ah. Stop doing that."
"Accept your defeat gracefully."
"The only thing you need to accept is the mismatch on your paternity test."

The two union members suddenly start throwing punches again. Another peaceful day in Bell Park.

They were supposed to be the welcoming faces of the union, but perhaps Bell Park's unique characteristics had shaped them this way? It was truly a sight to behold.

And then, a woman suddenly appeared before them.

She couldn't hide her confusion at the sight of two people who went from playing around to fighting in an instant.

"Hey, hey. Wait, someone's here."
"Oh, you're right. How can we help you, ma'am?"

Despite their usual behavior, the two union members never forgot their official duties.

In response to their question, the unfamiliar woman carefully pulled out a piece of paper and showed it to them.

"What's this?"
"Can't you see? She's here for an interview."
"Shi... Ahem... I knew that."

The union member slowly read the job posting the woman had handed him.

Judging by the words like "high wages" and "benefits" written on it, it was definitely Kitty's writing.

The union member returned the posting to the woman and pointed to a chimney visible in the distance.

"See that factory over there? Go there."
"Ask for the Professor or the Union Leader when you arrive, and they'll help you."

After receiving the job posting back, the woman bowed politely and left the building.

"They're... so kind," the woman said with a sour expression as she looked back at the receding union headquarters.

She remembered the day she first decided to come to this place.

Initially, she had been very worried. Would there even be a carriage going to Bell Park, a rural backwater with nothing special to offer and located so far away?

There was. And it was an enormous caravan of carriages.

The woman had never seen so many carriages moving together at once, and the caravan crushed her concerns.

It was even free. The coachmen were always smiling—laughing heartily when the carriage bumped, when they fell into potholes, or when they encountered wild beasts, tossing food at them and quickly moving on.

At first, she thought they were all mad and planned to sneak away in the middle of the night. But she gave up on that idea. The night was too frightening.

The uncomfortable journey continued until she finally arrived at Bell Park.

The Bell Park she saw was an ambiguous place with modern buildings scattered very sparsely among wooden structures.

And it was bustling with energy. People were busy running around all day, and construction was underway everywhere as if they had a vendetta against empty land.

There was even a steam-powered excavator! Was this really the countryside?

The woman continued walking toward the visible chimney.

The chimney, which had looked as small as a pinky finger, gradually grew larger until it finally appeared as a real chimney. At that point, the woman once again stopped a passerby to ask a question.

"Excuse me."
"What?"

Dark skin, unfamiliar accent. The woman smiled coldly.

"A negro wearing clothes? How quaint."
"...?"

The woman spoke as if this was perfectly normal, and Hassan was dumbfounded. Where on earth did such a rude person come from?

In truth, the woman's attitude toward Hassan was quite common for this era, but... being so blatant about it was indeed rude.

"I don't know where you're from, but saying such things here will get you in big trouble."

Hassan expressed his opinion fluently, having clearly studied the language diligently.

But the woman's tongue remained unrestrained.

"How dare a filthy negro... Want to taste the whip?"
"Are you insane?"
"I'm not the one who's insane—it's your master. If it were me, I'd have beaten you so badly you couldn't open your mouth."
"Try it if you can."

While the woman was glaring viciously at Hassan, Kitty had already approached from behind them.

"What's going on?"
"Oh, Boss. This woman very bad."

Hassan whimpered as he hid behind Kitty.

Kitty approached the woman, who still wore a vicious expression.

"What seems to be the problem?"
"Who's this little girl?"

The woman pointed at Kitty while looking around. Despite this extremely rude behavior, Kitty continued speaking without showing any emotion.

"I'm the boss you're looking for. Pleased to meet you. I'm Kitty Oppenheimer."

When Kitty extended her hand for a handshake, the woman seemed to think for a moment before accepting it.

She didn't appear to be lying. There was an indescribable atmosphere that proved it.

"I came because of the job posting. Is everything written here true?"

The woman skimmed through the conditions written on the paper with her finger.

It contained contract details such as the annual salary. The salary, in particular, had an asterisk next to it.

"Yes. Benefits, retirement age, everything is guaranteed. Which department did you graduate from at the Academy?"
"Chemistry."
"In the oxidation-reduction reaction between sulfuric acid and hydrochloric acid, when completely neutralized with 400mL of 0.1 mole sodium hydroxide, identify the reducing agent and calculate how many grams of the reducing agent reacted."
"Excuse me?"

The woman stepped back in confusion.

"This is the interview. Please answer the question."
"Wait... wait a minute! This kind of..."

Kitty closed her pocket watch with a snap.

"Time's up. Despite your excellent qualifications, I regret to inform you that you have not been accepted."

Kitty bowed as respectfully as possible toward the woman.

"I wish you all the best in your future endeavors."

.
.
.
.

"What kind of place is this?! How dare you make me come all the way to this rural backwater and then...?! I'll sue you, I'll sue!!!"

As the angry woman walked away, Hassan, nearly drowning in a wave of emotion, approached Kitty and gently massaged her shoulders.

"Boss, nice shot. Good job. I absolutely cannot work with someone like that."

After Kitty had rejected the woman, Hassan had spat on the spot where she had stood and danced around in glee.

Kitty felt somewhat uncomfortable about it, but she figured the woman would have been filtered out eventually anyway. After all, the question Kitty had asked was a basic problem at the college entrance exam level.

...In reality, the problem Kitty posed as an interview question involved oxidation-reduction reactions, which was quite advanced theory by local standards. She had presented a research topic that was just beginning to be explored in laboratories as an interview question, so who could possibly pass?

The reason Kitty went to such lengths to reject the woman was that she seemed to have an excessively strong ego.

Kitty wanted someone to help her, not a rebel constantly looking for opportunities to challenge everything with fire in their eyes.

Moreover, seeing how the woman openly expressed racial discrimination without hesitation made Kitty feel repulsed by her as a person. Better to filter her out now.

And the final decisive reason was that she had already hired an assistant.

"B-Boss... who was that person?"

A woman wearing glasses that were popular some time ago—similar to Kim Gu glasses—clutched Kitty's clothes shyly.

It was quite amusing to see her hiding behind Kitty despite being much taller than her, and with her large chest, she looked somewhat naive.

Isn't having a large chest a good thing? Yes, it is. Having a large chest is nice. It's good, but these days it's somehow...

Suddenly, something welled up from deep within Kitty's chest.

Kitty seemed to be struggling to control this emotion she didn't understand.

"Hey, Hassan."
"What?"
"I saw you speaking well earlier."

Hassan's face darkened like burnt curry.

"Stop pretending you don't understand, okay? And did you make everything I asked for?"
"Yes, Boss... I've made almost everything..."
"Poor Hassan..."

The assistant approached Hassan with a worried expression. Look at that, Hassan's mouth is about to split from smiling.

Kitty ignored the assistant and turned back toward the factory. Startled, the assistant ran back to Kitty's side like a puppy afraid of losing its owner.

"Boss~ Let's go together."

Generally, when employers select employees, practical suitability accounts for most of the criteria, but the employer's personal preferences also play a significant role.

Things like whether the employee is good-looking, or if they're naturally funny—that sort of thing.

In that sense, the current assistant didn't appeal to Kitty at all. So why was this person hired as an assistant?

"About that problem earlier, the oxidation number of sulfur dioxide is +4, and sulfuric acid is +6, right? So sulfur dioxide must be the reducing agent. Why couldn't that woman figure out something so simple?"

The answer is that practical competence can carry the day.

She really couldn't not hire her. As a test, Kitty gave her midterm exam questions from her undergraduate days, and she got them all right.

No matter how much Kitty tried to adjust the questions for the era, that was just by Kitty's standards. For the people here, these were cutting-edge theories.

Kitty had proclaimed her acceptance as if in a trance. Was this how King Sejong felt when he first met Hwang Hui?

...In truth, apart from the woman just now, this assistant was the only person who had come for an interview.

Ch.21 - Thirty Children.
Early morning.

The hidden fifth floor of the Oppenheimer Fertilizer Factory.

In a dark room that seemed almost gloomy, Kitty and her assistant were staring intently at various beakers.

Kitty had obtained saltpeter through a peddler and reacted it with sulfuric acid she had made herself to produce nitric acid.

Next, she needed glycerol, a byproduct of soap manufacturing. With thousands of soap factories in the capital, it was very easy to obtain.

She cooled the glycerol, which the peddler had sold her cheaply, in ice water, then slowly added it to a mixture of nitric acid and sulfuric acid.

"We need to keep it below 20 degrees. Otherwise, it'll explode."
"Yes, boss!"

Cold sweat broke out. If the reaction temperature rose suddenly, Kitty might be factored into K and T.

Kitty checked the thermometer. Fortunately, it hadn't exceeded the danger point.

She poured the completed mixture into cold water and separated the nitroglycerin.

Nitroglycerin, being denser than water, settled nicely at the bottom.

The assistant carefully neutralized the separated nitroglycerin using a baking soda solution, then washed it several times with cold water.

Finally, the nitroglycerin was complete. It had been a nerve-wracking process that brought cold sweat.

"When will the diatomaceous earth arrive?"
"Just a moment..."

The assistant, who had been observing the nitroglycerin with curious eyes, scurried downstairs.

Shortly after, Hassan appeared, carrying a box full of diatomaceous earth.

"Pour it here."
"Yes, boss."

Kitty began very carefully mixing the diatomaceous earth with the nitroglycerin. This process was crucial to ensure the diatomaceous earth, acting as an absorbent, was evenly soaked with nitroglycerin.

Kitty mixed and mixed again. Occasionally, she dipped her hands in ice water to prevent temperature increases from body heat.

After quite some time, the low-purity nitroglycerin was finally complete. Once placed in a mold and solidified with a detonator, it would become what we know as dynamite.

Of course, high-purity nitroglycerin could be used directly, but something that could explode from friction heat alone was impractical for everyday use—hence all this effort.

"Phew... good job."

Kitty patted her assistant's shoulder with sweat-soaked hands. But why was Kitty making such a dangerous substance?

A few days earlier, an urgent request had come from the new headquarters construction site.

"We've hit an extremely hard bedrock while digging!"

Bedrock.

Bedrock is both an important foundation that firmly supports the ground and the enemy of civil engineering.

The most important and time-consuming part of constructing a building is excavation. You need to dig up the ground and level the foundation before you can even think about putting up a building.

In this era, excavation was truly hard labor. The steam-powered excavator that Kitty had purchased for a fortune was carrying some of the burden, but it was useless against bedrock.

Although methods using black powder existed, their effects were minimal. Could mere black powder really blast through bedrock?

So Kitty decided to proceed with a slightly riskier approach.

This resulted in the production of dynamite in just five days.

In fact, dynamite is a simple substance that anyone can easily make with the right materials and a bit of prior knowledge.

But due to safety management laws for chemicals and various other issues including material procurement, ordinary people can't even attempt it.

It wasn't strange at all that Kitty, who had almost become a professor, could achieve this result in a lawless zone with no relevant regulations.

A few days later.

The new headquarters construction site was filled with anticipation.

"Blast!"

At Kitty's shout, the restaurant owner forcefully pushed down the device, and an enormous boom followed as dust clouds billowed.

After some time, when the dust had somewhat cleared due to the aftershock, the completely shattered bedrock revealed itself.

"Dynamite! Dynamite!"

The workers burst into cheers as soon as they saw the bedrock that had tormented them thoroughly destroyed.

Dozens of steam excavators charged toward the shattered bedrock with loud whistles, followed by workers carrying various pickaxes and hammers.

"Yeehaw!"

It was a scene of merciless civil engineering. The bedrock that had stood firm like an iron fortress couldn't withstand the new technology of dynamite and was now being toyed with by the workers after its fall.

Kitty watched this scene with satisfaction.

She turned to head back to the factory.

But suddenly, a union member came running, calling for Kitty.

The union member, catching his breath, said to Kitty:

"Union leader! You need to come quickly."
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Bell Park Labor Union Headquarters.

"You bastard."
"You son of a bitch."

Two union members were now simply brawling. They say the ground hardens after rain—that seemed to describe these two perfectly.

Of course, if Kitty had seen this scene, she would have suffered a migraine.

Anyway, Bell Park was peaceful today.

That is, until some unexpected people showed up.

"Who are you?"

A union member with raised fists asked in confusion as people suddenly barged in.

There were about 30 of them, all looking like they'd been through rough times. They had burly bodies and faces that told of a frightening life history.

As the two union members hugged each other trembling, one man stepped forward and thrust his fist...

"Ahhh!"
"Please don't hit us!"

"..."
"...?"

Feeling no impact and finding it strange, the union member cautiously opened his eyes.

What he saw was a job posting in the man's hand.

"We came because we heard there were jobs here."

The man looked with disbelief at the two trembling union members.

"Jobs?"
"Ah, so you came looking for work!"

Ignoring the confused union member 1, union member 2 welcomed them with exaggerated gestures to cover up their earlier embarrassing behavior.

"First, let's go meet the union leader... When did you arrive—"

As soon as union member 2 finished speaking, the crowd of nearly 30 people turned their heads at once.

But they saw nothing. Were they being mocked?

That wasn't the case. Lowering their gaze slightly, they saw a small figure.

...A kid?

The man was dumbfounded. He had come to Bell Park betting his life, only to be treated like this. It was only natural for him to grab union member 2 by the collar.

But of course, that "kid" was Kitty, and she approached the man who was holding the union member's collar.

"Let go of him right now."
"Let go? Like this? Like this?"

The man shook the union member's collar back and forth, as if mocking Kitty.

Kitty's eyes grew dangerous...
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"Sign here."

Another man, representing the one whose arm had been bent backward by Kitty's flying armbar, signed the standard contract with trembling hands.

Seeing the shakily written name on the contract, Kitty returned to her original smiling face. These guys should have done this from the start.

"Welcome to Oppenheimer Security!"

Kitty offered a handshake, having just broken an adult man's arm moments ago.

But fearing what might happen if he refused, the man tremblingly took Kitty's right hand.

"By the way, what exactly does Oppenheimer Security do?"

But some questions had to be asked. The man, who had no idea what "security" meant, gathered his courage and asked Kitty.

"Before I answer your question, let me ask you one first. You're all veterans, correct?"

The 30 men nodded in unison. Both their enlistment and discharge had been forced, but that was beside the point.

Kitty continued explaining the purpose of establishing Oppenheimer Security and what they would be doing.

"Your job will be to join Security and keep this town safe from monsters."
"Huh? So we just do what we did during our military service?"

That's right. What Kitty wanted to do by gathering veterans was liberation from monsters.

Bell Park was located in an unexplored region where monsters still roamed. Though not frequent, they could swarm in like a pack of dogs at any time, and when they did, everyone had to abandon their work and retreat to the fortress, resulting in significant losses.

But Kitty anticipated that having a private force that could move independently would reduce the burden somewhat. This was the reason for founding Oppenheimer Security.

What? Is it legal to have private soldiers in a monarchy?

In unexplored territories, it is. This was a fact Kitty had discovered after spending all night poring through a law book as thick as her arm.

Moreover, private armament was also allowed. This was a privilege granted to residents of unexplored territories, though in reality, it was just an irresponsible excuse telling them to survive on their own.

Of course, to the veterans who didn't know these facts, Kitty must have seemed like a godsend. She had hired unemployed drifters with no education as experienced workers.

"Do we start work tomorrow? Will weapons be provided?"
"Haha... First, we'll conduct an entry test and basic physical fitness test."

The veterans tilted their heads in confusion. An entry test?
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"Full body twists, 10 times! How many?!"

"10 times!!"

"Your voices are too weak! 20 times! How many?!"

"20 times!!"

"Do 30 times!!!"

The veterans swallowed their tears inwardly.

Ch.22 - Tick-tock, Tick-tock.
Among all the equipment, the most difficult to carry was none other than water. It felt like carrying the world's heaviest suitcase with one hand.

I placed my share of water at the top of my backpack and endured until my back curved. It certainly wouldn't have been an easy task for anyone.

I informed the team members about our location, which route we would take, and confirmed the assembly point.

Even if something went wrong during our journey to the designated monster's hideout and the team got scattered, everyone now knew where to meet within 24 hours.

The explanation didn't need to be elaborate. The team members could find their way even in the middle of a desert with just a map and compass.

We measured our current position by direction, time, and distance, and we sensed that our target was right in front of us.

Movement had to be swift and tactical. Everything needed to be done covertly, and we had to send it cleanly with a single bullet.

I steadied my breathing and took aim. The pressure on my finger gradually increased...

Bang-!

A sound similar to thunder shook the mountain as the monster, sheltering its young, breathed its last from a bullet that came from somewhere.

"Target eliminated."

On a cold winter day.

We became official members of Oppenheimer Security.
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"Thank you all for your hard work these past three months."

Among the members standing at attention in perfect formation, Kitty handed them glasses and poured drinks.

"From monsters!"

"To freedom!"

Then, a shot down in one go.

'What the hell is this situation?'

Kitty couldn't understand how things had escalated to this point.

It all started like this.

Kitty had actually intended to gather retired soldiers to form a security team that would, true to its name, supplement their diminished physical strength, provide some shooting training, and have them serve as guards protecting the factory from monsters.

However, complaints erupted among some personnel.

"This is boring!"

Yes. Most of them were from special military branches, such as riflemen or sharpshooters, equivalent to special forces in modern terms.

This happened because Kitty had included preferential treatment for those who had served in special military branches in the recruitment post.

'Back in the day, I was a badass lone wolf who would break formation to throw grenades or carry out sniper missions, and you dare treat me like a house guard?'

That was their sentiment.

Kitty was furious. Boring? I'll show you what's not boring.

Kitty immediately began planning torture disguised as training.

It was a crazy plan that mixed together all the training Kitty had received—UBT, marine reconnaissance, special forces, and more.

The next day after the plan was established.

First, the intensity of physical training changed drastically.

But they gritted their teeth and endured.

The next day.

The intensity of shooting training changed.

But they gritted their teeth and endured.

The next day.

They gritted their teeth and endured.

The next day.

The next day. The next day. The next day...

'Huh? This is actually fun.'

Kitty finally understood why instructors had pushed so hard and unknowingly became serious about it.

From this point on, Kitty began passing down knowledge of map reading, team tactics, and other skills learned during service.

After teaching survival skills for two weeks, Kitty gave them coats without buttons and shoes without laces, then threw them into the nearby mountains.

Kitty selected a few workers to climb the mountain once a day, and anyone who was spotted by these workers was immediately excluded from training.

Of course, no one was caught. It clearly demonstrated the difference between those who had learned the skills and those who hadn't.

After some time, Kitty conducted guerrilla training while making them run in the mountains all day. Safety measures were in place, of course.

The training mainly consisted of rope crossing, cliff rappelling, and applied shooting.

Oh, and there was also that one time—grilling pork belly in front of starving trainees! That was really fun.

Anyway, after overcoming various harsh conditions, they only had the final 23km map-reading march left. They successfully reached the turning point and eliminated the designated target, and that day became the founding day of Oppenheimer Security.

.
.
.
.
.

Morning.

The Governor's office.

"Is this real?"

"Yes. As you can see."

The Governor read the report brought by the newly appointed aide.

The Governor had a headache again today.

"So... this factory manager is gathering people to form an army?"

"That's one way to look at it."

"Isn't that illegal?"

"Actually, it's not."

The Governor was dumbfounded. This wasn't some third-rate country with collapsed internal affairs; how could a private army not be illegal when there was a properly functioning military?

But as the aide said, Kitty's actions weren't actually illegal.

Bell Park was administratively classified as an undeveloped area. According to the strict continental law, personal possession of weapons was legal in undeveloped areas, and militia activities were also permitted.

This law was created 400 years ago, so it wasn't surprising that the Governor didn't know about it.

In any case, Kitty had found a loophole in the law.

Oppenheimer Security was nominally a militia, and it wasn't illegal for them to possess weapons and have an independent command structure.

"I'm worried... really worried."

"What exactly are you worried about? Surely they won't start a rebellion?"

The Governor continued to hold his head and groan, while the aide joked.

Rationally thinking, the Governor had nothing to worry about. It made no sense to rebel when the factory was running smoothly.

"Still, I'm worried..."

As the Governor trembled and the aide looked on in astonishment, the door suddenly opened, and in walked none other than the Vice Governor.

"My goodness. Why are you making such a fuss?"

The Vice Governor was subtly condescending despite the clear difference in rank.

The Governor was irritated. If it weren't for the Vice Governor's family background, he would have been ready to tear open that protruding belly at any time.

Yet, the Governor maintained his dignified demeanor. Nothing was more disgraceful than becoming like such a person.

"Vice Governor. How have you been?"

"Oh, you know, still alive as always."

An awkward silence followed those words.

Usually in such situations, there would be some small talk, but there was absolutely no such relationship between them.

The Vice Governor was the first to break the silence in the quiet office.

"About that fertilizer factory kid."

"You mean Kitty?"

"Yes... was that the name? Anyway, I hear you're having a headache because of that kid?"

The Governor nodded readily. He didn't know how the Vice Governor knew, but it was true.

"Yes. How did they even find out about a 400-year-old law..."

"For a kid like that, couldn't you just take care of it?"

The Vice Governor made a throat-slitting gesture, and the Governor was horrified.

He was so shocked that he almost slipped into informal speech, which he rarely did.

"No! Absolutely not! Are you crazy?"

"Why are you so surprised? Isn't this something we do all the time?"

"Maybe you do. I don't."

"I don't understand. If the factory has no owner, it's obvious that it would become mi— I mean, ours."

The Governor shuddered at a military man casually saying such things.

It was like something wearing human skin was speaking.

What was even more frightening was that given Bell Park's remote location, that horrifying hypothesis wasn't entirely impossible, and the Vice Governor had both the motive and ability to carry it out.

The Vice Governor smiled at the Governor, who was filled with dismay.

"Haha! I'm joking! As if I would do such a thing?"

With that laugh, the Vice Governor left the room.
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The first worker of the great Oppenheimer Fertilizer Factory.

Hassan.

Hassan was having a headache again today.

Ever since Kitty discovered a few days ago that he was a mechanical engineering major, he had been squeezed for all he was worth.

In truth, it was probably only a matter of time before he was found out. Hassan was suspiciously knowledgeable about steam engines.

Anyway, today Hassan was again being exploited for his labor in the laboratory (warehouse) that Kitty had specially prepared.

His task was to develop a new rifle for Oppenheimer Security.

"Sibal."

Of course, Kitty didn't just assign the job without any guidance.

When assigning the task, Kitty also handed over self-drawn blueprints, which detailed the structure of cartridges and the M1 Garand, an eight-round semi-automatic rifle.

But this was quite challenging for Hassan. It was like giving Einstein's theory of relativity to a philosophy student.

He had entered the mechanical engineering department because he liked machines, not because he liked weapons. While weapons were certainly a branch of machinery, it was problematic to equate his passion for both.

Yet, there was a reason why Hassan was racking his brains so hard.

It was because passion could be converted into money.

Hassan had already received a substantial amount as an incentive.

Before he could shout, "Are you trying to buy me with money?" the money was already in his pocket.

Today, too, Hassan was working hard...

"Ah, Mr. Hassan~"

"Hello, Assistant."

Assistant approached Hassan with a bright smile.

For reference, Assistant was assigned to the same laboratory (warehouse) as Hassan, making dynamite during the day and researching new gunpowder for cartridges at night.

"Are you making that again today~?"

"Yes. But it's too difficult."

Hassan showed the blueprints to Assistant with a dying expression.

"I'm sorry... I'm a complete novice when it comes to machinery."

"It's okay. I didn't expect anything anyway."

"Eh?"

Leaving Assistant dumbfounded, Hassan immersed himself back in the blueprints, and although Assistant wanted to say something, they eventually gave up.

Only the clanging sound of metal could be heard in the awkward warehouse.

In such an atmosphere, it was Assistant who spoke first.

"By the way, Mr. Hassan, do you happen to have the record of dynamite quantities?"

"I don't. It's not my field."

"I guess not, right~?"

"Is there a problem?"

"No... it's nothing..."

Assistant turned their eyes back to the desk.

.
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Late night.

Underground warehouse of the fortress.

"Hurry up, I'm freezing to death."

"Wait. This is surprisingly difficult."

Two men were crouched down, busily assembling something.

"Is this the detonator?"

"Yes. Insert that and separate the wires."

"Okay. It's fascinating. But isn't it a bit strange?"

"What?"

The crouching man shrugged and raised a question.

"This hasn't even been sold yet. How did we get it?"

"How would I know? It's not the first time that pig of a Vice Governor has been up to no good."

"That's true. What are we even doing here in this cold winter..."

"If you're done, let's get going."

The man connected the detonator to the dynamite he was holding.

"So, we're supposed to go to the mountain and detonate this?"

"Yes. Snow will pile up soon, so they want to trigger an avalanche in advance."

"I get it. But why not the mountain behind us? Why go all the way to that distant mountain?"

"How would I know? We just do what we're told."

The crouching man grumbled as he adjusted the detonator, which resembled a clock.

Ch.23 - Terrifying Substance.
Kitty was diligently kneading dynamite with her assistant today as well. The soft, squishy texture felt just like touching an air-filled rubber swimming cap.

Kitty repeatedly dipped her tingling hands into ice water to cool them down. Each time she did, droplets of water pooled like mercury on her porcelain-white flesh, dripping from her forearms that dimpled like a newborn baby's skin.

Kitty's work clothes were quite different from her usual formal attire.

Due to her small frame, she couldn't find clothes that fit properly, so they hung rather loosely on her. When she waved her arms around to knead the dynamite, the occasional breeze would sweep across the hollow between her still paper-white arms and ribs.

It was considerable hard labor. Fully overcoming the resistance of the diatomaceous earth cutting between her fingers made her still undeveloped chest rise and fall repeatedly.

"Good work."
"You too, boss..."

The assistant responded to Kitty's closing declaration with a drawn-out voice, seemingly exhausted.

Whenever the assistant wiped away sweat, her arm would brush against her chest as it moved upward—though "brush" was hardly the right word; it was practically rolling up.

Kitty, panting, wiped away the beads of sweat flowing from her forehead. The droplets, scattered across her skin tone, had a light pink hue and smelled of baby powder.

Kitty warmly greeted the other workers as she left the factory. For some reason, on days when she greeted everyone with such a smiling face, fertilizer production slightly increased. Though the cause was unknown, the result was there, so she simply continued doing it.

"Ugh... it's cold."

Winter in Bell Park was colder than in the capital. If summer was cool, did winter have to be so harsh? What an irritating consistency.

Or perhaps it was because there were significantly fewer heat-emitting chimneys. Though she would decline such warmth anyway.

Kitty tightened her scarf more firmly. Wearing a thick coat, she began waddling toward the restaurant.

"Waaah! Waaah!"

A baby's cry emanated from a house lit by a tin stove instead of gas lamps. The resident was one of Kitty's factory workers who had given birth before even having a wedding ceremony, and Kitty remembered giving her a small gift.

Kitty unconsciously gently stroked her lower abdomen. The mysteries of the human body were still difficult for Kitty to accept.

"Ah..."

Lost in various thoughts as she walked, she suddenly found herself in front of the restaurant.

Through the window that resembled a display case, she could see the busy restaurant owner running around. Under the soft yellow glow of the gas lantern, the restaurant owner looked quite warm despite his seemingly cold impression.

Kitty stroked her lower abdomen again, or perhaps slightly below that. It was probably because she was hungry.

The smell of cream stew. People avoided it, saying it had a somewhat fishy odor, but Kitty loved cream stew.

The creamier the stew with its chopped broccoli and mushrooms, the deeper its creaminess, and Kitty loved dipping long bread like baguettes into that thick white sauce.

Kitty couldn't push through the swing door but instead slipped underneath it. She really had no idea where all the food she ate went if not to her height.

"Ugh... it's cold. Why is it so cold here?"
"You're here?"

The restaurant owner placed down a well-baked, crispy appetizer bread and sat across from her. Despite it being winter, his clothing had barely changed—perhaps because the restaurant was warm?

"What's on the menu today?"
"Cream stew made with freshly squeezed Melmuer milk from the wild, and brioche bread made by a master craftsman from Frank."
"I'll have that, please."

Of course, it was a lie. The cream stew was a factory-made product, and the appetizer bread was a hard, homemade loaf.

But it didn't matter. After all, cooking is fundamentally about the heart put into it.

With a fork in one hand and a spoon in the other, Kitty tapped the table, urging the restaurant owner.

After waiting briefly, the cream stew appeared before her eyes with a poof.

"Thank you for the meal."

As mentioned earlier, Kitty liked dipping bread into cream stew.

Actually, rather than liking it, the restaurant owner's bread was so large and hard that unless she soaked it thoroughly in the stew and cut it, it wouldn't fit into her mouth at all.

Due to her tiny mouth, white cream smeared all around her lips. Each time this happened, the restaurant owner would sigh and wipe it off, and whenever his fingers brushed her lips, Kitty felt an inexplicable chill.

"Are you okay?"
"Huh? Yeah... I'm fine."

Under the concerned gaze of the restaurant owner, Kitty tried her hardest to focus on her meal.

It had been like this for a while. When she looked at the restaurant owner, her heart would pound, and her face would feel hot.

Her lower body would tingle as if a microcurrent was flowing through it, and her thighs would unconsciously rub together.

Kitty's clear abnormal symptoms. But this can be explained by modern pharmacology.

The cause was nitroglycerin, an ingredient in dynamite.

Nitroglycerin is primarily used as an explosive as intended, but it's also a medication used to treat cardiovascular diseases like angina pectoris or myocardial infarction.

It mainly has the effect of dilating blood vessels, increasing blood flow to the heart.

Nitroglycerin is highly volatile and evaporates even at room temperature, and Kitty had been consistently inhaling nitroglycerin while making dynamite for several months.

Kitty's routine was to manufacture dynamite at the factory and then go to the restaurant for lunch, by which time the blood vessel dilation and facial flushing effects would appear.

Her heart would pound, and her face would feel hot. And then Kitty would meet the restaurant owner and eat.

As this repeated, Kitty began to confuse whether her heart was racing because she was going to eat or if her heart was racing while she was eating! A truly insane suspension bridge effect!

Kitty looked at the restaurant owner's face.

Then, as if on cue, her vision turned red and her heart raced wildly.

"Aaaagh!"
"Whoa! You startled me."

Kitty suddenly slammed the table and stood up abruptly in the middle of her meal.

All the customers in the restaurant looked at Kitty, but her eccentric behavior was nothing new. People turned their eyes back to their own tables.

But the restaurant owner was different. Having spent all day around Kitty, he noticed the subtle changes.

Her face was redder than usual, and her breathing was unstable. Almost like a cold.

The restaurant owner tried to place his hand on Kitty's forehead to check for fever.

Suddenly, Kitty backed away in alarm. Was there something dirty on his hand?

"W-what are you doing?"
"What do you mean... I'm just checking if you have a fever."

The restaurant owner was bewildered. His hands were clean, so why was she suddenly acting like this? Puberty perhaps?

"Stop being difficult and come here. Colds can be quite dangerous in this place."
"C-cold?"

Kitty seemed to be pondering something deeply.

"I don't have a cold! Look, I'm perfectly healthy, hehe."

Kitty grinned, showing her white teeth. She struck a pose often used by musclemen to demonstrate her health, but to the restaurant owner, it just looked like Kitty's kind pretense to avoid worrying him.

"Sigh... stop arguing and come here."
"Wha-!"

As if handling her for the umpteenth time, the restaurant owner swiftly wrapped his arm around Kitty's waist and pulled her toward him, like a mother cat grabbing her kitten by the scruff.

In an instant, Kitty was laid across the restaurant owner's lap. Whether she really had caught a cold or not, her face turned even redder, and she stammered.

The restaurant owner gently placed his hand on Kitty's forehead.

"You have a slight fever. You should rest a bit."

With a dazed expression, Kitty looked at the restaurant owner and felt a strange floating sensation. Of course, it might have been because the restaurant owner had lifted her up.

"Let's go to the room."
"O-okay..."

Rapid pulse, dry mouth, heightened senses, clenched teeth.

Nitroglycerin is such a terrifying substance.
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In the dark room.

After laying Kitty on the bed, the restaurant owner poured fuel into the tin stove to warm the chilly room and lit a fire.

The coal gradually reddened. Eventually, exceeding its ignition point, the coal made a whooshing sound and emitted a faint light.

He wrung out a cold wet cloth and busily carried warm tea and stew back and forth. He was truly attentive and busy.

Kitty struggled to... just get up. After all, she wasn't actually sick with a cold.

"Lie down."

The restaurant owner spoke gruffly, seemingly indifferent yet not. Like an outdated "tough but warm-hearted" man.

Kitty obediently received the restaurant owner's care. What else could she do when told to lie still?

The cold wet cloth cooled her burning heat, while his hand stroking her head rekindled the embers. Giving the disease and then the medicine—what was the point?

"Where are you going?"

Kitty weakly grabbed the hem of the restaurant owner's clothes as he stood up.

"I need to get back to the restaurant."

The restaurant owner's expression was truly worth seeing. His face said, 'Are you really asking because you don't know?' and it was so typical of him.

"How irresponsible. Where do you think you're going, leaving a patient behind?"
"It doesn't seem like such a serious cold."
"Are you sure you're not mistaken? I'm so hot. Feel again."

Kitty thrust out her chest and extended her forehead forward. She closed her eyes. If it got too hot, her brain might cook.

"See? Isn't it hot?"
"Feigning illness is not good behavior."
"That's strange... you're saying it's not hot? One more time..."
"Enough. I'll come back later."
"You're no fun."

With Kitty's clicking tongue as a signal, the restaurant owner went back down to the restaurant.

As the door closed, in the dark room with only the tin stove as a light source, Kitty pulled the blanket over her head.

"...I told you not to go."

Ch.24 - The Crisis That Came Suddenly.
Late morning.

Labor Union Headquarters.

"Son of a bitch."
"Son of a bitch."

About 30 men were gathered, enthusiastically repeating the curse words taught by a small child.

It was Kitty, of course. In this long-awaited session of Kitty's literacy class, the security staff were happily spewing profanities.

Since the weapons intended for the security team weren't yet complete, Kitty was teaching them how to read in their spare time.

Bell Park was peaceful today as well. Though some participants had to leave the lecture due to dizziness from cursing too much, it was still peaceful overall.

"That's all for today. Thank you for your hard work."

*Bow*

After bowing politely from the podium, Kitty put on her coat and left the dining hall.

Walking through the gently falling snow, Kitty strolled leisurely toward the factory.

Currently, Bell Park was experiencing what could only be described as a golden age, with vibrant energy flowing through every street.

Thanks to Kitty's fertilizer, farmers' storehouses were filled with crops, and steam-powered agricultural equipment hummed pleasantly in the expanded farmlands.

The capital's workers, who once started their days with ropes or coffins and survived on nothing but tea for three meals a day, now slept in proper beds and received fair treatment and compensation.

Various construction projects progressed much faster thanks to dynamite, and Bell Park's mining industry, which had been declining due to labor shortages, was experiencing a revival.

Bell Park was no longer a pioneer settlement but a proper city—one of the few self-sufficient advanced cities in the world.

Catching snowflakes in her hand, Kitty wondered: Could I have accomplished all this alone?

What if I hadn't received that bread as charity when I first arrived in the city?

What if I hadn't met that illiterate soldier?

What if I had been less attractive?

What if there had been no carriage to Bell Park?

What if I hadn't met the restaurant owner?

"Hehe."

Kitty hummed a tune as her steps grew lighter.

"Union Leader! Try this!"

An orange from the fruit shop lady as she passed by.

"Boss! Fighting today too!"

Encouragement from workers as she walked past.

"Big sis! What are we learning today?"

Questions from neighborhood children as she continued on her way.

"Hold on a moment."

An unpleasant face stopped her as she was walking.

"What is it...?"

Kitty glared suspiciously at the heavily bearded soldier.

The soldier with the thick beard and scarred eyes was one of the deputy governor's henchmen who had once blocked Kitty's factory.

Having this traumatic figure appear without warning made her feel like she was being dragged back into the gutter.

Since she wasn't confident she could win in a fight, she decided to hear him out first.

"This way, please..."

The intimidating soldier led Kitty to a dark alley. Did they really need to talk in such a gloomy place? The old saying seemed true—he was acting exactly as his appearance suggested.

Enduring the garbage smell rising from one corner, Kitty asked the soldier what his purpose was.

After nervously glancing at both ends of the alley, the soldier spoke secretively, like a drug dealer.

"We wish to purchase dynamite."
"What?"

Kitty rubbed her ear. Had she misheard?

"Our military believes your dynamite would be an effective weapon on future battlefields."

"No. Go away. I'll never sell it to you, remember that."

After saying this, Kitty turned to leave the alley.

"Then how about this?"

Click. The sound of something opening.

Looking back, she saw a bag filled with gold.

Kitty snorted in disbelief.

"You dare try to buy me with money?"

The answer was, of course, rejection. As everyone knew, Kitty's pockets were far too deep to be tempted by such a bag.

"Besides this, our military pledges to protect your factory as the highest priority during monster alerts..."

"You're making this offer rather late. What were you doing while I was creating my security team?"

"...tax reduction benefits..."

"That's funny. Since when does the military handle tax office duties?"

"It's been a traditional practice..."

"Law? You like laws? Should we roll into court and see how that goes?"

Kitty countered all the intimidating soldier's arguments with an impenetrable shield of logic.

Watching the soldier's life bar being depleted in real-time during their logical battle, Kitty smiled coldly.

"Any other proposals?"

"..."

"If not, I'm leaving."

"..."

"It was somewhat amusing though. The idea of a contract with the likes of you."

Kitty turned her back and walked out of the alley.

Suddenly, a strange voice came from behind her.

"You'll never sell, you say?"

It was definitely the voice of the soldier she had been talking to.

But something was different. A voice filled with malice. Pure killing intent that could only be achieved with a genuine desire to kill.

I've heard this voice somewhere before. I definitely remember it.

"You're making an unavoidable matter complicated."

Sensing the killing intent, Kitty quickly ducked as the soldier's fist grazed her hair.

"What..."

Before the startled Kitty could say anything, another fist came flying.

Kitty threw herself into a pile of garbage and barely avoided it.

"Are you insane!?"

"I'm perfectly sane. Quite rational, even now."

Kitty tried to understand the situation but simply couldn't make sense of it.

"Why are you doing this to me?!"

"Blame your achievements for disturbing that person's mood."

A thought flashed through Kitty's mind during the conversation with the soldier.

'Shit, I'm screwed. This is a contract killing.'

It was truly shocking. Kitty had expected some pushback as she transformed Bell Park.

But to skip all the steps and go straight to assassination? This seemed excessive.

Just then, the soldier's boot came flying viciously toward Kitty's stomach as she lay in the garbage.

"Ugh...!"

The pain of her internal organs being crushed.

Barely holding back vomit through the pain, Kitty wrapped her arms around the boot to prevent it from escaping, then wrapped her legs around the soldier's thigh.

Using the principle of center of gravity, she shifted all her weight to the wrapped leg, destabilizing the soldier and making him fall.

Enduring the throbbing pain in her stomach, she tucked the combat boot under her armpit, positioning her bicep against the heel.

Then she turned left with maximum force.

A perfect heel hook.

The reason heel hooks are forbidden techniques is that they twist the opponent's knee, tearing the ligaments.

And they cause terrible pain with lifelong after-effects.

"AAAAARGH!!!!!"

The soldier writhed in pain as his ligaments snapped with a strange feeling, followed by delayed agony.

While the soldier rolled on the ground, Kitty, having caught her breath, grabbed a nearby rock and smashed it down on the soldier's other instep.

The instep.

One of the lesser-known vital points of the human body. Injuring the instep causes so much pain that walking becomes impossible.

A fatal injury for someone who appeared to be a boxer.

Boxing with severely reduced mobility becomes prey to jiu-jitsu.

After confirming the soldier's condition, Kitty charged fiercely toward his lower body.

Then, a chilling voice from behind.

"Got you!"

Ah shit, there's another one.

Thwack!

Struck on the back of her head, Kitty collapsed face-first onto the cold ground.

.
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"Did you succeed?"

"I knocked her unconscious and hid her in the back alley."

"Are you certain?"

"Yes. I also broke one of her legs, so it's definite."

The deputy governor eyed the soldier's trembling leg with suspicion.

"To surrender your leg to such a nobody. You've grown rusty."

"I apologize. She used fighting techniques I wasn't familiar with, which resulted in my injury."

"There are techniques you don't know?"

"Yes. Actually, I'd like to learn them if given the chance."

The soldier shuddered as he imagined Kitty's movements.

At first, he thought she was a wrestler. But it was subtly different.

Weight class difference, reach difference. These are absolute differences that cannot be overcome in combat.

But the techniques Kitty showed completely ignored such physical differences and inflicted bodily harm on me.

Boxers place great importance on their lower body. While it helps maintain balance for better striking, the most critical issue is that they have no techniques to defend their lower body.

She was skilled in street fighting. As soon as she realized her opponent was a boxer, she immediately dove low.

"Any witnesses?"

"None. Thanks to Timmy's good control..."

"Timmy? Ah, yes. He went with you."

The deputy governor took a cigarette from his case, put it in his mouth, and lit it.

"Huff... You know, I like Bell Park. But now, I adore it."

The deputy governor couldn't hide his excitement. Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say he wasn't trying to hide it.

"Look at the gift that orphan girl has brought me! That's a goose! The goose that lays golden eggs from fairy tales!"

"Ah! Adorable! My nymphet! So pitifully! So fervently and naively! Such obscene caresses for the first time in her life!"

The deputy governor reached a pitiful mental climax in sinful pleasure.

But his eyes suddenly turned cold as he prepared for the next plan.

"Now, detonate the dynamite we've placed in the monster's lair, then immediately sound the monster alert."

"Understood."

The soldier limped out with a pronounced limp.

Ch.25 - Victim Of Injustice.
Paints of all colors mix, spread, and expand before my eyes.

My mind feels hazy, and something presses down on my chest while a strange tidal force pulls at my feet and head.

It feels like sleep paralysis. The difference is that my head is throbbing.

A limp consciousness. A rattled brain. Kitty's body is broken.

My senses are completely jumbled, and I'm in no condition to walk normally. But is it because of my desire for revenge? Only the sensation of grinding the inside of my cheek remains clear.

Kitty barely manages to adjust her posture and sits leaning against the wall. Unconsciously, she touches the back of her head, and her fingers come away with blackened, dried blood.

Kitty was full of questions. Wait, weren't they trying to kill me?

But as if to counter that thought, a bell suddenly rings.

Ding- Ding- Ding-

Actually, the bell had been ringing even before Kitty regained consciousness.

When she hears the Silver Fang howling in the distance, Kitty feels a light bulb go off in her head and tastes anger boiling up from within.

She doesn't know how they managed to lure the monster here, but they must have planned to leave her to be eaten while she was unconscious.

That way, there would be no evidence and they'd have a perfect alibi.

Kitty. Sacrificed to a monster. Just like that.

But that plan will fail. Because I regained consciousness before the monster arrived.

Having gathered her wits, Kitty hurriedly tries to get up to enter the fortress.

No, she tried to get up.

Crack-

"!?!?"

Pain shoots up from her ankle. Falling forward, Kitty turns to check her ankle and sees it twisted at a grotesque angle.

Unless someone deliberately twisted it, it couldn't possibly be in such a state.

And that someone is clearly that fucking bastard who deserves to be torn apart.

Leaning on her limping leg, Kitty shouts in the direction of the fortress.

"Pray to heaven that I die, you fucking bitches. The moment I survive, I'll make sure you and your brothers, sisters, wives, and everyone else can never function as human beings again!!!"

Ragged breathing, bloodshot eyes, a face flushed red with anger.

"Huff..."

Kitty reins in her boiling rage. In this situation, uncontrolled anger would only lower her chances of survival.

She picks up a stick lying nearby and uses her coat to tightly bind it to her broken ankle.

"Ugh..."

Temporary splint complete. Sharp pain washes over her, but she secures it firmly nonetheless. Tight enough that it won't come loose.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

The sound of gunfire, like popping corn, comes from the direction of the fortress. Not good. Evidence that the monster is close by.

Kitty limps into a nearby house. She needed a weapon, just in case.

Entering the kitchen, Kitty picks up a knife resembling a sashimi knife.

She places a 1 Cooper coin against the handle, tears a blanket, and binds it tightly. This way, her hand won't slip toward the blade when she stabs the monster.

Kitty takes off her sock.

Then she puts a rock she picked up outside into it and ties it tightly. This makes an excellent blunt weapon—a blackjack.

In an instant, Kitty has created two excellent weapons.

She contemplates whether to stay here or go to the fortress.

The house she's in is a wooden structure. If shells come flying from the fortress, Kitty will either be blown to pieces or flattened like dried squid.

Staying in the house is clearly not a good option. But going to the fortress with her injured body doesn't make sense either.

That leaves one choice. She had to go to the factory.

The factory, made of sturdy red bricks and steel, would likely withstand artillery fire to some extent.

Of course, having security would have been perfect, but they've probably evacuated to the fortress since they didn't have weapons yet.

"Ugh..."

Enduring the pain surging from her ankle, Kitty walks toward the factory. Thanks to the makeshift splint, she could at least walk.

The streets of Bell Park, usually full of vitality, were eerily quiet except for the sounds of gunfire and shelling, creating an indescribable sense of dissonance and alienation.

Rather than a battlefield, it felt like being exiled alone at the edge of the world. Picking up an orange left on a stand without saying a word only amplified that feeling of displacement.

As Kitty was limping diligently toward the factory.

BOOM-!

A shell landed nearby, and the blast wave knocked Kitty off her feet.

The taste of metal in her mouth. Fortunately, there were no other injuries like shell shock or internal concussions.

But at this rate, she might die from artillery fire rather than being mauled by the monster.

Kitty's lower abdomen ached. The exact spot where she had been shot before dying.

"Haa... fucking hell, really..."

.
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Rewinding time a bit.

Bell Park streets.

Late morning, well past breakfast time.

The restaurant owner came out to the street to gather ingredients for side dishes.

"Kitty's dad. You're here?"

"No, I'm not."

The restaurant owner couldn't help but smile at the fruit vendor's playful banter.

As on any other day, he was unconsciously fiddling with oranges, Kitty's favorite.

"What's good today?"

"Today? Wait a moment, where did I put that..."

The fruit vendor ducked into her shop to look for something.

The restaurant owner, holding a delicious-looking orange, unconsciously hummed a tune, and shortly after, the fruit vendor popped back out to her stand.

"Here it is. The price is..."

As the fruit vendor was working her calculator, an ominous bell suddenly rang.

Ding- Ding- Ding-

"Monster alert!"

Waaah-

The market instantly became chaotic. Bell Park's experienced merchants quickly put their goods inside their shops, cleared their stands, and evacuated swiftly.

"Hurry! This way!"

The restaurant owner led immigrants who had never experienced a monster alert toward the fortress, the designated shelter.

There were as many as 50 people. The restaurant owner guided them from the front of the line, like a row of ducklings.

"Eeeek!"

"I'm... I'm scared. I want to stay here."

"Just a little further!"

Comforting panicked immigrants and those too frightened to move took a lot of time.

The fortress gates were very difficult to open and close, taking a long time, so if they didn't arrive on time, the chances of not getting in were very high. If the restaurant owner had been alone, he would have arrived with time to spare, but he refused to abandon them.

The restaurant owner ran. Once they passed this corner and reached the main road, they would be at the fortress.

He also didn't forget to pray. Please, let it still be open.

"Hurry up!"

Fortunately, as if his prayers were answered, the fortress gate stopped just before closing completely, and a soldier at the front was gesturing for the restaurant owner to hurry.

The result was a very close save. The restaurant owner, pushing people in from behind, was the last to enter.

"Are you the last one?"

"Yes. I believe so."

"Understood. Hey! Close the gate!"

Rumble-

The truly massive and solid fortress gate closed completely with the sound of turning cranks.

That gate would not open again until the monster alert ended. The restaurant owner felt relieved at that fact.

"Thank you! Thank you so much!"

"You are my lifesaver!"

Ignoring the thanks from the people he had guided, the restaurant owner ran deeper into the fortress, searching for someone.

"Kitty!"

He ran through the chaotic crowd, searching for just one person.

"Kitty!!"

The military police, who should have been maintaining order, gave up trying to stop this troublemaker. They knew very well who the restaurant owner was and who he was looking for.

"Kitty!!!"

But there was no answer.

No sign of that blonde hair anywhere in the fortress's wide parade ground.

If she wasn't in the fortress, where could she be? The restaurant owner's face turned pale.

He ran frantically to the fortress gate.

"Open it! Open it now!"

"Are you insane? Step back!"

Naturally, the soldiers blocked the restaurant owner who was causing a disturbance, demanding the gate be opened.

"What... what strength!"

The soldiers were bewildered. There were clearly three of them, so why were they being pushed back by one restaurant owner?

It was an inexplicable display of strength. At this rate, he would break through, so the soldiers had no choice but to draw the batons from their waists and swing them at the restaurant owner.

"Back off! I said back off!"

"Get out of my way!"

Even with blood running from his forehead and his limbs turning purple with bruises, the restaurant owner wouldn't back down.

But who in the world could remain unaffected after being hit with batons? When one soldier struck the restaurant owner's thigh, his legs gave out, and he collapsed to the ground.

"...Take him to the infirmary."

"Y-yes, sir!"

The veteran soldier gave the order in a moist voice to the restaurant owner who lay limp.

The rookie soldier, who had been trembling beside him, shouted his response loudly.

.
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"Eeeek!"

The rookie soldier who had received the order was dragging the limp body of the restaurant owner.

Is he dead? No, he's conscious. The restaurant owner seemed possessed, repeatedly muttering one person's name.

His voice was too faint to hear clearly who he was talking about, but the rookie knew who it was.

The rookie found the restaurant owner's state too pitiful to bear.

So the rookie made a suggestion to the restaurant owner.

And as you know, new recruits always exceed common sense.

"Mister."

"..."

"Mister, do you want to go outside?"

"...?"

Leaving the wide-eyed restaurant owner, the rookie pointed to one side and continued.

"If you go that way, there's a small side door. You can get out through there."

"...Is it okay for you to tell me that?"

The rookie smiled innocently.

"Haha! How could I stop a father looking for his daughter!"

"...Thank you."

The rookie had already untied the restraints.

If a senior soldier had seen this, he would have lost his head three times over.

"Wait! Take this too. There are monsters roaming outside."

Now the rookie was even handing over his weapon. The restaurant owner wondered if this was going too far, but quickly dismissed the thought.

"Now could you knock me out with that? If I'm walking around normally, it would look a bit..."

Before the rookie could finish speaking, the restaurant owner knocked him unconscious with the butt of the gun.

He was personally very grateful, but he was afraid of what else might come out of that mouth.



[This is a picture of a blackjack.

Visual material from Namuwiki.

Thank you for understanding what it roughly looks like.]

Ch.26 - Outlast.
With sashimi in one hand and a blackjack in the other, Kitty emerged from the civilian house with extreme caution.

In the distance, the howl of a Silver Fang could be heard.

The moment Kitty heard the Silver Fang's cry, she rolled around in the muddy ground, coating her entire body with mud.

This was to mask her scent. She knew that wandering around reeking of blood and sweat would quickly give her away to the Silver Fang, a feline predator with an acute sense of smell.

Enduring the pain shooting up from her ankle, Kitty rolled vigorously on the ground. Only after her arms, legs, shoulders, chest, face, and hair were completely covered in damp mud did she finally stand up.

"Huff."

With a limping gait, Kitty hurried toward the next civilian house.

But her pace was slower than expected. Kitty adjusted her strategy.

She decided to treat civilian houses as checkpoints. If she sensed a monster nearby, she would temporarily hide in a house before moving on.

Of course, she decided to disregard the possibility of shells demolishing the houses. Considering every such scenario would only further diminish her already slim chances of survival.

She could only pray that no blind shells would come her way.

As Kitty darted around the civilian houses, memories of the past surfaced.

Back when she served in the military.

It felt similar. Kitty had scoured urban areas, hunting for guerrillas hiding in every nook and cranny.

Unfamiliar buildings, homes of strangers, unknown people.

Back then, she was the one pointing the gun, but now the roles had completely reversed.

So this is how it feels. She'd heard there's nothing more miserable than the moment a hunter becomes the hunted.

Still, Kitty didn't think this experience was entirely meaningless.

Because it allowed her to think once more from the hunter's perspective.

"Kaehang!"

A Silver Fang that had entered the civilian house, tracking Kitty's faint scent, let out a death cry as its skull was crushed by Kitty's blackjack.

Though Kitty generally didn't prefer blunt weapons, right now the blackjack in her hand was more precious than anything.

Using a blade would draw blood, and the scent of a comrade's blood would attract more Silver Fangs.

"Huff... huff..."

With her injured body, Kitty poured a mixture of coffee grounds and charcoal ash over the corpse of the wolf-like Silver Fang, rubbing it into its fur as if washing its hair.

This would help prevent other Silver Fangs from being drawn by the scent.

Kitty repeated this process until she reached the factory.

Hide in a civilian house, kill any Silver Fang that entered with the blackjack, and sprinkle ash mixture over it to mask the smell.

She also made sure to roll in mud whenever she started sweating to conceal her scent.

As this extreme situation continued, significant changes occurred in Kitty's body.

With increased endorphin secretion numbing her intense pain, Kitty moved toward the factory with a faster pace.

Her senses—sight, hearing, smell—became more acute, allowing her to detect how close Silver Fangs were, how many there were, and even which direction they were looking.

Of course, this dramatic physical response came at the cost of her lifespan, but Kitty didn't care. This wasn't her first time experiencing it.

"Kaeng!"

Another Silver Fang's skull was crushed. At this point, Kitty decided to stop hiding.

BOOM- BOOM-

The shelling was intensifying. This meant the Silver Fangs were no longer in the outskirts but likely scratching at the fortress walls by now.

Kitty ran. Each time her twisted ankle hit the ground, she involuntarily groaned. Even with adrenaline reducing the pain to some extent, there was no avoiding it completely.

Gritting her teeth. Filled with determination. She ran. Failure meant death, so it wasn't an option.

Suddenly, something warm trickled down from her forehead.

Blood. No, no, no.

Kitty frantically buried her head in mud, desperately trying to mask the scent of blood.

Awoooooo-

But she failed to deceive the Silver Fang's sense of smell. One that had been prowling nearby caught the scent of Kitty's blood and approached.

Kitty despaired. The reason she had been able to kill Silver Fangs until now was because of meticulously calculated ambushes.

But meeting one in this open field, her chances of winning were...

"KRAAANG!!!"

.
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Some praise and worship the beauty of human struggle. But that misses the essence of struggle entirely.

Struggle is about suffocating in mud and filth while trying to deceive and uproot each other in an arena filled with hatred.

It's fundamentally wrong to infer that there's some kind of typical sacrifice in the process of human struggle or in their competition to seize life.

Even in such cases, what drives humans is still their blatant individual survival instinct.

"FUUUUCK!!!"

As the Silver Fang opened its jaws wide, Kitty's vision was filled with white teeth and the unfathomable depth of its throat.

Instinctively, Kitty thrust her left hand holding the sashimi deep into its mouth and stabbed downward.

"Kaeng!"
"Aagh!"

The screams of two living beings erupted simultaneously, with Kitty's being slightly louder.

The sound of skin tissue and muscles tearing transmitted vividly through bone conduction.

It was more chilling than any sound Kitty had ever heard, and more horrific than any pain she had ever experienced, but ironically, it was the action that saved her life.

She should have lost her arm already, but because Kitty's sashimi had struck before those teeth could, the Silver Fang seemed to lose strength, its teeth stopping near the bone.

The nerves were fine. The Silver Fang's warm body temperature seeped into her fingertips. This was incredibly fortunate.

Kitty moved her left hand, twisting and stirring the sashimi that was embedded somewhere in the Silver Fang's mouth.

Each time she forcibly moved the sashimi, her mouth would open and one eye would close involuntarily. As if her body wasn't her own.

To an outside observer, it might have been a brief five seconds, but for Kitty, it was an intensely dense relative time.

Time flowed slowly enough for her to savor the pain she felt, but thanks to that, hope emerged.

The more Kitty stirred the sashimi, the more noticeably the pressure around her shoulder decreased.

However... that was all. Unless she pulled out this sashimi and stabbed it into the heart, the Silver Fang showed no signs of dying, and true to its cunning nature, it maintained just enough pressure on Kitty's arm to prevent it from escaping.

Though a beast, it knew. Eventually, Kitty would be the first to lose strength, and when that happened, she would be the one to die. Such ingrained cunning was terrifying.

Kitty was the first to move from this deadlock. She swung the blackjack in her other hand with great force, using centrifugal force, and embedded it right between the Silver Fang's eyes.

But perhaps due to blood loss, Kitty's strike, delivered with a body drained of strength, didn't seem very effective.

Instead, it only provoked the beast. The enraged Silver Fang clamped down harder.

But the harder it bit, the more vigorously Kitty stirred the sashimi embedded in its mouth.

Another suffocating deadlock was formed.

Kitty felt her eyes gradually closing.

.
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Let me think. Let's imagine I'm Kitty.

Where would Kitty go? She's definitely smart and cautious, so she would have fled to a place where she could perfectly protect herself.

The nearby civilian houses? Or a farmer's barn?

No, that can't be it. Seeing the shells flying over my head even now, I wouldn't hide in a house or barn either.

A space that's incredibly large, fortress-like, with solid outer walls... she would have sought refuge in such a place.

Then where is that? Is there such a building in Bell Park?

There is. The factory Kitty built. If I were Kitty, I would definitely have fled there.

Even if it's not the factory, it doesn't matter. I will definitely find her.

Losing someone precious once is enough.

The restaurant owner gripped the musket in his hand and headed toward the factory.

He anticipated the path to the factory would be extremely treacherous.

But surprisingly, the restaurant owner didn't encounter a single Silver Fang. Or rather, all the Silver Fangs he saw were already dead.

Strangely, all the Silver Fangs had their heads smashed in, appearing to have been killed by some blunt weapon.

So far, there were over 50 such corpses. It was bizarre. There was no one in Bell Park who could hunt Silver Fangs like this.

What kind of monster is a Silver Fang? Cunning, persistent, and cruel. They're notorious for relentlessly pursuing their prey to a brutal end. It's not a monster that can be dealt with by individual strength.

To confront a Silver Fang, the united strength of a group is essential. That's how formidable they are.

Witnessing the grotesque sight of these vicious monsters with their heads smashed in, the restaurant owner, whose pace was already quick, began to sprint with all his might.

And not long after, he saw a Silver Fang biting down on Kitty's arm.

"Kitty!"

At the restaurant owner's near-desperate cry, the Silver Fang biting Kitty's arm turned its gaze toward him.

The Silver Fang opened its disgusting mouth and released Kitty's arm. A squelching sound was heard as Kitty's viscous blood stretched like a red leg, a sight that nearly drove the restaurant owner mad.

The enraged Silver Fang pawed the ground like a bull, preparing to lunge at the restaurant owner.

And not long after, the Silver Fang made a leap-like charge toward the restaurant owner, who took a deep breath and slowly pulled the trigger.

Ch.27 - Save Me.
Bang!

Seeing the chest area turn red, I must have hit the lung precisely.

As the Silver Fang collapsed, only then did the blonde kid become visible. The restaurant owner rushed to Kitty without hesitation.

"----!"

The sharp gunshot had deafened his ears. He could barely hear his own shouts.

But in this muffled world, he could clearly distinguish Kitty's breathing. It was low, long, and labored.

The restaurant owner lifted Kitty onto his lap. Good heavens, one arm was nearly severed. It was truly heartbreaking.

When Kitty hurt, the restaurant owner hurt too. When Kitty played the sounds of a sick person's breathing, the restaurant owner suffered alongside, as if his insides were being torn apart.

Kitty's lips moved slightly. It seemed like words were being spoken. Though he couldn't understand anything, the restaurant owner simply nodded.

The restaurant owner embraced Kitty and ran toward the factory. He firmly believed the factory would be a sanctuary where no one could intrude—a sacred place just for the two of them.

He ran for quite some time with Kitty in his arms. Despite having more strength than usual, today Kitty felt exceptionally heavy.

At a fork in the road, the restaurant owner asked Kitty which way to go.

"Which way should we go?"

"-----."

"Yes, I understand."

He couldn't hear, but he could feel it. It was the most inefficient method of communication, one that could only work with perfect mutual trust.

Running in that trance-like state, they soon arrived at the factory. The restaurant owner naturally reached into Kitty's pocket, took out the key, and entered.

The factory was filled with Kitty's scent. It always smelled like medicine whenever he came after finishing morning tasks.

"----."

"Yes. I understand."

Though he couldn't hear, he knew what needed to be done. The restaurant owner looked around for a place to lay Kitty down.

Finding a nearby desk, the restaurant owner cleared away the clutter and placed Kitty on it.

The shoulder was soaked in blood. Kitty pointed to a towel hanging on the wall with the uninjured hand, then pointed back at the arm.

"----."

"L-like this?"

He then grabbed a towel from the wall and tied it tightly above the severed section to stop the bleeding.

During this process, Kitty winced in pain with tears welling up. The restaurant owner desperately wanted to tear the towel away and make Kitty comfortable, but he knew the paradox—to survive, Kitty had to endure more pain.

"----."

"That one?"

The restaurant owner went to the shelf Kitty pointed at and took out a bottle.

The bottle was labeled "Hydrogen Peroxide" in Kitty's handwriting. It was a colorless, odorless solution that looked just like water.

After receiving the bottle from the restaurant owner, Kitty immediately poured it over the wound with the uninjured arm.

Bubbles formed along the cut surface, visibly painful.

Kitty clenched his lips and twisted his body to endure the pain, while the restaurant owner felt helpless knowing he could neither take on this pain nor even lessen it.

If only he had arrived sooner, perhaps he could have seen Kitty unharmed.

While the restaurant owner was struggling with these thoughts, Kitty, having finished disinfecting the wound, gently took his hand.

With hearing impaired, his sense of touch seemed heightened. Beyond Kitty's soft skin, he could feel the pulse, the heartbeat flowing through the steadily extending veins.

It was pitiful. The vibration was so feeble, impossible to believe it belonged to such a spirited child.

"----."

Kitty seemed to be asking the restaurant owner to get another medicine bottle from the shelf.

The restaurant owner immediately ran over and grabbed what he presumed Kitty wanted.

Strangely, the medicine bottle had an unusual warning label, but the writing was either exquisitely faded or written in such terrible handwriting it resembled hieroglyphics, making it completely illegible.

The only readable part indicated it was a painkiller.

The restaurant owner opened the cap and handed it to Kitty, who carefully drank it with one hand.

Soon after, the pain disappeared from Kitty's face.

As the mouth opened wide, fangs were revealed, and the pupils rose upward.

The restaurant owner leaned toward Kitty and perched awkwardly.

Like a nearsighted man, he gazed at Kitty. Just three inches from the fanged mouth were Kitty's profile, parted lips, and warm hair.

"----."

Again, Kitty said something. Again, he couldn't understand. In reality, it was close to babbling nonsense anyway.

Instead of answering, the restaurant owner stroked Kitty's head. Slowly. Carefully. But thoroughly.

He struggled to keep Kitty's head from turning toward the wound. It seemed that even Kitty would find it difficult to maintain composure seeing an arm that was barely attached.

He only wished Kitty would no longer be in pain—physically or mentally.

"----."

"Yes. That's when I said something."

"----."

"Haha. Yes. When we get back, let's have cream stew together."

The restaurant owner kept talking to Kitty despite not being able to hear. He had a premonition that if Kitty fell asleep now, there would be no waking up.

In fact, the restaurant owner's actions were very good. Many patients who fell asleep in such a state never woke up again.

While the restaurant owner was having this near-monologue conversation, the vibrations from falling shells gradually subsided and eventually stopped completely.

It seemed the monsters had been completely cleared out. The chilling sounds of claws scraping the factory walls were no longer heard, and gunshots eliminating the remaining monsters could be heard in the distance.

"The shelling seems to have stopped. We should be able to leave soon."

"----."

Kitty smiled brightly and naturally squeezed the restaurant owner's finger.
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As soon as the painkiller was consumed, the burning sensation like molten metal and the maddening pain disappeared instantly.

A strange floating sensation followed, accompanied by an oddly immense feeling of omnipotence.

This groundless fantasy of being lovable to anyone—Kitty played along with the restaurant owner who kept talking.

"Really? And then what?"

"Haha. Yes. When we get back, let's have cream stew together."

"Really? Should we? I want bread too."

The conversation had been oddly misaligned from the start. By Kitty's brilliant deduction, the restaurant owner probably couldn't hear right now.

So Kitty took this golden opportunity to freely express everything that needed to be said.

"Are you stupid, mister? Why did you come here when it's dangerous?"

"Hmm... Let's visit the capital again when we have time."

"Dummy, idiot, moron."

"I still can't forget the food we ate back then."

Kitty couldn't help but laugh. What kind of conversation was this?

But despite how foolish they might appear, this moment was incredibly precious to Kitty.

"If you do something this dangerous again, I won't talk to you anymore, so be careful."

"Hmm... I feel the same. I remember when we climbed that mountain."

The two continued their bizarrely mismatched conversation.

During this exchange, a strange sensation began to emerge.

Rainbow-colored clouds scattered before Kitty's eyes, and the skin trembled.

The factory walls crumbled here and there, and all sorts of tools grew wings and circled around Kitty.

Yes, the hallucinatory symptoms of the painkiller (opium) had finally manifested.

"Ah...ugh...ohh...mister..."

"Mm. Yes, yes."

"Hehe... hick! Wow~ A bed!"

Kitty bounced on an imaginary bed. It was soft, and it felt like anywhere was reachable from there.

The restaurant owner simply smiled along with the grinning Kitty.

Kitty reached out and kneaded the restaurant owner's face.

Strangely, the face changed with each touch, like molding clay, which was truly amusing.

Then the world appeared in double layers again.

In this confused vision, a Silver Fang suddenly appeared, so realistic that Kitty couldn't distinguish between reality and hallucination.

"Hic..."

Feeling sudden fear, Kitty struggled. The restaurant owner held Kitty tightly.

"Don't worry, I won't let you go."

Warmth, a steadily beating heart, and the restaurant owner's scent.

As soon as Kitty realized being in the restaurant owner's arms, the Silver Fangs that had been clearly trying to tear Kitty apart wavered and disappeared.

"Really?"

"Yes. Really."

"Then hold me again later."

"Yes. I promise I will."

Kitty, disoriented from the hallucinations, continued to spout nonsense without knowing what was being said.

A true stream of consciousness.

As this dialogue continued, it was no wonder that desires buried deep in the unconscious were being drawn out without Kitty's awareness.

Under the influence of morphine, Kitty freely revealed inner feelings.

"Mister. Can't you be my dad? Hm?"

That desire was affection. Kitty had never properly received affection even once in life. Always searching for a group to belong to, but never being accepted.

Like a wanderer, Kitty sought relationships; like a moth to flame, craved affection.

So being drawn to the restaurant owner, who was like a warm lamp, was only natural.

And it seemed the restaurant owner felt the same way.

"Yes. If that's what you want."

"Really? Really?"

"Yes. Really. Whatever you do, I'll protect you."

"Wow~ I'm so happy~"

"Heehee. My dad is the best."

Kitty tightly squeezed the restaurant owner's finger.

Ch.28 - You're Dead.
Afternoon.

The ruins of Bell Park.

A thick fog of gray dust clouds mixed with the blood mist of monsters had settled over everything.

Wooden buildings were either reduced to bare skeletons or still burning, casting desolate shadows, while the streets were covered with broken wood splinters and glass shards.

Massive craters marked where shells had fallen, with household items scattered around their edges.

In these ruins, the residents of Bell Park were desperately searching for someone.

"Professor!"
"Guild Master!"
"Boss!"

People rummaged through debris, calling out titles that couldn't possibly belong to the same person. One searcher was so zealous that he cut his finger on a piece of glass.

"Ouch!"
"Serves you right..."

One of the two guild members who always represented Bell Park's public face handed over a bandage while chiding him.

"You bastard. If you're giving it to me anyway, be nice about it."
"Don't use it if you don't want to."

Guild Member 1 grumbled while wrapping the bandage around his finger, then resumed sifting through debris and searching places where Kitty might be hiding.

"You know, this monster alert seems a bit strange, don't you think?"
"What do you mean?"

Guild Member 1 paused his digging at Guild Member 2's sudden comment.

"The Silver Fangs. Shouldn't they be hibernating around this time?"
"You're right. They should be holed up in their dens during winter."

Guild Member 1 stroked his chin thoughtfully.

Silver Fangs, which live in packs, spend winters in large dens with their stored food supplies.

This was common knowledge. Why would they venture outside in winter when there's nothing to eat?

"Doesn't it seem suspicious? The suddenly missing Guild Master... the abnormal monster behavior..."
"What are you getting at?"

Guild Member 1 was starting to get annoyed with 2's nonsense.

"It's a conspiracy..."
"A conspiracy?"

"Yes. Someone who envies the Guild Master's achievements deliberately abandoned him outside, then somehow woke up the Silver Fangs and brought them here."
"Oh... that's something."

Guild Member 1 flicked Guild Member 2's forehead.

"You crazy bastard. Instead of spouting such nonsense, go to the factory and get more shovels."
"Tch..."

After being scolded, Guild Member 2 headed toward the factory, clicking his tongue.

"What an idiot. Acting like he knows something..."

Despite his grumbling, Guild Member 2 was good at following orders.

He wandered around the factory looking for shovels.

And before long, instead of shovels, he found Kitty and the restaurant owner sleeping in a corner.

.
.
.
.
.

Everything felt hazy. How much time had passed?

Kitty raised his left hand and waved it around.

Up, down, up, up, left, right.

With his shattered body schema, it felt bizarrely like controlling fine muscles through a keyboard, one keystroke at a time.

"Please don't move."

A stern voice admonished Kitty.

A nun in clerical robes was firmly holding Kitty's right arm, with warm light seeping through the spaces between her fingers.

She was infusing holy power into Kitty's right arm. It felt like weightless warm water gathering to embrace his entire right arm.

"Doctor."
"I'm not a doctor, I'm a clergy member."
"Hmm... Clergy member. Are my limbs safe?"
"Your right arm is showing improvement."
"What about my legs?"
"You'll need a wheelchair for a while."

The nun, offended at being compared to a mere doctor, shot back at Kitty with a prim voice.

In this situation, Kitty wasn't sure whether to be happy or sad.

This was a monumental moment—finally experiencing the fantasy element of holy power. But to encounter it while on the brink of death...

Still, it was fine. At least he was alive, wasn't he? The saying "better to roll in filth than leave this world" seemed particularly apt now.

Kitty closed his eyes, still feeling the alien sensation of holy power tingling in his right arm. It was indeed worth the trouble of tracking down this renowned nun from the capital—money talks, after all.

"To bestow such a miracle even upon a non-believer... money truly is powerful."
"Believing in God is a personal choice. And it's not money, it's a donation."
"You're absolutely right."

Money or donation—wasn't it the same thing? Kitty tilted his head but verbally agreed with the nun.

He didn't want to offend her and risk having that holy power withdrawn.

"Sigh... In my lifetime as a priest serving God, I've met many sick people, but never someone as young and utterly wrecked as you."
"Is that so?"

Kitty puffed up proudly as if showing off a medal. The nun was at a loss for words at his twisted reaction.

The nun recalled when she first saw Kitty. His right arm was barely held together by a few pieces of flesh, and his grotesquely twisted ankle was bent at an angle she couldn't imagine how anyone could achieve from a fall.

That wasn't all. Several ribs were cracked, and his entire body was covered with small cuts and bruises.

If you covered just his face, he looked like a soldier's corpse from a battlefield. Without modern emergency treatment, he would have been long dead.

Holy power brings healing blessings only to those with the will to live, so normally in such a state, infusing holy power would be useless.

Because it's too painful. Because living would be meaningless. They just want to die.

In religious circles, this stage is considered falling to demonic temptation, and medical intervention isn't even attempted.

So the nun initially infused only a tiny amount of holy power. After all, the daily amount of holy power one could use was limited, and it made more sense to care for others than to pour water into a bottomless pit.

But the nun's judgment was wrong. As soon as she infused the holy power, she could see the shoulder tissue regenerating.

The nun was truly amazed. To still have the will to live despite being in such a state.

The nun suddenly became curious. What makes this person want to live? What is the source?

And not long after, the restaurant owner opened the door and entered.

"Kitty."
"Mister!"

The restaurant owner brought a bouquet of flowers and a wheelchair as a get-well gift.

...Actually, calling it a bouquet was a bit of a stretch—it was more accurate to call it a bundle of shepherd's purse.

Yes, the same shepherd's purse that you boil or season to eat. It was so typical of the restaurant owner.

"There weren't any flowers around..."
"It's okay. It's the thought that counts."

Kitty happily hugged the bundle of shepherd's purse that smelled strongly of spring, and lightning struck in the nun's mind.

"Ah. So that's it."
"Pardon?"
"Nothing at all."

Kitty was dumbfounded. There are mainly two ways to annoy someone—the first is to start saying something and then stop.

"Kitty."
"Huh?"

Kitty's pronunciation slipped a bit as he was intoxicated by the spring scent.

Seeing Kitty like this, the restaurant owner let out a small chuckle and said with a smile.

"Get well soon."
"Pfft. What are you saying? See you later."

Click-

The restaurant owner closed the door and left.

.
.
.
.
.

'How the hell am I going to take down these bastards?'

In a dark room, Kitty, having finished today's treatment, sat in his wheelchair drawing blood-stained blueprints.

But it wasn't easy. The opponent was nobility. A simple kidnapping or assassination would eventually be traced back to him.

"Nothing's cleaner than disguising it as an accident or suicide..."

Kitty was muttering terrible things with his tiny mouth. If the restaurant owner had heard this, he would have wept bitterly.

"No... killing is for amateurs. That's what barbarians do."

Fortunately, Kitty changed his mind and began to revise his approach.

In his wheelchair, Kitty looked at the huge blackboard he had seen before. On it hung a drawing that, while not excellent, captured the characteristics of the Vice Governor.

Besides kidnapping and assassination, there are roughly four ways to eliminate an enemy.

First, legal action. If the opponent has committed illegal acts, Kitty could remove the Vice Governor through legal procedures.

But this method requires reporting to the police or filing a lawsuit, which means gathering evidence that the Vice Governor tried to kill Kitty. Since this prerequisite couldn't be satisfied, this method was rejected.

Then how about social isolation? For example, spreading news in the papers that the Vice Governor actually enjoys being on the receiving end and is a progressive figure with exceptional gender sensitivity.

...Not bad? Let's put that on hold for now.

"Still, should I start with the classics?"

Kitty began to meticulously adjust the first strike in his glorious Vice Governor takedown plan.

Currently, Kitty's economic influence on Bell Park was comparable to that of a major corporation. Almost all agriculture, mining, construction, and commerce in Bell Park were connected to Kitty in one way or another.

Bell Park's agriculture, once just weekend farming, had now grown to plantation scale thanks to productivity improvements from nitrogen fertilizers, and the small-batch dynamite production was a godsend for miners.

But the soldiers' lives remained unchanged. The military and civilians were separated, so the soldiers didn't benefit from Bell Park's growing economies of scale, and to make matters worse, the Vice Governor was skimming off supplies and wages.

That's why soldiers were extorting money from residents. They were just trying to survive. Truly unfortunate.

Kitty decided to focus on this aspect.

"If you take someone else's limbs, you should expect to lose your own."

A sinister smile spread across Kitty's face.

Ch.29 - It Is The Duty Of A Newspaper To Churn Out News And Stir Up Commotion.
Early morning.

Bell Park Avenue.

A carriage, damp with morning dew, was passing through the center of Bell Park.

The carriage was quite unusual; while the attached wagon was of standard size, it was being pulled by about six horses.

Whatever was in the cargo hold must have been extremely heavy, as the horses' expressions were rather poor, and the coachmen seemed anxious that the animals might become unruly.

After nervously traversing the streets for some time, they finally reached their destination.

"Delivery's here!"

As the coachman loudly announced their arrival, a woman in a wheelchair emerged from the main entrance—naturally, it was Kitty.

"Thank you for your hard work. Could you possibly move it over there? My legs are like this, you see."

Kitty handed each coachman a 10-silver tip while tapping her immobile legs. Delighted by the unexpected bonus, the coachmen smiled broadly as they remounted their horses.

But nothing in this world comes free! Kitty gave those 10 silvers for good reason.

"Huff... huff... We'll be on our way now."

"Haha... quite heavy, isn't it?"

The place where the sweating coachmen had moved the cargo was a newly constructed building next to the fertilizer factory. Unlike the surrounding structures, this one boasted a clean exterior made of white bricks.

Having done exactly 10 silvers' worth of extra work, the exhausted coachmen dragged themselves away.

Then Hassan appeared from somewhere with a crowbar and began removing the nails from the large wooden crate.

As he pulled out the last nail, the wooden box collapsed, revealing none other than a printing press inside.

"Boss, is this a printing press?"

"Yes, it is. It's expensive, so be careful."

This steam-powered printing press, cutting-edge technology for its time, was a formidable machine capable of producing 2,400 printed sheets per hour.

Having lived in the modern world, Kitty understood very well the importance and dangers of public opinion. Since public opinion is shaped by the media, and newspapers are the most major medium, Kitty decided to dip her toes into this field.

And perhaps conduct a few operations on the side...

Anyway, having successfully constructed the building and brought in the printing press, Kitty moved on to the next task.

This task was the most difficult and demanding in the world, something not just anyone could do.

"What should I name the newspaper?"

That task was coming up with a title.

Bell Park Times, Oppenheimer Post—many familiar-sounding names came to mind, but none felt quite right.

Of course, she couldn't call it Goryeo Daily in a Western fantasy world. Indeed, naming things seemed to be the hardest task in the world.

"I need something sophisticated that can attract attention..."

"Hassan Times!"

Ignoring Hassan's suggestion, Kitty wheeled around, racking her brain.

Unfortunately lacking talent in this area, Kitty simply decided to plagiarize an easy, familiar newspaper name.

Thus was born the Bell Park Morning Inside!

It was plagiarism, but not complete plagiarism. It had the word "Morning" in it, after all.

"Perfect!"

"Terrible..."

With the name settled, albeit imperfectly, it was time to decide on the content.

After giving the cheeky Hassan a light knock on the head, Kitty fell into contemplation again. She needed to decide what kind of newspaper this would be.

Lifestyle? Economics? General news? Social issues?

There was no need to deliberate. In truth, this printing press was intended solely for taking down Deputy Governor Goroshi.

"I'll just make it like internet news."

Without much thought, Kitty decided on a direction that prioritized fabrication, instigation, and interest-based inflammatory content similar to online forum posts.

Our newly born Bell Park Morning Inside became a yellow journalism outlet before it could even celebrate its first birthday. It might have wanted to set itself on fire upon hearing this, but what does it matter? Yellow journalism is journalism too.

And so began the great mischief-making of Bell Park Morning Inside.

.
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Early morning.

Atop Bell Park Fortress.

Another day for the soldiers on duty, surrendering themselves to a crumpled cigarette from their pockets.

The cutting wind made them desperately crave a warm bowl of soup, but they couldn't go down yet as their shift wasn't over.

"Ugh, it's cold."

The soldier instinctively cupped his hands and blew into them. His breath quickly dispersed into white mist, and his slightly damp hands immediately turned cold again.

"One, two, three, four!"

A vigorous cadence call echoed from below the fortress. Unfamiliar men were running around the fortress perimeter.

They maintained formation while running to the rhythm of the commands. They had even taken off their shirts, making the soldier wonder what they were doing.

They all wore identical pants—mottled green that from a distance could be mistaken for foliage or leaves.

"Those are the Security guys."

A fellow soldier who had just returned from the bathroom spoke while looking down.

"Security?"

"Yeah. You know Kitty, right? That's the militia she created."

"Militia?"

"Well, they're called militia, but they're practically private soldiers. I heard they get paid way more than us."

The soldier gazed at the Security personnel doing their jog.

They seemed well-fed, with impressive physiques that stirred admiration, and the strange pants they wore appeared to be of excellent quality.

The soldier looked down at his own uniform.

Once a vibrant red when first issued, it had lost almost all its luster from countless washes, and the cold wind easily penetrated his worn-out socks, which he'd received far too long ago.

Come to think of it, when would their wages ever increase? Years of service, yet their pay remained stagnant.

Recently, prices hit new highs every morning, but military wages had been frozen for 150 years.

The soldier could only sigh. Where would he cut expenses this month?

"Hey, have you seen this?"

"What? What is it?"

Startled from his thoughts, the soldier responded to his comrade.

His fellow soldier gave him a strange look and pulled something from inside his uniform—a newspaper.

Actually, it was rather crude for a newspaper. The writing seemed hastily scrawled, and the layout was disorganized. At the top, it proudly proclaimed itself "Bell Park Morning Inside."

"Wow, they call this a newspaper these days?"

"Who cares? As long as it's readable. Stop complaining and just read it."

The soldier took the newspaper from his comrade.

"What's this? 'Fruits that can replace detergent in the kitchen'?"

"No, not that. Look below."

"What's this?"

"Just read it. It's hilarious."

[Characteristics of a Real Man]
1. Showers with cold water in winter, boiling water in summer.
2. Cuts his own hair.
3. Lights cigarettes with campfires.
4. Sleeps with a brick as a pillow.
5. Jumps out windows for buildings under five stories.
6. Sleeps wherever he gets tired.

"Haha! If this is what makes a real man, I'd be dead already!"

"Right? Funny, isn't it?"

The two laughed heartily atop the fortress.

.
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The next day.

Another boring shift with the same old routine.

"Haa... don't those guys ever get tired?"

The soldier was watching Security staff doing their running drills near the fortress from a distance.

But today was different. This time they were properly wearing their tops, with impressive camouflage patterns.

"Those clothes... look nice."

The soldier unconsciously wiggled his toes. The hole in his sock seemed particularly noticeable today.

A sudden feeling of inadequacy washed over him. The soldier shook his head vigorously.

"Well, I'll just read the newspaper."

He pulled out the newspaper from his uniform—the Bell Park Morning Inside he had read before.

These days, it was what kept him going. It made the unbearably boring duty hours pass more easily.

And it was free! Peculiarly, these newspapers were just strewn about on the streets or carelessly hung on shop pillars, free for the taking.

"Hmm... MBTI, huh? So I'm an ENTP?"

Today too, the soldier was killing time reading humor pieces, MBTI tests, and "Real Man Bingo" from the newspaper.

His eyes devoured the pages.

Eventually, he reached the last page.

The last page usually contained an editorial written by someone, and today's caught his eye particularly strongly.

[My Expensive Twenties: Free Labor for the Nation. Let's Learn About Gaslighting.]

"Gaslighting?"

A provocative title at first glance, but he couldn't predict the content.

What was this article about? The soldier began reading it as if entranced.

The soldier fell into a trance.

.
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"Damn it all..."

The soldier was on duty again today, just like yesterday. But today, the atmosphere was different.

"I want to be discharged~"

But that's impossible. What would he eat after discharge?

For various reasons, soldiers should rightfully fear discharge the most. Yet what explained this paradoxical outcry?

It was because of that terrifying theory called gaslighting or whatever he had read about yesterday.

"When they need us, we're sons of the nation... when we leave, we're just your sons..."

Smoking a cigarette and muttering, the soldier watched the Security staff doing their running drills below the fortress again.

Truth be told, though he had been hiding it, he envied them greatly.

Unlike his unit, their supplies seemed vastly superior, and rumor had it their meals were incomparably better.

Even their salary was several times higher. Why such a difference when they were in similar lines of work? The soldier's stomach ached terribly.

"...I'll just read the newspaper."

Despite his stomach pain, to pass the agonizingly slow time, the soldier pulled out the Bell Park Morning Inside he had picked up from the street.

"Damn. Today's horoscope is also..."

The horoscope was a bust. Rereading the MBTI test, he realized he was actually an INFP. The blood type test didn't appeal to him either.

His mind was troubled. The nicotine seemed to hit harder today. Yet his body couldn't keep up, making his head spin and causing him to dry heave.

With a disgusted expression, the soldier continued reading the newspaper. Despite disliking the content, he somehow couldn't stop reading.

Flip-flip—the pleasant sound of turning newspaper pages echoed across the fortress top.

"..."

Lost in reading, he eventually reached the last page.

The last page typically contained someone's editorial and advertisements.

The soldier skipped the editorial, which seemed tedious to read, and looked at the advertisements.

[Farming Beginners Welcome.]
[Blacksmith Needs an Apprentice.]
[Young People, to the Mines!]
[The Path of a Real Man: Become a Lumberjack.]
[The Ultimate Romance: Bell Park Employment Office]

Numerous advertisements. Numerous job postings.

And among them, one advertisement seized the soldier's attention:

[Oppenheimer Security. Guaranteed Employment for Former Soldiers.]

The soldier stared at those words for a long time.

Ch.30 - Joo Gaellum Harbors Poison In This World.
"I'm resigning."

"Not you too?"

The personnel officer held his head in frustration as he looked at the resignation letter on his desk.

"Think about it one more time. Do you have anything to do once you leave?"

"Are you gaslighting me right now?"

"W-what? Gas what?"

The personnel officer was at a loss for words, confronted with an unfamiliar term and the soldier's sharp tone.

While the personnel officer was still flustered, the soldier left behind his resignation letter and vanished without a trace.

Including the person who just left, that makes six already. As they say, if someone has been in the military for five years, why would they want to leave? Who forced them to join in the first place?

...Come to think of it, that guy was forced to join. Even after completing his mandatory service, he had stayed in the military reluctantly because he had nothing to do outside.

"Damn... I guess he found some work out there."

The personnel officer roughly scratched the back of his head as he signed the resignation letter.

A few days later.

"Please don't go."

The personnel officer clung to the trouser leg of another soldier who had come to submit his resignation letter.

"Including you, that's already thirty people. A tenth of the fortress has disappeared!"

Why was the personnel officer making such a fuss about just thirty people resigning?

The problem was that all thirty were non-commissioned officers who formed the backbone of the military. Imagine an army without sergeants, staff sergeants, and master sergeants. It's too horrifying.

"Ah. That doesn't seem like my problem..."

"You bastard. What are you going to do if I don't sign it? What will you do?!"

"Are you saying you won't sign it? Then would you like to see this?"

"?"

The personnel officer squinted at the paper in the soldier's hand. Being nearsighted, he couldn't make out what it was at first, but even after looking again, he still couldn't figure it out.

[Today's Tip! According to Military Service Act Article 14, Section 1, you can be discharged anytime after completing your mandatory service period!]

A newspaper.

It was a newspaper. Thanks to the scrawled handwriting, it was hard to tell whether it was a legitimate newspaper or just a flyer.

Anyway, Military Service Act Article 14? The personnel officer tilted his head in confusion.

"I've completed my mandatory five years of service and I'm now in my seventh year. According to Military Service Act Article 14, my discharge is legitimate. Please sign quickly."

"W-wait. Let me check first."

The personnel officer hurriedly rummaged through his bookshelf.

From a corner of the bookshelf, he pulled out a dusty continental law book that he hadn't opened since his academy days.

"Article 14... Article 14..."

The personnel officer nervously flipped through the pages of the law book. He did so with the feeling that if the information was incorrect, he would fold the soldier in half.

But heaven was cruel... Under the personnel officer's fingertip was Military Service Act Article 14, and the content matched exactly what was written in the newspaper.

It meant that not signing would be illegal.

"Arghhhh!!!"

"I'm leaving. I'll buy you a drink sometime, bro."

Breaking free from the hierarchical relationship, the soldier smiled broadly and casually addressed the officer as a peer. The personnel officer wailed as he signed the resignation letter.

.
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Bell Park Fortress.

The Governor's office.

As usual, the Governor wore a grim expression.

"Forty people have already resigned? And there are more who want to leave?"

"That's correct."

The Governor was dumbfounded. Normally, they'd be lucky to see one resignation in a year.

This was clearly an abnormal situation. He couldn't even begin to guess the cause.

"Governor... I think you should see this."

"What is it?"

The Governor took the paper handed to him by his aide.

"It's a newspaper."

"What is this? MBTI? Characteristics of a real man? What kind of newspaper is this supposed to be?"

Surprisingly, the paper was indeed a newspaper, though it was questionable if such a thing could be called a newspaper these days.

It looked so shoddy that if the aide hadn't called it a newspaper, he wouldn't have recognized it as one.

"Not that part, a bit further down..."

"This?"

[Realizing Our Enlistment Wasn't Patriotism. Let's Learn About the Pongpong Theory.]

"What is this?"

"I think you should read it. It seems like someone is trying to defame the military..."

"Let me read it first."

The Governor didn't wait for his aide to finish speaking and began reading the newspaper.

.
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"W-what is this?"

After reading the Pongpong Theory from beginning to end, the Governor was in a state of shock.

For a moment, even the Governor himself unconsciously thought about resigning.

What the Governor found terrifying about the Pongpong Theory was that it was impossible to disprove.

To prove that the Pongpong Theory was false, one would have to demonstrate that recruits enlisted purely out of patriotism, but patriotism was something that could neither be proven nor disproven.

But there was something even more frightening.

The Pongpong Theory strangely stimulated fear of the unknown. Especially, it could amplify fear of the military.

The Pongpong Theory provoked fear that one might be a "Pongpong soldier," making people suspicious that they could be "Pongponged" at any time.

As a result, the state must show that it won't "Pongpong" its soldiers.

Demonstrating respect for new recruits is not a problem.

But having to prove respect because of others' suspicions is essentially treating them as potential "Pongpong" victims, which is problematic.

This discourse of fear primarily distorts emotions about whether this could happen in reality, whether it's about oneself, and how much this theory connects with reality.

On top of that, all sorts of imaginations stemming from anxiety about what might happen to oneself paralyze reason and stimulate all kinds of negative emotions like anger, disgust, and fear.

It's a theory that shouldn't exist in the world. If this theory were to spread to the capital and become a discourse, the empire would face an unprecedented crisis.

Moreover, this theory was highly extensible, making it easy to apply to various contexts, which posed a high risk of spreading to other social issues.

"B-burn it!!"

The Governor ordered the newspaper to be burned with a trembling voice he couldn't control. But even so, the Governor was still anxious.

"Find all these newspapers, burn them, and report back within 12 hours!"

The Governor left his office, grinding his teeth.

.
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Bell Park Morning Inside connected everyone.

The residents all read the same humorous articles and laughed, experienced the same issues. They shared a giant called empathy.

"Let me have just one bite."

"What's your blood type?"

"I'm type B."

"Then no."

"Aww."

Another peaceful day in Bell Park.

While guild members 1 and 2, who seemed particularly close today, were chatting on the first floor, Kitty was in her room, examining job applications with a satisfied smile.

"Fortunately, we were short on former non-commissioned officers."

There were about 40 job applications that had come in recently.

And all of them were from former non-commissioned officers. Kitty firmly believed that these talents would solve the chronic problems of Oppenheimer Security, which was composed of former enlisted soldiers.

That's how effective Kitty's strategy was.

She released concept posts, the essence of pop culture, into a bland world to attract subscribers, and finished with the Pongpong Theory, a propaganda full of malice.

It was truly a diabolical idea...! Something that would shock Goebbels and make the Communist Party tremble.

Anyway, having successfully completed Phase 1 of her "Kill the Vice Governor" plan, Kitty was about to move on to the next phase...

"You can't do this! You're still a patient!"

"Let go!"

Suddenly, shouting could be heard from outside. Sigh... just when she was enjoying her pleasant thoughts. How rude.

Kitty leisurely began mixing orange juice. Whoever it was, she should at least offer some hospitality.

As the dissonant sounds from outside grew louder, someone roughly flung open Kitty's door.

"Kitty!"

"Welcome, Governor."

The Governor, his face flushed red, burst into the room. Meanwhile, Kitty offered him juice with a smirk.

Naturally, the Governor refused the juice, which was left to cool sadly in the corner.

"Oh my, Governor. I should come to you, but my legs are like this..."

Kitty joked, tapping her immobile legs. But the Governor was in no mood for jokes.

"If it weren't for your mischief, I wouldn't have come here either."

The Governor, still fuming, showed her a piece of paper. Of course, it was the Bell Park Morning Inside.

"This is your doing, isn't it?"

The Governor pointed to a section of the newspaper, which contained this article:

[Realizing Our Enlistment Wasn't Patriotism. Let's Learn About the Pongpong Theory.]

Yes, Kitty had released the Pongpong Theory into this world.

"It wasn't me?"

Kitty denied her actions with a blank face. This denial was possible because Bell Park Morning Inside wasn't an official newspaper of the Oppenheimer Group.

But this was an open secret. The distinctive sloppy handwriting in the newspaper was clearly Kitty's.

But despite this, Kitty was confident. What are you going to do if it wasn't me? she seemed to say.

"I thought your security's movements have been suspicious lately. You did it on purpose, didn't you?"

"Huh? Haha. I have no idea what you're talking about."

"I'm talking about equipping them with good gear and parading them around the fortress for everyone to see."

"Isn't it 'common sense' to always provide employees with good equipment?"

The Governor was at a loss for words. Indeed, providing subordinates with the best was a basic attitude for any superior.

But the Governor had a lot to say about that. The supplies coming from the homeland were in terrible condition to begin with, so what was he supposed to do? And the salary issue wasn't something he could solve.

Knowing this well, the Governor had done his best to improve military welfare within his capabilities. He granted leave generously and allowed outings as much as possible without compromising guard duty.

The Governor even used his own money to treat his subordinates to a company dinner once a month! What more could he possibly do?

But as he talked with Kitty, he had to increasingly admit it.

His leadership had failed. The mass exodus of non-commissioned officers was the result.

The Governor was immediately overcome with depression.

"Cheer up, Governor."

"Leave me alone. Because of you..."

The Governor was seized with the urge to fold this little devil in half. If only she weren't a patient...

'Oh shit. It might be dangerous if I push further.'

Kitty seemed to think it wasn't good to provoke the Governor any more, so she gave him a piece of paper along with words of encouragement.

"Come on, brighten up... here's a gift."

"...?"

The Governor unfolded the paper Kitty handed him with suspicious eyes.

And that paper was filled with truly, truly useful information.

"T-this..."

"I'm giving it to you because I feel sorry."

What was written on the paper was none other than a neatly organized list of all the corruption the Vice Governor had committed so far.

"How did you get this?"

"One of our new employees used to be the administrative supply officer there. He spilled everything when I promised him a promotion."

"What? I mean, um. Yes. Let me read it first."

Though the Governor had many questions for Kitty, he set them aside and read the list of the Vice Governor's corrupt activities.

And once again, he was shocked.

"Ah."

So the poor quality of supplies was all due to the Vice Governor's mischief. The insufficient salary was because the Vice Governor was skimming off the top.

...Then what about all my efforts?

"Haha, fuck."

Seeing the Governor's soul-drained face, Kitty awkwardly scratched the back of her head, but inwardly she was smiling maliciously.

To summarize the current situation, thanks to what Kitty had done, the power dynamic between the Governor and Vice Governor had been greatly damaged as a large number of non-commissioned officers from the Vice Governor's faction had defected.

This was the result of Kitty deliberately distributing newspapers in areas where soldiers loyal to the Vice Governor were likely to pass.

"Of course, how to use this is entirely up to you, Governor."

The chaotic situation Kitty had created.

From the Governor's perspective, it was a golden opportunity to eliminate a political rival. And suddenly, a dagger had fallen from the sky.

Kitty raised the corners of her mouth just slightly, so that no one would notice.

Ch.31 - Intentional Red Pill.
Early morning.

Labor Union Headquarters.

Even in the dim dawn before sunrise, the restaurant owner's eyes opened automatically as they always did.

He tidied up his bedding and stood in front of the mirror to shave.

Someone else might find this pattern slightly odd, but he had his reasons.

In fact, shaving is quite a dangerous form of self-care, and without proper focus, one is likely to get hurt. The moment the razor touches the chin, drowsiness vanishes like a ghost.

That's why he shaves immediately after waking up.

Swish- Swish-

Chin whiskers falling away with the soapy water. He applies potato starch and takes care of the stubble down to the roots.

Grin-

The restaurant owner pulls up the corners of his mouth widely in the mirror, then relaxes them. Good. Today's shave is quite successful.

After finishing his shave, the restaurant owner climbed the stairs to the second floor. He entered a certain room—Kitty's room.

As he always noticed, Kitty had terrible sleeping habits. Was she being tortured in her dreams?

The restaurant owner fixed the blanket Kitty had kicked off and gently pulled down her pajamas that had rolled up from her tossing and turning.

Then, after retrieving the pillow that was somehow jammed against the wall, the restaurant owner woke Kitty up.

"Get up."

"Mmm... just one hour... no, three hours more...."

Kitty making unreasonable demands again today. The fact that she's talking nonsense is slightly reassuring.

Still, what needs to be done must be done. The restaurant owner ignored Kitty's desperate plea and slipped his hands under her armpits, lifting her straight up.

"Eeeeek..."

Like cheese, Kitty's waist stretched upward before sliding down into her wheelchair.

Like a delinquent academy student, Kitty sat with her waist barely perched on the edge of the chair.

The restaurant owner said to Kitty:

"Your legs are already impaired, you should sit properly."

"Hug me and I'll sit properly."

Hug-

"Now sit properly."

"Okay."

Another day has begun.

.
.
.
.
.

Afternoon.

Kitty was working in her office for the first time in a while.

Most of the documents were related to fertilizer factories and dynamite, but because there were so many raw materials to import, Kitty was racking her brain again today.

Knock knock-

"Boss. I have something to report."

Oppenheimer Security No. 1 entered Kitty's office with a thick stack of documents.

No. 1 was an elite informant that Kitty had personally trained one-on-one after keenly feeling the need for intelligence operatives.

Kitty placed the cigar she was smoking on the ashtray and looked at No. 1, who handed her a file instead of responding verbally.

Kitty licked her finger once and slowly opened the file.

"Preparations?"

"Complete."

"Did you find a decoy?"

"Currently memorizing the script."

"Good. Do it without mistakes. This is the most important part."

"Yes."

Kitty took a drag from her cigar, with long smoke rising, before continuing.

"What about the Governor and Deputy Governor?"

"The Governor has temporarily gone to the capital to investigate corruption, and the Deputy Governor is desperately trying to destroy evidence of bribery and corruption at the fortress."

"The Governor is doing his job quite well."

Providing information to the Governor had clearly been the right decision, as the Deputy Governor's frequent interference had almost completely ceased lately.

The Governor seemed to have a good head for business.

"Good. The Deputy Governor must be having quite a chaotic day by now. Perfect timing to proceed with our plan."

With a smile, Kitty picked up a crisp new sheet of paper and an antique ink pen, beginning to draft an editorial for the Bell Park Morning Inside.

Once again, the stirring of trouble had begun.

.
.
.
.
.

Looking at his field—not exactly vast but certainly substantial—the farmer flashed a wide gummy smile.

The farm was laden with winter fruits hanging abundantly, and tenant farmers from the city were busy harvesting them.

Good land, sufficient labor, Kitty's fertilizer technology... with all three pillars of plantation success in place, the farmer had been living his dream of an effortless life for some time now.

The farmer lay on a sunbed, enjoying the sight of money being duplicated while sipping a 30-year-old Carbivignon.

But his good mood didn't last long.

"Taxes, please."

As if they had been waiting, soldiers appeared and began to impose restrictions on the farmer's carefree lifestyle.

The words "fuck off" rose to the tip of his tongue, but the farmer smiled sheepishly and showed the soldiers their taxes along with a little extra goodwill.

"Haha... you're all working hard."

"Hmm, well, what's this?"

The soldier discreetly opened his pocket. Judging by the pressure against his thigh, he had stuffed it quite generously.

This amount should be enough to keep them away for a while.

"We'll be on our way then, sir."

"Take care."

The soldier left with a broad smile, and the farmer also smiled, waving until they disappeared from sight.

And once they had completely vanished beyond the hill, the farmer brought salt and sprinkled it liberally where they had stood.

"Damn bastards."

The money was terribly regrettable, but what could he do? If he didn't pay, these vicious fellows would return repeatedly, claiming they had never received payment.

Irritated, the farmer put down his 30-year-old Carbivignon and opened a newspaper.

"Let's see... today's featured article..."

It was the Bell Park Morning Inside, which had appeared like a comet in the boring city.

On days like today when his mind was troubled, emptying his brain and carefully reading the featured articles was just what he needed.

The farmer continued reading the newspaper for a while.

"Hehehe."

He clutched his stomach as he read down the pages.

As he turned one page after another, he soon reached the final page.

Realizing his daily dose of dopamine was coming to an end, the farmer smacked his lips in disappointment.

He usually didn't read the last page because it always contained an editorial written by some anonymous person.

Of course he read the front pages because they were entertaining, but who would bother reading a boring editorial?

But there are days when you suddenly want to do something you'd normally never consider.

For the farmer, today was that day, and with nothing else to do, he decided to at least look at the editorial's title, ready to skip it if the topic wasn't interesting.

[Bell Park's Economic Log Jam. Is This Really Acceptable?]

Oh. The title immediately caught his attention.

Intrigued, the farmer settled in and began reading the editorial thoroughly.

[While advanced countries compete fiercely to reduce taxes for businesses and individuals, tax reduction discussions have gone quiet in the Empire. Nobila, due to massive tax revenue shortages...]

As expected, boring. Black is for letters and white is for paper.

The farmer sighed and closed the newspaper.

Or rather, he was about to close it.

If it weren't for a certain phrase written in the final section.

[...moreover, according to the Continental Code, pioneer settlements are explicitly exempt from taxes for 50 years. However, the Empire has not made any official statement on this matter...]

"Huh? Tax exemption for pioneer settlements?"

The farmer's eyes widened.

"Pioneer settlements are tax-exempt? Then all this time, I've been..."

The farmer trembled. If this was true, then the taxes he'd been paying for the past five years weren't even required?

"No... no. Let's go see the union leader first. We don't even know if this is true."

The wise farmer calmed his anger and headed for the union headquarters.

.
.
.
.
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Labor Union Headquarters.

Kitty's office.

Kitty was sitting in her wheelchair, sipping orange juice while smoking a cigar.

One might question what kind of union this is, but surprisingly, the bitter taste of the cigar complemented the sweetness of the orange juice quite well.

The classic combination is actually coffee and cigarettes, but doesn't that cause terrible breath? Not to mention how it makes teeth yellow and—

"Union Leader!"

"Ah! You startled me."

Kitty jumped in surprise and turned around to see the farmer who had been whining for more fertilizer last time, now standing there panting.

"What is it now? Need more fertilizer?"

"Huh? If you're offering, I'd be grate— No, no, that's not it. Please read this."

The farmer, momentarily tempted, shook his head vigorously and handed Kitty a neatly folded newspaper.

"It's just a newspaper. Why are you giving this to me?"

"Could you... could you please read the last part?"

With a puzzled expression, Kitty did as the farmer asked and read the final section of the editorial.

"Pioneer settlements are explicitly exempt from taxes for 50 years... Huh?"

Kitty pretended to be surprised. Her reaction might have seemed slightly exaggerated compared to her usual demeanor, but who would notice such details now?

"Wait... wait a moment. Let me check."

Kitty wheeled herself to the bookshelf and pulled out the Continental Code, a tome as thick as her forearm.

She quickly flipped through the pages with her tiny hands.

"Ah! Found it! Pioneer settlements are exempt from tax obligations for 50 years! Farmer! You were right!"

Despite the book being as thick as her forearm, Kitty found the relevant law in just seconds. But as mentioned before, who would pay attention to such details now?

The farmer's eyes began to look ominous as he swallowed the red pill...

Ch.32 - Bell Park's Spring.
Nothing is faster than the speed of light, except for rumors. Rumors follow their own special laws of physics.

Afternoon.

First floor of the Labor Union Headquarters.

The indignant farmer immediately informed everyone at the union headquarters about this fact.

"Listen up, everyone! Did you know that pioneer settlements are exempt from taxes for 50 years?"

The farmer waved the newspaper in his hand, emphasizing how we had been subjected to unfair collections all this time.

"Is that really true?"
"Oh my goodness, it's absolutely true. It says so right here in the Continental Law Code!"
"Oh? It really does."

The labor union headquarters quickly grew chaotic. The issue of taxes was certainly sensitive, but the amounts they had been paying until now also made no logical sense.

People's reactions varied.

"What? Then what exactly have I been paying all this time?!"

Some were outraged.

"This is what happens when you don't know the law. Son, you must absolutely pursue one of the four noble professions."

Some blamed themselves.

"We can't live like this anymore. Shouldn't we show them who we really are, everyone?"

And some... resolved to take action.

A few days later.

The enormous bomb that Kitty had dropped began to spread through a rather special chain reaction from a certain point onward.

As mentioned earlier, rumors follow special laws of physics. Communication between people is inherently unstable, so meanings and intentions are always ready to be distorted.

"I heard the taxes collected so far amount to over 5,000 gold!"
"When I asked a passing soldier, he said he knew about this law too!"
"I heard the Vice Governor has been treating us like walking wallets!"
"I paid three times just last month!"

Rumors of rumors of rumors.

What began as a small snowball from a single stone grew as it passed from person to person, eventually creating an unstoppable avalanche.

In truth, this snowball could have been stopped. Kitty had discovered the militia law clause regarding pioneer settlements when she was establishing Oppenheimer Security.

But Kitty deliberately concealed this fact.

She judged that after the initial uprising, the Vice Governor had quieted down for a while, and sufficient discontent had not accumulated as a result.

However, when the Vice Governor's funds dried up due to Kitty's recent mischief, he resumed extorting money under the guise of tax collection, and people's discontent slowly accumulated.

And by the time the union members' dissatisfaction reached its peak...

"I heard the taxes are all a lie and it's actually the Vice Governor's retirement fund!"
"What?! Is that true? I can't take this anymore!"

A casually uttered suspicion transformed into irrefutable evidence.

"That's right! Do they think we're fools?!"
"Wait! Calm down. Getting angry like this won't solve anything."

As people's emotions began to intensify, a union member who preferred rational judgment blocked their path.

"So should we just keep getting fleeced until we starve to death? Huh?"
"I understand you're angry about paying taxes you shouldn't have had to pay! But that's all the more reason to stay cal—"

The rational union member's words were cut short.

Someone suddenly struck him in the jaw, knocking him unconscious.

The security... no, a complete stranger holding a sickle and hoe shouted:

"How long must we endure this treatment! Where have all our taxes gone?!"
"That's right! Where did my taxes go?!"
"We need bread! But they only demand our sacrifice! We want freedom!"
"Huh? Freedom?"
"We can't take it anymore! The struggle has just begun! We will continue fighting for a better Bell Park!"
"Uh? Um... y-yes! I can't stand it anymore!"

The imagination of a crowd is particularly susceptible to images.

Such images aren't always present, but with the appropriate use of words and phrases, one can create images that stimulate the crowd's imagination at any time.

This possesses a mysterious power like a magician's spell. Words and phrases can stir up terrible storms in the minds of crowds and also calm them.

Sacrifice, freedom, struggle.

Provocative words that seem somehow deliberate.

These words are so ambiguous in meaning that several thick books would be insufficient to precisely define them.

Yet it's clear that these words have been imbued with magical power in their short syllables, as if they were the solution to all problems.

By appropriately stimulating unconscious desires and the hope for their realization, this "stranger" successfully made the crowd recall a certain word.

What word, you ask?

"We're going to the fortress! Let's show them who the real owners of Bell Park are!!!"

Riot.

.
.
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The crowd, clutching hoes and torches brought from their homes, marched toward the fortress chanting slogans.

"Down with dictatorship! The Vice Governor must resign!"

In reality, there had never been a dictatorship, nor had they experienced one.

The original slogan was much more moderate, but after someone shouted "Down with the Vice Governor," the crowd's goal became liberation from the oppression of dictatorship.

One general characteristic of crowds is their extreme suggestibility. Even assuming a crowd is neutral, they are almost always expecting something, making them easily swayed by suggestion.

Hovering at the edge of the unconscious, they readily accept all suggestions. They lose critical thinking abilities and tend to blindly believe everything.

As their numbers grow, crowds become impulsive and capricious, and individuals within the crowd lose the very concept of impossibility.

People normally resist the temptation to set buildings on fire or loot shops, knowing they couldn't do it alone.

But when an individual becomes part of a group, they become conscious of the power the group confers.

At this point, if given suggestions of looting and destruction, they succumb to temptation without hesitation.

"Hit it! Smash it!"

When the instigator shouted, the enraged residents of Bell Park set fire to their own homes without hesitation and trampled the remaining ashes underfoot.

And like Emperor Nero who sang and danced while his city burned, Kitty sat in her wheelchair, sipping orange juice from a glass, quietly listening to the crowd's violence like a lullaby.

"Wow. It's burning well."
"Boss, shouldn't we stop this?"

Number One, witnessing for the first time the bizarre spectacle of normally docile citizens competing to destroy their own town, trembled slightly as he spoke.

But Kitty just silently watched the citizens' destructive behavior. Almost as if she wanted them to become even more enraged.

While Kitty observed, the mob steadily grew. Even some soldiers who had been trying to suppress the riot joined the crowd to save themselves, intensifying the destruction.

This was to be expected. Their actions had already been justified, and the crowd's implicit consent easily led to the worst state of emotional excess.

They no longer doubted themselves or acknowledged uncertainty.

The angrier they became, the more readily they would agree to cruel propositions.

This was exactly what Kitty had been aiming for.

"You should go now too. Go do your job."
"Are you sure you'll be alright? If people were to storm in here..."
"Don't worry. They're not that stupid. Look over there."

When Kitty pointed out the window, Number One instinctively followed her finger.

Strangely, the rioters engaged in all sorts of destructive acts were leaving Kitty's restaurant untouched, even marching at a distance as if afraid of causing it any harm.

In a way, this made sense. Wasn't Kitty the superhuman on a white horse who would lead Bell Park to paradise? While people might personally envy Kitty, it was difficult to diminish her achievements.

"I'll be fine, so go now."

Kitty gave Number One an eye-smile.

That eye-smile, intended to reassure Number One, instead sent chills down his spine.

He glimpsed a genius capable of devising and executing plans beyond ordinary imagination... but her genius seemed profoundly twisted.

She was certainly his boss and the mentor who had passed on her teachings. But far from feeling any human connection, he felt a fundamental aversion.

"I understand... Take care, boss."

*Slam*

Number One opened the door to leave Kitty's office.

He turned back briefly, but then shook his head and left the room.

With a cigar in one hand, under the thick afternoon shadows permeated with violence, she watched as the fortress's thick doors were torn apart.

The crowd moved in unison like TV static, torches dotted the scene like the Milky Way on a summer night, and fork-spears rose up like flags conquering the demiglace sauce on a hamburger steak.

In this world stained red, Kitty sat properly in her locked wheelchair, waiting for someone.

And she whispered his name. Because he had promised. Because he had promised not to let her go.

Because he was her father.

As if responding to Kitty's monologue, the door opened urgently.

"Kitty!"
"Mister."

The restaurant owner skillfully unlocked the wheelchair and firmly gripped the transport handles.

Judging by his panting breath and the beads of sweat on his forehead, he must have run here in a hurry. How foolish, when Kitty was undoubtedly the safest person in the world right now.

Yet he had rushed here because of that one promise.

Oh, look at this man. Look at that expression of complete ignorance.

Isn't he so pure and so foolish? I almost couldn't help but hug him.

But I mustn't do that. I need to approach carefully so he doesn't discover my ugly true nature.

We need more time to avoid hurting each other and live more wisely, hiding in the crevices of time.

The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, kindness, and patience, and only through these can we bear fruit.

Kitty made every effort to suppress her laughter and maintain a surprised expression.

"Don't worry. Let's go somewhere else for a while."

The restaurant owner stroked Kitty's head to reassure her, whom he thought must be frightened.

Receiving such an affectionate gesture, Kitty looked into the restaurant owner's eyes and said:

"Yes. Just the two of us."

Ch.33 - Mob Riot Full Mobilization! Heart-Pounding Guillotine Showdown Special!
While Kitty and the restaurant owner had briefly evacuated to the factory.

The number of rioters burning Bell Park continued to grow, and the crowd that had gathered like clouds was now pounding on the fortress gates.

"Come out, Vice Governor! Come out and face judgment!"

And watching these rioters from atop the fortress were soldiers.

Why were those with the duty to suppress the riot merely watching?

"Sergeant. Shouldn't we be stopping them?"
"Oh boy. Wouldn't we get beaten to death if we go down there?"

The sergeant joked, but in truth, he was terrified out of his mind.

Currently, there were only about 30 people left in the fortress, including the sergeant.

They were poor souls who couldn't be discharged because they hadn't fulfilled their minimum service period.

As a result, apart from the sergeant, most were new recruits or privates. How could he possibly stop the rioters with these rookies who had just learned how to operate cannons?

The sergeant was filled with regret. Damn, he should have broken his leg for a medical discharge or just deserted altogether.

But it was already too late. The unprecedented riot had erupted without warning, and the non-commissioned officers who should have led them had already fled to some place called Securitin or whatever.

"Sergeant."

Still, there was hope. No matter how many people there were, could they get through that thick gate? What could they do if we just stayed put? Would they break through the door and come in?

"Sergeant?"

What's a fortress for if not for protection? Inside, there's plenty of stockpiled food. After a day or two of consuming rations, they'd get tired and leave, and then we'd...

"Sergeant!"
"Ah, shit! You startled me. What?"
"Stop being pathetic and look at that!"

The sergeant glared at the new recruit who dared to shout at him without knowing his place, then looked in the direction the recruit was pointing.

"You better not be wasting my time with some bull—what...?"

What the sergeant saw were rioters setting up dynamite at the fortress gate.

"Ah, that's not fair, is it?"

With skilled hands, someone from Security—no, someone unfamiliar—set up the dynamite and shouted:

"Fire!"

BOOM!

An explosion and vibration that seemed to shake heaven and earth engulfed the rioters.

But for those already at the height of excitement, this explosion seemed to act as a stimulant, and their cheers grew proportionally with the blast of the dynamite.

"Waaah!"
"Go in! Go in! Go in!"

The thick fortress gate that had never allowed any intruders helplessly collapsed under the numerous dynamites.

Soldiers who rushed out in surprise at the sudden explosion pointed their guns at the rioters but quickly lowered them, overwhelmed by the sheer numbers.

"Hehe... You need weapons for such important work, don't you?"

The soldiers surrendered their weapons to the rioters to save their lives, and the now-armed rioters, even more emboldened, thoroughly searched for where the Vice Governor might be.

.
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The Vice Governor's office.

He had imagined Kitty, with her innocence and deceit, charm and vulgarity, dark and gloomy expressions alongside bright and cheerful ones, being consumed by a single emotion: fear.

He had imagined her bladder, pressed by fear, unable to hold it and bursting like a dam.

He had imagined her pitiful voice, unable to hide its trembling while pretending to be bold, shouting at the beast.

All of it—visual, auditory, olfactory. All of these irreplaceable sensations were the elixir of his wonderland and responsible for his mental erection.

The erection should not have stopped.

It shouldn't have stopped.

It certainly should have been that way, but...

"How! On earth! Did you survive!"

Despite the cloudless sky and the cold winter weather with biting winds, the Vice Governor's head was so hot it felt like it would burst.

The Vice Governor nervously smoked a cigarette, then held the smoke in his lungs and held his breath. His inhales and exhales were so irregular it was disturbing.

CRASH-!

An exquisite ashtray purchased from the capital's jewelry store shattered with a bursting sound.

Then, staring quietly at the ceiling, he covered his eyes with hands marked by various small injuries. Would this make him feel a bit more at ease? Probably not.

The Vice Governor felt sick to his stomach. It might not have been a perfect plan, but it was too elaborate for a mere child who was just losing his baby teeth.

Moreover, the Governor, that cunning bastard, had somehow figured out and was thoroughly investigating his slush funds and secret businesses.

Time was running out. Realizing he could be dismissed at any moment, the Vice Governor began burning documents in his chair.

As the Vice Governor was grumbling, someone roughly opened the door and shouted at him.

"B-big trouble, sir!"
"...?"

It was his aide.

He looked quite ridiculous—his hat was twisted beyond recognition, and his uniform was torn in several places as if someone had grabbed and ripped it.

"Why do you look like that? Did you get beaten up outside?"
"This is no time for jokes! You need to evacuate immediately..."

At that moment, there was a sound of something collapsing outside.

The startled Vice Governor shouted, asking what was happening.

"It's a riot, sir!"
"What are the soldiers doing?"
"Reports say the soldiers have also joined the riot..."
"What?"

The dumbfounded Vice Governor let out a hollow laugh. The soldiers who should be suppressing the riot are joining it?

But as we know, the soldiers' dereliction of duty was a predetermined result of various intertwined factors. The Vice Governor, unaware of this, was busy cursing the soldiers' disloyalty and incompetence.

Meanwhile, the rioters were steadily approaching the Vice Governor's location...

"Find the Vice Governor! He couldn't have gone far!"
"What the hell are these lunatics saying?"

The panicked Vice Governor hurriedly pressed a secret switch installed in the bookshelf.

After waiting a moment, there was a rumbling sound.

One side of the wall vibrated, and a hole large enough for a person to pass through appeared.

The Vice Governor threw himself into the hole without hesitation.

Or rather, he tried to. If his aide hadn't stopped him.

"What about me?"
"You need to go and stop the rioters."
"What?"

The aide was incredulous. Is this really the superior I've been serving?

At first, he thought he had misheard.

It must be a joke. Hmm. But still...

"What are you doing? Go and stop them."

Ah. He seems to be serious.

"Didn't I just report to you? The soldiers have joined the riot."
"You dog. Do you want to go to the brig for insubordination?"

Anger welled up inside him.

After all these years serving under you, you're throwing me away like an old shoe?

"I'm not going, damn it!"

The aide grabbed the Vice Governor's clothes as he tried to escape through the hole and pulled him back.

"Are you insane!?"

The startled Governor frantically waved his hands, trying with all his might to shake off the aide who clung to him like a leech.

But there was no way the Vice Governor could overcome the desperate strength fueled by adrenaline.

Even as his clothes tore and chunks of his hair were pulled out, the aide persistently found places to grab, desperately preventing the Vice Governor's escape.

While they were struggling, the rioters truly approached within reach.

The Vice Governor spoke as if he had no choice.

"You brought this upon yourself."

Whoosh-

A small ball of fire flickered in the hand of the Vice Governor, whose eyes were bloodshot and breathing ragged.

Without hesitation, the Vice Governor threw that small but vicious fireball at the aide who had served him.

"AAAAARGH!!!"

Burning agony.

Among the pains a human can feel, it always ranks at the top, except for soul extraction.

In that terrible pain, all the aide could do was roll on the ground, hoping either the fire would go out or his life would end.

And usually, it's the latter.

"Huff... huff... Pathetic fool."

As a consequence of using magic, extreme fatigue enveloped the Vice Governor's body.

But he couldn't stop there. Due to neglecting his training, he couldn't use any more magic, and if he were caught by them, he couldn't even imagine what they would do to him.

The Vice Governor, crawling on the cold stone floor, wandered through pitch-black darkness where not even a faint light penetrated.

His damp, cunning, and tenacious survival instinct was reminiscent of a cockroach, but the Vice Governor didn't care as long as he could survive.

What use was his once-glamorous life if the musty smell and humid air shattered it, if he were to die?

The Vice Governor crawled diligently, crying and laughing. Once in despair at his current situation, once in imagination of successful revenge.

Damn, damn, damn. Just as curses filled the secret passage, there came the sound of wind and a faint light.

It was truly salvation. Realizing he had reached the exit, the Vice Governor could finally smile broadly.

Hurry! Use all your strength, Vice Governor! This will be your final trial!

And so, the light that had been only faint grew stronger, and the wind that had only been heard finally caressed his skin and ruffled his hair.

He had reached the exit.

"Hey, hey! He's out!"
"There really was a secret passage!"
"Look at the state of him. He really is a cockroach."
"Hey! Bring the sack!"

It was also the entrance to hell.

Ch.34 - Overdose.
Afternoon.

The hidden fifth floor of the Oppenheimer Fertilizer Factory.

In this era, opium simply served its role as a common medicine.

Proving this, poppies always grew in a corner of the settlers' gardens, and unlike modern times, there was no hesitation in consuming poppies.

And the same was true for Kitty.

She collected the sap that leaked from wounds made in unripe poppy pods and harvested the unrefined raw opium.

Then she dissolved the blackened raw opium in water, removed impurities, and extracted the essence while carefully controlling the temperature to keep it from getting too hot. If it became too hot, the morphine component in the opium would thermally decompose.

She then mixed the essence extracted from the opium with ■■ and the ammonia water that was abundant in the factory, leaving it at room temperature for 30 minutes to allow the precipitate to react.

The morphine crystals produced by the reaction settled at the bottom of the beaker in a pleasing color.

Kitty brought a strainer, poured the beaker over it to filter out all the precipitate, and then left it at room temperature for about two hours.

After evaporating all the water, she collected the remaining crystals by shaking them out thoroughly.

Next, Kitty brought wood vinegar obtained through wood distillation.

She put the wood vinegar into the apparatus and distilled it, producing acetic acid that dripped down the glass rod.

The separated acetic acid was then placed in a compressor in the factory and heated at high temperature to produce ketene.

When the generated ketene reacted with acetic acid again, ■■■■ was produced, and when ■■■■ was mixed with morphine crystals...

Heroin complete.

"..."

Kitty stared intently at the medicine bottle with a face as colorless and odorless as the drug she had created.

With a custom-made glass syringe in one hand and the medicine bottle on her knee in the other, Kitty quietly wheeled her wheelchair so as not to wake the restaurant owner who would be sleeping on another floor.

"Mmph! Mmmmph!"

"Quiet. You'll wake the old man."

Shh.

Kitty put her index finger to her lips and made a hushing sound.

At that, a security employee who had been standing quietly behind appeared and wrapped up the Vice Governor's face, except for his nose, even though he was already gagged.

"...!"

With his vision blocked, his hearing became acutely sharper due to neuroplasticity.

The occasional sound of wind transformed into the sharp noise of glass clinking, and his heartbeat became like hammer blows directly to his head.

"Hello, Vice Governor."

"...!"

A sultry voice filled the factory. The sound echoed as if she were using an echo microphone. The low rumble gave the feeling of a snake climbing up his ankle.

"We're old acquaintances, aren't we? I'm really happy to see you again."

"...!"

Though the content was clearly ordinary, the Vice Governor, with his heightened hearing, could fully detect the faint madness hidden within.

"...!"

"Do you have something to say?"

Kitty gestured for the gag in the Vice Governor's mouth to be removed.

"Puha! Sa... save me! I promise I'll never appear before you again...!"

While saying this, the Vice Governor concentrated all his nerves on his right hand to throw a fireball.

Noticing the suspicious movement, Kitty smiled broadly and stabbed a dagger into the Vice Governor's right hand.

"AAAAARGH!!!"

"Haha. You never fail to meet my expectations. Did you think I wouldn't know?"

"Pl-please spare me..."

"Begging for your life. What a dull man. Even if you're dying, isn't it proper etiquette between people like us to curse your opponent?"

Kitty turned her head to the side with a cigar in her mouth, and the security employee lit it for her.

"You know, I swore back then. If I survived, I'd make sure you, your siblings, your wife, and your son would all be unable to function as human beings. But looking at your pitiful state now, I don't think that will be necessary."

Her breath, having circulated through her lungs, met the Vice Governor and curled up like a mushroom cloud.

"Do you know what this is?"

Ting-ting-

Kitty tapped the thin syringe needle with her finger. Being made of glass, it made a clear sound.

"Say hello. This is heroin, an effective anesthetic and painkiller. It's so effective that it even numbs the pain of life, you know?"

Sluuurp-

"You will no longer be able to feel joy in ordinary daily life."

The heroin in the medicine bottle was drawn into the funnel of death, guided by Kitty's hand.

"Intense happiness and comfort, pain reduction, drowsiness, haziness."

The sharp tip of the syringe touched the Vice Governor's forearm.

"Impaired judgment, decreased concentration, respiratory reflex paralysis."

"What are you putting in my body... wh... wha..."

Water-like liquid overflowed from the tip of the syringe needle that had pierced the Vice Governor's vein.

Heroin, with its acetyl group, quickly and easily crosses the blood-brain barrier to bind to opioid receptors.

When opioids bind to receptors, they activate the brain's reward circuit, promoting dopamine secretion. The dopamine thus promoted creates feelings of pleasure and satisfaction.

Pupils constricted unnaturally small, a vacant expression, uncontrollable runny nose and tears, limbs that simply wouldn't respond.

For the first time in his life—no, as the first human ever to experience the intense pleasure of heroin—Kitty smiled and spoke to the Vice Governor. Whether he could hear her or not didn't matter.

"A peaceful and cozy feeling. Pleasure beyond imagination. Even though your body won't move, you feel like you're flying through the sky in endless intoxication? Congratulations, Vice Governor. Now I'll explain the side effects that will come in five hours."

"Heroin burns out the endorphin glands and receptors in your brain, changing your body so that endorphins never circulate again. And in five hours, when the drug wears off, all the pain that wasn't processed by endorphins will flood into your body at once."

"You'll feel a strange sensation like insects eating your entire body. You'll feel the pain of burning even when you're in water. You'll feel the pain of suffocating underwater even when you're outside."

"Your muscles will contract randomly, making your limbs thrash about regardless of your will, and you'll suffer from severe insomnia for days. One good thing is that you won't feel hungry even if you don't eat."

"And as time passes, all reflex actions that guarantee minimal autonomous breathing will stop. Simply put, you'll find breathing so bothersome that you'll stop breathing on your own and die of suffocation."

"A body with a dead nervous system will no longer control involuntary muscles. To explain it simply for your stupid self, your anus won't function properly, so you'll soil the walls with feces. Or you'll die with your throat blocked by your own vomit due to the endless feeling of nausea..."

Kitty stopped speaking. There was no point in talking to the Vice Governor anymore.

The Vice Governor, mouth agape and head tilted back.

With a disgusted expression, Kitty turned her wheelchair away from the drug-intoxicated Vice Governor and said as she headed outside:

"Administer the drug once a day, and when he dies, grind him up and use him as fertilizer. It should take about a week. Don't report it separately. It's disgusting."

Clang!

The thick iron door separating the outside from the inside closed, leaving behind the heroin-intoxicated Vice Governor.

"Ki... Kitty... sa... save..."

The Vice Governor, drenched in intense pleasure, called out Kitty's name with all his might, his face unreadable—whether laughing or crying—but it scattered emptily like an addict's lament.

And after the five hours Kitty had mentioned.

The Vice Governor fell into a living hell.

.
.
.
.
.

A few days later.

The riot, having lost its driving force due to the Vice Governor's disappearance, was pathetically thwarted by residents who had regained their senses.

Bell Park, half-burned, was filled with residents who had lost their homes, but they were able to maintain some semblance of life in tents set up with Kitty's overwhelming financial power.

The shattered fortress gate was repaired in no time, and witnesses at the fortress were muzzled on the condition of joining Security.

Soldiers who had impulsively joined the riot, or out of fear of death, kept their mouths shut for fear of punishment.

There was no need to muzzle the residents. They were afraid to speak of that day's events for fear of being labeled as the riot's ringleaders.

As time passed, the Governor, who had been investigating the Vice Governor's corruption in the capital, finally returned to Bell Park.

Afternoon.

The Vice Governor's office.

The Governor and investigators dispatched from the capital were looking with sad eyes at the Vice Governor's aide, who had been burned black.

Damn. He was a decent person. The punishment was too harsh for the crime of simply having the wrong superior.

The Governor removed his governor's hat and held it to his chest. It was the highest respect he could offer.

While the Governor was praying for the aide's soul, an investigator who had been closely examining the aide's body put down his mana detection device and reported to another investigator who appeared to be his senior.

"The Vice Governor's mana component has been detected."

"Is that so? Then we'll have to add the charge of special murder."

Special murder.

Just as assault with a weapon—special assault—was considered more serious than general assault, murder using magic was much more serious than ordinary murder.

As mentioned earlier, murder using magic was called special murder, and the Vice Governor fell under this category.

The senior investigator sighed.

"Damn. Special murder. This case has become quite complicated."

What would have been an investigation that could have been dropped for the sake of family honor had now become an investigation where the culprit must be caught.

But they would never find the Vice Governor. How could they possibly find and punish someone who left no trace, not even a corpse?

And so the Vice Governor disappeared forever, covered in the filth of illegal slave trafficking, illegal taxation, and the charge of special murder.

The Vice Governor's family removed his name from their registry. No matter how much he was family, covering up a special murder would have resulted in massive disadvantages in central aristocratic society.

Those who occasionally recalled the Vice Governor's name did so not because they missed him, but out of curiosity about how he died, reducing him to a topic of conversation in taverns.

And like all issues, he would eventually be completely erased from people's minds. There were too many interesting things in the world to remember the name of a mere corrupt soldier who wasn't even a charismatic villain.

It was truly a fitting end.

Ch.35 - The Capital's Night Is Cold.
# Late Night

The capital.

In a dimly lit room, a small candle struggled valiantly to illuminate the space.

The bookshelves were cluttered with books inscribed with messy handwriting rather than printed text, and on the desk, premium tea imported from the colonies was slowly cooling in the winter chill.

When it reached the perfect temperature, she roughly poured the tea into her mouth, swirling it once to the left, twice to the right, rolling it around with her snake-like tongue until the bitter taste filled her mouth.

Some might call it vulgar, but this was how the Queen of the Albion Empire enjoyed her tea.

And this method was her personal signal that wordlessly expressed, "You lot are incompetent, aren't you?"

"Y-Your Majesty..."

The Queen was busy clicking her tongue as she watched the Prime Minister fidgeting before her.

"The Vice-Governor committed all manner of corruption and then disappeared. The soldiers collectively discharged due to corruption. So Bell Park is left with what, 30 men? Is that correct, Prime Minister?"

As expected of a nation's leader, the Queen successfully compressed an extremely complicated situation into a single statement.

"But Prime Minister, why come to me at this late hour? Isn't this a matter to be resolved in Parliament?"

The Queen was puzzled. With a frontier fortress in complete disarray, why would the Prime Minister, who normally seemed eager to tear her apart at every opportunity, seek a private audience at this hour?

Ordinarily, as the Queen suggested, this should have been raised as a parliamentary agenda, leading to heated debates. The Queen couldn't understand it at all.

But the reason was unexpectedly simple. The Prime Minister's secret benefactor was the Vice-Governor's family.

The ridiculous position of Vice-Governor, the appointee's greed and incompetence—all were secretly arranged by the Prime Minister.

Therefore, this moment was critical for the Prime Minister. He needed to resolve this through backroom politics to prevent damage to his patron, the Vice-Governor's family.

The sound of the Prime Minister's mental gears turning was almost audible.

"The reason I've chosen this vile and sordid backroom approach is because I believe the Bell Park situation must be handled discreetly."

"Why?"

"Consider the current state of affairs, Your Majesty. To the east, the Dwarven Reds target our empire under the pretext of overthrowing capitalists, while to the west, Elven Fascists use reparations as an excuse to covet our colonies."

"So you also believe war is imminent, Prime Minister?"

"I do."

The Queen appeared to be contemplating something in response to the Prime Minister's words.

"Hmm... but reinforcing troops would require parliamentary approval. How do you propose to address this?"

Bell Park wasn't directly on the eastern or western borders, but it was still a frontline position. The Queen pointed this out.

"...Parliament won't do. What the Empire needs most now is unity. Nothing is more dangerous than introducing unnecessary topics that cause division. Moreover, in the current situation, diverting troops from the front lines would provoke severe backlash."

On this point, the Queen and Prime Minister's interests aligned. After all, the Vice-Governor's position existed because of Her Majesty's approval.

Not wanting to shoulder the political burden, the Queen nodded at the Prime Minister's words.

But unwilling to appear too agreeable, the Queen mocked the Prime Minister.

"So what are you suggesting, Prime Minister? Shall I send my Royal Guard?"

"Have you heard of Oppenheimer, Your Majesty?"

The Queen tilted her head as if the question were obvious.

"Of course I know him, Prime Minister. I'm personally quite grateful to him. Thanks to his fertilizer, the soil is strengthened and agricultural production has increased endlessly. Though I find his high prices rather vexing."

The Queen frowned in confusion. Why bring up Oppenheimer suddenly?

"Oppenheimer's influence in Bell Park is substantial. From what I've learned, there's hardly a field he hasn't involved himself in."

"That's only natural, isn't it? Especially in a pioneer settlement, his influence would be even more pronounced."

Though unsubstantiated, rumors circulated in the capital that Oppenheimer, the fertilizer factory owner, was the wealthiest man in the Empire.

So while the Queen was grateful, she also resented Oppenheimer.

She wanted to tax him immediately to supplement the imperial treasury, but the venerable Continental Code clearly stipulated that pioneer settlements were tax-exempt for fifty years.

Though Kitty hadn't intended it, the fact remained that all income earned without paying a penny in taxes went straight into his pocket.

The Queen grimaced at the bitter thought.

"So what exactly are you suggesting?"

The Queen's tone had grown considerably sharper. The Prime Minister continued calmly.

"Have you heard of Oppenheimer Security?"

"Security?"

The Queen tilted her head. What on earth was that man up to in the settlement?

"Security is a military company created by Oppenheimer. It's mainly composed of retired soldiers. They claim to be a militia, but I believe it's more accurate to consider them a private army."

"Hooo..."

The Queen's eyes sparkled at the mention of retired soldiers.

"What an ingenious idea. Yes... old soldiers never die. And they're free."

Since they were properly compensated for their employment, they weren't exactly free, but... In any case, the social problems concerning retired soldiers were quite serious.

Her father, the previous king, had implemented forced conscription, resulting in soldiers being discarded like worn-out shoes after service. With no skills, these veterans often formed gangs or committed various crimes.

Moreover, soldiers who managed to serve for ten years received monthly pensions, which were no small burden on the treasury.

But to employ these retired soldiers for work?

Wouldn't this save at least some tax money? As mentioned, Bell Park was a distant pioneer settlement, so a slight delay in payments wouldn't matter.

The Queen's evaluation of Oppenheimer rose slightly. Though it only went from -10 to -9.

The Queen fidgeted with her empty teacup, deep in thought.

The Governor and Vice-Governor, the empty fortress, Oppenheimer, Security...

She had a general idea of what the Prime Minister wanted to say. Still, their thoughts might differ, so the Queen asked for clarification.

"So, Prime Minister, what exactly are you trying to say?"

The Prime Minister trembled slightly. Damn, those eyes again.

That distinctive look the Queen gave when asking for one's thoughts. The Prime Minister despised it intensely.

The Queen believed that any idea she conceived was obvious enough for others to think of as well, so she would be disappointed if someone's answer matched her own thoughts.

Having been kicked in the shin several times before this incident, the Prime Minister hoped desperately that his thoughts wouldn't align with the Queen's as he spoke.

"To use Oppenheimer's Security... for border defense."

The Prime Minister cautiously gauged the Queen's reaction. Unfortunately, her gaze had cooled.

"Hmph... an idea anyone could come up with."

"I apologize."

The Prime Minister bowed his head to the Queen, carefully hiding his expression. But it couldn't be helped. There weren't many clever options available.

Besides, if innovative ideas kept coming, would they still be innovative? The Queen had no particular ideas herself, so she quickly ceased her scolding.

"But I've heard Oppenheimer Security is a private business. Would the greedy bourgeois sacrifice his wealth for the state?"

The Queen's point was accurate. He could earn much more money continuing as before, so why take on a fortress?

The Prime Minister bowed his head and began to answer the Queen's question.

"We appoint Oppenheimer as the Governor of Bell Park. This way, we can burden him with the duty of defense, which I believe is the most appropriate solution."

The Prime Minister's answer was quite radical. If there's no obligation, why not create one?

But the Queen thought differently.

"That's rather fresh, Prime Minister. But it won't work. There's no precedent. The backlash would be severe."

"It's alright, Your Majesty. I'll take responsibility and proceed."

"Even if you say so, I worry whether Oppenheimer will accept it willingly."

"You needn't worry about that."

The Queen's eyes lit up at the Prime Minister's response.

"Do you have some clever plan?"

"Bell Park is a pioneer settlement formed around the fortress, is it not?"

"That's right."

"Then what would happen if we abandoned the fortress, citing troop shortages?"

"Well, then..."

A brilliant thought flashed through her mind. The Queen's eyes widened.

"I see. A dangerous zone declaration?"

"Precisely. Without the fortress, Bell Park would automatically become a dangerous zone, and using that as justification, we could seal the border and slowly strangle them."

"What if they defect to another country?"

The Prime Minister slightly raised the corner of his mouth at the Queen's objection.

"That's exactly what I want. If that happens, we can immediately charge him with treason and confiscate his factory."

The Queen pondered briefly.

Not bad. It's fine if he accepts, and even better if he doesn't.

"Very well. Proceed, Prime Minister."

The next day, a letter departed from the imperial palace.

Ch.36 - The Crucible Of Human Modification.
"Welcome to Oppenheimer Security, you worthless scraps!"

"Ack!"

"For the next three months, you'll taste hell! You won't have any freedom or ability to think for yourselves!"

"Ack!"

"When, where, and how you do things will be dictated by me to you garbage! And you'll shut your mouths and follow orders!"

"Ack!"

"If you understand, start running! First five to reach that tree over there, go now!"

"Aaaack!!"

At the shouts of the now-excellent drill instructor from Security's first batch, the newly arrived recruits ran like madmen toward the distant tree.

Though they were former non-commissioned officers, they gritted their teeth at having to start again as recruits but decided to endure it while imagining their guaranteed future.

And Kitty, watching from her wheelchair, smiled broadly.

"Hehehe..."

The reason she couldn't help but smile was because approximately 120 people had joined this time.

Moreover, most were former officers and NCOs who would not only solve Security's chronic personnel shortage but were also high-quality talent who could handle various administrative tasks and operations.

With such blessings coming in all at once, how could she not smile? For the first time, Kitty felt grateful to the Vice Governor who had treated the military like dog shit.

Kitty held up a glass of orange juice in the Security barracks overlooking the parade ground.

She kissed the sky and made a toast.

"So this is what the Vice Governor tastes like."

Sensing the time was ripe, Kitty began moving to the next phase.

.

.
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Afternoon.

Bell Park Labor Union Headquarters.

The people gathered at the union headquarters for the first time in ages looked around in confusion.

"Why were we called here? Do you know anything?"

"No idea. The union leader told me to come, so I came."

Without any prior information, the residents' curiosity only grew.

What started as whispers gradually turned into murmurs, and just as the murmurs were about to turn into shouts...

The restaurant owner pushing a wheelchair with Kitty sitting in it appeared with a pop.

Then the restaurant owner left the wheelchair and went somewhere, impressively waiting to turn the pages of a paper presentation, just like before.

Anyway, judging that enough people had gathered, Kitty skipped the small talk and got straight to the point.

Kitty signaled to the restaurant owner waiting by the presentation, and he turned over the first page.

"Introducing! The plan that will make Bell Park even greater!"

[The New Bell Park.]

"New Bell Park?"

The union members tilted their heads. What on earth did that mean?

Their reaction was perfectly natural! For those who had lived in the anarchically developed Bell Park, this was a very unfamiliar concept.

So Kitty, considering everything, explained her plan very carefully and at their level.

"The goal is to efficiently create an urban environment by dividing residential, commercial, and industrial areas, and systematically arranging infrastructure such as roads, parks, and schools."

The restaurant owner turned to the next page on cue.

It showed a drawing of the completed city, with impressively straight roads and buildings neatly arranged like a checkerboard.

This plan was originally scheduled to be implemented several years later.

However, thanks to the Vice Governor's false monster alarm conspiracy, most houses were forcibly demolished, and the remaining ones were destroyed during the recent riot.

People who lost their homes were eating and sleeping in tents provided by Kitty, but they would eventually reach their limit.

So Kitty decided to push forward with the work now, even if financially burdensome, judging it to be the right time. She would proceed even if she had to reduce the original scale.

...Come to think of it, the Vice Governor seemed to be helping quite a bit lately.

It was truly ironic that everything he had done to try to kill Kitty was working out in a positive direction.

"What are you saying? You're going to tear down Bell Park?"

"Sounds good to me. My house was destroyed during the last monster alarm anyway, so I'm in favor."

"But mine wasn't..."

But the response was lukewarm at best.

Sigh... Let's try explaining in a more appealing way.

"When the planned city is completed, you know those toilets they have in the capital? You'll be able to use those."

"T-toilets...!"

"If it's toilets, then certainly..."

The response picked up slightly. The union members finally seemed interested.

Kitty poured oil on the heated iron plate.

"Those who participate in the construction will get to live in the houses they build."

"You're giving us houses?"

"That sounds good!"

Union members unexpectedly seeing their dreams of home ownership come true.

The atmosphere at the union headquarters heated up even more after Kitty's bombshell announcement.

But there's always one of those people. The kind who throws cold water on a burning atmosphere. That kind of troublemaker.

A union member who loved to nitpick spoke sarcastically. Looking closely at the bird's-eye view, the city was very far from the fortress, so he demanded an explanation of how they would protect the city from monsters.

Of course, this was within the range of expected questions, so Kitty smiled and led the people outside.

A long line of people formed behind the restaurant owner pushing the wheelchair.

Like the Pied Piper, Kitty's wheelchair headed toward the Security parade ground with a long tail of followers.

Upon arriving at the parade ground.

On the parade ground, Security's first batch stood at attention, and a strange-looking gun was placed on a table.

"Begin."

"Yes."

At Kitty's gesture, the Security member skillfully pulled back the bolt and locked it.

Then he inserted a bundle of ammunition from the top and pushed the locked bolt forward.

And fired.

Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!

Ping-

"Introducing Oppenheimer Security's new weapon. Kitty-1, or K-1 for short!"

Clap clap clap.

While Kitty clapped her hands from her wheelchair, the union members looked like they couldn't even understand what was happening.

Among them, a former soldier turned union member was not just surprised but turned pale.

In fact, people's reactions were understandable. After seeing muzzle-loading muskets that took at least a minute per shot, witnessing eight shots fired automatically was shocking. It was truly over-technology!

Actually, Kitty felt like she was overdoing it when creating the new weapon. As they say, in a world where muzzle-loading muskets were mainstream, even paper cartridges were revolutionary.

So at first, Kitty had planned to make a needle gun using paper cartridges.

But Security's chronic problem held her back. Namely, personnel shortage.

No matter how good a breech-loading rifle might be, a firing line composed of few people would struggle to stop monsters coming in packs like dogs.

So Kitty decided to reference the M1 Garand from World War II, even if it was a bit excessive.

The most important component of cartridges, the primer, was already widely used so there was no problem, and the bolt and semi-automatic firing weren't particularly difficult concepts to understand.

Of course, there was the cute little issue that it took a week to make a single gun since each part had to be handcrafted at the blacksmith, but what did that matter?

The New Bell Park plan included a smeltery, so time would solve that problem.

While people were stunned, Kitty brought her assistant and Hassan onto the platform.

"These are the top contributors to the new weapon development."

"Thank you."

"I-I'm not used to being the center of attention like this..."

Hassan, with his pockets now full, smiled with satisfaction at his creation, while the assistant still seemed embarrassed, covering her face and swaying her body back and forth.

As the assistant swayed, the large fat deposits attached to her chest moved along with her.

Clap clap clap.

The union members clapped as if hypnotized. Of course, this was to encourage their hard work.

Kitty almost felt a bit annoyed... but then again, why should she? What's so good about that anyway?

Anyway, having instantly dispelled the union members' anxieties, Kitty was finally about to implement the great and magnificent New Bell Park plan when...!

"Then who will build the water and sewage systems? We don't have that technology."

Once again, the nitpicking union member ruined the moment.

Of course, Kitty had also worried a lot about this issue.

How would they build it?

She had a basic concept, but her knowledge of water and sewage systems remained superficial.

So Kitty decided to rely once again on the great power of money and connections.

"Hello. I'm an expert."

Having been hiding somewhere, a middle-aged gentleman suddenly appeared.

He was a water and sewage expert whom Kitty had asked Old Man Carmine from the Academy to bring.

His career spoke for itself. He was a veteran among veterans who had neatly installed water and sewage systems in three cities.

His price tag was high, but this level of expense was worth it.

"Mr. Expert. Can water and sewage systems be installed in our Bell Park?"

"Of course. We can use Kitty's dynamite for areas with strong ground, and shield tunneling methods for areas with weak ground. It can be completed in less than a year."

The expert smoothly delivered his rehearsed answer to Kitty's question.

"Um, well, let's give it a try."

The nitpicking union member finally closed his mouth.

Ch.37 - The Governor-General's Freeloader!
"Except in cases where all legitimate children die, illegitimate children can never receive inheritance.

This was common sense throughout the world, and the reason why the young Governor had fled to the academy and joined the military.

The military was always short of people and accepted anyone with functioning limbs regardless of their background.

That's why the Governor wore a gloomy expression today. Except for his childhood as an illegitimate child, he had devoted his life to the military, only to discover that life was now ruined.

With the same feeling as Sun Wook staring at an empty lunchbox, he read once more the letter that had arrived by express delivery.

What did it say?

It said the Governor had been removed from his position.

"Haha, fuck."

For the first time in ages, a vulgar curse escaped the Governor's lips. The rest of the content was even more absurd.

[...hereby appoint Kitty Oppenheimer as Governor.]

Had they lost their minds? Asking a mere thirteen-year-old child to serve as Governor? The capital folks had finally gone mad.

But the letter's contents were undeniably factual, guaranteed by the imperial seal that had secured the envelope.

The Governor held the letter over a candle flame. He'd seen this in a recent mystery novel. Supposedly, hidden content would appear.

But fiction was just fiction. No hidden text emerged from the heat, and the Governor nearly burned the letter.

Sucking on his scorched fingers, the Governor fell into contemplation about how he would make a living now.

It wasn't easy. Having focused solely on his career, the Governor's network was extremely limited. He had nowhere to turn.

The only thing that came to mind was becoming an honorary professor at the academy. But he wasn't sure if positions were still available.

Honorary professorships at the academy were where retired officers without connections like him always ended up.

The Governor clutched his head. Should he just return to his family and become a freeloader?

No way, no way, absolutely no way. He might actually be killed.

No matter how much the Governor proclaimed his disinterest in the family head position, from the eldest son's perspective, he would just be another competitor.

What should I do? What can I do? How will I make a living? The Governor's wrinkles only deepened.

But no matter how much he worried, no answer came. He decided to go to Kitty first to inform her of this development.

"Sigh. If I go to the capital, something might work out."

Today, the Governor's hat seemed particularly shabby on his head.

.
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Afternoon.

First floor of the Labor Union Headquarters.

Kitty, having completed her morning tasks, was conducting a literacy class for the residents.

"So declarative sentences are generally explanatory sentences that always end with a period..."

Unusually, Kitty was teaching a normal literacy class.

Glancing to the other side, one couldn't help but nod in understanding. Even Kitty would feel uncomfortable teaching profanity to children.

"That's all for today! Tomorrow we'll have dictation, so everyone study hard!"
"Yes~"

Giggle- giggle-

Innocent, cheerful voices filled the dining hall.

Within just 5 seconds of Kitty giving the dismissal order, the dining hall was completely empty.

Who knew there were so many potential Security recruits. Children's energy truly is mysterious.

After sending off Bell Park's future, Kitty sat at her desk and recalled her own childhood.

Vivid, beautiful memories surfaced.

The desk was covered with affectionate graffiti saying "Go back to your country."

My true friends, concerned about my dirty schoolbag, always ensured it smelled of fragrant milk by the time I went home, usually accompanied by a burst milk carton.

When cleaning time came, somehow knowing how much I loved cleaning, they always left it all to me.

"Fuck."

Such beautiful memories indeed. Kitty was overcome with sudden depression.

Troubled mind. Hot head. Unable to resist the rising urge to smoke, Kitty reached for a cigar neatly placed under the desk.

As the orderly array of smoke circulated through Kitty's small, fluffy lungs, her still-budding chest contracted, and smoke escaped from her lips with a "poof."

In the room filled with acrid smoke, Kitty suddenly looked at the mirror decorating one wall.

Come to think of it, this was the first time she'd looked in a mirror, except for seeing her monochrome reflection in dark shop windows.

Like a virgin maiden before her first social gathering, Kitty explored her body.

So my eyes are this color. My hair is a brilliant blonde.

Kitty was like a wavering image on a screen. A perfect blend of RGB. She gave the impression of a meticulously crafted mannequin.

Then a sudden thought occurred. What if I am actually a mannequin?

What if some nameless god, pitying the hunchback who abused his body in darkness, gave me one of the masterpieces displayed in a showcase?

Kitty took off her top. Then she felt her joints, searching for the seams characteristic of mannequins.

Though clearly aware it was her own body, Kitty felt as if she were touching someone else's.

In the numb yet somehow detached sensation, like pressing hard on an anesthetized area, Kitty diligently kneaded her body as if trying to prove something.

But the more she did so, the greater the sense of alienation grew, and brownish bruises formed on her delicate skin.

Yet amid this vague sensation, only her navel and lower abdomen didn't feel alien; the more she caressed them, the more her empty soul seemed to fill.

It was strange. In the tangled skein of emotions, Kitty mindlessly rubbed her navel.

What is a navel? It's the trace where the umbilical cord was once attached to the fetus.

Why would Kitty feel comfort and reassurance from this literally vestigial body part with no function?

Why indeed...

No matter how much she thought about it, no clear answer emerged. The only certainty was that rubbing her navel made her feel at ease.

Kitty mindlessly rubbed her navel.

Rub, rub.

Massage, massage.

Squeeze, squeeze.

"A...ahem..."
"?"

Turning toward the sound, she saw the Governor standing there with a deeply furrowed face.

"Oh. Welcome, Governor."
"Ah. Um... yes, nice to see you, but..."
"?"

Seeing the Governor's bright red face, Kitty tilted her head. Did he have a cold?

"I understand you're at that age, but... couldn't you at least close the door?"
"What nonsense are you..."

As an incredulous Kitty took a step toward the Governor, a breeze blew through the open doorway.

The cool wind brushed against Kitty's exposed belly, and she looked at the mirror.

"Eeh?"

In the mirror, Kitty's top was precariously positioned around her solar plexus in a rather risky manner.

If it had risen just a bit higher, her chest would have been exposed in a catastrophe.

Instantly brought back to reality, Kitty grabbed her shame-flushed cheeks and screamed like a little girl.

"Hyaaaack!!"

.
.
.
.
.

"I-I'm sorry. I tend to misunderstand things..."
"It's alright. It wasn't entirely not my fault."

The restaurant owner repeatedly bowed to the Governor, while the Governor, battered by the owner, tried to reassure him that it was fine.

"Ahem. I'll be going now."

With the misunderstanding cleared, the restaurant owner went back downstairs to finish the dishes.

Alone in Kitty's office, the Governor continuously rubbed his blackened eyelids.

"The restaurant owner... is quite powerful."
"Right?"

Despite the context clearly not being complimentary, Kitty's shoulders rose with pride.

The Governor looked at Kitty and thought both she and the restaurant owner were equally troublesome.

"Hm? What's wrong?"
"...Nothing."

The Governor, wearing a displeased expression, took a letter from his breast pocket and almost threw it onto the desk.

"Read it."
"?"

Kitty, with a question mark hovering above her head, carefully picked up the letter.

The texture of the paper felt through her skin was quite luxurious.

The seal on the letter was also elaborate, depicting a lion and an eagle crossing their swords.

Majestic animals like lions and eagles, with their special symbolism of courage and integrity, have been favored by high-ranking individuals throughout history to represent their authority.

And in such monarchical states, those high enough to use eagles or lions as their emblems would be...

"Aaaah! I didn't do anything!"

Kitty, who had achieved not just a hat trick but a grand slam in criminal fields including sedition, manipulation of public opinion, kidnapping, murder, and disposal of corpses, claimed innocence.

Of course, these were all things Kitty had done after being attacked first, arguably in self-defense, but her voice trembled slightly, suggesting some conscience.

The Governor, completely unaware of the context, simply attributed Kitty's bizarre behavior to nervousness and let it pass.

"It's nothing serious, so don't be nervous."
"Oh, really?"

Right. There's no way they could catch me. I turned them into fertilizer and scattered them, haha.

Encouraged by the Governor's words, Kitty opened the envelope with a more relaxed mind.

Ch.38 - Governor! Ganbarimas!
"It's nothing much."

"Did I say that?"

Kitty's already dirty gaze grew even dirtier.

When Kitty snapped at the Governor, he just played it off.

Kitty felt an overwhelming urge to turn the Governor, who was being cheeky right in front of her, into fertilizer.

"It's nothing! Don't be so tense!"

"Well, I guess it is nothing since the star fell off my neck."

Kitty, whose temper had risen to the top of her head at the Governor's sudden unfunny joke, grabbed him by the collar and shook him violently.

But why was Kitty so angry? Shouldn't she be happy about becoming Governor?

The answer was simple.

"It means more work!"

As everyone knew, Kitty's current workload was already comparable to the Governor's.

Importing fertilizer materials, managing export routes, making dynamite, overseeing security, teaching children to read, supervising construction, and entertaining the restaurant owner.

Of course, since it was all her own doing, she had been managing by sleeping just four hours a day. But now adding the Governor's duties on top of that?

A double workload event in this barbaric age where everything had to be handwritten without computers?

It was madness. Kitty put down the letter and firmly refused.

"I won't do it. No, I can't do it!"

The Governor rubbed his brow as he watched Kitty shaking her head at 600 rpm.

"Throwing a tantrum won't solve this problem. Look here."

The Governor pointed to a section of the letter.

Something was written there, so small like a fraudulent contract that it could easily be overlooked unless carefully examined.

"What's this? If I don't take the Governor position, you'll abandon the fortress?"

"That's right."

"What does that have to do with me?"

Kitty snorted. Once the New Bell Park plan was completed, the fortress would become obsolete anyway.

Besides, with security personnel already handling monsters with K-1s, what was the big deal about a fortress?

But the Governor had a different perspective.

"Abandoning the fortress isn't something to take lightly."

"Hmph. So what?"

"Anyway! Getting back to the point, abandoning the fortress is a very serious matter."

Though it seemed like he was hastily changing the subject, Kitty decided to hear him out.

After all, the Governor was an educated man, so it was worth listening to what he had to say.

"Fine, let's hear it. Why shouldn't the fortress be abandoned?"

"Do you know what a danger zone is?"

Danger zone?

Kitty tilted her head.

"I thought not. A danger zone is literally an unrecovered area—a region beyond administrative control."

"Like North Korea?"

This time, the Governor tilted his head.

"North... what?"

"Never mind."

"Anyway, Bell Park is recognized as a settlement only under the assumption that the fortress is functioning properly. You understand that much, right?"

Kitty frowned at the Governor's words.

"I understand, but I can't accept it. Bell Park is running just fine without some fortress."

"That's your opinion. The blue bloods in the capital don't see it that way."

The Governor continued his explanation, waving a baton he'd produced from somewhere.

"In principle, civilians can't enter danger zones without prior notification. If they do, they're immediately suspected of espionage."

"What? So it is like North Korea."

Kitty joked with a laugh, but inside she was in turmoil.

This seemed seriously messed up. If Bell Park was declared a danger zone as the Governor said, what would happen to the border?

How would she export fertilizer? How would she import necessary goods and raw materials? What about the precision machinery she'd ordered from the mainland?

And beyond that, would all Bell Park residents be labeled as spies?

She was furious. The feeling that he was using the residents as hostages to manipulate her made her insides twist.

"...What if I defect to another country?"

"They'd love that. The capital is already scheming how to take your factory, and if you defect, they'd welcome it with open arms."

The Governor's words made her dizzy. She hadn't done anything, yet suddenly she was surrounded by enemies.

Is this what a country does? She'd expected some opposition, but this was so blatant that it made the Vice Governor look like an angel.

Kitty rubbed her forehead.

"So... what do I need to do?"

Following the Governor's pointing finger, she saw a paper covered in messy cursive writing, with a blank space at the bottom for a signature.

For a moment, sunlight passing through the window glared in Kitty's eyes.

The colorful light distorted the unfamiliar writing, making it look like a medical waiver form, startling her so badly she had to lean against a nearby urn, which nearly became her funerary urn.

"Sign it."

How bleak and dry the Governor's voice sounded in the afternoon stillness as Kitty staggered with dizziness!

"No, I don't want to... Are you trying to work me to death when I should be enjoying my youth?"

She pleaded with a tearful voice like a child avoiding homework, but to the Governor's ears, it was just nonsense.

In any case, Kitty had no choice but to sign. Partly because she didn't want to lose everything she'd built, but mostly because she knew she could never rebuild the restaurant where they had been.

.
.
.

"Urrrgh..."

She'd already broken four pens from gripping them too tightly.

"Sign it!"

The Governor, caught up in the moment, shouted excitedly like a general announcing victory.

"Kitty Oppenheimer... accepts the position of Governor of Bell Park..."

Kitty gripped the pen tightly, feeling like Emperor Hirohito signing surrender documents on the USS Missouri.

"The position of Governor..."

Scribble-scribble-

With only the 'r' in "Kitty Oppenheimer" left to complete.

Looking at the nearly completed signature, the Governor was savoring a deep sense of satisfaction.

Why would he be happy when it was his own neck on the line once the signature was complete?

The source of the Governor's satisfaction was sadism.

He was enjoying the psychological catharsis of watching the precocious brat who had constantly irritated him suffer.

And that wasn't all! Imagining Kitty trapped in paperwork, unable to eat or sleep, doubled his pleasure.

In contrast, Kitty was absolutely miserable.

Kitty was a strict utilitarian who believed in choosing the happiness of many over individual happiness without hesitation, but when actually faced with the choice, she found herself wavering endlessly.

Kitty glared irritably at the Governor, whose shoulders were twitching and who now looked ready to break into a dance.

"Sigh..."

With a deep sigh that could sink the ground, Kitty wrote the final 'r' and officially accepted the position of Governor of Bell Park.

"Hooray! Congratulations, second Governor!"

"Thanks so fucking much."

The former Governor smiled broadly and offered his hand, which Kitty shook with a deadpan expression.

"Oh my, where are my manners."

The former Governor removed the Governor's hat from his head and handed it to Kitty.

Kitty stared at the hat in her hands. Could she perhaps get out of this if she knelt down and begged?

Of course not. Her name was already clearly written on the paper, and the Governor's hat fit perfectly on her head.

Putting on the hat, Kitty sighed and spoke to the former Governor, who looked somewhat relieved.

"Governor. No, former Governor? What will you do now?"

"Me? I'll stay here for a while to help with the transition."

"And after that?"

"I don't know. I've essentially been dismissed from my post, so I can't wear a uniform again..."

"What? So you're unemployed?"

"Ugh..."

The former Governor was struck by Kitty's sharp barb.

Afterward, he composed himself and crossed his arms defensively.

But the more he tried, the more pitiful he looked. His voice grew quieter, his arms uncrossed, and his shoulders slumped.

"You're right. I'm unemployed now. If I had handed over the Governor position normally, it would be different, but this is essentially a dishonorable discharge, so I can't even get the honorary professor position at the Academy that everyone else gets."

"But you're still nobility, right? Won't your family help?"

"I'm an illegitimate child."

"Oh. Um. Sorry."

After his bitter self-criticism came a moment of clarity. The former Governor's spirit broke in the face of cold reality.

Kitty, who had unintentionally stabbed him, patted his back with her tiny hand.

.
.
.

"Feeling better now?"

"Ahem... ahem!"

Kitty gently removed her hand from the former Governor's shoulder and glanced at his face, which was constantly sniffling like a poet with a cold.

Caw-caw-

Suddenly, a low, long crow's call was heard as the view outside the window showed a gradient of crimson sunset and navy blue night sky.

Kitty's office was both dark and bright. Scattered light illuminated us like mood lighting, and the chilly winter breeze carrying Bell Park's earthy scent came through the window cracks, creating a magical atmosphere.

And we were under that spell. If you asked what kind of spell, I'd say the kind that makes you a little more honest.

"You know, I loved Bell Park. I loved its scenery, its people. Unlike the capital, it had a certain human warmth to it. I liked being far from home, and I loved the heartbeat unique to frontier settlements."

Kitty wanted to ask what such a person had done when the Vice Governor was running wild, but given the atmosphere, she just glared at the former Governor instead.

"..."

"Well... that's a look of disbelief... Actually, Bell Park was my reward. Proof of achievement I earned entirely on my own, without my family's support. How could I not love such proof?"

"As I said earlier, I liked the people here. The fact that I never conscripted anyone is proof of that."

"Conscription?"

Kitty's eyes sparkled at this intriguing word.

"Yes. I was going to tell you during the handover anyway, but being Governor isn't just a boring position with obligations. It comes with many privileges too. Conscription is one of the most representative privileges of a Governor."

"You mean forcibly taking people and making them work?"

"...You could interpret it that way, but acting like that would get you in big trouble."

Kitty deliberately laughed loudly and patted the former Governor's back with her tiny hand.

"Come on~ Would I do something like that? But you should have told me about this first!"

Hahaha!

The sound of the standard contract she had prepared for the former Governor being crumpled behind her back was drowned out by her laughter.

.
.
.
.
.

"Take him away."

"You fucking bitch!!"

The former Governor... no, Oppenheimer Security's administrative clerk (conscripted) disappeared, throwing an adorable tantrum at the burly security staff.

Ch.39 - Fatigue Is Dangerous!
After the implementation of the New Bell Park Plan, Bell Park was always full of vitality.

The Deputy Governor, who had served as a restraining force, had become fertilizer... no, gone missing, and Kitty, who had reluctantly taken on the role of Governor, pursued her pioneering drive with even greater determination.

Under the slogan "Make Bell Park Great," the union members sang as they headed to their respective workplaces.

"The dawn bell is ringing~ A new morning has broken~ Everyone get up and build our new village~"

With Kitty's overwhelming economic power from holding the patent on fertilizer, all the shabby wooden buildings were transformed into cement houses.

The dirt roads, which had been completely impassable when it rained, were now covered with limited asphalt made from coal tar obtained through coal distillation.

And Kitty, who planned and coordinated all of this, and even performed the Governor's duties...

"Ah, fuck."

Was trapped under an enormous pile of documents.

Was it because she hadn't slept for days? The already chronic dark circles under Kitty's eyes had grown even darker.

Feeling like she might soon claim the title of the world's youngest death by overwork, Kitty put down her quill pen and headed to the dining hall to get something to eat.

Kitty carefully descended the stairs with her crutch. Though lunch hour had passed, the dining hall was still quite full due to the heavy snowfall outside.

Some were having late lunches, others were gathered in small groups playing cards, and some were just chatting.

And at the counter, the restaurant owner was diligently washing dishes.

The owner spotted Kitty standing awkwardly with her crutch and waved cheerfully.

"What would you like to eat?"

"This, that, and that one."

Being quite particular about food, Kitty ordered what she always did, and the restaurant owner snorted, saying he should have known, before heading back to the kitchen.

A moment later, a delicious-looking cream stew and a long loaf of bread appeared before Kitty.

Kitty dipped the baguette-like bread into the cream stew until it was thoroughly soaked, then opened her mouth and chewed it slowly.

"Mmmmm!"

As Kitty straightened her back while eating the cream stew, one could clearly see her ivory-like texture and the concave curve of her lower back, her skin smooth and soft like a billiard ball.

As she slightly bit her glistening lower lip with her upper teeth and half-turned her body, her innocent legs and round bottom stood out brazenly despite her black suit.

With her stress temporarily relieved, Kitty paused at the edge of a sensual abyss, smiling as if talking in her sleep.

When Kitty smiled broadly, her distinctive canine teeth flashed, and the combination of her dark circles and the cream stew around her mouth created a strangely captivating image.

The union members who saw her lost themselves in the stimulating yet inexplicably decadent heat.

Someone attempted to write a short lyrical poem about her dreamy emerald-green eyes, black eyelashes, cute nose bridge, golden fuzz on her fair limbs, and the cream around her mouth, but was torn apart by other union members.

"Damn it! This is oppression!"

"You're crazy."

There was a brief commotion. Kitty watched curiously as the person was dragged away by other union members, but soon lost interest.

After finishing her meal, Kitty took out a cigar for her after-meal treat and slipped it between her fingers.

"Care to join me?"

"Why not."

The restaurant owner also took out his pipe.

The owner held a rather modest pipe made from hollowed-out corn, while Kitty held a cigar thicker than her finger.

What? Why is a child already smoking?

Surprisingly, this was fine in an era when awareness of tobacco's harmful effects hadn't yet spread.

What? How dare she act so disrespectfully in front of an adult?

It's fine. The Confucian boy who once slept in Kitty's brain had already disappeared without a trace.

Suddenly curious about the taste of the restaurant owner's pipe, Kitty spoke up.

"Mister, can I have just one puff?"

"Sure."

The restaurant owner handed Kitty his smoking pipe.

Kitty closed her lips and took a small puff. The clumped tobacco inside the pipe burned moistly as it entered Kitty's lungs.

The taste was... bitter and stale, unlike Kitty's expensive chocolate-scented cigar.

The fishy taste unique to cheap tobacco available anywhere seeped between her taste buds.

But she didn't dislike it. This too was the taste of the old man.

"Phew."

As she removed the pipe from her mouth, a strand of saliva stretched out, creating a hazy bridge.

She handed the pipe, now painted with traces of curling mucus, back to the restaurant owner. He wiped it clean without a second thought and resumed enjoying his pipe.

"Tsk."

"?"

Kitty clicked her tongue at the restaurant owner. She didn't know why.

Suddenly, Kitty felt an overwhelming desire to see the restaurant owner flustered. She didn't know why this was either.

Perhaps, like women often do, her emotional roller coaster had peaked and was now descending for no particular reason.

Or perhaps it was similar to how schoolboys tease girls they're interested in.

Either way, Kitty wanted to tease the restaurant owner.

Kitty knew her position very well and was a child who knew how to use it effectively.

So she asked a question. The kind of embarrassing question any child might ask at home, and one that any parent might experience at least once.

That question was...

"Mister, mister."

"What?"

"How are babies born?"

It was completely out of the blue. A question that didn't fit the situation or context at all.

"..."

"..."

"..."

Stunned by the sudden massive bomb dropped on them, the union members having late lunch froze like statues, forgetting even to breathe.

"Of course, it's se—!"

"Shut up...!"

Meanwhile, a union member who tried to reveal the truth of the world was beaten and dragged outside by the Childhood Protection Squad.

The restaurant owner sweated profusely as he met Kitty's emerald-green eyes.

Kitty's cheeks seemed to redden briefly before her eyes curved into crescents, urging an answer.

"Tell me~ Hmm? Hmm?"

At this point, the restaurant owner realized: 'Ah, this brat is asking even though she already knows.'

Come to think of it, Kitty was someone who could easily accomplish things that most adults couldn't—a superhuman in some sense. How could someone who knew how to make fertilizer not know how babies are made?

But still, the words wouldn't come out easily.

Because the thought 'What if she really doesn't know and is genuinely asking?' filled the restaurant owner's mind.

Moreover, Kitty was an orphan. That meant she had no one to give her proper sex education. This made it even harder for the restaurant owner to speak.

The restaurant owner looked around at the nearby union members, seeking help with his eyes.

But the members who met his gaze either whistled and pretended not to notice, or clenched their fists in support of the restaurant owner.

'Hang in there, restaurant owner! Fighting!'

With no help to be expected, the restaurant owner's brain worked furiously.

Several options flickered before him like a status window.

First, explain as euphemistically as possible through metaphors and similes.

Second, go with the classic "you were found under a bridge."

Third, just act crazy and explain it directly.

But all three were difficult.

The restaurant owner, who had no literary talent, didn't know what metaphors to use.

And if he said she was found under a bridge or made up some other story, what if she actually believed it?

He simply erased the third option from his mind.

The restaurant owner looked at Kitty, not knowing what to do. Sweat poured down like a waterfall.

Kitty grinned and climbed onto the restaurant owner's lap, straddling him. But finding this uncomfortable due to her leg, she wrapped her arms around his back and clung to him instead.

Her 2x-inch hip circumference pressed down on his knees, creating a warm, moist, tingling sensation. The restaurant owner's sternum was at the same height as Kitty's silky crown.

Still, the restaurant owner remained silent. With her mischief gauge hitting MAX, Kitty began wiggling her hips, begging for an answer.

"Hmm? Why can't you answer? Hurry! Hur—!"

Just then, Kitty suddenly felt something strange.

First came the vibration. It was an incredibly faint vibration, barely noticeable unless examined closely.

Next came the light. A very faint white light. A pastel-like light, similar to clouds, grew larger until her mind went blank.

A subtle electric current, unlike anything she'd felt before, shot through Kitty's lower body. It was too vivid to be called dreamy, and too pleasant to be painful—she wanted to feel it again.

So Kitty wandered through that cloud in a trance. In the clouds, her leg wasn't uncomfortable, so she bounced around.

Bounce-

Bounce-

"Huh?"

The subtle electric current in her lower body seemed to grow stronger, reaching the level of an electric shock.

Her quadriceps and hip joints trembled uncontrollably. The more she tried to stop the trembling, the more the pleasure grew, and her hands gripping the restaurant owner's back tightened involuntarily.

The cause was fatigue. Fatigue affects brain function beyond just physical exhaustion.

Adenosine, which increases due to fatigue, inhibits brain activity, making one feel drowsy.

With reduced frontal lobe activity making normal judgment difficult, Kitty tried to amplify the subtle animal-like sensation she felt, and oxytocin secretion became active.

As a result, norepinephrine secretion also increased, causing her heart rate to rise and blood pressure to increase—her tiny chest visibly rose and fell as her breathing quickened.

Unrefined, sticky emotions swirled in Kitty's mind.

A sensation of her inner self vibrating.

A dreamy sensation. Kitty repeatedly moved her hips back and forth to intensify that vibration.

Slide slide-

Slide slide-

Something fluffy, pearl-like inside her seemed to grow larger.

Just a little more. It felt like one more step would burst that pearl-like something.

Having lost her senses, Kitty moved her hips back and forth more vigorously. She was almost there. If she continued like this...

"Kitty."

"Huh?"

Suddenly feeling something was wrong, Kitty stopped and looked around.

"Gasp."

She saw the union members, all red-faced and covering their mouths.

Finally realizing what she was doing, Kitty got off the restaurant owner's lap, stammering.

"Mister? Um. So this is. Uh, that's right! It's a trend in the capital these days. Ah fuck, that's not it."

"Kitty."

A rough, large hand gently rested on top of Kitty's head.

"You must be very tired. Go back and rest quickly."
"Huh? Ah. Uh. Right. I haven't slept for days. Uh. Yeah. That's it."

With a face about to explode, Kitty forced an awkward smile and walked outside into the heavy snowfall with her crutch to cool down.

And no one stopped her.

That's how dangerous fatigue can be.

Ch.40 - Tick-tock, Tick-tock
Morning.

Bell Park Labor Union Headquarters.

Kitty was drawing the blueprint of Bell Park again today.

"This one... that one... and this one..."

Scratch, scratch—

The harmony created by quality paper and a fine pen.

BANG!

And a dissonance that shattered that harmony.

Like a madwoman, Kitty suddenly slammed her desk and clutched her hand, stomping one foot anxiously.

"That bastard! That bastard! That bitch!"

Even while eating—flash!

Even while working—flash!

And always when trying to sleep—flaaash~

The fresh memories of her disgraceful behavior that day. If Kitty could go back to that day, she was prepared to pay any price.

Of course, the kind-hearted union members claimed they had completely erased it from their memories, but that didn't mean it never happened.

"There's nothing to be embarrassed about, Boss. Sexual desire is a very natural phenomenon, and what's important is finding healthy ways to release—"

"GET OUT!!!!!!"

No. 1, who had been crouching in a corner of Kitty's office, swiftly evacuated the danger zone as soon as the thunderous command was issued, just as Kitty had taught him.

Kitty continued to throw a tantrum for a while, flailing her short limbs. But it didn't last long—this cursed body had such tiny lungs that even getting angry came with limitations.

Still, after shouting for a bit, she found some inner peace.

Kitty took a deep breath to steady her rough breathing.

But as everyone knows, embarrassing memories are like needles in an inflated balloon. The more desperately she tried to erase the memory, the more vividly that day came back to her, and the sensations became increasingly clear.

"No way!"

Kitty covered her face and let out a groan that was close to a wail. She twisted her body again.

But as everyone knows, human subconscious is quite faithful to instinct.

The desires that had been suppressed while she'd been working so hard were now fueling her instincts.

Was it some transcendental being's prank? Quite coincidentally, a certain accident unfolded—while twisting her body with her eyes closed, Kitty's private parts accidentally touched the edge of the desk!

"Ugh..."

Could she suddenly be experiencing stomach pains? With her lower body touching the desk edge, Kitty clutched her lower abdomen and assumed an awkward posture.

A sensation more vivid and intense than ever before.

Just like how a light touch to a numb area sends electric currents through it, a strange current wrapped around Kitty's entire thigh and traveled upward.

Similar to stomach pain, but clearly distinguishable. Different in texture, you might say.

As everyone knows, humans are slaves to hormones. Strong impulses were quickly rationalized.

Kitty hastily looked around. There was no one in the office.

.
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"Hiss..."

In Kitty's now-empty office, her opal-like knees carefully embarked on a journey, and her delicate apricot-colored fingers cried out in frenzy.

The only masculinity tucked away in a corner of Kitty's brain rushed over to stop her shameful behavior.

But Kitty's new self, approaching ovulation, secreted estrogen rampantly, pushing away the chattering masculinity.

The hypothalamus, meeting this new self, promoted the secretion of sex hormones as instructed.

The nucleus accumbens activated in response to the sexual stimulation from the hypothalamus, creating pleasure.

Kitty fell into a pleasure that was sudden, clumsy, hot, painful, and wildly overwhelming. Desperate would be another fitting description.

She deliberately ignored the pitiful cry of masculinity pushed to a corner of the amygdala. To satisfy the intense longing surging through her, she needed to accept and become one with a real soul and body.

An irregular rhythm. But it was a crescendo. Her heart's BPM steadily increased.

As if tasting a mysterious bitter aphrodisiac, Kitty breathed in with gasps, biting her lower lip with her upper teeth, focusing on enduring the pleasure that felt like pain.

In the warm winter light, sunlight seeped through the snowy window, creating a prism as the straight visible light passed through the snow crystals.

In that rainbow-colored world, even looking straight ahead, all she could see was the ceiling. This was because her eyeballs were involuntarily shooting upward.

And finally, like spring flowers in full bloom, Kitty's lower lip and upper teeth parted with a pop as her eyes rolled back.

"Huaaah..."

A moan? No, it wasn't that. It was some kind of wail—like the pitiful cry of an orphaned beast in midwinter. That kind of cry.

Her waist, which could fit perfectly in an average adult male's palm, swayed not back and forth but side to side.

Strangely, there was a sound of water from somewhere, which I'll only describe as similar to the sound of a child splashing in water.

Kitty felt hot.

Despite it being midwinter, she felt a heat as if she were under the scorching sun.

Thick, honey-like sweat seeped from her tiny sweat glands. It had a scent like makeup powder—a sweet baby powder smell.

The sweat secreted from her exposed, bony shoulders slowly evaporated in the sunlight.

Mysteriously, a pink vapor gradually rose from Kitty's silhouette, and soon her office was filled with a vivid pink mist.

In this mystical fog, Kitty's face was strangely clear. It seemed to emit a faint light.

Her lovely legs parted slightly, and the moment her hand reached the place it had been craving, an explosive emotion surged across Kitty's youthful face.

Her movements were languid and weak, as if drowsy, to a pitiful degree, and her exposed knees repeatedly tightened and released against her hands.

Thump. Thump.

The vibrations she'd been feeling on her skin grew noticeably stronger.

The pupils of her upward-gazing eyes constricted just right, and her tongue, which had only slightly peeked out before, now fully extended, proudly displaying its brilliant scarlet color.

"Heck... heck..."

Lacking oxygen for her heart, Kitty had to breathe through her mouth like an animal on a summer day.

With each rough inhale and exhale through her snow-white lungs, hot dew formed at the corners of Kitty's mouth.

At this point, Kitty didn't care whether it was magic or fate. Vulgar and conventional thinking had been automatically discarded.

More. More. More. More.

The orchestra conductor from the frontal lobe instructed the violin player, and the player's fingers moved faster.

The harmony created by unpredictable and ever-changing fingers. An addictively charming melody that could destroy the soul filled the office.

Splash. Splash.

The tremendous sound of Kitty's small boat meeting the slowly incoming waves in the vast ocean.

As the waves of desire grew stronger, Kitty sensed it—the fact that the boat she was riding was gradually sinking.

With tangled eyelashes, Kitty threw herself into the pink sea without a life jacket. The seawater was very salty and sticky like melted chocolate.

"♡♡♡~!~~!!~!~"

Now a rather clichéd expression. That is, Kitty's waist arched like a bow, and simultaneously, an indescribable moan filled the office through her teeth.

.
.
.
.
.

The tranquil streets of Bell Park.

A restaurant owner who had finished the lunch service stepped outside to smoke a pipe while standing.

"Phew."

Well-packed tobacco leaves smoldered nicely in the modest corn pipe.

The winter-specific scent of cold wind mixed with the savory pipe smell made the restaurant owner more sentimental.

The restaurant owner, repeatedly sifting through miserable memories, asks himself: Was it from then? Did the cracks in our lives begin on that cool winter day amidst the snowflakes?

He reflects on his own life. Among the branches of fate, he tries countless alternatives, pruning each path like retrospective imagination.

What if he hadn't told that child about her magical talent?

What if he hadn't gotten her the academy recommendation letter?

What if he hadn't introduced her to the concept of magical engineering?

But ironically, he could watch that child because she was heading toward the top.

He couldn't bear the thought of those fragments coming together.

Blaming the mirror for an ugly face is futile.

So the restaurant owner quietly embraced his face. Because all of it was his own choice, not anyone else's.

"Sigh..."

The smoke mixed with sighs lingered around the restaurant owner for quite some time. The scent of regret that had permeated his body grew stronger rather than diluting.

"...I should get back to work."

Remembering the pile of dishes waiting to be washed, the restaurant owner sighed and went back into the restaurant. The most effective way to escape the maddening past was to immerse oneself in work.

He wet the scrubber and put on a worn and tattered apron.

Watching the meat residue easily come off the plates, the restaurant owner wished his past could be cleaned as easily.

Then he fell into intense self-loathing again. How could he try to forget that incident?

But it's a perfectly normal instinct for humans to make all sorts of efforts to avoid pain.

And at the same time, the conflict between the self that wants to hold onto the pain and the instinct creates great frustration for the restaurant owner, who prided himself on always living practically.

CRASH!

A plate slipped from the restaurant owner's hand and shattered with a loud noise.

"Oh, dear..."

The restaurant owner, instantly brought back to reality.

He hurriedly fetched a broom to clean up the broken pieces. Kitty might step on them while passing by.

...Come to think of it, Kitty wouldn't step on the floor since she used a wheelchair.

The restaurant owner put down the broom and picked up only the large pieces of the broken plate. After pondering something for a moment, he used the broom again to sweep up even the invisible fragments.

"It'll get better eventually."

"#@(*^$@~~~~~~."

Suddenly, the restaurant owner's head turned sharply toward the second floor.

He heard a sound. It was a strange sound, like a scream but not quite, but he could definitely identify it as Kitty's voice.

The restaurant owner dropped everything and rushed up to the second floor. He couldn't remember ever being in such a hurry in his life.

Upon reaching the second floor, he flung open the door to Kitty's office without hesitation.

Despite it being midwinter, a humid and hot wave of air hit the restaurant owner's face as he opened the door. But he had no time to worry about such things.

In the salt-filled air, the restaurant owner rushed to Kitty, who had collapsed.

"Kitty!"
"Huh? Uhh?"

The restaurant owner placed his hand on her forehead. It was burning hot like a fireball.

Additionally, her rough breathing, flushed face, and trembling body—all indicators pointed to a cold.

In Bell Park, a cold can be fatal. The restaurant owner, a well-known veteran of Bell Park, knew this all too well.

The restaurant owner was consumed with guilt. She had seemed to be pushing herself too hard lately. He should have kept a closer eye on her condition...

But regret wouldn't change anything in this situation.

The restaurant owner hurriedly tried to lift Kitty, who was cooling down on the cold floor.

But then he remembered that Kitty had difficulty with her legs, so he had no choice but to lift her with both arms.

"Eek!"
"Stay still."

Kitty, lifted in a princess carry. She struggled briefly in surprise but soon calmed down.

Kitty silently wrapped her arms around the restaurant owner's neck. Even while sick, she thought to reduce the weight on his arms—truly, Kitty was a smart and considerate child.

The restaurant owner felt Kitty's nape, which was in contact with his arms, growing hotter. There was no time to waste. He hurriedly carried Kitty to the nun who was still in Bell Park.

Ch.41 - Ah... I Feel Like Dying.
In this world, churches operated essentially as businesses, collecting "donations" that were actually treatment fees, functioning much like private hospitals.

Of course, this didn't mean churches had completely replaced hospitals. The church donations were too expensive for ordinary citizens to afford.

As a result, the perception of hospitals in this world was utterly deplorable. When Kitty visited a hospital during her trip to the capital, what she saw was truly appalling.

The concepts of germs and sterilization were completely absent. Bodily fluids and vomit from patients were left unattended throughout the hospital.

Patients who went to hospitals for cold treatments often ended up dying from unknown hospital-acquired infections instead.

The understanding of disease was also quite different. People believed that odors floating in the air caused infections, and to prevent this, doctors wore crow-shaped masks filled with flowers.

Of course, Bell Park had no disease problems thanks to Kitty's enlightenment about hand washing, which had virtually eliminated minor illnesses...

But professional care was still needed for physical injuries like broken bones or sprained ankles.

"Sister! Please fix this guy's leg!"

A miner from the guild rushed in carrying another guild member on his back.

The nun, who had been enjoying tea in her room, nearly dropped her teacup at the sudden intrusion.

How rude and disrespectful. She felt her anger rising as she watched the guild members barging in without even knocking.

But she couldn't turn them away. After all, as a servant of God, ignoring the sick would be an unforgivable act.

The thick-skinned nun silently concentrated holy power at her fingertips.

Holy power.

True to its awe-inspiring nature, the broken bone fragments seemed to defy physics as they rejoined, almost as if reversing time.

As aurora-like waves of light pulsed from her hands, the pained expression on the guild member's face gradually relaxed.

"Thank you. Here's the donation."

THUD-!!

The table wobbled as the healed guild member placed a heavy-looking leather pouch on it.

The nun grimaced at the guild member's arrogant attitude.

"Oh! Thank you so much!!!"

She grimaced... did she?

Did she really? Well, anyway... as a servant of God, the nun wasn't supposed to be greedy for offerings. She was supposed to dislike people with such vulgar, money-worshipping mindsets.

"Mmhmm... hehehehe..."

Oh dear... she seemed momentarily possessed by a demon.

The clergy always had to be careful about demons, which were like pilot lights kept burning in a basement—just a slight touch of the thermostat could cause a small, quiet explosion that awakened the demon within.

"I love money!"

The nun wasn't even trying to hide it anymore. Had she ever tried in the first place?

The nun felt a kind of ecstasy as she fondled the metal pieces in the pouch.

In this world, the nun was a member of a famous large church from the neighboring town.

Yet why was she staying in this pioneer village with the ridiculous excuse that she couldn't return because she had no carriage?

Because the residents of Bell Park, despite appearances, had deep pockets.

It was only natural. Thanks to Kitty's fertilizer, surplus produce had grown endlessly, and coal flowed abundantly thanks to dynamite.

Money kept piling up. But there wasn't much to spend it on in the pioneer village. At most, people bought high-quality tea leaves.

As a result, the villagers gradually lost their sense of money's value, paying the nun two to three times the usual donation amount without finding it strange at all.

From Kitty's perspective, it was infuriating that someone claiming to serve God would have such thoughts, but what could she do? The nun was born loving money... she had lived this way all along...

The nun organized her received donations with a satisfied smile.

Clink-clink-

The metallic sound of coins colliding was like church bells announcing mass.

The nun became quite reverent hearing those sounds.

On her knees before money, the nun had to worship today as well.

"Sister!!!"

"KYAAAAH!!!!"

The nun, who had been praying to a rather impure object for a religious figure, jumped in shock when the restaurant owner suddenly burst in.

"Wha-wha-wha-what is it!"

The nun leaped nearly half her height in surprise.

But her senses quickly returned. Anyone would feel chilled seeing the restaurant owner writhing like someone having a seizure.

"Help me!"

A cry bordering on a scream.

The nun was startled by the outcry but soon regained her composure.

"Calm down. What's the patient's condition?"

"Highfeverandshakingandhotfaceandcoughingandwheezing..."

Hmm. A cold.

"Nothing to worry about. Put the patient down and... guardian, please leave now. You'll interfere with the treatment."

The nun managed to calm the trembling restaurant owner before pushing him out the door.

Kitty and the nun. Alone in the room, the nun calmly examined Kitty's condition.

"Oh-oh-oh-oh what should I do."

In truth, she needed to stay calm. The nun had a basic duty to never panic in front of a patient, but the fact that the patient brought in had a cold made her flustered.

That's because holy power wasn't omnipotent.

For visible external injuries like fractures or bleeding, she was practically unstoppable, but for diseases caused by bacteria or viruses, the power was almost ineffective.

And a cold?

A cold is an extremely frightening disease. While we might recover with just one antibiotic pill, that wasn't the case now.

If you had to pick the disease that had claimed the most lives since ancient times in this world, the cold would always be mentioned.

That's because there were many pathogens that caused colds, and they were difficult to target specifically.

No treatment had been developed, and people's immune systems were weaker than modern humans, so catching one often meant hovering between life and death.

Moreover, it hadn't been long since the Spendia flu pandemic that had turned the world upside down twenty years ago.

The mystery of the cold remained unsolved, and fear of the unknown was the greatest fear humans could experience.

Against this backdrop, her biggest source of income, Kitty, had caught a cold? The nun had every reason to have a fit.

"C-calm down... what good will it do if I panic too?"

Having barely regained her senses, the nun first examined Kitty's condition.

Rough breathing, high temperature, flushed cheeks. All indicators pointed to a cold.

The nun hurriedly poured fuel into the tin stove to raise the room temperature. The coal in the stove crackled as it burned hot.

She could feel the room gradually warming up. Judging the room sufficiently heated, the nun began removing Kitty's clothes, which were soaked with sweat.

Actually, she tried to. If Kitty hadn't suddenly regained consciousness and grabbed the nun's hand.

"Eek! Y-you were awake?"

The nun jumped in surprise. Anyone would be startled if someone lying like a corpse suddenly woke up.

"W-wait. Let me explain everything."

Kitty pleaded with the nun, her marble-like face flushed red.

The nun misunderstood Kitty's reaction, thinking she was just shy by nature.

Normally, the nun would have soothed such a patient and proceeded with proper medical care.

But this was an emergency. As mentioned earlier, a cold was a potentially fatal disease.

Moreover, the fact that the patient was Kitty, Bell Park's biggest patron, put pressure on the nun.

"Stay still! Wearing wet clothes will make your condition worse!"

"Wait! Please! Wait... eeeek!!!!"

The nun grabbed Kitty's waistband and pulled downward, while Kitty held onto her waistband and resisted.

One trying to undress, the other trying to prevent it.

The nun and Kitty engaged in a "Kitty undressing map" in the heated room.

But the contest ended rather anticlimactically.

There was no way Kitty could overpower the nun.

The adult woman's overwhelming physical strength was the decisive factor in her victory.

The nun pinned down Kitty's thin wrists with one hand while trying to remove Kitty's pants with the other.

"Hyaaaah!!! No! Please!!!!"

"What do you mean no! Please just stay still!"

The moment the nun removed Kitty's pants, the cool-feeling fabric ballooned and then gently settled.

The soft skin exposed to sunlight was completely free of blemishes.

Except for the dark red mark where the thigh met the groin.

The fine down along the knees was so soft that it helplessly swayed in the small convection currents created by the heat.

The crotch area of the pants. Between the undergarments made of plain fabric despite her appearance, those radiant legs stretched out.

Something both innocent and disturbingly vulgar moistened the nun's fingers. If there had been more time, it might have wrinkled her fingerprints.

And the nun looked at Kitty while repeatedly rubbing those undergarments with her fingers.

"..."

"..."

Kitty truly wished she could die.

Ch.42 - Happily Ever After~
The awkward atmosphere seemed to be churning beyond mere discomfort.

The nun instinctively noticed the mucous substance flowing between Kitty's thighs.

Kitty, having exposed herself so publicly, hugged a nearby pillow to hide her burning face.

Neither spoke for a while. No—they couldn't speak.

The nun couldn't figure out how to process the situation, and Kitty just wanted to die on the spot.

"..."
"..."

Time passed mercilessly, and they remained silent. Opening a conversation was impossible when both were too embarrassed to face each other.

But time, as always, flowed indifferently. They couldn't keep their mouths shut forever.

The nun, being the adult in the situation, spoke as gently as possible to avoid hurting Kitty.

"Um... this isn't something to be ashamed of at all. Everyone has such desires hidden in a corner of their heart."

"..."

"I too am human. So, Kitty, there's absolutely no need to be embarrassed..."

"Hic."

"Kitty?"

Women cry for various reasons. It could be emotional, or it could be biological.

According to research, women typically have eight times more substances that transmit feelings of depression than men. Moreover, they have more of the hormone prolactin, which helps secrete tears, making them physically predisposed to cry more easily.

In this sense, Kitty's crying wasn't strange at all.

"Huwaaaaang!!"

The nun was greatly flustered by Kitty's sudden, heart-wrenching sobs.

"Huh? Huh?"

Kitty wailed like a baby who had lost its milk teeth.

The nun flailed her hands helplessly, trying somehow to comfort Kitty.

But all she had learned was how to use holy power and how to calm down agitated patients. She hadn't learned how to comfort someone who was crying.

Even as the nun was thinking, Kitty's crying steadily grew louder.

"Kuaaang!!"

Whatever was making her so miserable, Kitty was now outright screaming. She seemed ready to achieve enlightenment through wailing.

The nun, her mind frozen like muddy slush, instinctively decided to calm Kitty down first.

The nun moved behind the seated Kitty and positioned her biceps and triceps near Kitty's neck.

Then she applied pressure. The key was to properly compress the carotid artery.

If one were to ask whether this was an appropriate way to calm a patient, the rear naked choke was, surprisingly, a time-honored sedative passed down since ancient times.

"Kuaaang... kek... k..."

Suddenly caught in a rear naked choke, Kitty instinctively lifted her chin to create space for her fingers, then pulled on the nun's arm to create an air passage.

Then she fell flat on her back. This way, the nun had to bear Kitty's full weight.

With her center of gravity reversed, Kitty raised one foot in a bridge position and pushed her torso upward.

The air passage was now significantly wider. The next step was simple. By fully inserting her hand into the widened gap and pulling down while slightly pushing in her left shoulder...

A perfect rear naked choke escape. The prestige of a jiu-jitsu black belt was on full display.

"How is this possible!"

The nun was surprised to see Kitty escape from her finishing move, the rear naked choke.

But Kitty was even more surprised. To immediately apply a rear naked choke just because she leaked a little fluid—this woman was truly insane.

However, it wasn't completely ineffective. Kitty had stopped crying abruptly due to the mental shock.

The nun shrugged at Kitty, as if to say, "See how amazing I am."

"Crazy bitch..."

"Pardon? What did you say?"

"Nothing."

Massaging her reddened, swollen neck, Kitty seriously considered generating electricity. After all, an electric chair needed electricity to operate.

"...?"

The nun suddenly sensed killing intent.

It was quite impressive how she looked around, touching her goosebump-covered bare skin.

Anyway, all misunderstandings were cleared between the nun and Kitty. But Kitty had one task remaining: ensuring the nun's silence.

Kitty pondered deeply. How could she bury her shameful display?

Should she get on her knees and beg? Or perhaps slip her some money?

...Fertilizer?

"Hik..."

The nun looked around again. The vague killing intent she had felt earlier now pierced her delicate skin.

This was why dealing with clergy was so tiresome. Did the almighty God personally mark danger signs on their heads? Their intuition was unnecessarily good.

Pruning the thoughts in her mind, Kitty modified her approaches. And among them, she executed the most effective, efficient, and relatively sensible method of ensuring silence.

"Sister? Could you please keep today's incident a secret..."

Kitty carefully handed something over, like a corrupt businessman bribing an equally corrupt politician.

But the nun refused Kitty's dark money. Perhaps as a member of the clergy, she disliked ill-gotten gains.

Or maybe the clergy's unique intuition simply told her to keep her mouth shut and grovel.

Either way, the nun's judgment was correct.

"Kitty. What happened here will never leak outside. If you don't believe me, I'll take a vow of silence right here."

A vow of silence. Simply put, it's a shackle where breaking the vow causes one's holy power to disappear.

Of course, to Kitty, who lacked this background knowledge, it sounded like nonsense, but she had to back down when the clergy member mentioned something as grand as a vow.

.
.
.
.
.

A few days later.

Bell Park was peaceful today as well.

The only slight differences were the occasional sounds of dynamite tearing up Bell Park,

And Kitty, who had been holed up in her room for three days straight, living as a hikikomori.

Even puffing roughly on a smoking cigar couldn't calm her troubled mind. She felt the urge to smash something right away.

"Huff... damn it all."

As Kitty exhaled smoke, a chaotic rainbow-like cobweb moistened her eyes.

Hit by direct sunlight, Kitty closed her eyes. She began to focus on her hearing, and judging by the lack of noise, the dining hall was empty and quiet.

Our precocious little Kitty carefully descended the stairs with her crutch. After all, three days of hunger was practically torture.

Kitty crept down the stairs like a cunning wizard. Her armpit, pressed against the crutch, swelled into two lumps of flesh, split so exquisitely that they resembled sweet shellfish.

Meanwhile, her armpit, rubbed by the rough wooden crutch, began to turn red. This ever-changing armpit, after emitting a sweet scent, began to look like a suggestive mussel.

Anyway, Kitty safely reached the bottom of the stairs.

Instinctively, she hobbled on her crutch toward where food might be found. She looked like a female hyena.

"Found it!"

Led by the scent trail, she arrived at an oasis where a pile of peeled potatoes was stacked. Kitty plopped down on the floor and reached into the potato sack, taking out a couple to eat.

Although they were raw potatoes, they were somewhat edible. Though her point of comparison was the hard, disgustingly tasteless special operations rations she had eaten during her military days.

As the stiff potato lump passed through Kitty's esophagus, it created a bulge in her throat. A breath-stopping tremor swept through Kitty's fragile body, but the temptation of carbohydrates was hard to resist.

With tears welling in her eyes, Kitty chewed and swallowed the raw potatoes. The starch juice remaining in the raw potatoes seeped out in her mouth, forming white foam around the corners of her lips, and as the potato's unique fishy smell vibrated, white turbidity dripped along her jawline.

Kitty's binge eating continued.

Until the restaurant owner came in.

"Who's there?"

When the restaurant owner's wary voice echoed, Kitty was so startled she hiccupped.

"Hic! Hic!"

"Kitty, is that you?"

Kitty hurriedly covered her mouth. But as we know, it was too late.

Raising her head slightly, she saw the restaurant owner's face looking down at her.

The restaurant owner was speechless for a while as he watched Kitty stealing potatoes. He was both dumbfounded and perhaps felt sorry for her pitiful state.

Eventually, having gathered his thoughts, the restaurant owner sighed and lifted Kitty, who was trying to hide in the potato sack.

"Have you eaten?"

A truly familiar greeting. Though he had a mountain of questions, he didn't pry. He knew well that a woman's secrets were mountainous.

At the restaurant owner's question, Kitty blushed and hung her head low. There was no need to answer verbally; her rumbling belly answered for her.

"What would you like to eat?"

"... Cream stew."

The restaurant owner chuckled, put Kitty down, and went into the kitchen.

Ch.43 - Oppenheimer Armory Party.
"Hey."

"What."

"What does 'dumbass' mean?"

"Idiot."

"You're calling me an idiot just because I don't know that one thing?"

"Fucking moron."

As always, union members 1 and 2 were at each other's throats.

Another peaceful day in Bell Park.

In this peaceful Bell Park, Kitty could barely contain her excitement.

The precision machine tools ordered from the capital had finally arrived at Bell Park.

"A lathe!"
"Wow!"

"A milling machine!"
"Woooow!!"

"A drilling machine!!!"
"Woooooaaah!!!"

As Kitty, seated in her wheelchair, pointed out each machine tool lined up in the yard, the blacksmiths cheered ecstatically, realizing they would no longer need to hammer hundreds or thousands of times to make a single gun.

But it was too early to be amazed. Among the numerous machine tools displayed in the yard, there was still one machine covered with a cloth, hiding its appearance.

Even in their excitement, the blacksmiths were incredibly curious about this mysterious machine hidden under the cloth. What could it be? How amazing must it be to be covered like that?

Amid all kinds of speculation, Kitty, judging that the atmosphere was sufficiently heated, grinned and pulled away the cloth covering the mysterious machine.

"Introducing! The rifling machine!"
"WOOOOAAAH!!!"

The rifling machine was finally revealed. Though its size was unimpressive compared to the other machines, the blacksmiths cheered more enthusiastically than ever.

Why such excitement for a machine that did nothing but automatically cut rifling grooves?

Because in the process of manufacturing firearms, cutting rifling grooves was the most arduous task.

Other parts could be salvaged with a few hammer strikes if slightly misshapen, but rifling required such delicate precision that one mistake meant throwing the entire barrel into the furnace.

In that sense, the blacksmiths' excitement was justified. The fact that it was a one-of-a-kind machine custom-ordered by Kitty herself added to the appeal.

Amid the cheers, Kitty slightly raised the corner of her mouth in a haughty expression, as if flaunting the dignity of a governor.

Behind Kitty, the restaurant owner pushing her wheelchair felt his shoulders rise with pride, like a parent watching their successful child.

"Kitty! Kitty! Kitty!"
"Hail!"

As the blacksmiths raised their hammers and chanted the governor's name, Kitty responded by raising one arm high.

As Kitty's arm went up, a cold breeze blew through the empty space between her wrist.

The cold breeze circled around Kitty's thin back, her sore nipples, and the empty space in her navel before leaving, transformed into a coy and damp spring breeze by the time it departed.

"Mmm, smell~"
"?"

A union member who had been beaten and chased out of the restaurant before suddenly took a deep breath. The blacksmith next to him gave him a strange look but decided to ignore it.

Anyway, the proceedings moved along quickly.

Numerous workers carried the machine tools into the newly constructed building in an orderly fashion.

Kitty waited with scissors in front of the building, which was decorated with colorful paper.

Finally, after all the machine tools had been moved into the new headquarters,

Kitty cut the colorful paper, and with that, the illustrious Oppenheimer Armory was officially established.

.
.
.
.
.

While the blacksmiths were fawning over the precision machine tools, Kitty and the restaurant owner returned to the restaurant together.

In a world streaked with pristine white snow, with only Kitty and the restaurant owner remaining.

In this world, Kitty kept blowing breath into her hands as if they were cold. The breath she exhaled while revealing her inner thoughts smelled like a half-eaten cherry candy.

The restaurant owner, seeing Kitty looking cold, took off his own gloves and put them directly on her hands.

The size difference between the restaurant owner's and Kitty's hands was enormous, making the gloves extremely loose.

"Hahaha! They're so loose~ Look at this."

Kitty burst into laughter at the imbalance. She moved her gloved hands up and down repeatedly, making a slapping sound as the animal leather met her skin.

The restaurant owner just smiled at her innocent expression. And he imagined how nice it would be if they could walk side by side instead of using a wheelchair.

But before long, his retrospective imagination that started with "how nice it would have been" turned into a tragic fantasy under the sweet ashen sunlight.

How nice it would have been. How nice it would have been if they had run faster. How nice it would have been if they had been together that day.

As the restaurant owner's head drooped, a tree branch, unable to bear the weight of the snow, broke. The sound was similar to that of breaking bones.

The restaurant owner raised his head. It was a damn fine day.

The restaurant owner wandered aimlessly around Bell Park, pushing Kitty, who sat demurely. Kitty's occasional chatter guided the restaurant owner's mind back from its distant drift from reality.

After walking and walking, they arrived at a lake. The lake was covered with sparkling emerald ice, and Bell Park's aspiring Eskimo children tried in vain to break the ice with pickaxes.

Walking around the perimeter of the lake, he observed Kitty. To others, her face might have seemed blank and expressionless, but to the restaurant owner's eyes, it was filled with regret.

A lukewarm sense of guilt crawled up his spine and through his capillaries. The beautiful lake where only he walked, and where he wished to walk together, proved it.

"Mister."

The restaurant owner, pulling the wheelchair with a vacant stare, looked up toward the source of the sweet, soft laughter.

Kitty was covering her face with the large gloves the restaurant owner had given her. Judging by her fragile shoulders moving up and down, she seemed to be holding back laughter.

And not long after, the dainty hands covering her face opened playfully as she made a sound like "Ta-da~" with her mouth, the pronunciation slipping like a child who had just lost their baby teeth.

The face that was finally revealed was truly a spectacle.

A youthful face exuding the smell of baby formula, with a fake mustache made only of snow.

And then, as if imitating someone, she deepened her voice and earnestly spouted incomprehensible language.

"Do you want total war, mister?"

It was truly a worthless, cheap performance that would have deserved rotten bananas thrown at it if it were paid stand-up comedy.

After finishing her brief, cheap act, Kitty turned her waist and looked up at the restaurant owner. An unimaginably distant curve. The white jade-like skin shining through the thick coat was slightly visible.

As she raised her head and smiled broadly, her distinctive canine teeth sparkled in the sunlight. The restaurant owner couldn't help but smile at her flirtatious, shameless grin.

"Oh! You smiled! You smiled!"
"No, I didn't."
"Liar! You just smiled!"
"I said I didn't."

When the restaurant owner repeatedly denied it, Kitty, annoyed, pulled her own wheelchair away from him.

Then she gathered snow from the ground and threw it at the restaurant owner.

Thwack-!

Despite sitting in a wheelchair, the snowball shot from Kitty's hand accurately struck the restaurant owner's face. It seemed her old grenade-throwing skills hadn't gone anywhere.

A moment of silence as the ice chunks stuck to the restaurant owner's face fell off with a plop.

The restaurant owner, thinking deeply with his rapidly cooled head, bent down to make a snowball.

"Here comes a snowball, you brat."

The snowball thrown by the restaurant owner also hit Kitty's face with perfect accuracy.

"You want to go?!"

As Kitty who was hit by the snowball retaliated, a sudden snowball battle commenced.

Kitty bent over to make a snowball. Her rounded spine exuded health, and her narrow buttocks swelled slightly under her black clothes as she tensed up.

"Ahaha!!"

Kitty laughed brightly as she threw snowballs at the restaurant owner.

But the snowball battle had to end soon, because unlike Kitty who just sat and threw snowballs, the restaurant owner moved around in three dimensions while throwing his.

Moreover, the restaurant owner was suspiciously good at throwing snowballs. Every snowball he threw hit Kitty's face, and she eventually surrendered in a small voice.

"E...enough..."
"Oh no."

Kitty's face was speckled with snow crystals like a pointillist painting.

As she rubbed her reddened cheeks and complained of the stinging, the restaurant owner, finally coming to his senses, hurried over and bowed his head.

"I-I'm sorry. I got carried away..."
"Mmm. It's okay, I had fun."

Unlike the restaurant owner who was fidgeting as if he had committed a crime, Kitty fluttered her eyelids and showed a bright, innocent smile.

As Kitty's wheelchair passed by the restaurant owner with a giggle, to the restaurant owner's eyes, parts of her appeared as if frozen in time, like a still from a movie.

The restaurant owner stood there for a while, just watching Kitty zipping around, resolving to take more walks with her.

While the restaurant owner was watching Kitty, suddenly someone approached from behind, desperately calling out Kitty's name.

"Governor! Governor!"

Union member 1, who had run so far without rest that he was not just panting but moaning.

The startled restaurant owner handed over his water flask and asked what was wrong.

"What on earth happened for you to run here so urgently?"
"O...o..."

Whether out of breath or terrified, union member 1 stuttered the same word several times with his lips rounded.

And when he finally caught his breath, what came out of the union member's mouth was quite shocking.

"Orcs have appeared!!"

Ch.44 - This Little Rascal Speaks Human Language.
Afternoon.

Bell Park Labor Union Headquarters.

"..."
"..."

For some reason, today the union members were sitting quietly without their usual arguments or fistfights.

Anyone would behave that way with a fierce orc breathing menacingly right in front of them.

Rough breaths rose from beneath his chin. His face, beyond rugged to downright ferocious, was etched with deep wrinkles and scars like a map.

Protruding cheekbones and jawbone, sharp red eyes gleaming beneath low-set eyebrows—they looked as if they contained killing intent.

And when such orcs flexed their vast lats and took their stance, the fragile union members 1 and 2 could only let out shrill screams.

"Urablakakkak!"
"Hee, heek..."

And surrounding these orcs were security staff.

When one of them unconsciously loaded his rifle, cold metallic sounds soon echoed throughout security.

Click-click!

About 20 security personnel aimed their weapons at the orcs in unison. But the orcs, seemingly finding this laughable, snorted and raised their spears high while shouting.

[!!!!!!]

"Ugh..."

Their shouts were so loud that one security staff member with particularly sensitive hearing complained of a headache after hearing the orcs' battle cry.

"Fuck, hands up! Move and I'll shoot!"

A security guard thrust his rifle forward like a spear in response to the orc's threat.

They were pointing weapons at each other. The orcs were ready to thrust their spears at any moment, and security had their fingers on the trigger guards with the safety off.

Yet one security staff member wondered if bullets would even penetrate those massive bodies covered in muscle.

"Grrrr..."
"..."

One minute felt like an hour. The sound of swallowing saliva thundered, and sweat dripping through wooden rifle stocks poured like rain.

A hellish stalemate. But this deadlock couldn't last long.

"We. Want talk. Human."

When one orc stepped forward and opened his mouth, every human present was astonished. Though the grammar and pronunciation were terrible, it was clearly human language.

"D-did I just...hear right?"
"Yes. I definitely heard it."

While the security staff whispered among themselves, one orc slowly walked out from the group.

His head was adorned with a magnificent headdress decorated with eagle feathers, and his deeply lined eyes contained wisdom gained through the passage of time.

Security instinctively realized this was the orc who had spoken human language.

"Chief. Want. Talk."
"Is the boss your friend? What are you all doing! These f-cking bastards should all... Ow! Why are you hitting me?"

"Lower your gun, idiot. You too. And you."

Security Officer #1 smacked the back of the head of the ex-military security guard.

After calming everyone down, #1 approached the orc presumed to be the leader.

"Do you truly wish to talk?"
"Yes. We not come to fight."
"Then discard your weapons. I'll escort you to the Governor."
"No! Are you crazy? Why would you let orcs inside?!"

Our hot-blooded ex-military security guard was furious at #1's handling of the situation, but #1 simply ignored him.

We have K-1 rifles that can fire 8 bullets, so why treat these spear-wielding orcs with such deference? Why not just secretly bury them? It didn't sit well with him.

However, #1's response was truly appropriate. While they could turn the small number of orcs into pulp with their guns right now, doing so would trigger the orcs' unique fighting spirit.

If a little more time had passed, it might have been different, but currently Bell Park lacked the firearms, ammunition, and manpower to fight the orcs.

Let's assume that in trying to drive away the orcs, an armed conflict accidentally occurred. Let's assume angry orcs came charging into Bell Park with weapons.

Of course, they would hold their ground initially. After all, we have rifles.

Guns and cannons. And dynamite. If we concentrated all our capabilities, we could achieve an unbelievable exchange ratio.

But there was one problem. Our resources are limited.

If the newly built Oppenheimer Armory had gotten on track, it might have been a fight worth attempting, but not now.

At some point, the number of orcs would inevitably exceed the bullets we had.

A rifle without bullets would become nothing more than a blunt weapon, and if the battle shifted to close combat, we would be slaughtered mercilessly.

Moreover, the orcs following behind him had explicitly stated they hadn't come to fight, so the moral high ground was theirs.

In this sense, #1's handling wasn't the best, but it was well done.

.
.
.
.
.

In the silence of a room buzzing with heat despite the cold winter...

In that silence, #1 was anxiously waiting for his master, Kitty, while sweating profusely.

Standing at attention, then flinching at piercing gazes. Clearing his throat a couple of times. Clutching his churning stomach.

"AHEM!!!!"

Startled by the orc's cough after waiting too long. His eyeballs rolled around, and cold sweat poured down.

#1 couldn't stay still, like a runaway dog. Understandably so. It felt like it had been over an hour since someone was sent, but there was still no sign of Kitty.

But as they say, if you pray earnestly, the universe will help you—the office door that he had been staring at finally swung open.

"Boss!"

Kitty looked back and forth between #1, who was smiling with wide eyes, and the stern-faced orc.

"Um... can someone explain what's going on?"

At Kitty's request, #1 rushed over and whispered everything that had happened so far.

*whisper whisper*

"Hmm. So that's what happened. Good job."

Although much information was cut or condensed due to #1's poor communication skills, Kitty succeeded in understanding the situation from these fragmentary details.

Kitty understood perfectly despite the garbled explanation.

After patting #1's head for handling the situation well, Kitty wheeled toward the orc.

"Are you the leader?"

The elderly orc with eagle feather decorations on his head spoke while looking at Kitty.

It sounded like it was echoing from a deep cave. The low, thick voice was like an animal's howl, and the rough, growling breath mixed in made it sound even more threatening.

"Yes. I am Kitty Oppenheimer, Governor of Bell Park."
"Kitty. Oppenheimer. I remember."

The chief orc said this while showing Kitty the back of his hand. It was a sign of respect commonly used by orcs, but Kitty, who didn't even know the name of the country she lived in, had no way of knowing this.

Kitty naturally just stared blankly at the extended hand, and the guard orc, thinking their goodwill had been ignored, threatened Kitty.

"Wallakak! Kakbulrukak!"

Spit flew with each word, and the sound of it hitting his tusks echoed eerily. It was enough to instill fear in anyone listening.

But Kitty didn't seem to mind much. Although the guard orc's voice was full of anger and violence, it contained no actual killing intent.

Kitty wiped the spit from her face and bowed her head.

"I know nothing about orc culture. Please understand."

Seeing Kitty remain unfazed after hearing the orc's howl that could make anyone wet themselves, the other orcs except the chief couldn't hide their bewilderment.

Meanwhile, the chief orc continued the conversation with the same stoic face.

"It's fine, human. That's not important. Now."
"Is that so? Then why have you come here?"

To Kitty's direct question, the chief orc gave an answer without hesitation.

"Stop what you're doing at Ulua."
"Eh?"

Kitty tilted her head. What exactly should be stopped? And what is Ulua?

As Kitty rolled her emerald green eyes trying to infer the meaning, a particularly perceptive union member approached and whispered to her.

"Ulua means 'river' in the orc language, and by 'stop,' he means the water and sewage construction currently in progress."
"Ah- I see... Got it. Thanks."

Kitty patted the perceptive union member's head, then turned back to the orc.

"That might be a bit difficult. The water and sewage system is essential for our Bell Park..."
"Then we. Do."
"Do what?"
"War."

Kitty was dumbfounded. Are they some kind of environmental protection group? Or did they lease the river? More importantly, can they just casually bring up the word "war" like that?

"I cannot accept that. Unless you provide a more convincing reason..."
"Ulua is resting place of our ancestors. Human. Stop."
"Then through dialogue, we can reach an amicable agreement..."
"Stop. Now."
"Then we'll show our sincerity..."
"Stop."
"..."

Kitty wondered what color fertilizer made from orcs would be.

"Sigh... Can you give us some time?"
"You. Leader. No decision power?"
"...In our Bell Park, we have agreements and procedures. Please understand."

The chief orc pondered something deeply, then nodded.

"Alright. Will come back in three days."

Ch.45 - Headache, Toothache, Menstrual Cramps
After the orcs with slap-worthy faces returned to their base camp, the Labor Union Headquarters became extremely noisy.

"Who decided to abandon the water and sewage project? I absolutely oppose it!"
"What, you want to go to war with the orcs instead?"
"Why not? We even have K-1 rifles!"
"Is your ancestor going to make the bullets for us?"
"This bastard's been talking like a damn orc since earlier."
"I'm not the orc, you are. Your bald head looks exactly like theirs."
"Your father has quite the prominent nose... Check your family tree and you'll probably find an orc in there somewhere."
"Your mother buys only the thickest radishes at the market every day. Missing the taste of orc, perhaps?"
"You son of a bitch."
"You dog bastard."

In the midst of this dignified debate, a fistfight suddenly broke out.

The hastily begun argument had already split into hardline hawks and moderate doves.

"We must never stop the water and sewage project, even if it means war!"
"War is not an option! We have too much to lose!"

The two union members who had somehow become the leaders of each faction gathered supporters who shared their views and began shouting their opinions to the final decision-maker with one heart and mind.

"Let's crush the orcs!"
"War is madness!"

And in the midst of this chaos, Kitty, the final decision-maker and governor of Bell Park, was clutching her head.

"Sigh... what should I do..."

In her heart, Kitty had already decided against war. It was obvious that if they went to war while their growth momentum was just beginning, they would wither and die before even blooming.

But there was a reason she couldn't easily speak her mind.

That reason was none other than Kitty herself.

More precisely, it was because of what Kitty had done in Bell Park.

Bell Park had shown unprecedented growth speed in imperial history thanks to Kitty's fertilizer.

Currently, Bell Park had grown to a scale that could rival any decent-sized city.

Naturally, the pride of the citizens living in Bell Park had skyrocketed.

Add to that the development of the K-1 rifle, capable of firing eight consecutive bullets, and their confidence in military power had surged as well.

With such extremely high pride and trust in their military power, yielding to orcs who merely poked around with spears? From the hardliners' perspective, this was a situation that severely scratched their pride.

One might think, "Why not just explain why war is a bad idea?" But that posed its own problems.

While such an explanation might temporarily suppress discontent... it would inevitably erupt someday. And in an unpredictable form at that.

From Kitty's perspective, this was worse than war with the orcs. Above all else, internal division had to be prevented.

To do that, she needed to drive away the orcs without going to war.

...But how?

It was truly a contradiction. Opposition. Irrationality. Impossibility.

Giving up on thinking, Kitty wore a madwoman's smile, shook her poor head wearily, wobbled into her wheelchair, and quietly spoke.

"Let's end here for today... We'll meet again tomorrow."

Kitty felt a genuine headache for the first time in a long while.

Even with her old friend—a top-quality colonial cigar—between her lips, her scrambled mind showed no signs of clearing.

.
.
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.

Late night.

The Chieftain Orc's hut.

The red glow of a cigarette burning in the darkness seemed to reflect the Chieftain Orc's mood. Hazy smoke filled the orc's hut.

Taking another deep drag of the well-dried tobacco leaves, nicotine seeped deep into his lungs. His mind seemed to clear momentarily, but it was only a fleeting relief—reality still weighed heavily on the Chieftain Orc.

"Huff... I wonder if this is really the right thing..."

The Chieftain Orc gazed at the smoldering campfire inside his hut, desperately hoping his plan would work.

The chief's plan was to establish an equal footing with humans in the upcoming negotiations.

The reason he had obstructed the humans' construction project with a high-handed attitude, invoking ancestors he'd never even seen, was to gain an advantageous card in negotiations.

Meanwhile, the thought crossed his mind: what if the humans wanted war?

But the water was already spilled.

If the humans chose war, his tribe was dying slowly anyway. Rather than sitting quietly waiting for death, he preferred to take a gamble.

At least mutual destruction was possible.

After a long while of strengthening his resolve, he suddenly sensed someone's presence. The Chieftain Orc raised his head toward the direction of the sound.

"My son."

The orc who entered the Chieftain's hut late at night was none other than the Chieftain's son.

The Chieftain warmly welcomed his son.

"What brings you here so late?"

"Are you planning to negotiate with the humans, Father?"

"I don't know what you're talking about. How was your hunt today? Come here and tell me about it."

The Chieftain Orc smiled kindly, trying to reassure his son.

But the Son Orc, who had already heard everything, was in no mood for casual conversation with his father.

"Are you trying to deceive me again, Father?"

"N-no, son. I just..."

"You went to the human village today to turn the tide, didn't you? Am I wrong?"

The Chieftain Orc looked at his fuming son and thought that further concealment was futile.

"Yes, that's right. So what of it, son?"

"Why humans of all people? Have you forgotten what happened 50 years ago?"

"Why bring up something that happened before you were born?"

"Is that the issue here? The fact that we mighty orcs were driven to this barren land! Isn't it all because of humans?"

"Isn't it the way of the world that winners claim fertile lands while losers don't?"

The Chieftain Orc took another drag of his cigarette and continued.

"Son, as you know, our tribe is dying. The soil is barren, and game is scarce. You know this too."

"Even so, that's no reason to join hands with those detestable humans. Father, we should just fight and take what we need."

"Fight? Against them?"

The Chieftain Orc sneered.

"I've seen it. The humans' fire-spitting sticks have become even more vicious, and that strange thing they call dynamite shakes the earth... Haven't you seen it too, son?"

"..."

The Son Orc couldn't say anything.

Whatever sorcery they had used, the musket that once required a full minute between shots had transformed into a vicious rifle that could fire eight rounds in an instant.

And what about the dynamite that humans constantly detonated?

It was truly shocking and terrifying to see a tiny cylinder, not even the size of a fist, shatter incredibly hard rocks into pieces.

The Chieftain Orc hung his head, blaming himself for how things had come to this point.

But this wasn't the Chieftain's fault. It was merely a predetermined outcome stemming from physical differences.

Humans are weak. Humans know this very well. That's why they needed weapons to fight and win against other races.

Axes, swords, spears, bows, and guns. Humans continuously researched weapons to compensate for their physical disadvantages, and they understood well how powerful a united collective could be.

Humans frequently survived the vortex of extinction through self-developed weapons and the power of united groups, and over time, they became remarkably adept.

In contrast, orcs are strong. We know this very well. Simply striking with bare hands was enough to make everything explode. So they didn't need separate weapons.

Since each individual had catastrophic-level specs, orcs didn't need to form groups. They had only been living in groups for less than 200 years.

Of course, orcs weren't ignorant of the power of unity. But they were incomparably less skilled than humans who had lived collectively since ancient times.

Isn't it ironic? That the race created to be the weakest flourishes the most, while the race created to be the strongest declines first.

So the Chieftain Orc chose. Let's survive first.

Even if it means crawling on the ground.

And then build strength.

Driving out humans would come after that.

"...Do you trust the humans?"
"It's not about trust. It's about using them."
"I'm sure that's what you tell yourself..."

Seeing the Chieftain Orc's eyes burning like flames, the Son Orc thought further dialogue would be meaningless.

So he decided to offer advice instead.

Not as a son, but as an advisor.

"Kakashi, always be wary of humans. They are a race that takes more pleasure in others' losses than in their own gains."

"When they extend a hand, always check what's in their other hand. If they hide a hand behind their back, reject their offer without hesitation."

"Especially when they speak of oaths, you'd be better off covering your ears. To them, oaths are infinitely light and vulgar things."

Having said all he needed to say, the Son Orc bowed deeply and withdrew. The Chieftain Orc remained seated for a long time after his son left, lost in thought.

And time passed like an arrow.

Ch.46 - The Negotiation Is Over.
Three days later.

The Chieftain Orc arrived at Bell Park with the same members as before.

Kitty greeted them, escorted by numerous security personnel.

The difference from before was that Kitty was finally standing on her own two feet. Though, of course, it was difficult without a cane.

Kitty approached the Chieftain Orc, limping step by step with her cane, and offered a handshake with a bright smile.

"Welcome back to Bell Park."

In truth, as everyone knew, she wasn't welcoming at all. She only wanted to snatch the rifle from the security guard beside her and drive a Mojimback drill into the orc right then and there.

The Chieftain Orc, sensing something off about this welcome, accepted Kitty's handshake with the same expressionless face as before, saying nothing.

"Is your leg troubling you?"
"Haha... I've had some issues."

Even with the support of her cane, standing for long seemed uncomfortable. As soon as the handshake ended, Kitty plopped down into a wheelchair pushed by the restaurant owner.

Just standing briefly made her sweat like rain. Indeed, one only realizes the true value of freedom after losing it.

It was a moment of realizing how precious physical freedom was, something she had taken for granted.

"Want to talk. Quietly."

As the Chieftain Orc looked around while speaking to Kitty, she finally noticed her surroundings.

A crowd had gathered, so many people that she wondered when they had all arrived.

The Bell Park residents, gathered like clouds, examined the orcs up and down with eyes half curious, half fearful.

It was like observing animals in a zoo. Even humans would find it quite insulting—would orcs feel any different?

"Indeed. Let's go inside."

As soon as Kitty finished speaking, the restaurant owner shot a glare at the Chieftain Orc before pulling the wheelchair toward the union headquarters.

.
.
.
.
.

Morning.

Bell Park Labor Union Headquarters.

The former governor, now reduced to a clerk, placed papers on a walnut table to record the meeting's contents, creating a tapping sound in the silent room.

Kitty's nervous cane-tapping created a harmony with it.

The orc seemed equally restless, repeatedly cracking his knuckles.

Only the restaurant owner maintained silence.

An unnatural fog had settled in the conference room. Though the sun was rising high toward noon, this fog showed no signs of dissipating.

In this impenetrable fog, Kitty bravely spoke first. Even with nicotine's help, it wasn't easy.

"To get straight to the point, we cannot abandon the water and sewage construction."

But perhaps she had inhaled too much nicotine. When the tense Kitty made this abrupt statement without context, the orcs flared up.

Thanks to the orcs' fiery response, the negotiation began to liven up. But failing to manage the heat, one suddenly gripped the axe at his waist, and in response, security cocked their rifles.

"War! War!"
"Fuck! Put down your weapons!"

As security released the safety catches, the negotiation headed toward disaster from the start.

However, the situation quickly calmed down.

The Chieftain Orc, not wanting this escalation, simply raised his hand, and the anger management-challenged orc who had been wildly brandishing his axe meekly put it away, suddenly becoming anger management-competent.

In response, Kitty forcefully struck her cane on the ground, showing her discomfort, and the security staff decocked their rifles.

And so, the negotiation instantly returned to square one.

"Human. Want. War."

The Chieftain Orc threatened, scratching the table with his dark, cracked nails.

But hearing this threat, Kitty tilted her head.

'There's no hostility in his voice. Why?'

There was no hostility at all. Strangely, the Chieftain Orc's voice contained no animosity, only sadness and nausea.

Kitty's brilliant mind began spinning at 1800rpm. She started carefully examining the Chieftain Orc's expression for any clues.

His eyes were slightly squinted, forehead wrinkled—typical stress responses.

He cleared his throat frequently and kept touching the space between his eyebrows—classic avoidance behaviors.

For unknown reasons, the Chieftain Orc was extremely uncomfortable with this situation.

Kitty ran a quick thought experiment with these clues.

Let's think. Let's think carefully with this excellent brain.

If they truly disliked our actions and saw us as easy targets, they would have ambushed us instead. Why stupidly create opposition and raise our guard?

"Hmm..."

As a hypothesis formed in Kitty's mind, she could finally view the orc objectively.

Wearing roughly dried leather like a loincloth, he would look like a disheveled madman if he were human.

His cracked lips, sunken eye sockets, and split skin suggested poor nutrition.

Compared to Bell Park, the orcs seemed several steps behind on the ladder of civilization. At best, they appeared to have just entered tribal society.

Having completed her brief analysis, Kitty answered the Chieftain Orc's question, treading carefully.

"Bell Park doesn't shy away from fights that come our way."
"..."

As soon as Kitty finished speaking, she noticed the Chieftain Orc's eyes waver. Though he quickly regained composure, it didn't escape Kitty's keen observation.

A clear signal from the Chieftain Orc. This confirmed Kitty's hypothesis, leading to one conclusion.

Indeed, the orcs don't actually want war. War was just a bluff to bring us to the negotiating table.

Having reached the truth, Kitty held her cigar like a dart, quickly tapped ash into the ashtray with her index finger, and subtly observed the Chieftain Orc's expression.

His face remained stoic, but unmistakable signs of confusion were gradually becoming visible.

The signal was so clear that Kitty felt slightly relieved.

At the same time, she grew irritated with the orcs before her. How dare they mention war to my face?

Even considering the anchoring effect of starting with high demands, using war as a threat card crossed a line.

But openly showing hostility was absolutely forbidden. There was no telling what these unpredictable orcs might do.

Kitty teased the Chieftain Orc with a much softer nuance than before.

"But Bell Park strives for peace. A wise leader should avoid unnecessary wars."
"...I agree."

The Chieftain Orc reacted overly sensitively to the phrase 'unnecessary war.' Perhaps new to such negotiation tables, his reactions were remarkably transparent for someone of his age.

Indeed, this was his first time. How many opportunities would orcs have for such rational negotiations in their lives? Orc society typically resolved issues through direct confrontation, with the victor dictating terms.

Orcs truly living in an age of romance.

But this was Bell Park, where all manner of scheming prevailed. A place where the naive couldn't survive.

At this point, Kitty thought it necessary to give the orcs some breathing room.

Considering that the orcs had threatened war, they might have calculated that mutual destruction was at least possible from their perspective.

Since we're the ones at a disadvantage, we'll take a step back.

"As I mentioned earlier, water and sewage facilities are absolutely necessary... but are you completely unwilling to compromise on this issue?"
"Compromise. What?"
"For example... paying a river usage fee."

Kitty maintained her position that the water and sewage construction couldn't be abandoned, while leaving room for negotiation by suggesting payment for river usage.

This opened the possibility of negotiation for the orcs while also being a strategic proposal to protect Bell Park's interests.

Now the ball was in the Chieftain Orc's court. All eyes focused on how he would react and what outcome this negotiation would reach.

.
.
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The Chieftain Orc inwardly sighed as he caught Kitty's subtle implications.

'She figured it out.'

Feeling as if he'd been stripped naked, the Chieftain Orc looked at Kitty, who was smirking across from him.

He never imagined that Kitty, whom he had thought was a somewhat plausible but considerably preposterous woman—Kitty, who seemed helpless in her wheelchair—could transform into such a cunning and chilling woman in an instant.

It gave him chills. He couldn't have imagined that a human woman who appeared to have lived less than a quarter of his years could have such profound psychological depth.

It was disconcerting. When had she realized that war was just a bluff? Had he made a mistake? Or could she read minds?

He didn't know how she had figured it out. But he clearly recognized that about half the negotiating leverage had shifted to her side.

Now all the Chieftain Orc could do was meaningfully wield what remained of his half-broken leverage.

However, recognizing that bluffing would no longer work, the Chieftain Orc's mind became filled not with thoughts of wielding leverage, but with Kitty's proposed river usage fee.

He was afraid that if he countered with something else, things might go wrong.

At that moment, a small change occurred in the Chieftain Orc's mind.

For good reason—the Chieftain Orc had lived his entire life without knowing fear.

But for the first time ever, he felt afraid.

And of a human child, no less.

Faced with a situation where his actions, beliefs, and values contradicted each other, the Chieftain Orc experienced psychological discomfort... cognitive dissonance.

Such cognitive dissonance is accompanied by unpleasant emotions, causing people to feel the need to reduce this discomfort.

To reduce this discomfort, people use various rationalization strategies.

Like a student who fails an exam saying the questions were difficult.

Like a smoker saying cigarettes help relieve stress.

Like someone who breaks a promise saying there were unavoidable circumstances.

Among these many self-justifications, what the Chieftain Orc chose was...

'Yes... a river usage fee certainly provides sufficient justification.'

He justified his actions by adding new information.

The Chieftain Orc cautiously asked:

"River usage fee... how?"

.
.
.

And according to trained negotiators.

The essence of negotiation is a deceptive control technique that makes the other person believe they accepted your proposal through 'their own will.'

Ignoring the other's desire to manipulate.

Falling for the illusion of free will.

A double deception.

As the Chieftain Orc placed his hand on his chin and asked softly, Kitty smiled with her eyes.

Ch.47 - True Peace.
In Bell Park, where warm sunlight meets dancing snowflakes, creating rainbow-colored visible light that illuminates the entire world.

In such a Bell Park, the restaurant owner was humming while wiping dishes.

"Did you hear what the Governor did this time?"
"What is it? I'm always the last to know."
"My goodness... read the newspaper sometimes. Remember those Orcs from before?"
"Yeah, I remember. Weren't they the ones who came to mess up the water and sewage construction?"
"I heard she drove those Orc bastards away using just her tongue, without any war?"
"What? Amazing~"

Pretending not to be interested. Yet his body leaned slightly. His ears more attentive than ever—

The restaurant owner, secretly eavesdropping on conversations about Kitty in his establishment, felt inexplicably happy.

It was like watching his daughter achieve great success. The food he meticulously prepared no longer gave him any excitement, but stories about Kitty were tremendously enjoyable.

It felt like regaining a substantial portion of his youth! Despite still being on duty, the restaurant owner burned with desire to mix gin and orange juice.

He wanted to join that table right away and talk about Kitty. He longed to engage in deep, thorough, and profound discussions all night long about how her recent actions were both absurdly outrageous and heroically epic!

Some might consider the restaurant owner's thoughts excessive, but if we recall how an ancient Eastern official's diplomatic victory over barbarians was proudly recorded in history books, isn't this excitement quite understandable?

People unanimously say that eloquence is silver and silence is gold. But that's wrong.

Kitty's voluminous mouth-skills are pure 99.9% gold. All those miraculous phenomena that alchemists searched for in ancient times. The three pieces of wisdom of the entire world are right here in Bell Park.

I won't accept any objections. The restaurant owner was too busy for meaningless arguments.

Just as the Magi embarked on a long pilgrimage to see baby Jesus, he needed to bring Kitty a glass of orange juice.

The restaurant owner hummed as he began squeezing freshly bought oranges.

.

.
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The negotiation was successful. Kitty promised to pay the Orcs a monthly river usage fee, and the Orcs permitted the water and sewage construction.

Since human currency was useless to Orcs, the river usage fee would be paid in food. It was overflowing with abundance anyway, thanks to Kitty's fertilizer.

It was truly rare—a negotiation outcome beneficial to everyone. This showed how much peace-loving Kitty had struggled emotionally.

"How the hell do I destroy these bastards?"

Peace-loving Kitty hurled darts at a crude drawing of an Orc while spitting out coarse profanities.

What? How is that peace-loving Kitty? Well, if you're asking that, you know nothing about true peace.

While peace narrowly means the absence of war, modern peace studies interpret it as a state of mutual understanding, friendliness, and harmony without conflict or dispute.

Think about it. From Bell Park's pioneering perspective, Orc territory was merely undeveloped land—essentially an enemy nation that would eventually need to be pushed aside.

Historically, neighboring countries sharing borders have never gotten along well.

Moreover, humans try to enslave others just for having different skin colors, so how could they possibly be friendly with Orcs? Claiming harmony with Orcs goes beyond nonsense—it's a blatant lie from a con artist.

In this sense, Orcs are truly seeds of conflict.

Eliminating these seeds would be equivalent to humanity taking a step closer to true peace.

Yet instead of cutting off the sprouts, she was being extorted for food—enough to drive anyone mad.

"Should I just set fire to the forest first?"

As peace-loving Kitty was contemplating how to achieve true peace for Bell Park—

Knock- Knock-

"May I come in?"

The restaurant owner knocked on Kitty's office door, holding orange juice.

Startled, Kitty frantically began removing the darts and Orc drawing from the wall.

But Kitty, still unable to walk without a cane, struggled.

Anyone could have predicted her weakened ankle would wobble and cause her to fall on the cold floor.

"Ah!"

She managed to stuff the darts into a drawer just before falling, but couldn't prevent the sound of diving onto the wooden floor.

The restaurant owner, well aware of Kitty's leg condition, forgot he was holding a glass and hurriedly flung open her office door.

"Kitty!"

The glass shattered on the floor with a crash as he saw Kitty sprawled on the ground, clutching her ankle.

Blood was seeping from her round knees.

Kitty grimaced in pain while holding her knee, displaying a peculiar cuteness that, vulgarly speaking, somehow stimulated sadistic tendencies.

"Oww..."
"I'm sorry."

As soon as he pressed a white cloth against Kitty's still downy and adorably fair knee, a sensual crimson flower bloomed like ink spreading in water. The blood smelled somewhat like plums.

They remained like that for quite some time. The restaurant owner embraced Kitty's slender waist, waiting for the bleeding to stop, while Kitty used her injury as an excuse to hug him tightly or hang from his neck.

With this sudden justification, Kitty caressed the restaurant owner's back muscles like a small maniac. The texture under her palms was rugged and firm, just like his impression.

Meanwhile, Kitty brought her nose to the restaurant owner's side, subtly twitching her nose bridge. His distinctive masculine scent, filtered through estrogen, came as an electrifying delight.

Even while receiving Kitty's formidable grooming, the restaurant owner's gaze remained fixed on her knee. He had no capacity to pay attention elsewhere.

Time passed. Kitty, who had hoped the bleeding would never stop even if it meant death by exsanguination, clicked her tongue and extricated herself from the restaurant owner's embrace.

"Thank goodness. It wasn't such a serious injury."

The restaurant owner examined Kitty's knee and gave his diagnosis.

But his diagnosis was clearly wrong. How could this not be a serious injury when a distinct burn mark remained on Kitty's heart?

Stroking the burn mark in her heart, Kitty was beside herself with extreme excitement, yet retained the cunning characteristic of a madwoman.

"Carry me."

Kitty pointed to the wheelchair while extending her peach-colored palms in supplication.

"Alright."

The restaurant owner's rugged body entered Kitty's split flesh.

Then, placing his hands under her armpits and lifting upward forcefully, Kitty's hunched back straightened due to gravity.

Kitty secretly savored the honey-sweet pleasure until the final moment of sitting in the wheelchair.

She sat in the wheelchair with a satisfied expression. Her knee stung slightly, but this was an enormous gain.

Kitty looked up at the restaurant owner with a faint smile.

As expected, the restaurant owner's gaze was fixed on Kitty's knee.

He seemed to blame himself. How exhaustingly he lives, doesn't he?

Kitty playfully nudged the restaurant owner's shoulder with her elbow and laughed mischievously.

"Don't be silly. It's not your fault."
"But..."

While the restaurant owner stammered like a deaf person, Kitty skillfully maneuvered her wheelchair past him as if it were no important matter.

She took out a pocket watch from her pocket. It was already lunchtime.

"Have you eaten?"
"Not yet."
"Then let's go eat."

Kitty gestured toward the door with her chin.

.

.

.

.

.

At the stairs going down to the first floor.

"Need help?"
"No thanks. I should try it myself at least once."
"If you say so."

The restaurant owner withdrew his outstretched hand and awkwardly scratched his head.

Kitty took a deep breath, then gripped her cane and stood up forcefully from the wheelchair.

Although one leg wobbled like a newborn foal's, she could manage to descend the stairs by putting strength into the hand holding the cane.

"You're doing well."
"Right?"

The restaurant owner, who had gone down the stairs first in case she tumbled, clapped his hands as Kitty carefully took each step.

Having safely descended the stairs, Kitty flashed her neat small teeth in a broad smile toward the restaurant owner.

She made a V-sign with her left hand, revealing fingers that were chubby like a pre-pubescent girl's due to her stunted growth.

Anyway, Kitty and the restaurant owner arrived at the first floor.

Because the new chair was quite high, Kitty had to wriggle her innocently narrow bottom to climb onto it.

Holding a fork in her left hand and a spoon in her right, she tapped the table while waiting for the restaurant owner's cooking.

However, instead of the expected cream stew, what appeared on the table were preserved foods like salted meat and smoked salmon.

Kitty looked at the restaurant owner with an expression that questioned if this was correct.

"Try it. I'm confident about the taste."

The restaurant owner recommended tasting with a confident face. There was no reason not to eat when he insisted so strongly.

She stabbed a large piece of smoked salmon with her fork and lifted it. Then took a big bite.

Chew chew—

"Hmm?"
"How is it?"
"It just tastes like smoked salmon."
"I see."

As Kitty said, the restaurant owner's smoked salmon tasted exactly like smoked salmon.

That didn't mean it tasted bad, though. Rather, making preserved smoked salmon edible was already passing the mark.

After quickly devouring a piece of smoked salmon, Kitty chewed on the salted meat placed beside it and wondered. Why suddenly preserved food?

The reason was simple. Bell Park currently had an overabundance of food.

People naturally started making preserved foods since they couldn't let excess food spoil, and with food still in surplus, the peculiar phenomenon of consuming preserved food as a delicacy emerged.

What? Why not just sell the excess food?

Unfortunately, that was difficult. The distance to other cities was so immense that about half the food would spoil during transport.

Let's say that wouldn't happen now because it's cold winter. But come spring, carts loaded with food would reek of rot.

What? Then why not make canned food and sell it?

Unfortunately, that's...

That's...

Hmm—

That might actually work?

Ch.48 - Canned Braised Dish.
Napoleon said, "Develop a container for preserving field rations for soldiers." And thus, canned food in jars was born.

Kitty said, "Gather up money." And thus, canned food in tins was born.

"Mister, do you know what canned food is?"
"Canned food?"

The restaurant owner put his hand on his chin, pondering the meaning. But after a moment of contemplating this unfamiliar word, he casually shook his head.

"No. Never heard of it."
"What about jarred food?"
"That either."

Kitty inwardly rejoiced.

A world without canned food, not even jarred food! The God of Money hasn't abandoned me yet, she thought.

"Waaah."

Suddenly hungry, Kitty stuffed the last piece of smoked salmon into her mouth and chewed vigorously.

Strangely, the smoked salmon tasted metallic, but she merely thought that this must be what gold would taste like in one's mouth.

While the restaurant owner's smoked salmon was being churned in Kitty's sticky mouth, the former governor—now reduced to an administrative officer—quietly observed Kitty from a distance and felt a familiar fear.

That familiar fear came from that expression. That extremely irritating expression.

Kitty had a distinctive look whenever she was plotting something sinister, and that expression was now being observed right here.

The administrative officer approached Kitty and tapped her shoulder.

"Kitty."
"Hmm?"

Kitty turned around with her cheeks puffed out from the mouthful of smoked salmon.

"Wha?"

When Kitty opened her mouth with a question mark floating above her head, a piece of half-chewed salmon from her mouth launched onto the administrative officer's face.

"..."

The administrative officer silently wiped off the sacred morsel from his face. His face changed colors like a chameleon, from red to blue in a kaleidoscope of emotions.

Seeing the administrative officer, Kitty put on a seemingly apologetic expression.

But that was it. As they say, the position makes the person—if she were to apologize to every mere administrative officer, how could she maintain the dignity of a governor?

"Ahem... What is it? Something to say?"

Finally clearing everything from her mouth, Kitty cleared her throat and put on a brazen face.

The administrative officer desperately wanted to slap her, but what could he do? He had become a mere administrative officer, while Kitty had become the governor.

Despite his young age, the administrative officer felt the cruelty of time. In the past, he would have spanked her immediately.

"Don't get any strange ideas again."
"I'm not."

The wise administrative officer, who controlled his anger through fantasy, joked as he looked at Kitty.

Kitty made all sorts of indescribable expressions before eventually pouting and shrugging her shoulders. She seemed indifferent.

Just then, she found something for the administrative officer to do.

"Hey, administrative officer. You need to come somewhere with me. Come push my wheelchair."
"Why should I?"
"If you do it, I'll promote you to public service agent."

The administrative officer tilted his head. What on earth was a public service agent?

Kitty explained with a smile.

"Exactly what it sounds like—a secret agent working for the benefit of society from the shadows. Moving solely for justice."
"Secret... agent...?"

The administrative officer fell into contemplation.

But he couldn't resist. How many men in this world could resist the powerful impression of the words "secret agent"?

He could already picture himself operating from the shadows. By day, an administrative officer; by night, a public service agent punishing societal evils and upholding justice!?

Come to think of it, I've always wanted to be a spy since childhood... although I pivoted to becoming an officer due to my lack of foreign language skills.

The administrative officer's mind grew increasingly brighter. I am a public service agent... who am I? The one who straightens a crooked society—a public service agent...

But wait a moment.

Is it right to appoint someone to such a weighty mission just for pushing a wheelchair?

Isn't this a scam?

The administrative officer looked at Kitty with suspicious eyes.

Kitty immediately decoded his gaze and began to explain.

"I was planning to assign you all along. It seemed such a waste to use someone like you for mere administrative duties."
"Really?"
"Of course! Does it make sense to use a former military leadership figure as an administrative officer?"

Ah... so that was it...

Yes, even I thought it was absurd. Despite being an illegitimate child, I had carefully climbed the elite ladder, only to be assigned to mere administrative duties.

I misunderstood you. I forgive you. And I gladly accept.

The destiny of The Secret Agent...

The administrative officer wore a solemn expression and nodded his heavy head, full of responsibility.

"I look forward to working with you from today, Public Service."
"Of course, Governor."

Kitty and Public Service exchanged a warm handshake as they left the restaurant.

...By the way, what was I going to ask?

I don't remember. If I can't remember, it probably wasn't important anyway.

Public Service shook his head as if clearing his thoughts while pushing Kitty's wheelchair.

.
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After pushing Kitty's wheelchair for quite some time, Public Service finally arrived at the destination Kitty had mentioned.

"Kitty Oppenheimer. Confirmed."

Public Service and Kitty waited for the gates to open as they received a salute from the sentry guarding the main entrance of the Oppenheimer Armory.

"Open the gate!"
"Opeeen the gaaaate!!"

As the heavy iron door opened with a creaking sound at the sentry's signal, a suffocating heat and ear-splitting roar poured out.

The massive space was filled with heavy steel frames and gears, along with constantly moving steam pistons and gears.

The steam crane hanging from the ceiling effortlessly lifted heavy metal chunks, and the giant lathe was rotating with a thunderous noise.

Next to it, a drill press was making precise holes in metal plates with a roar, and beside that, a milling machine was precisely processing parts.

Blacksmiths in work clothes moved busily between the machine tools. They navigated this chaotic space as if it were their own home.

"Governor, welcome!"

A blacksmith spotted Kitty and greeted her cheerfully. Kitty responded warmly.

"Is the work going well?"
"Of course! These things you brought are really something, Governor."

The blacksmith laughed heartily as he placed his hand on the milling machine. As he naturally reached for the hip flask attached to his back pocket, Kitty frowned, disapproving of drinking during work.

"Please don't drink while working. What if your hand really gets caught in the machinery?"
"Haha, alright, alright."

Kitty sighed as she watched the blacksmith continue to gulp down the gin from his flask despite saying he understood.

If she had her way, she would have confiscated that bottle immediately. But she couldn't bring herself to do it.

She had tried once before. She had threatened to fold them in half if caught drinking during work.

However, this had done more harm than good. When she took away the bottles from these crazy alcoholics, their work efficiency dropped by nearly half.

At the time, Kitty's head had ached to the point of splitting.

Leaving the alcohol alone seemed certain to cause accidents. But taking it away made work progress impossible.

So she set a limit. They could drink only the capacity of a hip flask per day, which was somewhat effective.

Of course, it was concerning that they compensated for the reduced volume by drinking high-proof distilled spirits, but still.

Having confirmed that the Oppenheimer Armory was running well despite the smell of alcohol, Kitty temporarily halted work using her authority as the boss and gathered all the blacksmiths in one place.

"Attention everyone!"
"Attention!"

The blacksmiths' vigorous echo.

Having focused their attention, Kitty ordered Public Service to bring out the prepared presentation.

The blacksmiths tilted their heads. What on earth was that?

Sitting in her wheelchair, Kitty used her cane like a baton and asked the blacksmiths:

"Can we make this?"
"Make that?"

In response to Kitty's question, the blacksmiths snorted and shouted, "Of course!" After all, it was just a matter of putting a lid on a tin can.

However, there was one question.

According to the diagram, they were supposed to put already prepared food into the can and seal it, but wouldn't the food spoil?

Kitty cheerfully explained, resolving the blacksmith's doubt.

"It won't spoil, so don't worry."
"Really?"

Question resolved! The blacksmiths, figuring they wouldn't understand even if Kitty explained further, simply accepted it coolly.

"But Kitty, it says to solder it when sealing—is that right?"

The blacksmith showed a worried expression. As a blacksmith, he was well aware of the dangers of lead.

However, Kitty laughed cheerfully, as if all these concerns were merely fleeting, and said:

"Yes! After all, we're not the ones who'll be eating it!"

Ch.49 - My Mura.
The method of making canned food with Bell Park's technology differed from modern methods, but the basic principles were similar.

Kitty, who had once worked in a tuna cannery to earn college tuition, recalled those gloomy memories as she methodically refined the canning process.

First, Kitty gathered housewives and unemployed people in Bell Park to thoroughly wash the food and cut meat or fish into appropriate sizes.

The experienced kitchen staff used the prepared ingredients to make various salted foods.

The prepared food was then placed in tin-plated cans. The key point was to add sugar water or oil to completely submerge the contents.

The next step was degassing, which meant heating the can to remove air from the contents. This played an important role in preventing spoilage and extending the shelf life of the canned food.

After covering with lids and sealing the cans using solder, they were sterilized in boiling water and then rapidly cooled in cold water, and...

Ta-da! The canned food was complete.

It felt strange. The gloomy memories of sitting in a factory removing tiny bones from tuna were resurfacing, while simultaneously realizing that I was now a canning factory manager.

But what did it matter? That was then, and this is now.

And so, the great leader Kitty, who had unknowingly reduced Bell Park's unemployment rate significantly, eagerly counted down the days until the orcs would come to collect these canned goods.

.
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Late at night, when dusk had completely settled and dew dripped gently from the grass blades.

Everything seemed asleep except for the sounds of unknown insects and the crackling of torches lit for the night watch.

In the dark, silent main gate of Oppenheimer Armory, the sound of sand grains crushing could be heard.

"Ugh, it's cold."

Shivering.

I rubbed my hands against my arms, which were trembling uncontrollably in an attempt to raise my body temperature.

Still, goosebumps covered my forearms, and coldness seeped between each separated finger.

I opened my mouth and blew warm breath from my lungs onto my palms. It didn't help much at first, but after repeating three or four times, it seemed to get a little better.

Suddenly, my gaze turned upward.

I couldn't help but exclaim in amazement.

"Wow."

Unlike Seoul's gloomy night sky obscured by neon signs and bright lights, Bell Park's sky was adorned with orderly arranged jewels crafted by the universe.

Overwhelmed by the countless stars that looked like they might shower down if touched, Kitty had a cigarette between her lips, and the smoke that followed was a thick tar mass mixed with water vapor.

As I created a red-glowing star on the ground, I heard the sound of leather soles compacting soil from behind me.

"Human. The goods?"

The orc that emerged from the darkness immediately started looking for the goods without any greeting. Since they weren't going to be seeing each other for long anyway, Kitty coolly let it slide.

"Take it."

Without removing the cigarette from her lips, Kitty quietly pointed to a cargo wagon stacked with canned food.

"What is this, human? Different from promise."

While the cigarette burning on thin lips gradually shortened, the orc, who had been searching the cargo wagon here and there, burst into anger. From the orc's perspective, it was understandable—there was no sign of the promised grain and meat, only strange cans.

After briefly observing the foolish orc, Kitty soon remembered that they were a few steps behind on the staircase of civilization and explained how to eat canned food.

"Watch carefully. See this here? Hold it tight and press..."

Kitty firmly pressed the key-shaped can opener attached to the top of the can.

"There. See? Open it like this and eat."

After opening the can, Kitty suddenly had a comforting bowl of delicious stew in her hand.

As the appetizing smell of processed food spread through the night air, the orc's expression remained stern.

It seemed the orc was reluctant to lower its guard due to the unfamiliar concept of canned food.

But Kitty understood. New, unknown innovations always take time to be accepted.

"We want. Grain and meat."

As expected, the orc folded its arms and rejected the canned food.

But Kitty had anticipated this. She delivered her prepared response.

"This is canned food we developed. We pre-cooked it and sealed it in tin cans for easy eating. Plus, these cans won't spoil for years until they're opened. How about that, isn't it great?"

Kitty spread her arms wide like a playful magician, making a "ta-da!" sound with her mouth.

But the orc's reaction was quite indifferent.

"Now is winter. Food doesn't spoil easily. Human is stupid."

Having never seen such a thing before, and being called stupid by an orc of all creatures, Kitty barely suppressed her rising irritation and continued her explanation slowly.

"My friend who knows one thing but not two, think carefully. The contract period is 2 years. You know that much, right?"
"Yes."

"Then won't summer come during those 2 years? When summer comes, the food will spoil on the way to your main camp. Will you eat rotten meat in summer?"
"Ah."

Only after this incisive explanation did the orc finally place a fist on its palm, agreeing with Kitty's reasoning.

"Human. Smart."
"...Good that you understand."

Kitty waved her hand toward the orc with a tired face, and the orc disappeared into the darkness with the cargo wagon, wearing a broad smile.

Originally, Kitty had planned to lend a few donkeys to pull the wagon, but seeing the orc pulling it so well, she held her tongue.

Eventually, when the cargo wagon and the orc were completely out of sight, Kitty smiled with her eyes and whispered softly.

"Eat well. It's good for you."

.
.
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A few days later.

Kitty received a report from No. 1.

The report stated that the suspicious group of orcs that had been demonstrating by the riverside had suddenly disappeared.

"Clean."

For someone who discriminated against other races, Kitty's assessment was quite generous. Though Kitty was known for her lies, this evaluation was genuine.

If it had been a human-to-human contract, they would have nitpicked at least 3-4 times, trying to modify the contract terms.

In that sense, the orcs were truly clean. Whether it stemmed from cultural differences or simple naivety, it was beneficial for Kitty.

In any case, having safely overcome a major hurdle, Kitty wanted to pop champagne and celebrate with the restaurant owner right away, but she postponed it as there were still tasks to complete.

That task was to create her own intelligence organization—an unofficial organization that would faithfully carry out dangerous black ops.

One might question why she needed another strange organization when Security already existed, but Security was Kitty's official armed force, which had constraints on its activities.

She had keenly felt those limitations during the previous Bell Park riot instigation incident.

The problem was that Bell Park was such a small community that everyone knew each other's faces. That's why they had hired outside agitators.

What kind of operations or intelligence gathering could be done with agents whose faces were all known? It was much easier to create a different organization.

Additionally, through her experiences so far, Kitty had painfully realized how ignorant she was about this world.

She knew Bell Park inside out. However, she had been completely unaware of the existence of orcs, something even a three-year-old would know.

What an incompetent governor. With mountains of territories to explore ahead, how could she not know about potential hostile forces in the vicinity? Truly unqualified as a governor.

That's why Kitty had appointed the former governor as "Gongik" (Public Service). He was a person with intelligence similar to hers and was well-versed in various foreign relations—there was no better talent.

What? You ask why such an important position is called "Gongik"?

Then you are dissidents with quite misguided thoughts about public service. Gongik is a secretive organization with immense power, working in the shadows while aspiring to the light.

As such an organization, it is one of the few transcendent entities that can, as a military status, curse at civilians.

How about that? Aren't you afraid? Watch your words from now on. From now on, Bell Park's Gongik will always observe our every move from the abyss...

"Hey, Gongik."
"Yes."

Summoned by Kitty, Gongik approached her side, pretending to be a clumsy spy like one from an old cheap silent film.

While doing so, he made sound effects like 'sssssk-' with his mouth, which was truly embarrassing. It was amazing how he had discarded all dignity as a former governor.

Well, he must have been excited. Kitty, having once been a man, wasn't unfamiliar with such feelings, but...

Finishing her brief thought, Kitty addressed Gongik, who was still immersed in his spy game, in a rather serious voice.

"Why do you think I called you?"

It was a question that might trigger PTSD in some, but as a former governor, Gongik was unaffected and genuinely pondered why he had been called.

Hmm? Why did she call me? At this timing? What is it? What is she implying?

"...Self-aggrandizement?"
"Stop talking nonsense and sit down here, Gongik."
"Oh."

As Kitty sighed and spoke, Gongik sat down on a nearby chair with the brisk movements befitting a secret agent.

Kitty took out a document envelope from a drawer and placed it on the desk. The envelope was a truly suspicious-looking black one, with a red X marked on it, which was quite impressive.

Instinctively recognizing the nature of the envelope, Gongik's eyes gleamed.

"This... This is!"
"Yes. It's time for you to become a real secret agent."

Gongik picked up the envelope with trembling hands and tried to check its contents.

Tried to.

"Before that, let's get some training first."
"Training?"
"Of course. Basics are important."

Gongik thought for a moment and then nodded.

His heart, which had been trembling at the thought of receiving the secretive spy training he had only read about in novels, began to pound heavily.

Watching Gongik from the side, No. 1 shook his head.

He knew how intense and arduous the training Kitty spoke of would be.

He could only hope that Gongik's spirit wouldn't be broken.

Ch.50 - Catfight.
Bell Park Labor Union Headquarters.

Afternoon.

Today, Bell Park was peaceful as usual.

Warm sunlight illuminated Kitty's office.

The Bell Park union members were still blowing everything up with dynamite in their hands.

There was one slight difference though—Kitty had finally freed herself from the wheelchair. She could walk freely now.

Of course, it was still difficult without a cane.

So Kitty sat in her office, smoking a cigar while enjoying the screams of the public service worker—a victim of the crash course project led by Number 1—as her side dish.

"Fifty full-body twists!"
"Goddammiiiit!!!"

The public service worker was slowly melting in the furnace of human reformation. It was truly a pleasant sight. Hang in there, public service worker! There's no other way but to endure with pure evil and stubbornness!

Kitty cackled for a while behind the glass window where the sun's radiant heat penetrated. Then she refocused on the task at hand.

That task was none other than improving canned food.

The canned food currently being produced at Oppenheimer Armory was absolutely inedible for humans.

The lead content had been deliberately increased tenfold to kill orcs who ate it, but if they were to sell it commercially, they would likely face the Queen's iron hammer.

Kitty wracked her brain repeatedly. The most important technology in canning was sealing, and to make something similar to modern canned food, soldering was essential.

But as mentioned earlier, lead soldering was absolutely out of the question.

That meant they needed modern sealing machines, but unfortunately, this world's technology couldn't achieve that. And even though Kitty had worked in a canning factory, she had been just a part-timer and had no knowledge of sealing technology.

The remaining option was to regress to bottled preserves, but that would be worse than not making them at all. Why increase the unit cost by using glass jars more expensive than tin cans?

How could they make canned food that was safe to eat?

What should she do... what on earth should she do...

Time passed mercilessly, and no matter how much she racked her brain, no satisfying answer emerged.

What she needed now was nicotine. Kitty lit her cigar to put a fresh breeze into her thought pouch.

"Phew..."

She puffed out smoke repeatedly, coaxing, soothing, persuading, scolding, and begging her thought pouch, but today it wasn't performing particularly well.

'What's the problem, thought pouch? Do you want to die?'

Kitty sat her thought pouch at the negotiation table and threatened it to hear its demands as it rudely went on strike against its owner.

However, the thought pouch's demand was simpler than expected.

Grumble-

Despite still having baby fat, Kitty's pitiful upper body, with ribs clearly visible, rumbled with a gurgling sound.

Her cute belly button, protruding like a rosebud, resonated like a boxing ball, and the vibration was so strong that it shook not only her lower abdomen but reached all the way to her groin.

"Hiss..."

Feeling a tingling sensation that made her perineum shiver, Kitty pressed her chubby fingers together, kissed them noisily, and then got up from her wheelchair with exaggerated movements, tapping her cane.

"When you're hungry, your brain doesn't work."

So Kitty, with the half-smoked cigar on her well-ripened lips, carefully waddled down to the dining hall on her bow legs.

.
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In the dining hall, Kitty reflected on the past.

Each day felt neatly arranged into broad light and narrow darkness. The light was the joy of establishing pioneering plans in a magnificent library, and the darkness was painful desire and insomnia.

Readers who know what kind of person Kitty is by now can easily imagine how much she suffered from dust and heat while secretly watching the busy restaurant owner running around, and how disgusted Kitty felt whenever drab old women clung to her, exuding repulsive pheromones.

Of course, from the restaurant owner's perspective, who was completely unaware of these inner thoughts, it would feel like reading an extremely obscene report full of fabricated content.

Anyway, there are certainly readers who don't understand why this long-winded explanation is being given now.

Let's shift our gaze from Kitty to where she's looking. There you'll see the restaurant owner, and beside him, none other than our assistant.

The assistant was busy grooming herself in front of the restaurant owner, pretending to apply lipstick with pursed lips or touching the front of her blouse while creating a triple chin.

The two of them were chatting and giggling about something for quite a while. Kitty seemed to be completely ignored.

While Kitty approached, limping and leaning heavily on her cane, the assistant kept chattering away. Meanwhile, the dark Kitty and the light Kitty argued about whether to kill the woman, kill the man, kill both, or spare both.

She pondered whether the woman was worth shooting, strangling, or drowning.

As Kitty approached, harboring these unspeakably terrible plans, the assistant spotted her and began to greet her cheerfully.

"Helloooo, booooss..."

Though seething with anger, disappointment, and frustration, Kitty, being the well-mannered Korean she was, couldn't bring herself to completely ignore the greeting and responded with an empty smile.

Kitty, with what little rationality remained, couldn't slap the assistant's cheek with the back of her hand as in the movies, and barely managed to contain her anger.

She shuddered with disgust when she sensed the restaurant owner's gaze fixed on the assistant's vast mass of fat attached to her chest, which was incomparable to her own.

It was the worst humiliation, like someone else's urine filling a toilet bowl with cigarette butts floating around, dissolving into a yellowish-brown mess.

Kitty frantically searched her waist for a weapon. As she did so, she cursed her own laziness for not having developed an automatic pistol, or at least a revolver, earlier.

Of course, the oak cane Kitty was using could serve as an excellent weapon, but she refrained because she would obviously fall over ungracefully if she tried.

Somehow wedging herself between the restaurant owner and the assistant, Kitty joined the conversation, displaying superhuman patience cultivated from secretly harboring flames in her heart.

"What are you talking about?"

If a virile man has a secret to hide from others, a somewhat gloomy and suppressed demeanor often shows on the surface. That was the case with Kitty.

"Oh, Kitty. Here for lunch?"

While Kitty was burning up inside, the innocent restaurant owner greeted her with a cheerful expression.

Seeing the restaurant owner's smile with dimples clearly showing, Kitty couldn't completely wash away her shameful and dangerous desires but rather used them as fuel to burn even more fiercely.

"I asked what you're talking about."

Kitty's language reeked of malice. It was like the scent of poisonous weeds that had survived on the surface of a drying reservoir.

Raising her upper body like a cobra about to strike, swaying precariously, the assistant sensed the killing intent and unconsciously began to explain herself.

In other words, danger warnings flashed in her head 500 times.

"I have a blind date coming up, so I was just asking for advice from a male perspective about my outfit and such. It's absolutely nothing like that, boss, don't misunderstand."

The assistant was so startled she even forgot her habit of dragging out the ends of her sentences.

Looking at the assistant, Kitty forced a smile and whispered haughtily and cutely.

"Really?"
"Pardon?"
"I said, really?"
"Oh, of couuurse..."

Tears welled up in the assistant's eyes as she felt the murderous intent like a planer scraping her skin.

The assistant's heart pounded. It was both terrifying and bewildering.

The assistant hurriedly reflected on her past. Had she done anything to anger the boss?

But no matter how much she racked her brain, she couldn't think of anything. That was because the assistant had spent most of her time buried in the lab and had no time to meet anyone.

While the assistant was flailing about, Kitty brought her small head close and whispered to her.

"Be careful."

She snapped sharply and coldly. Like a mean girl. With utter callousness.

"Yesss..."

The deflated assistant forced a smile and fled the dining hall in a hurry.

Our clueless restaurant owner just wiggled his thick eyebrows, showing a stupid expression of complete bewilderment.

Anyway, having successfully eliminated her rival (not really), Kitty approached the restaurant owner again, wiggling her small, taut buttocks.

"Mister, I'm hungry, hehe."

Ch.51 - Pax Velfakia.
As Kitty plotted her devilish schemes and carried out her increasingly sinister grooming day by day.

Around the time when the public service worker was melting away like heat waves shimmering over asphalt on a midsummer day.

A suspicious man in a checkered brown trench coat was holding a can produced at Oppenheimer Armory, grinning maliciously.

"This is the canned food...!"

A small voice of ecstatic laughter could be heard from a corner of the empty street. He quickly covered his mouth, fearing someone might hear, but couldn't stop his shoulders from trembling.

Though extremely excited, the trench coat man maintained his composure. Careful movements were necessary if he wanted to leave this wretched pioneer settlement and become filthy rich.

The trench coat man moved stealthily. He also maintained an air of nonchalance, to buy himself some time in case he got caught.

By now, everyone has probably figured it out—this cunning trench coat man was actually a ruthless industrial spy.

And quite a veteran one at that. The technologies he had stolen would fill an entire sheet of A4 paper, all of them core technologies from rival companies.

The industrial spy, hugging the can warmed by his body heat, reminisced about his past efforts. His gaze, however, was directed not at the can but toward the fertilizer factory.

Originally, he had abandoned his comfortable operations in the capital and crept into Bell Park to steal the fertilizer technology—considered the core of Bell Park—and the rumored designs for an 8-shot rifle.

But the security at the fertilizer factory and Oppenheimer Armory was unexpectedly strict. How chilling it was when security guards with 8-shot rifles slung over their shoulders approached me, blowing whistles as I loitered nearby.

Moreover, the factory workers were so thoroughly indoctrinated—or whatever mental training they had—that whenever asked about fertilizer, they would clam up and always change the subject.

And typically, there's usually at least one disgruntled employee willing to leak technology just to screw over the company, but there was none of that here either.

...Well, if I worked for a company like this, I'd be willing to dedicate my body and soul too.

If you're sick, they let you rest; if you have a baby, they give you money; if you get injured, they pay you to rest until you recover...

At first, I thought this was the communist utopia that those dwarf reds were always crying out for.

But it wasn't. The mysterious Mr. Oppenheimer had consistently prioritized profitability and was more capitalist than anyone.

He just made so much damn money that he could afford to do these crazy things that might be mistaken for communism.

That's how valuable Oppenheimer's fertilizer was.

The industrial spy exhaled a breath tinged with regret. Although he couldn't extract the fertilizer and rifle technology that was his original goal, at least he managed to get the canned food, which had weaker security. That was fortunate indeed.

Finishing his thoughts, the industrial spy tightened his coat and quickly slipped into an alley around the corner.

He had been operating too openly recently due to time constraints, and the security guards who had grown suspicious were now looking for him.

Vowing to steal the fertilizer technology next time, the industrial spy disappeared into the darkness.

.
.
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One month later.

A spring day in Bell Park, still gripped by late cold weather.

A chilly wind was blowing outside.

And a cold wind was also sweeping through Kitty's office.

Kitty's office.

"..."
"..."

With everyone in the room watching Kitty's reactions, only silence filled her office.

Kitty was trembling as she read a newspaper that had arrived from the capital.

At first, she had merely looked through the newspaper with interest, showing her displeasure with a shrug of her shoulders.

But now she was openly displaying emotions close to disgust, her face changing colors like a chameleon—red then blue.

"Is this true?"
"..."

Kitty's voice was not just chilly but icy cold. Though she wasn't wearing an echo mic, her voice echoed eerily like in a cave.

The prolonged silence was finally broken by a security officer who had grown tired of it. He was brave but not very smart.

There are certainly situations where silence is the only appropriate response. This was one of those situations, and the security staff member who didn't realize this had to bear Kitty's fierce anger alone.

"@#!$#@!!!!"
"Eek...!"

Kitty screamed obscenities too vulgar to repeat, her voice loud enough to wake the entire neighborhood.

But Kitty's outburst didn't last long. Her tiny lungs couldn't keep up with the sudden increase in muscular activity. Add to that her chain-smoking, and her lungs were practically screaming in protest.

"Huff... huff..."

Kitty stuck out her adorable little tongue, panting like a dog. On any normal day, one might have mentally applauded such cute behavior, but now she looked more like a hellhound searching for prey.

"Huff... huff..."

Kitty caught her breath. Her tantrum had somewhat restored her rationality.

She picked up the newspaper from the capital again and slowly read the advertisement section.

What could possibly have made Kitty throw such a fit?

-------------

[Centerfire's Instant Canned Food!]

A special meal you can enjoy easily anytime, anywhere!

Freshness preserved! Packed with flavor and nutrition! One can of Centerfire's instant food is all you need!

Find us at a store near you!

-------------

She had reason to be angry. But the point of Kitty's anger wasn't that someone had copied the canned food.

Canned food was originally invented around this time anyway. If not Kitty, someone else would have created it.

But copying the sealing technology as well was crossing the line—way over the line.

Kitty took a can of Mr. Centerfire's food that had been brought from the capital and gently scratched the top with her fingernail.

As expected, tiny lead particles collected under her nails.

That's right! They had copied the orc-specific canned food exactly—the kind where you could die after eating just one, with no room for complaint!

Those crazy capital bastards. Was money all that mattered to them? Kitty felt dizzy.

Despite all the commotion and her grimacing, despite how dangerous and desperately hopeless the situation was, nothing changed.

The milk was already spilled. The key now was how calmly they could clean up the mess, but they had spilled enough water to fill a water park, making it hard to know where to even begin.

She had trained public service workers in anticipation of industrial espionage someday, but the timing had been exquisitely wrong.

"This is maddening."

Her face contorted severely. She desperately wanted to warn people about the dangers of the canned food right away, but doing so would ruin all the plans Kitty had carefully laid out.

The orcs would have died from lead poisoning on their own, but now that canned food production was disrupted, she would have to deal with them directly.

A truly frustrating situation. After closing her eyes and thinking deeply for a moment, Kitty finally gave her orders.

"First, let's conceal the canning factory. That way we won't suffer any damage."
"Yes."
"Right. Keep it tightly hidden so nothing leaks out... And public service worker!"
"Yes."
"How are the orcs doing?"

At Kitty's question, the public service worker's expression crumpled as if he was being forced to recall memories he'd rather forget.

Understandably so. After completing his grueling training, the public service worker's first mission had been to spy on the orc village, and the orcs' condition was beyond description, even as a polite formality.

The orcs the public service worker had seen were in decline. Not just physically, but mentally as well.

Everyone complained of headaches, and in severe cases, they suffered convulsions and paralysis.

Lead had accumulated in their teeth, showing clear lead lines. The symptoms were especially severe in young orcs.

Young orcs with kidney damage from lead poisoning were passing red urine or suffering from anemia.

And that wasn't all. Their nervous systems were completely destroyed, causing muscle spasms in children who should have been running around playing, or making them collapse from high blood pressure.

The public service worker was appalled. He had vaguely known that lead was bad for the body, but he never imagined it could so thoroughly destroy a life.

It was too cruel and horrific. He doubted whether Kitty, who had devised and implemented such an insane plan, was even human.

On the surface, she looked innocent, cheerful, and childlike, but inside she must be twisted and rotten. If that wasn't the case, then I must have completely misunderstood what it means to be human.

Anyway, I had to answer Kitty's question—about how damaged the orcs were.

But the words wouldn't come easily. It was beyond what any sane person could describe. Perhaps it would be possible if completely drunk.

The public service worker maintained his rigid expression and kept his mouth firmly shut.

"..."

Looking like a young patient still groggy from anesthesia after major surgery.

Kitty said nothing as she looked at him. His silence was answer enough.

Kitty silently gazed out the window. Love, the blue sky—everything was shattering.

Kitty quietly put down her half-burned cigar and finally made her decision.

"Let's begin."
"Are you really going to do this?"
"That was always the plan."
"You intended this from the beginning?"
"Of course. What's wrong with that?"
"Ah, nothing. I just thought you would naturally choose coexistence..."

Kitty burst into laughter that filled the office at the security officer's words.

"Coexistence? Are you serious?"
"..."

"Humans are the kind of creatures who struggle to put leashes even on their own kind, you naive fool. It may not seem like it now, but eventually, they'll try to tear each other apart. Then, the coexistence you believed in will become the seed of conflict."

"You're exaggerating."
"Exaggerating? Fine. Let's say I am. But is that wrong? Is it wrong for a governor to try to eliminate potential threats?"

The security officer drew in a sharp breath at Kitty's words.

In times now swept away by the years—when humans and demon tribes divided the world.

The Demon King called pillaging, massacres, and plunder an "empire," turned everything to ruins, and called it peace.

Logic that made no sense even just hearing about it.

He never imagined such logic would come from Kitty's mouth.

"...The residents will strongly oppose this."

The officer, not wanting war, brought up the residents to try to evoke psychological resistance in Kitty.

It was certainly the right judgment. If public opinion turned against her, even a governor would have to back down.

"I'll handle that. You may go now."

But his words had no effect whatsoever.

Ch.52 - Crazy Agitator.
The next day.

For the first time in a long while, the Bell Park Morning Inside newspaper fluttered on the streets of Bell Park.

"You're here! My dopamine!"

People eagerly bent down to pick up the newspapers, enthusiastically devouring the featured articles.

However, today's featured article was somewhat different in nature from previous ones.

[Bell Park's Food Shortage: Is This Really Acceptable?]

People tilted their heads in confusion.

Wait, food is actually overflowing here—what nonsense is this?

Yet the editorial in the newspaper was quite convincing.

[According to recent analysis by food specialists, Bell Park will face a serious food shortage within a few years, causing significant concern.

In a reality where even the basic need for sufficient food supply cannot be met, we must seriously contemplate the future of Bell Park.

While the causes of food depletion can be analyzed in various ways, we must not overlook the fundamental issue: soil depletion due to excessive fertilizer use.

Additionally, our preparations for unpredictable factors such as climate change, pests, and natural disasters are extremely inadequate, and we have neglected to establish a long-term food production system... (remainder omitted)]

Though it sounded plausible, people snorted dismissively.

The power of fertilizer in Bell Park was beyond imagination. Fertilizer was a magical nectar that enriched the soil and symbolized prosperity itself.

"To lose faith is...!"
"But isn't it true?"
"...What?"
"I mean, honestly, no matter how much fertilizer we use, can it really fully restore the soil's inherent fertility?"
"Is that so?"
"Yes. Think about it... as the newspaper says, what good is fertilizer if floods or droughts come? And what about locusts? Those dwarf commies next door lost about a million people to starvation during their 'arduous march' or whatever because of locusts."

The fertilizer devotee holding the newspaper pondered the other guild member's opinion.

But the thought didn't last long. Food was abundant, and fertilizer was still fattening their crops, making the food shortage problem seem like a distant future concern.

"Stop talking nonsense and let's go get a drink."
"Well... I guess so."

.
.
.
.
.

A few days later.

Another Bell Park Morning Inside newspaper was scattered on the streets.

[The Bell Park-Orc Food Deal: The Governor's Only Blemish]

"What."

The headline was clearly designed to provoke.

Bell Park residents, drawn by the provocative title, picked up the newspapers as if entranced.

[Several months ago, the Governor of Bell Park made the incomprehensible mistake of paying for river usage rights with food supplies for the water system construction.

This is tantamount to a major food leakage incident, and beyond mere economic loss, it's a serious issue that shakes the foundation of our society.

Humans and orcs have historically viewed each other as competitors and enemies. Deep distrust and hatred have taken root between the two races through countless wars and conflicts.

Given this historical background, it's fair to say that orcs are constantly eyeing our Bell Park, and one must wonder whose side the Governor is on for delivering food to orcs who would otherwise perish from food shortages?]

Guild members who read the newspaper were furious. How dare anyone criticize the actions of Kitty, Bell Park's leader?

Angry people began disposing of the newspapers in various ways. Some tore them to shreds and scattered them to the wind, while others burned them.

No one took the topic seriously. The grain visible in their storehouses was piled up to the ceiling, and the orcs seemed very distant, both psychologically and physically.

Time passed, and newspapers about orcs continued to be distributed for a full month.

.
.
.
.
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The imagination of the masses is extremely active, passionate, and heavily influenced by their surroundings.

Images evoked in the mind by events or incidents can be as vivid as reality itself.

[An In-depth Study on Orc Violence and Brutality]
[Orc Barbarism: A Threat to Civilization]
[Orcs: Is Coexistence Even Possible?]
[Evidence Secured: Orcs' Atrocities of Enslaving Humans!]

Whether the newspaper had gone mad or was venting after being attacked by orcs, they continuously published papers about orcs, gradually painting a specific image in the minds of the reading public.

Images of savagery, ferocity, violence, arrogance, hatred, and evil.

At this point, Kitty decided to stage a performance. The masses can only think in images and are frightened only by images.

"Oh no! My precious cows!!!"

One day, a guild member wailed while embracing a cold, dead cow. The cow had been torn to pieces, and enormous footprints, presumably belonging to orcs, were scattered around.

Anyone viewing this scene from a rational distance would notice it was staged.

After all, Bell Park was quite far from the orc settlement, and above all, there was no reason for orcs to do such a thing.

But the masses lack the ability to think deeply or reason logically, so the concept of implausibility doesn't exist for them.

And generally, these implausible events have the greatest impact on the crowd.

"Those crazy orc bastards!"
"Finally showing their true colors!"

As these staged incidents repeated, stable lives became unstable, and perfect security began to crumble.

Then, suspiciously eloquent extremists started gaining popularity in Bell Park.

They blamed the orcs and promised that eliminating them would solve all problems.

"As the newspapers show, our food situation isn't that abundant either!"
"Who would side with giving food to orcs in this situation?!"
"As always, orcs are constantly targeting us!"
"Exterminating the orcs! There is no other way!"

The extremists were remarkably skilled at stimulating latent fears, as if someone had taught them how.

After successfully instilling fear, the extremists defined orcs as absolute evil and demanded everyone choose a side to completely divide the community.

But not everyone wanted war. Those who stepped back and viewed the situation moderately argued against the dangers of war.

However, the extremists, as they had been taught, labeled these people as another enemy and forced them into silence.

"What are you? Why are you taking the orcs' side? Are you an orc spy?"
"N-no, I just don't want war..."
"Neighbors! Look at this person! Here's an orc sympathizer!"
"Aaah! No, I'm not!"

With restraints removed, the extremists became even more zealous in advocating for preventive war.

At the recently held labor assembly, approximately 80% of guild members voted in favor of war.

.
.
.
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Bright midday sunlight fills the world.

Walking with a limp, leaning on a mud-stained cane, Kitty could see the diamond-like sparkle of water through distant trees.

Kitty entered the cemetery and walked among the tombstones of varying heights with Number 1.

Finding a tombstone of suitable height, Kitty sat down and lit a cigar as usual.

"How's public opinion?"
"Very successful."
"Security status?"
"Perfect."
"Do as you were taught. You're the commander there."
"I'll keep that in mind."
"You're quite unlucky, having to work with someone like me."
"Not at all. It was you, boss, who took us in when we had nowhere to go."
"Right. That's true."

Deep in thought, Kitty took a long drag of the cigar, inhaling smoke as lengthy as those thoughts.

"Do you also think I'm crazy?"
"Not at all. I agree with your position, boss."
"I see... is that so..."

Kitty quietly chuckled with shaking shoulders. It was like a hiccupping laugh.

"In my hometown, there's a saying: if you want peace, prepare for war."
"Whoever said that must have been a truly wise person."

Kitty didn't respond. Instead, quietly exhaling smoke, trying to recall the dictionary definition of wisdom.

And soon gave up. It seemed meaningless anyway.

Kitty slowly lowered feet clad in somewhat high-heeled shoes and got down from the tombstone.

Then, bending beautiful knees, walked slowly through the space like someone wading through water, cane in hand.

Turning back, Kitty smiled broadly at Number 1 and said:

"I'm tired. My fingers hurt so much from writing articles for the newspaper all day."
"Is that so?"
"Yes. I'm tired. Definitely tired. I need to rest a bit."
"Shall we move to the dining hall?"
"Dining hall?"

Kitty pondered Number 1's words for a moment, then casually shook her head.

"No. I'll stay here a bit longer before coming in. You go ahead."
"Will you be alright?"
"Yes. I'll be fine. I'm sure I'll feel better after resting a bit."
"Understood."

Number 1 bowed once and went on his way.

Watching Number 1's back, Kitty suddenly remembered something and added:

"Hey, Number 1."
"Yes?"
"Make it thorough."
"Thorough, you say?"

"Yes. Kill them all, don't leave even a blade of grass."

Ch.53 - Plague?
In the village.

A plague had swept through the village.

No, rather than a plague, it would be more appropriate to call it a divine curse.

Because it was enough to drive one mad if they didn't think of it that way.

The mother orc sank into sorrow as she looked at her newborn orc child.

Reddish veins protruded over the pale face, and the pupils wandered aimlessly, having lost focus.

The baby's lips, which should have been craving maternal love, emitted constant groans instead of cries.

The underdeveloped fingernails had turned blue, and although it was time for soft hair to grow, the scalp was exposed with patches of hair missing here and there.

The vibrant appearance overflowing with vitality had completely disappeared, leaving the child looking lifeless, like a figure in an old painting.

And even the Chief Orc could not escape this plague.

Though his age was close to what humans would consider elderly, the Chief Orc had once been a vigorous and healthy orc. But the shadow of the plague had completely devoured him.

At first, it was just mild headaches and fatigue, but as time passed, the symptoms gradually worsened.

He lost weight rapidly due to indigestion and tossed and turned at night, unable to sleep. His hands and feet became numb and weak, making even simple tasks difficult.

The Chief Orc, who also served as the shaman, prayed to the ancestral spirits every single day without fail, begging them to cure this plague quickly.

But it had no effect. Even if the abstract concept of ancestral spirits actually existed and could truly help, as everyone knew, what had befallen the orcs was not a plague.

What had befallen the orc tribe was none other than lead poisoning.

Completely unaware of this fact, the Chief Orc painfully dragged himself to a corner where canned food was piled up.

With hands covered in protruding veins, he opened a can. And ate.

He was in no condition to go hunting.

For us who know that the orcs were suffering from lead poisoning, watching the orc eat canned food was like watching someone drink seawater.

However, as mentioned earlier, the orc had no idea that the plague was actually lead poisoning, so to him, it was simply having a meal.

"Cough! Cough!"

After a fit of coughing, the Chief Orc looked at his palm. Blood mixed with bits of meat was clearly visible.

For humans, coughing up blood was merely blood coming up through the throat, but for orcs, it held a special mystical significance.

According to tradition, coughing up blood was a kind of warning sent directly from the ancestral spirits to the individual. It was definitive evidence that one had incurred the wrath of the spirits.

This tradition arose because orcs' bodies were stronger than any other race, so they didn't easily succumb to ordinary illnesses. It was rare for them to be bedridden with disease, and even rarer to cough up blood.

However, lead was a different story. Especially if it was 10x concentrated lead that Kitty had maliciously packed tightly.

Having a strong immune system doesn't prevent lead from accumulating in the body. After all, lead and immunity were separate issues to begin with.

Wiping his blood-stained palm on the ground, the Chief Orc barely managed to maintain his sanity when he was on the verge of losing his mind.

He deeply pondered what could have possibly incurred the spirits' wrath.

But no matter how much he thought about it, he couldn't come up with a reason.

The only things that came to mind were perhaps using the ancestral spirits' name to obtain food, or maybe trading with humans, their mortal enemies.

But all these judgments and decisions were made to save the tribe. They seemed too trivial to warrant divine punishment.

He was angry. Angry at the incompetent ancestral spirits who couldn't even handle a simple plague, let alone watch over them, just because their name had been used.

Or perhaps he was angry at himself for not taking any measures while the situation deteriorated to this point, and at the cruel fate that forced them to rely on humans once again.

"..."

The Chief Orc remained motionless in one spot for a long time. He always did this when he had a lot to think about.

What was the nature of this plague? Did humans know about it? And if so, would it be the right decision to seek their help?

His thoughts formed a Möbius strip, chasing each other in an endless loop. Faced with this unprecedented situation, the Chief Orc's judgment increasingly leaned toward turning to humans.

Yes. Let's go to the humans once more. If we just know the nature of the plague, we can somehow solve it. Cast aside pride. The survival of the tribe comes first.

Having made up his mind, the Chief Orc lifted his heavy bottom and stood up.

At the same time, a tribe member entered the Chief Orc's tent and shouted:

"The humans have come!"

.
.
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.

Stepping outside the tent, a damp wind blew. It carried a metallic scent, giving the wind a fishy smell.

The Chief Orc approached the humans visible in the distance. Though his steps were unbearably heavy, he used all his strength, wanting to resolve this plague as quickly as possible.

With each step, the Chief Orc's expression changed constantly, to the point where it was impossible to tell if he was happy or sad.

"Oh my! Sir! It's been a while!"

The familiar young man who occasionally delivered canned food to the orc tribe approached the Chief Orc with exaggerated enthusiasm.

However, wanting a swift resolution to the situation, the Chief Orc ignored the young man's fuss and got straight to the point.

"Human. Need help."

"What? What do you mean...?"

"Let's walk first."

The canned food youth, with a puzzled expression, walked alongside the Chief Orc through the orc village.

And before long, he understood why help was needed.

"Oh my god."

The canned food youth gasped, covering his mouth with his palm.

He entered one of the tents and closely examined the condition of a dying orc inside.

Reddish marks and veins on the exposed neck, resembling traces left by vampires in old tales, and swollen rashes all over the body made it look like a plague.

The canned food youth was horrified. He covered his nose and mouth with a cloth and rushed out of the tent.

"Oh, my goodness! How long has this been going on?"

The Chief Orc barely swallowed the words 'Since we met you humans' in response to the canned food youth's question.

"One month ago."

"One month ago..."

The canned food youth placed his hand on his chin and sighed. He seemed to know something.

"It's not too late, I think. We have a cure for this plague."

The Chief Orc's eyes widened! A cure—what welcome news!

He immediately knelt down. If he could obtain the cure, he was willing to throw away his pride.

"Please. Please. Want cure. Beg you."

"Um... wait. This is far beyond my authority..."

The canned food youth stood there for a while, pondering.

Then, as if having made a decision, he nodded.

"Alright! I'll go speak to the Governor!"

The canned food youth smiled broadly and extended his hand for a handshake.

The Chief Orc, with a relieved expression, grasped that hand.

As he did so, he remembered what his son had once said in that dark memory, but he couldn't bring himself to reject the outstretched hand.

.
.
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.
.

Security moved all equipment to the hideout. The cave was divided by large rocks, so we gathered the equipment in the center and positioned two sentries on either side.

Everything looked different at night compared to the morning, which was a problem, but they felt comfortable.

What they had thought was a perfect ambush location might have turned out to be in the middle of a residential area.

Now it was time to stop, sit down, listen to the surrounding sounds, and adapt to the new environment.

The ground no longer looked unfamiliar, and Security gained more confidence.

It was time to get some sleep. There's a saying in the Imperial Army:

'On the battlefield, when given the chance to sleep, always take it.'

It was true. When you can sleep, you should always do so. Because you might not get another chance.

The two sentries rotated every two hours. They had to watch and listen to their surroundings, and sound the alarm to wake everyone if something approached us.

The rest slept in a semicircle, ready to stand up and fire in case of emergency.

"Good. Everyone get some sleep."

Number One, the commander of the assault team, quietly said as he looked at the well-arranged bedding. He wondered what kind of person Kitty was to have taught even these things.

Number One went outside with another Security staff member to stand guard. Some might question why a commander would stand guard, but for Number One, who suffered from mild insomnia, it wasn't a bad deal.

He examined the surroundings once more and chatted with the staff member who had come out to stand guard with him. Just enough talk not to interfere with their vigilance.

"Boss."

"What?"

"Do you know what it's called when a dad gets stuck?"

"What?"

"Evian~"

"You're crazy."

Number One chuckled quietly at the other staff member's crude joke. Surprisingly so.

After laughing silently for a while, Number One, with tears in his eyes, caught his breath and was about to sit down.

He was about to sit down. If it weren't for the sound of rustling grass in the distance.

The Security staff member on guard skillfully loaded his rifle and aimed it in the direction of the sound.

"Stop, stop. Move and I'll shoot. Hwarang."

"Cigarette."

"Who goes there?"

"A spy."

"Your business?"

"I came to plant dynamite here."

The staff member put the safety back on his rifle and lowered the muzzle. After staring at the bushes where the sound came from for a few seconds, someone emerged, parting the vegetation.

"Reconnaissance mission accomplished."

It was the canned food youth.

Ch.54 - Avalanche.
"What about the orcs?"

"Oh, they were completely devastated."

The canned food youth shuddered and made a disgusted expression, like a psychiatric patient recalling trauma.

In truth, calling it trauma would be accurate. Any sane person would struggle to endure the horrific scene at the orc village.

It was fortunate that Kitty had given him advance warning that the orcs were suffering from lead poisoning rather than a plague. Otherwise, had he entered the village without knowing anything, he would certainly have fled with his nose and mouth covered.

"Report in more detail."

Unaware of the canned food youth's feelings, No. 1 seemed unsatisfied with his vague report and demanded a more detailed explanation.

Although it was a memory he never wanted to recall, since his primary mission was reconnaissance, the canned food youth had to continue reporting until his superior was satisfied.

"Um... so their faces were covered with bulging veins."

"They had reddish rashes all over."

"They were vomiting blood and couldn't even go hunting."

Though the explanation still seemed unsatisfactory, the youth's expression as he spoke compensated for it—his face looked absolutely terrible. In vulgar terms, he looked like utter garbage.

No. 1 nodded as if this was sufficient. If they couldn't even go hunting, that was enough.

Then, with an artist's eye rather than a soldier's, he gazed absently at the orc village blurred by the magnificent green oak trees in the background, or what would now be a snow-covered hillside being packed with dynamite.

.
.
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Orc village.

Afternoon.

The chief's tent.

The orc chief lit his pipe. He believed the hazy smoke would shield him from the pale shadow of death that had reached his doorstep.

He felt a tiny sense of relief from the nicotine circulating through his body. While stroking his curly bronze hair, he desperately waited for the canned food youth to return with medicine.

However, despite waiting for days, the youth didn't return. The chief thought he might be delayed by the snow, but he couldn't help feeling anxious.

But as everyone knows, the medicine would never come. Instead of medicine, Kitty gifted the devastated orc village with lead and dynamite.

Rumble...

An ominous sound following a small distant explosion.

After a suspicious small boom, what seemed like nothing was followed by a thunderous roar as white foam-like material cascaded down the hillside.

A young orc standing in the middle of the village stared blankly at the hillside before screaming:

"Avalanche!!!"

At someone's scream, the groaning orcs in their tents jumped up in surprise, but the avalanche was already rapidly approaching the village.

The orcs tried to flee. But it was already too late.

The wet snow moved at about 90 kilometers per hour, destroying all the tents and covering the entire village.

The flimsy tents were instantly buried under white snow, and the female orcs and baby orcs, whose movements were slowed by lead poisoning, died right there, literally struck by snow along with their tents.

White death subdued everything in an instant.

Some younger orcs managed to use their superhuman strength to emerge from the snow, but they didn't survive.

Bang!!!!!

An hour after the avalanche, security forces swiftly descended upon the orc village and began blowing off the heads of orcs who were barely breathing with just their heads sticking out of the snow.

"Fire!"

With half his skull split open, brain matter oozing out, looking at the humans with eyes that couldn't comprehend what was happening, spattering blood on the white snow, an orc died.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

Like playing a game of whack-a-mole, security aimed at the protruding heads of orcs and pulled their triggers.

They felt no reluctance to shoot at targets that couldn't resist. In their minds, orcs had already been reduced by Kitty to something less than insects.

Some orcs tried to pull themselves out of the snow after assessing the situation, but it was futile. Their bodies, severely affected by lead poisoning and neurological damage, couldn't escape.

"Arrrgh!!! Humans!!!"

An orc warrior strained to pull his buried body out of the snow, thrashing his head about.

But this only hastened his death. He immediately drew the attention of security, and the struggling orc warrior lost his life to five bullets fired from five gun barrels.

Seeing this, other orcs either kept quiet pretending to be dead or pushed their heads deeper into the snow.

However, security, who had brought an enormous amount of ammunition, began firing indiscriminately into the snow when they no longer saw orc heads protruding above it.

Of course, most bullets disappeared harmlessly into the snow, but some succeeded in hitting the calves or shoulders of orcs hiding beneath.

Orcs experiencing gunshot wounds for the first time writhed in agony, feeling pain like having a hot iron pressed against their shoulders.

As the shot orcs writhed, the snow piled on top of them shifted, and some keen-eyed security staff fired at those spots.

"Over there!"

About ten gun barrels aimed at the moving snow pile, and thirty bullets flew toward it.

The orc writhing in the snow died instantly as large holes appeared in his chest, thigh, and abdomen. The snow where the bullets passed through turned into something resembling shaved ice topped with strawberry syrup.

"There's another one!"

A massacre or execution. Yet security fired bullets as if enjoying a fun game.

However, even in such a deranged scene, there's always someone who keeps their sanity. A trembling rookie who had just joined security was one such person.

The rookie was a talented individual who had completed the security boot camp with outstanding grades. The fact that he was selected for the assault team composed exclusively of handpicked veterans showed he was no ordinary recruit.

When he first received his personal weapon and headed to the orc village, the rookie had a sense of purpose. Even if it was manufactured hostility, it was similar to the romance of protecting pioneer settlements from enemies.

But the actual combat was completely different.

His shallow thought that orcs, known to keep moving even when impaled with cold weapons, couldn't be killed by mere lead fragments disappeared when he saw an orc's head shattered by a bullet fired by a senior colleague.

The rookie learned for the first time that day how loud the sound of a skull breaking could be. Even louder than gunfire.
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The chief orc, who had momentarily lost consciousness, struggled to raise his body buried in snow and tried to understand what was happening.

However, all he could understand was that an avalanche had covered the village.

And that humans had betrayed them.

'Always check what they're holding in their other hand when they extend one to you. If they hide a hand behind their back, reject their offer without hesitation.'

His son's advice suddenly came to mind. The chief orc regretted not heeding it.

So the chief orc, feeling as if he were having a terrible nightmare in a snow-white world, dragged his swaying body toward where the village should be.

Like a white-haired madman, he swayed to the rhythm of the resounding gunshots and let out an impressively loud battle cry.

"----------!!!!!"

Then he threw his head back, pressing one hand against his forehead while the other clutched his armpit as if stung by a hornet, vowing to kill every human in sight.

Imagine.

How terrifying it is when an orc who has trained and honed combat skills all his life takes up a weapon.

How terrifying it is when an orc with commendable physical strength and bull-like combat power vows revenge.

With red gleaming eyes, the chief orc picked up an axe buried in the snow and slung it over his shoulder.

"Graaah!!!"

And the chief orc ran. He ran madly toward the smell of gunpowder.

The sight of him making double or triple jumps like a kangaroo across the snow field as he chased after humans was truly terrifying.

After running for some time, the chief orc finally found the humans.

But the humans were also looking for the chief orc.

"There! Over there!"

A security member spotted the chief orc charging fiercely from a distance and shouted while aiming his gun.

The chief orc sneered at such security. You dare point a gun at me?

They might think he was crazy to face guns, but his sneer had basis.

The orcs' amazing dynamic vision, especially the chief orc's unparalleled eyes and elastic muscles, allowed him to see and dodge bullets.

But that only worked with black powder used by front-line infantry.

Kitty's K-1 rifle used smokeless powder, which has an explosion speed nearly 10 times faster than black powder.

What does it mean when the explosion speed differs by tens of times?

It means the bullet travels about 3 times faster than a regular musket.

"...!!!"

The chief orc fell to his knees.

The .30-06 bullet was sufficient to tear through even the notoriously tough orc hide.

With an unimaginable bullet velocity, the chief orc didn't even realize he'd been shot until a hole was punched through his heart and his body began to tilt on its own.

And so, the orc chief—who had learned how to lead his tribe and truly earned his position through effort and dedication—was first killed by a .30-06 caliber bullet fired by a rookie who had been employed for just six months.

Ch.55 - Omen.
Afternoon.

The central road of Bell Park.

Bell Park was in a festive mood.

Women who had been doing laundry stood on their balconies, waving their laundry like flags to welcome the Security forces who were returning proudly with the head of the Chieftain Orc.

Young Security aspirants watching this felt a tingling sensation at the base of their ears, vowing that someday they too would become like them.

"Long live Bell Park! Long, long live the Governor!"

When a young man, caught up in the atmosphere, raised both arms high to worship Kitty, cheers erupted from all around like a chain reaction.

"Long live Kitty! Long live Security!"

Until their mouths went dry and tasted sweet, until their voices grew hoarse and metallic, until their heads rang from bone conduction—they became Kitty's fervent supporters, loudly praising her achievements.

But where there is light, there must also be darkness. The industrial spy who had previously stolen canning technology from Oppenheimer Armory was now lurking near the factory, attempting to steal fertilizer technology once again under the cover of the festivities.

"This was definitely the entrance..."

The industrial spy carefully felt along the outer wall of the Oppenheimer Fertilizer Factory, looking around for the entry route he had spotted earlier.

But his clandestine activities in the darkness didn't last long.

Public service agents, hiding in even deeper darkness, had begun their operations in earnest.

"What! Who are you... AAAGH!"

"You fucking bastard."

The public service agents covered the industrial spy's head with a cloth, then dragged him to their dedicated office building near the fertilizer factory.

The public service building consisted of three floors. Its exterior resembled a Korean police substation. The difference was that it had an interrogation room in the basement.

A public service agent with a cigarette clenched between his lips hung the industrial spy's wrists on a hook in the center of the interrogation room and began questioning him.

The interrogation process included a touch of dainty beating, but that was fine. The interrogation room was located near the always-noisy fertilizer factory, so there was no chance for screams to leak out.

WHACK! WHACK!

The public service agent began beating the industrial spy hanging from the hook with a club made of ironwood.

This was closer to venting frustration, as he had been severely reprimanded by Kitty for failing to prevent the previous industrial espionage.

Each time the club struck the industrial spy's body, he writhed in pain. The fortunate thing was that no one complained no matter how much he screamed.

After beating him for quite some time, the public service agent, having relieved his frustration in a not-so-proper way, finally began a proper interrogation.

"Name."

"Urrrgh..."

"Your name, you bastard. Don't you know your name?"

"Guuuhhh..."

But it was futile. The industrial spy seemed to have lost his mind from the severe beating.

Realizing that a normal interrogation was impossible, the public service agent frowned and ordered his junior colleague:

"I'm going to report to the Governor, so you find out if this bastard is the same one who stole the canning technology last time and report back."

"How do I find that out?"

"Pull out a few teeth and he'll confess on his own."

"Yes, sir."

"What? Gentlemen? What about teeth?"

So the senior agent left the interrogation room with a huff, while the industrial spy, suddenly alert at the mention of teeth, watched with a pale face as the junior agent took pliers out of the toolbox.
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"Is that true?"

As always, Kitty puffed on her cigar like a classic villain, roughly exhaling smoke.

The public service agent, enjoying the honor of receiving Kitty's sweet smoke-laden droplets all over his body, continued his report with a beaming face.

"Yes! It appears to be the same person who stole the canning technology last time, and..."

"No, not that."

"Pardon?"

The public service agent had been full of expectations for praise, having caught the industrial spy they had previously missed.

However, in Kitty's mind, the matter of the industrial spy had already vanished.

Upon realizing that despite his hard work, her interest lay elsewhere, the agent became infinitely sad.

But what could he do? That's just how workplace life is.

"Is it true that the Empire is preparing for war?"

Kitty asked the agent with a serious expression, resting her chin on her hand.

"According to our investigation, the embassies in the Rus Republic and the World Tree Alliance have already returned to their home countries. Additionally, the Empire's military-industrial complex has declared unlimited production, and strangely enough, the newspapers aren't covering any of this."

"The World Tree Alliance would be those elf bastards... and the Rus Republic is the dwarf commies?"

"That's correct."

The agent's explanation was concise and powerful.

"Ambassadors returning without notice..."

As some readers already know, there are several clear signals that ordinary people can recognize as signs of impending war.

One is ambassadors returning home from foreign missions.

Another is suspiciously increased production at military factories.

Kitty held her forehead. At the same time, some ash fell from the cigarette in her hand.

"War... war... and not with just one country, but two..."

According to the agent's explanation, war was almost a certainty. Moreover, it was highly likely to develop into a world war involving three nations.

Kitty stood up, tapping her cane, and walked around the room conducting a thought experiment.

Let's assume war breaks out right now. What would happen to our Bell Park?

Bell Park is very far from the homeland, so it won't be immediately engulfed in the flames of war. But that doesn't mean there won't be any damage.

If so, we need to think about benefits that could offset that damage. What benefits could we gain if war breaks out?

The first things that come to mind are exporting K-1 rifles and dynamite. These would be tremendous assets for the armies of this world, which are still at the level of heated infantry.

But Kitty immediately shook her head vigorously. The K-1 must remain Bell Park's unique weapon. Only then could they resist if they were treated unfairly in the future.

What about dynamite then?

This was also rejected. Kitty had no intention of following in Alfred Nobel's footsteps.

Then...

"Hmm... hmm..."

Leaning on her cane, Kitty rocked back and forth like an old rocking chair.

Then, peculiarly raising one eyebrow, she held her half-burned cigar between her middle finger and thumb like a pipe, as if she were Sherlock Holmes.

After that, smiling like a villain who had just come up with a brilliant idea, she called out to Hassan, who was quietly researching canning sealing methods in the corner of Kitty's office.

"Hey, Hassan."

"Me?"

Hassan, always exploited by Kitty, approached her wondering what she would squeeze out of him this time.

However, contrary to Hassan's ominous imagination, what came out of Kitty's mouth was quite radical.

"Your family back home. I think it's about time to bring them here."

"Really?"

"Yes. And while you're at it, bring some of your college friends too."

"What!!"

Hassan was literally jumping with joy, running around Kitty's office.

"Kitty!"

It was only natural, considering that Hassan had always been anxious thinking about his family in the colony.

Kitty smiled warmly at the overjoyed Hassan.

But why did Kitty suddenly make such a request to Hassan?

The reason was simple. The territory had suddenly expanded.

With the orcs exterminated, Bell Park had absorbed the land they had occupied.

They couldn't leave the vast forest areas unused, so they decided to bring in people from outside to pioneer the forest areas.

But wait.

Why did she refuse when Hassan asked to bring his family before?

At that time, Bell Park was too small in scale.

Bell Park, functioning as a fortress city, didn't engage in much pioneering activity despite its name as a pioneer settlement, and without a fertilizer factory, food was scarce.

But now things were different. The fertilizer factory workers, who had gained some know-how, were churning out quality fertilizer, and they had abundant food supplies that could rival any other nation.

Moreover, since becoming Governor, Kitty had been actively pursuing pioneering activities. Since they needed to place people in each pioneered area, bringing in population from outside was almost inevitable.

Kitty smiled gently at Hassan, who was running around like a foal.

"Um... Ms. Boss... Is war really going to break out...?"

Ah right. We also have our assistant.

"If you're worried too, bring your family here. It would be even better if you brought your academy friends."

"Really?"

The assistant began dancing with Hassan, who was already dancing in the middle of the room.

Kitty watched the two of them, curling up the corners of her mouth into a long smile, and began drafting an advertisement for the newspaper to attract immigrants.

Ch.56 - The Capital Is Always Clear Skies Followed By Clouds.
# Capital.

A late afternoon beer pub where a musician with impressively sun-tanned skin plays guitar.

In such a pub, two laborers were talking and drinking just like any other day.

"Have you seen that?"
"Seen what?"

The laborer who opened the conversation pulled something out from inside his coat.

The other laborer was expecting some vulgar joke, but contrary to his expectations, what emerged from his colleague's coat was none other than a newspaper.

And it was a newspaper he had never seen before. Bell Park Morning Inside? A shabby newspaper name that reeked of tabloid, perfect for reading just the four-panel comic strip and then tossing it away.

"Where did you pick up that trash? Hand it over so I can light my cigarette with it."

If Kitty had heard this, she would have immediately put a bullet in his head, but fortunately, Kitty was far away in Bell Park, so the laborer was safe.

"My, my. You're quite a pitiful fellow, completely out of touch with trends. Do you know what MBTI is?"
"MBTI?"

The laborer tilted his head in confusion, then suddenly remembered the street urchins loitering around the factory who divided themselves into factions based on MBTI and fought each other.

What was it again? ISFP? He remembered something like that, but couldn't recall the exact term.

So Laborer 1 struggled to remember MBTI to avoid becoming an out-of-touch old man.

Meanwhile, Laborer 2, who had pulled out the newspaper, flipped through it dramatically and showed the editorial section to Laborer 1.

"Actually, MBTI isn't important right now. Take a look at this, Timmy."
"What is it?"

Laborer 1 squinted like someone with nearsightedness and began reading the small print in the newspaper before him.

"War?"
"Yes. War is coming soon."

Laborer 1 tilted his head in confusion, while Laborer 2 continued with a serious expression.

"As this newspaper says, things are getting increasingly suspicious. Imperial embassies are hurriedly returning home as if escaping, and the munitions factories never turn off their lights."

"Come on, Hans. Isn't that a bit far-fetched? War? That's absurd."

Laborer 1 snorted and took a sip of his beer. But Laborer 2's expression remained serious.

"I thought so too at first. But after doing my own research, the world is in such a state that war could break out at any moment."
"Based on what?"

Laborer 2 pulled out a grimy notebook from his coat and explained why war was inevitable.

"Think about it. What's our country's geopolitical position?"
"Well, to the east we have those wretched dwarf commies, and to the west are those pointy-eared fascists."

While answering, Laborer 1 wondered why our country had to be in such a shitty location.

As Laborer 1 thought, the Empire's geopolitical position was indeed terrible. To the east were dwarves wielding sickles and hammers, shouting for the overthrow of capitalists, and to the west were fascists proclaiming that anyone less than an elf was a mongrel.

The dwarves had just experienced a revolution and were busy with internal control, so they weren't much of a concern, but the western fascist bastards were eyeing the lands the Empire had already claimed as colonies.

Laborer 1 pondered deeply. The elves wanted expansion, and the Empire didn't want that.

Additionally, the dwarves had already designated the Empire as an enemy state due to ideological differences.

Thinking about it, it was a situation where war could break out at any time.

Moreover, according to the newspaper Laborer 2 brought, ambassadors from various countries were hurriedly returning home, and munitions factories had nearly doubled their production.

A clear signal of war. Even Laborer 1, ignorant of international politics, could see the fog of war thickening.

"Oh shit, Hans. We're fucked. Looks like we'll be dragged into the army hand in hand."

Laborer 1 put a cigarette in his mouth, looking miserable. He was so troubled that each puff burned through a third of the cigarette, finishing it in just three drags.

Watching him, Laborer 2 rested his chin on his hand and spoke in a serious tone.

"Timmy. So I was thinking... how about we go to Bell Park?"
"Bell Park?"

Laborer 1 was about to light another cigarette when he tilted his head in confusion.

"Bell Park? Isn't that a complete backwater?"
"Backwater? What era are you living in? This guy really knows nothing, does he?"
"...What else is there to know?"

Laborer 2 laughed low and long as he lit his cigarette with a match.

"Hm... Bell Park... Indeed, until recently, it was a backwater town tucked away in the middle of nowhere. But not anymore. Do you know a fellow named Oppenheimer?"
"Oppenheimer? That fertilizer?"
"Correct. The owner of the fertilizer company. Rumored to be the richest man in the Empire."
"So what's the connection between Bell Park and Oppenheimer?"
"That Mr. Oppenheimer is currently the governor of Bell Park."
"Go on."

Laborer 1 tapped his cigarette ash with his index finger. Showing interest in the story, he leaned forward slightly and raised one eyebrow.

"Oppenheimer is literally pouring money into Bell Park based on his overwhelming economic power."
"In what way?"
"He's completely covered Bell Park with expensive asphalt roads. He's also building houses and giving them to residents for free. Currently, he's installing sewage systems throughout Bell Park, something that's only partially available in the capital."
"This guy exaggerates too much."

Laborer 1 snorted. Asphalt roads, which were so expensive that even the capital had few, were fully laid out?

And building houses to give away to residents for free? Installing sewage systems too?

Even if Oppenheimer was the governor, he should say something believable for others to consider believing.

But Laborer 2's expression remained serious.

"Believe it or not, I don't care. This story comes from my cousin who lives in Bell Park now, and my cousin is known for never telling lies."
"Right. Your cousin? Then I must believe it. Sure."

Laborer 1 nodded. He knew the stories about his cousin well.

"By the way, what does Bell Park have to do with the army? Why suddenly decide to go to Bell Park?"
"Think about it, Timmy. Just think. How far is Bell Park from the mainland?"
"Far as hell."
"Then would conscription officers come all the way there?"
"Ah."

Laborer 1 slapped his knee as if he had realized something. Considering the distance between the mainland and Bell Park, it was certainly possible.

Moreover, from what he heard, Bell Park seemed to have become quite a livable place.

Laborer 1 began to think deeply.
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Capital.

Supreme Council.

A long table on a red carpet was magnificently spread out.

Antique chairs surrounded the table on both sides, with old documents piled on top.

Under the ornate gas lamps, well-crafted marble could be seen. It looked so solid without a single crack that it seemed to symbolize the firmness of the Empire.

But right now. A crack had formed.

A very fine one. So small that you'd have to look closely to barely see it.

But no one knows when or how it might grow and split the marble in half.

"Grrrrrr..."

The Queen, seated at the head of the Supreme Council, was grinding her teeth in real-time.

"P-Please calm yourself, Your Majesty."

A high-ranking nobleman who had been constantly checking his gold pocket watch tried to calm the Queen while wiping his sweat with a handkerchief.

But it backfired. The nobleman, who was singled out as the target of her anger, had to endure the Queen's vintage profanity alone.

"$@$_(*$@)!!"
"A-Ahem..."

A commotion broke out. The Queen's characteristically sharp voice filled the Supreme Council chamber, and the nobles occupying their seats one by one didn't know what to do.

Still, after shouting for a while, some rationality returned.

Having regained her senses, the Queen threw the newspaper in her hand onto the table and said:

"What is going on here? Didn't I say not to mention even the word 'war'?"
"I-I'm sorry... Your Majesty... but we've never heard of a newspaper called Bell Park Morning Inside."

An official in charge of silencing newspapers bowed his head so low it seemed like he was trying to drill through to the Earth's inner core.

But that wouldn't undo what had been done. What mattered was how to handle the situation.

Knowing this well, the Queen sighed.

"Sigh... Let's first assess the situation."

When the Queen looked at a lower-ranking nobleman wearing a monocle, he stood up with a grave expression, as if he had been waiting for this moment, and explained what was happening in the Empire.

"First, as citizens have become agitated, food prices have soared, and potential conscripts are attempting to leave the country en masse."

"Additionally, the Rus Republic keeps asking if the newspaper's content is true, and the World Tree Alliance is already increasing its military strength."

After hearing the brief situation report, the Queen felt a headache coming on.

Originally, she had planned to secure an advantageous position through a surprise declaration of war and then deal with the pointy-ears and dwarves as she pleased...

Who would have thought that a completely unknown newspaper would stand in the Empire's way?

Crunch- Grind-

The Queen gritted her teeth again.

As she did so, she swore to the heavens that she would catch and punish the newspaper's editor-in-chief, who must be somewhere in Bell Park.
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"What's wrong?"
"Huh? Nothing, my ear was just itchy for a moment."

Meanwhile, Kitty, who was hanging on the restaurant owner's back pretending to be a knight, casually scratched her ear as it suddenly became itchy.

Ch.57 - Spring Has Arrived~
And so, Kitty's newspaper once again set the capital ablaze.

"Let's go! To Bell Park!"

While various people were preparing to migrate to Bell Park, each with their own goals and ambitions, or to escape the shadow of war...

Scattered flower petals. Spring had fully arrived in Bell Park.

Befitting the season, a warm breeze blew outside, and people were enjoying the spring air after shedding their stuffy coats.

However, there was someone in Bell Park who didn't particularly welcome this warm weather.

That person was Kitty.

"It's hot..."

Opening the window, roughly loosening her tie, and fanning herself with thin documents, the heat finally subsided slightly.

But Kitty had no choice but to close the window.

"ACHOO!!!"

The damned pollen flying in from outside was relentlessly tormenting Kitty's airways.

It was maddening. If she closed the window, it was hot, but if she opened it, she couldn't possibly work because of the sneezing.

Blood rushing, heart pounding, burning hot, itchy all over—it was driving her crazy. She felt like she was losing her mind!

"Boss, if you're hot, please change your clothes, I beg you."

Hassan, who was researching new canning methods with Kitty in the corner, said quietly.

Following Hassan's advice, if the weather was hot, she should change clothes.

However, Kitty couldn't change her clothes.

The reason being...

"I don't have any clothes."

That's right. Our adorable one-outfit lady Kitty had absolutely no clothes except for her winter suit.

Then how did she do laundry all this time?

Simple. Every night when Kitty changed into pajamas, the old man would wash her clothes. Everyone, please give a round of applause for the hardworking old man.

*Clap clap clap*

"...?"

Hassan gave Kitty a strange look as she suddenly started clapping.

Then Hassan walked over to Kitty's small wardrobe and flung the door wide open.

He couldn't hold back his exclamation.

"Oh my god."

Typically, a woman's wardrobe is packed so full of clothes that it could be described as a maze of garments.

However, Kitty's closet was not just sparse—it was bizarrely empty.

Just one pair of pajamas. The only thing adorning Kitty's wardrobe was a single set of pajamas. The cobweb in the upper left corner was a bonus.

"Boss, are you a beggar? How can you have fewer clothes than me?"

"Why you..."

"Holy shit. Run!"

As Kitty glared and clicked her tongue, Hassan fled from her office in a hurry.

Kitty wondered what to do about that slippery fellow who kept climbing up the ranks lately. She felt like she'd been too lenient with him recently.

While thinking that Hassan was right about struggling to survive with just one winter suit, Kitty fixed her disheveled hair and lifted her light bottom to head down to the dining hall.

She was feeling hungry anyway.

Tap, tap, tap.

Kitty crept down the stairs with her now-skilled cane work.

Halfway down the stairs, white noise began to pour in like moving between maps in an RPG game.

From the corridor to the east, two union members playing cards. Cheerful and boisterous, comical shouts echoed loudly, ending with the words, "I end my turn."

Next came the bathroom to the north. It was a bathroom with a very thick, vigorous, and energetic voice, which had been used quite a few times.

Last was the counter. It was a place where the harmony of clanging dishes was performed, with dining union members as the performers and the old man as the conductor.

Kitty walked to the counter with a limp, not quite majestically but certainly sprightly enough, like a postman at the front of a marching band repeatedly raising and lowering his cane.

Kitty sat on a strange chair striped with faint rays of sunlight streaming through the window gaps.

The restaurant owner glanced at her, naturally served her a glass of water, and then listened attentively to her order.

"Cre..."

"Got it."

Kitty had ordered her usual comfort food, and the restaurant owner, as if he'd expected it, went into the kitchen without even waiting for her to finish speaking. She was slightly taken aback but let it slide.

Kitty, who had been feeling the heat intensely, took the shaded cup with her soft palms and, directing her long eyelashes toward the cup, gulped down the water.

Her sweat-beaded throat undulated as if pulsating. If one deliberately unfocused their eyes and looked with a blurry gaze, it seemed as if something was moving up and down her throat—a gesture more alluring than any sensual caress.

Still, as the heat didn't subside at all, Kitty removed her loosened tie completely, unbuttoned a couple of buttons near her neck, and gathered her long hair with one hand to expose the nape of her neck, which still had some baby hair.

Then she fanned the border between her throat and chest with her tiny palm, and strangely enough, it smelled like baby formula.

"Sniff, sniff..."

The spring breeze mixed with Kitty's baby formula scent and slightly salty hair smell began to affect the cognitive abilities of one union member.
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By the time Kitty's hand-fanning had reached gale force, her long-awaited food finally arrived.

Tearing the bread with plump fingers that contrasted with the elongated loaf, Kitty spoke to the restaurant owner.

"Old man."

"What?"

"I don't have any clothes."

"What kind of clothes?"

"You know... thin clothes for spring or summer."

"Oh no."

The restaurant owner inhaled sharply. His reaction was so intense, like a high school senior who overslept on college entrance exam day.

"I completely forgot... I should have bought some when the peddler was here last time..."

With startled fox-like eyes, the restaurant owner smacked his forehead in a self-reproaching stance. The peddler who circulated through Bell Park only came once a month.

Kitty was dismayed. She had to wear these stuffy winter clothes for a whole month?

But one should take responsibility for one's own clothes. The blame lay entirely with Kitty, and the punishment of wearing winter clothes in warm spring was hers alone to bear.

And so Kitty's world collapsed.

Or seemed to collapse.

.
.
.

"Excuse me..."

The suspicious union member who had been sniffing Kitty's scent approached her.

He approached very cautiously, like a back-alley dealer, looking as if he might pull out white powder from inside his clothes.

"Governor. Do you perhaps need clothes?"

"Huh? How did you know?"

"Anyway, you do need them, right?"

Kitty opened her eyes wide and firmly grasped both hands of the suspicious union member.

"Yes, yes! I need them!"

Though somewhat abrupt, finally the governor's soft, plump hands, still retaining baby fat, met my sinful, pathetic hands.

Suppressing the sense of guilt that spread like a faint electric current up my spine and throughout my body, I moved only my thumbs to gauge the governor's physical age.

Like an old and solemn knight to the governor, I naturally invited her to my home while extracting the heat dormant within me.

"Shall we go to my place then?"

"Wait, I'm coming too."

The restaurant owner declared that he would accompany them while looking at the suspicious union member.

But this was within the expected range. Although I desperately wanted to become lovers even for a fleeting moment, a man should know when to step back.

"Of course. My house is right next door."

.
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There are various ways to win a woman's favor, but the easiest method is meticulousness. And a touch of obsessive-compulsive disorder.

The union member's room, who had lived firmly believing that such a day would come, was extremely neat. So clean that it was hard to believe it belonged to a man living alone.

Kitty and the restaurant owner looked around the immaculate room and made interested snorting sounds.

"Hmm..."

But it was too early to be impressed. The union member stealthily moved to the wardrobe where his treasures slept and opened the door.

His closet resembled a prison. The clothes, divided neatly by section, were aligned like inmates waiting for release.

With the mindset of a prison guard, the union member released an outfit sentenced to life imprisonment for stealing his heart. It looked almost new, having never been exposed to sunlight.

A sleeveless blouse, a frilled skirt, and pantyhose.

"...Don't you live alone? Why do you have women's clothes at home...?"

A reasonable suspicion from the restaurant owner.

But this too was anticipated.

"They're my younger sister's clothes. She enrolled in the academy and doesn't wear them anymore."

"I see."

Throughout history, the family excuse has always worked well. The restaurant owner nodded as soon as the sister was mentioned.

"The clothes are in very good condition. They seem to be just the right size, so why don't you try them on?"

The restaurant owner, now a reliable ally, encouraged Kitty to try on the clothes.

Bolstered by the restaurant owner's support, the union member handed the clothes to Kitty with a smile.

"Um... don't you have other clothes? I prefer pants..."

"Pants? Let me look for some."

For some reason, Kitty seemed to pathologically dislike skirts.

While I respect that everyone has different preferences, it was unforgivable to insist on pants despite having such alluring, plump legs that made rainbow-colored blood boil in my heart.

The union member erased the sadness and regret seeping into his voice with superhuman patience.

Then he walked back to the wardrobe, chanting "I wonder if there are pants" like a mantra.

With his hand deep in the closet full of children's clothes, pretending to rummage around, he pushed any pants he touched into a corner, then with a regretful expression and disappointed voice said:

"There are no pants."

Ch.58 - I Don't Have Any Pants!
"No pants."

"What."

Kitty gasped at the words of the guild member, whose expression seemed sympathetic but whose voice was disturbingly indifferent.

"What's wrong? Perhaps you don't like it...?"

"No, no! That's not it..."

Kitty frantically shook her head back and forth, strongly denying it.

Objectively speaking, the clothes were very cute and pretty. If Kitty had been a father with a daughter, she would have wanted to dress her in them.

But when it came to wearing them herself, she hesitated. Well, she was originally a man, so perhaps that was natural.

"Ugh... ugh..."

Making pitiful whimpering sounds, Kitty stood at a crossroads. Should she accept mental castration for physical comfort?

Or should she stubbornly protect what little masculinity she had left?

The fundamentalist within Kitty was urging her to endure the heat like a proper man.

Meanwhile, the estrogen that had now become mainstream in Kitty was whispering to her to quickly discard the stuffy pants and put on a skirt, since she had already become a woman.

However, the dilemma didn't last long.

The spring day in Bell Park was more hot and humid than expected.

And the estrogen's influence on Kitty's mind was more significant than anticipated.

With a face as red as a carrot, Kitty took the blouse, skirt, and pantyhose and headed toward the changing room set up in a corner.

.
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The guild member opened both eyes.

The guild member's bloodline opened a thousand eyes all at once.

To gently observe Kitty's protruding shoulder blades.

And the healthy curve of her rounded spine.

And her narrow buttocks that slightly bulged under the black skirt when she tensed.

And the flat chest area of Kitty that reminded one of the horizon.

"Ugh..."

Kitty kept touching around her waist, seemingly unfamiliar with the flowing skirt, and hung her head low.

Then, as if embarrassed, she pouted her lips with a light pink blush and shook her head.

"Does... does it suit me?"

As she looked at the restaurant owner with flushed cheeks, the heart of the guild member standing nearby began to beat faster and faster, shaking his chest.

Then a moment of silence. He tensed his lower body so much that he almost let out an unpleasant groan.

She was that infinitely lovable. He felt as if he were looking beyond a rainbow divided into layers, his lips parched.

It was truly a sinful pleasure. Kitty kept trying to scratch the middle of her back as if wearing ill-fitting clothes, and each time she did, her armpits were clearly exposed.

Armpits like a pointillist painting with hair sprouting during adolescence, like other young girls.

Looking at those pitiful armpits and the sweet curves of her legs created by the black pantyhose, the guild member experienced a spiritual orgasm.

Kitty sometimes appears like an innocent child, but at other times possesses a cesspool teeming with monsters that can annihilate orcs without hesitation.

Sometimes she looks like a fragile girl who might appear in a female-oriented novel, yet she also possesses a vague sensuality.

She sometimes resembled a young prostitute disguised as a child in a brothel, and then again, amidst the scent of wild flowers and sewers, amidst ugliness and death, a pure and gentle side would suddenly emerge.

Oh. My God. My lovely muse. Your duality drives me crazy, revives my old desires, and because of that, I can breathe.

The light of my life, the flame of my existence. My sin. My salt. My light. My...

"Are you alright?"

The restaurant owner asked if he was okay, as he was trembling like an epileptic patient.

"I'm fine. I just have a chronic condition... Haha!"
"That looks like a rather serious condition. If you're not feeling well, you should see the nun."
"Thank you for your concern."

The guild member, brought back to his senses by the restaurant owner's concern, smiled broadly as he spoke.

The restaurant owner gave him a slightly strange look, sensing something off, but still.

In any case, he was a benefactor who had provided Kitty with spring clothes, so it was only natural to express gratitude.

The restaurant owner bowed his head to the guild member and expressed his thanks.

"Thank you so much. I was worried about not having spring clothes, but you saved us."

He nudged the still-fidgeting Kitty's side with his elbow, looking exactly like a father socializing a daughter who was struggling with expression.

"Th-thank you..."

Kitty bowed her head in gratitude as if she really, really had no choice. She didn't even realize that her neckline had shifted slightly due to gravity, exposing her hollow collarbone.

The guild member felt dizzy enough to stagger at the sight of that desperately radiant collarbone.

Kitty's collarbone was like countless rainbow-colored rays emitted by a white, dazzling diamond trembling as the midday sun reflected off a glass window.

Kitty, giving a precious gift until the very end. The guild member saw them off with the brightest smile ever.

.
.
.
.
.

As the governor of Bell Park, Kitty's influence on Bell Park is immense.

After all, Kitty raised the overall education level of Bell Park, created fertilizer to increase productivity, and used the funds earned from fertilizer to industrialize, making it a self-sufficient, solid city.

Among the residents of Bell Park, Kitty was truly a superhuman on a white horse, and some even regarded her as an object of worship.

On top of that, with looks that would have made her at least a child actor in Korea, she couldn't help but be popular.

But even Kitty had one flaw: her attire.

For some reason, Kitty insisted on wearing formal suits all year round. Sometimes guild members asked if she would consider wearing something else, but each time, Kitty firmly refused.

It was a shame. Having such looks but only wearing androgynous suits. But what could they do? She said she was comfortable in suits...

In that sense, Kitty wearing suits was a kind of law.

But right now, that law was broken.

"What? Kitty changed her clothes?!"

Upon hearing that Kitty was wearing a skirt, one guild member began running frantically to the restaurant.

"Ugh. My heart...!"
"Now I can die... without regrets...!!"
"Governor, may I draw your current outfit?"
"Boss kawaii."
"It... it suits you..."

The restaurant was already packed with people. Floating alone with a tired expression in the middle of the sea of people, Kitty kept smoothing down her skirt, seemingly unfamiliar with it and worried that her undergarments might show.

It felt like a tomboy who could only get along with boys due to her rough personality had suddenly transformed into a mature lady after drinking a mysterious potion.

Yes, like a girl who blushes and smiles, secretly whispering about various adults' secret and interesting rumors.

A girl whose baby teeth have fallen out and permanent teeth have grown in, who secretly scratches her groin as body hair breaks through the skin, who experiences growing pains as her chest begins to rise.

That kind of girl.

"Ugh..."

A guild member trapped in obscene and unpleasant imagination.

His romantic soul sweats coldly, barely suppressing the anger rising in his lower body, and shudders. What a lustful monster.

Suddenly feeling an eerie chill, Kitty quickly looked around.

"...????"
"What's wrong?"
"Oh, nothing. Just felt a chill for a moment..."

As Kitty rubbed her arms with her palms as if crossing them, the restaurant owner put his arm around her shoulders.

"Are you cold?"

The restaurant owner tilted his head as he said this. It wasn't cold enough to feel chilly, yet she was suddenly shivering.

"No, no? I'm not cold..."
"Then are you sick again?"

The restaurant owner casually placed his hand on Kitty's forehead to check for fever as she stammered.

"Ugh..."

But it wasn't a cold. If not a cold, then what could it be?

"Hmm..."

The restaurant owner was trying to deduce the cause of the chill while looking at Kitty.

But since Kitty was neither sick nor anything else, the restaurant owner's deductions were all in vain. If anything, the main cause was the depletion of energy from being surrounded by crowds.

Knowing this well, Kitty told the restaurant owner she was fine, then returned to her office, leaning on her cane.

Was it because she was wearing a fluttering skirt? Her walking seemed more waddling and toddling than usual, providing a good view until the very end as a bonus.

Ch.59 - Tenant Screening.
Afternoon.

Bell Park Labor Union Headquarters.

The union headquarters had always been a place full of people, overflowing with energy.

But today was different. It was still packed with people, but rather than being vibrant, it was as chaotic as a flea market.

In the spacious area, dozens of people stood in line with bored expressions, waiting for something.

People dealt with their boredom in their own ways. Some repeatedly opened and closed the lids of pocket watches that weren't working because they hadn't been wound, while others fidgeted with their fingers.

...How long had I been waiting like this?

A man who had just completed his residency screening passed by me with clenched fists and an expression of joy, and the public service worker who had been shuffling through papers with empty eyes finally called the next number.

"What did you do in the capital?"
"I worked as an accountant."
"Do you have documentation?"
"Here."
"Hmm... Do you have a preferred occupation?"
"I'd like to continue what I've been doing."
"Welcome to Bell Park. Next!"

The residency screening ended very quickly, unlike for the man before me, likely due to the nature of the profession.

When the public service worker rang the bell on his desk loudly, the accountant sitting across from him left with a satisfied expression.

And the young woman standing right behind took his place.

"And you?"
"I don't really have a profession as such. I came here right after graduating from the Academy."
"Then what was your major?"
"Mechanical engineering."
"Do you have a certificate?"
"Here..."
"Hmm... You should go directly to the Governor."
"What? The Governor?"
"Yes. I wish you luck. Next!"

The public service worker rang the bell again to call the next person in line.

The graduate had a mountain of questions but had no choice but to move aside as the elderly gentleman who was next in line approached.

Since she was told to go upstairs, the graduate headed to the second floor via the stairs. She tiptoed up very carefully, afraid of making too much noise.

At the same time, curiosity peeked out from within her mind. What kind of person was the Governor?

The owner of the fertilizer business and the Empire's wealthiest individual. From the rumors circulating, the Governor seemed to be quite a formidable figure.

No, that seemed accurate. Anyone would nod in agreement seeing Bell Park's current vibrant state.

So a vague fear arose.

After all, there was no reason for the Governor to summon a fresh graduate like herself.

Moreover, the public service worker's final words bothered her. Wishing her luck? After telling others "welcome"?

Although something felt off, the graduate had no choice but to go up to the second floor where the Governor was. She didn't know what would happen if she didn't go.

Upon reaching the second floor, the graduate stood in front of one of the many doors lined up.

"This must be it."

Unlike the other doors, the one the graduate stood before had a sign attached to it. The sign clearly stated "Office," making it obvious to anyone that this was the Governor's office.

Knock knock-

"Excuse me."

The graduate knocked a couple of times before opening the door to the Governor's office. But no one was there.

The graduate looked around, surveying the Governor's office.

"Hmm..."

The room was, to put it kindly, neat, or less kindly, so devoid of personal touches that it lacked any sense of being lived in.

It truly lived up to its name as an office—a space purely for conducting business. It was the kind of room logicians would love and poets would hate.

The state of a room is a good example of its owner's character. It seemed the Governor of Bell Park lived according to a dusty eclecticism, like a prison library.

The graduate dragged over a rough wooden chair nearby, placed it under her bottom, and sat down gently.

Then came waiting, accompanied by a bit of silence. It wasn't boring.

The somewhat urban landscape visible through the window was quite impressive to the graduate who had come from the capital.

.
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"Huh."

When she came to her senses, the world outside the window was already dyed in a crimson sunset, coloring everything red.

She must have dozed off briefly. The dried drool marks at the corners of her mouth proved it.

Well, it was understandable after weeks of crossing mountains and rivers. Bell Park was quite far away, after all.

"Is the Governor still not here?"

As if in response to the graduate's muttering, the Governor had not arrived even after several hours.

She was getting irritated. What was the point of summoning someone and then not showing up?

"Tsk..."

The graduate stood up from the chair to leave the room, wiping away the dried drool marks and straightening her clothes.

Of course, it wasn't a wise decision for someone who needed to live in Bell Park. But she detested waiting indefinitely.

So the graduate prepared to leave the room.

"Huh? Who are you?"

As she opened the door to leave and stood in the middle of the corridor, a voice suddenly came from behind her.

The voice was high-pitched, not even having reached puberty. The graduate usually disliked the shrill voices of children, but strangely, this voice was pleasant to hear.

The graduate turned around.

Behind her was a small child, leaning on a cane, glaring at her.

"Who are you?"

The graduate asked while inwardly taking a sharp breath.

Because of all sorts of elements difficult to explain in words.

For instance, the contours of cheekbones somewhat resembling a cat, thin limbs covered in soft, fluffy hair.

And other indicators like clothing and various markers too numerous to mention individually all suggested one thing.

This child was a small devil, deadly enough to easily destroy even adults.

The graduate certainly didn't have a preference for young girls, but upon seeing the green-eyed child, she felt a hot poison bubbling in her groin.

However, the graduate was quite a strong person.

Though the poison spread through her groin, she soon realized that in this civilized world, a 26-year-old man loving a xx-year-old girl was unacceptable.

"And who might you be?"

The child took out a cigarette from inside her clothes, put it in her mouth, lit it, and then asked the graduate in return.

And not long after, ivory-white clouds puffed out from the child's narrow nostrils.

Here, the graduate had to grip her groin once more, as the breath mixed with strong smoke exuded such a decadent beauty that it displayed a dual charm.

But now she needed to behave more properly and nobly. The graduate suppressed her sexual desire as much as possible and introduced herself gently.

In fact, there wasn't much to introduce. Name, purpose, and status. After mentioning these three elements, there was nothing more to explain.

The child, having heard the graduate's poor self-introduction, brightened up, waddled over, and took the graduate's hand.

"Ah! You were an Academy student! Nice to meet you."

Then she reached into her clothes again and took something out.

It was paper.

"Read it carefully and sign it!"

Sign?

Ah... looking closely, it seemed to be some kind of contract. It was written in such terrible handwriting, like hieroglyphics, that it was difficult to understand at a glance.

"Do I sign here?"

She appeared to be the Governor's daughter. The Governor must have many contracts to write, so she was surely imitating her father.

This was a kind of play. Since there was no harm in getting along with such a cute child, the graduate took out a pen from inside her clothes and scribbled her name without even reading the poorly written contract.

"Here you go."

"What! You're signing without even reading it?"

The child was surprised. It was more of an unexpected reaction than a positive one.

"Hmm... you'll regret it."

As the child said, blindly signing an unfamiliar contract was indeed something to regret later.

But what did it matter? I was just playing along with the child's game, and this contract probably had no legal effect.

So the graduate returned the contract with her name on it to the child, who put it back inside her clothes with a well-ripened smile, like a salesperson who had just secured their first contract.

"Follow me. Let's start right away."

The child, still immersed in playing Governor.

The limping child, in a good mood, took big steps with her cane, advancing vigorously. By the way, what was she going to start?
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And so, as if entranced, following the child's small bottom at a slow pace, they arrived at none other than a factory.

The factory was impressive. Upon entering the red brick building, hot air hit their faces.

The sounds of metal and machine tools blended like a symphony, making their ears numb, and huge blowers constantly pushed out the acrid smoke swirling under the sooty ceiling.

For me, with a mechanical engineering background, it was a great sight. The difference between seeing something in books and seeing it in person was indeed enormous.

By the way, the graduate was curious. Where on earth was the Governor? I was clearly here to meet the Governor.

"Hey, kid. Do you know where the Governor is?"
"The Governor? Well..."

The child looked at the graduate with a profound gaze, drawing an arc at the corner of her mouth.

"More importantly, look over there. Do you see something being made?"
"There?"

The graduate shifted her gaze to where the child was pointing.

At the end of that gaze, numerous blacksmiths were busy cutting and assembling something, operating all sorts of machine tools.

"Yes. Can you guess what they're making?"

Many parts were visible. The graduate put them in her mind, turned them around, and tried to assemble them diligently, but the result was...

I don't know.

In terms of shape, it was close to a gun, but because it was a structure she had never seen before, she wasn't even sure if it was a gun or not.

Still, among the many possible answers, "gun" seemed closest to the correct one. The graduate offered "gun" as the answer to the child's sudden quiz.

"A gun... perhaps?"
"Wow! Correct!"

The child clapped her hands in delight. But a gun, really?

"Don't tell me what I'm looking at is..."
"That's right! This is the Oppenheimer Armory. What you're seeing is the production process of the K-1, an 8-round rifle."

I was surprised. Very much so. There had been rumors that Bell Park's army handled rifles capable of firing 8 consecutive shots, but I never dreamed those rumors were true.

So while the graduate was looking around the Oppenheimer Armory with a dumbfounded expression.

A figure who appeared to be from the colonies approached the child's side.

"Boss, what are you doing?"
"Perfect timing, Hassan. I've found another subordinate for you."
"Real?"
"Yes. She seems smart, so make good use of her."

I couldn't follow the flow of the conversation. The colonial's distinctive twisted accent was one thing, but "boss"?

No, no, more importantly, subordinate? Me? To that colonial black...?

"Haha... stop joking, kid. Me, to that colonial n—"
"Ah, right. Let me introduce myself properly. I'm Kitty Oppenheimer. I serve as the Governor of Bell Park."
"?"

The graduate's mind went blank at the sudden surprise. Regardless, Kitty took out the contract from inside her clothes and showed it to the graduate.

"Look here. Can you see your name and the content written on this contract?"
"Wha-what?"
"Kitty Oppenheimer (hereinafter 'Party A') and Justin Weinhouse (hereinafter 'Party B') hereby enter into the following employment contract..."

Kitty read the contents of the standard employment contract word by word.

The content was similar to existing standard employment contracts. In fact, compared to the ruthless, evil employers in the capital, it was incredibly generous.

However, there was a phrase that was impossible to accept, difficult to take in...

"Party B must mandatorily serve... no, work for at least 10 years."

Ch.60 - Death From Overwork?
"Your workplace will obviously be here at Oppenheimer Armory... and your duties will be to follow the instructions of Hassan, a Level 1 researcher. Any questions?"

The graduate was dumbfounded. He had clearly written it as a joke, but it turned out to be a real contract.

No, no, there was something more important. Work here mandatorily for 10 years? Me?

"Haha... I think your joke is a bit much, Governor. Telling me to stay here for 10 years, what's that about...?"

"A joke?"

Hisssss—

As Kitty closed her mouth and rolled her eyes upward, frost settled in the factory filled with hot steam.

"Do I look like I'm joking right now?"

The graduate, who only remembered Kitty's cheerful and delicate appearance, couldn't help but think something was wrong.

And for good reason—the factory that had been filled with machine noises and hammering suddenly fell silent.

In that quiet factory, Kitty spoke to the graduate with a sharp voice.

"You. Do you know where you are to speak like that?"

"W-well... a factory..."

The graduate stammered, overwhelmed by the atmosphere.

Looking at him, Kitty smiled slightly and continued.

"A factory? Yes, it is. It's a factory, but a different kind. This is a top-secret area where K-1 is manufactured."

"And what does that mean?"

Having come to Bell Park briefly to escape the shadow of war, the graduate realized he would be stuck here for 10 years. He tried to maintain a brazen attitude to overcome the situation.

But as everyone knows, and quite naturally, the graduate had no choice but to serve... no, work at Oppenheimer Armory.

It was obvious. The graduate had signed a contract clearly stamped with the Bell Park Governor's seal.

So the graduate faced the desperate dilemma of either quietly working for 10 years or being framed as an industrial spy who infiltrated a top-secret area and spending 10 years in prison.

Naturally, he chose the former, albeit reluctantly.

I hope all of you remember to read contracts carefully before signing them.
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"Take him away."

"Nooooo!!"

After dunking... no, hiring one person, Kitty calmly smoked.

"That makes twenty now."

Let me correct myself. After dunking twenty people, Kitty calmly smoked.

Her behavior was close to that of a vicious villain or con artist, but there were circumstances behind these actions.

Those circumstances were Hassan's skin color.

As everyone knows, this world was remarkably similar to Earth, except for the element of magic.

How similar? So similar that even discriminating against people based on skin color was the same.

That's why Kitty had a headache.

She was planning to develop new weapons led by Hassan, who had somehow risen to the position of Level 1 researcher, but people refused to work under Hassan because of his dark skin.

At first, she managed to convince some by offering large sums of money, but occasionally there were people whose beliefs about skin color were too strong to be swayed. So Kitty devised this method and implemented it immediately.

It was a vile and dirty method that appealed to people's naivety, but what could she do? Without this approach, it was impossible to proceed with the work.

What? Why doesn't Kitty do it herself?

Unfortunately, Kitty was far too busy for that.

She had to create chlorine for the soon-to-be-completed water and sewage system with her assistant, and constantly adjust the schedule for the planned city of New Bell Park.

She also needed to clear out the now-ownerless land of the orcs, and pay attention to intelligence brought by civil service workers.

On top of that, she had to process paperwork for incoming residents, making Kitty so busy that even ten bodies wouldn't be enough.

She was so overworked that it wouldn't be surprising if she collapsed at any moment.

And then she actually did collapse.

"Oh."

A warm nosebleed from her philtrum.

As soon as she saw the blood on her hands, her pupils dilated and her body went limp, flailing before collapsing with her staff.

"Ah?"

She hit the ground with a thud at 9.8m/s².

She felt severe pain in her face, and her ears were filled with ringing.

A low, long, chilling beep sound like one might hear from a flatlined ECG.

Suddenly, a terrible nausea swept over her, causing her to retch repeatedly while lying face down, but only clear gastric juice came out.

"Gurgle—"

Her nose was blocked by hardened blood clots, and her throat was obstructed by rising gastric juice. No matter how hard Kitty tried to breathe, only the sound of bubbling liquid could be heard, not the sound of breathing.

Kitty fainted, with her last sight being a blacksmith running toward her from a distance.
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Bell Park.

Restaurant.

The restaurant, which had been bustling with activity until just a while ago, was now completely deserted after lunch hours.

In this quiet restaurant, the owner was deeply focused on research.

What kind of research?

Research on how to protect Kitty's soft skin.

Cream stew, which gave Kitty comfort and was the only food she ate, was high in fat.

Fat causes acne. When there's too much fat in the sebum that supplies nutrients to skin follicles, it becomes itchy and causes inflammation.

People without any blemishes might find it hard to understand, but acne during adolescence is extremely stressful.

It's so bad that there was even a newspaper story about a child who scraped their face with a razor blade every time acne appeared.

Kitty was under tremendous stress right now. She was handling much more than I thought and was both stronger and more fragile than I imagined.

I couldn't completely take on Kitty's stress, but I at least wanted her not to be stressed about this aspect.

So the restaurant owner was diligently researching how to remove fat from cream stew while maintaining its taste.

But it wasn't easy.

The restaurant owner knew well how to make food delicious using various seasonings and cooking methods, but had no knowledge of nutrition, so the research was slow-going.

Actually, the best solution would be not to feed her cream stew at all, but Kitty had a bizarrely strong obsession with it. Why on earth did she like that pale, thick, cheap ready-made stew?

Still, after racking his brains, some progress was being made.

The restaurant owner, having separated the fat from the cream stew, pressed his lips together with his characteristic expressionless face and stirred the experimental batch in the pot.

Then a taste. Of course, it was terribly bland.

That was to be expected. After all, the most delicious element of the stew had been removed.

Unfortunately, the experiment was a failure. The restaurant owner went back to thinking.

Hmm... how should I... hmm...

While the restaurant owner was deeply immersed in his imagination, playing with an imaginary Kitty in his mind,

A union member rushed in with urgent news that Kitty had collapsed.
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Bang-!

As soon as he heard the news, the restaurant owner dashed out and ran. He desperately hoped that this was all nonsense from some madman with a strange taste for unripe fruit.

As the union member and the restaurant owner ran through the suffocating Bell Park, the restaurant owner's knees trembled like shadows rippling on water, and his lips dried up like a desert.

"Please... please..."

The world is a place where cause and effect intersect like a wire mesh, so could I have had no influence on Kitty's future?

Should I have stopped her when she was struggling to make fertilizer? Should I have gotten angry when she became the union leader or governor? Should I have listened more carefully when she said it was hard?

Could Kitty's fate have changed because I used her as a tool for projection?

Ah, that was and still is a source of terrible and intense anxiety.

"Huff... huff..."

The restaurant owner shook his head full of nightmares and ran on and on, and the path now led to the wide fields heading toward the factory.

Finally, he approached the factory. When passing through the massive iron gate, he staggered dreamily, almost like a patient, languid and leisurely.

The factory was crowded with people. Everyone's face was pale blue.

"You're a nun! Do something!"

"Shut up! I'm doing my best!"

The nun shouted with a tearful voice, sweating profusely.

She had used so much holy power that her lips were not just dry but cracked, with dots of blood seeping through.

And not long after, the holy power glowing from the nun's fingertips lost its color and scattered into the air, as if its power had been exhausted, and the nun collapsed in the same direction as Kitty, as if fainting.

People screamed in terror. Some imagined desperate fantasies, while others, more shrewd, were already thinking about the next governor.

However, the restaurant owner belonged to neither of these two groups among the divided crowd.

Because there was one path left to achieve immortality with Kitty.

That was cardiopulmonary resuscitation.

Ch.61 - Death Did Not Wear The Face Of A Young Girl.
A gray dwarf knelt before the sleeping princess in the forest.

Kitty's appearance was a mess—her face pale, eyelids puffy, and hair disheveled.

When he placed his hand on her lips, he felt a chill at his fingertips.

Kitty's lips were cold enough to make one's blood run cold, resembling those of a corpse, and the restaurant owner experienced a pain as if his intestines were being torn apart.

Bound by his duty as the leader, the restaurant owner, like an undertaker, began wiping away the dried blood and vomit from Kitty's face.

Though he had initially appeared solemn and dignified, as Kitty's face gradually returned to normal, the restaurant owner's face, in contrast, became increasingly distraught.

Tears threatened to burst forth. His breathing grew rough, and his tongue kept trying to protrude.

Damn it, I need to pull myself together. Kitty is about to die. Besides Kitty herself, I'm the only one who knows the detailed process of CPR.

Perhaps the afterlife is a state where unbearable, painful madness continues eternally.

I have not the slightest intention of leaving Kitty alone in such an afterlife.

"How long has she been down?"
"About 4 minutes."

Four minutes. One minute had already passed from the golden hour Kitty had taught me about.

There was no time to waste. The restaurant owner lifted Kitty's head to open her airway, and with his thumb and index finger, straightened her curled tongue to clear her blocked throat.

Then, with his left hand, he pinched her pointed nose shut.

Soon after, the restaurant owner bent down and pressed his rough lips against Kitty's pale ones, fiercely, like a beast.

Noises erupted from all around. Some watched the restaurant owner silently with apparent interest, but most condemned his seemingly perverse actions and grew angry.

"Are you mad? I'm disappointed!"
"He's completely lost it. I didn't think he was like that."

Despite his reputation being tarnished in real-time, the restaurant owner paid no heed and continued breathing his stale breath into Kitty.

Hoo- Hoo-

His breath traveled past Kitty's cold lips and down her airway.

Glancing sideways, he noticed Kitty's chest had risen somewhat.

The restaurant owner removed his overlapping lips and placed his interlocked hands on Kitty's swollen chest.

"What a madman!"

A guild member, unable to contain himself any longer, lashed out at the restaurant owner. Ah, what a predicament. The tangled misunderstanding, like a nightmare, had transformed the restaurant owner's noble medical act into a mere obscene act.

But the restaurant owner didn't stop. He knew all too well that if he removed his hands pumping Kitty's chest, she would never open her eyes again.

"Hup. Hup. Hup."

The restaurant owner extended his thick arms straight and pressed down vertically on Kitty's chest, counting numbers.

One, two, three, four. One, two, three, four.

Crack- Crack-crack!

Through the skin of his palm pressed against her chest, he felt the terrible sensation of Kitty's fragile ribs caving in.

But I know. When performing CPR, one must continue compression with the mindset of breaking ribs.

Of all the emergency treatments I learned during my military days, this is the most efficient and the most barbaric.

Ah, how painful it must be. It would be unbearable even for an adult male. Why must I inflict pain on Kitty? When you hurt, I hurt too—this feels like divine punishment.

It's too painful. Hard to endure. I'd rather die in her place. I wanted to stop right now.

But I couldn't stop. No matter how much the little demon sleeping inside me whispered, tempted me.

Useless demon. I wish it would take my soul in exchange for saving Kitty, but the demon inside me seems to resemble its master, lacking such ability.

"Stop! I said stop!"

Guild members, unable to bear the sight any longer, rushed toward the restaurant owner.

But he didn't budge. Even as they grabbed his shoulders, shook him, and kicked him, the restaurant owner continued his task silently, as if dealing with mere phantoms in the void.

Amidst the noise that resembled a brawl, the restaurant owner silently counted numbers without making any groans.

"One, two, three, four... One, two, three, four..."

Then, grabbing Kitty's nose again and overlapping his lips with hers to breathe into her, there was something in his demeanor—madness, perhaps, or ecstasy—that felt beyond mere pleasure.

The guild members also seemed perplexed by the restaurant owner's behavior.

Come to think of it, isn't it quite absurd?

The person closest to Kitty, who cherished her more than anyone else, was none other than the restaurant owner.

How could such a person extend his predatory hands toward a dying Kitty to satisfy his desires? And in a place where people were gathered, no less.

When the guild members' thoughts reached this point, the restaurant owner's seemingly obscene actions began to appear somewhat different.

What if we had misunderstood? What if those actions were actually meant to save Kitty?

Immediately after, a remarkable transformation occurred. The guild members decided to stop kicking the restaurant owner and quietly observe.

As the guild members' kicks ceased, the restaurant owner more fervently breathed into Kitty's chest. Her chest rose incessantly, and the inflated chest was then compressed by the restaurant owner's hands.

Several hours passed like this.

The restaurant owner was still repeating the bizarre act that defied common understanding. But now everyone knew.

If the restaurant owner stopped his actions, Kitty would die.

Beside the restaurant owner, whose muscles were torn and breath was rough, the nun, who had regained her senses, was pouring in her holy power.

A guild member appeared with a wet towel to wipe the sweat that was pouring like a waterfall from the restaurant owner.

The blacksmiths were crafting a stretcher to carry Kitty.

Everyone was running around to save Kitty.

Everyone prayed earnestly for Kitty.

Like a young nanny from a fairy tale, like a solemn doctor without any illusions.

But as if to say the world doesn't run on prayers alone, Kitty's heart remained unresponsive.

The restaurant owner breathed into Kitty's lips even more vigorously.

And he performed chest compressions even more forcefully. In the process, another rib broke.

The ashen light filtering through the soot-covered factory windows cast a subtle shadow on Kitty's face. The restaurant owner's shoulders trembled. The distant sound of an airship could be faintly heard.

A child shouted, "Kitty, Kitty!" This child had been secretly in love with Kitty.

But it was all in vain... People were tired of the unresponsive heart, feeling as suffocated as if wearing clothes that were too tight.

The restaurant owner was being consumed by despair and anger. He extended his trembling hand and gently pressed his tearful eyes.

This kind of heartache was already the second in the restaurant owner's life. He was willing to sell even his soul if he could see Kitty's face and gestures once more.

"Damn it! Damn it all!!"

Now, using all his strength and weight, he recklessly pressed down on Kitty's sunken chest.

And then, something amazing unfolded.

"Cough..."

Kitty, who had been like a corpse, began to cough.

The surroundings began to fill with the sound of heartbeats.

As Kitty opened her pale lips to exhale, her cool-feeling skirt inflated like a balloon and then gently subsided, and the restaurant owner's heart pounded like a drum.

He had revived a dead person. Everyone had dismissed it as a futile fantasy, but the restaurant owner had done it.

It was truly a miracle. A reenactment of the scripture. He approached and touched the coffin, and she rose among us.

Everyone in the factory looked at the restaurant owner with astonished expressions.

The restaurant owner also wore a blank expression, as if he hadn't really expected to succeed. The mark of Kitty's death is still clearly imprinted on my hollow palm, yet you have returned to me.

The restaurant owner, with tears in his eyes, caressed Kitty's ivory-like cheek. The sensation of her smooth, soft skin sliding under his touch felt so vivid.

But the touching reunion was brief. The situation wasn't completely over yet.

Although her heartbeat had miraculously returned, apart from that, Kitty's current state could be considered half-corpse. The shadow of death still clung to the hem of her pants.

The nun, a trauma specialist, quickly caught the situation. She gave proper orders to the guild members who were confused and disoriented.

"Bring the stretcher!"
"Huh? Oh!"
"Be as careful as possible! Don't shake her! The broken ribs could pierce her lungs!"
"Yes, sir!"

A sense of mission rose on the faces of the two strong-looking guild members who carried Kitty onto the stretcher.

Seeing these reliable guild members, the restaurant owner, having exhausted all his energy, quietly fainted with the image of Kitty being carried away on the stretcher as his last sight.

Ch.62 - For Now, I'm Alive.
Bell Park.

Labor Union Headquarters.

A morning bathed in dazzling white light.

Kitty opens her eyes in bed, feeling a terrible headache as if she's been struck hard on the back of her head.

"When did I fall asleep...? And what's with these clothes?"

Looking up at the familiar ceiling, Kitty mutters to herself with a dazed expression while examining the large dress shirt covering her body.

Just as she mumbled, she can't remember anything. It feels like her memory film has been completely cut through with a cleaver.

Meanwhile, an overwhelming sense of exhaustion washes over her entire body. Despite sweating profusely under the hot white light, she has no desire to get up.

But she has to do what needs to be done. Kitty instinctively fumbles around, searching for cigarettes—her go-to remedy for headaches.

Zzzzt-

"Eek!"

Having finally found the cigarettes hidden in the blanket, Kitty sits up to light one but lets out a shrill scream as intense pain shoots through her chest.

The pain is almost like torture. Though Kitty occasionally suffered growing pains, this was different.

With a puzzled expression, Kitty unbuttons her blouse, wondering if her breasts had grown again.

"What is this?"

Standing in front of the mirror after unbuttoning the oversized shirt, Kitty is shocked.

From her neck, which used to be pink, down to her abdomen still carrying baby fat, her skin is covered in dark blue bruises.

Alarmed, Kitty completely removes the shirt and creates a triple chin as she examines her body.

Her plump buttocks, round knees, and gentle shoulder lines seem relatively normal, but her newly budding breasts look absolutely hideous.

Kitty touches her chest with that uniquely female frown of raised eyebrows. Beneath the subcutaneous fat, there's something hard like porcelain.

What is this? Was she beaten while unconscious? Otherwise, how could she have gotten such bruises?

Kitty tries to forcibly piece together her fragmented memories.

But nothing comes to mind, only vague, unpleasant fantasies emerge like photos taken on a foggy day.

It was truly an unpleasant and unsettling day. If Kitty were a detective, she would have known how to handle this situation.

But Kitty lacks profound deductive skills, so she couldn't even play detective. It was a truly perplexing situation.

"Haah... shit..."

Realizing there's nothing she can do, the helpless cutie Kitty sits on a rough wooden chair with her narrow bottom and swings her feet.

Then, as she always does, she puts a cigar from the desk in her mouth and tries to light it, but as soon as she inhales the murky smoke, pain surges in her chest, causing her to cough involuntarily.

"Hack! Hack!"

Kitty puffs out smoke like a steamship running out of power.

She's irritated. The only thing that serves as her painkiller, stimulant, and excitant is failing to do its job.

She seriously considers getting a real painkiller. What a crazy woman... thinking about taking morphine just to smoke a cigarette. She was no ordinary lunatic.

With remarkable determination, Kitty walks to the desk despite the pain and pulls out a deep purple medicine bottle with a dark purple band around one end, along with a glass syringe.

Then, maintaining a rhythm of calm, deep breaths, she repeatedly clenches and unclenches her fist. This makes the veins more visible...

"Are you insane?!"

Oh dear, an intruder has appeared. Kitty hurriedly tries to inject the protruding vein...

"Who are you calling an intruder?! Put that syringe down right now!"

"Tsk..."

At the nun's sharp rebuke, Kitty reluctantly stuffs the medicine bottle back into her pocket with a resigned expression.

"Anyway, what are you doing here?"

"...Put some clothes on first. And you call yourself a lady..."

"Clothes? What...?"

As Kitty tilts her head and questions the nun, a breeze from afar suddenly brushes against her bare skin.

Goosebumps rise all over. It should be spring now, so why this sudden chill...?

Ah, right. I'm not wearing clothes.

When this realization hits, Kitty blushes and covers her bluish breasts with both arms.

She hugs her bruised chest too tightly without realizing it, making "Ack, ack" sounds—a scene straight out of a comedy.

.
.
.
.
.

After the cheap comedy act ends.

The nun immediately adopts a serious expression and examines various parts of Kitty's body.

"Hmm... the bones have healed well..."

"Eh? Bones? What do you mean?"

"What? Don't tell me you don't remember?"

"I think I don't..."

The nun's gaze grows even more disapproving at Kitty's words.

"Do you know what day it is today?"

"I haven't been counting, so I'm not sure..."

"You half-wit..."

The nun's sudden harsh words.

Kitty, shrinking into herself, pouts and hunches her shoulders.

It seems she has some vague awareness that she's done something wrong.

The nun, seeing Kitty's appearance that strongly triggered her protective instincts, sighs as if her heart has softened a bit.

"Haah... you're really something."

Eventually, the nun sits in a chair she brought from somewhere, slowly turns around, and rests her elbows on the curved backrest as she continues speaking.

The nun's face was contorted with intense emotion, making it unpleasant to look at...

"You really don't remember anything?"

"No."

"You don't remember suddenly collapsing?"

"Me?"

"You don't even know how many days have passed while you were unconscious?"

"I guess not?"

The nun is completely dumbfounded by Kitty's nonchalance.

But she quickly regains her composure. She's always been like this, so I need to understand.

"It's been a week, Kitty. You've been unconscious for a whole week."

"Eh?"

"Why are you so shocked? Isn't it obvious? Sleeping only 3 hours a day for months..."

The nun's words were cut short.

As soon as she revealed that Kitty had spent a week in bed, Kitty tried to get up from the bed and crawl outside as if having a seizure.

But after collapsing several times due to chest pain that felt like it was squeezing her heart.

Moreover, after lying down for a week, all her leg muscles had weakened, making normal walking difficult.

"Ugh!"

Kitty staggered a few steps before falling flat on the floor.

She looks at the nun with an expression like a wounded doe.

But the nun's priority is always the patient's well-being.

Therefore, Kitty's attempt to evoke sympathy didn't work at all, and she was put back in bed by the nun's hands.

"Let go! I said let go!"

"No! Where are you trying to go?"

"Bell Park...! It can't function without me! It's a crucial moment! It can't fall apart here...!"

"Kitty!"

Kitty, who was causing a commotion while suppressing her chest pain, was startled by the nun's sharp cry—something she'd never heard before—and looked at her.

After shouting sharply once, the nun just stared at Kitty without saying anything.

Because of the nun's habit of remaining silent when displeased, or more precisely, because of the coldness felt in that displeased silence, Kitty became slightly afraid.

"Are, are you angry?"

Kitty looks at the nun like a wounded doe again. It seems she's aware she did something wrong.

But Kitty had her reasons too.

All the plans for New Bell Park, the development plans for new weapons—Kitty herself was the control tower coordinating everything. If she's bedridden for a whole week, what would happen to those plans?

They'd fall apart! All of them! Everything! They'd be ruined!

Everyone in Bell Park was moving forward based on the blueprint and future she had drawn. If she stays lying here, where would their future go? How could the future she designed be ruined?

Of course, causing a commotion with an unwell body in front of a doctor was wrong... but she had to go.

Even now, she needed to adjust, revise, and establish the broken plans. As soon as possible...

"I know what you're afraid of."

"If you know, why don't you let me go?"

"The world won't collapse just because you're absent."

"Maybe not the world, but Bell Park will."

Kitty's tone was so cold it felt like frost had settled in the room.

However, the self-proclaimed passionate nun easily brushed off such frost and spoke to Kitty again.

"Let me correct myself. Bell Park won't collapse just because you're absent."

"What do you know to talk like that?"

"Me? Well, do you know how many patients I take care of each day?"

"No, I don't."

"Since you don't know, I should tell you. It's about 30 people."

"...That many?"

"Yes. Most have minor injuries that would heal with just a day's rest, but occasionally there are serious cases too."

"I didn't know."

Her fierce anger subsided slightly, giving way to embarrassment. Not knowing the hardships of union members—she was failing as a governor.

Sensing that Kitty's momentum had weakened, the nun continued speaking.

"Actually, it's natural you don't know. Just as I don't know the governor's duties."

"Is that so?"

"Yes. Hassan at the factory doesn't know how many patients I handle daily, and I don't know what hardships Hassan goes through."

"Well, that makes sense. The two of you rarely meet."

"That's exactly it, Kitty. We rarely meet and don't know much about each other, but Bell Park still runs smoothly."

Kitty thought deeply about the nun's words.

"What nonsense is that?"

"I've been caught."

In truth, the nun was just saying anything to calm Kitty down. There was no lesson or emotion behind her words.

Now that everything was exposed, the nun couldn't delay any longer. She quickly moved behind Kitty and used her biceps and triceps to choke Kitty's carotid artery.

The nun's rear choke was tighter than before. Even a healthy Kitty would have found it difficult to escape.

"You... fucking... bitch..."

"Rest well, Kitty."

Kitty tried to tap out with trembling hands before going limp.

Ch.63 - Unexpected Visitor.
"Rest in peace, Kitty."

The nun cleanly knocked Kitty unconscious without causing any additional trauma.

She gently closed Kitty's rolled-back eyelids with her palm, then placed a kiss on her forehead.

"Such an angel-like child when asleep, but why whenever she opens her mouth..."

Before leaving the room, she considered confiscating the unsightly cigarettes on the desk but decided against it.

After all, it was just a personal preference and not particularly harmful to health.

The nun descended the stairs from the second floor to the first.

Despite it being lunchtime, the dining hall was eerily empty. The innkeeper, who should have been busy cooking, sat slumped at the counter with his head in his hands.

His beard had grown unkempt during the week Kitty had been bedridden, suggesting he'd neglected his appearance.

The innkeeper asked the nun in a strained voice. With his wild muscles and untamed beard, he resembled a primitive man or barbarian.

"How is Kitty?"

"Don't worry."

The nun raised one corner of her mouth and patted the innkeeper's shoulder a couple of times.

But to the innkeeper, whose face was as pale as a scrap of tissue, it was just an empty platitude.

"I... I should have..."

Caught in a whirlwind of guilt as pale as tissue paper, the innkeeper spoke with a voice verging on tears.

The innkeeper, who had always faced life with composure, now appeared incredibly vulnerable.

"If only I had taken better care of her..."

"Oh. Don't be foolish. This isn't your responsibility."

The innkeeper lamented in a sluggish manner, like someone suffering from erectile dysfunction.

The nun simply couldn't understand him.

I mean, why feel such guilt over someone who isn't even his own flesh and blood?

Kitty's collapse from overwork was entirely her own responsibility. No one needed to stop her.

Of course, the nun was relatively new to Bell Park, so she didn't know all the details. But this went beyond mere attachment.

So she suddenly became curious. What exactly was tormenting the innkeeper?

For someone who was supposedly just close, the innkeeper looked as devastated as if he'd lost a lover.

Yet she hesitated to ask. After all, everyone has secrets they'd prefer to keep, and asking bluntly would likely be unwelcome.

Tick-tock, tick-tock.

Time passed relentlessly.

The innkeeper continued to claw at his face in self-reproach, while the nun stared intently at him.

He was a rare handsome man, both then and now. Relaxed movements, tall stature, a masculine M-shaped forehead, and a somewhat melancholic but all the more captivating aura.

This made her even more curious. What story could possibly make such a man show obsessive concern for a prematurely aged woman like Kitty?

The nun's lips twitched. One of a woman's greatest pleasures was hearing others' secrets.

Should I ask? Or not? Would it be rude? Or not?

What if he gets upset? Or maybe he wouldn't mind?

Is that right? Come to think of it, how long have we known each other? Surely this much is acceptable?

While the self-proclaimed passionate nun was busy rationalizing in her head.

'Yes. This is confession.'

Having lost any reason to hold back, the nun immediately began to inquire about the reason.

"Excuse me."

"?"

"Why do you care so much about Kitty?"

The innkeeper looked at the nun with an incredulous expression.

"Is that all you've been curious about, making that face like a puppy that needs to pee?"

"Did I make such a face?"

"Yes. Quite ridiculous."

The innkeeper laughed quietly.

Of course, the nun raised one eyebrow and tilted her head in confusion.

The innkeeper packed tobacco tightly into a modest corn pipe and lit a match.

"It's nothing special. Kitty just resembles an old lover of mine, and I'm a pathetic old man haunted by ghosts of the past."

"Lover...?"

"Don't misunderstand. It was about 20 years ago."
"Ah, I see."

The nun narrowed her eyes, then nodded in understanding at the innkeeper's explanation.

"...Just in case, don't ever tell Kitty about this."
"What? Why not?"

"Just because. It's unpleasant, seeing someone overlapped with someone else."

"If you say so... Anyway, what's said in confession stays absolutely secret, hehe..."

Confession?

This counts as confession?

It seemed too shallow and meager to be called confession, but what did it matter?

The innkeeper shrugged and nodded.

"Thank you."

"For what?"

"For treating Kitty."

"I was just doing my job."

A brief exchange of pleasantries followed.

Having satisfied her curiosity and completed her business here, the nun stood up to return to her post.

As she did, she dropped one last comment.

"Wash your face. And shave that beard. What kind of appearance is that?"
"Do I look that unsightly?"

"Of course."

"I'll keep that in mind."

The innkeeper ran his hand over his unruly beard, as if trying to hide it at the nun's advice.

.
.
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A few days later.

The tiny madwoman Kitty was trapped in a soft bed, having fallen victim to the wicked nun's scheme.

Meanwhile, many changes had occurred in Bell Park.

The water and sewage construction, the core of New Bell Park, was nearing completion thanks to expert leadership.

The assistant began establishing a mass production system for chlorine to be used in the water and sewage systems, working with academy colleagues summoned from the capital.

Hassan was earning the respect of the employees despite his colonial origins, fully utilizing his abilities.

The blacksmiths were diligently researching components for new weapons under Hassan's direction.

And Kitty, hearing all this through reports from the public service worker, realized that Bell Park was functioning quite well without her.

Just like a company.

Well... she couldn't shake the feeling that it was running more like a small business, operating in a somewhat haphazard manner.

"Haha."

Kitty laughed softly as the thought occurred to her.

At the same time, a subtle sense of powerlessness crept in, seeing Bell Park running smoothly without her.

Hmm... feeling tired and unmotivated... what was that fancy term people use for this...?

Ah, right. Is this what they call burnout?

It must be burnout. Of course, this was compared to when she first started working at Bell Park; from a normal perspective, she was still in her prime.

Yet she diagnosed herself with burnout. If your passion is halved, regardless of the total amount, that's burnout, isn't it?

According to psychoanalytic advice, there was something she needed to do to overcome burnout.

That was rest. The most basic yet important method.

After all, according to the nun, Kitty had collapsed due to excessive stress and accumulated fatigue from overwork, so what she needed right now was rest.

Professional help would be ideal, but unfortunately, mental health treatment in this era consisted of little more than stuffing prayer texts into one's ears, so that was out of the question.

So Kitty lay in bed and simply began to rest.

"..."

Kitty stared at the fireplace for so long that her eyes ached. This was what people called "fire meditation."

But even fire meditation gets boring after a while. Thinking about what to do next, Kitty eventually picked up a book.

She had bought this book during her previous visit to the capital.

Curious about the literature of this world, she had purchased it but never found time to read it, leaving it to gather dust on the shelf. Now she had the opportunity to finally read it.

"..."

The content was... unclear. Charitably, it was profound; uncharitably, it was incomprehensible.

It felt less like a novel and more like a documentary in text form. Combined with the poor printing technology, it was difficult to read—a complete disaster.

Of course, it would be unreasonable to judge this world's literary standards based on one book, but the one she was holding was incredibly boring.

Kitty closed the book she was reading. And thought about what to do next. Should I become a plagiarist writer too?

...

"Maybe I'll go see the old man."

She's not sure why she hesitated when she had intended to visit him from the start.

Anyway, having decided on her next destination, Kitty grabbed the cane leaning against the wall and toddled out of the room.

As she did, she felt a dull pain in her chest.

Kitty's chest was still covered with dark bruises. Every movement caused pain, making her walk with a cane like a newborn impala, her face contorted like someone with facial neuralgia.

But it was okay. Having heard the full story from the nun, Kitty was actually happy about this pain.

It was evidence. Evidence of how much the old man loved her.

Ah, please don't misunderstand. The love mentioned here isn't the sticky love between a man and woman, but something like refined, solidified paternal affection.

Anyway, CPR is exhausting even when done briefly, but he did it for hours? The old man really does like me.

If not, then I've completely misunderstood the concept of love. Haha.

Feeling much better, Kitty licked her lips with her short tongue and went downstairs.

Opening the door wide, she clomped down the stairs with a limp.

Halfway down, the former governor of Bell Park and current public service leader approached from a distance.

"Oh! Long time no see."

"Greetings later... I think you need to come for a moment."

"Huh? Why?"

"Well, you see..."

"An elf has arrived."

Ch.64 - Elf.
A Few Hours Ago.

Afternoon.
Bell Park.
Underground Interrogation Room of the Public Service Building.

The underground interrogation room was, true to its name, quite a brutal space.

The rough walls, coated only with plaster, were sporadically stained with blood from unknown individuals, and in the center of the room hung chains of uncertain purpose from the ceiling.

The underground interrogation room had large double windows covered in cobwebs, with iron bars forming a grid pattern. Among the square sections, only one contained a ruby-colored glass.

Standing out like a bright red wound among the colorless squares, its asymmetrical position was deliberately designed to maximize the sense of wrongness for those being interrogated.

That's what the underground interrogation room of the Public Service building was—a place designed to instill fear by making one feel that something was terribly wrong.

And sitting in this underground interrogation room was someone who truly, truly did not belong.

"Making a lady wait. How mischievous of you."

It was an elf.

"The mischievous one is you. What were you thinking, coming to a human country?"

The Public Service Captain barely managed to speak while squeezing his throbbing head.

He had been so overworked lately that his eyes would close even when sitting still, and now this bomb—an enormous bomb at that—had walked right into Bell Park, something he never could have dreamed of.

How cruel the heavens were! Today was supposed to be the Captain's precious day off! Yet here he was, stuck working again.

But why did the Public Service Captain consider the elf a bomb? Wouldn't a beautiful elf entering Bell Park be a good thing?

Because religiously and biologically, elves and humans were races that could never mix.

Elves needed to periodically absorb magic from the World Tree. Because of this, the mainstream elven religion took a rather peculiar form.

Namely, scattering saplings of the World Tree throughout the world.

It was considered virtuous and doctrinally correct to carry branches of the World Tree and plant them wherever possible when the opportunity arose.

The reason for this bizarre practice was to expand the elves' range of movement. As mentioned earlier, elves needed to periodically absorb magic from the World Tree.

So here's a question:

Wouldn't the World Tree be beneficial for humans too? Aren't branches of the World Tree something that can't be bought for any price in other worlds?

Not here. The magic of the World Tree was so pure that it acted like poison to humans.

To put it simply, for humans, it was no different from radioactive nuclear waste. If a human carried a branch of the World Tree for just one month, they would develop various cancers, their skin would necrotize, and all their hair would fall out.

Still, until a hundred years ago, it wasn't much of a problem since neither side invaded the other's territory.

However, with the development of airships and railways, the territories of elves and humans began to expand, causing tensions to rise.

These crazy elves started flying around in airships, carpet-bombing areas with World Tree seeds.

Although this was done within their own territory, from the human perspective, it was no different from fallout raining from the sky. The seeds, scattered from above, were carried by the wind into human territories.

So humans protested to the elves:

"We don't care what you plant in your own territory. But could you stop scattering them from the air? Those damn seeds keep blowing over to our side."

The response?

"Go fuck yourself~"

Humans politely protested each time the elves pulled this stunt, but religions are religions for a reason.

Doctrines and behaviors that had dominated elven minds for centuries weren't going to change with a few protests.

So humans took drastic measures.

"You bastards. Won't stop? Want us to declare war?"

"Sure~ Do whatever~"

And thus, war broke out.

The war that erupted about 70 years ago completely destroyed the already poor human-elf diplomatic relations. The elves, defeated in the war, were burdened with massive reparations, setting the entire elven race on a path to ruin.

After the war, elven territory was reduced by two-thirds.

World Tree seeds scattered everywhere were collected and burned, and even the immature World Trees planted in elven lands were all incinerated.

The casualty numbers were similar on both sides, but due to the characteristically low birth rate of elves, their productivity and economic power hit rock bottom.

On top of that, incompetent elven leaders printed massive amounts of currency to "save the economy," resulting in hyperinflation where a loaf of bread required a stack of bills.

...This is what the general public knows.

However, as a former governor and military leader, the Public Service Captain knew much more about elves, which is why he was very uncomfortable with the current situation.

The Public Service Captain, who had been chain-smoking from a filthy ashtray, ground out his fifth cigarette and said:

"What's your angle? Why did you come all the way to Bell Park?"

"As I said before, I simply came here to live."

"That's what I'm asking—why would a High Elf like you come here?"

The poker face of the elf sitting in the chair cracked slightly.

The Public Service Captain saw this subtle change in the High Elf's expression and sighed wearily.

"Did you think I wouldn't know? I was once part of the military leadership."

"...Honestly, I'm surprised. Even among elves, few know my face."

"I know everything, so let's be honest. Why did you come to Bell Park?"

The Public Service Captain lit his sixth cigarette while thinking to himself how cruel he was being.

Why was the elf here? He could guess roughly. Obviously, they were in a life-threatening situation after being pushed out of politics.

The current political ecosystem of the elves was incredibly unstable.

The traditional ruling class, the High Elves, had long since fallen from grace, overshadowed by a wildly popular, mustached, crazy elf.

Yet despite the High Elves' fall from power, the mustached crazy elf apparently found them irritating enough to try to eliminate them by any means necessary, according to several intelligence reports—which turned out to be true.

The Public Service Captain scrutinized the elf from head to toe with piercing eyes. The elf disliked being appraised in such a manner but what could they do?

The elf held an asylum application, and whether it would be accepted seemed entirely up to the Public Service Captain.

"An asylum application... So it's true that the crazy mustached elf who seized power a few years ago is purging the High Elves."

The Public Service Captain looked at the application and then at the elf's bony hands.

"Are you angry? Your hands are trembling."

"..."

The elf said nothing. Instead, they fidgeted with the rosary on their wrist, nonverbally expressing their discomfort.

The Public Service Captain, seemingly satisfied with his venting and assertion of authority, stood up and said:

"This matter is beyond my authority. I'll call for the Governor."

.
.
.
.
.

Fast-forwarding to the present.

Bell Park Labor Union Headquarters.

(Summarizing what just happened in three lines...)

"...That's what just happened."

Perhaps thanks to working under a superior who hated anything longer than three-line summaries during his junior officer days, Kitty perfectly understood the situation after the Public Service Captain's concise explanation.

"An elf... hmm..."

Though not well-versed in elves, the meticulous Governor Kitty mentally calculated the potential costs and benefits of accepting the elf's asylum request.

"Hey, Public."

"What?"

"Elves typically use magic, right?"

"Well, yes."

"Hmm..."

Kitty placed a hand on her chin, deep in thought. A storm of ideas whirled in her mind.

After a brief brainstorming session, Kitty reached a conclusion.

"Then it's settled. Let's accept the asylum request."

"Huh?"

The Public Service Captain wondered if he had misheard Kitty's immediate response. He cleaned his ears and blinked repeatedly, but Kitty's expression remained unchanged.

"Kitty, this isn't something to decide so lightly. What if they're a spy?"

"They're nobility, right? Doesn't that verify their identity?"

"It's hard to be certain. Moreover, the World Tree Union might use this as an excuse to make demands."

"At worst, they'll demand extradition."

"That's true, but..."

The Public Service Captain trailed off. It wasn't that he didn't trust Kitty's judgment, but given the nature of the matter, he couldn't help but worry.

The Public Service Captain gazed steadily at Kitty...

"Alright, let's meet them first and then decide."

Kitty decided to take a step back.

Ch.65 - Manaite.
Magic.

A term encompassing mysterious phenomena and strange powers.

Except for elves, who naturally possess high mana sensitivity, magic has always been an object of envy and a symbol of power.

Since ancient times, humans who could use magic have always ruled and dominated from above.

However, in today's rapidly advancing scientific age, it has become an ill-fated power that has degenerated into merely a means of governance.

A bullet that flies with just the point of a finger is more threatening than a fireball that drains one's energy with each cast.

For this reason, except for a very small number of war mages, most blue-bloods can only create fireballs the size of a fist—such is the current reality.

In an era where magic has become a vulgar joke, Kitty is about to spark another revolution.


"Go ahead and wait there first. I'll stop by my office and join you shortly."
"Sure thing."

After sending the Civil Service Captain to the interrogation room first, Kitty went back up the landing and entered her office.

Once inside, Kitty took a key that had been sleeping peacefully in her pocket and inserted it into the keyhole on the bottom drawer of her desk.

When she turned the inserted key to the right, a heavy metallic sound was heard.

Inside the drawer, which was packed with neatly organized documents like a psychiatric ward.

Kitty reached her tiny hand deep into the drawer and pulled out a file that had been sleeping at the very back.


At this point, I implore readers not to condemn Kitty. After all, the desire to know everything about the person you love is something everyone has.

If you're curious why I'm suddenly saying this, please lower your gaze and look at the file Kitty is holding.

You'll see that the file is clearly marked [TOP SECRET] in crimson letters. Kitty is about to turn the page, so please don't be surprised.


Gender: Male

Name: Arthur Bradley

Age: 39

Origin: Effalentia

Education: Brimstone Military Academy

Career: 33rd Rifle Regiment (Retired)

.

.

.


What Kitty had pulled out was none other than the personal information of the restaurant owner, compiled by civil service agents.

The document contained not only basic personal information but also physical characteristics.

Strictly speaking, such background investigations are taboo, but Kitty didn't care much. Not only was there no one to stop her, but it would be stranger not to know the name of the person closest to her.


"Arthur..."

After slowly reading through the restaurant owner's information, Kitty kissed the document and then pulled out another file.

This file was also clearly marked [TOP SECRET. ESPECIALLY FROM UNCLE] in crimson letters, and it was already worn in places, suggesting Kitty had read it many times.

Kitty is about to read the document again, which she has probably already read hundreds of times.


Gender: Female

Name: Kitty Margaret

Age: 13 (at time of execution)

Origin: North Pania

Education: Sevilia Academy (Early Graduate)

Career: Helena Magic Engineering Research Institute

Special Note: Was in a romantic relationship with Arthur Bradley during childhood

.

.

.


For some unknown reason, the restaurant owner's personal information was strangely tightly sealed, making it difficult to dig up, but Kitty Margaret was not related to Kitty by surname.

Kitty Margaret. Also known as the Witch.

A figure who was executed after assassinating a Nobila with inventions that combined magic and science.

Because killing a noble was a grave crime among grave crimes, her traces were thoroughly erased after her execution to the point of record obliteration, but due to the nature of the incident, many people remembered it, making it relatively easy to gather information about her.


But why did Kitty want to dig up Kitty Margaret's personal information in the first place?

In fact, she wasn't interested in Kitty Margaret as a person.

What Kitty wanted was the records of the magical engineering that she had researched. Kitty Margaret's personal information was just a byproduct that came along while digging through the records.

However, as mentioned earlier, everything about her had disappeared to the level of record obliteration, so there was absolutely nothing to be found about magical engineering.

Kitty pursed her lips as if she had tasted something bitter, feeling regretful.

But it was okay. Headbutting a brick wall was what Kitty did best.

Still, it was disappointing.

"What a stupid woman..."

.

.

.

.
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Afternoon.

Bell Park.

Underground interrogation room of the Civil Service building.


Kitty sat in the desolate underground interrogation room, unable to feel the lingering sensation of the early spring breeze caressing her nape.

Having changed into slacks and a t-shirt, Kitty perched on the edge of the desk, gazing at the unfamiliar elf.

"..."

Kitty remained silent for a long time. It wasn't the typical female battle of wills.

She had simply lost her words momentarily due to the elf's captivating appearance.


"Hehe... Am I being stared at too intensely?"

The elf, sitting on a rough wooden chair, covered her mouth with her hand and laughed softly.

That smile was so charming that if Kitty had been a man witnessing that laugh, she would have felt a vague intuition of being caught in the net of fate.

However, her opponent was the indomitable Governor Kitty, who had been through thick and thin.

Rather, that smile brought Kitty back from her reverie.


Having regained her senses, Kitty finally began to work.

"First, welcome to Bell Park. I'd like to ask you a few questions, if that's alright?"
"Of course."

The elf nodded willingly.

Having obtained consent, Kitty freely expressed the curiosity about magic that she had always harbored.

.

.

.

.
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Manaite.

According to the elf's explanation, all things in the world possess magical power to some extent.

Among these, substances with excellent stability, durability, and magical conductivity are what elves call manaite.

All manaites have their own unique storage principles. From the way energy is stored through resonance between the material's inherent frequency and the magical energy's wave...

To the way magical energy reacts with the chemical components of the material, transforming into a new substance and storing energy.

Among these, the most common, cheapest, and most efficient method is the crystal lattice structure.

This is a method where magical energy is trapped or combined within the special crystal lattice structure of the material.


"...Thank you for answering my questions sincerely. You are now a resident of Bell Park."
"Hehe. The pleasure is mine."

Kitty tucked her notebook, filled with her characteristic bad handwriting, into her bosom, and placed her interlocked hands on her knees. Her face, which wore a dreamy, hazy expression, overflowed with intense joy.

"Could you show me that... what was it again, that stores magical power?"
"Manaite."
"Ah, yes. Could you show me that manaite one more time?"

At Kitty's request, the elf smiled and pulled out the manaite from her bosom to show it.

"Hehe... You're just like an apprentice learning magic for the first time."

Kitty didn't bother to answer. Actually, it wasn't that she didn't answer, but that she didn't hear what the elf was saying. There was something more important than the elf's joke.


This mineral that the elf calls manaite... isn't this quartz?

Kitty examined the manaite in her hand, turning it this way and that, tossing it in the air and catching it. She even tasted it with the tip of her tongue.

And she fully activated the CPU in her brain to search for similarities by applying the texture of quartz from her memory to the manaite.

After a short while, the result came out.

It's certain. This is quartz.

"No matter how I look at it, this is quartz."
"Is that what humans call it?"
"Yeah. I'm sure. This is definitely quartz."

Though she spoke nonchalantly, Kitty's current mood was actually screaming "We're going to Mars!"

She clearly remembered receiving a report during the early days of New Bell Park. The miners had discovered a quartz vein while blasting a mountain with dynamite.

She hadn't paid much attention at the time, but to think that it was manaite. Indeed, you never know what life will bring.

Moreover, according to the elf's explanation, quartz is the best manaite. Unlike other materials that need to be infused with magical power, quartz itself possesses magical power due to the piezoelectric effect, which generates charge when pressure is applied.


And just like that, Kitty instantly became as rich as a Middle Eastern oil baron.

Why suddenly an oil baron, you ask?

Because magical power can replace all kinds of energy sources.

Just by connecting circuits to manaite and applying appropriate stimulation, it can substitute for various resources such as coal, oil, natural gas, and more.

It's truly a dream energy source. Kitty couldn't understand why those capital folks weren't using such a dream energy source.


Kitty felt joy at instantly seizing energy hegemony, but at the same time, anxiety was proliferating in one corner of her heart.

No matter how good something is, what use is it if it falls outside the framework of imperial law? If caught, a noose would immediately be placed around her neck.

But as everyone knows, Kitty is a madwoman who has far surpassed the thinking of ordinary criminals.

Kitty thought: What if I just don't get caught?

And if she does get caught?

It's fine. By the time that happens, the gap between the capital and Bell Park will be so enormous that they won't be able to do anything to us.

Kitty laughed sinisterly in the underground interrogation room, like a typical villain.

Ch.66 - War Breaks Out!
One month later.

As expected, war broke out.

Actually, it wasn't even a prediction. From the moment the High Elves, the ruling class of the World Tree Alliance, sought asylum in Bell Park, war was all but inevitable.

As the capital became chaotic due to the war, Bell Park grew even more disorderly.

This was because countless people were applying to migrate to Bell Park to escape the shadow of war.

Kitty was overjoyed. While most of the newcomers were ordinary farmers or self-employed individuals, there were a few highly skilled workers among them.

Technicians, scientists, and the like.

"What did you do in the capital?"
"I worked at a research institute."
"You're eligible for conscription, then."
"What? Conscription? Who are you people? Let me go!"
"I wish you luck."

As soon as Kitty verified the identities of technicians and scientists, she immediately put them to work in the factories. They were excellent resources, after all.

Of course, she compensated them properly. Though the technicians who read the contracts were displeased about being forcibly placed in factories, they willingly signed because the pay was undeniably good.

Kitty also welcomed ordinary people who had fled to Bell Park to escape the war. As she often said, Bell Park was always short on people, and the capital these newcomers brought with them would certainly help Bell Park, even if just a little.

Even as this was happening, people continued to migrate to Bell Park, as if teetering on the threshold of paradise.

Before long, Bell Park's population had doubled.

Kitty lent her own houses to the new immigrants and allowed them to live there. She had built an absurdly large number of houses during the New Bell Park construction project, so there were plenty to spare.

The immigrants, who had only known Bell Park as a backwater village, unexpectedly fulfilled their dream of home ownership. (Although they would have to pay it back.)

Moreover, when they heard that water and sewage systems—previously only available in the capital—would soon be connected to their homes, they began praising the governor with glazed eyes.

On top of that, Kitty started selling fertilizer to all Bell Park farmers at half price. It was her "The Governor Has Gone Mad" strategy.

"Governor! If you lend houses and give fertilizer, what's left for you?"

"You all are what's left. And I truly mean it."

Having lived through the 21st century, Kitty was more wary than anyone about the formation of slums. Slums that sicken cities become breeding grounds for all kinds of crime, drugs, and disease, and can cause various social problems.

That's why she implemented a beginner settlement package policy for immigrants from the start.

She believed that by assigning jobs, distributing housing, and installing water and sewage systems, she could completely prevent slum formation at its source.

And this belief did not betray Kitty. As expected, the happiness level of immigrants approached 100%, and they quickly integrated into the local community.

This madness was possible because, contrary to Kitty's expectations, the demand for fertilizer had skyrocketed.

Unlike the prediction that fertilizer purchases would decrease during wartime, not only civilians but also the Empire was buying fertilizer in bulk at the national level.

It was hoarding, plain and simple.

The reason was that the Empire already treated fertilizer as a strategic resource. As everyone knew, the fertilizer's effects were exceptionally good.

Moreover, Kitty held the patent rights to the fertilizer and the manufacturing method for ammonia, its key ingredient.

With Kitty exclusively producing it in Bell Park and deliberately controlling supply to set prices as she pleased, money never ran dry.

Population pumping. Technology advancing daily. Money multiplying.

These were truly the golden days of Bell Park.

And with the Empire too preoccupied with the war to pay attention to Bell Park...

Kitty finally decided to extend her reach into magical engineering.

.
.
.
.
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Afternoon.

Bell Park.

The now-closed Third Tunnel.

The entrance to this abandoned mine was crowded with people.

Under the dancing sun, miners tilted their heads in confusion. This tunnel had been closed because everything worth mining had already been extracted, so why had Kitty called them here?

"Isn't this Tunnel 3? Why'd she call us here?"
"Dunno. I just came 'cause the union boss told me to..."
"There's nothing left here but rocks and crystals. We've mined everything worth taking."

Two miners, leaning on their worn pickaxes that showed traces of time, were chatting at the mine entrance.

They were among those summoned by Kitty to the abandoned mine. The two miners tried to figure out why they had been called here, but it was as impossible to interpret logically as untangling a twisted wire fence.

Because we're miners, and there's nothing left to mine here!

But as everyone knew, Kitty's way of thinking had already transcended ordinary human boundaries, reaching the realm of either genius or madness.

She had the ability to turn delusions into viable plans, so the miners quietly waited for Kitty.

After waiting about 30 minutes sitting on the dirt ground, Kitty finally appeared.

Climbing onto the platform, Kitty was wearing baggy jeans and a worn t-shirt, the kind a miner might wear.

Due to the thin, shabby t-shirt, the curves of her small, soft breasts were not hidden but rather more explicitly revealed.

Additionally, her cheeks were flushed red like ivory stained with wine or reddish poker chips, as if she had rushed here, and the miners found this explicitness disturbing.

"Sorry I'm late!"

Kitty finally climbed onto the platform and greeted the miners with a bright, cheerful voice.

"..."

But the miners didn't respond. Strangely, they all stood awkwardly, holding their groins.

With those distant, hazy gazes and the sensual heat emanating from their bodies! Don't worry, Kitty. We've already forgiven you.

The miners looked at Kitty with fond smiles.

"?"

Kitty tilted her head in confusion.

It was strange. She had expected them to be angry since she had called them and then arrived late, but instead, they were looking at her with warm smiles, filled with unrelated joy.

It was puzzling. But since she had no way of knowing the reason, Kitty didn't think much of it.

Anyway, Kitty was now on the platform.

Since she was on the platform, she had to say something, so Kitty cleared her throat and called out loudly to the miners gathered in the yard.

"Does anyone know why I called you all here?"

There was no answer. The miners just tilted their heads in confusion.

"Then, does anyone know where the quartz vein is?"

Again, there was no answer. However, most of the miners quietly raised their hands.

"Would anyone be willing to mine quartz for me?"

Again, there was no answer, and this time most of the miners slowly lowered their hands.

"Would anyone be willing to mine quartz for a bonus?"

And again...

"Me! Me!"
"I'll mine quartz for you!"
"Use me, Kitty!"

There was an answer. The miners waved their hands as if possessed or crazed, appealing to be chosen.

Kitty's bonuses were usually enormous in amount. With a bit of exaggeration, they were about enough for a month's living expenses.

What a crazy capitalist monster! But Kitty liked this honesty from the miners.

Kitty smiled with satisfaction at the excited miners.

*Grin*

"If you understand, get moving! Everyone go mine quartz for your bonus!"

"Woohoo!!"

Kitty pointed to the mine entrance with exaggerated, clown-like gestures, and the miners, carrying their pickaxes, cheered and ran in unison to mine quartz... or rather, for their bonuses.

Like looking through a telescope backward, the miners grew smaller in her view.

"..."

The mine entrance suddenly became quiet. The earlier commotion seemed like a mirage.

On the now-quiet platform, Kitty leaned on a cane and painfully descended, dragging one limping leg.

She wondered when this damn leg would heal. She had received several holy power therapies from the nun, but it hadn't improved easily, and the nun had said it was a matter of time.

Kitty cursed at her leg and then coughed, clutching her lungs that had shrunk from smoking.

Then, in a rather comical scene, she put a cigarette in her mouth to make herself happy again.

*Flick* *Crackle*

Kitty lit her cigarette with a whale oil lighter made by Hassan, then opened her smoke-filled mouth and checked the time on the pocket watch attached to her waist.

It was already evening. At this time, she should be walking to the restaurant to meet the old man and eat delicious food.

But she couldn't bring herself to go. Because of what she had just done.

Having learned through public records why the old man was so wary of magical engineering, it was difficult for her to face him right now.

What would his reaction be if he found out about all this? Trying to imagine a few scenarios only filled her head with terrible thoughts.

So she concluded:

Keep it secret from the old man until the time is right. Though no one knows when that time will be.

And so Kitty toddled off toward the restaurant.

Ch.67 - Planning Stage.
Recently, Kitty has developed a strange habit.

Despite having no religious faith whatsoever, she had taken to praying to God every morning with the most bizarre wishes imaginable.

Her wishes went something like this:

"Oh divine spirits of heaven and earth. Please don't let the war end."

"Let the world burn to ashes. Ah, except for Bell Park."

Good grief. Is this truly a human being? Where on earth did she sell her humanity?

But Kitty was proud of herself. Other people's suffering was her opportunity.

As someone who was making the most of this opportunity, she had every reason to be pleased with herself.

Kitty was determined to use magical engineering to create an insurmountable technological gap before the war ended.

Her first target was the power system. She aimed to create an engine to replace the inefficient steam engines.

According to the elf's explanation, skilled magicians could intuitively control the flow of magical power and use this flow to create all sorts of phenomena.

But there was no way Bell Park would have such magicians.

So we decided to borrow the power of magical lenses.

Magical lenses are learning tools primarily used by little elves who have difficulty controlling magical power.

The elf explained that by using lenses that gather or disperse magical power, one could control the flow of magic and easily create kinetic energy in the desired direction.

The key point here was kinetic energy.

If magical power could create kinetic energy, what would be the most ideal application for an engineer like Kitty?

"What else? Spinning turbines, of course."

That's right. Electricity production.

Since we couldn't use magic ourselves, Kitty decided to create electricity, an energy source she was all too familiar with.

In fact, this world already knew about electricity. It was just that electrical technology was in its infancy and not widely used yet. Only a tiny minority of people living near power plants were receiving and utilizing electricity.

Kitty scanned through the list of newly arrived technicians. Some names were marked with asterisks—they were technicians who had worked at power plants.

"This one, and this one, and that one..."

Kitty cherry-picked the technicians with good educational backgrounds and skills, adding them to her basket.

She planned to outsource the construction of a power plant to these technicians. The laborers had been complaining about having no work lately, so this worked out perfectly.

While the power plant was being built, Kitty would design the power engine to drive the turbines. This was actually the beginning and end of the project, and no one knew when it would be completed. It might not even be ready by the time the power plant construction was finished.

"Alright. Let's go get something to eat."

Once her thoughts were somewhat organized, Kitty went out to the streets for dinner instead of eating at her usual restaurant. She hadn't felt this hungry in years.

How long had she been wandering the streets, gnawing on chicken skewers? The chicken tasted so good that she suddenly craved alcohol.

Was it because things were going so well today? Feeling strangely high-spirited, Kitty didn't hesitate. She immediately entered a nearby bar and ordered a few drinks.

Kitty liked to mix gin with orange juice, and whenever she drank this, she felt energized.

"Here's your orange juice and gin."
"Yippee."

Kitty held up the glass of freshly served warm yet ice-cold gin and held it up to the light. The orange juice dissolved slowly into the transparent gin, creating geometric curves like yellow paint dissolving in water.

She chewed on the beef jerky served as a side dish and took a few sips of the cocktail, and strangely, the world began to spin.

Kitty was surprised that she got drunk after just one cocktail, but decided to enjoy the intoxication. Getting drunk after just a few drinks—what an economical body she had.

The bartender looked at Kitty from across the table, smiled gently, then shouted and gestured, saying that she seemed particularly energetic today.

Kitty liked the bartender and ordered a few more drinks.

.
.
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"Urgh."

Kitty wandered the streets, extremely tipsy. Though she looked like a drunk, her slightly flushed cheeks and dilated pupils exuded an erotic charm that didn't look unsightly at all.

"Hehe..."

Kitty staggered along, wobbling.

Suddenly, she felt like singing!

I am Governor Kitty, you see.
Golden hair. Crimson lips.
Age unknown!
Occupation: none or governor.

Psychoanalyzing this song, one realizes it's truly a madman's masterpiece. The stiff, rigid, and blatant lyrics were as awkward as a clumsy landscape or portrait that ignored perspective, enlarging only certain parts of the scenery and figures.

What nonsense is this, you ask?

Honestly, I don't know either. I think I've gotten drunk from the alcohol on Kitty's breath.

All I know for certain is that Kitty is quite drunk after drinking alcohol for the first time in a long while.

"I'm not drunk!"

As you know, that's a lie.

Our adorable liar Kitty twirled around once in the middle of the street using her cane as a pole, then positioned herself toward the restaurant.

And she hopped forward energetically... or rather, she tried to but plopped down on the ground instead.

Lying flat on the ground, Kitty stared at the sky with dilated pupils, and this change made her look even prettier.

Her previously unnatural smile now shone with the expression of a pure kitten, giving off a dreamy and moist feeling.

"Hee-hee... Manaite is the best..."

Kitty kept giggling like hiccups while looking at the sky. It felt like she had regained a considerable amount of her youth.

Kitty viewed Manaite as a grand boulevard at midday. Half cool shade, half brilliant sunlight, a path that, if followed to the end, would reveal beautiful pink mountains.

And so, Kitty rolled around for a while, imagining a landscape of Bell Park where Manaite had become commonplace.

"Zzz..."

And then she fell asleep.

.
.
.
.
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Evening.

Bell Park.

First floor of the Bell Park Labor Union Headquarters.

Under the gaslight streetlamps, the restaurant owner was smoking a modest corn pipe behind his restaurant in the April night's drizzle.

In front of the restaurant owner were a young boy and a dirty baby toddling on bow legs.

The woman who appeared to be their guardian was ranting for some unknown reason but then pleaded with them to wash up, pointing at the restaurant owner and insisting they listen obediently because he was a former public service worker.

"You rascal! Listen to your mother!"

He could have been offended at being treated like a villain, but suddenly feeling a surge of compassion, the restaurant owner blew ivory-like smoke through both nostrils and pretended to be stern yet playful.

It worked. The dirty bow-legged baby burst into tears and approached the woman, who nodded at the restaurant owner before taking the child away to wash up.

Having preserved one baby's hygiene, the restaurant owner chuckled, shook out the ashes from his pipe, and returned to the restaurant. He wondered what kind of impression public service workers made that could cause such tears.

Back in the restaurant, the owner washed his hands thoroughly and looked around.

Perhaps because it was night, the tablecloths were stained with wine, and loud voices came from heavily intoxicated patrons.

The restaurant owner stared at this scene for a while, then put on his apron, lit the stove, and vigorously swirled the pan.

On the sufficiently heated pan, meat from an unidentified animal—not premium but with well-distributed fat—cooked to perfection.

The oil seeping from the fat met the alcohol sprinkled by the restaurant owner, creating flames that evaporated unnecessary odors.

"Eek."

The restaurant owner stepped back momentarily as the flames rose much higher than expected. The flames were so intense they resembled a large Baroque lamp painting.

Though there was a slight mistake in the cooking process, cooking is ultimately about results—as long as it tastes good, that's what matters. (This is the restaurant owner's personal opinion.) In the end, the restaurant owner's dish was delicious enough and worthy of being eaten.

The restaurant owner set the steaming steak on the table and turned his gaze toward the entrance.

And he waited. Waited for Kitty, who would enjoy the food he had prepared.

"..."

"..."

"..."

When will she come?

He looked at the spring-driven clock on the wall. Already an hour had passed since dinner time.

The restaurant owner tilted his head in confusion. Kitty was someone who kept to meal times with obsessive punctuality, so this was strange.

Thinking "Surely not," the restaurant owner gathered his coat. He tried to think of places where Kitty might be.

Fortunately, Kitty's movements were quite predictable and easy to guess. If she wasn't at the factory, she'd be at the public service building.

Ready to leave, the restaurant owner rose from his seat, holding his creaking back that ached from standing for so long.

"Kitty's dad!"
"Ma'am?"

But then, the greengrocer lady suddenly appeared.

Her usually kind face was replaced with a rather urgent expression.

"What brings you here so suddenly...?"
"W-well..."

The greengrocer lady paced around the restaurant with a helpless expression.

Sensing something was amiss, the restaurant owner raised an eyebrow and questioned her insistently. The answer that came from the greengrocer lady's mouth was quite a spectacle.

"K-Kitty is drunk and lying on the street..."

The restaurant owner frowned and pinched the bridge of his nose.

Ch.68 - Projection.
The restaurant owner responds to a report of a drunk person on the street.

Upon arriving at the scene, the restaurant owner begins searching the area based on eyewitness accounts.

He walks around the streets, checks the back alleys, and even opens nearby trash cans, but Kitty is nowhere to be found.

Strange. According to the greengrocer lady, Kitty should definitely be around here, but he couldn't find even a trace of her distinctive golden fur.

How long had the restaurant owner been looking around, standing straight like a meerkat scanning for predators, with an expression like that of a wounded doe?

Suddenly, a dog's bark came from behind the restaurant owner.

"Woof!"

The restaurant owner knows this dog. Though it looks like a common mutt, it's clever enough to make its way around shops and restaurants to get food—a dog that knows how to fend for itself.

The dog, with its shaggy belly fur covered in mud, sauntered out from behind someone's house, narrowed its eyes at the restaurant owner, and barked innocently.

"Woof woof!"

After taking a few steps here and there, it barked again.

"Woof woof woof!"

The restaurant owner wasn't a fairy tale character who could understand animal language, but considering the situation and context, he intuitively grasped what the dog was trying to say.

'Could it be asking me to follow?'

Though thinking it unlikely, the restaurant owner followed behind the dog, which trudged ahead indifferently.

After walking for some time, the light drizzle turned into heavy raindrops, gradually soaking the restaurant owner's raincoat.

"Woof!"

Having completed its task, the dog barked once disinterestedly and went on its way.

"Meow-nya..."

In the distance, on a patch of grass, lay a disheveled Kitty, drunk.

"Kitty!"

The restaurant owner called out the small girl's name and rushed to the grass.

"Huh?"

Heavily intoxicated and lying on the ground watching passing ants, Kitty struggled to lift her upper body to look at the restaurant owner when she heard the sudden noise.

"Weh? Daddy?"
"Oh my..."
"Hehehe. Daddy-wanny."

The restaurant owner rubbed his brow.

Kitty laughed at him while repeatedly opening and closing her palms like a newborn's Moro reflex.

"Blegh."

Then Kitty pathetically vomited everything she had eaten, but considering this physical reaction a mere trivial incident, she wiped her saliva-covered mouth with the thin handkerchief tucked in her sleeve.

"Your sprout is quite yellow."
"Huh? I like yellow!"

Having drunk so much, Kitty was too busy giggling to notice even simple sarcasm.

The restaurant owner decided to postpone scolding her and take her back to the restaurant first.

He took off his raincoat, draped it over Kitty's shoulders, then tied his shirt firmly around her back like a baby carrier before picking her up.

When he lifted Kitty, her weight of 78 pounds and hip circumference of 29 inches were transmitted directly to the restaurant owner's palms.

Against his back, he could feel Kitty's small breasts, her 27-inch chest circumference, 11-inch neck circumference, and 8-inch arm circumference.

Apart from these measurements, the restaurant owner could vividly picture Kitty's appearance as if seeing a vision.

In a sense, the restaurant owner was carrying Kitty the way women carry children in their wombs.

For this reason, it wasn't strange at all for him to imagine another Kitty while looking at the one sleeping soundly on his back.

The restaurant owner, very slowly yet vigorously, as if exploring every corner, cupped Kitty's buttocks while pretending to be an innocent old man, desperately hiding the stench emanating from the lecherous sewer of his mind, and engaged in mental rumination.

Kitty. Kitty. Kitty Margaret.

Green eyes and blonde hair. Sharp gaze.

Adorably delicate arms.

A tight-fitting grayish-white tailored dress and long eyelashes.

A childlike figure with a small, nimble bottom that swayed gently.

Kitty, a character from a fragment of memory from 15 years ago, walking together through the bustling streets near the cathedral on a gloomy spring afternoon.

Kitty and Kitty. Both had clear, crisp voices, and the way they looked down at their round foreheads and simple hats was eerily identical.

They shared the same trait of becoming obsessed with a subject until satisfied, and the fact that they both adored cream stew drove the restaurant owner crazy.

So when he first saw Kitty, he thought she had come back to life to fulfill an unfinished promise with him.

But that couldn't be. The restaurant owner had witnessed Kitty's demise with his own eyes and knew that such an irreversible phenomenon as the dead returning to life doesn't happen.

That made him even more anxious. Just as Kitty had been pruned from the branches of fate by a vile gardener, he feared that this Kitty, who had appeared suddenly like a dandelion seed, would meet the same fate.

Every time Kitty developed something and surprised people, it left a heavy pain at the core of the restaurant owner's being.

Because Kitty had been the same. After graduating early from the academy, Kitty had immediately entered a research institute and surprised everyone.

A year ago... when Kitty mentioned magical engineering inside the carriage heading to the capital, he was almost shocked to the point of fainting.

At that time, the restaurant owner had practically begged her never to mention that word again, as if clutching a melting icicle, but the source of his anxiety still hadn't subsided.

But the restaurant owner already knew. From the moment Kitty mentioned magical engineering, the wheel of fate had been spinning rapidly.

And I will be crushed under this wheel and shattered to pieces.

From this perspective, isn't life truly mysterious? We often lose what we desperately try to grasp.

In that sense, what the restaurant owner needs to do is simple and clear: never lose Kitty again.

Because I love Kitty.

"Urgh..."

As his thoughts reached this point, the restaurant owner felt a sudden urge to vomit.

The cause was intense self-loathing.

After all, how could he not be disgusted with himself for projecting his former lover onto Kitty and loving her?

But it's understandable. With their identical appearance and personality, it would be stranger not to love her.

The essence of love is like a moth flying into flames despite knowing it will burn to death.

.
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Struggling to distinguish the blurry colors, Kitty clung desperately to the distinctive back muscles of the restaurant owner.

Her head throbbed somewhat, but her consciousness had mostly returned. Perhaps thanks to having vomited earlier.

By the way, she was really surprised when the restaurant owner slightly squeezed her buttocks. She already felt a strong urge to urinate from the alcohol and almost had an accident.

Suppressing the rising urge, Kitty pressed her slender lower abdomen more firmly against the restaurant owner's back, thinking it might help a little.

But that was a mistake. The tall restaurant owner had an equally remarkable stride, and with each step he took, the strong up and down motion caused Kitty's intimate protrusion to rub up and down as well.

A kind of pleasure building up deep inside her mixed with the urge to urinate, bringing Kitty's bladder to the brink of bursting.

But she didn't want to ruin this moment.

Having never received parental love since childhood, Kitty had always dreamed of such a scene.

Compared to the indescribably ecstatic longing evoked by the nostalgia of being carried home on an ideal father's back—that feeling of hovering at the threshold of a brilliant and harmonious paradise, both ecstatic and poignant—urine was nothing, absolutely nothing.

To hold back her urine, Kitty tightened her arms around the restaurant owner's neck more forcefully, as if grasping a passing strand of light.

As she pressed her upper body closer, Kitty's already flat chest became even flatter, and her bumpy protrusions bent sideways.

She moved her thin legs, which were draped over the restaurant owner's sides, up and down, raising and lowering her entire body, looking like a cat marking its territory.

In fact, it was no different from marking territory. The restaurant owner's masculine scent was soon covered by Kitty's baby powder smell.

Her slender waist, peachy belly, breathtakingly young and cute exposed peachy shoulders, the fine hair growing there, elegant and lovely shoulder blades, and smooth back that tapered downward.

Each of Kitty's movements was captivating enough to be worth preserving forever on celluloid film.

...Anyway, after twisting her body around, the urge to urinate subsided somewhat.

And cold reason returned as well.

With her returned rationality, she pondered deeply. No matter how close, friendly, and reliable he was like a father, was this man really her father?

Yes... come to think of it, strictly speaking, the restaurant owner is not Kitty's biological father.

Kitty merely projects the image of an ideal father onto the restaurant owner; they are not blood relatives.

No document could explain the relationship between Kitty and the restaurant owner, and even if one existed, the result would be a mismatch.

As this thought occurred to her, Kitty felt tears welling up.

At the same time, an unwavering thought came to her.

Even if I project the image of an ideal father onto this man and love him.

No matter how vulgar, unpleasant, or gloomy it may be, I love him as a father.

Kitty, clinging to the restaurant owner's back, chuckled secretly to herself, as if sharing a crude joke with a friend.

Then she told the restaurant owner, as if believing that life naturally rolls along with such everyday pleasures, that she wanted to go back to the restaurant now.

Because today is truly a beautiful day. Daddy!

Kitty grinned broadly, firmly gripped the restaurant owner's collar, and rubbed her cheek vigorously against his back.

Ch.69 - Interview.
The next day.

Bell Park.

Bell Park General Hospital.

"It's a cold."
"I knew it."

Kitty, who had been drenched in rain last night before falling asleep, was busy giggling as if she'd expected this all along, while the nun withdrew her hand with a look of contempt.

The nun then wrinkled her nose at the strong smell of alcohol emanating from Kitty.

"Ugh... the smell of alcohol. Just how much did you drink?"
"Eh? Not that much... about this much?"

Kitty used both hands to indicate the approximate amount of alcohol.

"No, wait. Maybe this much?"
"..."
"Or was it thiiis much?"

Seeing the distance between Kitty's hands growing increasingly wider, the nun felt her anger rising and desperately wanted to use her white chalk, but she endured with superhuman patience.

Instead, she slapped her own thigh repeatedly.

"Ouch! Why are you hitting me?"
"...You should be grateful I'm letting you off this easily."
"Hmph."

Kitty said nothing more. How could she argue against the truth?

Instead, she stretched her bare arms neatly over the clean bedsheet and smiled innocently at nothing in particular.

Though a dark serpent might be coiled inside her, her appearance was so naturally pure and innocent.

"If you keep acting wild while relying on just your pretty face, you'll never find a husband."
"A husband?"
"Yes. No matter how pretty you are, who would take a flighty little thing who smokes and drinks?"
"What about you then?"
"Excuse me?"
"You're not even that pretty, yet you're always threatening with that white chalk... Ah, okay, I'm sorry, put that down."

Kitty tied her arms together and retreated toward the head of the bed in horror as the nun approached.

Fortunately, Kitty's quick apology seemed effective, as the nun untied the knot she'd made with her arms and sat back down.

"...There won't be a next time. And I've dedicated myself to God. I won't be getting married."
"Sure, sure. Whatever you say."

Kitty nodded with an awkward smile, agreeing infinitely with the nun's words.

A little while later.

The nun left to attend to another patient, and Kitty was left alone on the bed under a brief shaft of direct sunlight.

On the spacious twin bed, Kitty mostly read newspapers while smoking. Though her head was buzzing from the cold, the small pleasure of nicotine was hard to resist.

Kitty tapped ash into the ashtray on the bedside table, then picked up the cup next to it and took a sip of orange juice.

The bitterness of the cigarette met the sweetness of the orange juice, creating a wonderfully neutralized, curious taste. It felt like washing down castella cake with milk.

After stubbing out what little remained of her cigarette in the ashtray, she unfolded a newspaper from the capital that was placed at her bedside.

According to the newspaper, the Empire's army was advancing with unstoppable momentum, while the fascist long-ears were suffering consecutive defeats and retreating.

Noticing a small recruitment advertisement in the bottom left corner, Kitty realized this article was meant to calm public opinion.

Additionally—and this was purely Kitty's speculation—the once excellent texture of the newspaper had become remarkably crude, suggesting the situation in the capital wasn't very good.

This wasn't bad from Kitty's perspective. To prolong the war, one should support the losing side, and wouldn't it look better to support the Empire, which was on the human side?

Well... she had absolutely no intention of actually providing support, though.
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3 PM.

A whistling sound approached Kitty's half-open hospital room door, followed by a loud knock.

It was the Civil Service Captain.

The Captain stood at the doorway with one hand on a fruit basket, leaning his upper body slightly forward.

"Hey. You okay? I heard you caught a cold."

The Civil Service Captain greeted her with a somewhat rough manner of speaking.

Kitty sighed at the sight of him.

He wasn't the person she had been hoping for.

"Oh, it's just you."
"...?"

The Captain hadn't expected an extremely warm welcome, but Kitty's utterly dry tone threw him off balance.

However, with superhuman patience cultivated during social gatherings in his days as a central aristocrat, he willingly endured it.

This wasn't the time for an argument.

The Civil Service Captain lowered his voice to a whisper.

"Hey... are you really going to do that?"
"Do what?"
"Come on. Don't pretend you don't know. That thing, you know."

Kitty tilted her head with an expression of genuine confusion, then suddenly seemed to realize something and slapped her knee with an exclamation.

"Ah! That? Of course I'm doing it, I absolutely have to."

The "that" they were referring to was magical engineering.

At this point, the fact that Kitty was reaching out to magical engineering was known only to the Civil Service Captain and the elf besides Kitty herself, hence the need for such vague expressions.

"You're really going to do it?"
"Yes."
"Really, really, really?"
"I said I'm doing it, why are you being like this?"

Kitty waved her hand in disgust at the Captain's repeated questions.

"Stop with the weird talk and just give me what I asked for."
"Tsk..."

Completely thrown off by Kitty's words, the Civil Service Captain took out the paper she had mentioned and practically threw it at her.

Kitty caught it without batting an eye.

The Captain's body trembled slightly at the sight, but Kitty paid no attention as she unfolded the paper.

"Oho..."

Kitty let out a small exclamation as she examined the paper.

The paper was filled with names of specific people, and unlike Kitty's terrible handwriting, the aristocratic, neat penmanship was very impressive.

Anyway, Kitty read aloud each name written on the paper.

For a brief moment, Kitty's solo recital took place in the hospital room. But it didn't last long.

After finishing her short recital, Kitty folded the paper with a satisfied smile, tucked it into her bosom, and said to the Captain:

"You investigated well?"
"Well... it's basic stuff now."
"Good job. Now call all these people. Let's have an interview."
"When? Now?"
"No... obviously when I get over this cold."
"Ah, I see."
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A few days later.

Afternoon.

Bell Park.

Second floor office of the Civil Service building.

The scientist who had moved to Bell Park last week was sitting at a desk, looking around curiously at the Civil Service building. Despite its gloomy exterior, the interior was quite progressive.

It gave the impression of a gallery. On the clean white walls hung old prints—one depicting a massive smokestack, an enormous locomotive with huge steam valves pulling purple carriages through storm clouds.

But the scientist couldn't relax. No matter how familiar it seemed, this was still a quasi-military institution.

The scientist gulped down tea from what appeared to be a high-quality porcelain cup from some colony placed before him. It was possible because the tea had cooled sufficiently.

Just as he swallowed the last sip, a knock came from a door in the left corner of the room. The scientist remained still, as he wasn't the owner of the room.

After a couple of knocks, someone entered.

"A child?"

The scientist tilted his head in confusion. As was his habit, he observed the child's appearance—an unavoidable occupational habit.

Uncommon blonde curly hair with green eyes. Dark circles under the eyes gave a somewhat fierce impression, but the child was extremely pretty.

The child wore cute, dainty clothes befitting their appearance, looking innocent and cheerful.

Smooth legs were boldly displayed, and black velvet slippers on bare feet highlighted the fair insteps.

The curly hair bounced charmingly with every step, infinitely cliché yet infinitely cute.

The scientist wasn't the type to judge people by their appearance. But the child's appearance was so well-maintained that he couldn't help but assume they were the daughter of some noble family.

An alien space, an alien figure. This situation was already incomprehensible by common sense, but what happened next was even more absurd.

The aforementioned child suddenly presented some documents and introduced herself as the Governor of Bell Park.

While she passionately spoke to the solemnly seated scientist, he responded with considerable indifference.

Naturally, when someone suddenly appears and asks if you'd like to work with them, the answer would obviously be 'NO.'

Moreover, from the scientist's perspective, such treatment was inevitably unpleasant. Even at the most generous estimate, the child looked to be around 1X years old, yet she suddenly appeared claiming, "I am the Governor."

Having arrived late due to divorce proceedings and struggling with boredom and pneumonia to finally reach Bell Park, he was already irritated.

The scientist tried to cut off the self-proclaimed Governor's lengthy speech with a curt "Not interested," and stood up from his seat.

Then something surprising happened. From an unexpected source, from an unexpected person, he heard unexpected words:

"That's a shame. Missing out on taking the first great step in magical engineering together."

The scientist had no choice but to sit back down.

Ch.70 - Love Is About Coming Back.
The self-proclaimed Governor. No, let's drop the "self-proclaimed" part from now on. The moment that name was uttered, she was already no ordinary child.

The Governor approached the stunned scientist sitting in the chair and said, "Hehe... Starting to feel tempted now?"

The scientist desperately tried to ignore her, but her voice, sweet as the forbidden fruit of knowledge, continued to seduce him.

"M-Magic engineering? Are you out of your mind?"

"I'm always in my right mind."

The Governor squinted one eye and tapped her forehead twice with her index finger.

"I know everything. How much you all yearn for magic engineering."

As the Governor said, magic engineering was once every scientist's dream and goal. Just as there was a time when scientists were obsessed with magic engineering.

When he discovered in a cold, dusty room that manaite's efficiency was 30 times that of coal, he was so ecstatic that he ran naked through the city shouting "Eureka!" like an ancient legend.

But after the Silent Night—the day the witch attempted to assassinate a Nobila—the scientist's dream was shattered.

It was a devastating blow. The Nobilas, realizing that magic was no longer their exclusive domain, proposed the Magic Engineering Prohibition Act, attempting to inspect and shut down all research institutes in the Empire.

Some sensible Nobilas opposed it, but steam engine companies, frightened by the emergence of a new technology, spent enormous sums to buy votes.

Eventually, the Magic Engineering Prohibition Act passed.

The law was extremely powerful and extrajudicial. If there was any evidence of magic engineering research, searches could be conducted without warrants.

They stormed into every research institute and academy in the Empire, even black markets, destroying everything at the mere sight of anything related to magic engineering.

Additionally, the state used newspapers to drive public perception of magic engineering into the abyss.

People naturally came to view magic engineering as evil and began to suppress it themselves.

The scientist had no choice but to kneel before such overwhelming power. He considered continuing his research secretly in a basement, but after hearing news of fellow scientists being imprisoned one after another, he quietly abandoned the idea.

Having lost his dream, the scientist wandered aimlessly. For five years, his brilliant mind was busy winning poker chips and focusing on chess gambling at clubs.

When his savings ran out, he reluctantly spent ten years researching new steam engines with his cooled passion.

And now, it took just five minutes to reignite that extinguished passion.

The scientist was seized by a desire even stronger than before. Yet he hadn't lost his reason. Valuing his life, he curtly replied with a tone suggesting he wanted no involvement.

"I'll pretend I didn't hear that."

"Fine. I suppose there's nothing to be done then."

Hearing the scientist's polite refusal, the Governor rose from her chair with an expressionless face, showing no sign of disappointment.

The conversation ended there.
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"Tsk... What a shame."

The Public Service Captain clicked his tongue as he watched the scientist's retreating back.

According to the Captain's investigation, the scientist who just left was one of the most renowned first-class scientists.

You know the type—published many papers, had extensive connections, wealthy—that kind of famous scientist.

Although he had lost everything, including his wife, when his deep involvement in magic engineering was revealed.

In that sense, the Captain thought Kitty was quite cruel. What nerve did she have to propose researching magic engineering to someone who had fallen because of it?

Well... in any case, the recruitment of talent seemed to have failed.

The Public Service Captain glanced at Kitty and offered words of consolation.

"Don't be disappointed, Kitty. The world is wide, and there are many scientists."

"Huh? I'm not disappointed though."

"What?"

While the Public Service Captain wore a dumbfounded expression, Kitty looked at him with a face like someone having an amazing dream.

Then, with a voice full of vigor as if she had swallowed a powerful medicine capsule, she declared:

"Don't worry. That person will definitely come back."

"Are you a goldfish? He just said he wouldn't do it."

The Public Service Captain looked at Kitty with utter disbelief.

However, as mentioned earlier, Kitty's eyes were filled with intense conviction.

"No, he will definitely return."

"On what grounds?"

The Public Service Captain asked again, tilting his head.

Kitty wanted to satisfactorily answer the Captain's question, but the words wouldn't come easily.

Because it was purely intuition. A vague intuition that he would definitely return.

Kitty had seen it in that moment.

Just before the scientist left, his eyes clearly showed regret, and when viewed through the prism of her senses, it broke down into regret, longing, desire, and more.

There's a saying, isn't there? That like recognizes like.

The kind of person who, despite trying to wash away dangerous desires, presses them deep into the abyss of their heart, ready to bring them out at any time.

In that sense, the scientist and Kitty were truly kindred spirits. Kitty had been like that too.

Desire is like the stubble on a freshly shaved shin—no matter how much you try to cut it off, it soon becomes stiff like thorns.

Like bleached curly hair showing black roots, like an ingrown toenail causing endless pain if not properly treated.

That's why Kitty was so certain.

Because she knew that the constantly babbling, moist desire cannot be suppressed by reason alone.

You will have no choice but to return to me.

"Khuhuhu..."

As always, Kitty laughed sinisterly while smoking a thick cigar like a classic villain.
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Evening.

Bell Park.

The scientist's house.

Though the scientist preferred home-cooked meals, lacking proper cooking tools and ingredients, he had dinner outside and now sat at his desk, rubbing his full stomach.

The hard wooden chair twisted, creating an unpleasant noise.

Ignoring the sound, the scientist took out several papers from his bag and spread them on the desk.

"Damn it."

The scientist cursed under his breath, nervously ruffling his hair. Today, he just couldn't focus on the text.

He threw himself onto the bed. The springs in the soft mattress compressed, making a noise.

The scientist lay there for a long time. Occasionally he kicked the wall with his foot or pretended to tear the blanket, but the inexplicable frustration showed no signs of subsiding.

After repeatedly causing quiet disturbances like someone with night terrors, the scientist thought about what had happened that afternoon.

'It's a shame. That you can't join the great first step of magic engineering.'

"Great first step my ass."

The scientist shook his poodle-like hair vigorously. The superhuman self-control gained from years of secret suffering was enough to suppress the desire that kept popping up like bean sprouts.

It seemed like his head was possessed. To reduce unnecessary thoughts, the scientist sat in the chair and began reading a newspaper.

Then, as if bored, he untied a knot, rolled a cigarette, counted teaspoons, went to the bathroom, and repeatedly picked up and put down a photo of his now-divorced wife.

Yet the tightness in his heart wouldn't ease.

No matter how much he emphasized that a dull and boring daily life was better than getting half-involved and entangled, it was of no use.

The scientist felt like he was losing his mind. That arrogant little Governor who stirred up his heart was so infuriating.

But he couldn't just beat her up on the spot like some simple-minded man. Instead, the scientist showed the kind of proper etiquette typical of the old world.

Unable to slap her cheek with the back of his hand like in a women's novel, the scientist had to settle for taking out his anger on an innocent pillow.

"Huff... huff..."

After venting his anger, his mind cleared a little.

The scientist sat back at his desk, feeling a slight refreshment.

"Still... not all memories were bad."

As the scientist muttered to himself, not all memories of researching magic engineering were bad.

In fact, most were good. Just being with like-minded colleagues was enjoyable, and the sense of mission in exploring unknown territories also inspired the scientist's heart.

So much so that in his half-century of life, that one year researching magic engineering was more valuable and the brightest moment of his life compared to the thirty years he spent researching steam engines.

Compared to that, what am I now? Am I not like a dreamless scarecrow, unable to walk or think for myself?

The scientist stood up and faced a small mirror on one wall.

Gone was the handsome face he had prided himself on; in the mirror was a face like a poor cubist painting hanging in the corridor of an old art academy.

Standing before the mirror, the scientist reflected on his past and present selves.

Where did that version of me go—the one who was so in love with science that he threw himself at it like waves beating against a stubborn rock!

I realized too late!

Ah! I should not have rejected that hand! My mind, hardened from living a meaningless life, doesn't even know what I want anymore.

I realized too late that magic engineering was the driving force of my life and an inexhaustible source of joy!

I realized too late that the choices I made for my family and colleagues were essentially just pathetic compromises!

As the scientist's thoughts reached this point, a groan escaped from his contorted lips, like a terrifying sun rising from afar.

Under the dazzling white light, sweating profusely, it was no exaggeration to say that he completely opened his conscience and called out that nostalgic name with all his heart as the burning sun, symbolizing desire and aspiration, rose higher and higher.

"Ah! Magic engineering! That lovely theory!"

After shouting, the scientist crawled on all fours like a beast and began tearing apart the steam engine blueprints on the desk.

Then he heard hallucinations as if revelers with bubbling glasses on numerous balconies were toasting one after another for the joys of past and future nights.

The scientist scattered the blueprint pieces in his hand into the air to the sound of cheers.

"Kiyahoo!"

The paper pieces, fluttering and spinning as they fell to the floor, looked like splendid international flags.

Ch.71 - Arcana Engine.
Morning.

Bell Park.

The hidden third basement level of the Public Service building.

A basement illuminated by gas lanterns embedded in the walls, brightening the people and desks.

In this basement, about twenty scientists and elves were gathered.

"What device draws magical power into the engine? Do we use magic circles, mana concentration devices, or special crystals?"

"The intake method affects the engine's output and operational range. Therefore, if we use the theory I researched in the past..."

"Shouldn't we first determine the mechanism for converting magical power into kinetic energy? Whether to use mana-based explosions or generate rotational force using flow..."

"For controlling output, speed, and stability, we could simply modify the steam engine slightly."

The scientists and elves engaged in deep conversation, mixing terms that would make anyone's head spin.

Leaning against one wall, the Public Service Captain couldn't hide his amazement as he watched the scientists.

"They really came. And so many of them."
"I told you so. Anyway, hurry up."

As Kitty, standing beside him, wiggled her fingers, the Captain clicked his tongue and pulled out a few coins.

He placed them in Kitty's hand—apparently, they had made some kind of bet.

After receiving the coins, Kitty grinned, showing her distinctive fangs.

"Hehe."
"Hey... You're already loaded with money, yet you still feel compelled to empty a salaried worker's pockets?"
"That's that, and this is this. If it's not certain... um, what was it again?"

Kitty struggled to recall a scene from some movie.

But she quickly gave up. Not only was the memory hazy from having seen it so long ago, but more importantly, the more she tried to remember, the more unwanted bad memories surfaced alongside it.

Yes. Right. Let's erase all memories from that time. They're just useless memories that can hardly be called fond recollections anyway.

Kitty pouted and nodded to herself.

"If it's not certain, what?"
"Huh? Ehehe... It's nothing."

Kitty smiled broadly, seemingly trying to smooth over the situation. The Captain, unaware of her inner thoughts, didn't make much of it.

Anyway... from Kitty's perspective, it had been a series of surprising events. She thought it would take at least a month, but the scientist changed his mind in less than a week.

And that wasn't all. During that week, the scientist went around the entire neighborhood persuading fellow scientists who had fled to Bell Park with him.

He failed to convince a few, but most scientists willingly lent their hands.

This was partly due to the severe oppression from the capital, and partly because Bell Park was so far from the homeland that they calculated the authorities couldn't do much about it.

Moreover, the homeland was in chaos due to war.

From the scientists' perspective, this was truly a golden opportunity to reach for magitech engineering, which had been considered taboo but had always been their dream.

Of course, soldiers at the front lines were dying in real-time, so calling it "golden" might be somewhat inappropriate... but what did it matter? Events that aren't observed might as well not happen.

Having organized her thoughts, Kitty looked at the scientist's face. The previously suppressed and gloomy expression was gone, replaced by a face full of energy.

Looking at the scientist, Kitty thought the whole world was ridiculous. Someone had told her there was no paradise in the places people fled to, and she had found that plausible. Yet these people were already teetering on the threshold of paradise.

That's why she found it ridiculous. When something she had believed to be plausible shattered, it wasn't shocking or surprising—it was like watching a dull party. In other words, she didn't think much of it.

"Attention, everyone!"

As Kitty clapped her hands while standing against the basement wall, the heads of the scientists engaged in heated discussion all turned toward her.

"As you all know, from now on, we are criminals."

The excited atmosphere immediately sobered when Kitty spoke.

This wasn't like throwing cold water on a festive occasion. It would be more accurate to say she was bringing everyone back to reality.

"We are about to commit a kind of treason."

Kitty slapped her palm against the whitewashed wall. The sound was adorably small, but her momentum was intense.

"But I don't consider this treason. Rather, this is a revolution. Just like the agricultural revolution, considered the starting point of human civilization, and the current industrial revolution."

Kitty walked across the room of scientists to a large table placed in the center of the basement. On the table were stacks of various magitech engineering papers that the scientists had researched in the past.

Kitty picked up one random sheet and held it high.

"However, the fat pigs in the capital dare to call this treason. The steam engine companies, crying like children for fear of falling behind the times, dare to call this a crime."

"But I simply cannot understand. Who are the traitors and who are the criminals? Is it us, who are trying to advance civilization one step further through revolution? Or is it them, who are desperately trying to block human progress?"

Kitty paused briefly to gauge the reaction.

Their gazes remained fixed on her. Their eyes of various colors were all filled with aspiration, and the academic passion suppressed over the years seemed to slightly raise the temperature in the basement.

Kitty didn't miss this reaction and pressed on with momentum.

"Today, we stand at a turning point in history. The time has finally come for magitech engineering, trapped in the shadows, to shine with its infinite possibilities and potential."

"But we know that magitech engineering is not just a simple tool. It is the key of hope that will illuminate humanity's future."

"It will be difficult. It will be a thorny path. You must leave your comfortable laboratories. You must conduct research that no one will recognize in damp basements. It will be arduous work."

"But this is our duty. We must explore truth and contribute to human progress. Magitech engineering will open that path for our Bell Park."

"When our research succeeds, that brief stigma will vanish without a trace, and we will become the pioneers of magitech engineering."

"Our actions may be crimes or treason, but the result is progress."

As Kitty's speech ended, the scientists unconsciously clenched their fists. How could they not be excited at the thought of becoming the heavy machinery that changes the course of the great river of history?

After some time passed, something astonishing happened. An elf who had been quietly listening to Kitty's speech smiled and, with his hand extended at a 45-degree angle, thunderously shouted:

"Hail Kitty!"

As this distinctive Old World salute filled the basement, other scientists began to follow suit as if entranced.

"Hail Kitty!"
"Hail Kitty!"
"Hail! Kitty!!!"

Watching the scientists' surprising (or terrifying) salutes, Kitty fell into deep thought. She seemed to have a lot on her mind.

But soon, as if it didn't matter, she shrugged once and responded by also raising her hand at a 45-degree angle.

And so, the Arcana Engine Project roared powerfully toward the future.
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Having successfully completed the launch ceremony, Kitty shared the basic framework of the modern engine she knew with the scientists and returned to her office.

She plans to leave engine development to the scientists and elves for the time being. This is because from now on, Kitty needs to do what only she can do.

That is changing the perception of magitech engineering.

The first generation who had originally resided in Bell Park didn't have much animosity toward magitech engineering, but the second generation who had just moved from the capital to Bell Park thought of it as something terrible due to exposure to malicious rumors spread by steam engine companies and media.

In this situation, announcing the Arcana Engine without changing perceptions would cause great confusion.

This is the worst-case scenario for Kitty, who fears division above all. This is a problem that must be solved.

But how? Generally, there are great difficulties in establishing and changing thoughts.

It's easy to implant temporary opinions in a crowd, but difficult to implant lasting thoughts. And once lasting thoughts are implanted, they are extremely difficult to remove.

Usually, time solves the problem. Time is one of the most powerful factors in both biological and social issues.

It is time that builds mountains from grains of sand and evolves insignificant cells of the geological era into dignified humans. With enough time involved, any phenomenon can be changed.

Unfortunately, Kitty was absolutely short on time. She had to think of another method.

So Kitty decided to use the power of media once again. Propaganda through affirmation, repetition, and contagion can guide people's attitudes in a specific direction.

And she reinforces these by directly mentioning them. Thoughts spread through affirmation, repetition, and contagion eventually gain the mysterious power of prestige and become powerful.

Kitty is a figure with acquired prestige—that is, artificial prestige. One gains prestige when one rises to a high position or possesses considerable wealth, even if one's personal value is insignificant. Think of a soldier in combat uniform for ease of understanding.

Now, let's take a step back and look at Kitty.

The small child has already become a tyrant.

Because manipulating human unconsciousness at will is true tyranny.

Ch.72 - The Inexhaustible Well Of Wisdom.
The Arcana Engine Project, which seemed like it would take several years after its launch ceremony, was completed in just one year.

This was because the people who came from the capital were more competent than expected.

Of course, they were an elite dream team carefully selected by Kitty and the Public Service Captain, but I never dreamed they would be this capable.

I had expected them to face difficulties at some point, but when these people at the pinnacle of academia approached their task with desperate determination and passion, development proceeded without any obstacles.

On top of that, Kitty, the owner of the fertilizer business and unofficially the wealthiest person around, spared no expense in providing financial support to the scientists. The path to engine development was like an Autobahn without a single pebble.

And that wasn't all. When Kitty's dormant knowledge of modern engine structures was added to the mix, it was like giving wings to a tiger... no, it was more like a jet plane in the shape of a tiger.

"This... what is this...?"
"How did you even conceive of such a structure?"
"Huh... this is amazingly efficient."
"Not only is the magical engineering innovative... but this engine structure is revolutionary as well."
"When this project is over, I'd like to have a deep conversation about science with you."

I felt quite guilty whenever scientists clung to me like this.

Anyway, the engine development was successfully completed. This meant that the contract between Kitty and the scientists had come to an end.

"Why would you say something so disappointing?"
"Huh?"

However, the scientists didn't leave Kitty. Or rather, they couldn't leave anymore.

That's right. The scientists had gotten a taste for money. To be precise, they had become addicted to the enormous research funds that Kitty provided.

Typically, being a scientist is quite a hungry profession. Even the most trivial research requires funding that could bankrupt several middle-class families.

That's why one of the essential virtues scientists needed to cultivate was the art of persuasion. They had to use all sorts of flowery rhetoric to vividly describe the rosy future that would result from successful research in order to open sponsors' wallets.

But Kitty was different. How different?

"Can I buy this?"
"Yeah."
"What about this?"
"Buy it."
"And that?"
"Go ahead."
"What about this, that, and those things over there?"
"Buy them all."
"And everything from here to there?"
"I'll give you my card. Do as you please."

The scientists were astonished. The items they requested were all quite expensive, yet Kitty approved them without even a change in expression, readily providing enormous sums of money.

It was overwhelming gratitude. Usually, sponsors who know nothing about the subject would meddle in everything or use funding as a leash to control things according to their whims, but Kitty did none of that and patiently waited.

For these reasons, Kitty's wallet was treated as an inexhaustible fountain of wisdom among the scientists.

And no one wanted to leave this fountain of wisdom.

However, they hesitated to propose a contract renewal. Perhaps it was because they had already spent an enormous amount on engine development, but more importantly, they couldn't think of a research topic worthy enough to capture Kitty's interest.

But Kitty's thoughts were different.

Kitty was still hungry.

Kitty was not yet satisfied.

To Kitty, who had lived in the modern era, Bell Park was still lacking in too many ways.

This is not the Bell Park I wanted.

It still... needs... more development.

What I want is a technological super-gap that no other nation can match.

Engine development is not the end, but the beginning.

Therefore, Kitty had no intention whatsoever of letting the scientists go.

At the banquet held to honor the scientists' hard work, Kitty raised a glass of still-bubbling champagne and declared:

"We're going to work together for another year."
"Pardon?"
"I said we're working together for another year!"

At Kitty's declaration, the scientists cheered and popped champagne bottles.

As Kitty scattered contracts everywhere, the scientists, as if entranced, picked up pens and signed them.

Kitty built a new research institute to produce even better results. After all, they couldn't continue researching in a basement forever.

And so, the Bell Park Future Strategy Research Institute was born.

After the establishment of the Bell Park Future Strategy Research Institute, even more scientists flocked to Bell Park to fulfill their dreams.

Scientists who hadn't yet moved to Bell Park came after hearing rumors about Kitty's inexhaustible fountain of wisdom, and Kitty accepted them after filtering out suspicious applicants through interviews and background checks.

Scientists from various fields—physics, biology, sociology, and more—knocked on Bell Park's door. Among them, chemists were particularly numerous, most of whom came to meet Kitty.

Unbeknownst to Kitty, among chemists, Kitty had been a superstar or idol from the beginning.

This was because Kitty was the one who had artificially synthesized ammonia through nitrogen fixation and created fertilizer.

Unlike other scientists, the chemists weren't interested in Kitty's inexhaustible fountain of wisdom. Their sole interest was meeting Kitty, the goddess of chemistry.

Of course, Kitty had no intention of meeting them.

.
.
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After the establishment of the Bell Park Future Strategy Research Institute, Kitty's life became quite monotonous.

This was because the institute had taken over most of what Kitty used to do.

Whenever bored, Kitty would drop by the institute, casually toss out some future knowledge, and the scientists, who were smarter than Kitty, would carry out the research.

Not only that, but the administrative, economic, and political experts who had come along with the capital's scientists began to take over Kitty's duties, literally leaving Kitty with nothing to do.

It reached the point where after writing content for the Bell Park Morning Inside and running the printing press, there was nothing particularly worthwhile to do.

Even at the fertilizer factory, veteran skilled workers were already running things well without Kitty, and at the Oppenheimer Armory, which was responsible for firearms production, the blacksmiths would chase Kitty away, saying it was dangerous.

It seemed absurd that employees would chase away their boss, but in a way, it was understandable. After all, Kitty was just a short kid to them. A place with dangerous machine tools constantly running would make Kitty look like a baby left by the water's edge.

It's boring. It feels like the burnout syndrome I experienced before is recurring.

"...This is tedious."

Although the storm of history was raging in real-time, Kitty was standing in the eye of the storm, and everything around was eerily quiet.

In that quietness, Kitty habitually put a cigarette in her mouth.

Lighting the cigarette and enjoying the liberation provided by nicotine and the impact felt in the throat alleviated the boredom somewhat.

However, as everyone knows, cigarettes are not smoked to become happy. They are smoked because one becomes unhappy without them, and the satisfaction they provide dissipates as easily as smoke.

While pondering how to deal with this maddening tedium or laziness that was swirling in real-time...

"Come eat."

The restaurant owner opened the door to Kitty's office.

"Huh? Oh... okay."

Emerging from her reverie, Kitty glanced at the spring-driven clock on the wall. It was already lunchtime.

Kitty, holding a cane in one hand and grasping the restaurant owner's hand with the other, slowly descended the landing.

The menu was not the cream stew that always brought Kitty comfort, but an ordinary sandwich.

Although it wasn't the lunch Kitty had expected, it wasn't bad either. Sandwiches are good. They're one of the few foods that allow you to consume carbs, protein, and fat all at once. Good is good, right?

After washing her hands thoroughly, Kitty picked up the sandwich with her plump hands.

Taking a big bite, the flavor of well-cooked bacon could have been too rich, but the thinly sliced tomatoes neutralized this richness perfectly.

"Mmm!"

Her eyes widened, and a high-pitched nasal sound escaped involuntarily. If Kitty had a tail, it might have wagged vigorously from side to side.

"This is deadly delicious!"
"Is that so."

The restaurant owner couldn't help but smile at Kitty's witty expression of taste. He placed a cup full of orange juice in front of Kitty.

"Thanks."

Feeling thirsty, Kitty didn't hesitate to pick up the cup and gulp down the orange juice. The small lump in Kitty's fair throat bobbed up and down repeatedly.

Having emptied both the plate and cup, Kitty leaned over the counter and collapsed.

Then, turning her head to the left, she made eye contact with the restaurant owner.

"Mister."
"What?"
"I'm bored."

The restaurant owner, who was clearing away Kitty's plate and cup, raised one eyebrow slightly and said:

"I'm busy."
"What are you so busy with?"

Despite Kitty's subtle rudeness, the restaurant owner didn't seem to mind.

Putting on an apron, the restaurant owner continued:

"It's almost lunchtime. If you're that bored, why don't you go for a walk? It's been a while."

At the restaurant owner's words, Kitty turned her head to look at the spring-driven clock. After having an early lunch, the actual lunchtime was approaching.

For the restaurant owner in the food service industry, lunchtime was the busiest time.

Kitty reluctantly decided to back down.

"Next time, we'll go together, okay?"
"Sure."
"Promise."

As Kitty approached the restaurant owner with her pinky and thumb extended, their pinkies crossed and their thumbs touched...

"Hey."
"Ugh... what?"

...or they would have, if the Public Service Captain hadn't suddenly appeared from somewhere and interrupted the promise between the chubby Romeo and Kitty.

Having missed the opportunity to hold hands with the restaurant owner, Kitty shot a hateful glare at the Public Service Captain. However, being completely oblivious to such matters, the Public Service Captain didn't notice Kitty's inner feelings and said what he had to say.

"Come with me for a moment. I have something to tell you."
"What is it?"
"It's not something I can say here, so just come with me for a bit."
"Tch... how annoying... Mister, I'll be back in a moment."

When Kitty looked at the restaurant owner for understanding, he nodded with his characteristic expressionless face without saying a word.

Having obtained the restaurant owner's permission, Kitty and the Public Service Captain moved to a secluded corner of the restaurant.

"Now, tell me. If it's nothing important, I'll cut your salary..."
"The power plant construction is finished. We just need you to come."
"Oh."

Ch.73 - Crash-Bang Power Plant.
The power plant, built with the full capabilities of Bell Park's construction workers and electrical technicians, boasted an impressive presence worthy of the effort and investment costs.

The Oppenheimer Power Plant strangely had no chimney, as unlike other power plants, the Arcana Engine didn't produce smoke, making one unnecessary.

Due to this exterior design, the Oppenheimer Power Plant didn't look like a power plant at all. Additionally, because of its size, it stood alone in a large open space slightly removed from Bell Park, giving it the appearance of a fortress.

It truly deserved to be called a fortress. Made of reinforced concrete, it was actually sturdier than fortresses built in the past.

The interior of the power plant was lined with massive machines. Multicolored visible light streamed in through the gaps in the floodlights mounted on the high ceiling, and complex pipes covered the walls and floors like giant blood vessels.

With the test operation approaching, tension filled the power plant. Only the mixed smell of oil and metal and the footsteps of a few technicians who had signed confidentiality agreements broke the silence.

"Is the inspection complete?"

Kitty stood in front of a seemingly new metal desk in the control room.

The desk was densely packed with analog gauges and control levers.

"Yes. You just need to pull the lever."

At the site manager's words, Kitty turned her attention to the control lever. She placed her hand on the largest and most important-looking lever among dozens and took a deep breath.

"Whew... I'm nervous."

"I understand. It's a historic moment."

The site manager, who had loosened his safety helmet's chin strap, looked at Kitty with a pleased smile, and Kitty, holding the key to a new era in her hand, began the countdown.

"5."

Her senses heightened. The coolness of the metal lever transmitted through her palm felt like touching dry ice.

"4."

Even as the salt from her cold sweat stung her eyes, she couldn't close them.

"3."

As the air settled, time seemed to stop here.

"2."

Like the Austrian tailor who jumped from the Eiffel Tower wearing a homemade parachute, she was tense on the threshold of destiny.

"1."

Yet she dared not doubt success. Kitty's body had already crossed more than halfway over the threshold of fate, and even if she failed, they could simply rebuild.

"Activate!"

With Kitty's energetic shout, she pulled the metal lever down, and the entire power plant began to vibrate with a roaring sound.

As the mana from the Manaite passed through the circuit, the power plant was instantly filled with blue light, and soon the Arcana Engine began to move.

"Please..."

Kitty and the site manager, sitting in front of the metal desk, watched the gauges intently while sweating nervously.

The needles in the analog gauges fluctuated as if dancing. But they soon stabilized and pointed exactly to the center.

"Good! Release the lock!"

The site manager shouted in a much brighter voice, and the waiting technicians moved swiftly to their respective areas.

"Rotor rotation speed normal!"

"No abnormalities!"

Positive reports from the young technicians continued without pause. The site manager tightened his safety helmet's chin strap and shouted in a hoarse voice.

"Let's go! Terminal connection! Start operation!!"

With the site manager's command, the interior of the power plant filled with a thunderous noise. When they connected the Arcana Engine, which had been vibrating in a no-load state, to the generator, the analog gauge needles began to fluctuate once again.

"Voltage unstable! Adjust output!"

The site manager calmly issued instructions. The technicians, with tension evident on their faces, pressed and pulled various control levers and buttons.

"It's too fast! It's going to explode at this rate!"

"Hey! Lower the output! Lower it!"

"I'm trying!"

The technicians were flustered. The Arcana Engine's output was unexpectedly too high, causing an overload on the rotor.

Despite all the technicians' efforts, the noise and vibration from the generator grew increasingly louder, and the technicians, judging the test operation a failure, lowered the shutdown lever to cut off all power according to the manual.

"Initiating shutdown! One! Two! Three!"

Clank!

As the metal lever was forcefully pushed down with a loud metallic sound, the technicians couldn't hide their disappointed expressions.

It was bitter, but the test operation had failed. Soon all power would be cut off, and the generator would gradually stop. But it didn't matter. Next time, they would surely...

"Why isn't this stopping?"

"Huh?"

A technician who had been looking elsewhere with a gloomy expression turned his head at the nonsensical remark.

"Look at this. It's not stopping; it seems to be spinning even faster?"

The technician, with eyes wide open, stared at the needle attached to the gauge.

The needle, which should have behaved properly after the shutdown lever was lowered, instead began to fluctuate more violently than before, and the generator started to go wild.

The technician was gripped by fear. He needed to somehow manipulate the control panel to stop the engine's operation, but he couldn't bring himself to do it. He was seized by a terrible premonition that even the slightest touch to any part would make it scream without warning.

"What should I do? If the shut... shutdown lever doesn't work... then what's next..."

The technician desperately began searching for a solution in the manual he pulled from his inner pocket. Unfortunately, there was no section titled "If the shutdown lever fails to operate."

It was an utterly confusing and shocking situation. The technician, who had always been kind and sensitive, went blank.

Meanwhile, most of the technicians had quickly fled. Of course, the kind-hearted technician was also led away from the generator by another technician.

However, some technicians didn't give up. In front of the coil that could explode at any moment, they continued to adjust the output values, swallowing their fear.

"Hey! Get out of there! Get away from there!"

Even as technicians who had moved far from the generator shouted for them to evacuate, they ignored the calls and continued adjusting the output values.

"Damn it... please work... please..."

There was no time for calculations. The technicians still frantically manipulating levers in front of the generator struggled to find the appropriate output value, drawing on even their animal instincts.

Standing in front of the generator, which was like a bomb that could explode at any moment, fear overwhelmed them. While fear is something many living beings commonly feel and can't be precisely defined, the magnitude of fear the technicians were experiencing must have been enormous.

"Hey! Pull that guy out of there!"

Kitty, watching all this from the control room, shouted in dismay, but no one dared approach the generator.

"Damn it..."

When no one moved despite her shouting, Kitty stood up and headed for the exit door, dragging her limping leg.

Opening the door and leaving the control room, the situation was even more serious than she had thought. The noise emitted by the generator was ominously loud, so loud that it made her skin vibrate.

"Get out! Get out! The test is a failure! Quickly... Ah!"

Kitty approached the technicians, waving her arms up and down like a madwoman, but ended up falling flat on the ground. The price of forgetting to bring her cane.

Fortunately, the site manager who was following behind slung the fallen Kitty over his shoulder and evacuated, but right now, Kitty didn't care about her own life.

"Forget about me! Pull those people out first!"

"No! We must evacuate you first, ma'am!"

Kitty struggled on the site manager's shoulder.

But the site manager didn't budge. After all, how strong could a woman in her teens be?

Slung over the site manager's shoulder, Kitty felt terrible guilt as she watched the technicians receding from her view.

She began to berate herself for her complacency and laziness. If only she had gone to the construction site herself. If only she had checked one more time. If only she had verified once more.

But from our perspective, having observed everything, Kitty's self-blame is completely incomprehensible. When the power plant was being built, Kitty was pouring all her energy into the Arcana Engine and simply couldn't spare the attention.

In fact, she had appointed a site manager specifically for situations like this. Therefore, if blame were to be assigned, it would be reasonable to hold the site manager responsible.

Nevertheless, Kitty blamed herself for the entire situation. Despite being the Governor, there was no need for her to blame herself to this extent. Excessive self-blame is nothing more than psychological self-harm.

Kitty continued to act out, slashing at her own heart.

"Let me go! I said let me go!"

"I told you, I can't!"

Kitty was frustrated. Seeing that the site manager had no intention of putting her down no matter how much she struggled, Kitty finally gave up on persuasion and made the heroic decision to get down herself.

"Damn it!"

With a bold curse, Kitty struck the site manager's right thoracic region, slightly below, with her bare fist. Those familiar with boxing or other combat sports would recognize this as a liver shot or liver blow.

"Ugh..."

The site manager, experiencing a liver strike for the first time in his life, doubled over from the unfamiliar pain, allowing Kitty to return to the ground.

Back on her feet, Kitty immediately began running toward the control panel. Of course, due to her leg condition, it was closer to moving on all fours.

Anyway, Kitty finally made it back to the control panel.

Sweating profusely, she approached the technician who was frantically manipulating the control panel.

"Hey! Get out of here right now!"

"Ah! Boss! Perfect timing!"

The technician smiled brightly upon seeing Kitty and grabbed her hand.

"I need your help."

"Help? What help? Get out of here now!"

"Don't say that, please help me! I've found a solution!"

The technician declared proudly, placing a hand on his chest. Their eyes met—Kitty's green eyes crossing with the technician's blue-gray ones.

"..."

Though they just exchanged glances without saying anything, Kitty could tell. The blue-gray pupils in those wide-open eyes shone as if they were burning.

"Just help me once! Just once! It's super simple!"

"...You're crazy."

Kitty placed her hands on her hips and carefully examined the technician's eyes. No one knows what she found there, but she spoke as if she had no choice.

"Just once. If you fail, I'm abandoning you and running away."

"Of course! But don't worry! It's super simple!"

"So what do I need to do?"

"First, turn the mana selector on the left to the left."

Click.

"Done."

"Then turn on the tank repeater and gearbox system..."

"Done."

"This is the most important part. When I give the signal, pull the manual switch with all your might!"

"Got it."

"Here we go... One, two, three!"

Following the technician's cue, Kitty pulled the manual switch down with all her strength.

As she lowered the manual switch, a noise incomparably louder than before began to emanate from the generator. The vibrations also intensified.

"Hey! Let's run!"

Kitty, turning pale, shouted at the technician beside her to flee.

"Don't worry. Everything is going according to prediction."

Seeing the technician cross his arms with a rather relaxed expression, Kitty cursed vehemently.

"What prediction?! You bastard, if we get out of here...!"

Then something amazing happened.

The roaring sound of the generator, which seemed about to explode, subsided, and the fluctuating gauge needles converged to a single point and stopped completely. Kitty, who had been hurling curses in front of the control panel, asked the technician in a trembling voice.

"What... what is this? Did we... succeed?"

Instead of answering, the technician gestured with his chin toward the arc lights on the ceiling of the power plant.

Daylight-colored visible rays crossed each other, piercing through the darkness.

"Didn't I tell you? It was super simple."

Seeing the arc lights burning brightly, the technicians who had fled embraced each other and shared their joy, while Kitty, with trembling hands, took out a cigar, put it in her mouth, and asked the confident-looking technician.

"Hey... what's your name?"

"Me?"

"Tesla."

Ch.74 - Tech Up!
In Bell Park, it was an ordinary part of daily life for the town to be plunged into pitch-black darkness after sunset. Though gas lamps lined the streets, they were used only in a limited capacity, so people relied on lamps and candles to illuminate the darkness, finishing their days gazing at the stars in the night sky.

Then one day, a strange object appeared in Bell Park's central square: a large glass sphere suspended at the top of a tall wooden pole.

Was it a decoration? Or perhaps an art piece? Its purpose was impossible to guess at first glance.

Rumors of the peculiar structure spread throughout Bell Park in an instant, and by evening, all the residents had gathered in the square.

Children giggled and ran around the streetlamp with curiosity, while adults squinted their eyes, busy speculating about the bulb's purpose.

"What's that thing? A glass ball?"

"They say it's fire? But it doesn't burn when you touch it."

"Nonsense! Are you trying to fool me?"

"No, really! The guild master said so!"

"How can there be fire that doesn't burn when touched?"

"I'm telling you, it's true..."

The guild members' murmurs and speculations ran rampant, with some even getting into arguments.

But the dispute didn't last long. A guild member who loved explaining things stepped forward from the back with a sly smile.

"Ah... that is what we call a light bulb."

"A light bulb?"

"It's a tool that uses electricity as power to illuminate the surroundings."

"Electricity? Power?"

"They're only installed in the royal palace."

"Wow, that's amazing."

The guild members, lacking basic knowledge from living in a harsh pioneer settlement, finally expressed their amazement after the explanation-loving member provided them with a tailored description.

Not long after, as dusk completely settled and the time Kitty had set arrived...

Pop!

The bulb attached to the wooden pole began receiving electricity from the power plant. As current flowed through it, the temperature of the filament inside rapidly increased, and it started emitting a brilliant light.

"Wow!"

The light bursting from the bulb clearly illuminated the various expressions on the guild members' faces.

Some wore looks of excitement, while others gazed at the bulb with eyes full of curiosity.

Occasionally, there were members who harbored fear and wariness toward this new technology, but they soon let go of their caution and stared endlessly at the brightly shining bulb.

Growth momentum is the driving force or impetus needed for individuals or organizations to grow and develop.

It functions like an engine in a car, providing the power to move forward continuously.

While growth momentum can change with the times and environment, there is one element that must never be missing.

That is the expectation for the future.

And just now, Bell Park had gained a growth momentum that no nation could easily obtain.

The powerful footsteps toward the future had been deeply etched in everyone's hearts.

[Is it a fact or my dream that the material world has become one great nerve, vibrating at a suffocating speed for thousands of miles due to electricity?]

-Nathaniel Hawthorne
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After the successful completion of the Oppenheimer Power Plant and the water and sewage construction, Bell Park underwent a tremendous transformation.

Whoosh-

"Honey! Come here and look at this!"

"My goodness, what is this?"

When a guild member carefully twisted the faucet and saw water pouring relentlessly from the long spout, they couldn't hide their amazement.

It was crystal-clear water that you could see right through. And not just any water—clean water that could be drunk without any issues.

How was this possible?

With the production of electricity, it became possible to electrolyze salt water and produce chlorine on a large scale.

Additionally, by reacting caustic soda (NaOH) and chlorine with Josoo to create sodium hypochlorite, they produced disinfectant bleach and sold it at affordable prices.

The bleach and tap water produced in this way made a tremendous contribution to public hygiene in Bell Park, ultimately significantly increasing the average life expectancy of Bell Park residents.

And that wasn't all. The sewage construction was also successfully completed, allowing Bell Park residents to fully enjoy the benefits of toilets that previously existed only in some capitals, and they were thrilled about it.

And right now, there was one person thoroughly enjoying the benefits of a toilet...

It was none other than Kitty.

Kitty was experiencing a long ecstasy that no human had ever felt before, pushing both buttocks firmly down.

"Huh..."

-Drip

As Kitty, with her slender buttocks perched on the toilet, pushed on her lower abdomen, the sound of water dripping could be heard from somewhere.

Yellow juice from the primordial fruit of good and evil flowed from Kitty's cute crevice in short socks, and as her slippers came off, her heels in loose ankle socks tapped against the tiled floor...

Each of Kitty's movements, every ripple that occurred when she fidgeted, was like a tear flowing down a cheek.

Her unblemished skin with dimples here and there could both conceal and further stimulate the intimate system of transmitted sensations.

"Phew..."

Having completed the excretion of waste, Kitty moved her hand to a handkerchief for cleanup, and her hand immediately went downward.

The handkerchief passed over her tadpole belly, which protruded due to underdeveloped internal muscles, and wiped the crevice where juice was dripping with the colorful handkerchief her gaze had briefly lingered on...

"Ah!"

Thanks to the somewhat rough handkerchief, Kitty let out a small, sharp scream, and a subtle pleasure like pain wrapped around her thighs.

Her sensitive knees twitched at this golden pleasure that seemed to concentrate all her senses, and Kitty caressed those legs.

The sun in her heart blazed fiercely between the towering trees in her mind, and beyond the thin veil of ecstasy, Kitty's face loosened like a rose sprinkled with gold dust.

The sun settled on Kitty's fingertips.

The nerve tissues that felt pleasure stood on edge. Kitty's hypothalamus entered a stage of frenzy, and just a slight touch would throw open the gates of heaven.

If she were to extend just her index finger from that spot, she could touch the hot, indented crotch without hesitation, as if tickling or stroking a giggling child...

-Knock knock

[Kitty?]

"Eek!"

[...What? Is something wrong?]

"No! Nothing's wrong...! Ah, it's nothing!"

Kitty, who had bitten her tongue while speaking incoherently, was so flustered that she waved her hands around despite there being no one in front of her.

[Really? That's good then.]

"Y-yes! It's nothing! Anyway, what is it?"

[Dinner's ready.]

"Oh! I'll be right out!"

Without time to savor the languid happiness that follows the resolution of desire, Kitty put on the now-familiar black stockings and skirt.

"I'm coming out now!"

Kitty hurriedly finished grooming herself and left the bathroom.

She was so flustered that she didn't even think to flush the toilet.

In the place Kitty had left, only a yellowish champagne that seemed to bubble with milk and honey remained.
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The next day.

Bell Park.

Bell Park Future Strategy Research Institute.

Many people were seated in their designated seats in a clean meeting room with pristine white wallpaper.

There were twenty scientists who had researched the Arcana Engine, Hassan, Josoo, the Public Service Captain, and Tesla, who had newly become the on-site manager of the Bell Park Power Plant.

Hassan sat in the very front row, a privilege of seniority.

The people gathered in the meeting room looked with puzzled eyes at Kitty, who was sitting in the most honored seat. What reason could she have for calling them here?

After a moment, Kitty began to speak.

"Our Bell Park. To be honest, isn't it seriously boring?"

That's right! For Kitty, who was steeped in various media and shorts, Bell Park was a no-fun city that had only raised tech levels but had no culture to enjoy! Just like any city in Korea where a neighborhood bakery feeds an entire town!

And everyone seemed to share this concern, as all in the meeting room nodded in agreement to Kitty's words.

"Agree."

"H-honestly, that's true..."

"Well, there's nothing fun to do."

"I disagree."

Everyone's heads turned in one direction.

The identity of the person who shouted "no" when everyone else was saying "yes" was none other than Tesla.

"I feel happy and excited just looking at an AC generator... Don't you all feel the same?"

He's crazy. Yes. He's insane.

People ignored Tesla, who was spouting nonsense like "That's not enjoyable? How strange..." and resumed the meeting.

"Is there any culture to enjoy in Bell Park?"

"Hmm... Buying good tea leaves?"

"Besides that?"

"There doesn't seem to be anything else."

The meeting was, how should I put it... lacking energy.

From the beginning, it was bound to fail, discussing fun with scientists who rarely emerged from their laboratories.

But despite this, Kitty had a separate reason for calling scientists rather than comedians or playwrights...

"Why make it so complicated? If it doesn't exist, we can create it."

"Create what? Culture? How? That's impossible."

"Why can't we? We have electricity, don't we?"

"Let's try making a movie."

Ch.75 - Ready.
"A movie?"

Everyone in the conference room blinked at the unfamiliar word.

Kitty smiled brightly and placed a stack of papers on the desk that she had been hiding underneath it.

The first page of the stack had a drawing on it. It was a picture of Zolaman with his hand raised high, and the title was "The Great Run."

"Watch carefully."

As Kitty held the stack of papers in both hands and slightly loosened her fingers, the pages flipped rapidly.

As the papers fluttered by, the drawings of Zolaman on them also flipped quickly.

Then something amazing happened. Though they were clearly just drawings, Zolaman in the papers appeared to be moving as if alive.

At Kitty's fingertips, Zolaman ran and ran. Even when he fell and broke his nose, he never gave up and kept running toward his destination.

However, Zolaman never reached his destination. After about 300 pages, Kitty got bored and abandoned him. Poor Zolaman, sob sob.



Anyway, after showing the flip book, Kitty's eyes sparkled as she asked for everyone's impressions.

"What do you think?"

And the response was...

"What's that... everyone's done that at least once as a kid."

They were unimpressed!

Well... to be fair, she hadn't expected an amazing reaction. The flip book Kitty brought was a primitive form of animation, something everyone had probably tried drawing in their notebooks when they were young.

But that's not the important part! The flip book was just brought to help understand the persistence of vision effect.

Kitty continued speaking.

"So. What are your thoughts after seeing this flip book?"
"Thoughts?"
"Just say whatever comes to mind."
"Hmm... the pictures seem to come alive. That's about it."

Kitty smiled gently when she heard the answer she wanted.

"That's right. The pictures appear to come alive. The human eye has the characteristic of retaining an image as an afterimage for a short time. So when still images are shown in rapid succession, they appear to be moving."

Kitty continued her explanation excitedly.

And Hassan, who had been listening quietly, spoke with a disinterested expression.

"So boss, what's the talk you want to have? I'm so busy man."

Is it because I promoted him to Level 1 Researcher at Oppenheimer Armory and gave him some staff? Hassan's been getting more and more cocky lately.

Not wanting to ruin the atmosphere, Kitty mentally wrote the character for "patience" three times and said:


"Haha... what I'm saying is, what would happen if we showed photographs in succession like this flip book?"
"Photographs?"
"Yes! Imagine it. Close your eyes and picture it. Moving photographs. Just like this flip book. That's what we're going to create."

At Kitty's words, the people in the conference room showed interested expressions.

Except for Hassan and Tesla.

"Boss. I'm V-ery busy-body."
"I'm busy too."

Once again, Kitty mentally wrote the character for "patience" three times.

"Hassan, fine... let's say I've given you tasks. But what about you?"

Tesla looked around and pointed at himself with a tilted head.

"Me?"
"Yes, you. What are you so busy with?"
"I'm in the middle of groundbreaking research that will shake the world."
"What is it?"
"It's a secret."

Patience... three... times...

"Fine... I hope you succeed."
"Thank you."

Tesla just smiled cheerfully at Kitty's encouragement that wasn't really encouragement.

One particularly perceptive scientist quickly spoke to Kitty to change the atmosphere.


"So, boss. How do you make and view this 'movie' thing? I can't quite grasp it."

In response to the scientist's question, Kitty glared at Tesla briefly before pulling out another stack of papers from under the desk.

The papers contained a kind of blueprint showing a large wooden box with a crank attached, and inside were dozens of gears and chains.

The blueprint was none other than a cinematograph.

Though it had some modifications, it was indeed the device that captured and screened the first movies.

The scientists who examined Kitty's blueprint shared their observations.

"Oh... so turning this crank pulls the 'film' thing?"
"I see. If it pulls while alternately allowing and blocking light through the lens..."
"The captured photos are projected through strong light. It would show up well on white cloth. Like shadows."

The scientists, with their brilliant minds, quickly understood the principle.

However, their expressions weren't very positive. There was a fatal flaw in Kitty's blueprint.

"Boss, photos currently require subjects to remain still for several minutes. How will you solve this problem?"

That's right. Fortunately, cameras already existed in this world, but they were still at the level of forming silver halide on daguerreotype plates.

Simply put, to take a single photograph, one had to sit still in front of bright lighting for several minutes. How could they ever make a "movie" at this rate?

"Don't worry about that. I'll take care of it."

But as always, Kitty had a plan.

.
.
.
.
.

Film consists mainly of three parts: the base, the photosensitive emulsion layer, and the protective layer.

The base is the foundation of the film. As mentioned earlier, silver plates or glass plates were used initially, but later celluloid became the main material.

Celluloid was flexible and tough, making it suitable as a film base, but it was highly flammable and posed a significant fire hazard. So Kitty decided to use acetate, which was one step more advanced.


"Governor, is this enough?"
"Yes. It's sufficient."

To make acetate, cellulose is needed first.

Cellulose can be obtained in various ways, but cotton is composed of almost pure cellulose, so Kitty asked a cooperative member who operated a cotton field to provide a large amount of cotton.

"Assistant, let's begin."
"Yesss..."

Seeing the mountain of cotton, Kitty grinned and immediately began working with her assistant.


First, they soaked the cotton in acetic acid to swell it, then added anhydrous acetic acid and a catalyst to cause an acetylation reaction.

In this process, the hydroxyl groups (-OH) in the cotton are replaced with acetyl groups (-COCH3), creating cellulose acetate.

After hydrolysis, washing, and drying, the cellulose acetate is dissolved again and formed into a thin, uniform sheet...


Ta-da! An incredibly transparent base is complete!


"Ohhh..."

The assistant, fascinated by the fluttering texture of the transparent film base, kept flicking it with his fingers.

Kitty felt the same way. Although this was her first time actually making it, fortunately, she succeeded on the first try without trial and error.


Now that the base was made, it was time to create the photosensitive emulsion layer.

The photosensitive emulsion layer is a layer where silver halide, a chemical that reacts to light, is mixed with gelatin and applied to the base. When exposed to light, the silver halide undergoes a chemical change, forming a latent image.

Types of silver halide include silver chloride (AgCl), silver bromide (AgBr), and silver iodide (AgI), each with different characteristics in terms of sensitivity, graininess, and tone. Kitty decided to simply make silver chloride, which was easier to produce.

First, she dissolved silver nitrate and sodium chloride, both obtained from the water supply, in water to make solutions.

Then, she slowly added the sodium chloride solution to the silver nitrate solution while stirring with a rod. This created a white precipitate of silver chloride.

After letting the precipitate settle, she filtered the silver chloride using filter paper and a funnel, then washed it several times with clean water to remove impurities.

This part was crucial—the washed silver chloride had to be dried in a dark place because silver chloride is sensitive to light and can decompose when exposed.

In a dark room, Kitty carefully mixed the created silver chloride with gelatin and gently applied the photosensitive emulsion to the base to create the emulsion layer.

Ideally, for better graininess and definition, it would be best to apply a double coating with high-sensitivity emulsion followed by low-sensitivity emulsion, but Rome wasn't built in a day. Just as frustration builds a man, trial and error builds progress.


Anyway, the film production was now in its final stages.

After slowly drying the photosensitive emulsion layer applied to the film base in the darkroom, all that remained was to cut the finished film to the desired size and package it in roll form.

Having used up all her energy completing this entire process in just two days, the assistant collapsed on the floor with a groan as soon as she left the darkroom.

"Hueeee... too... too exhausting..."
"Tired?"
"Yesss... my neck hurts, my arms are numb, just everything hurts..."

Kitty smiled at her assistant rolling around on the floor and said:

"Assistant, want to know something interesting?"
"?"
"All the film we've made so far? It's not even five minutes worth."
"So what?"

The assistant, forgetting her characteristic trailing speech pattern due to an ominous premonition, spoke quite clearly.

Kitty delivered a rather cruel sentence to her assistant:

"What do you mean 'so what?' We need to make at least 15 minutes worth."
"Hieek..."

The assistant rolls around again today...

Ch.76 - Propaganda.
Afternoon.

Bell Park.

The restaurant was, as always, bustling, filled with rapid chatter and the sound of hurried breathing.

People were boisterous, wine glasses gleamed, and light bulbs twinkled.

The only difference was that in the spacious restaurant, tables had vanished without a trace, replaced by numerous chairs neatly arranged in rows.

And instead of wine-stained tablecloths, a massive white tablecloth hung on one wall.

People who had come to the restaurant at Kitty's invitation tilted their heads in confusion at the enormous tablecloth hanging on the wall.

"Hey! What's that?"

"I'm not sure either. A tablecloth, isn't it?"

"Who would hang such a large tablecloth?"

"From what I heard, the guild leader did it."

"Kitty?"

"Yeah. For a movie? That's what they say."

"What's a movie?"

"Don't you know? I heard it's like moving pictures, but I don't know exactly either."

The guild member who finished speaking simply nodded without saying anything more.

After all, everything Kitty did was far beyond ordinary understanding, and thinking too deeply about it would only lead to one's own frustration.

"Alright, everyone! The movie screening will begin soon, so please take your seats!"

As a booming voice that sounded like someone who had swallowed a train's steam chamber filled the restaurant, people finally began to sit down.

Once everyone was seated, the light bulbs hanging from the restaurant ceiling went out with a flick. People were momentarily confused by the sudden darkness, but soon the beneficial effects of the darkness calmed them down.

It was quiet. Vision was dark, and the occasional cough sounded unusually loud.

And as their eyes gradually adjusted to the darkness, allowing them to distinguish the outlines of objects...

An astonishing magic unfolded on the massive tablecloth covering one wall of the restaurant.

"Woah!"

"Kyaa!"

"Wh-what is that?"

"The numbers are moving!"

As the countdown announcing the start of the movie began, some people screamed in surprise.

Regardless, the countdown on the screen steadily progressed, and finally, the movie began.

The movie opened with Oppenheimer Security personnel running in formation, aligned in neat rows.

The security staff, with their shirts off, proudly displayed their well-defined upper body muscles, showcasing their macho charm.

Clack, clack, clack, clack.

Though it was a silent black-and-white film without sound, it felt so realistic that one could almost hear the sound of military boots.

The security personnel's running formation continued for about three minutes, starting on flat ground, moving uphill, and then downhill again.

The running scene ended with them reaching the finish line with joyful expressions.

The next scene showed security personnel in shooting practice. The trainees skillfully loaded clips into K-1 rifles placed on tables and began firing at human-shaped targets.

Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!

...Though no such sound effects were heard, people watched with fascination each time the muzzles on screen flashed fire, and some of the more sensitive viewers even flinched.

As the shooting ended, the screen showed the human-shaped targets. Eight bullet holes were tightly clustered in the center of the wooden target. A perfect score.

After the shooting, the next scene featured security personnel in demolition training.

Following a fuse laid on the ground led to a pit filled with dynamite.

The trainee looked at the pit with a tense expression. He held a detonator in his hand and slowly removed the safety device according to the instructor's directions.

Following the instructor's signal, he forcefully pushed down on the detonator...!

BOOM! BOOM!

...Again, no sound effects were heard, but as enormous flames shot up from the pit and soil scattered everywhere, startled viewers screamed.

"Kyaa!"

"Ahhh! What's that!"

"Oh my goodness! My word!"

"It looked like it really exploded!"

"Unbelievable!"

"Hahaha! Blow up! Boom boom!"

The restaurant filled with voices of excitement and admiration. People couldn't take their eyes off the screen despite being startled, mesmerized by the magically vivid scenes.

Some female viewers screamed and jumped from their seats. Some covered their eyes, while others backed away until they were pressed against the wall.

The movie continued, showing scenes from physical training to guerrilla warfare exercises.

Soon, what could be called the climax of the film began.

Security personnel who had been training as usual hurriedly gathered their gear and assembled in the drill ground after an unexpected assembly order.

The security staff looked out over the plain with solemn expressions under the blazing sun.

And soon, the enemies they would face appeared.

The enemies, dressed in elaborate uniforms typical of the capital's soldiers, emerged from beyond the plain, but they all seemed somewhat unhinged.

Some were so clumsy they couldn't tell their left foot from their right, while others showed poor discipline by chatting or smoking during the march.

The scene returned to the security personnel. Having spotted the enemy, they moved to their designated positions in perfect unison and aimed their rifles with precise posture.

Security personnel and enemy troops. The screen continued to alternate between the two sides, and the audience felt a quiet tension.

Finally, as the enemy troops came within effective range of the K-1 rifles, the security personnel's eight-shot rifles blazed.

Surprised by gunfire from such a long distance, the enemy troops attempted to return fire, but their muskets were no match in both range and accuracy.

From this point, the screen focused intensely on the enemy troops.

People getting shot while clumsily reloading their ridiculous muskets, others fleeing in panic, some simply sitting down and crying.

Incredibly incompetent enemy troops!

Sensing victory, the security personnel fixed bayonets and charged forward with mighty battle cries!

The tide of battle had already turned. Sensing defeat, the enemy troops threw down their weapons and fled with their tails between their legs!

The victorious security personnel let out triumphant shouts!

The screen gradually darkened...

And thus ended the world's first action movie.

.
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"That's insane. It's magic!"

"It feels like a dream..."

"The world... is truly changing fast."

People couldn't contain their excitement even as they left the restaurant. They wanted to share this amazing experience with others, and rumors about the movie spread incredibly quickly.

"Have you seen the movie?"

"Not yet."

"Well... you've missed out on half your life."

"Is it that good?"

"You must see it. See it twice."

People who heard the rumors flocked to the makeshift theater on the first floor of the restaurant. The waiting line for the movie grew endlessly, and the cinematograph projected onto the screen non-stop for 24 hours.

The content of the movie was utterly simple. There was nothing to contemplate, and no lessons could be found in the thoroughly simplified good-versus-evil structure.

However, the powerful visual effect of this first-ever visual medium was enough to leave a strong impression on the audience. People cheered, splashing beer foam everywhere when the security personnel achieved victory, and laughed heartily when the capital's soldiers fled ridiculously.

People were filled with admiration and respect for the security personnel on screen, presenting them as role models to be followed.

On the other hand, they felt antipathy toward the enemy troops in capital military uniforms. They appeared so ridiculous and undisciplined that they hardly seemed like soldiers at all.

By the time people finished watching the movie and left the restaurant, they were under a spell. This spell worked on people's minds, creating a feeling similar to pride.

And this pride began to work in truly remarkable ways.

Some suspiciously eloquent individuals began referring to themselves not as Imperial citizens but as Bell Park people.

Those who called themselves Bell Park people started claiming that Bell Park had already surpassed the capital in every aspect.

They questioned why they should remain under the inferior Empire. Of course, this was a pure assertion completely devoid of rational reasoning and evidence.

Not everyone made such claims, of course. Those who called themselves Bell Park people were a minority, and most residents still considered themselves Imperial citizens.

But eventually, they too would call themselves Bell Park people.

Because when a claim is repeatedly expressed in the same way, it actually gains influence. Repeated stories settle deep in our subconscious where the motivations for our actions are generated.

And after considerable time, we forget who repeated such claims and end up believing them.

Because when assertions are repeated enough and opinions align in the process, forming what's called a trend of public opinion, a powerful mechanism called contagion comes into play.

Kitty was prepared to show the movie as many times as necessary until that trend of public opinion arrived.

Ch.77 - Group Conformity.
Before Kitty arrived, the nights at Bell Park were incredibly quiet. It was a private stage for secret rendezvous, where passionate couples shared their love under the sole guidance of moonlight.

However, just as Prometheus first brought fire to the human world, when Kitty brought electricity to Bell Park, the night was no longer monopolized by a few but became something for everyone to enjoy.

As the nights grew longer, restaurant owners were the first to act. With an uncanny nose for profit, they extended their business hours under the glow of incandescent bulbs.

In these extended hours, people endlessly indulged in the beneficial effects of nighttime along with the lengthened evenings and films.

But how can people live on just one side dish?

With the same movies playing constantly, the demand for new films naturally increased. Kitty, lacking time to shoot new movies herself, simply released the methods of cinematography and film production to the public.

Thus began the great era of cinema.

People watched innovative films made by amateurs, slowly melting their chocolate-like brains with the intense pleasure of candy.

"I will now screen a film I produced myself."

In front of the rippling screen, a guild member stepped back from the stage with a nervous face and quick steps, while Kitty and the restaurant owner applauded from their plush seats.

After the producer's brief greeting, the film began shortly after.

The movie was the world's first romance film, depicting the passionate love between a man and a woman.

[Kale. My plump Romeo. I've always waited for you.]
[I as well, Betty.]

The film was quite sophisticated. The guild member had hired voice actors to overcome the limitations of silent films, and people were completely immersed in a movie where voices could finally be heard.

However, while it had a typical boy-meets-girl structure and messy scene transitions—which only seemed that way to Kitty, who was steeped in refined modern cinema—others found it incredibly innovative.

"Oh shit."
"Kyaah!"

Scratch that last comment. The film was very innovative indeed.

As the movie reached its climactic reunion scene, the two actors suddenly launched into a lip-smashing kiss.

The kiss scene lasted about three minutes. Scenes of lips stretching, biting, and tongues intertwining took up one-fifth of the running time.

Kitty was watching this world's first kiss scene with interest when suddenly everything went dark.

"Ahem..."

The restaurant owner had covered Kitty's salty, blinking eyes with his enormous hands.

"You shouldn't watch this."
"Why not?"
"Why? Because it's too explicit."
"But Bell Park is a free country."
"A guardian has a duty to protect their ward, Kitty. And since when has Bell Park been a country?"
"Tsk..."
"Don't click your tongue. It makes you look delinquent."

Having won an argument with Kitty for the first time in ages, the restaurant owner firmly pressed on Kitty's eyelids until the explicit kiss scene passed.

Utterly defeated, Kitty waited quietly until the kiss scene was over.

[Slurp, slurp.]

But he couldn't cover her ears. The voice actors, immersed in their performance, made kissing sounds not even in the script, moving their lips in versatile ways to express the sound.

The startled restaurant owner hurriedly began covering Kitty's ears.

But what could he do? With only two hands, he faced a dilemma—block her hearing and free her sight, or block her sight and free her hearing.

Covering her left ear, then her eyes, then gently pressing her right earlobe, then covering her eyes again...

Anxious about pressing too hard yet determined to protect Kitty from the explicit scene, his arms were developing muscle pain by the time the seemingly eternal kiss scene finally ended, and Kitty could at last regain the use of her eyes.

"Phew... that was really tough."

Having admirably protected Kitty's innocence, the restaurant owner wiped the sweat trickling down his forehead with his sleeve and smiled with satisfaction.

However, the restaurant owner overlooked one fact: humans are social animals who grow by observing and learning from others.

The most representative of these behaviors is imitation. Humans are born with the ability to imitate for efficient learning, which psychologists call mimicry.

There are many characteristics of mimicry, but one of the most representative is situational imitation—following the actions of others in specific situations.

Examples of situational imitation include clapping at concerts and...

Imitating characters in certain scenes.

"Slurp, slurp."

Something astonishing unfolded in the restaurant. As darkness fell after the film ended, a young couple, caught up in the atmosphere, began sharing a passionate kiss right there.

And not long after, something even more surprising happened. Other audience members who had been watching the couple's passionate display also began sharing heated kisses one by one, intoxicated by the strange, sensual atmosphere.

The cause was group conformity. Humans are genetically predisposed to be influenced by others' actions, conform to groups, and feel a sense of belonging as part of a collective.

It was natural. Something that could happen once in a while—a very, very normal phenomenon—but to the restaurant owner, it was just too stimulating and shocking.

Flustered, the restaurant owner fidgeted before turning to cover Kitty's eyes again, and just as he was about to raise his beast-like hand...

Between her shabby t-shirt and white shorts, a glimpse of shining skin appeared.

Just below the opal-like skin, if you lowered your gaze slightly, you could see a small, taut bottom, and just a bit further down, thighs reminiscent of a coastline.

The restaurant owner quickly tried to change the direction of his hand to cover his own eyes instead, but it was already too late.

The thick fog of affection blowing in from a strange land had already begun to envelop them.

His awkwardly raised hand was left suspended in mid-air, and the restaurant owner found himself making eye contact with Kitty, who was staring blankly.



No, to be precise, on that day 16 years ago. He had made eye contact with her as she gathered laundry from the clothesline in the yellowish-green backyard.

Of course, the restaurant owner knew better than anyone that they only shared a name and were not the same person.

But a terrible, foolish, ridiculous, and pathetic thrill paralyzed his entire body, leaving him no choice but to maintain eye contact with Kitty.

'Get a grip, you madman.'

The restaurant owner, his head burning, berated himself several times in his mind, but it was all in vain.

Kitty and Kitty. Trying to imagine the differences between them only intensified his longing, and he felt suffocated, as if wearing clothes that were too tight.



Thus, the restaurant owner, with his 16-year-old desire reawakened, stared silently at Kitty's lips, which glistened like light split through a prism, his own lips parched with desperate thirst.

Her lips were as red as a candy that had been sucked on and taken out. The lower lip was especially plump and pretty.

In the suddenly thick fog of affection, the restaurant owner unconsciously caressed the beauty's cheek with his beast-like, rough palm.

"Mister?"

Her smooth skin, seemingly untouched by sunlight, was completely free of blemishes.

That hair shining like silk at Kitty's temple. That cute bone flickering beside her ankle, emitting a sweet scent like baby powder. Those fine hairs glistening along her forearm.

Every aspect of Kitty drove the restaurant owner crazy. Why? Kitty was not her—just a mere child.

Yes, just a child. How could she excite him so terribly?

In the unrelenting heat, the restaurant owner bent forward like someone with myopia to examine Kitty's face up close.

The distance to Kitty's mouth, with its exposed canines, was barely three inches.

There was Kitty's lovely face, parted lips, and warm hair.

"Mister, what's wrong?"

Kitty pressed her round bottom against the restaurant owner's worn knees, whispering in a terribly sensual voice with a worried expression.

At that moment, everything seemed filled with the sound of heartbeats.

Whether it was Kitty's heart or the restaurant owner's was impossible to distinguish, but what was certain was that at this moment, he began to have the illusion that there would be no problem if he kissed Kitty's neck or mouth.

Without any basis, he felt that Kitty wouldn't reject his kiss and would instead gently close her eyes, just like in the movie.

And as if to prove it, Kitty, who had somehow climbed onto the restaurant owner's lap, wrapped her slender calves around his legs, played his ribs with her plump hands, and the breath from her triangular nostrils acted like pheromones.

The restaurant owner was excellently caught in a rainbow-colored net of caresses.

Feeling Kitty's hot body temperature through her rough fabric.

Detecting subtle changes in Kitty's breathing rhythm with his beast-like hearing.

As he solemnly lowered his head toward her porcelain face and approached her fluttering lips...



There was a faint smell of tobacco on Kitty's lips.

The restaurant owner's head began to cool rapidly as he realized that Kitty didn't smoke.

As the lights came back on in the theater after the movie ended, his contracted pupils opened wide.

Looking at Kitty, who had an oblivious expression, the restaurant owner hastily left his seat, awkwardly and painfully suppressing the rising disgust and nausea at the thought that he had, even momentarily, harbored sexual desire.

Ch.78 - How To Become An Excellent Father. (Historical Revision)
"Sir?"

Kitty tilted her head in confusion. When the movie ended, the restaurant owner suddenly covered his mouth and staggered on his knees like someone having a stroke.

She tried to timidly grab the restaurant owner's collar as he was about to leave, but he departed from his seat so quickly that Kitty's hand merely grasped at empty air.

"Oh."

Left alone in the empty restaurant after all the audience had departed, Kitty fidgeted with the hem of her skirt with her marble-like hands that had turned slightly pink.

"Is he sick?"

Since the restaurant owner was naturally stoic and rarely showed emotion, Kitty looked at the path he had taken with an expression that alternated between worry and surprise.

"I hope it's nothing serious."

Though not a doctor, Kitty knew enough about common ailments and remedies, so she carefully got down from her chair, leaning on her cane, to nurse the restaurant owner.

The restaurant owner's room was on the second floor. Kitty climbed the stairs carefully, one step at a time, holding a damp towel in one hand.

As she walked through the yellowish-brown corridor with an Oppenheimer Fertilizer Factory calendar hanging on the wall, Kitty suddenly caught a glimpse of herself in a dark window.

Her appearance was always astonishing and formidable. She was a classic beauty with enough destructive power to easily devastate several men.

Though she had lived in a woman's body for quite some time, her way of thinking remained not much different from any clever South Korean man of that era, so whenever she looked in a mirror, it felt as if she were observing her life from the outside.

"Oh dear..."

Whenever Kitty felt this sense of loss or meaninglessness, she would smoke. The bitter tar filling her mouth and the nicotine circulating through her blood vessels were her only connection to her days as a man. After all, she couldn't stand in front of a toilet and shake off something that wasn't there anymore.

Kitty stood motionless in the middle of the corridor, lifting her chin and inhaling smoke like an asthmatic patient using a nebulizer.

A half-burned cigarette hung from her lips as smoke rose. Though it was merely a fake, insignificant happiness, it had no problem temporarily filling the vacuum in her soul.

Stubbing out the burned cigarette carelessly, Kitty headed back toward the restaurant owner's room. The nicotine quickly reached her brain, stimulating her nervous system and causing a brief dizziness. Still, it didn't affect her ability to walk.

Walking leisurely like a lost ronin, she soon arrived at the door of the restaurant owner's room.

Standing in front of the door, Kitty raised her hand and carefully knocked a couple of times.

But there was no response. He must not have heard her.

Kitty raised her hand to knock again, this time a little harder, when suddenly...

[*sob*...*sniff*...]

Sobbing sounds came from beyond the door.

Hearing the restaurant owner's sobbing—something she had never heard before—Kitty sensed something was wrong. With her mind going blank, she stood on tiptoe and roughly twisted the doorknob.

"Sir!"

As she urgently opened the door, the first thing that greeted Kitty was the strong smell of alcohol.

The smell was so raw, as if alcohol had been spilled on the floor, that Kitty instinctively grabbed her nose.

In the dark room.

The restaurant owner, sprawled across the table, very slowly raised himself as a rectangular light shone upon him.

Sitting upright, the restaurant owner looked at Kitty with drowsy eyes and said:

"Is that you, Kitty?"
"Yes. It's me. Are you okay?"
"Is it really you, Kitty?"
"Sir?"
"Have you really come back?"
"What are you talking about..."

Raising one eyebrow as she was about to say something, Kitty vaguely realized something and stopped speaking.

She recalled what had happened earlier, carefully going through the memories.

For instance, the restaurant owner's eyes burning with desire, or his beast-like touch full of possessiveness.

And with her brilliant mind, she extracted memories, combined crucial evidence and clues, and made a deduction.

Surprisingly, she very easily and simply concluded that the restaurant owner was overlapping her with a former lover, and in his drunken state, he was mistaking her for that lover.

As her train of thought reached this point, Kitty felt confusion and elation. An elation so different in level and dimension that it couldn't even be compared.

And she contemplated.

If she were to take advantage of this opportunity, she would undoubtedly fulfill a lifelong desire.

She might expect to be cleanly liberated from the obsessive thoughts in her subconscious caused by the affection she should have rightfully received.

However, the consequences of this lie would likely be very dangerous and terribly desperate.

It would completely change the restaurant owner's fate. It would arbitrarily alter his painful past, destiny, and well-being.

Nevertheless, for Kitty, it would clearly be paradise. Though it resembled the color of hellfire, paradise was still paradise.

"I..."

Suddenly, at an unexpected moment, came the time for choice.

Would she choose the impulse from her subconscious? A paradise that, though fictitious and fake, would be immensely satisfying?

Or would she kick away this coincidence that felt like wordplay and maintain a relationship with the restaurant owner at the right temperature?

It wasn't easy. Whatever she chose, Kitty was almost certain she would regret this decision for a long time.

However, surprisingly, the conflict ended rather weakly.

Kitty turned away.

The dangers and fears she would have to face while enjoying fake happiness simply didn't add up.

So Kitty decided to pretend to be an innocent child who knew nothing, with dewy eyes, and deliberately ignore the restaurant owner's sadness.

"Sir. If you're drunk, just go to sleep properly."

But she couldn't help feeling regret, and her voice—playful yet melancholic and mixed with sighs—sounded unnatural, like a professor of phonetics, as she was too careful in choosing her words.

Kitty wanted to turn this melancholic man inside out and kiss his purple heart like a truly thoughtful friend or a competent psychiatrist, but she could only resent the principles of the civilized world that wouldn't allow it.

"Ugh... the smell of alcohol! Why drink so much when you can't handle it!"
"Please don't leave. Don't ever leave me again."
"What are you talking about? Just go to sleep if you're drunk."
"W-wait!"

The restaurant owner hurriedly grabbed Kitty's wrist as she was about to leave.

"What are you doing?"

But Kitty snapped back sharply.

The reason Kitty was being so harsh was because she feared she might reverse her choice somehow—that she might try to justify this opportunity and end up ruining everything.

For this reason, Kitty acted out emotions close to disgust as explicitly as possible while withdrawing her gentle touch, and went outside.

.
.
.
.
.

The next day.

Bell Park.

Labor Union Headquarters.

The first floor of the restaurant in the early morning, dappled with sunlight and shadows.

Kitty glared at the restaurant owner preparing for business from a secluded corner, her hands thrust into her pockets like an academy delinquent.

"..."
"...What's wrong?"
"Nothing."

Kitty and the restaurant owner exchanged seemingly meaningless glances deliberately.

However, the restaurant owner felt something quite spiritual when looking at Kitty.

Though she appeared dignified and elegant now, that fierce glare seemed like a precursor to madness.

Then a thought occurred to him.

'I must have done something terrible while drunk yesterday!'

In fact, the restaurant owner vaguely sensed this.

With his throbbing head since morning and the lingering scent of alcohol rising from within, repeatedly stinging his nostrils, he couldn't help but know. Plus, his memory was completely gone.

So without a word, the restaurant owner picked up a pan and made a plate of cream stew at an amazing speed, bringing it to Kitty.

"...Thank you."

The restaurant owner's face grew even paler when he heard Kitty's thanks.

It was an overly formal tone to use between Kitty and the restaurant owner!

Moreover, her expression remained fiercely hostile, as if she was gritting her teeth and grimacing, barely able to contain a flood of curses.

Because of this, the restaurant owner admits he was quite shocked. And he wonders:

'What on earth did I do to make her so angry?'

He wanted to know why Kitty was angry. But he couldn't simply ask why she was upset, like some simple-minded man.

Why? Because it would inevitably be unpleasant from Kitty's perspective. It would be like stabbing someone with a knife and then asking why they were in pain.

So the restaurant owner paused what he was doing and conducted a simple thought experiment. He believed that if he focused his cognitive abilities on Kitty, he could deduce the cause.

"..."

However, the restaurant owner was more obtuse than we thought, and nothing came to mind.

So he decided to seek help from knowledge. The restaurant owner took out a book he had secretly purchased when he visited the capital, without Kitty knowing.

The cover of the book read "How to Be a Good Father." It was so well-read that the cover was tattered.

[Even if your daughter breaks the rules, don't scold her in front of others. Save your expressions of displeasure for when you're alone with her.]

[As you raise your daughter, you'll naturally control her leisure time. Even if there are time gaps that you simply cannot understand, wait quietly. It might be for such a trivial reason that you'll laugh when you find out.]

[From your daughter's perspective, the scariest thing is an unpredictable father. While a person can't always be consistent, you should try to maintain a consistent attitude toward your daughter as much as possible.]

[Even if your daughter brings a boyfriend home, don't chase him away with harsh words. You were once a schoolboy who carried a girl's bag for her. Remember? It's just your daughter's turn now!]

Damn it. The book was of no help.

That's understandable. While mutual respect-based parenting methods might be common sense now, in this era, the dominant view was one that saw children as possessions.

Most parenting books of this era contained advice based on the premise that the child had done something wrong, with no mention of how to handle situations where the father was at fault.

So the restaurant owner sighed and quietly closed the book. It was useless in his current situation.

But surprisingly, the book helped the restaurant owner in a completely unexpected way.

It was when the restaurant owner was crouching at the counter, secretly reading the book and then closing it. In the meantime, curious Kitty had approached the restaurant owner's side.

"What's that book?"
"Huh?"

Before he could say anything, Kitty snatched the book from the restaurant owner's hand and held it up high.

"W-wait!"

With his face turning as red as a radish, the restaurant owner immediately tried to snatch the book back from Kitty's hand, but strangely, his legs suddenly went numb, and he couldn't get up.

So Kitty was able to look at the restaurant owner's book for quite some time without any interference.

"How to Be a... Good Father?"

Kitty carefully read the book, which was covered in fingerprints from being read so much, while continuously fidgeting with her feet.

She stepped on her left instep with the tip of her right foot, then pulled it back, then twirled her left ankle, then placed her feet crosswise, then swayed her upper body back and forth, then spun around lightly, and then repeated all of this.

And she laughed. Holding the book to her chest like a teenage girl, she bowed her head as if to show respect, but literally laughed her head off. She laughed as if she couldn't bear how funny it was, bending over and backing away cautiously.

"Ahaha! What is this! When did you buy such a book?"
"W-well, you see."

With his complexion darkening like randomly mixed paints, the restaurant owner stammered, trying to find some excuse. He was worried that the fact he was an orphan might hurt Kitty's sensitive feelings.

But that didn't happen. Instead, Kitty turned around as if she hadn't thought anything of it and said:

"...The stew has gotten cold. Can you warm it up again?"
"Huh? Oh! Of course."
"Call me when it's ready. I'll be upstairs for a bit."

With the request to reheat the stew, Kitty moved with dignified steps toward the second floor.

Without making eye contact with the restaurant owner, with her back turned, Kitty slowly and carefully climbed the stairs.

After completely ascending the staircase, Kitty entered the office and locked the door.

"Hic... hiccup..."

After briefly sitting on the floor and slowly letting out sobs like hiccups, she soon collapsed and wept.

"*sob*...*sniff*..."

That sobbing was like a beneficial storm that washed away the depression that had persisted for a long time.

Ch.79 - We're Short On Supply Depots." (Historical Alteration)
The reason I first stepped into public service was simply due to poverty. At first, I merely went through the motions, receiving a decent salary and treatment.

I was fortunate. The fact that a penniless vagrant with no connections managed to secure the title of Finance Minister in a public service career filled with shadows and darkness proves this.

Of course, I put in considerable effort myself. I pushed aside the incompetent, stabbed the talented, and ground down all visible competitors.

Though I was quite troubled by my thin conscience at the time, now that the parts where I feel remorse have completely changed from before, I've come to realize that I have quite a bold personality.

...Don't glare at me like that. I didn't intend to give the impression that I'm cold-hearted.

Well, anyway, to return to the beginning and conclude: I am quite a capable person. Staying calm and doing paperwork in a public service career rife with all manner of scheming and intrigue is no easy task.

"Is this really the only way?"

But now, at this moment, my competence is being tested. No matter how much I protest, cause a commotion, or grimace, I've encountered a crisis I simply cannot escape.

"For now, yes."

The pressure I felt at that time is incomparable to any guilt I should have felt. It's a pressure of a different level and dimension, making comparison impossible.

"What if I refuse?"

"That wouldn't be possible."

"Why not?"

"You already know..."

"So you're saying the signature is just a formality?"

"Well, yes..."

I confess that it's absolutely true that I tried to flee abroad at that time. By the time I was looking into various methods, I had already prepared to funnel away much of my assets through an accomplice.

"Does the Queen truly not know the consequences this single piece of paper will bring?"

"She must know."

"Then why doesn't she stop the war?"

"Well... it's too late to back out now."

Nevertheless, the reason I chose to remain in this country was simple: despite everything, my homeland was still my homeland.

"Bring it here."

If by chance there is someone reading this letter, I beg you to refrain from condemning me. Even as the ink on the parchment tilted like a shadow, transforming into italics, I was desperately trying to find a suitable solution.

"I salute your decision, Minister."

"I feel like a god."

"A god?"

"Yes. Like a god who takes on all the world's sins and dies."

[History Section]

Q-12. Which of the following statements about the author of the above letter is INCORRECT? ★☆☆

1. The letter was written by William J. Fairchild, the 19th Finance Minister of the Old Empire.

2. He announced an unprecedented tax increase that caused the Bell Park Exodus phenomenon.

3. He was later purged after taking all the blame.

4. He was a prominent royalist.

5. He was a person who actively supported the war.

Afternoon.

Bell Park.

Bell Park Institute for Future Strategy.

A conference room enveloped in the heavy silence of a hot midday.

"Is this for real?"

Kitty, seated at the head of the conference table, raised one eyebrow as she waved the report.

She shook it so nervously... though unintentional, the usually lively atmosphere of the conference room had completely vanished, replaced by a pressure that felt like being covered with a wet blanket.

But even under such pressure, the meeting had to continue. Even if Kitty's sophisticated non-verbal irritation had caused a disruption.

So Hassan makes a decision. The heroic decision to bravely voice his opinion in this meeting where no one dares to step forward.

"Boss..."

"&(*(@(*!!!"

"..."

Hassan, the hero of the conference room, silently endured Kitty's outburst. The other researchers around him bowed their heads, looking at the cursed Hassan with eyes full of reverence and pity.

But Hassan, who was playing the role of the punching bag, didn't think much of it. This was possible because Kitty's cursing wasn't sincere but simply WWE-like performance.

Additionally, after such incidents, Kitty would always say, "I'm sorry about earlier," and slip an envelope into his back pocket.

Of course, to the other institute staff who didn't know this fact, Hassan was just a pitiful second-in-command.

But from our perspective, knowing these inner workings, Hassan is simply another Bell Park resident skilled in scheming and intrigue.

"Huff... huff..."

Shortly after, Kitty finally exhausted her energy.

Around her lips, swollen from cursing, there was a light rash, and the unconscious act of tracing her rose-tinted lips with the tip of her tongue was truly childlike.

Additionally, sweat had formed on her hollow collarbone, and the decadent, pale neck that looked as if a vampire had sucked on it, combined with Kitty's childish behavior, created a stark contrast that evoked an indefinable desire in the observer.

Well... anyway, after shouting, she was drained of energy and her throat was dry. Kitty lit a cigarette, her personal energy restorer, and exhaled a long breath.

As she felt the impact of the smoke, Kitty's pupils seemed to gradually regain their vitality. Having calmed down somewhat, she decided to focus on the impending crisis.

"Phew... so exactly how many people are coming here?"
"Approximately 1.2 million."

Kitty felt dizzy.

Despite the cigarette having admirably fulfilled its role as her painkiller or mental therapist until now, at this moment, she felt a severe headache that it couldn't help with.

"No... why? Has the country collapsed? No, no, more importantly, why here of all places?"

Kitty muttered to herself as if she truly didn't understand, but nothing would change by doing so.

So, clutching at straws, she began to read the report in her hands again, carefully from the first page.

To summarize the contents of the report simply:

The Empire, realizing that a 2-to-1 odds wasn't favorable, had drawn in other minor nations, making the war even more complex.

Due to various interests and political situations, it had become very difficult for any single country to end the war.

Simply put, the surrender vote that came up whenever the cooldown expired kept getting rejected with a 3:2 vote.

Everyone was watching each other and eyeing the angle of ending the war sharply, but negotiations were very sluggish due to complex political reasons.

For this reason, as the war didn't end, young men who had proudly gone to the battlefield stuffed gunpowder into their muskets with tears in their eyes, their illusions about the honorable battlefield shattered.

And the ever-increasing war expense receipts made the remaining hair of the aging bureaucrats fall out.

With the situation turning this way, tax increases became inevitable!

When such unprecedented high-intensity tax increases were implemented, people naturally rebelled!

The panicked Empire somehow suppressed public opinion with convenient tools like patriotism and partisan logic. However, this only applied to the middle class who could afford it.

The real problem lay with the common people.

Farmers who had come to the city after the abolition of serfdom had no foundation for life and fell straight into factory work.

In a harsh environment with no labor laws, even if they worked their asses off all day, they couldn't even dream of a proper meal, and they lived a miserable life, making do with tea for three meals a day.

They were barely scraping by, but then suddenly came the news of tax increases.

Hit cleanly by the spicy tax punch, workers became uncertain even about tomorrow's survival, and even if they worked hard, everything was taken away in taxes, leading them to live a life like Van Gogh's—with no income.

As the situation unfolded this way, workers began to turn their eyes to Bell Park.

"Damn it, so why the hell here?!"

Kitty was now having a complete meltdown.

Tearing the report in her hands in all directions while letting out a shout that would impress Mariah Carey, it was truly a rare spectacle for onlookers.

Of course, there was the minor detail that none of the humans participating in this meeting were here as spectators, but still.

After a while, the public service captain, who had been quietly watching Kitty's fit, logically explained his reasoning.

"Isn't it obvious? The capital has become a hell due to taxes, and other regions are in chaos because of conscription. Even if they try to escape to avoid taxes and conscription, the borders are closed, so the only place left is the pioneer settlement of Bell Park, where there's no military service obligation. Additionally, Bell Park is already famous as a workers' paradise, so there's even more reason for them to come here."

As the public service captain finished speaking, a sticky silence flowed through the conference room.

Kitty spoke to the public service captain, who was awkwardly looking around in the uncomfortable atmosphere.

"Hey, Public Service Captain."

"What?"

"Did you think I really didn't know and was asking?"

"Wasn't that the case?"

"What? No, ah. Ha. No. Thanks, um."

"No need for thanks."

There's a saying that when people get too angry, they actually become calm.

Experiencing a real-time moment of enlightenment that even Buddha under the Bodhi tree never experienced, Kitty began to issue instructions to solve the immediate problem.

"First, bribe all the airship companies, our fertilizer transport companies, and private coachmen to reject anyone trying to come to Bell Park."

Of course, it wasn't exactly a normal method. But for a solution devised in a short time, it was extremely efficient.

This was because the distance between the capital and Bell Park was incredibly long, which would serve as a barrier in itself.

In this situation, artificially restricting all means of transportation? Then people would give up.

If there were those who didn't, it didn't matter. Most would die on the way or be eaten by wild animals before reaching Bell Park.

"I understand about the transport companies and private coachmen, but will the airship companies really listen to us?"

"Damn it, just tell them we'll shoot down any that come over!"

"Yes, ma'am!"

As soon as Kitty's instructions were issued, the institute staff immediately fled the conference room, afraid of getting caught in the crossfire.

Ch.80 - This Is Our Territory~
# Oppenheimer Express

"No! Why can't we go suddenly? The Bell Park route was completely empty just a few months ago!"

"We won't be going to Bell Park for the time being."

"But why? Give me an explanation!"

"I said it's not possible!"

"You bastard! If we can't go, neither can you!"

"What? These crazy women! Security!"



Private carriage waiting area.

"Few seats left for Bell Park! Hurry up!"

"Brother."

"What is it, little brother?"

"What exactly is this carriage? Besides, you don't even know where Bell Park is."

"It saddens me that you don't understand your brother's grand vision."

"What nonsense are you talking about?"

"How long are we going to scrape by on pennies? It's time for a big score."

"...?"

"I got an offer. Just bring them to the designated forest, and they'll pay us handsomely."

"What happens to those people?"

"How would I know? If you understand, go get the money... I mean, the passengers."

"As expected of you, brother."



Airship dock.

"Excuse me, is there one to Bell..."

"No, there isn't."

"Actually, I used to do business there. It's not much, but here..."

"Hey, I said there isn't any!"

"Come on... I have plenty more."

"Tsk, wait over there."

"Thank you."

"I know nothing about this, understand?"

"Of course."



Morning.

Bell Park.

Bell Park Labor Union Headquarters.

Kitty's office.


Kitty's throat ached. She swallowed and stood by the window, watching outside and the public service workers scurrying about with deeply furrowed brows.

"So how many people are coming over now?"

"Approximately 65,000, ma'am."

"Ah... that's fewer, but still... ah..."


From this conversation, you can probably guess what happened. To cut to the chase, Kitty's plan had failed.

In a way, it was an inevitable outcome. The timeframe was too tight, and there were too many uncontrollable variables like smuggling and bribery.

Additionally, some particularly determined men who decided to trust their own two legs and walk all the way to Bell Park actually succeeded in their continental crossing, which was infuriating from Kitty's perspective.

For these reasons, despite Kitty cursing them to hell and back, the astonishing number of 65,000 people materialized.


But wait a moment. You might wonder:

Isn't population growth a good thing?

Let's admit that 1.2 million would have been a disaster. But 65,000? Isn't that quite a reasonable number?


In fact, that's true. Population growth is generally beneficial, and at this point, Bell Park has the capacity to accommodate 65,000 people.


However, let's think about this. Assuming we accept all these people, let's conduct a simple thought experiment.

Some would use their skills and experience to work in factories or farm the land.

But the majority who fail to adapt would become social problems. Some would rob stores, others might kill for a piece of bread.

If this happens, Bell Park's unique small society that functions on virtue and reputation would no longer work properly.

Society would inevitably have to operate solely on legal logic, and the social costs incurred in that process would be impossible for anyone to predict.

Historically, the urbanization of civilizations has always gone through such growing pains.

So what's the problem? If it's a historical inevitability, shouldn't we accept it gracefully?


The problem is that Kitty doesn't want this.

Think about it.

Kitty built fertilizer factories, ushered in Bell Park's golden age, and invested all the resulting income back into Bell Park instead of accumulating it.

She invented guns to repurpose blacksmiths who lost their jobs due to factories, reemploying them at Oppenheimer Armory. She trained miners who went bankrupt due to the invention of dynamite, turning them into elite bomb specialists.

She also hired unwelcome veterans to establish Oppenheimer Security.

Furthermore, she created the Bell Park Future Strategy Institute to utilize highly educated war refugees, achieving the unprecedented feat of 0% unemployment by constantly pioneering new industries through innovation.

That's not all. Kitty was extremely wary of slum formation and pushed for public housing projects even at her own expense. Once slums form, they're extremely difficult to eradicate.


Some might say she's taking on unnecessary troubles.

But for Kitty, who knows all the side effects of urbanization and their solutions, it was impossible to turn a blind eye.

If she knows what to do, has the will and the money, why wouldn't she do it?

That's why Kitty is having a fit.

Why. WHY.

From Kitty's perspective, these 65,000 prospective residents look like 65,000 potential bandits who could cause trouble at any moment!


Of course, this distorted view stems from Kitty's belief that human goodness cannot be trusted, which might be somewhat malicious... but honestly, isn't she somewhat right?

And most importantly, she feels wronged. (This is actually the biggest issue now.) Kitty felt her heart tearing apart from the sheer injustice of it all.

Why did I work so hard to build up Bell Park? Why did I pour all my earnings into Bell Park?

Why did I give up a life of being a local magnate, laughing and having fun with the old man?

Why?

Because, although I never wanted it, I'm the Governor! Because I became your leader! Because as an orphan reborn without even my manhood, I shouldered nothing but obligations!


Knowing the future and holding the answer key, how could I not act...

"Don't you agree?"

"Pardon?"

"Never mind."

Kitty left the confused female researcher and turned back to the window, exhaling thick smoke.

In fact, this contemplation while gazing out the window was a dangerous waste of time given the urgency of the situation. But right now, Kitty desperately needed this brief moment of reflection.


Kitty put an unlit cigarette in her mouth and stared blankly at the undeveloped land beyond the mountain range.

The undeveloped land that emerged after the orc subjugation.

She thought about sending them all to that undeveloped land.

But this wasn't a particularly good solution either.

Because unlike the existing residents whose identity as "Bell Park people" had been established through Kitty's media brainwashing, these 65,000 prospective immigrants still firmly identified as Imperial citizens.

If Imperial citizens rather than Bell Park people developed the undeveloped land, what would that place become? Obviously, an Imperial outpost.

This was quite fatal for Kitty, who wanted to solidify her influence all the way to the undeveloped lands and establish a unified identity where everyone considered themselves Bell Park citizens.

That's why, even though it took more time, she had been recruiting personnel for the Oppenheimer Special Development Unit and providing them with massive support...


"Haah... damn it. What should I do?"

Kitty lay in her plush crimson armchair, rocking back and forth with the momentum.

She pondered how to formulate a plausible plan without highlighting moral flaws.

"Hmm... moral..."

But Kitty's stress only grew. Her hypothalamus began releasing massive amounts of adrenocorticotropic hormone due to excessive stress, and her stimulated adrenal glands started violently secreting stress hormones like adrenaline.

"Hmm... um? Moral?"

This excessive stress significantly impaired Kitty's higher cognitive functions like decision-making, problem-solving, and emotional regulation...

"Moral? Morals? Bandits? BANDITS!?"

It was enough to awaken the cruel, fantastical temperament deep in Kitty's subconscious.

"Aren't they all basically bandits?"

One might call it the mindset of a madwoman, but that no longer mattered.


"These bandits!!!"
"?"

"Our Bell Park will never surrender to bandits!"

Because Kitty Daewongun had finally arrived at the one policy that would magically solve this nightmarishly tangled problem.

"Isolation! Lock the doors!"

"Governor, have you lost your mind?"

"Would you rather share bread with those 60,000 people and starve to death together?"

"Well, that's not what I meant."

"Um... isn't that a crime...?"

During the heated debate, our innocent assistant, who had been quietly listening, chimed in, causing Kitty to turn and stare at her.

"What crime?"

"I mean... treating legitimate immigrants as bandits and locking the doors..."

"My dear assistant, if there's nowhere to report it, a crime is no longer a crime."

"Eh."

The assistant said nothing more.

Because in all her days in Bell Park, she had never seen Kitty smile so brightly.

Ch.81 - Yeah~ Get Lost Right Now.
After making the unprecedented decision to designate all immigrants seeking refuge in Bell Park as potential threats, Kitty became truly unstoppable.

"Please let us in."
"Without a permit, you can't enter."
"When did such a system even start?"
"Um... yesterday."
"Then where exactly do we get this permit?"
"The capital."
"?"
"No permit, get lost."
"You want me to go back there?"
"Yep."
"Do you think the capital will stand by when they learn about this?"
"Then go tattle to the capital and get your permit while you're at it."
"Please, at least let the children in."
"You have children?"
"Yes. Please."
"Then bring half of them."
"You bastards."

The immigrants wanted to throw stones at the unyielding sentries, but with K-1 rifles slung over their shoulders ready to enforce manners, they could only grind their teeth and swallow their anger.

Of course, the thieves... no, immigrants weren't completely passive. They began working to evoke sympathy—the compassion any human should naturally possess—to generate public support.

In other words, they started wailing collectively in front of the gate.

"Aigo! We're all going to die, you monsters!"
"Mother! I want to enter Bell Park too!"

This tactic actually worked quite well, stirring up sympathetic opinions within Bell Park.

"Those bums are making a scene again."
"I know. Can't they be quiet?"
"Look, they can come in if they bring permits. Is that so hard?"
"What permits! I won't give those people a single penny!"
"Why blame us for their inadequacies? They should make an effort! Ef-foooort!"

?

Quite shocking conversations. Do Bell Park residents lack conscience?

Of course not.

The residents of Bell Park, filled with religious values like love, faithfulness, and humility, are actually very moral people who pity and want to help the poor.

Then why do Bell Park residents maintain such an exclusionary attitude in this immoral situation that should shake their religious beliefs, blaming only the immigrants' incompetence? Have they collectively become devil worshippers overnight?

In truth, they are victims too.

The residents' moral sense has been cleverly manipulated and twisted by a certain individual.

They are merely under pressure from an abnormal structure created in the perception manufactured by this person.

And that person was, unsurprisingly, Kitty. Not shocking news anymore!

But how was Kitty able to pull this off?

As mentioned before, it's easy to plant temporary opinions in people. But implanting persistent thoughts is difficult. And once persistent thoughts take root, they become extremely difficult to remove.

Yet Kitty managed to do this with remarkable ease and skill.

What method did she use?

Let me show you some reference material. These are excerpts from articles recently published in the Bell Park Morning Inside:

[Effort is equal for everyone.]

[Capital's attitude of offering help now... outrageous.]

[Research shows Bell Park residents are genetically superior...]

[The threat of epidemics approaching... immigrants just the beginning?]

[Immigrants! There are contagious patients among them!]

Just looking at these headlines briefly causes considerable dizziness.

One can see a diverse combination of propaganda techniques that you might have heard of: division, demonization, eugenics, hasty generalization, appeal to fear, straw man arguments, and so on.

To modern readers, these would all be obviously refutable or likely false articles. Isn't it common knowledge that eugenics is false?

But not in Bell Park. These propaganda techniques were cutting-edge at the time, and the residents, having virtually no immunity to such manipulation, naturally began to live their lives conscious of the articles Kitty had scattered.

Additionally, she planted the somewhat malicious anxiety and fear that accepting immigrants would destabilize Bell Park...

As a result, even if an influential person claimed that immigrants posed no problems, people reached a state where they simply couldn't trust such statements.

Later, even without Kitty taking any further action, Bell Park residents began strongly rejecting immigrants on their own.

Furthermore, by defining an external enemy, internal solidarity was strengthened, firmly establishing the identity of being a Bell Park resident...

It was truly killing two birds with one stone! (Sound of applause from afar)

Immigrants, are you feeling wronged? Don't be. Your opponent was simply too formidable.

Who is Kitty? Though not something to boast about, isn't she someone who experienced 21st century South Korea, the universally acknowledged icon of division?

Given this experience, Kitty could effortlessly employ distortion and instigation as easily as breathing if she put her mind to it.

In other words, she was well-versed in division and propaganda.

Of course, these methods could create enormous problems later, but I hope you understand that Kitty was suffering from a sense of duty that made her resort to such methods.

.
.
.
.
.

A massive tent city formed along the outskirts of Bell Park.

In one of the larger, more tent-like shelters, several immigrants gathered to pour out the words they had been keeping inside.

"What do we do now? This doesn't seem right."
"Damn it, what is this! Complete liars!"
"They clearly have no intention of letting us in. Should we just force our way in?"
"Yes! Rather than dying here, we should show them with action...!"
"Wait a moment."

I had been lying quietly in the corner of the tent, but whenever the situation heated up like this, I hurried to calm people down.

"Let's wait a little longer. If the governor of Bell Park is human, would they abandon so many people?"

I pressed down on my now tattered travel guide with my long, sheep-like thumbnail as I spoke.

However, people's reactions were beyond negative—they were savage, with some kind of hostility I didn't understand.

"Wait and freeze to death! This backwater town made some money and now they're putting on airs—should we capital people just sit back and take it?!"

A man with a nose resembling a comical drawing of genitals that you might see in a bar vented his grievances passionately, but to me, his argument was so absurd it lacked any rationality.

However, being generally kind, generous, and restrained in my expression, I had exceptional self-control. So I managed to hold back from cursing as I began to refute his nonsensical claims point by point.

"Please calm down. Despite what you say, they must be struggling in their own way too. If they let in so many people at once, it would certainly cause chaos, which wouldn't be good for us either."

In truth, calling my refutation "point by point" was generous—my statement had many holes. It lacked the appeal needed to calm people down and had no admirable logic.

But it was enough. Because in such a working-class group, an Old World accent like that of a literature professor and a few impressive-sounding words were sufficient to make people at least pretend to pay attention, even if they didn't understand the meaning.

...However, my flawed logic failed to reach the people. To the ears of those in death's grip, logic and objections sound like nothing more than lazy complaints.

"Bullshit! So we should wait years until they open up? We'll all be dead by then!"
"So what do you suggest we do?!"

Surprised by the unexpected reaction, I ended up shouting. People who heard my raised voice for the first time froze.

"Now we're getting somewhere."

Except for the genital-shaped nose man.

"It's simple. We just need to show those high-and-mighty Bell Park folks."
"Sh-show them what...?"
"That they might die along with us if things go wrong."

As soon as Genital Nose finished speaking, the tent instantly became chaotic.

Some worried whether this was really acceptable, but most seemed to agree with his proposal.

"No! Are you crazy?! What if they actually start shooting...!"
"It's fine, young man. I've got 20 years of construction work experience. People like those in Bell Park who have a lot to lose... they'll quickly back down if you just make them a little nervous."

I wasn't sure what 20 years of construction experience had to do with this, but thinking about it, the logic was surprisingly convincing.

Nevertheless, I was uncomfortable with his proposal. Something was missing. There was a hole. Something was off. It felt like running into an endless night from which there would be no return.

Feeling an eerie premonition, I began to counter this dangerous proposal.

"What if an agitated individual charges at us? In such a situation, can you guarantee that won't happen?"

My argument was flimsy, but by emphasizing uncertainty to create anxiety, it had some effect.

"It's fine! If we line up like this! Like this! And link arms with each other, there won't be any problem! This is how we workers do protests!"

But Genital Nose, true to his 20 years of construction experience, grabbed the arms of people on either side of him to demonstrate linking arms like a chain, offering a solution.

Certainly, this approach could prevent some unexpected situations.

Paradoxically, though, Genital Nose's compromise made me even more anxious.

I didn't know why.

It might have been the disconnect of seeing Genital Nose, who had been indifferent to everything until now, suddenly showing such enthusiasm, or it might simply have been my own spite.

Either way, having nothing more to say, I reluctantly nodded.

Ch.82 - Hey, You Armed Robbery Bastards!
The operation dubbed [Human Chain], based on the idea of the penis-shaped nose, proceeded without a hitch, as if mocking my anxiety.

Watching people linked together like sausages every night was beyond ridiculous—it was downright foolish.

Did they really think doing this would open the gates of Bell Park? Though I'm not exactly a cheerful cynic, looking at it from a purely rational perspective, it was absolutely impossible.

If anything, we could be putting ourselves in danger.

Why? Because when actions that could be dismissed as individual deviations transform into collective behavior, the level of anxiety Bell Park would feel would be on an entirely different scale.

It could easily lead to bloodshed. Anyone with even a hint of insight could reach this conclusion, but did these people truly lack the capacity to think? If so, I was dumbfounded.

"One! Two!"

But even more absurd than this parade of fools was that dick-nosed bastard commanding people from a hastily assembled platform.

"Come on! Left foot on 'one'! Right foot on 'two'! Keep your hands tightly locked!"

Even with my lack of military insight, that was clearly a drill formation.

It was bizarre. How had this troublemaker, who had done nothing but complain the entire journey here, suddenly transformed into a high-ranking officer commanding people?

He was like a dancer who, despite being tasteless, vulgar, and undignified in everyday life, could spot incorrect movements with demonic precision when it came to ballet.

Ah, I was anxious. Though I had no evidence, my spiritual side warned me that something tragic was about to happen.

If I were still in charge of this group, I would have known how to handle this situation, but unfortunately, I had long been sidelined by Dick-nose.

So I said nothing. I could only watch, forcibly suppressing my anxiety.

.
.
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A few days later.

Morning.

Bell Park.

The outskirts of Bell Park.

"Let's go!"

As the date changed and the sun rose over the distant mountain range, we became a literal chain of humans heading toward Bell Park.

Thanks to our arduous training, the human chain composed of all sorts of people moved quite smoothly.

"One, two! One, two!"

Whenever we heard the cadence call from somewhere, we marched toward Bell Park with thunderous footsteps, truly advancing like an army.

We walked for quite some time. As we walked, Bell Park, which had shimmered like a mirage on the desert, began to appear more clearly.

Just as we could make out the expressions of the sentries standing nonchalantly at the barricade, a sharp bell sound began to ring from somewhere.

Ding- Ding- Ding-

[Emergency! Emergency!]

I drew in a sharp breath.

Anyone who saw the Oppenheimer Security forming into position less than five minutes after the bell rang would have had the same reaction as me.

This was because there was a rumor in the capital that Oppenheimer Security was nothing but useless old veterans.

But contrary to the rumors, the actual security's movements were incredibly swift and precise. Rumors truly couldn't be trusted.

[Stop! We will open fire if you come any closer!]

Sensing the gravity of the situation from this unprecedented collective action, the security issued an ultimatum from the start.

The migrants naturally became agitated. Though we understood intellectually, the ultimatum from someone holding a gun was far more terrifying than I had imagined.

"Don't worry! If we don't do anything, nothing will happen!"

But suddenly a voice came from somewhere. The terrain was like a vast plain so I couldn't tell the direction, but it was a voice filled with confidence.

Inspired by the nameless general's battle cry, I too wanted to shout something.

But pathetically, I couldn't say anything because my knees had gone weak imagining all sorts of unfortunate futures that might befall us.

Moreover, the abyss-like gun barrel staring at me as if it would drag me away made it even worse.

But not everyone was as frightened as I was.

To be precise, among this human chain, only I had chosen flight in the fight-or-flight response.

"Shoot! Fucking shoot if you dare!"
"We won't move an inch until you let us in!"
"If you don't let us in, we'll die together!"

Everyone except me had chosen to fight.

.
.
.

I don't know how much time had passed. We were still screaming our lungs out toward Bell Park.

Then something truly amazing happened! One of the soldiers who had been pointing guns at us with fierce glares began slowly walking toward us!

"Let's talk! If you have a representative, please come forward!"

When the soldier asked for a representative, everyone looked at me at once. I felt like I was paying for my past karma of acting like a highly educated person.

The pressure on both my arms gradually decreased, and when I came to my senses, I had already left the formation. In front of me stood a soldier with a face so scrunched up it looked crushed.

"Pleased to meet you. I'm the captain of the 2nd Company of Oppenheimer Security."

The soldier extended his right hand for a handshake after introducing himself, but I simply couldn't take it.

It wasn't because his behavior was rude or displeasing in any way. On the contrary, he seemed like a person with ingrained manners. I just couldn't take any action because I was trembling with fear.

Fortunately, the soldier didn't say anything about my rudeness. After looking at my trembling shoulders, he immediately gave me an understanding look.

"Well... fine! Let me ask you directly. What do you want?"

Barely suppressing my fear at the soldier's question, I stated the migrants' demands concisely.

"Let... let us into Bell Park."
"That would be diffic—"

The soldier paused briefly and looked at me.

More precisely, he made eye contact with the angry human chain behind my shoulders.

The soldier continued his explanation while sweating nervously.

"...Listen to what I have to say first. It's difficult to accept all migrants at once."
"What does that mean?"
"If we accept you gradually, what's the problem?"
"Is that true?"
"Yes. Just understand that your migration was delayed due to internal meetings, not because we intended to block you."

I felt nothing upon hearing the soldier's answer. It was the reason I had expected from the beginning, and it was a natural one.

But such obviousness was, naturally, not applicable to everyone.

"...Is that really true?"

As the soldier's words echoed, the crowd behind me began to stir greatly.

"We're saved! We're saved!"
"Thank goodness... really thank goodness..."
"I was worried we wouldn't be able to get in!"

The crowd cheered. Unlimited joy shouted in heated voices overflowed like foam in a beer mug.

But it was too early to rejoice. Because to get to Bell Park, there was another problem, another task.

"So who gets to go in first?"

At this carelessly thrown question, the migrants who had been unable to contain their joy instantly regained their rationality.

In the face of the critical matter of survival, the migrants became extremely cold, and the selfishness they had forgotten began to grow rapidly in their hearts.

"I should go in first, right?"
"Why?"
"Isn't it obvious? In this situation, women deserve consideration. Haven't you heard of ladies first?"
"Ladies first? That only applies to women who can bear healthy children, you menopausal hag."
"What? You baldy!"
"You fucking whore."

Starting with this dispute, people rushed to prove their usefulness by spouting long-winded explanations or appealing to sympathy with all sorts of bizarre reasons.

"Hey! I'm a technician! There's no one in Bell Park who can peel potatoes as well as I can!"
"I'm a mother of three! If we stay in this harsh environment any longer, my children will be in danger!"
"You're not the only one with kids! I have to take care of my elderly mother too!"
"Hey, old man. If you've lived that long, shouldn't you step aside?"
"What? Did you not have parents, you son of a bitch!"
"Huh? Has this old man gone crazy?"

In an instant, the ugliest arena in the world opened up.

Although the migrants had formed a human chain to achieve the unified goal of Bell Park, surprisingly, the chain began to fight among themselves.

Sensing that the situation was heading toward catastrophe, I forgot my fear and urgently spoke to the soldier.

"You! Say something!"
"..."

But the soldier said nothing. Rather, he smiled slightly as if he had been hoping for this situation to unfold.

Seeing that smile, I realized one thing.

"You bastards. You never intended to accept us in the first place, did you?"
"Haha. Of course not. What use would we have for such a band of thieves?"

The soldier, whose collar I had grabbed without resistance, lowered his gaze mockingly and sneered.

"Thieves? Watch your mouth. We're civilians."
"Are you? Just wait a bit."
"Wait for what..."

BANG!!!!!!!!!!!!!

Even though I had lived a life with no connection to weapons, I instinctively knew.

A gunshot.

This was a gunshot.

This sharp explosion, seemingly heralding bloodshed, could only come from a gun barrel.

But I was confused. None of us should have possessed a gun, so how could there be a gunshot? And from our side?

Had someone hidden a gun? But how? Logically, guns are very long and cumbersome, impossible to hide.

All sorts of doubts swirled in my mind for a split second.

So I turned around to resolve my questions.

What I saw was a gun of a form I had never seen before—small enough to fit in an inside pocket, with smoke rising from it.

And the one holding it was none other than the penis-shaped nose who had made us into a human chain.

Faced with this bizarre situation far beyond my cognitive abilities, I instinctively turned toward the soldier.

"Oh my! A gun! Now I see you were armed robbers all along!"

The soldier was smiling broadly.

.
.
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Bell Park.

Top floor of the Public Service Building.

"...And so most of the armed robbers scattered into the unexplored areas."
"Good job."

Kitty smiled broadly. She felt refreshed, as if old grime had been completely scrubbed away.

"Can you hear this?"

From the window Kitty had flung open, all sorts of voices mixed like fog came in. But the air in Bell Park was so clear that occasionally some sounds came through distinctly, as if piercing through the fog.

"The cheerful laughter of children, merchants haggling, the sound of a bat hitting a ball... all these are what you've protected."
"Is that so?"
"Yes. Be more proud of yourself. Of course, you can't brag about it since it's a black op, but still."
"I was just doing my duty."
"How admirable. If only I could do something about that nose."
"My nose, ma'am?"
"Yes. It's a bit... you know?"
"Is there a way?"
"Of course. We could smash your nose bone and then reconnect it with holy power."
"Haha. I'm fine as I am."
"Really? That's a shame."

Kitty licked her lips as she looked at the penis-shaped nose who was smiling awkwardly.

"Should I return this?"
"Hmm? The pistol? Just keep it. We'll be issuing them as standard equipment soon anyway."
"Is that so?"
"Yes. You may go now."
"Understood."

"Ah... before I go, there's something I'd like to ask."
"Yes? What is it?"
"Why a chain specifically?"
"You're curious about that?"
"Yes. Honestly, it was a bit cumbersome."
"Haha. You're honest, aren't you?"
"I'm sorry."
"No, it's fine to ask if you're curious."

Having unintentionally dampened the public servant's spirit, Kitty smiled broadly as if nothing had happened and explained the reason.

"Have you ever done a three-legged race?"
"The one they do at academy sports days?"
"Yes. You know from experience, right? Once your legs are tied together, you're a team whether you like it or not."
"That's true."
"That's why we did it. We needed a pretext. A pretext to treat everyone tied together as armed robbers."

Kitty continued her explanation.

"Additionally, we needed control. What if someone got hurt in security if they rushed in without any measures? If that had happened, it wouldn't have ended like this."
"But isn't it a problem if the control is too strong?"
"That's right. To be precise, we needed 'control' that you could control. To release the reins at the appropriate moment so they would flee like defeated troops who had lost their general."

The public servant recalled the memory as he listened to Kitty's explanation.

Come to think of it, that's what happened. As soon as I left the chain, didn't it collapse like dominoes starting from where I had been?

"Is that why it was in the shape of a chain?"
"Yes. The strength of a chain is determined by its weakest link."
"I'm not sure if I should say this, but you're quite devious, Governor."
"Thank you for the compliment."

Kitty and the public servant stared at each other for a while before bursting into laughter.

Ch.83 - The Great Governor-General, Your Excellency!
The heroic tale of Oppenheimer Security, which magnificently thwarted the great threat of illegal (or not) immigrants without a single casualty, spread widely among enthusiasts, making security the topic of small talk for quite some time.

The barber fiddling with a bottle of gray lotion, the farmer napping on a haystack, and the dignified poet reminiscing about an old lover while sipping wine.

Everyone seized every opportunity to chat about what happened that day.

And Kitty was overjoyed when she heard this news!

Because in Kitty's experience, this was national pride. One that stemmed from a shared identity.

Usually, for national pride to emerge, individual identity must first be subordinated to the collective.

Additionally, since it requires complex elements like feeling security and accomplishment simply from belonging, how could Kitty not be delighted?

But her joy was short-lived. Kitty soon felt something was missing. Empty, perhaps? There was a hole.

More. She needed something more powerful. Something strong to unite Bell Park.

Kitty pondered this problem for days on end.

And after much deliberation, her conclusion was:

"Should we hold a parade?"

This choice wasn't bad. It aligned with Kitty's goal of using shared history and collective memory to create a powerful unifying force.

But sadly, Kitty didn't realize at the time.

While shared historical experiences, victories, defeats, and heroic tales instill a sense of community in crowds and make them share national purposes...

Attempts to establish national identity through strong political aspirations, like Kitty's, could potentially lead to extremely radical forms of nationalism.

.
.
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One month later.

Colorful confetti fluttered as Oppenheimer Security marched with discipline through Bell Park's central street.

The spectators, specially selected by Kitty, applauded according to meticulously planned timing, and Security's perfectly practiced, charismatic march caught the eye of even those who normally wouldn't care.

"They're our town's heroes!"

With actors secretly planted in the crowd showing exaggerated reactions of excitement, stimulating a strange sense of achievement.

"Mom! When I grow up, I want to be a Security master!"
"That's my proud son."

The powerful image Kitty intended was imprinted in the minds of all gathered, serving as an internal catalyst that strengthened the shared identity of Bell Park's residents.

"Long live Bell Park! Long live Security!"
"Long live Governor Kitty!"

And on such a joyous day, it's even better to share it with someone you like!

Watching Security's parade alone from her office, Kitty called out loudly for the restaurant owner as soon as this thought crossed her mind.

"Mister!! Mister!!"

The restaurant owner, who had been peacefully wiping dishes and hoping for a quiet, poetic afternoon, briefly considered pretending not to hear the sudden noise, but couldn't bring himself to do so and trudged upstairs.

The restaurant owner entered Kitty's office after opening the door.

As soon as he opened the door, Kitty's distinctive flesh scent tickled his nose.

Inhaling Kitty's scent, the restaurant owner walked slowly—like walking on water—toward Kitty, who was leaning against the windowsill with her back turned.

With each step the restaurant owner took, Kitty playfully moved her feet up and down like a dreamy teenage girl.

Each time her snow-white, wrinkle-free soles moved up and down, Kitty's skirt puffed up like a pumpkin, inadvertently revealing the true canvas nestled deep inside her thighs.

Additionally, the sight of fine hair resting calmly on her slightly sweaty nape unconsciously sent rainbow-colored blood coursing through the restaurant owner's heart.

Unable to tolerate the second sight if not the first, the restaurant owner tightly closed his eyes and continued walking slowly, contemplating the nature of his relationship with Kitty.

"You called?"
"Oh, you're here? Why are your eyes closed?"
"Well..."
"Your face looks a bit red too."
"..."

The restaurant owner tried to answer Kitty's question but didn't know how to explain, so he just quietly opened his eyes.

Whether due to carelessness, lack of modesty, or both, he couldn't possibly tell Kitty, who often showed her legs like a boy, "Because I saw your underwear."

But this was clearly the restaurant owner's mistake.

If he had made up any excuse, she would have naturally lost interest like any other girl her age.

But Kitty, who was quite serious when it came to the restaurant owner, wouldn't let his obvious abnormal behavior slide.

"Are you sick? Do you have a cold?"
"Huh? What?"

Kitty limped toward the restaurant owner, wobbling.

Then she grabbed his shoulder with one hand.

And with her other hand—infinitely gentle, mysterious, impure, indifferent, and dreamy—she stroked the restaurant owner's forehead.

"Is it a cold? You do feel a bit hot..."

When Kitty's soft palm touched his forehead, the restaurant owner felt something akin to seasickness.

The vital energy emanating from every pore of Kitty's body would be fatal to anyone. Especially to the restaurant owner, who was still internally struggling over an 'old lover.'

As the restaurant owner's insides were burning in real-time, Kitty, unaware of his condition, continued to skillfully caress his forehead.

And the gaze of childhood memories instantly recalled the touch of the one the restaurant owner had loved on that unforgettable day.

So he dared not... dared not push this hand away. Rather, if he could, he wanted to desperately smell Kitty's scent like an old ape tightly embracing a young princess whose pelvis had not yet widened, or like a hunting dog barking as it ran through the darkly decaying forest undergrowth.

However, knowing that this series of actions stemmed from childlike innocence and naivety rather than caresses, the restaurant owner was merely worried that Kitty might run away in fear if he lost his senses and behaved strangely.

Pathetically, this was evidence that the poor restaurant owner was always incredibly stupid when it came to his 'old lover.'

.
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A few days later.

Bell Park.

Bell Park Future Strategy Research Institute.

In the unusually crowded conference room, Kitty rhythmically tapped her fingers on the desk.

Her nails hit the desk with a tap, then another tap, she flicked off cigarette ash, and stared blankly at the clock until the minute hand covered the hour hand.

As the meeting time approached, Kitty nodded to a researcher, who then distributed some objects to everyone in the room.

People tilted their heads in confusion at the objects placed before them. They were glass dishes, but no one seemed to understand what they were supposed to do with them.

Hassan, who positioned himself as Kitty's right-hand man and thus sat closest to her, picked up the mysterious covered glass dish and asked:

"Boss, what's this?"
"Oh that? It's called a Petri dish... or maybe it's not called that anymore? Anyway, that's not important."

As always, Kitty pulled out a cigarette from her pocket, habitually put it in her mouth, and continued:

"You all have something to do. Everyone knows what mold is, right?"
"The stuff in my closet?"
"That's piling up in my room."
"Oh, me too."
"You too?"

Mold carriers popped up from everywhere as if they'd been waiting for this moment.

For Kitty, who had made significant contributions to Bell Park's hygiene, this was quite shocking, but... as mentioned earlier, that wasn't important right now, so she ignored it.

"Anyway! What you all need to do from today is grow that mold in these dishes."
"Mold?"
"Why?"

The researchers clearly didn't understand Kitty's instructions.

She understood their reaction. In fact, such a response was normal. In a world without rice wine, mold was just a dirty entity with no use whatsoever.

But she had no intention of explaining the efficacy and benefits of mold right now. How could she spend time explaining when there was so much to do?

So Kitty decided to wield her authority as governor and her power as the financier.

Because with power, words have weight.

"Shut up! Just grow the mold! If you don't, know that there'll be no more research funding."

And it makes communication more efficient.

"Yes, ma'am."

Ch.84 - Who Stole My Mold?
One month later.

The conference room of Bell Park Future Strategy Institute was filled with a musty smell.

In the somewhat depressing atmosphere, researchers each held plates of moldy cultures, wearing sour expressions as they waited for Kitty to arrive.

Looking at the shyly blooming mold, the researchers felt a deep sense of regret.

"Damn... I have so much research piling up, what is this even for?"
"I'm drowning in work too."
"That's why I had my mom grow it for me."
"The mold?"
"Yeah."
"Impressive. You even have talking mold."
"?"

Of course, Kitty's eccentric behavior was nothing new, but such seemingly pointless directives were particularly annoying when more important research was piling up.

However, going against Kitty at Bell Park was quite burdensome.

It wasn't just about the research funding Kitty provided. Well, that was an issue too, but the real problem lay elsewhere.

The real problem was Kitty's madness and questionable morality.

For example, there was the previous immigrant deportation issue.

Everyone here agreed it was a necessary measure.

But the method used to solve the problem was so unethical that researchers who knew something of the truth whispered that it was essentially leaving people to die.

It would have been better if, as one researcher suggested, they had gradually accepted the immigrants over time.

If they had done so, those who were treated as bandits wouldn't have actually become bandits causing trouble on the outskirts of Bell Park—that was the researchers' prevailing opinion.

Naturally, everyone was afraid of Kitty, who had resolved the situation with sheer madness, completely ignoring such advice and the complexity of the issue.

So the researchers decided to silently accept this strange assignment because of Kitty's unpredictable madness.

Not long after, Kitty entered the conference room.

"Has everyone been growing their mold well?"
"Yes... well..."

Kitty walked around the spacious conference room, carefully observing the mold each person had brought.

"Not this one... not that one either..."

Kitty scrutinized the row of Petri dishes with half-closed eyes.

However, most of the mold the researchers had brought was dark in color, and there wasn't a single dish with what appeared to be blue mold.

Kitty looked at these molds with disappointment. Of course, there hadn't been much hope of finding it from the start, but seeing the actual results made it impossible to hide the disappointment.

"Isn't there any blue mold instead of all this black mold?"
"I have some!"
"Really? Why didn't you bring it out?"
"Well, that's..."

The researcher, with bright red cheeks, carefully took something out of his pocket.

Surprisingly, it was underwear.

"How on earth do you live to get mold growing on your underwear?"
"When you're focused on research, these things happen. So what."
"Damn..."

Kitty was astonished by the researcher's boldness.

But unable to ignore even a 1% possibility, Kitty took the moldy underwear with a grimace.

"Got to do what needs to be done..."

And, quite predictably, it wasn't blue mold.

.
.
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Another month later.

The door to Kitty's office was slightly ajar. Light from the street lamp pierced through the blinds, creating prison-like bars of light in the darkness.

In the office where light and darkness formed parallel lines like a prison, Kitty had been staring intensely at Petri dishes of mold all day long, feeling like a prisoner.

But alas, the heavens were cruel... The blue-green mold presumed to be penicillin wasn't killing the staphylococci collected from the toilet bowl; instead, they were coexisting like friendly neighbors.

This attempt had failed too.

What an uncooperative world. How could a world with humans, gunpowder, and even magic not have a single blue mold?

Kitty felt truly betrayed. Was this the end of Bell Park's Promethean myth, the one who had brought asphalt and electricity?

"Damn it..."

Having failed to find blue mold again today, Kitty sighed and poured bleach on the fake blue mold in frustration.

Hissss—

[Master... I was happy.]
"?"

Oh dear... It seems Kitty needed a rest. After being cooped up with mold for so long, auditory hallucinations were starting to appear.

Indeed, even the most mentally sound person would struggle to avoid psychological issues after living with mold for so long.

So Kitty decided to end this month-long cohabitation with mold and go out for the first time in a while.

With a cane that had become essential and a thin cardigan draped over the body.

Gripping the cane firmly, Kitty descended the stairs with surprisingly skillful cane technique. It had become almost like an extension of the body.

After completely descending the stairs, Kitty looked around. The restaurant had already closed for the day, making the first floor pitch dark.

In the darkened restaurant, Kitty thought:

'That's a shame. If I had come out a little earlier, I could have gone for a walk with the old man...'

"Kitty?"
"Eek!"

Startled, Kitty fell on the backside, and the restaurant owner, even more surprised, hurriedly turned on the light and rushed toward the fallen Kitty.

"Ouch..."
"Oh my... I'm sorry, it's because of me..."
"No, it's my fault for being clumsy, hehe."

Kitty forced a laugh at the dejected restaurant owner.

But despite this, the unnecessarily kind restaurant owner still wore an expression like a wounded doe. Well... that was part of his charm.

"By the way, it's dark outside. Where were you planning to go?"
"Just for a walk."
"Why at night instead of during the day?"

Kitty was at a loss for words at the restaurant owner's legitimate question.

Of course, there were reasonable explanations, but Kitty couldn't possibly say, "I was looking for penicillin because I don't want you suffering from colds anymore, and that's why I'm late."

So Kitty changed the subject.

"By the way, the restaurant was dark. How did you know it was me?"
"Oh, that."

The restaurant owner started to speak but stopped.

After all, he couldn't say, "The dull sound that comes after two footsteps is the sound of a cane, and you're the only one with a limp who uses a cane..."

Knowing how sensitive Kitty was about it, the restaurant owner didn't want to bring it up and decided to gloss over it with an appropriate excuse.

"Well... it just felt like you."
"Really? How did you know?"
"I just had a feeling, you know."
"So we're spiritually connected, would you say?"
"Huh? Um... I guess so?"
"Hehe."

Hearing the answer, Kitty smiled broadly, and the restaurant owner, looking puzzled, ended up smiling along.

Kitty then extended a hand to the restaurant owner.

"Help me up. How long are you going to leave a lady on the floor?"
"My apologies, lady."

The restaurant owner took the outstretched hand and waist and lifted Kitty up. Kitty was lighter than expected, making it look almost like a move from a passionate tango.

"Ugh!"

However, Kitty, once lifted by the restaurant owner, let out a short cry and slumped back to the floor.

The alarmed restaurant owner immediately rushed to examine Kitty's lower body, and soon discovered that Kitty's ankle was swollen and red.

"It seems you sprained your ankle when you fell."
"I'm sorry, it's because of me."
"No, I should have been more careful."
"But..."
"Don't be silly, old man. This isn't your fault."

Kitty gently held the lips of the restaurant owner, who kept uttering depressing words.

"A man who only apologizes isn't attractive. Got it?"

The restaurant owner, his lips held, blinked and nodded, and Kitty, with a satisfied expression, released his lips.

"Anyway, what should we do~ I was planning to go for a walk, but with my leg like this, I can't move at all~"
"Should I take you back to your room?"
"...You're so clueless."

Kitty extended a reddish palm toward the restaurant owner, repeatedly curling and uncurling the fingers.

Under this nonverbal pressure, the restaurant owner carried Kitty on his back.

Riding on the massive back, Kitty naturally wrapped arms around the restaurant owner's neck and pressed body and face closer.

"Let's go!"

Kitty commanded like a knight on a steed, and the restaurant owner, now a loyal horse, slowly moved toward the exit.

Once outside the restaurant, Kitty and the restaurant owner instinctively huddled closer. Despite autumn just arriving, the low humidity made Bell Park's autumn nights colder than expected.

But it was bearable.

Because just three inches from the restaurant owner's ear was a lovely profile with bared canines, parted lips, warm hair, and a hot body temperature felt through the fabric—and the same was true for Kitty.

Sharing each other's warmth, the restaurant owner and Kitty explored Bell Park's night, lengthened by electricity.

They greeted residents who recognized Kitty as they passed by, and guessed the plots of movies from posters on walls.

They also swayed to piano music flowing from a bar adorned with bulbs, and fled after giving unsolicited chess advice to an angry player.

And they ate chicken skewers under a street lamp Kitty had installed.

"Is it good?"
"Yes."

Munch, munch. The restaurant owner was amazed watching Kitty eat so much. Where was all that chicken going?

It was truly fascinating. How could someone eat so much?

So fascinating...

"What are you doing?"
"Huh? What..."
"Why are you touching my stomach?"
"Huh?"

Puzzled by Kitty's question, the restaurant owner looked down to see where his hand was.

His ape-like hand was unconsciously fondling Kitty's stomach.

Oh no! What a blunder! The restaurant owner tried to withdraw his hand from Kitty's stomach and apologize.

Or rather, he would have.

If Kitty hadn't grabbed his hand and placed it back on the stomach.

"Why would you want to touch my stomach?"

With the restaurant owner's hand on the stomach, Kitty half-closed the eyes. This wasn't a sign of disgust toward the restaurant owner. Rather, it was an expectant look.

And such a look from Kitty began to affect the restaurant owner's thinking.

Touching Kitty's soft belly, the restaurant owner momentarily enjoyed a sensation more alluring than any sensual caress.

It was so ecstatic that his consciousness repeatedly strayed into strange paths, and Kitty's concave navel, rising and falling with each breath, repeatedly plunged into a world of climax before hesitantly emerging again.

In the fog of affection that suddenly enveloped them, the restaurant owner wavered, but regrettably, with his characteristic superhuman patience, he barely managed to remove his hand from Kitty's stomach.

"Did you like it? My stomach?"
"No, that, ah. I really didn't do it on purpose..."
"Hmm..."

So embarrassed was the restaurant owner that he turned his head away to avoid eye contact with Kitty.

Since embarrassment always attacks with a time delay, Kitty, after a little while, turned in the opposite direction, recalling how absurd the previous incident was.

Kitty and the restaurant owner remained silent for a while.

And the bustling street also quieted down, until only insects were conversing in the street.

With perceptual abilities confused by extreme embarrassment, Kitty looked around, trying to break the awkwardness.

What caught the eye was Bell Park's night sky filled with stars.

Pointing at the night sky, Kitty let out a somewhat awkward exclamation.

"W-wow~ Old man, look at that moon over there."

Pointing at the moon, Kitty gave a lengthy lecture on why the moon shines.

Of course, there was no certainty that this world had exactly the same solar system structure as Earth, but it didn't matter. No one was really listening anyway.

So Kitty continued talking about celestial bodies for a while, like a YouTube video playing in the background. How embarrassing must it have been to be explaining stellar evolution after the main sequence?

"...So the sun is a star that has expanded, increasing its surface area."
"Ah... I see."

But it was effective. Kitty's metaphysical explanations and scholarly expressions were excellent at inducing coolness in listeners.

However, becoming too detached was also problematic. After all, with Kitty explaining so enthusiastically, shouldn't one at least pretend to listen?

So the restaurant owner picked out a few words he had vaguely heard and asked Kitty about them.

"Kitty. That thing you mentioned earlier... red giant? What's that?"
"You want to know what a red giant is? Well, it's..."

Kitty pulls out a mental encyclopedia to answer the restaurant owner's question thoroughly, flipping through it page by page.

"Red giant... giant... red... red... red...?"

"Red? RED!"

Just then, Kitty suddenly let out a loud cheer, leaned in close to the restaurant owner's ear, whispered like thunder, then burst into laughter, brushed back some fallen hair, and exclaimed again.

"Red dye! Yes! Why didn't I think of that before!"

The restaurant owner was bewildered by the sudden outburst of laughter.

But soon, realizing this was just how Kitty had always been, the restaurant owner nonchalantly clapped his hands, congratulating whatever it was, even though he had no idea what was going on.

Ch.85 - The Completion Of A World Where No One Gets Hurt---
After finishing a short evening walk with the restaurant owner, Kitty returned to her room.

Upon entering, Kitty complained about the extreme heat. It could have been due to the incandescent light bulb that had been heating up the room, or perhaps her activated sympathetic nervous system.

As soon as she entered, Kitty grabbed a glass bottle of bleach and promptly granted euthanasia to all the mold visible before her eyes.

[It's been an honor serving you, Master.]

[I was happy, even if just for a moment.]

"Shut up and just die."

Kitty coldly rejected the farewell greetings of the cute molds as she poured bleach on them.

Of course, responding to such auditory hallucinations was psychoanalytically very unhealthy behavior, but Kitty, who had absolutely no knowledge in that area, habitually replied to every hallucination she heard.

Anyway, as Kitty sprinkled bleach around, she unintentionally ended up doing a deep cleaning in the moonlight.

Inhaling the distinctive harsh smell of bleach, Kitty readily admitted her foolishness up until now.

"And I was arrogant too. Strictly speaking, this isn't even Earth, yet I was going crazy trying to create penicillin that might not even exist here..."

Kitty perched her slender bottom on the chair at the desk where a large piece of paper lay, and picked up a pencil.

She immediately began scribbling something that looked like a drawing, and before long, the drawing was complete—it resembled a molecular formula.

"If there's no blue mold in this world, I'll just make something else. Red dye was the answer."

Kitty continued muttering to herself while drawing more molecular formulas on the paper. Thanks to her uniquely terrible handwriting, they looked like hieroglyphics at a glance, but she didn't care much since she wasn't writing an academic paper anyway.

"Here, react sodium nitrite (NaNO₂) with acid (HCl)..."

"For coupling, use diazonium salt and then react it with phenol to create chrysoidine..."

"React amine with sulfur dioxide (SO₂) to create sulfamic acid (R-NH-SO₂-OH)... Was there sulfur dioxide at the factory?"

Kitty melted away time at her desk.

The sun rose and set, then rose and set again repeatedly. Yet Kitty showed no signs of leaving her desk.

So much time had passed that a large cactus made of cigarette butts had grown in the ashtray on the desk.

By the time Kitty's research finally concluded, she had a nosebleed from fatigue that soaked the paper.

With impressive dark circles under her eyes, Kitty looked at the drawing filled with various molecular formulas and said with a grin that nearly split her face:

"Don't mess with me, Fleming..."

.
.
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.
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Having stayed in a room where the only light was an incandescent bulb, her sense of time had become quite ambiguous.

So she wasn't sure exactly how much time had passed.

But she could definitely say that quite a long time had gone by.

Bell Park.

Bell Park Future Strategy Research Institute.

The institute's researchers were all sitting in their seats, confused by the sudden summons.

"He doesn't show his face until autumn is almost over, and suddenly what's going on?"

"I don't know. Surely he's not going to ask us to grow mold again?"

"Who knows. Anyway, it's good timing since I have a lot to report."
"How are things on your end lately? We've succeeded in miniaturizing the Arcana Engine."
"We're definitely getting the Kitty Award this time. I'm telling you, Tesla has gone completely mad."

"Why? What is it? Don't tell me it's that thing he's been talking about all this time?"

"Eh? What thing?"

"You know, that... ah, what was it again?"

"Hey, hey, she's coming."

The researchers who had been sharing updates immediately fell silent when they heard the sound of Kitty's cane tapping from a distance, as if by prior agreement.

Then they began organizing the reports they had prepared to receive compensation from Kitty.

Kitty entered the conference room not long after.

"It's been a while, everyone."

"Welcome, Director."

As Kitty entered the conference room with long dark circles under her eyelids, everyone stood up and enthusiastically welcomed their boss.

As if she hadn't met people for quite some time, Kitty sat down quietly in her chair with an awkward smile like someone with facial nerve syndrome.

The meeting began immediately.

The mechanical department went first, as usual.

"We've succeeded in miniaturizing the Arcana Engine."

"Oh. Wasn't that scheduled for completion in the second half of this year?"

"It was. But thanks to your help, we finished early."
"That's good. How's the output?"

"Maximum 690.424 horsepower."

"Eh? Really? Should we build a tank?"

"A tank?"

"Never mind. I'll notify the finance department, so collect your bonus later."

"Nice...! I mean, ahem. Thank you."

Having successfully completed their report, the mechanical department returned to their seats, exchanging high-fives.

"Next... who wants to go?"

"Me, Director."

Hassan boldly raised his hand.

"Right. Hassan, did you make what I asked for?"

"Absolutely."

Hassan smiled at Kitty and simply tossed a design drawing without any further report.

Then he gave a thumbs up and returned to his seat.

Kitty carefully examined the design Hassan had given her, then smiled and said:

"You get a bonus too. Good job."

"Yasssss!"

Hassan, the senior researcher, didn't hide his emotions despite the formal setting.

It might have seemed somewhat rude, but considering how long Hassan and Kitty had known each other, Kitty didn't mind.

"Who wants to go next?"

.
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Considerable time had passed. Starting with the mechanical department, numerous departments had continued their reports.

And each one produced brilliant achievements that should have been impossible in this era.

To name a few examples again: the establishment of atomic theory, the invention of air conditioners and refrigerators, standardization of replacement parts, the abolition of typewriters and the yard-pound system, along with safe canning technology, which had been Kitty's pain point. In addition, extraordinary achievements kept popping up like links in a sausage chain.

Despite the fact that they were already accomplished PhDs and masters, and even though Kitty had imparted knowledge from the future, actually applying it to create something was a completely different domain. Kitty kept applauding enthusiastically and liberally handed out bonuses.

Thus was created a world where no one got hurt.

The researchers continued their self-actualization with unlimited research funding, and Kitty supported these researchers while realizing a technological gap that no one could challenge.

Additionally, the various new industries that would be pioneered with these new technologies would become another source of income for Kitty, creating a perpetual motion machine of profit.

Just thinking about it made her mouth water. Even now, there were industries just waiting to be developed due to lack of manpower, and now there would be even more?

Money would duplicate itself! The dream of 0% unemployment was no longer just a dream!

...However, now she needed to behave a bit more properly and elegantly. There were still departments left to report, and there was no need to pressure them.

So Kitty completely removed her smile and readjusted her posture as the director.

Of course, to the researchers, she still looked like a child pretending to be an adult, but that was beside the point.

.
.
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After reports from various departments like physics, chemistry, and life sciences, reports from the economics, social, and policy departments followed.

Of course, through Kitty's prism of interest, these weren't really areas of concern, so she remained indifferent throughout. But since they were essential for Bell Park to run smoothly, Kitty forced a smile and bestowed bonuses on them as well.

"Ah~ Finally done."

"Good work, everyone."

As Kitty stretched, the researchers gathered in the conference room began to rise from their seats.

Or rather, they tried to.

If only Tesla had kept his mouth shut like he had been doing all this time.

"Just a moment, Director. I still have something."

"Huh? Really?"

Kitty, who had been adjusting her cane, scratched her head and sat down again, while the researchers who were already looking for places to have a company dinner returned to their seats with tired expressions.

"So what have you brought?"

"Do you remember what I mentioned before?"

Kitty searched through the library of her memories at Tesla's question.

And the memory that surfaced was...

"You mean that 'important research' you always used as an excuse whenever I called for you?"

"...There seems to be some misunderstanding. That's not it."

"It's the same thing, kid. So what is it? This so-called important research."

Seemingly a bit offended by Kitty's sarcasm, Tesla silently threw something he had created onto the desk.

And what Tesla brought was quite... enigmatic.

It was something resembling a cube, with a wire mesh attached to one side, and the remaining sides covered with metal components stuck all over.

Quite avant-garde, perhaps? This was the first time she had encountered something so incomprehensible.

Curious, Kitty rose from her seat and slowly walked toward Tesla. Tesla, who had been pouting with his arms crossed, gradually uncrossed them as if his mood had improved. Such a simple guy.

Anyway, Kitty arrived at Tesla's side.

She turned the cube around, examining it from all angles, but still couldn't easily deduce what this object was.

Finally, Kitty gave up trying to figure it out.

"What is this?"

"Are you curious?"

"Yes."

When Kitty nodded, Tesla smiled with satisfaction.

Then he immediately connected a plug attached to the strange object and began manipulating a panel on the back.

"Will it take long?"

"It'll be done soon."

So Tesla diligently manipulated the panel. It seemed to require quite delicate work.

"Done! Try saying anything into this."

"Into this? What on earth is..."

Tesla handed Kitty a small metal sphere with numerous holes, and Kitty, somewhat dubiously, spoke random words into it.

"But what should I say? I can't think of anything..."

[Oh! I can hear it! I can hear! It worked!]

"Whoa!"

Kitty staggered backward, startled by the sudden voice of a stranger, while Tesla was busy laughing at her reaction.

"Haha! How about that!?"

"What, what is this? Don't tell me."

"This is the wireless communication technology I've been researching!"

Tesla laughed, and Kitty was on the verge of tears.

Incredible. The achievements of other departments were also amazing, but this was on another level entirely.

Kitty stood before the first wireless radio and tried to imagine all the possibilities it enabled.

...No. Let's think about that later. For now, just enjoy the moment.

Look how happy everyone is.

"Wow, you really made it."

"Mr. Tesla, do you have any related papers written?"

"What's this called?"

Under the barrage of questions from the researchers, Tesla's shoulders seemed about to pierce the ceiling.

"Ah, it's nothing special. Anyway, I'll be taking the Kitty Award this year."

Tesla strutted around with his nose in the air.

And Kitty, who somehow seemed quite irritated.

"What? Kitty Award?"

Kitty looked at Tesla with a forced laugh.

"No, no. It's an award I created, so naturally the owner should receive it first, right?"

"Then does the Director have something impressive too?"

"I wasn't planning to bring this out here, but I guess I have no choice."

Kitty rummaged through her pocket for a moment.

And what came out was just a pill. A bright red pill at that.

Tesla looked at the pill and tilted his head. Was she really going to compete for the Kitty Award with something like this?

But Kitty was not just confident—she was certain.

The reason was:

"Do you guys know what sulfa drugs are?"

Ch.86 - Winner
Tesla was a born scientist. Any phenomenon or substance, when viewed through his eyes, would often have its essence revealed at a glance.

But this time was different. Despite his innate observational skills, he couldn't draw any inspiration from the red pill Kitty was holding.

For this reason, Tesla couldn't help but feel quite perplexed.

After all, how could something as tiny as a fingernail surpass the wireless communication technology he had perfected over half his lifetime?

In this world where cause and effect intersect like a wire mesh, how could something created after being locked away for just a few months defeat his life's work of half a century?

Nonsense!

Tesla wrinkled his expression and lowered his gaze to look at Kitty.

Kitty looked up at Tesla with a confident expression.

A strange atmosphere began to flow through the conference room, and the other researchers who were watching the battle of wills between the two proud geniuses merely rolled their eyes.

In the suffocating battle of wills, it was Kitty who spoke first.

"I suppose I'll have to show you directly."

Kitty spun around using her cane as an axis, then slowly moved toward the exit.

"Follow me."

At Kitty's words, all the researchers, including Tesla, followed her out the main entrance of the Future Strategy Research Institute.

Behind Kitty, who walked along the sidewalk with lively taps of her cane, followed a procession of white lab coats. Since it was such an unusual sight, passersby couldn't help but turn around to look.

After walking for some time, Kitty, who had been striding along quite well, stopped in front of a house built by Oppenheimer Construction.

"Is anyone home?"

Shortly after Kitty knocked on the front door, there was a tremendous sound of a door slamming, followed by various noises.

After waiting a little while, the front door opened cautiously.

A young girl peeked her head through the half-open door.

"W-who are you?"

The girl seemed quite frightened.

"I... I haven't done anything wrong..."

It's understandable—if a crowd of men in white coats gathered like clouds in front of your house, even the most innocent person would start to worry.

But fear not, young girl. We are not public officials here to take you away.

Kitty addressed the girl whose pupils were trembling.

"Haha... It's not like that... Is Helda inside by any chance?"

"What? Why are you looking for my mother...?"

"Ah, so you're Helda's daughter?"

Kitty looked at the girl with a gentle smile, waiting for her to regain her composure.

After a short while, the girl's trembling noticeably decreased, and she seemed ready to talk.

"May we come in for a moment?"

"Th-that's difficult... My mother's condition right now..."

"I know. It's okay."

"What? But..."

The girl hesitated. It wasn't because she was worried about her own safety. Because her mother's current condition was...

"I said it's okay."

Kitty glanced at the hesitating girl and then grabbed the doorknob, swinging the front door open.

"Ah... wait...!"

The startled girl tried to grab Kitty's sleeve as she brushed past.

However, she was blocked by the researchers rushing in, and Kitty entered the house with the researchers without any resistance.

Soon after, they encountered Helda lying flat on the bed.

Her bloodless lips, sunken eye sockets, and protruding collarbones looked as precarious as broken branches.

With each breath, her chest made deep, rough metallic sounds, and her cheeks, reddened from fever, looked no different from the parched land of a desert.

The researchers covered their noses and mouths as soon as they saw her, as if they had encountered filth on the street, but that's okay.

"Hey, is that...?"

"Oh no..."

Their gazes, mixed with disgust and fear, fixed on the innocent daughter as if she were a criminal, but that's still okay.

"Damn it! Stay away from that germ factory!"

"Boss! We need to get out of here quickly! That woman is...!"

"Don't be afraid. It's fine."

Because, after all, this woman's diagnosis was none other than...

"What's fine about this?! That... that woman is...!"

"She has pneumonia! Why on earth did we come here?!"

Pneumonia.

Now the researchers' fuss began to make sense.

Because breathing is the most basic and simple act we do in life, a fundamental premise not even worth discussing in the course of living.

But pneumonia transforms the indispensable act of breathing into a continuous struggle for survival.

If every breath taken to stay alive brings pain like a sharp blade piercing the lungs, is one really breathing to live?

If cold sweat from high fever soaks the body every night, weighing one down despite doing nothing, is the dawn that approaches this woman each day a hope for the future or just more pain to endure?

Those of us who haven't experienced it cannot know this pain.

We don't need to know. We don't want to know.

We don't need to experience it. We don't want to experience it.

"Ahhh! Don't push!"

"Move aside!"

"Get out! I said get out!"

"Run away!"

"Kyaaaaa!"

So the researchers fled.

It's only natural. It would be terrible to catch tuberculosis by lingering around unnecessarily.

But Kitty was different. Kitty remained steadfast while everyone else ran away.

Because from Kitty's perspective, pneumonia was just one of many pathogens destined to be conquered by humanity.

And the proof of that great first step was about to begin right here.

"Ms. Helda. Try taking this."

In this place where Helda, her daughter, and Kitty existed, Kitty spoke while taking out a pill.

And Helda swallowed that pill.

This was the moment when humanity would finally claim its glorious first victory in the war against germs.

.
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Helda, who diligently took the sulfa drug created by Kitty, grew visibly healthier with each passing day.

To what extent? By the two-week mark, traces of the tuberculosis that had tormented Helda were hard to find.

Kitty breathed a sigh of relief at this news. Of course, she had confidence in the medicine, but she had also worried about potential side effects, so this was truly fortunate.

However, one should never let their guard down.

Although it was originally made for personal use, Kitty decided to aim for commercialization and mass production, partly to rake in some money.

And so, Kitty began to gather all the patients in Bell Park...

"Wasn't that supposed to be a clinical trial?"

"No? I brought it as soon as I made it."

"What?"

"That's why I told you. We shouldn't have brought it out here."

"Are you insane?"

"What's the big deal? It's not illegal. Anyway, it worked, right? I'll be taking the Kitty Award this year."

Tesla wanted to immediately protest against Kitty's brazen, insane remarks, but he couldn't.

Because from a legal standpoint, Kitty's actions truly weren't illegal.

Strictly speaking, it was closer to lawlessness than illegality... but what did it matter?

In the end, there were no side effects, the therapeutic effect was excellent, and user satisfaction was through the roof.

In other words, whether illegal or lawless, Kitty's sulfa drug was already functioning as a medicine.

Of course, from the perspective of a principled ethicist, Kitty's actions deserve criticism.

But to the ears of those who might not live to see tomorrow due to illness, such criticism sounds like the complaints of the well-fed. Proving this point, the sulfa drug sold out day after day.

As the situation unfolded this way, Tesla was quite displeased but had to acknowledge Kitty's achievements.

In other words, he humbly accepted his defeat.

The fact that he had been defeated by a cheeky little brat barely in her teens was quite painful, but he had to give credit where it was due.

The fact that Kitty was superior to him.

Moreover, Tesla had been vaguely sensing something for a while.

No matter how innate his intuition and extraordinary focus might be, if he hadn't received the unlimited support he now enjoyed, could he have continued his life as a scientist?

Could he have maintained the same passion as today if he had been burdened by the weight of reality, worrying about tomorrow?

Certainly not. If it weren't for Kitty, he would have been nothing more than a hungry braggart.

That's why he held Kitty in even higher regard.

As they say, the life this orphan girl had been given by the world wasn't much to speak of, but in the end, Kitty had achieved the remarkable result known as Bell Park.

Time passed. The flow of thoughts also passed to some extent, and before he knew it, only Tesla remained standing alone in the conference room.

In the darkened conference room, Tesla smiled bitterly and said,

"I've just wasted my time."

Ch.87 - The Approaching Storm Of War.
"In matters of human health, humans come closest to being gods."

-Marcus Tullius Cicero

.
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Just as someone's famous quote suggests, the impact of the sulfa drug that Kitty introduced to the world was beyond imagination.

"The rumored red pills directly imported from Bell Park! Starting at 4 gold each!"
"F-five gold!"
"Five gold and 50 silver!"
"Six gold!!"
"Eight goooold!!!"

Wealthy individuals with considerable influence in department stores worldwide had to bear the absurdly unreasonable price of 10 gold per pill to somehow get their hands on the sulfa drug, hailed as a gift from the gods.

"Where might I find Mr. Oppenheimer?"
"The Governor is not a man of leisure."
"Please. I beg of you."
"If you insist, there is one way."
"What is it?"
"Relocate to Bell Park."
"You mean abandon my entire life's foundation and start anew?"
"But if you live here, won't you eventually meet him?"
"I shall do so immediately."
"I appreciate your decision."

Scholars from around the world went so far as to pack up their households and dependents and move to Bell Park just for a chance to meet the creator of the sulfa drug.

Of course, there were occasional incidents where former immigrants who had been expelled from Bell Park became actual bandits and attacked incoming scholars out of resentment.

However, the 30-06 rounds from the security forces escorting the scholars tore apart the limbs of anyone who opposed them, regardless of who they were.

"This is 2-Butter. Encountered bandits in the forest. All seven neutralized. Do you copy? Over."
[2-Butter, this is Overlord. Message received. Proceed.]
"Understood."

The squad leader of 2-Butter skillfully operated the modified radio, which had been adapted for ease of use, in front of the bodies that had become bandits.

The scholars watching couldn't hide their amazement at the radio the security forces handled so proficiently.

"How on earth does that box work?"
"Classified."

The squad leader dismissed the scholar's question with a single word.

A mere soldier daring to cut off a scholar's inquiry.

It was an unimaginable rudeness in the old world.

But as with all things in life, power flows from the barrel of a gun.

"Ha ha. If it's classified, I suppose there's nothing to be done."

In a world where flintlock muskets were still cutting-edge technology, scholars could only laugh nervously as they looked at the K-1 rifles, whose operating principles they couldn't even begin to comprehend.

.
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Anyway, Bell Park, which had been a hidden gem known only to those in the capital, became quite famous worldwide thanks to the sulfa drug.

"Mom. Just wait a little longer. I'll earn a fortune."

A young man from the colonies.

"It is a place where all the world's knowledge gathers."

An aging sage from the East thirsting for knowledge.

"Bell Park has no people but tons of pies to be had... It might be a bit late, but even now?"

Small business owners from foreign countries.

"I heard countless scholars have moved to Bell Park. Should we go there now for our Tom's sake?"

Mothers seeking the best education for their children.

"All I learned in the military was how to shoot guns and beat people. Security work is the only path left for me."

Retired veterans struggling with financial hardship.

Everyone alike viewed Bell Park as a golden road—half bathed in brilliant sunlight, half covered in cool shade, with golden plains appearing at the end.

"Due to our unfavorable military situation, one regiment is the maximum force we can deploy."
"That should be sufficient."
"Very well... Make sure you seize it before those pointy-eared bastards do."
"Of course."

And the same was true for the Dwarf King, who was in the midst of war with the Empire.

.
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Afternoon.

Bell Park.

Restaurant.

The first floor of the restaurant was filled with bright daylight-colored lighting. These were the latest high-end lights typically found in hotels rather than in such a modest restaurant—lights that Kitty had forcibly installed despite the restaurant owner's objections.

Perhaps because of this, people often used the restaurant or rented it out entirely for special occasions.

In this restaurant, Kitty was curiously watching 50 wine glasses carefully stacked on a round tray in preparation for a union member's wedding.

"Oh... isn't that dangerous?"

The waiter with a moon-like face was climbing a ladder to pour sherry into the top layer of glasses, which were stacked quite high.

"Don't worry! This is how I make my living!"

True to his word, the waiter seemed to possess an innate sense of balance, as his body swayed continuously but never fell.

While watching this marvelous sight, before long, the cork stopper blocking the sherry bottle's opening separated from the bottle with a crisp sound.

Soon after, the waiter poured sherry into the topmost glass until it overflowed. The overflowing sherry ran down the surface of the glass and began filling the glasses below.

While the waiter was filling all 50 glasses, Kitty decided to check the script once more. She was officiating this wedding at the bride's strong request.

"Um... so until black hair turns white as leeks..."

Kitty stumbled through the script she had typed herself on a typewriter.

The content was quite clichéd, but given Kitty's complete lack of literary talent (except for incitement), she had no other choice.

The fortunate thing was that, given the era, she was still considered a modern officiant.

Anyway, time passed.

Under a cloudless sky, the hour hand pointed to 12, and the bright midday sun filled the world.

Finally, the wine glasses on the round tray were filled with sherry.

The wedding ceremony was about to begin.

[Para-bara-bam-]

When the cheerful trumpet sound played by the groom's attendant was heard, everyone became actors in the play, offering congratulatory applause to today's protagonists with one heart and mind.

Meanwhile, amid this joyful atmosphere, Kitty, who still hadn't memorized her officiant's speech, was particularly anxious.

The memory she had always prided herself on was useless today, and the officiant's speech she had prepared over three days had already evaporated like alcohol.

Thus, Kitty froze like a cat with a clothespin on its neck.

Even though it was time for the bride and groom to enter, Kitty remained silent and still.

The confused guests used hand gestures and foot signals to send messages to the equally confused Kitty.

Having been more accustomed to criticism and blame than sincere blessings due to her unusual childhood, Kitty finally received these signals after a considerable delay.

Thus, Kitty was finally able to announce the entrance of the bride and groom after barely managing to calm her nerves.

"The groom and groom may enter!"
"?"

With a single phrase, Kitty had created the world's first LGBT wedding.

The parents seated in the family section seemed to be wondering how to interpret this rather progressive officiating, while the bride and groom hesitated in their tracks, unsure of how to proceed.

The restaurant owner, watching from the front row, maintained a blurry, myopic gaze, releasing the tension in his pupils due to the merciless embarrassment washing over him.

"Ah... no, the bride and groom may enter!"

If nothing else, Kitty was remarkably perceptive when it came to negative atmospheres. Thanks to this, she quickly recognized her mistake and immediately corrected it.

Fortunately, the guests graciously forgave Kitty's mistake. Thus, Kitty's eccentricity was glossed over as a mere mishap caused by nervousness.

Anyway, the wedding proceeded smoothly after that.

The groom, who usually preferred mud-covered work pants and a worn-out sweater full of holes, was dressed in a tailored suit today as he waited for his bride.

From the opposite side, the bride in a snow-white dress approached the groom slowly with bridesmaids on either side. Oranges symbolizing fertility and abundance dangled from both shoulders.

The bride approached the groom. The groom welcomed the bride's hand very slowly, yet firmly, as if exploring every inch.

Thus, the bride and groom stood before Kitty, who was officiating, holding hands.

And with dreamy expressions, they awaited the happiness and blessings bestowed by the great Governor of Bell Park.

However, Kitty was still in a state of anesthesia due to nervousness. The officiant's speech she had written day and night had long been torn to shreds in her mind.

So Kitty, cutting out all context and circumstances, blurted out a declaration.

"The bride and groom may now kiss!"
"?"

Instantly creating the world's first wedding speedrun.

The family section could no longer contain themselves.

The groom's father, with puffy cheeks like a politician and a head full of white hair, swung his oak cane around.

"Hey! Is this wedding a joke to you?!"
"Oh my, please calm down."

The wedding was ruined thanks to Kitty's hopelessly asocial tendencies.

Kitty, who had been watching the wedding race toward disaster like a sleepwalker, finally acknowledged her mistake.

She decided to show her "sincerity" to salvage the situation.

"Um... I will provide the newly married couple with a refrigerator that's about to be released as a new product as a wedding gift..."
"All is forgiven. I was never angry in the first place. You know my temperament, don't you?"
"That's a relief, haha..."

The expressions of the parents on both sides changed instantly at the mention of a refrigerator.

Kitty felt like she had been caught in a WWE match, but still thought she had gotten off lightly.

Thus, the wedding concluded successfully.

However, Kitty's solution later returned as a major side effect.

A tradition emerged where Kitty had to provide a refrigerator as a wedding gift whenever a wedding was held.

If she didn't, people might ask why they were being excluded, so Kitty tearfully gifted refrigerators one by one, as dear to her as her own children.

It was quite painful for Kitty. She had intended to sell refrigerators at a high price, but unless it was a restaurant, what household would need two refrigerators? Naturally, refrigerator sales were poor.

Still, there was a positive effect in that the rate of single people among Bell Park's young men and women decreased significantly, but...

A waste was still a waste.

Ch.88 - Eh? For Real?
"Dad! Why are our family rich?"

"Well, that's because Daddy went all-in on Bell Park."

"Wow! Dad's the best!"

"And to be precise, I'm the rich one, not you."

"?"

Warm sunlight shone down on the streets of Bell Park.

On the high-quality asphalt road with perfect horizontal alignment, a father and child walked hand in hand, pleasantly exchanging conversation that seemed steeped in the philosophy of money supremacy.

Honk honk-!

"Eek."

As a sharp horn blared behind the father and child walking on the asphalt road, the father quickly lifted his child and stepped onto the nearby sidewalk.

"Hey! What are you doing still walking on the road?!"

"Oh my, I'm sorry."

A truck driver—colorless, transparent, and rugged like someone from a classic war film—lowered his window, shouted with a voice similar to his horn, and smoothly disappeared with an engine sound resembling that of an electric vehicle.

"The world changes almost every day, good grief!"

Standing on the neatly arranged paving blocks, the child's father sighed.

It had been a month since Oppenheimer Motors introduced their strange iron carriages that ran without horses to replace traditional carriages. Since then, the asphalt roads were no longer for pedestrians but had become exclusive pathways for these iron carriages.

As the father lamented, it was mentally exhausting to live in a world where everything flipped 180 degrees when you closed and opened your eyes, and then flipped another 270 degrees the next time you blinked.

For instance...

"Speaking of mana engineering, I never would have imagined it."

"What's mana engineering, Dad?"

"It's beyond your intellectual capacity to understand, Mikey. Shall we go get some ice cream?"

"Wow! Really?"

The father, who had been pondering the definition of mana engineering, wisely diverted his child's abundant curiosity with the promise of a modern treat.

That's because even for residents of Bell Park, mana engineering was something difficult to explain.

It wasn't about explaining the concept of mana engineering. As a mere employee of the Oppenheimer Group, he found it extremely challenging to explain the essence of engineering that the great scholars had perfected through their blood and sweat.

So what made it so difficult to explain?

It was because the boundary between good and evil in mana engineering was extremely ambiguous.

Having lived his entire life as an imperial citizen, he had been taught and believed that mana engineering was vaguely evil and should rightfully be rejected as a product of witchcraft.

But then suddenly, right after launching automobiles, Kitty made a surprising announcement.

These automobiles actually use miniaturized Arcana engines?

And that's mana engineering?

"The Governor has finally gone mad! She's actually created some grotesque contraption that runs on the blood of children and virgins!" (This was the actual perception of mana engineering in the capital)

Public opinion was understandably turbulent, if not completely shattered!

Just as protests denouncing Kitty were about to break out across Bell Park...

The facts subsequently announced completely turned public opinion around.

"Everyone, you've been using electricity just fine, right? That's mana engineering."

"Eh?"

The electricity produced at power plants was actually made with mana engineering?

Bleach, toilets, light bulbs, refrigerators.

...and air conditioners were all mana engineering?

Hmm.

"Come to think of it, maybe it's not necessarily bad?"

An artistic reversal of public opinion by residents who had already tasted the comfort of air conditioning.

On top of that, Kitty personally held demonstrations to correct misconceptions and false knowledge related to mana engineering...

"So it doesn't operate on the blood of children and virgins?"

"You just put that stone in and it works?"

"Isn't that quartz?"

The residents had taken the red pill.

However, having lived their entire lives believing mana engineering was evil, how could they change their minds in an instant?

But it was also clear that rejecting mana engineering would significantly lower their quality of life.

So the residents avoided this troublesome issue altogether.

By ignoring the presumptuous teachings of some classicists who hadn't fully shed their imperial mindset, and collectively going crazy with boisterous cheers, it was as if there was no problem at all.

[Stifling daily life, blocked future, stalled dreams! The answer to blow it all away!]

[Stop the outdated steam engines! Mana engineering, power beyond boundaries, shakes Bell Park!]

[Unstoppable innovation, continuously evolving technology! Mana engineering opens a new era beyond Bell Park!]

[Don't miss this opportunity! Your future, your dreams!]

[Bell Park Future Strategy Institute is now recruiting mana engineering experts! Transcend your potential limits and design the future of Bell Park!]

Additionally, the radios—distributed at very cheap prices thanks to Kitty's policies—played mana engineering praise songs on repeat 24/7, drilling them into people's brains. Even the most stubborn classicists couldn't help but thoroughly succumb.

It was truly a golden age.

.
.
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And the same was true for Kitty.

Today, as usual, Kitty was idly lounging on a sunbed placed behind the Oppenheimer Power Plant.

The power plant, which could be called the heart of Bell Park, was surrounded by restricted areas due to its electricity production, making it a perfect space for relaxation away from people's eyes.

"Mmggggg~"

On a vast meadow where unnamed grasses grew, Kitty stretched fully in a swimsuit, then flipped over to face the sky, exposing her navel while grasping a cocktail glass with one hand.

Thus, Kitty sprawled out on the sunbed, wearing only a bracelet with decorations and a small-area swimsuit.

The honey-colored tanned body with white swimsuit tan lines, pale flower-bud-like breasts, and the smooth, luscious mons pubis without a trace of hair, casting shadow lines under the sunlight.

When a gentle breeze from a strange land brushed against the velvety soft hair on her narrow, not-yet-spread pelvis, a sudden chilling pleasure rushed in, causing her bony shoulders and ribs to tremble.

With the warmth of the sun and the coolness of the wind in perfect balance, Kitty savored a comfort she had never experienced before.

Having a habit of crossing her legs, Kitty praised this rare freedom by crossing her legs while lying down.

As Kitty vigorously raised her ivory-smooth legs, the swimsuit straps on her pelvis rolled up higher and higher, causing the distance between Kitty's lower body and the swimsuit to completely close.

As a result, Kitty's reddish crevice below the pubic bone began to become more pronounced, and by the time her legs were fully raised, the white swimsuit became like an excellent plaster cast molded after Kitty's soft and smooth ravine...

"Hey! Kitty!"

"Ah, geez..."

Kitty sat up on the sunbed, roughly scratching her head.

Turning her head, she saw the Civil Defense Captain shouting from a distance with his hands on his hips.

She considered ignoring him and lying back down, but the uncouth shouting had completely ruined her peaceful retreat.

So Kitty, with pouting lips, began to gather and put on her clothes. A simple outfit consisting of a blouse with a ribbon at the neck, a generous skirt covering her abdomen, and small shoes. Of course, she was still wearing the swimsuit underneath.

With each step, her skirt fluttered in the wind.

But it no longer bothered her. Even the breeze brushing against the inside of her thighs had become familiar by now.

"Why now when I have nothing to do..."

Kitty grumbled as she passed by the Civil Defense Captain who was standing askew.

She had good reason to complain, as Kitty didn't have much to do at this point.

It had been a month since she established companies based on the factories she owned and bundled them together as the Oppenheimer Group.

Now the head of a corporate group, Kitty had selected researchers with outstanding expertise in their respective fields and divided the affiliates among them like professional managers.

For example, Hassan became the president of Oppenheimer Armory, Bell Park's munitions factory, and Jo-su became the president of Oppenheimer Chemical, a fertilizer factory.

As a result, Kitty's workload, which had previously involved managing all businesses alone, became unrecognizably lighter. Moreover, with the research institute's policy department taking care of all her internal affairs, Kitty had truly become a person of leisure.

Thus, Kitty, at the world's first physical age of 1X, had escaped the shackles of labor and was enjoying a proper vacation for the first time, but...

"So why did you call me?"

"I'll explain while we move to the car."

"Is it urgent?"

"It's both urgent and serious."

The Civil Defense Captain, who had been twirling the car keys with his finger, turned around and headed toward the car he had brought.

"Come with me!"

Kitty, with a sulky expression like a child who didn't want to go home, hurriedly followed the Civil Defense Captain.

After walking just a short distance, the car appeared.

It was a black vehicle that looked similar to a Ford Model T, but being custom-made as Kitty's personal ceremonial vehicle, it was slightly larger than the original.

Anyway, Kitty took the back seat, and the Civil Defense Captain sat in the driver's seat and started the engine.

Operating on an Arcana engine rather than an internal combustion engine, it made a strange electric motor sound instead of a powerful engine roar, which was quite impressive.

"Why is it doing this?"

"You really are a terrible driver."

As the car repeatedly stopped and started, and then completely stalled, Kitty mockingly commented.

"Men who can't drive aren't popular~"

"Ugh... it's this junk car that's acting up!"

The Civil Defense Captain, whose driving skills—a representative of masculinity—were questioned, hit the steering wheel of the nearly new car and blushed.

As we know, there's nothing wrong with the car. If there's a problem, it's just the Civil Defense Captain's poor clutch operation.

"So what exactly is this urgent and serious matter?"

Kitty, perched on one buttock on the leather seat and blowing cigarette smoke out the window, spoke up.

The Civil Defense Captain, who had been fiddling with the gears in the driver's seat, suddenly regained his composure and revealed the unbelievable truth without hesitation.

"It seems we've been dragged into a war."

Ch.89 - Ready Or Die.
"It seems we've been caught up in a war."

"War?"

"Yes. This is a document prepared by our side, and you should read it."

The civil service officer, who had been diligently turning the steering wheel left and right, glanced at the back seat through the rearview mirror before passing a folder that had been sitting on the dashboard to the rear seat.

"Huh?"

Kitty accepted the documents with a bewildered expression.

The yellowish-brown papers, meticulously typed with a typewriter, contained various pieces of information.

Most of it was information she had already received, so there wasn't much to be surprised about.

However, the contents of the report were quite shocking even from Kitty's perspective.

With one eye widened excessively, Kitty demanded confirmation.

"...Is this certain?"

"Yes. We've confirmed that some troops from the eastern front suddenly changed direction and are marching somewhere."

"And that direction is Bell Park?"

"It's difficult to say definitively, but it's best to assume that's the case."

Hearing this less than hopeful answer, Kitty pulled out a fresh cigarette from her pocket, placed it between her lips, and lit it.

As always, she tried to calm herself with the help of nicotine... but the headache that kept intensifying overwhelmed her other senses, causing her thoughts to constantly drift in different directions.

"...Ah, hot."

Though she hadn't taken a single drag after lighting it, enough time had passed that the cigarette had burned down completely in the blink of an eye, scorching Kitty's fingers.

The stinging burn on her fingers, along with her persistent throbbing headache and nausea, made her feel as if pain was the only functioning sense she had left, prompting Kitty to close her eyes.

An unbearable pressure washed over Kitty, but her position as Governor would never allow her to escape from this nightmarish situation.

And so, Kitty maintained her silence until they arrived at the meeting hall.

.
.
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A short while later.

The car carrying Kitty glided up to the main entrance of the Bell Park Future Strategy Research Institute.

The two sentries standing guard at the main gate hurriedly ran to open the rear door to welcome their master when they saw the sleek, large automobile arrive at the gate without any resistance.

"You can go straight up, Governor."

"Alright."

Passing by the sentries, Kitty headed directly to the conference room and shortly thereafter entered by opening the wooden door decorated with engravings.

Upon entering, the conference room was filled with many people, making for quite a spectacle.

Civil service agents in neat attire were organizing the reports they had prepared, while security officers in distinctive camouflage combat uniforms were gathered around a map, engaged in heated discussion.

They were so absorbed in their work that they didn't seem to notice Kitty's entrance, but before long, they spotted her standing at the door and greeted her.

"You've arrived."

"Let's begin immediately."

After a brief response, Kitty walked to her seat. As she passed by, she picked up another report, rested her elbows on the table, and focused on it.

The meeting was initiated by a civil service agent. The man, who introduced himself as the leader of Overseas Operations Team 2, briefly summarized the current situation.

Specifically, they had detected that the so-called Rus Republic, which was currently engaged in fierce combat with the Empire, had withdrawn one regiment and was marching somewhere—and that direction was Bell Park.

"Haah..."

Kitty was losing her mind in real-time as she listened to the report.

No matter how she looked at it, she couldn't shake the thought that this situation had arisen because she had drawn too much attention to herself.

The thought that she should never have revealed the sulfide at least to the world kept tormenting her mind.

"Governor! Our security forces will definitely protect Bell Park!"

Seeing Kitty's dark expression, the security officers beat their chests and displayed confidence.

Of course, it was well-founded confidence. There was no way security forces with equipment nearly a century ahead would lose to mere muskets that could only fire once per minute.

Tactically, too, this was the case. The old-fashioned army, dressed in splendid uniforms and relying on volley fire as their main tactic, would have no chance against guerrilla warfare conducted from concealed positions.

However, the real problem lay elsewhere.

"And then what?"

"Pardon?"

"Let's say we kill all those dwarf bastards. What happens next?"

That's right.

Even if security could repel the dwarves, would their allies, the elves, really sit idly by?

In Kitty's opinion, absolutely not.

On the contrary, it was obvious they would learn from the dwarves' mistakes and deploy even more troops to Bell Park to ensure victory.

Moreover, having already been betrayed by an ally, it was crystal clear they would advance as quickly as possible before we could recover.

"And are the dwarves and elves the only ones at war right now? If other minor nations also set their sights on Bell Park, I think there'll be more of their heads than we have bullets."

"..."

As Kitty crossed her arms and put her feet up on the table, the atmosphere in the conference room rapidly cooled.

Now seeming to grasp the situation, the officers' expressions darkened in real-time, and their faces, floating at a distance like oil droplets, were filled with worry.

In the ruined atmosphere, no one dared to speak hastily.

If Kitty's assertion was true, Bell Park was essentially destined to be overrun while trying to hold off a multinational coalition rush.

However, Bell Park was the achievement of Kitty's life and evidence of her struggle pulled from the mud.

It was her possession, and also the sanctuary of someone dear to her.

Thus, with a resolute expression suggesting she had never even considered the option of retreat, Kitty spoke up.

"When are those dwarf bastards expected to arrive?"

"In approximately two months."

"If we request support from the homeland, will it arrive in time?"

"Impossible. We'd have to wait at least three months."

"Tch. Useless bastards."

Stroking her chin and clicking her tongue lightly, Kitty leaned close to the table and examined the map that detailed the terrain around Bell Park.

"Two months... That's enough. We can manage."

"Really?"

"Yes. Let's start planning our strategy now."

Holding a fountain pen, Kitty thought for a moment before beginning to mark X's at various locations on the map.

.
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After three days of formulating the dwarf extermination operation.

The security forces' day began with digging trenches around Bell Park and ended with placing dynamite at the expected enemy infiltration routes.

"Hey! Don't dig in a straight line! Make it winding and zigzagging!"

"Fucking hell... help out a bit, will you."

A security soldier with a very familiar field shovel in his left hand continued digging the trench diligently, encouraged by his senior's affectionate guidance.

"Is this the right way to install it?"

"Yeah... a bit more to the left."

"Handle it carefully. We only have ten of those left."

At the front of the trench, researchers from Oppenheimer Armory were installing machine guns that Hassan had developed previously.

Bullets strung together with metal links, a weight manageable enough to carry, a structure designed for easy barrel replacement.

If anyone with even a slight interest in guns saw this machine gun, they would all be reminded of the MG42 by its appearance.

"So this gun sprays bullets continuously?"

"What? Weren't you at the test firing?"

"No. It was my daughter's birthday that day."

"You were on leave? That's a shame."

"What is?"

"Exactly what I said. After hearing the sound of this gun, I couldn't sleep at all. Like I'd regained my virility?"

"Is it that impressive?"

"I'm telling you! If every nation in the world got their hands on this gun, they'd never even think about war again."

The researchers started chatting idly while installing the machine gun.

If Kitty had heard this conversation, she would have scoffed, but the shock the researchers felt during the test was certainly no lie.

From the researchers' perspective at the time, the bullets flying in succession looked like a golden whip being brandished.

Additionally, the continuous explosions of smokeless powder created an unprecedented roar, clearly designed with the explicit purpose of turning any living thing in front of it into pieces of meat—the pinnacle of destruction.

The researcher sighed as he threaded the bullets hanging from metal links into the side of the machine gun.

It was a lament born of regret. Of course, it wasn't sympathy directed at the dwarves who would face this terrifying weapon of destruction.

He was deeply disappointed that he wouldn't be able to witness firsthand this excellent meat grinder tearing apart the detestable dwarves, and would only learn about it through reports.

Just thinking about the crisp echo of falling shell casings made his groin tingle even now.

Ch.90 - Operation Name: Silence Tree.
Two months later.

"Once we cross this river, we'll be in Bell Park."

A dwarf wearing an iron breastplate and a remarkably tall, distinctive hat.

The general, considered one of the finest commanders even within the Rus Republic, was personally leading the 23rd Infantry Regiment of his division, standing before the Cardian River—the boundary separating the Old World from Bell Park.

The river was quite wide, but its current was slow and calm, making it appear easy to cross without much effort.

"Ford the river."
"Ford the river!"

The order, relayed through the adjutant, traveled down the strict chain of command to every soldier. Soon after, all the dwarves unhesitatingly plunged into the water, advancing without hesitation.

Despite moving against the current, the soldiers' movements were orderly and perfectly synchronized. It was evident that they must have undergone numerous drills to achieve such coordination, a clear testament to their elite status.

The dwarf general watched his soldiers pushing against the current without any particular sentiment. This was simply expected of troops under his command. So, with complete indifference, the general crossed the Cardian River alongside his warhorse.

Upon crossing the river, a vast plain stretching to the horizon greeted the dwarf army. Unlike their homeland with its cold, barren landscape dotted with uneven hills, Bell Park's natural environment was incredibly generous.

"Send out reconnaissance."
"Yes, sir."

At the general's command, a small cavalry unit shot forward like arrows.

According to their intelligence, Bell Park was expected to lack not only a proper army but even basic weaponry.

The staff officers thought sending reconnaissance might be a waste of resources, but the dwarf general, being an experienced commander, never let his guard down even when facing a mere settlement.

After dispatching the reconnaissance team, the general strengthened the perimeter security while preparing to make camp. Rest was a crucial procedure, as an army marches on its stomach.

Thus, the dwarf army pitched tents throughout the area and took a well-deserved rest for the first time in a long while. Smoke from campfires rose throughout the encampment, and soldiers with rifles slung across their backs chewed through tasteless powdered soup and rye bread made solely to fill their bellies.

After considerable time had passed.

The cavalry who had successfully completed their reconnaissance mission returned one after another with slight time intervals.

"Reporting, sir! Despite advancing to the forest boundary, we encountered no scouts or resistance whatsoever!"

The report from the cavalry, who looked mostly the same as when they departed except for being slightly sweaty, was quite disappointing.

Of course, regardless of this report, the general could clearly envision Bell Park's level as if seeing a mirage, so he wasn't surprised when his calculations proved largely accurate.

Although it was deflating enough to make one sigh, the dwarf army increased their pace of advance, thinking that at least there had been no casualties, so it was all for the best.

And so the dwarf army continued their rapid march.

The forest entrance, which they had expected would take at least a week to reach, revealed itself after just three days.

"A forest..."

At the forest's edge, the dwarf general hesitated briefly.

While line infantry certainly fought in forests for various tactical reasons, it was never an ideal situation and presented numerous difficulties.

The core of line infantry tactics was maintaining a tight linear formation under the commander's control, concentrating firepower through synchronized volleys—a strategy most effective in wide, flat open terrain.

However, in forests, trees, undergrowth, and uneven ground limited visibility and made it difficult to maintain formation, which is why the general, like all commanders in the world, was reluctant to fight in forests.

Moreover, the exceptional intuition that had made the general who he was today was telling him:

Something felt off.

Even for a settlement, this had been too easy. He had a strong feeling that all the scouts who hadn't been visible until now might be waiting in the forest.

"Is there no alternative route?"
"There is, but it would take at least two weeks."
"That won't do. The Tsar wants Bell Park occupied as quickly as possible."
"Then our only option is to cross through the forest."
"I'm still uneasy about the forest. I wish we had light infantry."
"Unfortunately, the situation back home isn't favorable enough..."
"I know. I know. I was just grumbling."

At his staff officer's response, the general sighed and ordered entry into the forest.

.
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"Ghost 2-1. Confirmed regiment-sized force entering the forest."
[Ghost 2-1. This is Overlord. Can you determine exact headcount and composition?]
"Approximately 2,000 men. Majority line infantry with company-sized cavalry and a small number of artillery."
[Can you identify their armaments?]
"Visually identified full-dress muskets and light artillery."
[Received, Ghost 2-1. I'll request confirmation from Golden Eagle. Stand by.]
"Roger, standing by. Over."

[To all units, this is Overlord. As of this moment, Operation Silent Tree is authorized. Do you copy?]
"Copy that, Bravo-6 copies. Moving out."
[Crush those dwarves. Over and out.]

"Get ready."

After the communication ended, in the ensuing silence, Bravo-6 squad, wearing camouflage uniforms and sniper veils on their heads, immediately prepared for combat.

They knew what needed to be done. From their hiding spots in the forest, they tossed aside their backpacks and checked that all pouches were closed. Dropping a magazine clip while rushing into battle would be unfortunate.

They loaded .30-06 rounds into their K-1s and did exactly as they had been trained to do until it became second nature.

"Alright. Move out."
"Yes, sir."

Having completed their combat preparations, Bravo-6 traversed the forest with skilled movements. Knowing what to do and where to go, Bravo-6 moved faster and more nimbly than any contemporary army.

The infantry maneuvers created by Kitty were, naturally, highly tactical—something you'd expect to see only in modern warfare.

The radio operator carrying a large radio on his back was busy constantly reporting while on the move, while the rest of the squad members checked their weapons even as they walked.

After walking for some time.

"Bravo-6. We've reached the area."

Upon arriving at the exact location as planned, Bravo-6 immediately radioed in. It was an optimal position on a high hill with a clear view of the enemy's expected infiltration route.

After establishing a defensive formation at the precise location, Bravo-6 concealed themselves in their designated areas and went through the process of adapting to the forest's sounds, smells, scenery, and terrain. Think of it like getting used to an unfamiliar house shortly after entering.

[Bravo-6. This is Hammer-2. We're on your right flank.]

Upon hearing the radio message, the Bravo-6 squad leader raised his head to look around and saw the Hammer-2 squad leader waving from a nearby hill.

Then other squads that had been invisible until now began to come into view. Some squads were hiding behind large trees, while others were in shaded holes, clutching detonators, waiting for the dwarves to arrive.

"Damn, this is fucking reassuring."

One squad member muttered to himself, and everyone agreed.

Everyone was amazed at how tactical operations could become so organic thanks to the existence of radios, and everyone was relieved that the radios were on our side.

However, it was time to get serious. After the last communication, the previously silent radio transmitted some very interesting information with barely audible noise.

[This is Ghost 2-1, broadcasting. Enemy spotted at Highlight. Estimated time to contact: 3 minutes.]

3 minutes.

In 3 minutes, we would release the safety catches on our trigger guards and pull the triggers without hesitation toward the enemy.

Squad members pulled back their bolts slightly to check if rounds were properly loaded and if the creeks were adjusted to the correct position. They knew everything was fine, but extreme anxiety made it unavoidable.

And it wasn't just Bravo-6—the cold metallic sound of bolts moving forward could be heard throughout the forest. The noise was so faint you had to strain to hear it.

How much time had passed? Were 3 minutes always this long? Everyone preparing for combat seemed to move in slow motion, like a scene from a movie screen.

It made sense—the moment just before a firefight begins is always the most frustrating. You can't see anything. You can only listen and think.

Will the enemies rush toward us? How many will come? How many shots will I need to fire? Where was the escape route again?

"Fuck... hurry up, you fucking dwarf bastards."

A squad member took a deep breath while gripping his weapon tightly.

That exasperated sigh didn't lower the squad's morale; rather, it created a strange sense of camaraderie in the knowledge that we were all in this fucking forest together.

"Don't worry. No one's dying here today."

The squad leader didn't spare his encouragement for the tense squad members. Of course, he was essentially talking to himself as well.

After waiting through what felt like 3 hours instead of 3 minutes.

The radio transmission we didn't want to hear struck our eardrums vividly.

[Grumpy-1, this is Ghost 2-1. Dwarves have entered the mined area. Get ready 5, 4, 3, 2, 1...]

[Detonate.]

Ch.91 - Shock And Awe.
In security training, they teach you to run to safe cover when the enemy opens fire, hide your body, lower your posture as much as possible, then either move out of the line of fire or crawl forward to find and aim at the enemy before shooting.

The security field manual, Chapter 1, Section 1, calls this "Effective Response to Enemy Fire."

But there was absolutely no need for that.

[Blast.]

Click-

"What was that sound?"
"Did you just hear..."

BOOOOOM!!!!!!

As the dynamite tore through the air at 5,000 m/s, its outer casing also exploded, sending metal fragments of various sizes flying fiercely toward the dwarf army.

"Fuck! Enemy...!"

When flying metal fragments struck a dwarf's head, half his skull was blown away. Another unfortunate dwarf caught directly in the explosion had his lower body completely blown off, becoming a dwarf among dwarves.

Of course, even those who weren't hit by metal fragments or caught in the explosion weren't unscathed.

The rapid expansion of air from the dynamite explosion ruptured the dwarves' eardrums and shook their internal organs and brains, leaving them concussed.

"Don't panic! Hold on!"
"Fuck!! It's a habit!"
"My leg! My leg! Where are my legs!?!?"

Dwarves covered their ears and staggered, some blinded and groping the ground, others with shattered limbs writhing on the floor.

"There! Over there!"

A dwarf soldier who was relatively unharmed due to his position in the middle of the formation was startled by the sudden ambush and fired in the presumed direction of the enemy without waiting for his commander's orders.

Reloading a front-loading musket takes at least a minute even for a skilled shooter. But in this chaos, achieving such a reload speed was impossible.

They were completely defenseless. A once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. This was the moment Security had been waiting for.

And so Security released the safety on their gun, poked their head out, and shouted with all their might:

"FIRE!!!!!!!!!!"

As Bravo-6's squad leader shouted with all his might, dozens of gun barrels began spitting fire, and an intense firefight broke out.

Actually, it was hardly a firefight.

Security would fire all eight rounds, then retreat, insert a clip into the fixed bolt, pull the trigger, and the gun would fire. Meanwhile, a dwarf would be stuffing gunpowder into his barrel only to have his lungs pierced and die instantly.

Additionally, during combat, you can see the trajectory of bullets aimed at you. You can hear the sound of bullets hitting the ground or flying into the sky.

When a bullet with a golden tail whizzes past your ear, even the most disciplined soldier can only jump, run, lie down, and beg for mercy.

In the face of such unprecedented shock and terror, the commander's shouts to maintain formation were nothing but nonsense.

"Reload!"
"Hold the line!"
"The hat! Aim for the ones with hats!"
"Don't retreat!"

More shouts were exchanged between the dwarves and Security.

The difference was that Security's shouts were communication to efficiently kill dwarves.

The dwarves' shouts were officers desperately yelling at soldiers who kept trying to break formation.

Some time passed. It was around when the eighth clip ejected from the rifles.

As the thick dust from the dynamite explosion completely settled and both sides could perfectly identify each other, Security immediately ran backward.

"Retreat!"

Thanks to the pre-designed escape route, Security's retreat was very swift. It was so swift that the forest became instantly quiet, as if the battle had never happened.

But it was no lie. As if to prove it, the forest was filled with smoke and the smell of burning flesh.

.
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The dwarf army, severely hit by Security's meticulous ambush, suffered 52 casualties and 114 injuries before they could even engage in proper combat. And this was achieved in just 5 minutes.

Despite these tragic and devastating results, the dwarves continued to push through the forest. They were even more determined, disparaging Security as dishonorable battlefield scum who only knew how to ambush.

But Security's operation wasn't over yet; the real operation was just beginning.

"Fire!"

From atop rocks overlooking the dwarf army, a nine-member Security squad would each fire a magazine of aimed shots and then flee, repeating this pattern.

With nine people firing 8-round rifles, 72 bullets flew toward the dwarves, and with half hitting their targets, each ambush resulted in an average of about 20 casualties.

Additionally, they would secretly approach every night, throw dynamite at food wagons and cannons, and then run away, driving the dwarves to the brink of insanity.

Of course, the dwarf army wasn't stupid.

They selected veteran soldiers and hunters who were good shots.

These selected soldiers were sent ahead to prevent ambushes.

But this was clearly a misjudgment.

The dispatched dwarf soldiers, constrained by their habitual infantry formation, were easily picked off one by one by Security, who employed the bizarre tactic of firing while moving, something the dwarves had never seen or heard of.

Their methods of movement were fundamentally different.

Additionally, the accuracy and range of the K-1 rifle far exceeded that of the musket, so from the dwarf soldiers' perspective, they were dying from bullets fired from impossible distances, making the outcome inevitable.

Well, as the situation continued this way, the morale of the dwarf army plummeted day by day, while Security became increasingly bold, starting to do things they normally wouldn't.

"If we hang it up like this, they won't be able to get it down."
"Wow. Squad leader, you're the best."

They mutilated the bodies of killed dwarf soldiers and hung them from trees.

What made it even more vicious was that they hung them so high that the dwarves, with their characteristically short stature, couldn't retrieve their comrades' bodies.

This was known as "canoing." It was a scene deserving of applause for the human cruelty that no one had taught them, yet they took the initiative to perform.

And naturally, the effect was tremendous. As they passed trees with their comrades' bodies hanging from them, the already poor morale of the dwarf army plummeted even further, straight into the basement.

It got to the point where they would fire their muskets in the direction of any strange sound they heard, overcome with fear.

When one started shooting, nearby soldiers would also waste gunpowder and bullets firing into the void. They would then immediately adopt a meaningless combat stance, only to feel utterly deflated when they confirmed much later that no one was there.

Yet they couldn't simply relax their guard because there were frequent actual ambushes, so the dwarves were exposed to combat stress 24 hours a day.

Now, let's imagine. Let's assume we are dwarf soldiers.

Nausea, thirst, heart palpitations, trembling sensations.

Sudden loud noises, disturbing visual stimuli, foul odors, extreme fatigue, lack of sleep.

Continuous and repeated waiting and uncertainty, the constant presence of threat.

Imagine being exposed to all these factors at once, 24 hours a day. What would happen?

If stress is received all at once in this way, the body shows a fight-or-flight response. The prefrontal cortex, which is responsible for careful thinking, is excluded from the thinking process as innate instinct tries to keep the body safe.

The brain, judging the prefrontal cortex to be useless, automatically hyperactivates the amygdala, which is responsible for emotions, allowing it to seize control.

Simply put, the brain shuts down.

This is known as acute stress response.

A soldier experiencing acute stress response becomes uncontrollable and extremely emotional, showing unproductive reactions instead of rational and productive behavior.

"I can't go on... I just can't!"

As a result, soldiers refusing to march became commonplace.

"Just leave me alone! Fucking send me home!"

It reached the point where deserters began to appear.

The dwarf general was shocked. Deserters from the 23rd Infantry Regiment, which, while not elite, was at least considered near-elite.

"Impossible!!!"

The dwarf general screamed in near despair as he personally executed the captured deserter.

At this point, they had essentially been defeated, without even seeing the enemy's face in a proper battle.

However, retreat was not an option. Setting aside the general's personal pride, there were many complex reasons.

Even if they retreated now and preserved the lives of the soldiers and himself, who would take responsibility for the dishonor the soldiers would carry for the rest of their lives—retreating without even fighting the enemy?

Additionally, the dwarf general himself would undoubtedly be executed, along with his family.

The only way to solve this cruel dilemma was to either capture Bell Park or die fighting. Good heavens! There was no other option.

So the dwarf general ordered the advance with a dying voice.

By the time they completely emerged from the forest, the 23rd Infantry Regiment had been reduced from a total force of 2,310 to 2,028.

Of course, recalculating after excluding the dead and considering the wounded, summary executions, and deserters...

The combat-capable force had been reduced to 1,639.

Ch.92 - The Obvious Outcome.
The dwarf army emerged from the forest.

The march of soldiers who had somehow survived that horrific place—truly a green hell—now entered a vast open field.

Never had the sun, previously hidden by tall trees, felt so welcome. Under its dancing light, even the swaying grass looked beautiful.

"We're alive!"

A dwarf soldier collapsed face-first onto the ground, letting out a cry mixed with tears. It was the joyful roar of someone who had faced death and survived, now overwhelmed by spiritual impulse.

Normally, such emotional outbursts would be strictly forbidden under military law and punishable by whipping, but the officers imposed no sanctions.

"I'm alive too!"

This was because the officers were right there alongside the soldiers rolling in the grass. Evidently, the pale terror of death recognized no rank.

The dwarves threw their arms up, laughing with such relief it felt like their diaphragms might melt.

But before long, the smiles vanished from their faces.

They had something they desperately didn't want to do, but orders, duty, and responsibility still remained.

"March."
"..."
"MARCH!"

At their commander's stern order, the dwarf army finally began trudging slowly toward Bell Park.

Thus began an extremely difficult and nauseating march. At least they were walking through an open field with clear visibility rather than that hellish forest, which made it somewhat bearable.

They thought it would be bearable.

"Well, look at that. Living targets just walking around."

Of course, the clear open field didn't mean Security would leave them alone. In fact, they killed dwarves more efficiently than during the forest ambushes.

Security agents would casually stroll across the field and, upon spotting the marching dwarf formation, immediately open fire.

"Fire!"
"ARGH!"
"Run!"

After emptying their guns, they'd quickly flee, just as they had in the forest.

The dwarves tried to return fire using fallen comrades as cover, but their muskets had no hope of reaching Security agents 400 meters away.

For the dwarves, this was even worse than being in the forest.

At least in the forest, they could return fire. Now, with the enemy well beyond maximum range and toying with them, they could do nothing.

Of course, the enraged dwarf cavalry tried to pursue the retreating Security agents, but to Security, the cavalry were just slightly faster-moving targets.

"My God... the cavalry..."

And when the regular infantry saw the elite cavalry units being killed so effortlessly even in what should have been their ideal terrain, they began to feel not just fear but utter helplessness.

Thus, the dwarf army faced their first night in the open field.

.
.
.
.
.

Marching over the bodies of fallen comrades repeatedly creates a surreal sensation of being disconnected from reality.

And seeing fellow soldiers walking in formation with contorted faces in this unreality maximizes that sense of displacement.

It feels like being exiled alone at the edge of the world. To borrow an expression from a novel I read as a child, it was like being the only person with two eyes in a village of one-eyed people.

The only consolation was that I wasn't the only one having such thoughts.

"Dmitri."
"What."

At the flickering campfire in our encampment, I called out in a hushed voice to Dmitri, my training camp comrade.

"You feel it too, right? This battle... or can we even call it that?"
"What are you trying to say?"
"You know. Advancing in this situation is unnatural. Life is precious."
"Are you whining like a coward again?"

Dmitri snapped at me with a sharp voice. Or perhaps it would be more accurate to call it a resigned voice.

Because from the moment I spoke to him, he probably knew what I was going to say.

Dmitri had always struggled to hide his expressions.

I launched into a passionate argument.

"Think about what happened today! We've already lost! Every time we hear gunfire, we close our eyes, only opening them when everything goes quiet! With morale like this, what could we possibly accomplish at Bell Park?"

I didn't care if other soldiers heard. In fact, I almost wanted them to hear.

"I... I don't know! Is this honor? Will my death have any meaning? Have you even seen the faces of these humans once? Is this... is this...!"
"..."
"Is this the honorable battlefield we were told about?"

Dmitri said nothing in response to my outburst. But his expression was answer enough.

"I can't stand another moment in this godforsaken battlefield!"
"Hey...! You can't say that...!"

Dmitri hurriedly tried to cover my mouth after my sudden, reckless statement.

But it was already too late.

"I simply cannot overlook that statement."
"Officer, sir!"

A dwarf officer who had appeared from the darkness during my tirade cocked the pistol at his waist.

Dmitri jumped in alarm and stood in front of me.

Despite trembling before the dark gun barrel, Dmitri forced an awkward smile, his voice strangely calm and even affectionate.

"Officer, sir! This friend... Yes! He ate something bad earlier today and his mind is a bit..."

The dwarf officer, still pointing his gun at me, gestured to Dmitri who was shielding me.

"Step aside. Unlike the humans' guns, this won't penetrate through a body."
"Officer, please!"
"Tsk."

Seeing the officer's finger tightening on the trigger, I closed my eyes, sensing my imminent death.

BANG-!

Strangely, though the gunshot rang out, I felt no pain. Instead, the pressure that had been enveloping my body suddenly disappeared, giving me the sensation that I might open my eyes to find myself in heaven.

But that was an illusion.

The pressure around my body had been Dmitri's arms, and I realized, foolishly late, that Dmitri had been shot instead of me when his arms fell limply away.

"Kuh... keurk..."
"You're hastening your own death."

In the campsite lit only by the campfire, I stared at Dmitri as he bled out.

"Insubordination during wartime means summary execution. You must have known that."
"Ser...gei..."

Through my blurring vision, I tried to distinguish Dmitri's colors, but he had already lost all the vibrant hues of the rainbow, becoming like a faintly painted, blurry watercolor.

"Dmitri!"

I hurriedly bent down and shook Dmitri, but there was no response.

My hands, which had been frantically touching Dmitri's body, were black and bloody. I must have touched where his blood had pooled.

Even though my vision had lost all color, Dmitri's dark purple blood remained vivid.

It felt like experiencing a terrible nightmare.

Meanwhile, the officer, squinting like someone with myopia, loaded powder into his gun barrel.

Seeing this, I said nothing. Neither did the officer.

We both remained silent. But the fundamental reasons for our silence differed.

The officer's silence was more like taking a brief rest before another bloodbath.

My silence was like that of someone who had become calm through extreme despair—the quiet moment before an explosion of madness.

.
.
.
.
.

Bell Park.

Oppenheimer Security Headquarters.

Command and Control Room.

In the command center where numerous agents were busy operating radios, Kitty widened her eyes at an extraordinarily unexpected report.

"What? Is this real?"
"They were just fighting among themselves in the middle of the night."
"Hmm..."

Kitty said nothing in response to the staff officer's matter-of-fact answer. She seemed speechless at this unexpected stroke of luck.

"Who witnessed this directly?"
"Ghost 2-1 from the ground reconnaissance platoon, ma'am."
"Is he here now? If so, bring him in."

At Kitty's instruction, the staff officer casually waved toward the half-open door, and soon Ghost 2-1, a sturdy man with a mesh net over his face, entered the command center.

"Oh, it's you? Don't be nervous. Just explain the situation from the beginning."
"Yes, ma'am."

Ghost 2-1 faithfully carried out Kitty's instructions, chattering away with all the details.

"So an officer executed a soldier, then a nearby soldier killed that officer, and shortly after, the soldiers collectively revolted?"
"That's correct."

Ghost 2-1 nodded admiringly at Kitty's perfect three-line summary, while Kitty slumped onto the sofa with a deflated expression.

Of course, intentional friendly fire—or "fragging"—existed in every army throughout history, so the dwarf army's rebellion wasn't particularly surprising to Kitty.

If anything, it was fortunate. After all, every person in Bell Park was valuable.

"Where are the survivors now?"
"Still in the field. They surrendered a few hours ago, so they should be in the process of disarmament by now."
"How many in total?"
"We estimate around 400."
"Wasn't the initial report 2,000?"
"Yes, ma'am."
"Quite a death toll. What about officers or commanders?"
"The commander is dead, and seven officers survived."
"Is that so? That's unfortunate. The commander would have been the most valuable."
"Indeed."

Military commanders in this era were often nobles. The standard practice was to hold them for ransom, which is why Kitty and her staff couldn't hide their disappointment.

Of course, even a corpse might fetch half-price if properly recovered, but given that the dwarf general died in a rebellion, expecting an intact body was probably unrealistic.

"Hmm... seven officers probably won't even cover the cost of bullets."
"What should we do with the remaining regular soldiers?"
"Do we have a POW camp?"
"No, we don't."
"Then just throw them in the mines or something."
"Yes, ma'am."

Ch.93 - Our Empire Now.
# Battle Report: Engagement at Bell Park Outskirts

## 1. Overview

This report documents the details of the battle between the 23rd Infantry Regiment of the Rus Republic and Oppenheimer Security of Bell Park that occurred on the outskirts of Bell Park.

The battle unfolded as an invasion attempt by the Rus Republic and the subsequent defensive operation by Oppenheimer Security.

## 2. Participating Forces

**Rus Republic 23rd Infantry Regiment**
- Strength: Approximately 2,000 troops (Main force: line infantry, Support: cavalry, artillery)
- Armament: Full-dress rifled muskets, light artillery
- Commander: Nikolai Grachikov (deceased)
- Objective: Early occupation of Bell Park

**Oppenheimer Security**
- Strength: 536 personnel
- Armament: K-1 semi-automatic rifles, K-5 multipurpose machine guns, K-8 pistols, M-1 dynamite (Main force: infantry, Support: scouts, engineers)
- Commander: Kitty Oppenheimer
- Objective: Defense of Bell Park

## 3. Pre-Battle Situation

The Rus Republic decided to invade Bell Park for tactical, political, and economic gains.

The 23rd Infantry Regiment, judging Bell Park's defenses to be non-existent, advanced through the forest with the goal of swift occupation.

## 4. Battle Results

**Rus Republic 23rd Infantry Regiment**
- Deaths: 479
- Wounded: 811
- Missing: 593
- Major losses: 40 light artillery pieces, 370 dress muskets, 57 war horses

**Oppenheimer Security**
- Deaths: 0
- Wounded: 72
- Major losses: 8 K-1 semi-automatic rifles

## 5. Battle Analysis

**Factors in Oppenheimer Security's Victory**
1) Superior firepower and range of K-1 rifles
2) Effective use of terrain and surprise attacks using M-1 dynamite
3) Consistent rear disruption and effective supply line interdiction
4) Organic tactical system and organization using radio communications
5) Advanced infantry tactics

**Factors in Rus Republic 23rd Infantry Regiment's Defeat**
1) Outdated weapons and rigid tactics
2) Geographical disadvantages
3) Lack of morale
4) Unexpected counterattack from Bell Park

## 6. Conclusion

This battle serves as a decisive example of Oppenheimer Security's exceptional combat capability and strategic advantage despite being their first engagement. The effective use of new technologies such as the K-1 rifle and radio communications, along with thorough advance preparation, greatly contributed to Oppenheimer Security's victory.

Author: Tom Hawkins, Bell Park Institute for Future Strategic Studies

---

The afterglow of victory had yet to fade in Bell Park.

The Security, having successfully completed the task of confiscating weapons from dwarves and throwing them all into the mines, had finished their first battle perfectly with the unprecedented record of zero allied casualties.

However, despite this remarkable achievement, neither Kitty nor the Security were celebrating.

Instead, they focused on maintaining a solemn composure to barely sustain their hearts. It seemed that while the battle had ended, the war was just beginning.

Fortunately, the situation was better than expected.

Specifically, they had successfully led the battle without any casualties, and the estimated time until the arrival of reinforcements was roughly three months away.

Three months. A time that could be considered both short and long. We needed to utilize these three months more usefully and efficiently than ever before.

Thus, Kitty began sharing constructive feedback with those involved in the battle.

"So you want a gun that can fire continuously like a machine gun?"
"Yes."
"And it should be easy to handle too?"
"Is that not possible?"
"It's easy."
"Really?"
"I was planning to make it that way from the beginning."
"Then why didn't you?"
"Because we didn't have the capability to make magazines back then."
"Magazines?"

Kitty immediately began the K-1 semi-automatic rifle improvement project with researchers from Oppenheimer Armory, as requested by the Security.

As Kitty said, there wasn't much to improve. They simply modified the trigger of the existing K-1 semi-automatic rifle to enable automatic fire, then attached the now-producible magazines.

Additionally, based on Kitty's experience, they changed the stock angle to align with the barrel axis to minimize recoil.

They also added a muzzle compensator and pistol grip, and attached a folding vertical foregrip, instantly creating the K-2 assault rifle.

"How is it?"
"Let's go with this!"

The Security members beamed with joy after emptying a magazine of the K-2 assault rifle at the firing range.

Of course, anyone with even a little knowledge of military matters might worry that they were following the same path as the M-14, the shortest-lived service rifle in US military history.

This concern was valid since the existing K-1 semi-automatic rifle used large caliber ammunition with significant recoil, making it unsuitable for automatic fire according to academic consensus.

But it was fine. The Security needed to hunt not only humans but also monsters.

Even now, with complaints about insufficient power against monsters, creating a new intermediate cartridge for assault rifles would be too much of a financial burden even for Kitty.

"Unless our ancestors provide the supplies..."
"Pardon?"
"Nothing. How's the additional machine gun production coming along?"

Kitty brushed off the researchers' question.

---

And so three months passed. It truly felt as swift as an arrow.

Every factory in Bell Park had been operating non-stop since converting to a wartime system under Kitty's guidance.

The trenches had become longer and more complex than before, with additional machine guns deployed accordingly.

The Security members, armed with more formidable automatic rifles, returned to the forest, eyes gleaming as they waited for their prey.

However, they never got to use their new rifles and machine guns.

"A coup?"
"Yes... it's not officially announced yet, but it's certain."
"Huh."

Kitty seemed dumbfounded, putting out her freshly lit cigarette and staring at the ceiling.

"Hah... so much for the officers' ransom."
"Indeed. The new regime won't bother paying for remnants of the previous government."
"Got nothing out of it, nothing at all..."

As tension ebbed away like the tide, an overwhelming sense of emptiness rushed in, and with the gloomy weather adding to the mix, her temples began to throb.

Thinking about the massive stockpile of supplies accumulated in preparation for the invasion and the funds spent made her head pound like playing an entire keyboard, worsening her headache.

"What happens now?"
"What do you think? The dwarves will obviously pull out, and our country will have a much easier time beating up the elves."
"So what do we do now?"

Kitty frowned at the public servant's innocent question, then broke into a hollow laugh as if having reached enlightenment.

"Let's just go get lunch."
"Yes... let's do that."

---

Time continued to flow, and the war progressed as Kitty had predicted.

With the country thrown into turmoil by the coup, the new regime of the Rus Republic had to sign an unequal treaty before finally declaring an end to the war.

With the surrender of the Rus Republic eliminating an entire front, the home country entered a phase of maintaining the front line while gathering strength to concentrate on the elven front.

This was the best possible news for Kitty, who had been worried about an invasion by the Elven Alliance. The situation had suddenly changed from 2-against-1 to a 1-on-1 deathmatch, forcing the Elven Alliance to defend their own capital rather than invade Bell Park.

And so, external threats to Bell Park completely disappeared.

However, new threats always emerge at unexpected times.

Bell Park was no exception.

---

Imperial Capital.

The Imperial Diet, adorned with well-polished marble and scattered lighting fixtures.

In the Diet where key figures responsible for the Empire's future gathered, a parliamentary faction noble with thick shoulders and an impressive mustache obtained the right to speak and slammed his desk, speaking roughly:

"It seems the Bell Park Governor has gone completely mad."

The parliamentary noble's statement was extremely rude and surprisingly severe.

Under normal circumstances, it would have warranted a warning, but none of those gathered at the Imperial Diet reprimanded the noble who had just finished speaking.

Rather, the atmosphere suggested agreement as people nodded their heads. It would have been strange if applause hadn't broken out from all directions.

Among them, other parliamentary faction nobles who had been nodding vigorously began to raise their voices even louder before the momentum was lost.

"Despite the Imperial law strictly prohibiting magitech! Whose servant is the Bell Park Governor anyway?"

"This is a clear challenge! The Bell Park Governor must be arrested immediately!"

Having suddenly taken control of the assembly, the parliamentary faction nobles began using extreme language to impose strong and clear imagery. As if the Bell Park Governor were truly a heinous criminal or rebel.

However, the parliamentary faction's strategy was deeply flawed. This method of shocking the imagination only works on ignorant crowds.

For nobles who have weathered all kinds of political schemes—especially the royalist faction composed of traditional nobles—it was merely the nonsensical ramblings of a dreamer with many vulnerabilities.

Thus, an old noble who had maintained silence in his seat finally spoke up.

"But that doesn't erase all the merits of the Bell Park Governor."
"...What do you mean?"

Having captured everyone's attention with a single sentence, the old noble looked around before beginning his formal statement.

"I mean exactly what I said. Didn't the Bell Park Governor use a self-organized militia to not just stop but completely defeat the 23rd Infantry Regiment, an elite unit of the Rus Republic that had been a thorn in our side? It's an undeniable fact that this has made conducting the war much easier."

"Ugh..."

With the royalist faction officially entering the fray, the parliamentary faction lost momentum.

The parliamentary faction had anticipated the royalist faction's rebuttal, but they hadn't expected the leader of the royalist faction to step in from the beginning, which inevitably dampened their momentum.

Moreover, the old noble leading the royalist faction was a fundamental aristocrat whose family had held parliamentary positions for generations, which made it even more impactful.

"I believe the inventions created by the Bell Park Governor should be praised rather than condemned as harmful to our empire. Is there anyone here who hasn't used Sulfa medicine even once?"
"Ahem..."

When the old noble brought up Sulfa medicine, other nobles cleared their throats uncomfortably and averted their gaze.

However, the parliamentary faction were nobles too, and not ones to back down easily. If the royalist faction would discuss merits and demerits, the parliamentary faction attempted to counter their claims from a strictly legal perspective.

"But that doesn't justify the Bell Park Governor's illegal actions!"
"That's right! What was the background for banning magitech in the first place? Have you all forgotten Kitty Margaret?"
"Wait, that name..."

As soon as a passionate young noble from the parliamentary faction uttered the name "Kitty Margaret," a nearby noble frantically covered his mouth in alarm.

But like spilled water that cannot be gathered again, words once spoken cannot be taken back. The assembly fell silent instantly, and the young noble who had brought it up bowed his head in apology.

"I apologize. I misspoke."
"Hmm... that will do."
"But I must say what needs to be said. Kitty Oppenheimer! That person is clearly a criminal!"
"Hey! I said that's enough!"

As soon as the young parliamentary noble finished speaking, the assembly instantly heated up as if nothing had happened.

"There must be no exceptions to the law! Kitty Oppenheimer must be punished!"
"No! Magitech was just a momentary mistake! The Empire should embrace her to keep her from going astray!"

The fierce debate and raised voices continued for some time. The old noble maintained his dignified posture but couldn't hide his discomfort.

In contrast, the parliamentary faction was so confident that their shoulders seemed to reach the sky.

Evidently, the parliamentary faction's arguments based on law were more convincing than the royalist faction's claims.

The long debate lasted a full five hours.

The royalist faction tried hard to defend Kitty Oppenheimer, but it was all in vain without breaking through the powerful logic of the sacred Imperial law.

Thus, the assembly seemed to be leaning toward punishing Kitty Oppenheimer, but...

"One moment."

The Queen, who had maintained silence until now, intervened.

"May I say a word?"

Ch.94 - Just Leave It Alone For Now!
The Queen, the rightful, legitimate, and sole heir to the Empire, appeared quite delicate at first glance—seemingly frail to the point of appearing precarious—but in reality, she was a woman abundantly qualified as a monarch, so calculatingly ruthless that she rarely showed affection to anyone.

Thus, when the Queen first heard news about magical engineering, it was inevitable that she would instinctively calculate profit and loss rather than deliberate on legal rights and wrongs.

However, the Queen, having studied humanities, lacked any engineering knowledge and struggled to understand technical jargon like efficiency or output that engineers might discuss.

Nevertheless, magical engineering was quite an enticing prospect. She firmly believed that if utilized properly, it could replace the worn-out steam engines and become the Empire's new heart.

Moreover, from a political perspective, there was absolutely nothing disadvantageous about it.

The royalist and parliamentary factions, better known to the public as the Nobila and the Bourgeois.

Unlike the royalist faction, primarily composed of traditional landowners, the parliamentary faction's political funding came from steam engine factories. For this reason, magical engineering was the perfect card to keep the parliamentary faction in check.

Furthermore, from the Queen's perspective, the parliamentary faction was no different from a bunch of bastards who opposed everything she did. Considering all these factors, there was no reason for the Queen not to embrace magical engineering.

However, there was a problem, a task, in bringing in magical engineering.

Though unlikely, if magical engineering disrupted the balance between the parliamentary and royalist factions, that would be problematic in its own way.

If the parliamentary faction collapsed, it was obvious that the royalist faction would gain power.

Of course, while the royalist faction was the Queen's political foundation, they weren't unconditionally favorable to her. It was an open secret that the royalist faction was constantly looking for opportunities to turn the Queen into their puppet.

Additionally, considering public opinion gave her a headache.

In the not-so-distant past, a few writers and a handful of newspapers effectively controlled public opinion, but today, writers have lost their influence, and newspapers merely reflect public opinion.

The Queen was no exception. All politicians, including the Queen, were busy chasing public opinion rather than leading it.

For these reasons, the decision to accept magical engineering was not easy. It was a decision that could stake the Queen's political life.

The situation was extremely complex, with various factors intertwined like a nightmare. It felt like walking a tightrope that could collapse with the slightest touch.

But this precariousness—not crossing that line—that's what politics is about.

And the Queen, having lived in the political arena for half her life, was very skilled at this tightrope walking. Everyone admires the classical elegance of an acrobat in glittering attire carefully walking across a rope.

That's why she was the Queen.

Having finished her contemplation, the Queen broke her maintained silence and began to speak.

"May I say something?"

"Of course, Your Majesty."

All eyes in the parliament focused on the Queen alone.

Easily shaking off the pressure from gazes that ordinary people would hardly notice, the Queen composed herself and began to speak.

"I have a question for you."

"Please ask, Your Majesty."

"When Bell Park was invaded by the Rus Republic, our country couldn't provide any help. Is that correct?"

"Shamefully, yes."

"Then can we say that the Empire's jurisdiction extends to Bell Park?"

"...I'm not sure I understand the intent of your question."

The young nobleman from the parliamentary faction, looking into the Queen's silver-gray eyes, emanated a subtle and barely perceptible hostility.

The Queen looked down at the parliamentary nobleman's eyes without any emotion.

"Under imperial law, the Empire's territory is defined by the standard of jurisdiction, and jurisdiction is defined as the authority where the state's judicial power extends."

"That is correct, Your Majesty."

"Then is Bell Park truly imperial territory?"

"However, Your Majesty, the appointment of Kitty Oppenheimer as governor of Bell Park suggests that the Empire considers Bell Park to be a region under some degree of imperial influence."

"That's not what I'm trying to say. A state's jurisdiction often presupposes that the state fulfills its duty to protect that territory and its residents. If we neglected our defensive duties when Bell Park was invaded, can the Empire truly claim jurisdiction over Bell Park?"

"Your Majesty! The situation at that time was such that—!"

"So did we fulfill our duty to protect?"

"...No, we did not."

The young parliamentary member glared at the Queen, grinding his teeth. Though his gaze was explicit enough to constitute disrespect, the Queen didn't particularly mind.

"As I understand it, Bell Park repelled the invasion with its own strength and established independent economic and military organizations under the governor's leadership. Bell Park can be interpreted as having effectively escaped the Empire's influence and exercising de facto autonomy."

"That's absurd, Your Majesty! According to imperial law, Bell Park is clearly and unequivocally imperial territory...!"

"Sigh... Let me say it again, that's not the issue. What I'm talking about is a matter of trust."

"Trust, you say?"

"Yes. The fact that the Empire failed to protect Bell Park has likely significantly diminished Bell Park residents' trust in the Empire. In such a situation, if we bring troops to punish Kitty Oppenheimer, do you think they will accept it willingly?"

"Those uncivilized frontier people's opposition means nothing!"

"Then you go to Bell Park. I'll specially provide you with one battalion of the Imperial Guard."

"What?"

"I've heard that the rumored eight-shot rifles are being independently produced in Bell Park... Anyway, good luck."

The publicly singled-out parliamentary member was at a loss. In this dizzying situation, all the member could do was bow his head deeply, nonverbally declaring surrender.

When the parliamentary faction chose silence, the Queen naturally became the victor. The Queen scanned the seats with her characteristic snake-like eyes before declaring:

"The Empire has laws that clearly prohibit the development of magical engineering. As long as Bell Park is considered imperial territory, these laws could apply to all individuals within Bell Park.

However, for that to happen, I believe the Empire must first have enough influence to claim jurisdiction over Bell Park. This is a prerequisite that must be resolved as long as the Empire adheres to the principle of territorial sovereignty.

Even if we were to arrest them, considering the Empire's wartime situation and the distance to Bell Park, it's an undeniable fact that there would be practical difficulties in law enforcement.

Therefore, my proposition is as follows:

For now, let's leave it be and focus on the war. This concludes today's parliamentary activities."

.
.
.
.
.

In the silence of the feverishly buzzing room, the Queen swallowed and stood by the window, gazing out to see the magnificent sunset coloring the lowlands, dazzling her eyes.

At this truly rare sight, the Queen sat in a chair placed in front of a card-playing table, buried her face in her arm, and enjoyed a rare tea time. It tasted like mulled wine with spices.

"Your Majesty, the Prime Minister has requested an audience."

"Let him in."

The Queen, still holding her tea, spoke while keeping her gaze fixed outside the window.

Having been granted an audience, the Prime Minister strode into the Queen's room. He was quite aged, with skin as white and rough as rice powder, which was somewhat irritating.

"Your Majesty."

"Welcome, Prime Minister."

The Queen greeted the Prime Minister, raising her cup.

"You seem to be in a good mood."

"And you seem to have rejuvenated quite a bit."

"Heh heh..."

The Prime Minister, seemingly taken aback by the Queen's rare joke, stood still like a still life and let out a hollow laugh.

"So what brings you here?"

"I wanted to inquire about your thoughts."

"Thoughts? Ah, about Kitty Oppenheimer? You don't seem pleased with my judgment."

"Not at all. On the contrary, our royalist faction is quite satisfied."

"Then why have you come to see me?"

"What does Your Majesty think about magical engineering?"

Having finished speaking, the Prime Minister waited for the Queen's answer, sweating profusely.

The Queen glanced at the Prime Minister from the corner of her eye, then returned her gaze to her teacup and answered the question.

"I don't know much, but according to the imperial engineer, it has everything needed to become the Empire's new heart."

"I'm curious about Your Majesty's own thoughts."

"If even those conservative engineers say so, I should trust and follow them."

"Is that so?"

The Prime Minister took a step forward toward the Queen, who was still sitting in her chair drinking tea, and showed her a document.

"What's this?"

"I wish to amend the law prohibiting magical engineering development."

"I thought you had grown timid with age, but I see you're still capable of such bold actions."

"With Your Majesty's support, I will certainly get it passed."

"Have you become more eloquent since I last saw you, Prime Minister? But no, it cannot be done."

"May I request permission to ask about the doubts I have?"

"Please don't do that."

"Do what?"

"...Nothing."

The Queen momentarily grimaced at the traditional imperial nobility's nested interrogative. While they thought they were being polite, it still sounded strange to the Queen's ears.

"Ahem... Anyway, I oppose the amendment for two reasons. I believe you know the first one, Prime Minister."

"You mean the unwritten rule?"

"Yes. 'Do not seek reform unless there is significant discomfort, and even then, reform only enough to eliminate that discomfort.' This unwritten rule has persisted for 400 years. If the parliamentary faction challenges this rule, it could become quite troublesome. It might even cost you your political career, Prime Minister."

"But Your Majesty, from the moment magical engineering emerged, steam engines were inevitably destined to become obsolete. Sometimes, one must boldly cut out the rotten parts. We should not exclude anomalies simply because they are anomalies."

"I know. Sometimes one must consider utility more than balance."

"Then why do you oppose it?"

"Because wasting time trying to create a perfect law from start to finish is a useless endeavor."

"?"

"You seem not to understand. Listen carefully, Prime Minister. For instance, philosophically listing the benefits of magical engineering at length won't interest citizens. It will only increase their resistance. But laws tend to follow the desires of the people."

"The desires of the people..."

"Yes. Simply showing the daily progress of Bell Park using magical engineering, without any distortion, will make the people desire reform on their own. We, who have exercised the wisdom to let the two factors of necessity and time work, can then refine the laws without any resistance."

"Hmm... Now that I hear it, you make a valid point. Changing laws based on immediate needs rather than speculative reasoning would certainly be less burdensome."

"Are you satisfied now?"

"As always, I learn something new today."

"Then take care on your way back, Prime Minister. It was a pleasure."

"Likewise..."

Ch.95 - Me? Bankrupt?
A dark darkroom, an old study located in the depths.

In a place where only thick law books and candles barely pushed away the darkness on an old desk atop a red carpet, a Parliamentary nobleman with an impressive mustache exhaled cigarette smoke roughly.

"Huff... What are we to do about that arrogant Queen?"

The nobleman's voice was low, slurred, and trembling. Having to choose his words carefully since he couldn't spew profanities in a formal setting, he was being deliberately cautious with his expressions.

A bald nobleman sitting in the chair opposite shook his head with a bitter expression. His fingers anxiously stroked the cold surface of a glass where ice crackled.

"It couldn't be helped. Her Majesty's logic was clever, and the damned Royalists sent their unwavering support as if they'd been waiting for this moment. Above all... aren't the achievements of that so-called Governor quite remarkable? Starting with the fertilizer he created..."

Faint vigilance and jealousy tinged the end of the bald nobleman's words.

The image of Bell Park rapidly growing based on magical engineering and threatening the position of the Parliament faction based on steam engine industry was crystal clear even with eyes closed, like a rippling screen. Yet they couldn't even imitate it, let alone surpass it. If only they could have admired it instead...

"To think we must stand by and watch as a mere colonial governor of low and humble origins shakes the very foundation of the Empire..."

"Calm yourself. We mustn't respond emotionally. Her Majesty's decision is merely a temporary reprieve; once the war ends, the situation could change completely."

As the mustached nobleman's agitated voice turned the cool air of the study sticky, another Parliamentary nobleman tried to calm him by analyzing the situation coldly.

Yet his eyes, too, couldn't hide their anxiety.

"Wait, you say? Until that upstart governor gains even more power? Nonsense! We must act now!"

"Do you have a method?"

"Methods? I have them in abundance. I can think of more than ten off the top of my head."

The mustached nobleman clenched his fist. In his mind, befitting a nobleman of the capital, various schemes to eliminate Bell Park and Kitty Oppenheimer emerged. From deteriorating public opinion, to instigating discontent within the Empire, and even the Queen's secret shame...

"Take a moment to gather your thoughts."

Another nobleman spoke soothingly, as if reading the mustached nobleman's mind.

"Our target is not Her Majesty. Our enemy is that Governor of Bell Park and the dangerous power of magical engineering he wields. Directly attacking Her Majesty would be foolish. It would only bring backlash, as we well know."

The mustached nobleman pondered his words for a moment.

On reflection, he might be right. The Queen still had the strong support of the Royalists, so hasty action could be dangerous.

"...Then there's only one way."

"Have you thought of a good plan?"

"It's nothing special. The most classic, certain, and clean method."

"Pardon?"

"I know a fixer. Expensive, but clean."

As the mustached nobleman finished speaking, the eyes of the other Parliamentary noblemen narrowed. They vaguely guessed his intention.

"We are old. If we fail, we'll die in prison."

"It doesn't matter. We'll die anyway even if we do nothing."

The mustached nobleman's eyes flashed in the darkness.

.

.

.

.

.

Around the time when the capital's rulers were arbitrarily discussing Bell Park's welfare before obtaining a temporary political reprieve through the Queen's judgment.

Bell Park, free from external threats, soon returned to normalcy.

The residents praised the Security forces that had achieved overwhelming victory on the outskirts of Bell Park and Kitty who led them, almost to the point of adoration. Reflecting this, the radios distributed to each household through Kitty's policy were busy enumerating everything that happened that day from A to Z all day long.

In addition, Bell Park's emerging film industry even produced and screened free movies about the battle based on veterans' testimonies. Kitty's status had nearly transcended humanity to become something spiritual.

All these elements were watching over Kitty like an elegant spell.

However, Kitty herself paid no attention to any of this. Rather, she was utterly miserable.

"Boss, when are we getting paid?"

"...Just wait a little longer."

"You're not out of money, are you?"

"..."

"Eh? Surely not..."

"It's not like that, so just wait!"

Kitty nervously chased away a worker who had entered her office demanding overdue wages, then breathed heavily as if to suppress her anger.

However, as someone who knows Kitty well, we can't help but tilt our heads in confusion.

Wasn't Kitty unofficially ranked as the wealthiest person? Why the unpaid wages?

Did Robin Hood suddenly appear and steal all her assets, or did she lose everything in futures trading?

If not that, had she suddenly discovered the charm of exploitative management, squeezing people to their limits before discarding them like worn-out shoes?

...Of course, that wasn't the reason.

The real reason was that all the costs incurred by the war had been personally shouldered by Kitty, shattering the fortune she had accumulated.

Kitty knew better than anyone that war was a money-eating hippo, but she never imagined that the cost of operating just 500 Security forces would be this severe.

Of course, as the owner of several factories, the most sensible and desirable approach for Kitty would be to produce fertilizer and sulfa drugs to raise funds.

However, even this was impossible for Kitty.

Because most of the raw materials needed to run those factories had been used to make bullets, there wasn't enough volume to raise sufficient funds.

Simply put, running the factories now would actually result in losses. Labor and transportation costs don't come from ancestors' pockets.

It was a difficult situation. The simple solution would be to borrow money from a bank to import raw materials, but there were no banks in Bell Park.

Of course, she had considered reaching out to the capital's financial sector, but unfortunately, the physical barrier of distance between the capital and Bell Park was always too formidable.

By the time she could borrow money and import raw materials, the factory workers would likely have already transformed into a mob, unable to endure the severe wage arrears.

No matter how great Kitty's prestige might be, when livelihoods are threatened, black-haired beasts will always raise their spears.

Whether due to stress or the carbon monoxide from chain-smoking cigarettes, or perhaps both, Kitty clutched her throbbing forehead, complaining of a terrible headache.

"Ah... my head hurts."

Kitty continuously massaged her temples while absently looking up at the wall clock.

In the ripened silence about to burst, the clock announced the passing of the afternoon. As the flow of time she had failed to notice amid various thoughts suddenly became apparent, Kitty felt hunger rising.

Feeling both hunger and headache, the increasingly gloomy Mademoiselle Kitty slowly descended the landing. After all, to resolve both headache and hunger at once, she desperately needed her doctor's prescription.

After toddling down the landing, Kitty ordered food from her personal physician, the restaurant owner, who handed her a plate of cold cuts.

Thinly sliced cold meat garnished with thin cheese. For Kitty, who usually found strong flavors burdensome, it was the perfect menu.

It was delicious. The ensemble of well-salted meat's saltiness balanced by soft cheese came as a substantial pleasure.

But it was all in vain. After finishing her meal, Kitty seemed worn down by the increasing pressure, looking as miserable as if covered with a wet blanket.

Time passed for a while. It was around when Kitty, having finished her meal, was lighting her eleventh consecutive cigarette on the spacious sofa on the restaurant's first floor.

"Boss-! No, Governor!"

A union member burst in, roughly opening the restaurant door. He must have been in considerable pain after colliding with a heavy chest in the hallway, but still, he ran eagerly toward Kitty.

Hearing the sudden thunderous noise calling for her, Kitty instinctively tried to hide. However, her movements were so sluggish that she was quickly discovered.

"What... I said I'll pay later."

"What? No, that's not the issue right now... well, it is an issue, but."

"Hmm? Do you have other business?"

"I do, but it's not me."

"Who is it then?"

"A dwarf."

Ch.96 - Dwarf, Why Are You Here?
"A dwarf?"

"Huh... He says he really wants to meet the boss?"

The guild member, performing his role as an excellent messenger, had apparently run quite a distance as he answered while catching his breath a few times.

"Who is it?"

"Um... I'm not sure. Seems like a businessman?"

"A businessman? Ugh...."

Kitty frowned deeply on the sofa, waved her hand dismissively a few times, and made her refusal clear.

Of course, the fact that a dwarf had come to Bell Park was enough to pique Kitty's interest, but that was all.

This was because even before this dwarf, there had been many businessmen who wanted to meet Kitty, and when she actually met them, they were generally disappointing.

Most were merely con artists targeting Kitty's wealth, and even if they were legitimate businessmen, from Kitty's perspective, their proposals were unimpressive and even cumbersome.

Moreover, in terms of personality, they were so self-centered and lacking in observational skills that they never suspected or noticed anything, so they never asked Kitty honest questions, and Kitty never had to answer honestly.

Above all, what Kitty found most unbearable was that as soon as they realized she was a small, young girl, they all became arrogant and condescending.

One businessman even suggested that she marry him so he could manage her assets for her. At that time, Kitty politely declined his proposal by gifting that charming eccentric a beating with a club instead of an answer.

...Anyway, businessmen who wanted to meet Kitty were generally like this. So it was natural to be reluctant to meet even a dwarf. After all, until recently, they had been pointing guns at each other.

"Anyway, I don't want to meet him, so find a way to politely send him away."

"Yes, ma'am."

"Good, thank you for your work."

The guild member who received Kitty's instructions turned around and walked toward the main entrance, while Kitty lay back down on the sofa, thinking about her leaking money pouch before coldly staring at the wall clock.

"Sigh... Maybe I should sell a few factories...."

How long had she been lying on the sofa, pondering a subject that seemed to have no answer?

Kitty's gaze unconsciously turned toward the half-open dining hall entrance, where the guild member she had just instructed was walking back toward her with quite a troubled expression.

"Um... Boss? I think you need to see this...."

"?"

The guild member handed a letter to Kitty, who was sprawled on the sofa.

The letter was quite extraordinarily decorated in an Oriental style, but other than that, there were no special features to be found. If pressed to name one, it was only that the paper was of extremely high quality.

"What is this?"

"I don't know the contents. However, he pleaded that if you still didn't want to meet after reading this letter, he would leave, so I brought it anyway."

"I see?"

Kitty received the letter, tilted her head curiously, and carefully opened the envelope with her slender nails to take out the contents.

She read the letter silently to herself.

The suspicious letter from an unknown sender strangely exuded an aristocratic manner of speech that seemed to beat around the bush from the very first paragraph, making it take considerable time for Kitty, who was born a commoner, to interpret it.

Nevertheless, Kitty continued reading this detective novel-like letter. Although the content wasn't particularly eye-catching, the déjà vu she felt from the unique writing style and vocabulary choices aroused her curiosity.

...And so, some time passed.

The above sentence meant that Kitty had perfectly understood the letter, which was an exquisite blend of poison and honey, and also implied that the dwarf nervously pacing outside the restaurant was not a simple merchant.

Thus, Kitty took her eyes off the letter and said:

"...Show him in."

.

.

.

.

.

To get straight to the point, the dwarf who visited Bell Park was not a businessman.

No, actually, he was a businessman. To be precise, he was a businessman visiting Bell Park on behalf of the current Rus Republic government—in simple terms, a special envoy.

"Это действительно удивительно...."

The dwarf envoy, finally guided into the restaurant, kept muttering in an unknown foreign language while fiddling with a radio placed to one side, but soon, as if remembering he had a duty to fulfill, he put the radio back in its place.

"I apologize for my rudeness. I simply can't resist interesting things."
"Oh my... It's quite alright."

The dwarf envoy bowed to Kitty with fluent Imperial language, and Kitty, startled, waved both hands. As a Korean, it was awkward for her to receive an apology from someone older than herself.

Moreover, perhaps because of the pale winter sunlight, the dwarf envoy looked like a pitiful old man without energy or color, which made her feel even more uncomfortable.

Well, anyway, now that the small mishap had passed, it was time to get a bit serious. After all, she hadn't invited the dwarves just to play chess.

When Kitty cleared her throat a couple of times from her seat, the dwarf envoy, sensing the change in atmosphere, walked over with a unique gait like an elephant tiptoeing and sat down. The distance between Kitty and the dwarf was neither too far nor too close—an ambiguous distance.

"I had heard rumors, but seeing it in person, this is truly an amazing city."

"Is that so?"

"Everything is a series of surprises. Especially those strange iron carriages that move without speaking, they're really..."

The dwarf envoy looked at the cars visible through the window with a rather ambiguous expression. Like a primitive man discovering fire for the first time, there was overflowing reverence mixed with the unmistakable greed typical of a merchant.

"Haha. You flatter me."

"You are quite modest."

Haha, hoho. The dwarf envoy gave a polite laugh, and Kitty quickly grabbed and ate a high-quality chocolate containing real alcohol from the table instead of a cigarette.

"But what truly amazed and made me envious as I walked around Bell Park was something else entirely."

"What would that be?"

Kitty watched the dwarf envoy intently while melting the chocolate in her mouth. What could he possibly envy? She cautiously predicted it might be the sulfa drugs, but she was wrong.

"It's the perfectly functioning sewage system, the electricity that's available anywhere and anytime in Bell Park as a matter of course, and the asphalt roads that branch out in various directions."

"You mean the infrastructure?"

"Exactly. In fact, iron carriages that move silently aren't that surprising, as eccentric inventors occasionally showcase them using steam engines. With time invested in improving efficiency and power, we dwarves could replicate them anytime."

"Well, sure. With enough time and money, what couldn't one accomplish?"

Kitty nodded readily upon hearing the dwarf envoy's words. At first, she thought he might be trying to start a power struggle, but upon reflection, the concept of automobiles wasn't particularly exceptional.

"However, the level of infrastructure throughout Bell Park is on a different dimension. Even from the perspective of an optimistic businessman, I'm convinced it's beyond what we could replicate."

"Is that so?"

"Indeed. To a mere businessman like myself, Bell Park appears not just as a city, but as a sublime work of art."

"What?"

Surprised by the dwarf envoy's unexpected compliment, Kitty maintained the typical indifferent attitude of a teenager and responded with an equally formal reply.

"Th-thank you for your kind words. Hehe..."

...Or at least she tried to. Having never experienced being praised by anyone, compliments about achievements she had accomplished on her own were too unfamiliar and exciting for Kitty.

So Kitty, unable to contain herself at the unexpected compliment, smiled broadly, showing her teeth, and then, with childlike cute gestures, twisted her shoulders slightly and kept rubbing her thighs.

The dwarf envoy, looking at Kitty, experienced a somewhat strange feeling while simultaneously feeling a chill.

The fact that this seemingly harmless, small, and cute girl was the mastermind who methodically led the massacre in the forest outside Bell Park created a sense of dissonance for the dwarf envoy, and he had never felt such discomfort in his life.

"Um... Is something wrong?"

"What? Oh, it's nothing."

Startled by Kitty's concerned question, the dwarf envoy shook his head vigorously. Without realizing it, he had been fumbling at his chest, looking for the musket pistol he had hidden in his bosom. Fortunately, he had left his weapon behind, so no unfortunate incident occurred.

Unaware of this fact, Kitty tilted her head curiously before dismissing it as unimportant and becoming indifferent as if nothing had happened.

"Let me know if you need medicine. We have plenty."

"I'm fine. It's just some gas in my stomach."

"That's good. By the way..."

Kitty kept her head fixed but glanced at the wall clock with just her eyes.

Of course, she wasn't looking at it because she was curious about the time. It was non-verbal communication suggesting they should get to the main point, as they were both busy people.

Kitty's sidelong glance, which served as a kind of signal, instantly changed the atmosphere in the room. The dwarf envoy, who had been wearing an awkward smile, immediately regained the clear eyes of a businessman, and so did Kitty.

"Well then... shall we get to the main point? As a special envoy from the Kingdom of Rus, the reason for my visit to Bell Park is none other than..."

Ch.97 - Haha, You've Been Fooled!
"Magic engineering, you say?"

Kitty bit into the chocolate she had been holding instead of a cigarette, reflecting on the Dwarven envoy's words. It was somewhat expected, so she wasn't particularly surprised.

Meanwhile, the Dwarven envoy nodded, sweating profusely. His stubby hand was fidgeting with the glass ashtray on the table.

"We request... a comprehensive transfer of magic engineering technology to our republic. Please allow our technicians to be dispatched to Bell Park to learn the technology, and permit us to utilize magic engineering in our land."

"Haha, a comprehensive transfer..."

Kitty repeated the Dwarven envoy's words while furiously calculating in her head.

But hmm... it wasn't easy.

Even considering that technology transfer could secure a foothold for overseas market expansion, dealing with the dwarves seemed to have more disadvantages than benefits. Could they really guarantee these bastards wouldn't secretly sell the technology to others behind their backs?

Moreover, since the key figures in the coup in the Rus Republic were of royal blood, a monarchical restoration had taken place.

With the restoration, while the citizens' loyalty to the returned royal family might be high, she'd heard they were floundering due to the devastated public security and shattered administrative procedures resulting from the coup.

Given their situation, before worrying about technology leaks, she was concerned about whether they could properly pay. Intelligence suggesting that they had sold off all profitable public enterprises and infrastructure industries to the private sector during the return to monarchy was a major obstacle to this deal.

But there was no need to be hasty. After all, a deal is only established after hearing the other party's proposal.

"And your terms?"

So Kitty asked the sweating Dwarven envoy with a formal smile. However, since she wasn't interested, her tone was cold enough to be considered diplomatically discourteous depending on who was listening.

For this reason, the Dwarven envoy who received Kitty's question found himself in a truly awkward position.

As a businessman before being an envoy, the dwarf had experience handling almost all material and immaterial desires, and he vaguely sensed how this deal might conclude.

Because Bell Park... seemed to have nothing to gain from the dwarves.

Originally, he had planned to exchange their proud unique dwarven technology for magic engineering, but upon personally experiencing the devastatingly large technology gap, it was rather the dwarves who needed to receive technology.

Yet paying in cash was equally problematic. If they had money, the royal family wouldn't have sold off public enterprises.

However, as mentioned earlier, the Dwarven envoy was a businessman before being an envoy.

Although the well-objectified royal family had preemptively absolved him of any punishment regardless of the deal's outcome, as a businessman, he wanted to find a landing point that he could personally accept.

But he struggled to come up with a strategy.

Despite being accustomed to stimulating others' desires while being fully aware of his powerful rights based on wealth, the Dwarven envoy couldn't easily guess what the girl... no, the governor wanted from this deal.

So while the Dwarven envoy appeared outwardly calm, he couldn't hide his momentary anxiety as he put a thick cigarette to his lips.

"May I smoke, if you don't mind?"

"Go ahead."

Ting-

After an exceptionally clear metallic sound, faint smoke discreetly escaped from the Dwarven envoy's lips. As the smoke brushed against Kitty's cheek, she too couldn't resist taking out a cigarette and lighting it.

"..."

"..."

Even as they smoked in silence, the dwarf's secretive eyes continued to observe the small girl. To peer into the window of desire that appeared much smaller than her physique, he needed to maintain his attention.

After continued observation, what suddenly caught his eye was Kitty's hand.

"Oh, I see you hold your cigarette with your left hand, so you must be a rare left-hander... ah, please forget I said that."

The Dwarven envoy cleared his throat, trying to take back his words. In an attempt to capture Kitty's interest by saying anything, he had made a mistake.

Of course, the Dwarven envoy had absolutely no intention of being derogatory. However, in a world where misconceptions about left-handedness were prevalent, mentioning it was clearly discourteous.

"Oh, this? I originally smoked with my right hand, but after leaving the military, I somehow found myself smoking with my left."

But Kitty didn't seem to mind. Rather, her demeanor changed subtly to something more sentimental, as if reminiscing.

"Pardon? Military? Discharge?"

"It's nothing. Rather, um... your lighter is quite interesting. Is it made of silver?"

While the Dwarven envoy tilted his head in confusion, Kitty quickly changed the subject. Her sudden embarrassment was quite strange, but since he had succeeded in capturing Kitty's interest, the Dwarven envoy erased the recent incident from his mind and extended his lighter to Kitty.

"Hehe... would you like to take a look?"

Taking the offered lighter, Kitty examined it with her large, deep green eyes.

Her expression was incredibly serious, like a girl of her age selecting accessories that would suit her, but since what she was holding was actually a lighter, the Dwarven envoy almost burst into laughter.

"It feels too light to be made of silver? Is it not silver?"

"Haha... understandable. Mithril is only found in the Rus Repub... no, the Rus Kingdom."

"Mithril?"

As the Dwarven envoy spoke with a smile, he suddenly felt someone's gaze.

No, actually, "someone's gaze" was the wrong expression. It was just that the very faint desire he had sensed from Kitty had suddenly intensified, making him mistake it for someone else's.

"Mithril... no, this is titanium. So titanium exists here too."

While Kitty muttered incomprehensibly, the Dwarven envoy inwardly rejoiced. Kitty's desire, which had been murky and fluctuating like muddy water, had finally become clear.

"Are you interested in mithril?"

The Dwarven envoy asked with a secretive smile.

.
.
.
.
.

The next morning around 9 AM.

The Dwarven envoy boarded a carriage heading from Bell Park to his homeland, accompanied by his attendant.

"You've worked hard, sir."

In the carriage, which moved so pleasantly it seemed almost joyful, the attendant pulled one of several wine glasses from the armrest and handed it to the Dwarven envoy.

"You too, my friend."

Taking the glass, the Dwarven envoy caressed its smooth surface before downing the drink in one gulp. A little spilled onto his tangled mustache, but it was trivial.

"The outcome seems favorable."

"Does it look that way?"

When the attendant broached the subject, the Dwarven envoy scratched his plump, rough gray cheek audibly, then revealed his small pearl-like teeth in a sly smile and replied.

"Indeed it is. Although it's not a complete technology transfer, this should certainly please the royal family. Settling with various raw materials, including mithril, was a bargain."

"Ah- raw materials? Well, we do have an abundance of those... wait, mithril?"

When the attendant asked in surprise, the Dwarven envoy, handling the Arcana Engine blueprint, replied nonchalantly.

"Why are you so surprised?"

"Isn't exporting mithril without permission a crime? If you proposed mithril without any consultation with the royal family, surely there would be problems..."

"Most dwarves believe that. But strictly speaking, handing over mithril itself isn't particularly criminal."

"Really?"

"Yes, really. Let me explain for your benefit: the real problem only arises when processed mithril or mithril refining methods are leaked."

"That's news to me."

"Of course. Unless you're a blacksmith directly under the government... no, the royal family, there's no need to know this. It's an ancient law that has become distorted common knowledge over generations."

"I see..."

The attendant seemed somewhat convinced. If it wasn't a crime as the Dwarven envoy said, there was no need to make an issue of it.

Nevertheless, the attendant's unease didn't easily dissipate. He spoke to the Dwarven envoy with a worried tone.

"Still, I can't help feeling uneasy. If they use mithril to create even more terrible weapons..."

"Look, I understand your concern, but that will absolutely never happen."

"Why not?"

"Keh keh keh... this is why bookworms..."

The Dwarven envoy took a long drag from his lit cigarette and chuckled softly.

"I'm sure the mithril you know is lighter and much stronger than steel. That's what everyone in the world believes, right?"

"That's right."

"But that's incorrect. While mithril that has undergone the dwarves' special refining process is lighter and stronger than steel, pure mithril is a completely different story... Pure mithril without any refining is too soft to even use as a kitchen knife."

"Wow... is that why all the royal blacksmiths have no tongues?"

The Dwarven envoy laughed sinisterly and said.

"Yes. What really needs to be protected is the refining method. Unless the royal blacksmiths go mad and leak the refining method in writing, even Bell Park would have no means. As evidence, countless countries throughout history have tried to imitate the refining method, but all have failed, keh keh keh..."

"I-I see. Now I understand. The payment for magic engineering was none other than 'pure mithril.' Of course, without including the refining method..."

"Do you understand now?"

"But isn't this fraud? If Bell Park raises this issue, things could get very complicated."

"Raises the issue? How exactly? By tattling to their homeland? To that empire that has banned magic engineering?"

"B-but this is a matter of credibility..."

"Credibility? Yes, perhaps. From Bell Park's perspective, they might well consider it fraud. But this happened because Bell Park didn't thoroughly review the contract. The word 'refined mithril' doesn't appear anywhere in our mutually drafted contract."

"But there's a possibility Bell Park might unilaterally terminate the deal before we receive the core technology."

"Don't worry. Even if it takes time, our excellent blacksmiths can reverse-engineer core technologies like energy conversion devices."

"I see..."

"Yes. As you know, deals are essentially games of watching your back. But you seem strange today. Have you suddenly developed a conscience?"

"It's not that. I've been through countless such contracts following you, sir. But somehow I feel like we're taking an unusually large loss."

"Hmm... come to think of it, you haven't taken a vacation in quite a while. I'll send you on vacation as soon as we arrive."

"Thank you."

By the time the conversation ended in the rattling carriage, it was nearly noon. The attendant handed the Dwarven envoy an appetizing sandwich made in Bell Park.

He also gave a sandwich to the coachman outside. After receiving the coachman's thanks, the attendant re-entered the carriage, only to find the sandwich left untouched, its packaging not even opened.

"No appetite, sir?"

Inside the carriage, the attendant looked alternately at the unopened sandwich and the Dwarven envoy, who seemed deep in thought.

"You eat first. I have something to think about."

"Is something bothering you?"

The attendant carefully closed the carriage door and sat back down.

"Now that I think about it, there's something I don't understand."

"What is it?"

"The Bell Park governor wanted petroleum."

"Petroleum? That black oil?"

"Yes. Its flash point varies wildly depending on where it's sourced, so it's surely useless except for heating."

"That's strange. Bell Park isn't a cold region like ours."

"You find it strange too, right? Of course, for us, petroleum is nothing but a useless burden, so we included it in the contract, but... something feels off."

"Perhaps they want to use it as lubricant for machines? It is slippery, after all."

"Is that so? I suppose that must be it."

"I'm sure that's it. As long as they don't use it for playing with fire, right? Anyway, please eat first. This sandwich is tastier than it looks."

"Hmm... alright."

The Dwarven envoy slowly nodded and unwrapped the sandwich.

However, the sandwich had no taste at all.

Ch.98 - Farewell, Daesik!
After the successful contract with the dwarves, a considerable amount of time had passed.

True to their reputation as an industrious race, the contract that was expected to take at least half a year was completed faster than anticipated. The main gate of the fertilizer factory was bustling with a procession of wagons brought by the dwarves.

"Куда это все положить?"
"Ангимотти."

The dwarves spoke their crooked language among themselves as they unloaded materials. Occasionally, what sounded like curses could be heard, but Kitty just let it slide.

It was understandable, as several hours had already passed, and no matter how hard they worked unloading, the raw materials piled on the wagons showed no signs of diminishing. There were still plenty of wagons that hadn't even arrived yet.

Unable to bear this dreadful sight, some workers rolled up their sleeves and strode forward to help the dwarves, but they were blocked by security personnel stationed nearby to prevent any potential conflicts.

Kitty's precaution was excellent.

While the Bell Park residents harbored no ill feelings toward the dwarves due to their overwhelming victory, and the dwarves themselves were unaware they had fought against Bell Park due to strict information control by the authorities, allowing unnecessary contact between them wasn't a good idea.

...Anyway, more time passed. The dwarves' loading and unloading, which had begun at dawn, finally ended by early evening the next day. The appearance of the wagons seemed to have changed about three or four times.

"Is Governor Kitty Oppenheimer here?"

After the unloading was complete, a dwarf began looking for Kitty against the backdrop of mountain-like piles of iron blocks and various wooden crates. Though his speech was awkward, he spoke the Imperial language, suggesting he was some kind of manager.

"I'm here."

"According to our contract, the Kingdom of Rus is to provide twice the resources consumed by Bell Park for five years, and we've just delivered the first year's worth. Do you agree?"

Kitty looked at the mountain of wooden crates visible over the manager dwarf's shoulder. The quantity clearly exceeded double what was needed, so Kitty readily nodded.

"I agree."

"Also, we'll be taking our prisoners from the mine."

"Go ahead. That's in the contract too."

"Then please sign here..."

A paper was shyly extended.

After Kitty scribbled a signature in the receipt confirmation section at the bottom of the paper, the manager dwarf left without looking back, taking the empty wagons and the prisoner dwarves who had been working in the mines.

"Goodbye, big eater! Be happy!"

The mine workers, who seemed to have grown attached to the dwarves they had worked with, gathered to bid farewell.

"Сука Блять! Иди нахуй!"
"Hahaha! Farewell! Don't get caught next time!"

Though they couldn't understand each other, the dwarves seemed to grasp the sentiment, departing forever with warm goodbyes.

What remained in front of the factory was an enormous quantity of raw materials.

And the dwarf scientists, dispatched for technology transfer and study of magical engineering, were left standing awkwardly.

.
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More time passed.

The aforementioned dwarves stayed temporarily in Bell Park for technology transfer, and the dwarf scientists continued to accumulate knowledge at Bell Park's Future Strategy Research Institute for their homeland.

"Give it up. How can you work for your country when you can't even understand such a simple formula..."

"Ошиб... I mean, I'm sorry..."

"And please stop using that damn yard-pound system. Are you going to change only after the power plant explodes and everyone dies?"

"This is how our country does things..."

The dwarves shed tears of emotion amid the researchers' passionate encouragement, not knowing what to do.

Although they were just backward folk who believed in the four-element theory and used an outdated unit system, Bell Park's excellent researchers spared no advice to somehow salvage these pseudo-scientists.

The raw materials brought by the dwarves were quickly transported to the necessary factories by trucks.

As a result, the factories soon normalized and began producing goods again. The angry workers who had suffered from unpaid wages also started receiving their salaries again. Kitty, who had narrowly avoided a pitchfork ending, breathed a sigh of relief.

"Boss. You almost die, yes?"

"Shut up, Hassan."

While walking together through the fertilizer factory, Kitty kicked Hassan's shin hard for giggling without reading the room, but due to their significant weight difference, it didn't teach him much of a lesson.

"Haha, that tickles, boss."

"...You're getting more and more cheeky."

Kitty growled at Hassan, who continued to laugh.

But from Kitty's perspective, Hassan was one of the few people who interacted with her without any ulterior motives or calculations, so it was essentially like WWE. However, being somewhat reserved in expressing emotions, Kitty didn't let Hassan know this fact. Nevertheless, judging by his teasing, Hassan must have been quite crazy himself.

Well... anyway, Hassan and Kitty continued walking through the fertilizer factory. Due to Kitty's small stride and still-unhealed leg, Hassan had to stop and go repeatedly, but he alleviated the boredom by engaging in high-level conversation with his master.

"Bigger chest vs. healed legs. Which one?"

"What do you mean 'healed'?"

"So what's your choice?"

"Obviously the legs."

A surprisingly dignified conversation between two highly educated individuals.

"Then... thickness vs. length. Which one?"

"What? What does that..."

"Just what it sounds like."

"Length? Thickness?"

Kitty tilted her head.

While Kitty would normally have immediately grasped the meaning of Hassan's poor metaphor, having lived as a woman for a considerable period, it took her a moment to understand the implication.

When she finally comprehended the meaning of length and thickness, Kitty's face turned as red as dark wine.

"You... you bastard!"

"Haha! Just joking, joking!"

From a reader's perspective, this might seem like a conversation begging for feminism, but unfortunately, sexual harassment toward women was as common as breathing in that era. Women didn't even have voting rights and were sometimes treated as incompetent persons, which gives some idea of the level.

But even so, applying the same standard to Kitty, who still had the air of a young girl, was truly insane.

"Crazy bastard..."

Kitty spat out a coarse curse at Hassan, who had already fled far away and was laughing loudly.

In Kitty's mind, Hassan had already been torn into a thousand pieces and turned into fertilizer, but the reason she couldn't put this into action was, as always, because his abilities were too valuable to waste.

.
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About five minutes after Kitty and Hassan had been walking around inside the fertilizer factory.

The place where Kitty stopped was quite peculiar. Even within the fertilizer factory, which was generally considered eerie, this was the most remote and narrow corridor with a bizarre structure, like a secluded private property thoroughly hidden away.

"Come in."

Kitty opened an oddly placed door in that eerie corridor-like ridge and entered.

Kitty went through the door first, and Hassan followed.

"Oh... the smell is shit..."

Upon entering the room, Hassan instinctively pinched his nose. However, the sticky, fishy smell of sulfur, once noticed, lingered in his nose tediously.

"Exciting, isn't it? This is the smell of money. Black gold, they call it."

As Kitty uttered these incomprehensible words and turned on the switch for the incandescent bulb on the ceiling, the room became clearly visible.

Amidst various scattered items, like hypnotized rabbits, sat a large cylindrical container filled with what Kitty had called black gold.

"This thing... is gold?"

Hassan looked at Kitty with an incredulous expression, and either because he wasn't sure if Kitty was serious or because he didn't know how to continue the conversation, he just stood still.

While Hassan was staring blankly at the petroleum, Kitty took out a piece of paper from her pocket and handed it to him.

"What the..."

The paper was a blueprint. It depicted something like a chimney or tower, and it appeared to be quite large.

"Your job."

"Watashi?"

"Yes. I know you've had nothing to do lately."

"Ugh..."

Hassan answered by flinching slightly. Kitty put the blueprint from Hassan's hand into his pocket, saying she had things to do, and left the room first. Hassan realized he would no longer be able to enjoy the laziness he had been indulging in for a while.

Ch.99 - The Child's Questions Can Sometimes Be Perplexing.
Having resolved the financial crisis that had been weighing on Kitty, and simultaneously outsourcing... no, subcontracting the crude oil distillation tower construction to Hassan, Kitty felt much more at ease.

She had considered tinkering with the titanium provided by the dwarves during her free time, but there were still many technical issues that needed to be resolved first.

Besides, even if she overcame all those challenges and managed to create something with great effort, there wasn't really any practical use for it at the moment, so she decided to put it on hold. It's not like she was going to build an airplane right away.

So Kitty decided to return to the restaurant and catch up on her paperwork. She walked out of the dreary fertilizer factory and onto the footpath.

Walking along the path where oleanders were in full bloom in one corner, Kitty felt like she was truly returning to the restaurant after a very long time.

She couldn't tell whether it was because her sense of time had been distorted by all the worries and concerns that had clouded her mind, or if that much time had actually passed. Though checking the calendar would instantly resolve this question, the weather was too nice to bother with such details.

"Hmm... hee~"

Kitty continued walking down the street, humming a tune. Walking slowly to fully enjoy the beautiful weather, she began to notice things she hadn't seen before, most notably the fantasy worlds painted on walls by second-rate muralists.

The forsythias painted on the wall looked so vivid, as if they had been fooled by the weather and bloomed early, and the geometrically curved waves seemed to carry the scent of salt.

Looking at these murals, Kitty began to walk along the walls as if entranced. Although it was difficult to find any regularity or consistency in the murals, she could still feel a sense of harmony.

As Kitty was drawn deeper into the secluded alley following the walls, more raw and unfiltered expressions appeared in the murals.

"Pfft."

By the time Kitty reached a dead end, she couldn't help but let out a laugh.

Instead of murals, the walls were covered with words—notably a solemnly scrawled "No Urinating" and graffiti like "sex" that seemed to contain the writer's desperate emotions, as well as unfamiliar words like "cornhole" that she had never heard before.

"People are the same everywhere."

Although it wasn't exactly an appropriate space for cultivating aesthetic sensibilities, Kitty left the alley feeling satisfied. Even though it was a primitive and degenerate form of art, it somehow filled the emptiness in her heart.

"But what does 'cornhole' mean anyway?"

.
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When Kitty returned to the restaurant after her street adventure, it was already the tail end of lunch hour. The customers had changed five or six times, and water droplets had formed and evaporated on half-empty glasses.

Standing in the middle of the half-empty restaurant, Kitty looked around. The restaurant owner at the counter was so busy even at the end of lunch hour that he hadn't noticed Kitty's arrival at all.

Kitty looked at the restaurant owner and slowly walked toward the landing. She went up very slowly.

She even thumped the floor with her cane as she climbed the stairs, but the restaurant owner's gaze remained elsewhere. By the time she reached the second floor past the landing, Kitty's cheeks were puffed up with air.

With her cheeks inflated like a pufferfish, Kitty walked straight through the ochre-colored hallway and into her office.

With a cigarette between her lips and the window wide open, Kitty dragged a nearby chair to place it in front of her desk and promptly sat down.

"...Time to work."

Kitty began randomly picking documents from the pile on her desk and signing the approval sections.

She felt relieved that there were fewer documents to process than expected, but her joy was somewhat diminished by the fact that she hadn't properly greeted the restaurant owner, which kept nagging at her mind.

Scratch, scratch-

Kitty sat quietly doing paperwork in her office with the wind blowing through the open window.

Most of the matters were trivial enough not to require much attention, but occasionally there were issues that required careful consideration, enough to cause a headache.

"Sigh... Do I have to raise wages again?"

Kitty sighed as she stubbed out her cigarette in an ashtray already filled with five or six cigarette butts. The positive energy she had gained from looking at the murals had long since disappeared.

This was because recently, there had been a gradual increase in workers quitting the factory.

The reason was obvious. They had earned enough money at the factory and were returning to farming or starting their own businesses.

Of course, in a capitalist society, resignation is a perfectly natural act, and following higher profits is rational.

But even so, the feeling of betrayal was undeniable. As much as she wanted to forcibly keep them in the factory, that was obviously impossible.

"Phew... You should be thankful I'm so nice."

So Kitty barely suppressed her rage and signed the wage increase proposal. With the already insufficient workforce, this was the only peaceful way to prevent skilled workers from leaving.

After spending quite a lot of time on paperwork...

Kitty was about to sign off on Security's proposal to use machine guns to eliminate the band of thieves—that is, the immigrants she had previously expelled—who were still causing trouble on the outskirts of Bell Park.

-Knock knock

"Come in."

Kitty reflexively responded to the sudden knock, and the person who entered her office was...

Of course, it was the restaurant owner.

"Kitty? When did you get here?"

When the restaurant owner entered the office and asked flatly, Kitty felt both happiness and a slight sadness simultaneously.

She felt melancholic, thinking it might be better not to mention the fact to the restaurant owner. She was disappointed that he hadn't noticed, but she would feel even worse if she were accused of being too sentimental.

So Kitty also spoke flatly and calmly.

"A while ago."

However, her tone was excessively polite for speaking to the restaurant owner, which was a habit that emerged whenever Kitty was displeased for some reason.

"Have you eaten?"
"Not yet."
"Hmm... what should we do? We're out of ingredients...."

The restaurant owner looked troubled.

But he couldn't let Kitty go hungry. Although it wasn't his preferred method as a food service professional, today would be an exception.

"Let's go out to eat. Is that okay?"
"..."

Fortunately, Kitty seemed to accept the restaurant owner's suggestion. Although her answer was just a "hmm" sound, she stretched her limbs and began putting on her coat, which was clearly a sign of acceptance.

Seeing this, the restaurant owner also hurriedly fetched and put on his coat.

.
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After getting dressed, Kitty and the restaurant owner came down to the first floor of the restaurant.

Before leaving, Kitty walked toward the radio mounted on the wall. She apparently intended to call for an official car to take them to the restaurant.

However, the restaurant owner shook his head and stopped her.

"Let's just walk."
"...Why? It would be more comfortable to just take a car..."
"I just want to."
"Look, that's inefficient... Waah!"

Before the conversation could turn into an argument, the restaurant owner quickly grabbed Kitty's hand and led her outside.

"Don't you think it's nice to walk hand in hand like this sometimes?"
"..."

Kitty didn't answer the restaurant owner's question. Moreover, she kept her head down, hiding her expression, making it impossible to know how she felt. The restaurant owner worried she might pull her hand away in disgust.

Fortunately, such a ridiculous scenario from his imagination didn't come to pass.

Instead, more questions arose... specifically, not only did Kitty not pull her hand away, but she gripped it tighter and moved her fingers in a suggestive manner, as if giving a sensual caress that seemed to lick every corner.

Moreover, the restaurant owner's ape-like hearing unconsciously detected subtle changes in Kitty's breathing rhythm, stirring somewhat indescribable strange impulses.

"What's wrong...? Stomach ache?"
"It's nothing. Nothing at all."

Kitty questioned the restaurant owner who suddenly bent slightly at the waist. Fortunately, the restaurant owner's thick and wide pants provided a weak anonymity, hiding his partially romanticized (or shameless) soul.

"Hmm..."

Kitty looked at the restaurant owner's face and then gazed up at the sky. Her fingers glowed red as they tried to block the sunlight, and her earlobes also turned pink.

"Let's go now. I'm hungry."
"Yes, that would be good."

The restaurant owner and Kitty began walking down the street, holding hands tightly. At some point, Kitty's manner of speaking had returned to normal, and the restaurant owner, belatedly noticing this fact, sighed with apparent satisfaction.

However, the restaurant owner's crisis wasn't over yet. It happened when they were passing near a wall with notable murals on a street full of oleanders after crossing the central avenue.

"Mister."
"What?"
"What does 'cornhole' mean?"
"What?"
"It was written on the wall in that alley over there. What does it mean?"

Kitty pointed to the alley with her finger, and the restaurant owner ran his palm down his face, truly at a loss for how to explain this.

He closely examined Kitty's expression, wondering if she might be playing a mischievous joke to embarrass him, but Kitty genuinely seemed not to know.

It made sense that she wouldn't know. Kitty wasn't from this world, and it was an idiomatic term from some old story that an outsider would have no way of knowing.

So the restaurant owner was even more perplexed.

Although it's a guardian's role to teach what is unknown, he couldn't straightforwardly explain that "cornhole" meant anal intercourse, and even if he tried to express it metaphorically, the restaurant owner's limited literary abilities hindered him.

So the restaurant owner decided to say nothing, and Kitty didn't particularly question his decision. She probably figured it wasn't an ordinary word since it was written on a back alley wall.

For some strange reason, the restaurant owner's waist looked unusually low today.

Ch.100 - Kitty, Let Me Just Say One Thing, Just One Thing.
The oil distillation tower construction that Kitty had dumped on Hassan was finally completed after a relatively short period of about one year.

Normally, such a major construction project would take far longer than just a year.

However, Bell Park already possessed the exceptional power of magical engineering, and since Kitty didn't particularly feel the need for chemical fuel, she had built a relatively small-scale facility, allowing the distillation tower to be completed early.

Moreover, the construction process wasn't like heading into uncharted territory; they already knew the basic structure and design methods, which greatly contributed to the successful completion of the distillation tower.

"Good job."

Kitty praised Hassan's hard work as they walked among the massive steel structures rising at the outskirts of Bell Park.

"..."

Hassan thought about something for a moment, then began trembling from head to toe.

He kept complaining about pain in his upper spine, and like anyone who had known Hassan for a long time, Kitty immediately thought of WWE.

"Aren't you overacting a bit? Did you perform a Neckbreaker or get body-slammed? You just sat there supervising..."

"Ugh, ack, urgh... it's so hard... it hurts so much."

"...I'll give you vacation time and a bonus, so stop being dramatic."

"Real?"

Hassan, who had been vigorously rubbing his shoulders, immediately changed his expression and looked at Kitty.

Then he placed his thumb on his forehead and his pinky near his tongue while rubbing them.

"M-Chang?"

"Where on earth do you learn these things?"

"That's not important."

"You've gotten good at speaking Imperial lately?"

"M-Chang?"

"...?"

Kitty shook her head at Hassan's antics. However, acknowledging that Hassan had indeed worked hard, Kitty solemnly made the "oath sign" as well.

Of course, this gesture only has power under the assumption that one's mother exists, so breaking the promise wouldn't really have any consequences. And Hassan didn't know this fact.

Ahem! Anyway...! Hassan, Kitty, and numerous workers following behind them stood beneath the distillation tower.

The complex network of pipelines and the magnificent steel structure looked like a massive metal monster. It was the result of countless workers' sweat and the sound of hammers that had never ceased.

"It's finally complete."

After a brief exclamation, Kitty spread her bare arms wide and flashed an innocent smile toward the workers.

"Thank you all for your hard work!"

The workers who had been following behind Kitty stopped in their tracks and gazed at her smile.

"Well... you paid us well enough..."

The workers scratched the backs of their heads and trailed off as if it was nothing. Compared to the material compensation they would receive, Kitty's smile was insignificant, so their reaction was natural.

However, for some reason, they couldn't hide the joy that kept seeping through the thin veil of elation. The corners of their mouths kept turning upward.

Moreover, as the young Kitty's summer fog-like stimulating yet healthy energy embraced the workers, they experienced a mysterious magic as if the yellowish-purple bruises and cherry-sized abscesses they had developed from carrying pipes were disappearing on their own.
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And so, Kitty and Hassan stood before the control panel of the distillation tower.

Hassan removed his oil-stained gloves and shouted energetically.

"In position!"

"Yes!"

Following Hassan's instructions, the pre-trained workers opened and closed valves. The pumps began to make a roaring sound as they sucked up the black crude oil from the storage tanks, and finally, the distillation tower began to prove its worth.

The viscous black liquid flowing through the thick pipes into the distillation tower looked like a giant snake, and the vibrations produced in the process were like a heroic conqueror battling a black serpent, inspiring awe. Behold, the conquering hero has returned!

The interior of the roaring distillation tower was like a heated furnace. As logical technicians monitored the thermometers and performed a delicate balancing act with the valves, the boiling crude oil began to separate into hydrocarbon compounds with different boiling points.

Light gases and gasoline vapors condensed and flowed out from the upper section of the tower, kerosene and diesel from the middle section, and viscous heavy oil and asphalt components were extracted from the lower section, chaotically yet passionately, as if showing off their impatience.

Watching this series of processes, Kitty's heart began to pound wildly. Sometimes, the roaring sound of air bubbles bursting in the pipes sounded like cheers. The sherry she had drunk earlier danced and splashed inside her.

And finally, Kitty was able to encounter the long-awaited naphtha for the first time.

"Boss, here it is."

As a worker approached Kitty and abruptly presented a glass bottle containing the first naphtha produced in this world, Kitty silently accepted it.

Kitty exhaled softly as she held the bottle up to the light. The transparent liquid slid down the walls of the clear glass bottle, giving a dreamy and moist impression.

The naphtha smell emanating from the opening was sharp yet thrilling, and Kitty was lost in a daze, enjoying this scent. None of the achievements she had experienced so far gave her any excitement anymore, but she had a feeling that this sensation would be unforgettable for the rest of her life.

Kitty gazed at the rippling surface of the naphtha through the glass bottle.

It felt like receiving the fervent and straightforward yet obscene caresses of a prostitute boasting proud nipples and heavy thighs. Although they were no longer there, if they had still been attached, she would have been ready to commence bedroom activities immediately.

But it wasn't over yet. There was still work to be done, a mission to complete.

"Begin."

As Kitty lowered her hand in command, researchers in white coats repeatedly pulled and released various levers in perfect unison, like a well-rehearsed play.

Then, naphtha was injected into a massive pipe-shaped reactor installed at one end of the classification facility.

The inside of the reactor was truly a furnace. Due to the steady supply of thermal energy created by the Arcana Engine, the temperature exceeded 800 degrees Celsius.

Thus, the naphtha instantly transformed into hot steam, shattering its molecular structure.

"Maintain the temperature; if it deviates even slightly, it's all for nothing."

Kitty's voice echoed coldly in front of the analog instrument panel. Without precise temperature and pressure control, impurities would form or the desired substance couldn't be obtained.

Kitty's steel-cold voice that echoed stimulated the researchers from the Future Strategy Research Institute, and they focused on the instrument panel's needles, ignoring their flowing sweat.

"Good. Now let's move to the cooling process."

"Yes."

High-temperature steam emerged from the reactor as if exploding in slow motion.

This steam went through a cooling process again and was separated into various hydrocarbon monomers such as ethylene, propylene, and butadiene. These were like the building blocks for making plastic.

The separated monomers were sent to the refining tower. This process removed impurities and obtained only pure monomers by utilizing the differences in boiling points and densities of each monomer.

Since even minute impurities at this stage could have a fatal impact on quality, the researchers in charge of the refining process were all wearing full-body anti-static suits made of silk.

And then came the polymerization process. This could be considered the most crucial step, as it involved connecting the purified monomers into long chain-like polymers.

Pure ethylene monomers were injected into the massive polymerization reactor located in the center. A small amount of catalyst developed by Kitty herself was added here.

"Add the catalyst."

"Y-yes!"

Following Kitty's order, an assistant carefully added the catalyst solution to the reactor. The catalyst guided the ethylene molecules to connect with each other, forming long chains. As the polymerization reaction began, the inside of the reactor gradually heated up, and the transparent liquid slowly transformed into a viscous substance.

"Hey! Raise the temperature! Wait! Stop, stop! Now maintain it!"

As the researchers' voices boomed, the temperature inside the reactor gradually increased and settled precisely at a certain temperature. If it was too high, the chains would break; if it was too low, the reaction would stop, so the tension doubled as they approached the end.

And finally, the polymerization reaction was complete. At least according to Kitty's calculations.

"Phew..."

Kitty thought that gestures like wringing one's hands together could only be seen in novels. It might be a meaningless gesture derived from some medieval ritual.

However, at this moment, as Kitty desperately racked her brain with worry while walking toward the reactor, that was the most appropriate silent gesture to express her feelings.

"Did it work?"

As she walked to the not-too-distant reactor, a thousand worries swirled in Kitty's mind.

Gritting her teeth and smelling the fishy oil odor created by the inadequate ventilation system, Kitty quietly and solemnly examined the viscous solution flowing from the bottom of the reactor.

And the sight of this viscous liquid solidifying as it passed through cold water was enough for Kitty to recognize it as plastic.

The experiment was a success.

Ch.101 - Gotta Save The Cotton Farmers.
Oppenheimer Chemical, the world's first company to successfully produce plastic, established mass production processes as a top priority under Kitty's leadership, and immediately launched into full-scale production.

Kitty was someone who knew exactly what plastic was and how to use it, and before long, Bell Park was covered in plastic.

To say it was "covered in plastic" was no exaggeration.

The newly installed water and sewage systems began using plastic pipes instead of the expensive and heavy metal pipes, allowing the infrastructure to extend to the outskirts of Bell Park at a much faster pace.

Additionally, Bell Park's lifeline—power transmission lines and electrical wires—were replaced from expensive and easily torn pure cotton coverings to the polyethylene coverings familiar to us, dramatically reducing production costs.

For these reasons, plastic truly deserved to be called a revolution.

Like Prometheus of old, the plastic that Kitty had stolen from Earth had enough impact to transform the very skeleton of this world's civilization.

"Excuse me, what on earth is that thing used for?"
"This? It's bleach, of course."
"Bleach? That's the name of that strange white bottle?"
"Huh? Ah—it used to be in a glass bottle, but they changed it recently. What was it called... Planstak? Something like that."
"Planstak? What a peculiar name."
"Indeed, it really is."

Surprisingly, however, the residents of Bell Park didn't show much interest in plastic.

This was because Bell Park was already overflowing with amazing, magical new technologies that could make one's head spin.

It made sense that unless you worked in a related industry, things like bleach and radios seemed more immediately useful and interesting than plastic.

For this reason, plastic quickly faded from public attention, and to the average resident—excluding scholars—plastic was just that strange bleach container that wouldn't break when dropped...

Instead, the general public was more fascinated by the byproducts of oil refining.

Vaseline, which Kitty had created as a joke, was a prime example. Originally given as gifts to researchers in the chemistry department, it spread by word of mouth among housewives until the management department requested it become an official product.

Additionally, the chemical fibers and synthetic rubber produced from refined oil drove people to the point of madness with excitement, but supply could never keep up with demand, making export impossible.

However, not everyone appreciated these technological advances. The old-timers of Bell Park particularly disliked these chemical fibers, as the cotton grown on their small plots of land had been quite profitable.

The professional cotton farmers were especially vocal in their complaints, nearly triggering what could have been this world's first Luddite movement.

"Cotton farmers are dying!"
"Let's destroy the oil refinery towers. The refinery is our enemy."

These riot plans from cotton farmers were extremely irritating from Kitty's perspective, and she tried to suppress them through "moderate methods" (as she claimed), but...

"This... this really doesn't seem right..."
"You nuts? Mad? Crazy?"
"Kitty... no matter what, doing that to fellow residents is a bit... let's find another solution together."
"Yeah, you crazy woman, we're already short on public workers, do you really need to do this?"

Her plans were thwarted by fierce opposition from the restaurant owner, the head of public services, and many others.

"...We must save the cotton farmers. Yes... synthetic fibers can't completely replace cotton anyway..."

Kitty forced a smile while grinding her teeth, caught off guard by the unexpected opposition.

In the end, she placated the discontent by providing subsidies to cotton farmers and designating them as priority suppliers for synthetic fibers.

This experience would later inspire Kitty to develop tear gas.

.
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Anyway, Kitty had now discovered that oil existed in this world.

And Bell Park had realized the true value of oil through Kitty's inventions.

These two elements, appearing as if by magic, created a synergy of greed that smoldered secretly.

This was essentially a death sentence for the magical beasts and other races living around Bell Park.

"Humans? What business do you have here?"
"May we dig here?"
"What nonsense are you spouting, barging in like this?"
"You refuse?"
"Of course I do! This has been our ancestors' land for generations..."

The words of Largush, a wolf-man warrior with impressive beast ears and defined muscles, were never completed. All he left behind in this world was a wolf ear with a clear bullet hole.

"Aaaagh! Largush!!!!!"

When Largush—the tribe's great warrior and next chief—was reduced to pieces of meat by the humans' mysterious wooden sticks, the enraged wolf-people charged at the security forces with weapons in hand.

"Well, if you refuse, we have no choice."

But the wolf-people's weapons never reached the security forces.

Their desperate charge, made with foam at their mouths, was turned into bloody froth by the crossfire of machine gun squads positioned in advance.

Some wolf warriors managed to escape the machine gun fire zone with their peculiar footwork and aimed for the security forces' flanks, but the newly modified K-2 rifles had magazines and automatic fire capabilities, making them closer to light machine guns, rendering the wolf-people's efforts futile.

"Ugh... *cough*! Why... why are you doing this...?"
"Because we believe there's oil here."
"O...il? Is it treasure...?"
"It's black liquid buried in the ground."
"Damn it, for something like that... I curse you humans..."

With that, the last chief of the wolf-people died with bloody foam on his lips, and the 3rd company commander who led this raid finished him off with a few more bullets to the head, just as Kitty had taught him.

"Commander? What should we do with the rest?"
"What's left?"

The company commander, who had lowered his head with his bangs hanging down as if experiencing post-exercise fatigue, turned toward the voice.

His gaze fell upon a group of wolf-people similar in number to the warriors, but most were either too young or too old to bear weapons.

The captured wolf-people all kept their eyes downcast, trembling violently, their will to resist completely crushed in the face of such irrational force.

The company commander vaguely thought that even if he threw weapons at them, they would beg for mercy rather than resist.

So he considered pretending not to see them.

Of course, he had no particular reason or connection to feel compassion for them. Nevertheless, the company commander's hesitation to pull the trigger stemmed from a truly human emotion that inevitably arose because the wolf-people took human form.

So the company commander really considered turning a blind eye and letting them go, but...

"Radio operator!"

Since this wasn't something a mere company commander could decide on his own, he called for the radio operator.

"Connect me to headquarters."
"Yes, sir."

The radio operator, who came running with a large radio strapped to his back like a turtle shell, immediately set down the radio and began operating the panel.

"HQ, HQ, this is Stalker 3, waiting to report 1-2, over."
[Stalker 3, this is HQ, proceed with your report, over.]
"Operation area secured successfully. Special note: we're detaining multiple wolf-people. Requesting instructions for disposal."
[Are they armed forces?]
"Negative. They're what we'd consider civilians."
[Uh... stand by, I'll ask Golden Eagle.]

[----Hey. Who am I speaking with?]
"This is Stalker 3, sir."
[Stalker 3? Right, 3rd company commander, you're holding wolf-people captive?]
"Yes, sir. They're unarmed and there are many of them, so I'm not sure how to proceed..."
[Any escapees?]
"None, sir."
[Good, wrap it up cleanly then.]
"Wrap it up, sir?"
[Yes, finish them off. We don't want rumors spreading and these races forming some kind of alliance—that would be troublesome. Leave no one behind and handle it properly.]
"Yes, sir. Understood."
[Burning creates smoke, so bury them in a pit. End transmission.]

The company commander put down the receiver, which was still emitting a faint, lingering static noise.

After thinking for a moment, the company commander smoked a cigarette in one go, then turned around and walked slowly toward where the wolf-people were tied up.

With each step that closed the distance between the commander and the wolf-people, the sound of gravel crunching grew louder. The frightened wolf-children were kneeling while slowly backing away.

They prayed desperately for the slim hope that he would just pass by, but the company commander's steps stopped precisely in front of the group of wolf-people.

The wolf-people burst into tears.

Ch.102 - The Blood-Drinking City.
Before Kitty Oppenheimer, combat was a heroic virtue for country and nation, a sublime act transcending individual life, and the ultimate opportunity to prove one's devotion to the homeland.

"Fire!"

Before Kitty Oppenheimer, combat was considered both a "Colosseum" where one could elevate personal courage and honor, and a "debate forum" where national ideals and ideologies clashed, proving the righteousness of one's beliefs and convictions.

"3rd Squad! Flank to the left! Target their sides!"

Before Kitty Oppenheimer, combat appeared to young people as an attractive opportunity for adventure and excitement, an escape from monotonous daily life.

"There's a tunnel here!"
"Hiding again!? These damn rabbits!"
"Bring the flamethrower! Roast these cursed rabbits in their burrows!"

And before Kitty Oppenheimer, the people of Bell Park didn't know the word "massacre."

"Firing!"
"Let 'em have it!"

Following the company commander's signal, the flamethrower operator who had hurriedly arrived pulled the trigger forcefully toward the tunnel. The proud Bell Park-produced gasoline and compressed gas mixture from the fuel tank sprayed out vigorously.

The sprayed gasoline completely soaked into the tunnels that served as homes for the Myoin tribe. Soon after the flamethrower operator activated the ignition device, the stream of liquid instantly transformed into a stream of flames.

The flame stream, with its clear purpose of burning every living thing it touched, devoured all oxygen in sight as it tore through the winding tunnels at full speed. The temperature in the vacuum-like tunnels soared to hundreds of degrees in an instant.

"What's happening! Why is it so hot!"
"Fire! Fire!? I can't see anything!!"
"Aaaaargh!!! It's burning!!!"

The Myoin tribe screamed their lungs out at the heat they felt in the pitch-black darkness.

Their screams were a metaphysical mixture of cursing and pleading for mercy. Sadly, even these lonely screams were swallowed by the fierce gusts created as new air rushed into the vacuum-like tunnels.

[---!!…!!--!!]
[~~--!~--!!-~~]

"Hey, do you hear something?"
"Dunno. But judging by the smell of cooking meat, they've been reduced to ashes."

The security guard's description of "reduced to ashes" was technically incorrect.

The main cause of death for the Myoin tribe in the tunnels was asphyxiation, and the smell of meat came from their lungs being cooked as the oxygen rapidly heated up.

But such details weren't particularly important to them.

"Phew... Area secured! Good work everyone!"
"This one was pretty easy."
"Thanks to that flamethrower on your back. Without it, you'd have been the one crawling into those tunnels."
"Uh, well... Anyway, what a terrifying weapon. Whoever invented it must be insane."
"The boss invented it, you know."
"As expected, our Governor is an unparalleled genius."

What mattered was that our security forces had thoroughly taught a lesson to those arrogant Myoin who dared to hide in tunnels and test human patience.

What mattered was that they had successfully completed their mission.

"Radio the development team that the area is secured, and let's get back before the beer in the fridge gets warm!"

All that mattered was that their heroic actions performed here for country and nation would be thoroughly rewarded someday.

.
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Places where people walked were littered with countless movie posters, and sounds like fireworks and real bombs exploding continued all day, making it seem like a grand festival was taking place.

Impressive red-roofed reinforced concrete houses were clustered along the asphalt roads, with neat trees that looked like they were made of yarn, making it all resemble a model city.

And just a turn of the head away were demonstration schools and chapels, with building blocks arranged in spacious rectangles. Strangely, some areas featured high-rise buildings rarely seen in other cities, standing tall in the early winter morning fog, looking down like sculptural decorations for the city.

Another fascinating day in Bell Park.

"We've arrived."

A black car stopped in front of the restaurant after passing a gravel-crunching curve.

"Thanks for your hard work."

Kitty, who got out of the black car, waved gently to the driver, who adjusted his hat and nodded.

Making the distinctive sound of an Arcana engine, the driver passed by Kitty, who watched quietly and only began walking toward the restaurant when the official car became a mere dot beyond the distant hill.

Upon entering the restaurant, the first sense to activate was smell. The sweet aroma of fine brandy gently lingered on the bridge of her nose, creating a drowsy happiness that could cure insomnia in an instant.

Next came hearing. With just her upper body peeking through the doorway, revelers holding foam-topped glasses raised toasts one after another to welcome Kitty Oppenheimer, while propaganda broadcasts played continuously from a radio attached to the shabby wooden wall.

[We are the pioneers of a new era, illuminating the light of civilization and constantly developing.]

"Long live the great Governor Kitty Oppenheimer!"

[Threats to our land, our resources, our future still abound. They are barbaric beings who know nothing of civilization and harmony...]

"May blessings be upon you!"

[What we have done, our actions, are in compliance with divine providence, and since other species do not belong to God's providence...]

"The incarnation of the conqueror has arrived!"

[Ruthlessly removing them all is Bell Park's progress, and we stand against all primitive threats that try to block this progress...]

"Long live the great Governor Kitty!"
"Long live the great Governor Kitty!"
"Long live the great Governor Kitty!"
"Long live the great Governor Kitty!"
"Long live the great Governor Kitty!"

"Bell Park! May it be eternal!"

.
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Including her previous life, Kitty had always been exceptionally capable, able to accomplish whatever she set her mind to. But due to her humble origins, her achievements were rarely fully appreciated, and so she had never been honest with anyone.

It had been a sorrowful life. An utterly insignificant life.

Instead of recognition and warmth, there was harshness, and looking back on her childhood, she couldn't feel the typical nostalgia for any moment.

Nevertheless, Kitty understood human warmth.

Someone with as vivid an imagination as Kitty doesn't need to experience universal emotions to understand them.

However, Kitty's emotions were in the realm of knowledge that one must learn to understand, and since no one taught her, they were emotions she had to grasp by observing from the sidelines.

That's why her emotions were so clumsy. Because they were clumsy, her emotional spectrum was incredibly narrow, and because they were clumsy, she didn't know how intense they could be. Like a broken thermometer.

That's why Kitty could be genuinely happy.

"Hehehe..."

Kitty twisted her body and let out a silly laugh.

She awkwardly covered her flushed face with one hand, but her kind eyes with their prominent eyelashes weren't hidden at all. Instead, a dreamlike, sweet light spread across her face, making her even more lovable.

Suddenly, she lowered her head and, as children often do just before becoming shy, made an exaggerated frown and hopped toward the counter with skipping steps.

After bouncing all the way to the counter, Kitty struggled to climb onto a chair slightly taller than her hips. The restaurant owner, watching from behind, picked her up by the waist and placed her on the chair.

"Thank you!"
"Don't mention it... By the way, Kitty, lately..."
"Hmm? What is it?"
"Well..."

The restaurant owner swallowed his words.

Actually, rather than swallowing them, it was as if a tumor had suddenly swollen in his throat, blocking it completely and making it impossible to speak.

This absurd and astonishing phenomenon wasn't happening for the first time.

The restaurant owner hadn't kept an exact count, so he wasn't sure how many times it had happened, but this occurred whenever Kitty made "important decisions" for Bell Park and achieved "excellent results."

This time was no different, and the restaurant owner had yet to realize that this was essentially a pathetic compromise.

"It's nothing. More importantly, how's work going?"
"Great! Today..."

And so the restaurant owner bent down to meet Kitty's eyes, and Kitty chattered away to him from atop the tall chair. It was a lovely sight of someone who had shed the typical teenage indifference and was enthusiastically exploring an exciting reality.

The conversation continued. It continued even after all the customers had left the restaurant, after the sun had set, and darkness had fallen with the streetlights turning on.

In the dark restaurant where only Kitty and the restaurant owner remained, Kitty extended her bare arms to him and lifted one knee.

"Carry me upstairs. I'm feeling somewhat romantic today..."
"Of course."

The restaurant owner lifted her with a gentle smile.

This was evidence that the poor restaurant owner was always incredibly foolish when it came to Kitty.

Ch.103 - If You Can't Avoid It, Enjoy It.
A melancholic ape carrying his young concubine, now grown to 52 inches tall and weighing 63 pounds, up the landing.

Kitty, nestled obediently in his arms with bristly hair, smiled a seductive feline smile, her long golden hair flowing down and tickling the ape's groin.

The ghostly faint yet clearer-than-ever sensation nearly emphasized an unspeakable protrusion of carnal desire, but it was barely held back by physical barriers of the natural world and the pale ghost of guilt that always circled around him.

That's how desperate he was. Desperately maintaining a solemn expression, the restaurant owner and Kitty finally reached the door.

"I'll open the door."

Kitty, cradled in the restaurant owner's arms, stretched her shoulder and opened the door with her delicately manicured hand, allowing the old ape to lumber in sluggishly.

After the restaurant owner set her down, Kitty smiled, showing her teeth, then bent down with a schoolgirl's cute gesture and fluttered like a bird to the bed.

"I should go now."
"No, that's not right. You're so clueless."

Sitting on the bed, Kitty looked at the restaurant owner lingering by the doorway and patted the space beside her a couple of times.

"Do you need something?"
"Oh, really..."

Looking quite annoyed, Kitty pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes, then grabbed the restaurant owner's arm and pulled him onto her bed.

Of course, the restaurant owner could have easily ignored Kitty's childish whim with just a slight exertion of strength.

But a breeze from a strange land magically tilted the restaurant owner's body, making resistance impossible.

"Hehe..."

Confirming that the restaurant owner had fallen onto the bed without resistance, Kitty smiled slyly, removed her moccasins and white socks, and threw herself onto the blanket with a wobble.

The blanket, swollen with Kitty's scent, released sweet bodily fragrance throughout the room before dramatically dying down, soon filling the room with an intense baby powder smell.

The restaurant owner desperately ignored the clamor of his sense of smell. But his lower body was about to burst with the pain of love; his lower half rejoiced while his upper half grieved.

Kitty, seemingly unaware of the restaurant owner's pain, threw herself next to him with an endlessly bright, innocent smile.

"Teehee."
"You seem to be in a good mood."
"Mood? Of course I am."

The restaurant owner didn't ask why she was in a good mood.

Asking casually seemed a fatal threat to his mental health, and asking solemnly gave him the intuition that he would become a logically ill-fated man.

So the restaurant owner said nothing. Believing he could control her by exploiting her affection was nothing but an absurd delusion. Besides, he wasn't confident he could hide his true feelings.

Moreover, a madwoman like Kitty, while unable to comprehend everyday conventions, behavioral norms, and people's alertness, would immediately detect falsehood in his tone if the restaurant owner spoke with the intention of categorizing her.

Still, if the restaurant owner pushed through this ordeal to the end, he would be haunted by her ghost for the rest of his life.

Thus, the restaurant owner said nothing. His only trump card was that Kitty still didn't know about his obscene love for her.

"Why aren't you saying anything?"

Examining the restaurant owner's face closely, Kitty slipped her hand into her fluttering blouse, unfastened her bra strap, and placed it nearby.

Of course, it wasn't a conscious action. It wasn't a sign of lust for the restaurant owner, nor was it seductive.

She was simply removing uncomfortable underwear for comfortable rest, just as any other child might throw a tantrum.

"Hmm... I'm just a bit tired today."
"Really? I wanted to talk about something today. That's too bad."
"Don't worry, Kitty. We have plenty of time and we..."
"We?"
"We..."

The restaurant owner shifted his gaze around. Window, door, table—he tried his best not to look at Kitty's face, but this avoidance backfired, making her physical features even more noticeable.

Her arms with soft downy hair, the small dark red spot on her side, her awe-inspiring protruding navel, pores seemingly emitting magical energy, velvety thighs, marble-white and thin pubic mound, reddish, hot, and vague buttocks, yet conversely moonlight-pale shoulders, cow-like ears, mathematically beautiful split spine, narrow pelvis, toe-like protrusions, sharp protruding canines, long fluttering eyelashes.

And the warm bra next to the restaurant owner, emitting a subtle milk scent, thoroughly corrupted him, and finally these terrifying elements twisted and crushed certain notions, bringing the restaurant owner to a stage that transcended the cruel laws of the civilized world.

"We'll be together forever."
"Uh..."

A brief, strange silence followed. But it didn't last long.

Kitty, briefly averting her gaze to hide her flushed face, looked at the wall and spoke.

"Do you still have that book from before?"
"Book? Which book are you... Oh."

The restaurant owner opened his mouth as if something had occurred to him. Though not an answer to her question, it was an exclamation that was as good as an answer to Kitty.

"...Are you thirsty?"

The restaurant owner quietly nodded. His heart was being stirred wildly by strangely boiling virility, making him feel as if he'd crossed into a completely different world, and he was indeed very thirsty.

"Wait a moment."

Kitty sprang up from the bed, grumbling with a nasal tone, and briefly left the room.

When she returned, she was carrying two tin cups.

"Kitty, this is alcohol."
"So what? One drink is fine."
"..."

The restaurant owner was speechless.

If this were still the civilized world, he could have applied strict standards to Kitty's drinking, but since he himself had already stepped away from the civilized world, he had nothing to say.

So the restaurant owner quietly accepted the cup Kitty offered, lightly toasted with her, and drank it down.

"I hope the sleeping pill works well..."
"What did you say?"
"Nothing."

Kitty hastily turned her head and hid her arms behind her back. The restaurant owner thought he saw a medicine bottle with a red band around one end, but he just let it go.

"Now! Let's talk until we fall asleep."

Throwing herself onto the bed, Kitty chattered endlessly like a young temptress.

"So I said to him there, 'Hey! Hasn't the weather improved?' I said!"
"I see. That must have been quite awkward."
"It was! He was so shameless, it was infuriating!"
"Hmm... so... what happened next...?"
"Well... then he said he wanted to invite me to lunch, perhaps feeling sorry. But I declined since it felt too late."
"I... see..."
"Yeah! That's right! By the way, do you know something?"
"Wh...what...?"
"It's not about this world, but in ancient Rome, girls could marry from age twelve, and there's a country called America that turns a blind eye to such things. And fifteen is legal almost everywhere."
"..."
"For instance, isn't it strange that there are countries where a forty-year-old beast, blessed by a clergyman and drunk with excitement, can throw off his sweat-soaked vestments, pounce on a young bride, and insert himself to the root without any problem?"
"..."
"Isn't it strange? I think so too."

"But it's not time yet, so I'll let you off with this much, Daddy."
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His eyes snapped open as soon as the morning sun began to rise, casting shadows on his face.

He had worried that staying up late talking with Kitty might disrupt his regular routine, but that concern was unfounded.

Still clumsy with childcare, the restaurant owner carefully rose from the bed so as not to wake Kitty, who was still asleep at the headboard, and covered her with the blanket that had flown far away due to her distinctive bad sleeping habits, hiding her protruding navel.

As he descended the landing to the first floor of the restaurant, leaving behind the dim but chilly morning air and Kitty who seemed to still be sleep-talking, the restaurant owner felt a strange itching sensation as if bugs were crawling under his skin.

Especially around his lips, which felt prickly and itchy, and more strangely, the skin was chapped and cracked as if moisture had been drawn out.

For the restaurant owner, who had never had skin problems in his life, this was truly a perplexing symptom.

After all, unless it was a chronic skin condition, such lip cracking would necessarily involve an osmotic phenomenon caused by a sticky fluid like saliva.

In other words, this wouldn't happen unless someone had secretly sucked on his lips during the night.

"Maybe I should apply some Vaseline too."

However, the restaurant owner didn't think much of this strange phenomenon.

Despite being like a children's mystery novel that could be easily solved by noting a few clues—clues that were even highlighted in italics—the restaurant owner himself completely excluded any connection to Kitty.

Yet he clearly felt a vague anxiety.

Whether he excluded Kitty from any connection to the incident simply because he wanted to deny it or because of instinct, he couldn't be sure himself, but he felt that if he dug deeper, fate would eventually destroy him. So the restaurant owner shook his head vigorously and remained indifferent as if nothing had happened.

Ch.104 - Day Of The Gnosis.
"What did you study after majoring in pharmacology?"

"I traveled through misty vineyards as an itinerant wine appraiser."

"Hmm... please wait a moment."

"Welcome to Bell Park."

The Bell Park residence examiner, handing over an ochre pile of documents the color of rain clouds, maintained a thoroughly businesslike attitude as he stamped the man's papers with a loud thud, finally welcoming the fedora-wearing man's residency.

"Next!"

But that was it. As soon as his business was done, the examiner immediately tapped the metal bell in staccato, calling the next person in line.

Apparently, the fact that he had majored in pharmacology in the capital had failed to inspire the examiner. When the bell rang like an expulsion order, a middle-aged man who looked like a nouveau riche, who had been fidgeting impatiently behind him, pushed past the fedora-wearing man and underwent the same residency examination.

The displaced fedora-wearing man glanced sideways at the middle-aged nouveau riche and dusted off the shoulders of his worn coat. However, having little interest in causing a disturbance, he quietly left the residency office.

Upon exiting the office, the fedora-wearing man immediately wandered the streets where lodging establishments were likely to be found in order to secure a place to stay.

Near the Bell Park residency office, lodging businesses targeting wandering scholars like the fedora-wearing man were thriving, so it wasn't long before he found a clean accommodation with a large sign and a plump middle-aged woman manning the counter.

"Do you have a room available?"

Only after addressing the middle-aged woman, who was distracted filing her nails at the counter, did she make eye contact and begin casually scanning the fedora-wearing man's attire.

"Go to room 203."

The fedora-wearing man was assigned a room without having to provide the usual proof of ability to pay.

It seemed like a distinctive style of service that had become habitual due to mannerism. Moreover, with his brown beard, apple-red cheeks, and blue eyes, he looked every bit the intellectual from the Empire, making such verification seem unnecessary.

The fedora-wearing man himself wasn't one to talk much about himself either, so he rather appreciated the indifferent service style and quietly went up to the second floor.

Room 203, with its carved gable roof, well-ventilated casement windows, and an unsightly veranda attached to what could be called a semi-aristocratic entrance, appeared to be personally managed by the owner.

Not only was there an extremely detailed inventory of all household items in the room, but when he opened the refrigerator for the first time, there was a warning sign scolding that "foreign specialties with persistent odors" should not be stored inside.

Of course, this refrigerator would contain not such foreign specialties but medications filled with all sorts of exaggerated warning labels, so it didn't matter.

And in the cupboard... he would place the dagger he habitually used when poisons failed, hide a flintlock pistol behind the toilet tank, and carefully adjust the Venetian blinds so that the inside of the room was just barely visible from outside.

Finally, after placing on the center table a scrapbook of newspaper clippings and a portrait detailing the target, when he silently makes eye contact...

Only then do I feel alive.

.
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Bell Park.

In the dark, chilly night with strong winds.

The Public Security Chief's office.

Like a detective novel featuring a capable detective as its protagonist, the Public Security Chief's office was cluttered with all sorts of documents.

Though the desk appeared unremarkable, the Public Security Chief, resting his elbows on a desk crawling with security devices like vipers and creating wrinkles on his temples, was, as usual, engrossed in collecting and organizing information flowing in from various sources.

Occasionally, he would hunch his shoulders, repeatedly dig his ear with a pencil, and sometimes examine and taste the pencil lead, indicating how tedious his days had become.

"This isn't the spy I imagined..."

The gloomy-looking Public Security Chief, unshaven, sighed repeatedly, lamenting his situation.

He would imagine himself looking cool, blowing a rough breath into a smoking gun barrel after traveling the world dealing with villains... but each time, the precariously stacked pile of documents would wobble dangerously, forcing him to stop.

After barely catching the pile of documents that had tilted about 15 degrees and was about to fall, the Public Security Chief carefully let out a barely audible sigh.

As the Public Security Chief was inwardly wailing like a hot night train passing by...

"Reporting for duty~"

A subordinate officer entered the office with late-night snacks for his shift.

"Buffalo wings again?"

The Public Security Chief narrowed his eyes at the plate emanating butter and hot sauce aromas, but unfortunately, she was an ideal consumer for the chicken farming industry who couldn't resist buffalo wings, and thus failed to notice his sarcasm.

"Want one?"

"No, I'm good."

"Why? They're delicious."

"...You enjoy them."

"Okay."

The security officer, completely oblivious to the chief's sarcasm, munched happily on the chicken wings.

The Public Security Chief watched her for a while before losing interest and turning his attention back to his desk.

As the security officer was about to stick her fork into a salad with blue cheese dressing to neutralize the greasiness while diligently gnawing on chicken wings...

Suddenly remembering something, she snapped her fingers.

"Oh right. Chief, do you know someone called Gnosis?"

"Gnosis? Of course. It's a name any Imperial noble would have heard at least once."

"Is he famous? Who is he?"

"I don't know."

"Huh?"

"What?"

"No, it's just that you spoke as if you knew, then immediately said you don't..."

The bewildered security officer raised her eyebrows and looked at the Public Security Chief, who was shrugging his shoulders.

"Do you really not know? Are you just teasing me again?"

"I really don't know anything about it."

"Sure, sure~ I guess even the head of Bell Park's intelligence agency can have things they don't know!"

"Uh oh..."

The Public Security Chief sensed trouble. For her, who was generally kind, generous, and restrained from using bad expressions, to be sarcastic like this meant she was quite upset.

Moreover, as mentioned earlier, while she was kind, she was also terribly unforgiving, so the Public Security Chief racked his brain to come up with an explanation she would accept.

"You look unconvinced. Alright, I'll tell you what I know."

"Really?"

Fortunately, she was as easy to appease as she was to upset. Quite simple-minded.

"So, um... simply put, Gnosis is an assassin. Or is that right?"

"An assassin?"

"Yes, famous for never failing a mission once accepted, and for using any means necessary. The list of people Gnosis has killed would fill more than one book. That's why he's such a puzzling figure."

"What do you mean?"

"Before I answer your question, let me ask you something first. You heard the name Gnosis for the first time today, right?"

"So what?"

"Right? You heard it for the first time today? Doesn't that seem strange?"

The security officer who received the Public Security Chief's question pushed and pulled her lips and dimples while making a nasal sound. And not long after, there was a clapping sound from her palms pressed together.

"Now that I think about it, that is strange. If he's famous, why am I only hearing about him today? I might not know about famous politicians, but I should have heard of a famous assassin at least once, right?"

"Exactly, that's what's strange. As you said, you might not know about famous politicians if you're not interested, but despite Gnosis being a remarkable assassin, nobody knows about him except for some nobles."

"Oh... that's a bit scary. Could it be that... it seems like 'assassination' expressed as a person if there are no witnesses."

"You're hitting the nail on the head today."

"What do you mean?"

"That's exactly it. Because it's so vague and there's no identified entity, there are opinions that Gnosis might refer to a single person, or an organization, or even that the name itself functions as a kind of idiom rather than referring to a person."

"That's too complicated."

"To use a restaurant analogy, it's like there's a menu item called 'Gnosis,' and if you buy it for someone you don't like, that person dies."

"Ah, good analogy. So that's why only nobles know about it? It's like saying 'I'll kill you' in the most polite way possible."

"It's easier to think of it that way."

"Hmm... I see..."

The security officer, her curiosity seemingly satisfied, showed a refreshed expression.

After stuffing the pile of chicken bones that had accumulated on the desk into the trash can, she slowly walked out to the corridor where the night watch was waiting.

"By the way, where did you hear the name Gnosis?"

"That? I saw it while going through today's intelligence reports."

"Intelligence?"

"Well... there's a rumor circulating among the parliamentary faction nobles that Gnosis has gone on a journey."

"The parliamentary faction? Those guys are still at it? Don't worry about it, they're always like that. They're probably just backstabbing each other again."

The Public Security Chief sighed, returning to his documents as if it were truly insignificant.

Ch.105 - Finding Mr. Kim.
While securing oil fields and displaying expansionist moves in Bell Park, projecting indiscriminate violence, the Security forces accumulated numerous real combat experiences.

Of course, practical experience varies tremendously depending on the individual who experiences it, and is often contaminated by ideology or values.

Therefore, to reprocess such practical experience into meaningful data requires considerable time and effort.

However, Kitty, as someone who once operated in the realm of considerable expertise in killing people, had no difficulty processing these vague, dream-like combat experiences.

Thus was born Security's new doctrine.

This new doctrine, formed from layers of hardened blood of different species accumulated like geological strata, was quickly made into a manual, and enough copies were published so that any member could read it.

However, Security itself wasn't particularly fond of this new doctrine.

Of course, they didn't hate it to an extreme level.

To be precise, they avoided it because their existing weapons systems lagged far behind the progressive doctrine.

Among their complaints, dissatisfaction with dynamite, their conventional explosive, had accumulated considerably, as the process of having to light each one with a lighter was now considered outdated.

This is why Kitty and her assistant remained in the dark, smelly fertilizer factory, coughing dryly while synthesizing a new explosive.

"Be careful with the temperature since that's an exothermic reaction."

"Yesss...!"

Under Kitty's strict instructions, the assistant mixed hexamine and acetic acid solution with anhydride to initiate a reaction.

The liquid in the beaker, showing a violent chemical reaction with colorful and precarious bubbles, was a nitration reaction of hexamine that could explode at any moment, so Kitty instructed her assistant to step back.

"Good. I'll handle it from here alone."

"W-will you be okaaay...?"

"I'll be fine."

Kitty strode confidently toward the beaker showing the violent chemical reaction, leaving her worried assistant behind.

While she judged that as a leader it was better to demonstrate through action rather than words, fundamentally, this was possible because Kitty's fear of explosives was less intense than others'.

If Kitty felt fear in front of explosives, it wasn't the fear of death but rather the future where her face might become a creepy checkerboard-patterned skin due to the explosion, making the restaurant owner no longer find her attractive.
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"Thank you for your hard wooork...!"

"Whew, good job."

Fortunately, the liquid in the beaker didn't explode and shatter Kitty's face. This was possible primarily because Kitty was a skilled chemist.

"Now, we need to filter the produced RDX and increase its purity through recrystallization. We could use cyclohexanone or acetone as recrystallization solvents, but since there's plenty of benzene at the refinery... acetone would be better."

"Yesss...!"

The assistant pulled out a worn notebook to avoid forgetting Kitty's instructions.

But it wasn't easy. Although Kitty's instructions never strayed from the realm of chemistry, to the assistant's ears, they sounded like a magician's mysterious spell filled with poetic, allegorical expressions.

Still... since they weren't truly ineffable, sensory incantations, the assistant somehow managed to write down Kitty's instructions.

Looking at the notebook where she had recorded Kitty's "spells," the assistant said:

"What does the boss think about this sort of thiiing...? Is this what being a genius is like...?"

"Genius? Me?"

"Of course! If not a genius, how could anyone even think of such things!"

So excited that she forgot her habit of dragging out the ends of her words, the assistant raised her index finger while discussing Kitty's genius.

Of course, there was an element of flattery aimed at pleasing Kitty, but from the assistant's perspective, it was somewhat true.

This was because theories typically emerge from soil where concepts, contexts, data, and laws built by countless predecessors have accumulated like geological strata, yet in Kitty's great discoveries, such context was nowhere to be found.

Science typically advances one step at a time, but Kitty's discoveries always appeared like islands suddenly materializing in empty space, making it impossible to trace their causal relationships.

No one found this strange. Everyone simply regarded Kitty as a genius, and not a single person in this world expressed any opinion about these questionable aspects of Kitty, as if it were perfectly natural.

To be precise, such thoughts never even occurred to them.

This was partly because Kitty's achievements were so magnificent in themselves, each sufficient to mark major turning points for humanity, and partly because people tend to praise or worship what exceeds their understanding.

Just like the assistant now, babbling mindlessly toward Kitty.

"H-honestly, dynamite is amazing too, but this RDX you've made? It seems incredible! I'm really curious how you came up with such a thing... no, actually, starting with nitrogen fertilizer, there's so much to talk about..."

In some ways it was natural, but in others, it wasn't.

Kitty's achievements that people couldn't stop praising? They were merely elegant plagiarisms of accomplishments built by true geniuses of her world, giants who had existed in the past.

Moreover, from a creative perspective, Kitty was remarkably unremarkable, hardly a genius worth making a fuss over. In fact, most Bell Park Laboratory employees, including Tesla, were undoubtedly a hundred or thousand times smarter than Kitty.

Of course, if one were to argue for her genius based on her ability to store vast ancient knowledge in her head with minimal corruption, there might be some merit to it.

Although memory geniuses are considered old-fashioned these days, that's merely our modern perspective, isn't it?

"Ah- stop it... hehehe..."

Besides, since the person herself enjoyed it, what more was there to say?

Kitty twisted her body bashfully at the assistant's fervent praise as they left the fertilizer factory.
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The description of the target he needed to handle was quite clear and perfect.

Perhaps it was too perfect in its composition, so that as the description expanded and became more elaborate, it ended up damaging some richer and more rare descriptions that it had excluded.

However, having accepted the commission, he couldn't avoid his duty, and had to collect information no matter how tedious.

This is why the man in the fedora roams the streets again today.

But during this period, the fedora man experienced a strange unease each day, as if the world that had been running smoothly suddenly had screws coming loose here and there.

Like the feeling when a wheel from the carriage you're riding suddenly rolls past you, and the previously docile horses suddenly go mad and buck like bulls.

So the poor fedora man couldn't help but reconsider the impression of the target he had received with the commission, and couldn't help but wonder if he had been chasing a phantom from the beginning.

And conclusively speaking, the fedora man's suspicion became reality.

"I've never seen such a man in my life, sir?"

"Look carefully once more. Are you sure you've never seen this man?"

"I said I haven't, didn't I? I've lived here for years, and if I say I haven't, then I haven't!"

"...Thank you."

The fedora man moved away from the grumbling passerby, feeling deeply dejected.

As he walked away, the now useless portrait in his hand was torn to pieces and carried away by the wind.

It was probably an action born of anger. It could have been anger toward the client who provided incorrect information, or shame-induced anger at having to seek others' help in fulfilling his commission.

The fedora man, now gloomy and troubled.

What to do now? Finding famous poets, painters, or philosophers known to have gone mad or senile would be easy even without a portrait, but searching for someone like Kitty Oppenheimer, with bizarrely little known information, was very difficult.

Of course, it would be possible by asking around meticulously. However, for the fedora man who needed to be cautious even about mentioning specific names, this wasn't a particularly good method.



So the fedora man seriously considered abandoning the commission for the first time in a very long while.



"Sigh... No, I should try a bit more..."

But the fedora man didn't give up. Because there was still one method left that always worked, though old-fashioned.

However, it wasn't his preferred method.

This was because this method meant encountering too many possibilities, making logical choices impossible, leaving blanks to be filled, and essentially relying on some mysterious organic force or vague coincidence.

But having no better options, the fedora man stopped a random passerby and asked:

"Excuse me. Are there any restaurants or bars around here?"

Ch.106 - Cliffhanger.
"Excuse me. Is there a restaurant or tavern around here?"

"A restaurant? It's quite far, but head toward the central area. It's the most famous restaurant in Bell Park, so it's worth the trip."

"Thank you."

The man in the fedora gave a polite nod to the woman holding an envelope with a strange texture that made a clear rustling sound, then promptly turned his steps in the direction she had indicated.

But no matter how far he walked, the restaurant was nowhere to be seen. He looked back at the path he had traveled, wondering if he had taken a wrong turn, but that seemed unlikely.

Unlike other cities where buildings sprouted haphazardly and streets twisted like bad handwriting, Bell Park's streets were arranged at right angles, making it nearly impossible to get lost.

Besides, this line of work required a sense of direction more precise than a ghost's.

Therefore, the probability that the fedora-wearing man had taken a wrong turn approached zero, and his assessment was correct.

"Huff... huff... That must be the restaurant."

The reason the fedora-wearing man hadn't reached the restaurant until the stars began to fade was simple.

It was just far. The physical distance was enormous, and the cause was the rural woman's sense of distance being different from that of city folk.

This peculiar spatial perception was characteristic of country people accustomed to vast pastures and fields. Come to think of it, Bell Park had been a backwater until just a few years ago, so it made sense.

At any rate, the fedora-wearing man had safely arrived at the restaurant.

Like a character from a dull old movie, he pushed through the swing door as if he were a sweat-soaked fugitive secretly tearing down his own wanted poster from the door.

However, the fedora-wearing man was soon disappointed. The restaurant he had visited to gather information was completely empty except for the counter, making it feel desolate.

"...I came too late."

Disappointed, he sat down at a suitable table and laboriously inhaled and exhaled cigarette smoke. In that awkward moment, a man who appeared to be the restaurant owner approached and asked if he would be dining.

"Would you like to eat?"

Although he had come to the restaurant to gather information, there was nothing else to do since no one was there, so the fedora-wearing man nodded with downturned lips.

The restaurant owner nodded in return and went back to the kitchen.

"Sorry, but could you take this to that table?"

"Eh? That's annoying..."

"Please."

A girl who appeared to be the restaurant owner's daughter trudged toward the fedora-wearing man's table. The girl limped on one leg, and coincidentally, the governor of Bell Park whom he needed to deal with was also said to have a limp.

"Here you go."

"Thank you."

He was served a meal fit for a fairy tale: bread, cheese, and a bowl of what looked like mountain-harvested mead.

The fedora-wearing man gave the girl a small tip.

However, the girl seemed either uninterested in material things or had an unusual sense of money, as she remained indifferent despite receiving an amount that would have astonished most children her age.

Of course, it wasn't money given to buy the flower of a young temptress, so the fedora-wearing man began his meal without further comment.

The emptiness of the restaurant and the eerily quiet meal left him with a sense of disappointment that needs no further description.

"..."

A long silence fell. The sound of his fork and knife scraping against the plate seemed to reflect his mood like a classical omen.

This was because the girl he had seen earlier was hovering around him.

Though she said nothing, her presence was as disruptive as listening to loud, passionate music composed by a talented musician.

Finally, the fedora-wearing man, his attention captured, stopped eating and addressed the girl.

"...What is it, little one?"

"Are you a scholar?"

"What?"

The girl thrust her face forward and abruptly began asking about the man's profession.

A scholar...

In a world where one must first become a scientist to become a killer, who could be more scholarly than I?

The fedora-wearing man nodded readily.

"Then what did you major in?"

"I specialized in pharmacology."

"Really?"

For some reason, the girl seemed interested in the word "pharmacology." At first, he feared she might make the awkward request to become his apprentice, but fortunately, that wasn't the case.

"What are your plans? Will you be staying in Bell Park?"

The girl was making ordinary conversation.

The man didn't want to answer her questions, but her curiously aristocratic accent intrigued him, so he maintained a suitably cynical attitude as he replied.

"Yes, I have business to attend to here."

"Really?"

The girl continued talking as she dragged a chair from somewhere and slumped down across from the fedora-wearing man.

"Why? Are you here to meet the Governor like the other scholars?"

"Other scholars?"

The fedora-wearing man, who had been keeping his gaze fixed on his plate, looked up.

"So scholars can meet the Governor?"

"Well... not all of them. The Governor is a very busy person and only meets people of value!"

"Value? How does one prove that value?"

"Hmm... by getting accepted to the Bell Park Future Strategy Institute?"

"An institute..."

The fedora-wearing man echoed the girl's words.

"I see. This has been an informative conversation."

"Hehe... for me too."

The fedora-wearing man left the restaurant, leaving behind some of his meal and a few coins.

.

.

.

.

.

But as fairy tales always feature three nights, this sad fairy tale also had its third night.

If you ask why it's sad, it's because the fedora-wearing man failed to get accepted to the institute.

And if you ask why he wasn't accepted, it's because the difference in standards was too great.

Although the fedora-wearing man was a highly educated person who had graduated at the top of his academy, the depth of knowledge required by the Bell Park Future Strategy Institute surpassed everything he had experienced in his superficial life.

Thus, the fedora-wearing man sat in the restaurant in the middle of the night, cursing for the first time in a long while.

"The world is made up of invisible atoms? What nonsense..."

One glass, two glasses, the alcohol slipping easily down his throat.

But his wounded pride showed no signs of recovery.

Rather, like the waves that come after waking from a dream, it tormented him all day, as if he were suffering from the secret aftereffects of an intimate surgical procedure, infected by a certain memory.

If you ask what memory...

"Even a nigger walks proudly around the institute!"

He must have seen Hassan walking around the institute.

As someone who despised barbarism above all else, he preferred the term "nigger" to "colored person," and he found it unbearable that those he had always considered barbaric were more capable than himself.

However, voicing such prejudice loudly is a good example of careless generalization.

Because Bell Park had many capable Black people.

And they would never tolerate such slurs, emotionally or ethically.

"What the fuck did you just say?"

.

.

.

.

.

Kitty, who was late coming home again after developing various weapons required by security, entered the restaurant with a tired expression.

"Uncle, I'm ba...?"

Kitty stammered in surprise upon entering the restaurant.

For good reason—someone was curled up in a corner of the restaurant, standing out like an awkward pointillist mark on an otherwise realistic painting.

Kitty tilted her head and cautiously approached the object that seemed so out of place, soon able to identify the face of the man lying there.

"Oh? Aren't you the pharmacologist from before? But your face... did you get hit?"

"..."

After finally confirming the face of the fedora-wearing man lying as still as a dead mouse, Kitty let out a nervous gulp.

"A-ahem... Stop looking and come over here."

The restaurant owner, as a fellow male, knew that what the fedora-wearing man needed most right now was friendly indifference and cold respect, so he wrapped his arm around Kitty's waist, lifted her up, and carried her to the counter.

Belatedly realizing this, Kitty quietly nodded while dangling from the restaurant owner's arm.

After settling Kitty at the counter, the restaurant owner approached the sprawled man, as it was time to prepare for closing.

"Sir? I'm sorry, but it's almost closing time..."

"Ah..."

After a few polite exchanges and a moment of silence, the fedora-wearing man rose unsteadily from the corner.

He removed his fedora once and bowed politely. "Excuse me." Just as he was about to leave without looking back...

"By the way, mister, did you get accepted to the institute?"

Kitty suddenly called out to him, and the fedora-wearing man answered in a lukewarm tone.

"No, I'm ashamed to say I didn't."

"Really? That's too bad. So you won't be able to see the Governor either?"

"...I suppose not."

In response to Kitty's question, the fedora-wearing man displayed a sophisticated cynical attitude, hiding his naive concerns.

But could he really hide it from Kitty? Accustomed to seeing through people's psychology, Kitty immediately perceived the fedora-wearing man's sense of loss.

Whether out of sympathy for this, or from a sense of duty to remain kind to third parties, Kitty finally gave the answer the fedora-wearing man had so desperately wanted to hear.

"Cheer up, mister. Actually, I'm Kitty Oppenheimer, the Governor of Bell Park. Is there anything you'd like to ask me?"

Ch.107 - Gaze.
The man in a fedora hat, half-leaning against the doorway leading out of the restaurant, paused his steps and turned his head toward the source of the sound.

In the fedora man's view as he looked back was Kitty, sitting in a chair and looking up at him.

Kitty rolled up her cheeks beneath her eyes, giving a subtle, smiling gaze.

"I told you, I'm Kitty Oppenheimer."

"...?"

The fedora man wore a puzzled expression. He had no idea how to take this child's claim.

Yet he couldn't just snort dismissively and ignore her.

Because while the girl's attitude was ambiguously indifferent, as if she didn't particularly care whether he believed her or not...

Her voice, conversely, carried a thick, consistent certainty.

Of course, this claim wasn't enough to make the man believe her outright, but it was sufficient to stir up dormant memories in his mind.

Memories that weren't forgotten, but would never have surfaced as topics of conversation otherwise.

For instance, things like these:

A limp identical to the governor's, a clearly different sense of money than others, a strangely aristocratic accent and unusual vocabulary, suspiciously exceptional knowledge.

All these elements swirled in the fedora man's mind, and what had been mere vague intuition suddenly became prophetic certainty, presenting him with a possibility he hadn't considered, causing his hand to instinctively move toward his back pocket.
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"Haha... That's quite a joke, little one."

The fedora man laughed hollowly as he backed away.

Kitty looked at the retreating man, pondered something, then smiled brightly and raised her hand.

"Hmm... right! Bye-bye~"

She waved her left hand at the fedora man. It was a gesture some might find somewhat impudent.

It wasn't intentional.

Having given a hint that went unrecognized by this ordinary person, Kitty had no reason to remain interested, so it was an undoubtedly instinctive response that emerged unconsciously.

And the middle-aged fedora man certainly didn't miss this subtle attitude.

But he merely accepted the disappointment with a mental shrug, so there was no angry confrontation.

"Someone's done a fine job raising that daughter."

With those final words, the fedora man left the restaurant completely.

Bang!

"..."

"What's his problem?"

The restaurant owner glared at Kitty, who was childishly swinging her legs on the chair, while Kitty tilted her head in genuine confusion.
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After that day, the fedora man seemed to have left Bell Park completely, as he never returned to the restaurant, nor was he ever encountered by chance on the streets.

If Kitty had possessed a mind like a quiet library, she might have remembered this and felt some regret.

But Kitty's mind was more like a conference hall filled with fierce debates, and since she felt no interest whatsoever in the man, he was quickly erased from her memory.

In a way, it was natural.

After all, a demonstration of delay detonators and RDX-packed grenades would leave a far more powerful impression than the aftermath of an old-fashioned middle-aged man.

"Remove safety clip."

"Remove safety clip!"

"Remove safety pin."

"Remove safety pin!"

"Throw."

"Throw!!"

The most senior security veteran, previously instructed, echoed Kitty's commands and vigorously threw the grenade.

The grenade, leaving the veteran's hand, traced a long arc through the air.

Eventually, it fell limply to the bare ground with a thud.

"Is that it?"

"It's just a metal ball"

The numerous spectators watching from behind tilted their heads as they observed the grenade embedded in the ground like a mere stone and the veteran covering his ears while lying flat on the ground.

"Now~ Cover your ears and open your mouths!"

When Kitty, who was hosting this demonstration, suddenly shouted to cover their ears, the audience, though finding it strange, obediently covered their ears.

And after a brief moment, the audience understood why, and were greatly surprised.

What surprised them? The thunderous explosion? The vibration rising from the soles of their feet? Or perhaps the shockwave that seemed to tear through the air?

No.

They had already witnessed such things with dynamite, so the audience felt little excitement about those aspects.

What truly amazed the audience was that, unlike dynamite, the grenade exploded suddenly without any warning.

Why were they surprised?

When we see a deflated airship, we can easily guess it will soon crash.

Similarly, with dynamite, once the fuse is lit, we know it will soon explode, so we mentally prepare ourselves based on the visual information the fuse provides.

But the new weapon Kitty demonstrated, the grenade, had none of that.

They didn't know when it would explode, why it would explode, or what would happen when it did.

That's why the surprised audience collectively fell silent.

It was because the fear stemming from the unknown worked like a magical factor, casting a spell that paralyzed all their muscles.

But regardless, Kitty left the demonstration site with her secretarial staff, leaving behind the dumbfounded audience.

"What's next?"

"We have a welcome ceremony for the negotiation team from the Sultanate regarding the export of cooling technology, and a factory safety inspection."

"Another late night..."

Kitty sighed deeply as she walked toward the official car. Of course, while it was her own doing, she also had no choice.

This was because the war that the home country was fighting showed signs of ending soon.

Until now, the home country had been too preoccupied with the war to interfere with Bell Park, but once the war ended and they could breathe easier, where would their blade point?

Undoubtedly toward Bell Park. And in a situation where they would clearly wave law books explicitly stating the prohibition of magical engineering, doing nothing would be suicidal.

That's why Kitty had thrown open Bell Park's technological gateway. She needed to create goodwill with ambiguously aligned third countries, establishing at least neighborly relations.

Moreover, it was quite a good decision as it also included disposing of Bell Park's surplus inventory, establishing new resource import routes, and technologically subjugating third countries.

"Yes, not bad. Not bad at all..."

"Ma'am?"

Whisk-!

Kitty's secretary tilted her head in confusion as she watched Kitty, who had been walking normally, suddenly turn her head this way and that, fiercely searching for something.

"Are you alright?"

"Hey... don't you feel like someone's been following us lately?"

"Really? I don't notice anything."

"Tsk... am I imagining it?"

"I'm sure that's it. Even if there were someone, it would just be outside scholars hoping to catch a glimpse of you."

"You think? I guess so?"

"Of course. I'm terrified every time you get like this. Anyway, we're short on time, so let's hurry."

"...Right, let's go."

Kitty continued on her way, smacking her lips.

As much as she wanted to send people to resolve this vague discomfort immediately, time was tight as her secretary said, so she soon dismissed it from her mind.
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Some time passed. Kitty barely arrived at the research institute on schedule.

The welcome ceremony for the negotiation team at the institute was quite interesting, and the subsequent negotiations also brought quite positive results, making it an excellent day.

"אלוהים יברך אותך... Thank you."

"Thank you for your hard work as well. We'll process and send you a copy of the contract right away... Ma'am?"

The economic department researchers who had led the negotiations against the Sultanate's team noticed Kitty sitting like a taciturn small monument, sighing heavily, and snapped their fingers in front of her face.

"Excuse me? Ma'am? Are you alright?" (Snap- Snap-)

Only after the researcher snapped their fingers several times in front of her face did Kitty seem to come to her senses, nearly falling over.

"Hello?"

"Huh, oh, what?"

"Are you alright? You don't look well."

The researchers looked with concern at Kitty, who was sitting in a leather armchair, alternately joining and separating her hands in a gable shape.

"Should we call for the nun?"

"Huh? No, no. I'm fine. I still need to go for the factory safety inspection... I'm fine."

"Hmm... are you sure?"

At Kitty's strong denial, the researcher stepped back with a dubious expression. They couldn't force her to rest if she insisted she was fine.

Still, unable to completely ignore it, the researcher grumbled:

"I've been holding back from saying this because it feels like meddling, but please take care of yourself. You'll die young at this rate."

"Haha... thanks for worrying. But it's not like that, so you don't need to worry too much."

Kitty waved her hands dismissively with an awkward smile.

This was because there was truly nothing wrong with her body, and she had simply failed to manage her expression, causing unnecessary concern.

If there was a problem, it would likely be psychological. Kitty was troubled by the ominous gaze she had been feeling frequently lately.

This matter was worth pondering. Was there some connection between this vague discomfort and the events and Kitty's movements? Should Kitty take some measures? Should she deploy people for a large-scale search?

However, having deployed Bell Park's forces externally recently, there was a shortage of personnel internally, making it difficult.

Moreover, causing unnecessary anxiety among residents based on mere suspicion without concrete evidence would do no good.

So Kitty... ignored it. Despite the foreboding feeling that seemed somehow familiar.

"I'll be heading to the factory now, the rest of you can go home."

"Yes, ma'am."

Ch.108 - Flower That Drank Poison.
There is no strict distinction that determines whether a substance itself is medicine or poison.

What determines if a substance is medicine or poison is solely the dosage.

And the pharmacology I studied is the discipline that defines that dosage.

I was so exceptionally talented in pharmacology that I reached a level where I could freely move beyond the rigid dichotomy of medicine and poison simply by controlling the dosage.

Let me give an example: here we have lily of the valley.

Famous for its beautiful appearance, pleasant fragrance, and romantic flower language, but just as roses have thorns, lily of the valley contains deadly poison.

Of course, like many poisons, when the dosage is controlled, it becomes medicine. However, only 0.04 ounces is used medicinally, and anything beyond that is deadly poison, even for a conquering hero.

But as I mentioned earlier, I am a person who has reached mastery, and with just a casual flick of my fingers, I could create something between medicine and poison.

Thus, calculating a dose that wouldn't kill but would cause dizziness was truly simple for me.

Moreover, the fact that my target, Kitty Oppenheimer, lived in a restaurant, and despite her authority, had strangely no caution about food, worked as tremendous luck for me.

Therefore, for someone like me who had perfectly understood the restaurant's structure and completed my disguise, secretly mixing poison into food was truly nothing.

.

.

.

.

.

One of Bell Park's annual events, the factory inspection, typically takes two weeks, depending on the circumstances.

It's certainly not easy.

The year-end inspection has much stricter standards than usual, making several people quite exhausted.

However, everyone agreed on the necessity of inspections, and since excellent evaluations were always followed by rewards, they had never been skipped.

Besides, today was the last day of inspection, so everyone seemed slightly excited.

Except for Kitty, who was unusually complaining of dizziness today.

"Today we plan to inspect from Zone A to Zone E."

"..."

"All personnel should take note, especially in Zone D..."

"..."

"Good. Now, regarding the inspection, any questions... Director?"

"..."

"Director? Director!"

The safety manager stood beside Kitty, speaking loudly as if talking to someone slightly hard of hearing.

Kitty, who had been keeping her head down like an awkward stranger, looked up startled and glanced around.

"Huh? Oh, what?"

"Are you alright?"

The safety manager looked concerned as he watched Kitty with wide eyes, looking around disoriented.

"Oh my... Why don't you rest today? Or we could postpone..."

"No, I was just thinking about something."

Kitty firmly declared she would proceed with the inspection despite the safety manager's concerned advice.

However, despite her resolute tone, her body couldn't match it.

Holding a cane in one hand, Kitty staggered slightly—not enough to be obvious—like a child sluggish from staying up all night dreaming of becoming an astronomer.

Moreover, her speech had become quite slurred, like a slow-speaking ventriloquist stumbling over words with their talkative puppet.

With her face and neck taking on a dull grayish hue, she certainly gave those around her plenty of reason for concern.

"This looks difficult. Let's postpone it."

"I said I'm fine, didn't I? Do you know how much loss we'd incur if the factory stops for a day?"

"Even so, this is... No, no, Director!"

Despite the protests of those around her, Kitty continued with the factory inspection.

However, watching Kitty wobble up the factory stairs like a fish struggling against rapids made one's heart race and break out in cold sweat—how could they not try to stop her?

But Kitty had a bad habit of being unnecessarily stubborn in such matters.

No matter how much those around her emphasized the importance of rest, she dismissed it as nonsense and threatened to make a scene.

After deep discussion, they reached a dramatic compromise: they would stop immediately if there were any signs of physical distress.
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"Safety is good!"

"Good! Good! Good!"

Clap! Clap! Clap!

Following the safety manager's powerful yet somehow gloomy signal, the inspection team shouted their slogan with accompanying applause, then quietly walked to their respective inspection areas.

After everyone had left, Kitty remained alone at the factory entrance.

Confirming that all other inspection teams had departed, Kitty finally began walking to her assigned area.

She passed through a small door next to a large extractor and walked down a smooth metal corridor with few curves.

The corridor wasn't like a trail with protruding stones, but the dizziness whining at her temples nearly made her fall several times.

Nevertheless, her position as governor always granted her infinite patience, so Kitty never gave up on the inspection and turned back.

So Kitty forced herself to maintain balance as she walked and walked through the factory.

When dizziness clouded her mind, she used the strange shadows cast by yellow-white bulbs and long pipes as guides and walked mindlessly.

She walked for quite some time. It took a while, but she arrived—at the control room, her assigned area and the most critical facility.

"The key..."

Standing before the control room door, where light and shadow intersected to form a stark contrast, Kitty raised the key from her waist to the keyhole at eye level.

But her blurred vision, which had worsened at some point, kept causing the key to miss the hole. Kitty narrowed her eyes like someone with myopia, trying to find at least the general direction, but it wasn't easy.

After wrestling with the door for... five minutes had passed.

Kitty, now furious.

After stamping the key against the door with clanging sounds, Kitty seemed to decide it would be better to close her eyes and rely on her rich imagination, as she closed her eyes and continued jabbing at the area where the keyhole might be.

Of course, it seemed unlikely the door would open this way.

But surprisingly... it opened! Feeling the faint breeze from the open door gap brush against her cheek, Kitty flung the control room door wide open.



"Impressive factory."

Kitty quickly turned toward the direction of the voice.

"What! Who are you...!"

She tried to deploy an appropriate response to the unidentified intruder, but a fierce kick struck her abdomen first, preventing her from doing so.

Kitty's body was lifted by the kick. She flew for a while and only hit the floor after colliding with the inner wall of the control room.

"Ugh... huff...! Cough cough!"

It was truly a powerful pain she hadn't felt in a long time. The shock must have reached her internal organs, as Kitty kept gasping for breath and coughed dryly a few times.

"Are you Kitty Oppenheimer?"

The unidentified intruder addressed Kitty in a nonchalant voice.

But Kitty was massaging her crushed abdomen and forcibly trying to breathe, so naturally, there was no answer.

"Are you Kitty Oppenheimer?"

But the intruder acted as if it wasn't their concern.

When there was still no answer after asking again, the intruder walked to the wall where Kitty was leaning, lowered their posture, and grabbed Kitty's hair, forcibly lifting her head.

The intruder roughly pulled up Kitty's head.

Their eyes naturally met, and after confirming Kitty's distinctive green eyes and features, the intruder showed a satisfied expression and released their grip on Kitty's hair.

And as the intruder confirmed Kitty's face, Kitty could also naturally observe the intruder's appearance, and despite her blurry vision allowing only a vague recognition, Kitty immediately knew who the intruder was.

The intruder was the fedora-wearing man who had visited the restaurant a few weeks ago.



"F...uck... you, you...!"

"What a splendid expression."

No one could endure the sight of someone who had inflicted such intense pain returning with a casual attitude and mechanical smile.

Beads of sweat formed on Kitty's pale forehead as a distinct shade of hatred began to emerge.

"You... what are you? What the hell... are you doing...!"

Kitty addressed the fedora-wearing man, spitting out bloody phlegm with imprecise pronunciation.

She instinctively calculated the possibility of subduing him, but this too was difficult due to the dizziness stabbing at her temples.

"Me? Well, who am I? People call me Gnosis, but I don't really consider that my name."

"Huff... crazy, bastard... what are you... ugh! saying..."

Gnosis felt quite satisfied watching Kitty, who was gasping like an aged elder but still cursing with undiminished anger, and he let out a slight snicker.

Then something quite unusual happened.

As an assassin who always had to consider the possibility of failure, Gnosis had established and maintained a principle of never speaking until the target was completely silenced.

Moreover, his innately cold personality meant he never harbored any emotions toward his targets. As a result, all of Gnosis's targets died without even knowing why.

But this time was different. Did he like Kitty? That couldn't be it.

Perhaps the arrogance stemming from years of accumulated experience granted Kitty a very small courtesy.

After all, how many people could remain vigilant when faced with someone as harmless as Kitty?

Probably none.

And that was an unavoidable aspect of being human, even for a seasoned assassin like Gnosis, which is why his babbling toward Kitty was also unavoidable.

Gnosis addressed Kitty with a faint smile.

"Kitty Oppenheimer, you will be recorded as an accidental death. How? In a mentally weakened state, you recklessly operated the panel, causing a critical operational error that led to a major factory fire, and unable to escape in time, you'll burn to death."

"Write a novel, you bastard..."

Ignoring Kitty's sarcasm, Gnosis continued.

"Don't worry though. I'll make it comfortable for you just before you escape."

Gnosis glanced once more at Kitty, who was still hanging her head low and mumbling, then walked to the panel that controlled the factory's main functions.

And he began randomly pressing buttons that would never be pressed under normal circumstances.

Ch.109 - The Path Of The Supreme Sword.
Like most pioneer cathedrals, the one in Bell Park was originally an insignificant place where a single nun handled everything, running things in a makeshift fashion.

But now it teemed with kindly middle-class donors and clergy who had crossed over with holy faith and a sense of duty. It had become a place overflowing with joy and grace.

Moreover, as people increased, the scale inevitably grew larger.

So naturally, it transformed into an impressive cathedral with stone walls featuring prominent masonry and a garden of intricately grown fir trees.

Such beautiful cathedrals always possess a magical power to attract those plagued by temptation.

Thus, it was not at all strange that a restaurant owner, his heart always full of temptation, sat sniffling in the confessional's rough-hewn chair.

"So, how have you been?"

A moment later, with the sound of the door swinging open, a very familiar voice greeted him warmly from behind the thin wooden panel perforated with tiny holes.

"Well enough, thanks."

"My goodness... what sin could someone who neither drinks nor gambles have committed to come here?"

The nun immediately recognized the voice from across the booth and acknowledged him right away.

This wasn't supposed to happen. The penitent and priest should be shrouded in complete anonymity, and even if one recognized the other, they should never acknowledge it.

However, Bell Park's early pioneers lacked knowledge about proper confession, and always visited the confessional as if it were some kind of mental health clinic.

Of course, there had always been a nun who would protest that this wasn't how confession was supposed to work.

But people were grateful just to have someone listen to them as a counselor, and would donate a certain amount as an offering.

Thus, naturally, the nun who preached about the purity of confession disappeared without a trace, replaced by one who listened quietly with a sullen expression, mumbling under her breath.

And now, having fully embraced the practice, the corner of the confessional displayed a price list handmade by the nun. This was the main reason Bell Park Cathedral had been known for its makeshift operations.

Well... anyway, after the nun acknowledged him, the restaurant owner pondered briefly before sharing his concern.

"I have someone I love. No, perhaps I should say someone I loved. I'm not sure."

"Oh?"

A love story out of nowhere? A friend's romance was always intriguing.

The nun leaned slightly toward the panel where the voice was coming from.

"You say someone you loved? Are you separated now?"

"That's right."

"Do you want to reconcile?"

"Reconciliation isn't the right word. She's a completely different person now."

"...Huh?"

The nun stumbled over her words at this misaligned response. But as with any counseling, the client surely had circumstances they couldn't explain, so she simply accepted it and moved on.

"Ahem... Well, anyway, are you here seeking advice on how to capture a woman's heart?"

"I'm sorry, but that's not it either. I simply came to ask if my love is worthy."

"Worthy?"

The nun tilted her head. Worthy of love? Perhaps the object of his affection was nobility? But Bell Park didn't have any notable aristocrats...

"Is the person you love of noble birth?"

"No."

"Then are you here to mock me?"

"...I apologize if I've caused a misunderstanding. But what I said is absolutely true. I love someone. If there's a problem with my love, it's that it's merely an imitation born from projecting my former lover onto her."

"Oh... that's profoundly deep and... disgusting."

"It's utterly revolting. That's why I came to you. I want to know if this sinful love is worthy or not."

At the restaurant owner's confession, the nun silently rubbed her goosebump-covered arms while pursing her lips.

However, from a clergy perspective, the restaurant owner was a lamb who had sought out the confessional of his own accord, so she had a duty to listen to his story through to the end. Thus, she didn't cross over to the other side to rebuke him.

"Ahem... There is no such thing as sinful love in this world. We confuse the concept of sin, which has become ambiguous as it's generalized today, with the much more secularly tainted concept of crime, but sin in the Bible is ridiculously simple."

"Then what is sin?"

"Only disobedience to God's will constitutes sin. Love is an act encouraged even in the Bible, so love can never be sinful."

"But my love is merely an imitation. I'm just choosing her as a substitute while longing for the past. Yet despite being aware of all this, it feels so real to me..."

"Look, if you want to seriously consider love, you shouldn't start by degrading it to the level of some cheap erotic novel's incestuous parody. The meaning of love is infinite and inherently confusing, yet you're starting by limiting its qualifications..."

"But there is a conventional meaning."

"No, there isn't. In God's providence, there are no qualifications for love, nor do they make sense. To begin with, no one can clearly define the vast concept of love in a single statement. It's impossible to deny something that no one fully understands."

"But our souls, imprisoned in flesh—the dust clinging to our shells—can only rely on experiences gained during this imprisonment, making us childishly attached to individuality, like small-town principles and local ordinances."

"Sigh... Individuality is like the shadow of similarity. People see different individual points and similarities in each other, and this applies to the boundlessly infinite category of affection. So please stop saying satanic things that deny God's providence in front of a clergy member. What, should I perform an exorcism on you?"

"But..."

"Fine! If you're so uncertain, let me, God's representative, decide for you! Your love is an event that occurred according to celestial rules and an immutable fable about destiny! Therefore, denying that love goes against God's providence, and by denying it, you become Satan!"

After the nun's sharp declaration circled the confessional, the restaurant owner remained silent for a while, seemingly deep in thought.

By the time his voice came back from across the booth, it was already a little past lunchtime.

"Thank you. My mind is clear now."

The restaurant owner expressed satisfaction and gratitude for the nun's surprisingly insightful and fitting advice.

"If the temptation in your heart has been resolved, then all is well."

The nun maintained a devout prayer posture, cupping the religious ornament near her chest, until she heard the sound of coins dropping into the fee box placed in the corner of the confessional.

Clink~

"Well then."

"May God's blessing be upon you, and may you find beautiful love."

The nun maintained her prayer posture, blessing the restaurant owner until the metallic sound of the coin and the rustling of synthetic fabric completely faded away.

"Huh? But this conversation definitely..."

Suddenly struck by something, the nun interrupted her prayer and furrowed her brow intensely, like someone trying hard to recall something, as she watched the retreating restaurant owner.

She thought to herself: Something's strange. What is it? No, not strange exactly, but haven't we had this conversation before?

If so, when? Yesterday? Last month? Last year? Or was it around chapter 63?

Or am I wrong? Am I overthinking? But the déjà vu piercing through her brain was screaming like an indignant criminal vehemently protesting their innocence, making it difficult to dismiss as mere imagination.

"Former lover... projection... love... hmm... I'm sure I've heard this somewhere..."

The nun crossed her legs the other way and gently rocked in her armchair, as most people do when trying to recall something.

For a while, she sat quietly, gathering all the fragmented pieces of memory from her mind, slowly piecing them together like a scattered puzzle.

It didn't take long to complete the puzzle.

The nun examined the completed memory puzzle with her mind's eye.

The image literally showed Kitty, whose crown barely reached the restaurant owner's hip level, walking hand in hand with him.

"No, it must be my imagination."

"...It must be my imagination, right?"

"Oh my God."
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The restaurant owner left the cathedral.

He breathed deeply in the bright sunlight and dry, fresh air.

"Inhale... exhale..."

In the clear and melancholic afternoon, the restaurant owner savored a complex mix of emotions.

Feeling that he still had a chance to avoid expulsion from heaven, sensing a hope deep in his bones that salvation would be granted despite the frozen mire and fear in his heart, the liberation from the knotted guilt that had tormented him for so long was exhilaratingly sweet.

But what excited the restaurant owner even more was none other than his bursting love; the love welling up in real-time made his steps very light.

Look! Those people over there are running around in a daze just like him! Surely they must have something incredibly joyful happening too.

Should he go ask them? Today he felt somehow generous.

"Hey! Where are you running to in such a hurry?"

The restaurant owner stopped someone carrying a water bucket who was hurrying somewhere on the suddenly bustling street.

The person with the bucket recognized the restaurant owner and exclaimed "Oh!" before clearly explaining their destination and reason for rushing.

"You're the restaurant owner, right! Take this and follow me! There's a fire at the factory!"

"A fire at the factory? Why suddenly?"

"How would I know! Anyway, it's serious! The Governor is there... Hey, where are you going!"

Ch.110 - Solus Rex.
In the control room's air, reeking of oil, Gnosis was recklessly manipulating the panels that controlled the factory's core functions.

"They say geniuses are born in what you might call unfortunate times. In that sense, your era could be called the worst of them all."

"..."

Kitty didn't respond.

Actually, it wasn't so much that she didn't as she couldn't. This was because Gnosis had thoroughly subdued the lying Kitty in preparation for any possible situation.

His method was to brutally apply additional violence.

For example, he had forcefully stomped on her already damaged internal organs with his boot, and repeatedly struck her face with his rough fists.

As a result, Kitty's sunken abdomen was in a state where her intestines were rippling, with damp, dark purple secretions periodically rising up her airway.

Blood flowed ceaselessly from her broken nose, leaving Kitty barely able to secure minimal breathing.

One step closer to death in terms of time and space, Kitty could only lie sprawled like a butterfly specimen with wrongly spread wings.

"Hwhk, puhoo... purrrk..."

Despite her physical condition, Kitty's visual organs still watched Gnosis as he manipulated the panel, tilting his head like a leisurely pigeon.

This was only possible because the pure killing intent surging like waves barely met the minimum requirement to maintain her mouse-tail-sized consciousness.

Gnosis looked at Kitty, whose complexion was reddish but not healthy, and spoke with admiration.

"...I can't help but be impressed. Usually, begging for life comes first."

Even as he said this, Gnosis's hands were still busily manipulating the panel.

He pressed buttons that would normally never be pressed, simultaneously pressed buttons that should never be pressed together, pulled levers that would never budge under ordinary force, and forcefully turned dials that had been centered either to the left or right.

Then, inside the factory, an unpleasant metallic sound began to be heard—the sound of machinery about to break down, that is, parts rotating forcefully in misaligned directions.

Finally, when Gnosis pressed a bright red button that looked like it was meant to be pressed, a sharp siren sound warning that something had gone wrong and a series of explosive sounds were heard.

It was loud enough to draw attention even from Kitty, whose senses were mixed up and struggling to maintain sanity.

"Purrrk... puuuu..."

Kitty, making phlegmy breathing sounds, raised her head as high as her neck would allow, and rolled her bloodshot eyes to look around.

Through her blurry vision, she could see grayish smoke creeping in through the gaps in the control room door.

She also clearly saw Gnosis, who had been manipulating the panel, look at the smoke and raise one arm in triumph and certainty.

Though uncertain which side was enjoying this, Kitty saw it as an opportunity.

Kitty urged her tongue, which kept curling back into her mouth, to align as straight as possible before speaking in a somewhat comprehensible manner.

"...Hey, before, you go, let me."

As she spoke, Kitty tapped her throat with her fingertips. Vaguely, but around where the carotid artery would be.

Gnosis, being someone who killed for a living, immediately understood the meaning of Kitty's gesture.

And precisely because killing was his profession, he hesitated.

Because Kitty was supposed to die in an accident, after all.

Of course, a body crushed under burning factory debris wouldn't be intact.

However, if a stab wound were to be discovered during an autopsy, his efforts to disguise it as an accidental death would be all for naught.

Moreover, Gnosis wasn't a pleasure killer.

He was just slightly more talented at killing than the average person, but he was still essentially ordinary, so he didn't particularly want to stab someone like Kitty who was already a walking corpse.

So Gnosis left Kitty alone and quietly exited the factory.

Actually, he stopped as he was about to leave.

Why?

Why did Gnosis stop in his tracks and turn back to look down at Kitty with pitying eyes?

Because he was ordinary.

Because he was ordinary, universal emotions suddenly rushed in and took effect, and because he was ordinary, he couldn't bring himself to reject those emotions.

Moreover, Kitty's physique and appearance evoked sufficient protective instincts in observers, so Gnosis's hesitation was understandable.

"...Sigh."

Having decided to ease the girl's suffering, Gnosis pulled out a knife hidden under his left armpit inside his coat.

With the knife drawn, he slowly approached the wall where Kitty was leaning.

As he did so, he examined whether the knife was sharp enough. It needed to be in perfect condition to make minimal noise and cause minimal pain.

The knife was frighteningly sharp. Gnosis stood before Kitty and bent down to her eye level. Three seconds so far.

Gnosis looked into Kitty's hazy green eyes and slowly raised the blade upright. Five seconds so far.

He placed the upright blade near Kitty's neck. Six seconds so far.

Then he spoke. "Any last words?" Though who would remember them was uncertain. Seven seconds... eight seconds... nine seconds...

"Soft bastard."

"What?"

Kitty simultaneously grabbed the back of Gnosis's neck and the wrist holding the knife as they came near her.

Gripping his wrist, Kitty pressed hard on the bean-shaped bone where the nerve passes with her thumb.

When sufficient pressure is applied to a nerve, there's a momentary reflex where strength leaves the body. Kitty didn't miss this fleeting moment.

She skillfully twisted Gnosis's weakened wrist. Before he could react, the blade was suddenly pointing at Gnosis instead of Kitty.

Kitty pulled the hand gripping the back of Gnosis's neck toward her body with all her might, and the blade facing her had already penetrated his body before he could react.

This all happened in 9.3 seconds. For Kitty, who was once a special soldier, 0.3 seconds was enough time to accomplish quite a lot, including killing someone.

And as if to prove that this sequence of actions happened in an instant, it took 11.8 seconds for Gnosis, stabbed with his own knife, to grimace and groan.

"Urghk...!"

"Oh my... not used to being stabbed, are you?"

Kitty smiled grimly. As she tried to twist the embedded blade to sever the aorta somewhere in his shoulder-

"Kyaak!"

...she couldn't. Gnosis, regaining his senses faster than expected, punched Kitty in the face, sending her rolling across the floor several times before crashing into the opposite wall.

With her nose bone now tilted to the right instead of the left from the blow to her face, Kitty laughed triumphantly at Gnosis, who was clutching his shoulder and swallowing his pain.

"Keheheh, you son of a... I should have stabbed your heart for a one-hit kill... what a shame..."

"...I'll kill you."
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Three minutes had passed since Kitty stabbed Gnosis.

From a macroscopic perspective, three minutes is clearly just a fleeting, very small amount of time.

But for Kitty, who had to endure the violence wielded by an enraged adult male with a girl's body, the past three minutes were clearly as eternal as any time could be.

Gnosis, breathing heavily, shook his blood-soaked fist up and down as if shaking off filth.

As he did so, he placed his finger against Kitty's philtrum. Surprisingly, a faint breath brushed past Gnosis's finger.

With a disgusted expression, Gnosis forcefully stomped on Kitty's ankle.

"...!"

With her ankle bent at a right angle, Kitty neither screamed nor frowned.

Only a sleepy, blank expression and a sound like air escaping from a balloon came from her slightly open mouth.

Gnosis stared at Kitty's face for a moment, then suddenly turned around without a word and stood in front of the door leading out of the control room.

Because inflicting further pain was meaningless. Kitty's appearance resembled that of the dead to an extent that was impossible and unnecessary to express in words.

Moreover, the heat had somehow reached just outside the control room, and the air was starting to feel stuffy.

Now he really needed to escape. Gnosis took off his coat and wrapped it around the iron doorknob of the control room.

"Before that, just a moment..."

Gnosis paused while opening the door and turned around to look. He had definitely tucked a pistol under his right armpit, but now it felt empty.

That was close. He almost made a basic mistake. He almost left behind evidence...

Click-

"Well, I didn't drop it—you stole it."

"......"

The muzzle of the pistol Kitty was holding was pointed at Gnosis.

However, her hand was trembling as if holding something heavy, making accurate aiming difficult.

So Gnosis tried to rush in and snatch the gun away in one swift move, but...

He couldn't.

Because the pistol Kitty was holding was a flintlock. The hammer with the flint was fully cocked, and the powder pan was also open, indicating she clearly knew how to use it.

Gnosis swallowed and said,

"So you know how to use that thing."

"...Discharge."

Gnosis approached very slowly, at a pace that wouldn't provoke Kitty or be noticeable.

It wasn't because he was afraid of being shot. The probability of being hit by a gun fired by someone in her condition was practically zero.

But the reason Gnosis couldn't act rashly was that the moment the gun was fired and the sound of gunfire echoed through the factory, Kitty's cause of death would change from accident to assassination.

This was a situation that Gnosis, who absolutely needed to disguise it as an accidental death, truly wanted to avoid.

And Kitty, who was an expert at making people suffer, would certainly know this.

Whether she hit him or not, it was only natural for her to put pressure on the trigger finger.
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"Hey! Don't waste water in the wrong place, just clear the path to the control room, you idiot!"

"Y-yes, sir!"

"Ah, damn it! Move!"

At the entrance of the smoking factory, the civil service captain snatched the water bucket from the confused civil service worker and carried the water himself.

"Hey! Are you sure they're in the control room?!"

"I'm certain! The place the boss inspects is always the most important facility in the factory, so..."

"Alright then! You just keep spraying water!"

"Y-yes, sir!"

The inspection team, who had escaped before the fire spread, faithfully followed the civil service captain's instructions.

In addition, civil service workers and security personnel who had been on standby within the compound were all mobilized to carry water, and soon the flames began to subside, making it seem like they could secure a path to the control room with just a little more effort.

"The goal isn't to extinguish the fire! The goal is just to secure a path to the control room and rescue Kitty...!?"

The civil service captain, who had been mechanically carrying water while shouting, turned around in surprise. Suddenly, someone had firmly gripped his shoulder.

"What, who... Oh, the restaurant owner?"

"Huff... huff... Kitty, where is Kitty?"

The restaurant owner was breathing heavily as if he had run from quite far away.

The civil service captain didn't bother answering his question. He simply pointed at the factory and handed him the remaining bucket.

Taking the bucket, the restaurant owner didn't say anything else. He just silently filled the bucket with water and repeatedly poured it where others were pouring theirs.

Some time passed like this.

Fortunately, people found the weak spots in the flames and began to concentrate on pouring water there.

As a result, the patchy pillars of fire grew smaller and smaller, diminishing to a level where one could reach the control room with only minor burns.

"Good! The flames are subsiding! Just a little more like this...!"

The civil service captain shouted into the air. He seemed calmer than before. As the hot flames receded, self-control returned...

BANG—-

"?"

"?"

"?"

At the sudden gunshot, all personnel who had been busily carrying water stopped simultaneously.

"...!"

"H-hey! Restaurant owner! Ah, damn it!"

Except for the restaurant owner, who doused himself with water and ran into the factory, and the civil service captain who followed him.

Ch.111 - Shock.
"Stop!"

Despite the civil defense captain shouting at the top of his lungs at the restaurant owner who was charging fiercely toward the direction of the gunshot like a hunting dog stimulated by the scent of blood, the restaurant owner didn't stop.

"You two! Follow me!"

"Yes, sir!"

The civil defense captain doused himself with cold water, just as the restaurant owner had done.

Then, to prepare for any possible situation, he pointed at two nearby civil defense agents and hurriedly entered through the iron door next to the massive extractor.

"Ugh...!"

In the steel corridor leading to the control room, the restaurant owner and civil defense captain groaned in surprise at the air so hot it sent chills down their spines.

The pipes woven together like a spider web acted as a firewall, making it somewhat bearable.

But with ghost-like gas clinging to their faces and constantly obscuring their vision, the civil defense captain, the agents, and the restaurant owner had no choice but to pass through the steel corridor at a relatively slow pace, using the railing as a guide.

Moreover, the gas they had just inhaled made them dizzy, and the heated corridor created shimmering heat waves, so their actual speed was only slightly faster than a brisk walk.

To make matters worse, a sudden fork in the path threw the group into confusion.

"Should we split up?"

"Wouldn't that be too dangerous?"

"But we don't have a choice."

While they were discussing, the civil defense captain quietly observed the smoke flowing to the right, and then, with a confident expression, pointed to the left.

"Left! Let's go left!"

The civil defense captain dashed to the left at the fork. The civil defense agents behind him tilted their heads in confusion but followed anyway.

They weren't sure what basis he had for choosing left. But his steps were filled with confidence, so at least it didn't seem like a decision born from spiritual impulse.

And ultimately, the civil defense captain's judgment proved correct.

After turning left and running straight along the corridor, the civil defense captain soon spotted an iron door with a mineral-like blue glow in the distance.

If what the inspection team had said was true, that must be the control room. The civil defense captain and restaurant owner ran toward the door that looked like a tiny dot due to the considerable distance.

Thump, thump, thump—

"Kitty! Answer if you're there!"

As the group ran toward the control room, the door that had appeared as a small dot gradually took on a rectangular shape.

But simultaneously, something strange happened. As the door became more distinct, an unidentified figure also became clearer, and the group could only confirm its identity when they were just a few steps away from the control room.

A black-haired man, seen only in profile, stood wearing a brown suit, tightly gripping the ridiculous handle of a shabby, unremarkable dagger.

"We have visitors."

The unidentified man muttered lowly as he looked at the civil defense captain and restaurant owner. He was staggering continuously, and his old khaki pants hanging on his flat, twisted pelvis were soaked with blood.

As soon as the civil defense captain saw this, he hurriedly pulled out an automatic pistol from his precariously hanging leather holster and loaded it.

Of course, there was certainly a possibility that this unknown man could be a factory employee or inspection team member who hadn't managed to escape.

But some sensitive cells within the civil defense captain, something like intuition, responded to an anxious impulse, and he aimed his automatic pistol as if trying to protect himself from a vague danger.

When the suspect turned his body toward the sound and fixed his snake-like, desolate, narrow-browed eyes on them, the civil defense captain instantly recognized who he was and felt a shudder—like waking up with a groan from sleep paralysis if this had been a dream.

It was a Gnostic.

"Civil defense! Put your hands up and step back!"

The civil defense agents who had followed also sensed something was wrong and drew their pistols, aiming at the suspect.

"Hands above your head, now!"

"Surrender or we'll shoot!"

As they aimed their guns, a sharp melody of metallic wires rang out. The Gnostic seemed very familiar with this situation, staring directly at the gun barrels pointed at him.

The civil defense captain released the safety on his pistol and slowly approached the Gnostic.

"I said put your hands up!"

"...If you insist."

Contrary to expectations, the Gnostic complied with the threatening command. However, his right shoulder seemed severely injured, as his right arm dangled limply compared to his fully raised left arm.

"Put down your weapon and slowly turn around."

"..."

The Gnostic threw away the weapon he had been clutching in one hand. Then, slowly turning around and fully revealing his face.

"Do you know who I am?"

"Shut up and tell us where Kitty is."

In response to the civil defense captain's question, the Gnostic jerked his chin toward the control room.

While the civil defense captain and agents rushed to restrain the Gnostic, the restaurant owner darted into the control room and came back carrying the unconscious Kitty over his shoulder.

Having achieved their objective, the group left the factory without delay before the fire could spread further.
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Despite some difficulties, they ultimately succeeded in rescuing Kitty safely.

"Safely? Are you insane?"

"What are you suddenly talking about?"

In the dead of night.

Everything was quiet, but especially so in the cathedral today. The restaurant owner was startled by the nun's sudden outburst and dropped the notebook he was holding.

The nun, realizing that the voice she heard was actually an auditory hallucination due to spiritual exhaustion, picked up the fallen notebook for him and expressed her apology.

"Sigh... I'm sorry, I think I lost my mind for a moment."

"Don't worry about it. It's common for clergy who've depleted their spiritual energy to suffer from hallucinations."

"Thank you for understanding."

"No need for that between us... By the way, how is her condition?"

With a casual laugh, the restaurant owner put a cigarette between his teeth and asked the nun who was keeping her head down.

At his question, the nun looked around like a child asked a difficult question, then spoke in a gloomy tone.

"I can't even say it's fine just to be polite."

"Are we considering the worst-case scenario?"

"I can't give you a definitive answer. We've done our best, but we're merely forcibly extending her life with spiritual energy. Even if she regains consciousness, there will definitely be aftereffects, in my opinion..."

"Should such words come from a clergy's mouth!?"

The restaurant owner's angry voice, interrupting the nun's words, filled the grayish-white corridor of the cathedral.

By the time the echo that had circled the corridor a couple of times completely disappeared, the restaurant owner, recognizing his mistake, grabbed his brow.

"I-I'm sorry, I just..."

Seemingly bewildered by the emotional outburst that had never happened since he came to Bell Park, the restaurant owner repeatedly bowed his head and apologized.

The nun firmly held his flustered hands and calmed him with a generous tone.

"It's alright. You're just very troubled and on edge with all sorts of worries. So don't worry about it."

"..."

The restaurant owner looked at the nun with a face mixed with various expressions as she firmly held his hand.

Suddenly feeling like tears might well up for no reason, the restaurant owner, not wanting to show an even more unsightly appearance, turned his head abruptly and brought the conversation back to the original topic.

"So how serious is it?"

"To summarize just the major injuries: liver laceration, multiple rib fractures, pulmonary contusion and hemothorax, facial damage including orbital fracture leading to epidural hematoma, and extensive soft tissue damage occurring simultaneously."

"...What does that mean?"

"It means it's a miracle she didn't die from traumatic shock. Plus, for some reason, she's showing symptoms of toxic poisoning, so we can't give you a definitive answer."

"Is it beyond what spiritual power can handle?"

"The divine power isn't the issue. The real problem is time... The outcome will depend on whether Kitty can hold on while we treat her wounds."

"Oh no..."

Listening to the nun's explanation, the restaurant owner suddenly seemed to develop a severe migraine, pressing his thumb with visible burn marks firmly against his forehead and temple.

The nun noticed the burn marks on the restaurant owner's thumb. And she expressed her surprise in an elegant manner, like the women of the capital, by lightly covering her lips with her palm.

"If you're hurt, you should say something. Please come in for a moment."

"No. I, I have somewhere to go."

"Where could you possibly go with that injury? Ah, never mind. Please make sure to come back later."

"I will."

Despite the restaurant owner's injury appearing quite severe, she let him go without even trying to stop him.

This was absolutely uncharacteristic of the nun.

But knowing that physical wounds are truly trivial to someone experiencing an immense sorrow, the nun had no choice but to let the restaurant owner go.
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At the same time.

The first thing the civil defense captain did after returning to his office, having safely secured the Gnostic in the interrogation room, was to secretly incinerate the intelligence records on the Gnostic.

"It stings my conscience a bit, but what can I do? Who knew the Gnostic would come to Bell Park..."

The civil defense captain spewed out flimsy excuses while watching the papers burning vigorously in the metal trash can.

Of course, it's nearly impossible for anyone born human to always live with a clear conscience.

Moreover, considering what would happen if Kitty found out that this incident occurred because he had carelessly selected information with a complacent attitude... it would probably become a matter of survival, so one couldn't entirely blame the civil defense captain.

However, no one could deny that it was a somewhat disappointing course of action for the head of an intelligence agency. Even the civil defense captain, who still had some conscience left, acknowledged this fact.

"I'll do better next time."

That's actually a lie.

Although he felt deeply troubled about what had happened, what could the civil defense captain have done? With the goddesses of fate conspiring against him in their secret conversations, he could only live with an attitude of compliance.

Indeed, the civil defense captain demonstrated that not just anyone could do his job.

Ahem... Anyway, after confirming that the flames in the metal trash can were gradually diminishing, the civil defense captain left his office and headed to the interrogation room where the Gnostic was being held.

As he walked alone down the gray corridor without windows, repeatedly rehearsing the pre-written interrogation list, he soon saw the interrogation room and...

The restaurant owner leaning against the wall with his arms crossed.

"Hm? Restaurant owner? Why are you here? No, before that, how did you even get in?"

"They let me in."

"What? Those idiots... Sigh, the exit is that way, take care."

The civil defense captain frowned briefly, pointed to indicate the direction out, and then tried to enter the interrogation room...

But couldn't. The restaurant owner grabbed his shoulder and requested in a voice he had never heard before:

"Would it be alright if I conducted this interrogation?"

Ch.112 - Expert.
"What? You?"

"I wish you'd leave it to me... No, I must be the one to do it."

The restaurant owner's clenched fist trembled, then soon dissolved into the cold air created by his icy rage.

The Civil Defense Captain awkwardly shifted his gaze from one wall to another.

Of course, this wasn't about giving the restaurant owner a chance or anything like that—it was simply a reaction born from being startled by the palpable anger.

"Look, I understand what you're thinking, I feel similarly. But you're a civilian with no connection to this field. When it comes to food, perhaps, but regarding torture... I mean, interrogation, honestly, wouldn't you just be in the way?"

The Civil Defense Captain rejected the request as gently as possible, avoiding offensive expressions for fear the gloomy restaurant owner might cause a disturbance, inadvertently mimicking the manner of a high-class prostitute dealing with a client either too young or too old.

Of course, no one knew what kind of life the restaurant owner had lived. There was even a possibility that he had a latent talent for torture that might prove unexpectedly helpful.

But such cases were unheard of even in history books, and the probability of such a coincidence was beyond calculation.

The Civil Defense Captain turned toward the interrogation room, hoping his intentions were understood.

"Well... I trust you'll understand. I'll share the interrogation results with you completely, so please don't feel too disappointed..."

"Room 420."

"What?"

"I was once in Room 420."

The tone was ambiguous, but the content was impossible to ignore. The Civil Defense Captain turned back to face the restaurant owner.

"Hey! No matter how frivolous a statement might be, there's always responsibility behind it. No matter how angry you are, trying to persuade me with something you've picked up somewhere... that's extremely undignified."

The Civil Defense Captain's tone, upon meeting the restaurant owner's eyes again, seemed polite on the surface, but his voice was in a register that only truly angry people could reach. It should be noted that any sympathy he might have had that would have allowed him to turn a blind eye to a beating had completely vanished.

"You know this isn't something one just picks up somewhere."

"I'll grant you that. But a one-sided claim isn't reason enough for me to let you into the interrogation room. If you really want to enter, bring convincing evidence! Without evidence, leave immediately..."

"You mean something like this?"

As he finished speaking, the restaurant owner removed his upper garment, turned around to show his back, and the exposed skin was horrific.

Long scars marked every spot where lean muscles bulged, and upon closer inspection, there was a small, faint shield tattoo near the shoulder blade.

Though not anymore, the Civil Defense Captain, who had once spent time in central aristocratic society and heard all sorts of stories, knew very well what that shield tattoo meant.

Therefore, refusing his proposal naturally became an act of rudeness.

Having witnessed undeniable evidence, the Civil Defense Captain nodded with a sour expression.

"...I'll give you one hour."

"That's enough."

"Yes, I suppose it would be."

.
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For a massive city where nauseating violence and sinister sabotage occur daily to function smoothly as usual, a counterintelligence agency is essential in many ways.

Surprisingly, however, the Empire has no officially established counterintelligence agency created by law.

Instead, there exists an organization that secretly recruits personnel from various units to perform counterintelligence, and as a result, it has no official name but is commonly called Room 420.

The reason for this name isn't specifically recorded.

However, one can speculate—the most plausible theory combines the fact that, according to an old dictionary, one hour equals 420 ounces of sand or 22,560 grains, with the rumor that everyone taken to Room 420 confesses all information before an hour passes, creating a kind of nickname.

Well, it was somewhat accurate, except for the fact that everyone who came out invariably did so as half-crippled.

"Captain, you're here? But who's that beside you?"

"Don't worry about it."

Entering the interrogation room with the restaurant owner, the Civil Defense Captain brushed off the question from the civil defense agent on guard duty and stood before an iron door secured with multiple large locks.

"Most tools are provided inside. I don't need to explain how to use them, right?"

The restaurant owner silently nodded, and the Civil Defense Captain began the laborious task of unlocking two or three heavy locks and removing the bolt.

While the guard stared intently at the strange visitor, the door finally opened with a loud noise.

At last, in the dark interrogation room now open, the hostile restaurant owner approached the bound Gnosis, stirring up settled dust, and greeted him.

"Nice to meet you. How are you feeling?"

.

.
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Ten minutes later.

"No, no."

The restaurant owner smiled generously at the Gnosis, who was screaming with one ankle twisted grotesquely.

"It's the other ankle, my friend. As you know, Kitty is left-handed."

The restaurant owner twisted the ankle again.

Watching the mouth of the Gnosis who was screaming at the top of his lungs, the restaurant owner, wanting to hear a different kind of scream, twisted the ankle a bit more, eventually causing the subject to faint.

"Oh dear... how disappointing."

As the restaurant owner's smile faded, a red-hot branding iron touched the Gnosis's skin, and startled by the intense burning sensation, the Gnosis woke up again and screamed.

"AAAAARGH!"

"Good morning."

"Huh... huff... what, what have you done to my body...?"

"You mean this?"

The restaurant owner raised his left hand. In it was an empty glass bottle with a funnel-like narrowing opening.

"Nothing special, just what you might call... a kind of secret sauce, modified to enhance sensations about five times."

"What nonsense... Fine, I'll cooperate! I'll tell you everything! The person who hired me for this job...!"

"Shh."

The restaurant owner quickly silenced the babbling Gnosis by forcefully pushing his jaw upward.

With his tongue half-severed from the forced jaw movement, bloody foam and secretions leaked profusely between the Gnosis's lips.

"Sorry, but I don't need your confession. I've experienced something similar before. Unfortunately, a similar situation has occurred again."

"Mmph—!"

The restaurant owner picked up a small carving knife from the side table.

"Long ago, when I was still a cadet... just as my former lover who created magitech was caught in a terrible conspiracy and died, Kitty was also nearly killed in a conspiracy orchestrated by someone who hates magitech."

"Mmph!!...!"

The restaurant owner placed the carving knife against the Gnosis's eyelid.

"That's why I said I don't need your confession. Guessing who hired you for this job is as simple and classic as a hint from a children's mystery novel. The similarities between the two incidents even highlight the decisive clue in italics, making it impossible not to know."

"..."

The restaurant owner lifted the Gnosis's half-closed eyelid with his finger and pushed the blade into the created space.

"Someone or some group who hates magitech and has the wealth to send assassins... who could it be? I think it's the parliamentary faction nobles based on numerous steam engine companies. What do you think?"

Right before his eyes, the light reflected off the blade dazzled the Gnosis. However, because the restaurant owner was firmly holding his eyelid, he couldn't close his eye.

"Do you think my guess is wrong? Does it sound far-fetched? If so, move your eyeball up and down. Who knows, I might show mercy."

With the blade approaching so close that his vision was split in half, the Gnosis tried his best to move his eyeballs side to side.

"...So that's it."

Watching the Gnosis's eyeballs with a gloomy expression, the restaurant owner made a face as if enduring pain, then forcefully raised his right hand holding the knife.

"AAAAARGH!!!"

The blade sliced off the Gnosis's eyelid.

His vision filled with red flashes, and he reflexively tried to close his eyes, but the fluttering eyelid couldn't function properly, resulting in only the semblance of blinking.

"Stay still. Removing the eyelid without damaging the eyeball requires very delicate work."

"You son of a bitch! You tricked me!"

"Did an assassin like you truly believe that? Anyway, please stay still."

The restaurant owner tightly secured the struggling Gnosis's head with leather straps. Then he swiftly cut off the remaining eyelid.

"Urgh..."

"Hey, can you see this?"

The restaurant owner raised one finger in front of the Gnosis's face and waved it back and forth.

Confirming that the Gnosis's gaze reflexively followed his finger despite the pain, the restaurant owner sighed in relief.

A faint smile appeared on the restaurant owner's face.

"Your vision seems fine... I was a bit worried since it's been a while, but that's good."

"Been... a while...?"

Meanwhile, the Gnosis groaned, contemplating the confusion his soul had encountered.

And he sensed some unpleasant, unjust, and cruel disaster had befallen him. Trying to cover his eyes was impossible as both eyelids were gone. Attempting to close his eyes only resulted in small, awkward grimaces.

The restaurant owner showed no discomfort looking at the Gnosis with his eyeballs clearly exposed. He enjoyed the Gnosis's frantic body movements and waved several torture instruments in front of his eyes.

"Let's begin then. From now on, I'd like you to watch carefully how your body changes."

A cavernous sound cleared its throat hollowly, foretelling some great adventure.

Ch.113 - Who's Going To Cook For Me Now?
When the restaurant owner walked out of the interrogation room with a brisk step, emanating a nauseating smell of blood mixed with other secretions, a little over an hour had passed.

As suggested by the phrase "brisk step," beads of sweat dotted the restaurant owner's forehead, and his hands were thoroughly stained with bright red paint like a diligent watercolorist.

The restaurant owner, wearing a satisfied expression like an artist who had created a masterpiece, wiped his sweat. However, doing so with hands soaked in blood made him resemble a barbaric medieval sorcerer.

The civil service captain, who had been lingering near the entrance of the interrogation room that was difficult to approach, returned to his post and ordered his subordinate.

"Hey, go in and check."

"What... me?"

'Fucking bastard.'

The subordinate whispered in a voice so small that no one could hear.

The civil service captain noticed his subordinate squinting and glancing sideways, but what could he do? Orders were orders... The subordinate reluctantly slipped into the interrogation room.

[UWEEEEEK!!!!]

"Hey! He's not dead, is he?"

[Hack hack... I don't know...! Hey, are you alive?]

Vigorous sounds of someone vomiting came from beyond the narrow entrance of the interrogation room. The civil service captain asked about the Gnostic's condition from a distant wall, but no meaningful response came back.

Meanwhile, regardless of this, the restaurant owner sat in a chair, gleefully explaining how he had tortured the Gnostic. He didn't seem to feel the slightest discomfort.

The restaurant owner joyfully compared the blood seeping from where he had extracted molars to a hot spring, and told them to imagine the remaining future of a man whose testicles had been removed.

But before long, he fell silent. Rather, he trembled while suppressing an almost maddening sadness, as if to contradict that his joyful expression from moments ago had been genuine.

"Most of the information should be there."

With an expression as cold as moonlight, the restaurant owner dropped a notebook containing the interrogation details on the floor and walked toward the exit. His posture was deflated, permeated with an indescribable sadness as he pushed the door with difficulty.

.
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"Work's done! Good job everyone!"

A metallic bell sound more chaotic than the noisy factory and excited voices enthusiastically announced the end of the workday, bringing vitality to the otherwise dreary factory.

The workers gathered their belongings and left the factory. As usual, they gathered in small groups on the street near the restaurant, smoked cigarettes, and then asked about dinner plans.

"What about dinner? Shall we eat out?"

"Where would we go?"

"Do we have anywhere else? Let's go to the usual place."

"But I heard that guy isn't running the business anymore."

"Really? Why?"

"I don't know. Maybe it got too hard for him."

"That's a shame, the food was good there."

"And the owner was cute too."

"Come to think of it, haven't we not seen the owner for quite a while?"

"You're right. I think it's been almost a month since we last saw him."

"Did something happen? Did he go to another city for fun?"

"Probably. I don't really know. Anyway, who's going to cook for us now?"

A worker who had been craving a warm chicken soup with a glass of sherry could only lick his lips repeatedly in disappointment as he walked away.

"..."

And unlike usual, the restaurant owner was eavesdropping on the workers' conversation from behind the foggy windows of the darkened restaurant that hadn't been cleaned for a while.

The restaurant owner tried to organize several facts in his mind based on the overheard conversation.

First, did he close the business?

Yes. He had decided it was too much to run the restaurant while nursing the injured Kitty. Moreover, he had lost both the reason and motivation to continue operating the restaurant.

Second, where was Kitty?

Here in the restaurant. The concerned parties, including himself, had decided it would be better to hide the fact that something had happened to Kitty, so they moved her from the cathedral, where too many eyes would be watching, to the restaurant. The civil service captain had especially worked hard to keep people quiet.

Third, was Kitty alive?

Fortunately, yes. Although she hadn't regained consciousness yet, he really didn't know how to properly thank the nun for this...

"What thanks? I only did what needed to be done."

Hearing the voice from behind, the restaurant owner slowly turned his head while exhaling cigarette smoke. Only after making eye contact with the nun with a dumbfounded expression did he gradually remember that she had been taking care of Kitty on the second floor of the restaurant.

The restaurant owner bowed his head toward the nun who was fidgeting with her religious symbol.

"I feel like I'm always receiving help from you."

"My, are you planning to make a donation on your next visit?"

"I'll consider it positively."

"Hmph... forget it! Stop saying things you don't mean and let's go upstairs, shall we?"

"Upstairs? Why?"

"Why? Obviously because she's awake..."

The restaurant owner ran to the landing before the nun could finish her sentence. He was so desperate that the word "frantic" would be an appropriate description.

The nun looked alternately at the restaurant owner's retreating figure and the discarded chair, exhaling a deep sigh with complicated feelings.

"Haah... I just can't get used to this."

The nun slowly followed the restaurant owner upstairs.

.
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The 30 days of enduring violence inflicted on her fragile body and lying in a hospital bed were probably the most difficult time in Kitty's life.

Proving this, the first words Kitty uttered upon regaining consciousness in her hospital bed were "I'm scared."

This was because Kitty had never anticipated facing such a situation.

Moreover, the desperate and helpless feeling of painfully realizing the physical differences between men and women, which she had never considered before, had transformed into a pathological physical fear, making it even worse.

But the terrible things that happened to Kitty didn't end there.

"Hnngh..."

Kitty, who had been staring blankly at the ceiling, suddenly curled up and tightly closed her eyes like a child who had seen something frightening.

"My eye... hwaaa... my eye..."

As could be discerned from her sobbing, there was a problem with Kitty's vision.

To be precise, when she looked at the ceiling, she could only see half of it, suggesting that she had completely lost sight in one eye.

In addition, all sensation had disappeared from her left leg, which had been recovering well. The magnitude of loss this young one had to bear was beyond what even the greatest poet could express.

"Kitty!"

While Kitty was covering her eyes with her arm and crying silently, the person who flung open the door and entered was the restaurant owner.

Kitty instinctively turned her head toward the familiar voice. Coincidentally, it came from the direction where her vision had disappeared, so she had to turn her head completely.

"Ah, mister? How did you..."

Kitty spoke to the approaching restaurant owner with a depressed and puzzled expression, still sniffling. Though her heart remained gloomy, Kitty's confusion was resolved moments later when she realized this was her room...

"Ah... Kitty..."

Meanwhile, the restaurant owner's lips twisted with guilt-ridden disgust as his eyes fully took in Kitty's grotesque appearance.

He felt a surge of desire to caress Kitty's wounds, but... the conflicting thought of "how dare someone like me do such a thing" made him clench his fists tightly, as if gripping invisible prison bars.

The restaurant owner maintained that awkward posture for a while.

Had the nun who entered behind him not tapped his shoulder, he might have maintained that posture indefinitely.

The nun, who sat down on the chair as if sliding, like a timid first-timer descending a moss-covered rock face, began to speak the words she had rehearsed in her mind.

"As you can see, injuries that could have been life-threatening have been almost perfectly healed. However, the injuries were so severe that some parts of the body have permanent damage..."

"Thank you."

"I know! I tried my best... What?"

The nun's eyes widened. Based on past experience, she had expected the restaurant owner to cause a commotion after hearing her diagnosis and had positioned herself to restrain him immediately, but his reaction was different from what she had anticipated.

"I said thank you. Of course, I don't intend to just leave it at words. I'll make a donation when I have time."

"Oh, no... I didn't do this expecting a donation. It would be nice if you did, but that's not the point... As I said earlier, there will be permanent damage to her vision and left leg. It won't be easy, but your role as the restaurant owner is quite important."

"My role?"

"Yes. You're the person who has spent the most time with Kitty here and will continue to do so in the future, right? And... you want to spend time with her too."

"...Me with Kitty?"

After hearing the nun's words, the restaurant owner's body trembled slightly, and a faint light passed across his face.

The light seemed like the ghost of the Kitty he had loved most, and also appeared as a gleam of joy.

After thinking for a moment, the restaurant owner spoke with an expression mixed with pain and joy.

"Y-yes. Don't worry. Kitty... I will... will... take very good care of her."

Although the process had been painful, it was an expression that the restaurant owner, who had secretly desired a life where they were completely dependent on each other, could certainly show.

Ch.114 - Welcome, My Child. I Am Your One And Only Father.
Some time had passed since Kitty regained consciousness.

At first, when I first met Kitty, I faced many difficulties due to her severe depression, but later she improved considerably and was able to eat simple meals.

And now, our relationship has returned to what it was before.

There's no doubt that the restaurant owner's efforts served as a catalyst in the process of continuously providing vitality to help Kitty wash away her depression.

However, just as we couldn't explain the depth of grief we had to feel during that process, we couldn't explain whether things had truly returned to how they were before.

"Ah!"

The restaurant owner picked up a cherry tomato with his hand as it rolled across the floor with a clear fork mark where it had been missed.

"Haha... I'm still not used to the distance..."

The restaurant owner raised his arm to pat Kitty's head as she made a dejected expression after missing with her fork and tried to laugh it off to smooth over the situation.

Then, after thinking for a moment, he lowered the arm he had raised and lifted his other arm instead.

It was an action born from the judgment that it would be better than patting Kitty's head with a hand outside her field of vision.

It might be difficult to think of immediately unless one were quite the Casanova, but it was a small consideration that someone with a certain level of affection, like the restaurant owner, could easily come up with.

"It's okay, the discomfort is only temporary."

The restaurant owner leaned as much as possible toward Kitty's left side, where her vision was intact, then raised his left arm and rhythmically patted her head.

Immediately immersed in feminine ecstasy, Kitty fully savored the sound and vibration of her hair rustling. Her pink kitten-like nose and green eyes followed the restaurant owner's hand like an automaton as it moved here and there.

And a moment later, a real automaton on an alarm clock made a pleasant winding sound, announcing bedtime.

Kitty glared at the tactless, noisy alarm clock, then lowered her gaze to look at her legs and smiled sadly.

"I think it's time to sleep now."

.
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A little later.

Kitty's room was like a prison with all the windows completely covered.

The restaurant owner entered that eerie room, set Kitty down on the pristine bed after carrying her on his back, and took out a medicine bottle.

Looking closely, the bottle the restaurant owner pulled from his pocket had a purple band around it. Knowing what the medicine was, Kitty shook her head slightly, just enough to make her eyelashes flutter.

"Mmm, I think I'll really be okay today."

The restaurant owner nodded with a worried look and put the medicine bottle back in his pocket.

"Sleep well."

"You too, mister!"

The restaurant owner smiled, patted Kitty's head a few times, then went outside, and Kitty watched him fondly before lying down on the bed.

In the now quiet room, Kitty closed her eyes and held her breath.

"..."

And as this pleasant evening passed and night came, the sinister sounds inevitably approached—stealthy footsteps, climbing noises, and the sound of something pausing briefly before continuing with a tap-tap-tap.

"Ugh..."

On her lonely bed, Kitty tried hard to ignore the auditory hallucinations.

But her nervousness was far worse than expected; it felt as though a group of intruders might break in at any moment and stab her with moonlit blades.

Moreover, the area around the restaurant becomes particularly quiet when night falls these days. The mysterious rustling sounds, footsteps on fallen leaves from days past, the leisurely breeze, dogs rummaging through trash cans...

All of these sounded to Kitty, suffering from neurosis, like the noises of predators prowling with a hunger for blood. The ordinary sounds coming through the window approached as a strange combination of familiar reassurance mixed with the frightening shadow of death.

As a result, her heart raced so fast that she couldn't possibly fall asleep. Although she was no longer of this world, the indelible wounds inflicted by the Gnosis remained as severe paranoia, making Kitty still suffer from delusions of being chased by killers.

And these auditory hallucinations came frequently—almost every night—making her feel life-threatening fear in this way continuously since the day she regained consciousness. It was only natural that even someone like Kitty would be driven to madness.

.
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The restaurant owner gave Kitty a light kiss on the forehead before slipping out into the hallway. The awkward sunlight, just beginning to set, illuminated the corridor, and the restaurant owner entered the room right next to Kitty's.

This room was originally a storage room. For some reason, it had now become his room, and the restaurant owner pulled a chair from the corner to the window, perched on it, and dug out the stem of his tobacco pipe.

After poking at the stem several times with a flat knife, when the firmly coated carbon layer appeared, the restaurant owner spent considerable time pressing down the tobacco leaves with his thumb, which bore clear burn marks. There was plenty of time left until the red sunset light changed to a dim gray.

"Shhp- Ah."

He slowly savored one puff at a time from the pipe with ideally distributed embers, with his eyes closed. The restaurant owner gauged the amount of light penetrating his eyelids.

And before long, darkness arrived to the point where only the ember of the pipe was visible without the help of blinds.

Having already completed his dark adaptation, the restaurant owner finally walked back into the hallway, paced around, assessed the darkness and quietness, and began circling around Kitty's room.

In front of Kitty's room, where not a single ray of light leaked out, making it somewhat eerie.

But the restaurant owner's ape-like terrifying hearing couldn't be deceived. When Kitty's moans, which he had been waiting for, leaked through the gap in the door, only then did the restaurant owner slightly open the door.

"Kitty?"

After entering through the door, the restaurant owner immediately turned on the light switch to brighten the room, then rushed in one breath to embrace Kitty, who was struggling against delusions and phantom pain on the bed.

"Ah...! Aah...!! Don't come! It hurts! Huaaang..."

"It's okay. Just bear with it a little longer."

The restaurant owner soothed Kitty, who was raving and tearing at her hair, while inserting a syringe into the opening of the medicine bottle with the purple band that he had seen earlier.

Then, grasping both of Kitty's flailing arms with his pot-lid-sized hands to minimize movement, he injected morphine into her exposed skin with the needle.

"Shh... It'll be alright now."

"It hurts...! It hurts... It hur—uh, hehe..."

"How is it now?"

The restaurant owner, embracing Kitty from the head of the bed, massaged her narrow pelvis with one hand. With the other hand, he stroked Kitty's protruding spine, waiting for the potent drug effect to take away all worries and concerns.

"Haah- It doesn't hurt~"

As the drug took effect, Kitty smiled broadly with dilated pupils and her mouth wide open. A grotesque smile spread across the restaurant owner's face, which had been deeply furrowed.

The restaurant owner brought his nose to the nape of Kitty's neck and inhaled.

The smell, mixed with tobacco, was clearly distinguishable from memories of the past, but... this wasn't so bad either. Rather, having become accustomed to this smell by now, it actually made no difference.

"Heehee, that tickles~"

Kitty laughed. Under Kitty's dazzling smile, the restaurant owner, sweating profusely, attempts to completely open his conscience and reveal his deepest feelings.

"I love you, Kitty. I love you more than anyone."

"Heehee... Daddy!"

"Yes, my wounded and naked Cupid. I am your one and only father in this world. Even if you are no longer beautiful, even if you are just a shell with a wounded soul, I still love you."

With the most terrible confession in the world, father Arthur Bradley planted a father's kiss on Kitty's soft lips.

Of course, it wasn't a passionate kiss intended to take Kitty's innocence. Rather, it was an awkward kiss heavily tinged with childhood habits.

"Mmm... chu, phwa..."

When the desperate kiss ended and their lips parted, a transparent bridge formed between them.

Kitty observed that almost-breaking mucus intently. Her pupils were completely dilated, making her appear out of her mind, but perhaps because of that, she felt somehow dreamy and moist.

Arthur stared blankly at those moisture-filled eyes. Even in the Old World, he had never received such colorful and charming expressions of affection. Suddenly, another Arthur—hasty and eager—rose up like a brave knight's lance.

But to avoid misunderstanding, no subtle shadow of incest hung over this, nor was it related to any indirect Oedipal complex.

Moreover, Arthur was virtually ignorant of such subtle issues, so he felt only grotesqueness.

But any sufficiently rational and objective person would needlessly feel obscenity in Arthur's behavior.

That's because despite Kitty lying opposite him, smiling broadly in ignorance, lifting her calves alternately to rub her bare skin against the pillar, Arthur took no action.

Of course, he thinks he's making a very distressed expression, but from an objective third-party perspective, Arthur was only looking down at Kitty with the expression of an artist gaining vibrant, enchanting, heart-pounding, rippling, sparkling inspiration.

It was truly an expression a father would make.

Ch.115 - Will You Still Love Me Even If I'm No Longer Beautiful?
While touch is far less important to humans than sight, strangely, in critical moments, it becomes the primary means of perceiving reality.

The distinctive, alien headache of opioids felt upon opening one's eyes.

And beginning the day feeling that strange pain and peculiar sensation from a clitoris that had become hard and moist like glazed porcelain.

Was what Kitty felt truly just revulsion and disgust toward Arthur?

No.

Rather, Kitty felt relief that Arthur didn't treat her like baggage, and she felt a vague affection for that fact.

Moreover, Kitty, now unable to move without assistive devices, confesses that every morning, observing her body covered in bruises in front of the mirror, she was tremendously stimulated by Arthur's peculiar taste that willingly showed interest in such a hideous body.

Of course, what Kitty had wanted was a much higher, more noble kind of affection.

But after mentally tracing Arthur's path as he spent days probing the contours of her body, she realized that what scholars call paternal love and sexual desire aren't all that different.

The comprehensive, devoted desire to ensure a child's survival and well-being versus the intense possessiveness and indulgence directed at another's body—two seemingly incompatible definitions, yet they took remarkably similar forms within Arthur's acts of care.

Thus, she could still look at Arthur with the same eyes as always when he came to her room with a wet towel to help her, now with limited mobility.

"Raise your arms."

"Okay."

As Arthur firmly grasped Kitty's thin, bony wrist and lifted it, her smooth armpit, hairless like a Venus statue, revealed sweat pooled like a thawing pond.

Arthur methodically wiped away the cold sweat from the night and traces of saliva she might have drooled while tossing under the influence of medication. His touch was too indifferent to be desire, yet too tender to be duty.

Kitty showed no discomfort as the wet towel slid across her body. Rather, she leaned in close under the pretense of interest.

"Isn't it difficult?"

As Kitty brought her face close, her flowing hair touched Arthur's temple.

"Not at all."

Having finished wiping away the sweat, Arthur massaged Kitty's paralyzed legs and answered as if it were nothing. Even the brief eye contact they made was as casual as glancing at furniture.

"Hmm..."

Kitty narrowed her eyes as she looked at Arthur. It was the typical expression of a child feeling mischievous, followed by the smile of a troublemaker who had just thought of a brilliant idea.

"Hup!"

Feeling Arthur's touch brush against her shin, Kitty lifted her right leg, which still had some sensation left, and placed it on Arthur's thigh.

"Ah~ The other side is tingling a bit too?"

With her foot placed on him with brazen innocence, Kitty complained of leg numbness in the most nonchalant tone possible.

While doing so, she wiggled her ankle and toes to deliberately, ambiguously, just barely touch Arthur's unspeakable part, his lower body where all sensation was concentrated.

As the loose ankle sock moved suggestively on his thigh, Arthur's sensitive knee, which had been massaging Kitty's shin, trembled slightly.

"Kitty."

Arthur spoke, trying to gauge Kitty's intentions.

"Hmm? What?"

But Kitty blinked her characteristically large eyes while maintaining an innocent expression, as if she knew nothing, as if trying to dismiss the situation, leaving Arthur unable to guess her thoughts.

"Hehehe..."

Kitty laughed silently, barely audible, seeing Arthur's puzzled expression.

At the same time, she felt the urge to act more roughly, and Kitty applied slight pressure to her right leg.

Her foot then moved toward Arthur's lower body. It rose subtly, in a manner a mime artist might describe as "sneaking."

With her arms awkwardly extended, less moving her leg than being drawn by physical attraction, slowly, very slowly, Kitty's foot approached Arthur's lower body.

"..."

Arthur observed this subtle movement while massaging Kitty's leg. Like looking through a telescope held backward, Kitty's foot seemed impossibly distant, but when he came to his senses, her foot had already reached his groin.

And now hear what happened immediately after. The foot that had been merely tapping the pillar within touching distance of her toes was now pressed against his lower body, with the sole completely enveloping it.

"Hmm hmm~"

Kitty hummed a tune and extended her toes forward as if recreating a ballet move.

This positioned her instep completely covering Arthur's groin, and from this position, Kitty moved her ankle side to side, caressing Arthur's groin.

"..."

Arthur remained silent for a while as he received Kitty's secret caress. He was entranced by the stimulating yet sensual heat Kitty emitted with her entire body, like summer mist.

Moreover, the stimulation from each wrinkle of Kitty's sole was so intense that Arthur felt his deepest root sweetly expanding and growing increasingly hot.

Even amid this, Kitty's foot skills didn't stop.

Rather, feeling the secret protrusion of lust beyond her sole growing hotter and harder, Kitty threw off her top with a tense expression to prove her hypothesis.

"Whew, isn't it especially hot today?"

With this somewhat clichéd line, Kitty revealed her upper body ostentatiously and fanned herself with an affected gesture.

But despite her relaxed movements, her expression was awkward; she was anxious about what would happen if he lost interest after seeing her body.

Why? Because Kitty's body was too hideous to be considered attractive right now.

Moreover, the fact that not many men would feel desire for a flat, meager body like hers, covered in scars and bruises, also made Kitty nervous.

But surprisingly, even after Kitty removed her top to reveal her hideous half-naked body, Arthur's excitement showed no signs of subsiding.

Furthermore, the pillar felt through her sole remained hot and proud.

Kitty couldn't hide her surprise.

Even in this state, the fact that his love for her hadn't cooled—that all his attention, all his time, all his obsession was directed solely at her—gave Kitty a deep, intense mental orgasm unlike anything she had ever felt before.

Her body trembled with joy. More precisely, her lower body trembled, and to be even more specific, her uterus trembled.

In a way, it was natural. For Kitty, now broken, this primal and explicit possessiveness was another rope proving her worth.

The fact that someone willingly desired, worshipped, and indulged even this hideous body transformed Kitty, who had been a marginal existence, into a perfect woman.

"Hoo... Hoo..."

The sun descended into Kitty's deep green eyes as she breathed laboriously. The sun in her pupils burned away the last psychological boundary between paternal love and sexual desire.

All preparations were complete. Kitty was no longer half a woman. She was no longer the pitiful servant who looked at her groin with sad eyes, remembering her vanished male organ. Now she was a being who transcended all gender identities and suffering.

And she had overcome even the fear of moral criticism.

Kitty felt some fear at the strange sensation of her entire body becoming an erogenous zone, but that didn't prevent her groin from becoming wet.

At the sensual edge of the bed, Kitty diligently wiggled her toes, using the hot sensation emanating from Arthur's pillar as fuel.

She carefully stroked downward with her instep, and even boldly placed his cock between her big toe and second toe, then stroked it up and down.

Kitty's actions gave Arthur an absolute confidence and trust rarely experienced in conscious life.

With implicit consent, Arthur ran his hands up Kitty's legs as far as his meager conscience would allow.

Arthur's touch, moving up her thigh with a delicacy rivaling artistic technique, made her sensitive nerve tissues stand on edge with pleasure.

And soon after, Arthur's thick fingers circled near Kitty's scarlet shell, and as Arthur probed Kitty's moist clitoris and vaginal entrance like a cruel old shepherd checking if his daughter was still a virgin...

"Hngh..."

As her smile disappeared and a moan threatened to escape, Kitty quickly covered her mouth with both hands.

But the hot yet cold, indescribable passion spreading throughout her nervous system before the onset of a seizure rendered Kitty's efforts futile.

Kitty experienced her first monumental feminine orgasm, feeling as if magical wine was rushing to her head.

Ch.116 - Of Course, My Daughter. It Has Been That Way Since Before You Were Born.
Kitty, a delicate young girl, magnificently surrendered to her first climax in life.

Amidst the sudden surging waves of pleasure, Kitty gripped the bedsheets tightly with her small hands, like a captain clutching the helm when encountering fierce waves, trying not to lose consciousness.

"Haahp...!"

Embarrassed by her own moans, Kitty bit her lower lip hard and threw her head back as if trying to hide her voice, but the volume of her cries hardly diminished.

Rather, her inexperience as a virgin became more pronounced, causing a sense of impatience in the observer.

"Mmm..."

Kitty savored the lingering bliss of her climax with her entire body, placing part of her mischievous tongue between her upper and lower teeth.

Arthur gazed at her while gradually removing the physical barrier between her legs.

As he did so, he fretted anxiously about whether divine intervention might rob him of this golden pleasure, and this anxiety made him somewhat flustered for the first minute.

But soon after, realizing the difference between men's shirts and women's blouses, he began unfastening Kitty's blouse buttons in the right direction with his left hand instead of his right.

One, two, three... When all the buttons came undone at an imperceptible but steady rhythm, only the friction between skin and fabric barely concealed Kitty's nakedness.

"Umm... aren't you staring too much?"

Kitty, seemingly embarrassed, covered her reddened face with both hands and twisted her body.

But Arthur's member, resting diagonally on her knee, was also stimulated by Kitty's movements, which only served to intensify the heat.

Arthur swiftly grabbed Kitty's slender wrists and spread her arms wide to either side, like wings unfurling.

"Hyah!"

When Kitty let out a sound close to a scream, Arthur thought he had made some mistake.

But that was a misunderstanding.

Through what had just happened, Kitty had experienced, albeit slightly, the humiliation and sense of submission provided by the overwhelming difference in strength between men and women. This became the catalyst for Kitty, who had always been the subject, to anticipate the masochistic pleasure that was the privilege of being the object.

Thus, Kitty kept her gaze on her lower body, blinking her eyes, her cheeks flushed crimson, her hair disheveled, and her lips pursed round, as if preparing for the imminent pain of loss and unknown pleasure.

Only then could Arthur look ahead.

"I hope you won't be surprised."

Looking at Kitty spread out on the bed, Arthur threw off his underwear, which by now existed only as a formality.

"Hee, heek..."

Indeed, as Arthur had warned her not to be surprised, his member was fervent, wicked, and imposing, giving Kitty the impression that it was unnaturally long.

It was so enormous that she couldn't take it all in with one glance. Moreover, each time it twitched in sync with its pulsations, issues with perspective and lighting conditions added to the visual distortion.

Kitty roughly measured its length with her hands and placed it against her stomach. Assuming full insertion, the final destination would be none other than her solar plexus.

Kitty's complexion gradually paled. It was natural for someone seeing such a size for the first time to be frightened at the thought of it entering her.

"You don't have to force yourself."

Arthur, understanding her fears, offered words of consideration.

But Kitty was determined to refuse that consideration. She too understood Arthur.

Besides, she knew well that rejecting a man at the last moment, especially one who was ripe and ready to burst at the slightest touch, could inflict an indelible wound on his masculine pride.

"Can I touch it for a moment?"

Kitty raised her upper body slightly and extended both hands to caress Arthur's member, which had become a bit dejected due to the momentary silence.

"Wow... what do you eat to get like this?"

Grasping Arthur's member with both hands, Kitty exclaimed in admiration at the sensation, like touching a hot log.

"Well... it just happened."

Arthur scratched the back of his head awkwardly at Kitty's sincere and empathetic admiration. At the same time, rainbow-colored blood began to circulate again in his member, which had been slightly dejected.

"Hehe."

Recognizing Arthur's expression wrapped in joy and lust, Kitty laughed and carefully stroked his member.

"The smell... do you wash it properly?"

"Should I go wash it now?"

"Oh please... never mind."

Kitty wrinkled her nose at the odor emanating from the boundary between the glans and shaft, but she didn't actually dislike it.

Rather, it was a smell she could become addicted to, more accurately defined as a tangy body scent, and Kitty unconsciously leaned forward to bring her nose to the glans.

Engrossed in the scent of his member, Kitty suddenly recalled a scene she had seen in some media and mindlessly imitated it.

Kitty pursed her lips and exhaled.

"Hoo-"

As Kitty's thin breath enveloped Arthur's member, particularly its most sensitive part, a violent confusion welled up in him.

And then, as Kitty's kitten-like short tongue traced from the base to the boundary of the glans, all sorts of sexual fantasies hazily emerged, tempting Arthur.

But that didn't mean he could grab Kitty's head and thrust it into her throat in one go.

He had no desire whatsoever to twist and crush this first experience that would remain in her memory for a lifetime, turning it into some kind of grotesque parody of incest.

So Arthur closed his eyes and repeatedly thought about the need to regain his composure quickly. From experience, recalling absurd ghost stories or obvious fiction mixed with processes was usually effective in such situations.

"Mister."

For example, the shadow of terror in the underworld.

"Mister?"

Or rumors of beasts in underground prisons devouring death row inmates.

"Mister."

Or if not that, then some nonsensical, far-fetched legend about the sacred sword of a legendary kingdom...

"Daddy!"

"Huh?"

Arthur, who had been immersed in murky thoughts, slowly peeled open his eyelids upon hearing Kitty's sharp voice.

"Are you okay...?"

His eyes met with Kitty's, who was curled up on the bed like a small fish, with crimson vitality on both cheeks. Perhaps due to the sunlight she was receiving on the bed, she somehow gave off a dreamy and moist impression.

Arthur gazed at Kitty's fragile and pitiful appearance, entranced. And thinking it was no longer possible to hold back, Arthur gently pushed Kitty's shoulders to lay her down on the bed.

"Ah..."

He removed Kitty's soaked underwear as she let out a faint breath and a short moan. The sound of the viscous fluid separating from her skin was clearly audible.

Kitty's exposed genitals were enough to evoke a savage impulse in any beast.

Like a red line drawn in the middle of a barren mountain without a single blade of grass, he had never seen a vagina so beautiful, immature, and paradoxically so perfect.

Moreover, Kitty's belly, at the time in a woman's life when the womb is closest to the world after learning the mystery of menarche from Mother Nature, gave an incredibly reassuring feeling. The plump and soft palace, built in case a baby would settle there, seemed to be naturally opening its gates wide, waiting for him.

He couldn't hold back any longer. Arthur positioned himself. With one hand, he adjusted the direction of his member.

And Kitty, slightly parting the entrance of her vagina, which was intricately woven with rainbow-colored mesh, with her index and middle fingers, smiled generously.

Arthur very carefully, very quietly pushed his hips forward slightly.

Kitty blushed and smiled, pursing her lips like a girl gossiping about various obscene rumors among adults, preparing for the pain to come...

"Kyak!"

"Oh dear..."

The feared situation had occurred. As Arthur's glans, which had wedged into Kitty's vaginal opening, tapped against her hymen, Kitty cried out in pain, and Arthur hastily pulled his hips back.

Well, Arthur wasn't disappointed. He wasn't foolish enough to think that Kitty, a virgin, could accommodate a size that even experienced prostitutes would find burdensome.

Arthur licked his lips in regret. It couldn't be helped. If that's the case, looking forward to later...

"Excuse me for a moment."

Kitty, lying down, rummaged through Arthur's pants pocket placed at the head of the bed.

Shortly after.

After diligently searching through Arthur's pants pocket, Kitty pulled out a medicine bottle and a syringe, with a deep purple band around the edge of the bottle.

Before Arthur could say anything, Kitty inserted the syringe into the bottle's opening to draw up the medication, and without delay, injected it into her arm.

The morphine, penetrating through the subcutaneous fat and invading the blood vessels, acted on Kitty's endorphin receptors, stopping the processing of pain and making her body receptive only to pleasure.

Under the influence of morphine, Kitty alternately felt strong excitement and numbness, her limbs intermittently becoming cold and insensitive, and she felt thirsty and made wheezing sounds.

"Huhaaa..."

Kitty's pupils collapsed.

There was no better word to describe Kitty's condition. The sound of birds chirping outside the window sounded as chaotic as a poorly wound cassette tape, and the screaming of her repulsive conscience was barely audible.

"Daddy... uhehe..."

At Kitty's low but not cheerful plea, Arthur seemed momentarily perplexed by the somewhat melancholic situation, but he had no intention of stopping their lovemaking.

Neither of them was in their right mind. In a way, they were a match made in heaven.

The old ape, tightly embracing the young princess, desperately sniffed Kitty's scent like a hunting dog barking and running through the darkly decaying forest thickets.

Between Kitty's thighs, the entrance to the cave of mystery was wide open, and Arthur was only thinking of immersing himself completely in the sea of lust.

Arthur pulled his hips back again and aligned his glans with her vagina.

And pushed forward.

[Crunch!]

Arthur's shaft mercilessly tore through Kitty's hymen, and red blood dripped onto the floor, forming a sentimental mural depicting enchanted hunters.

"Hiyaaak!"

Despite the morphine, Kitty's face contorted fiercely with passion at the dull pain she still felt.

But the pain of loss was brief. Before long, Kitty was immersed in happiness.

Arthur's shaft stirred up Kitty's vagina and mind. Like a person walking through water, or someone dreaming of flying, he passed slowly through a space that seemed to be gradually expanding.

Kitty relaxed completely and brightened her face, caressing Arthur with eyes that were infinitely gentle, mysterious, impure, indifferent, and dreamy.

But that composure soon disappeared. Because Arthur's member, after making eye contact with Kitty, expanded even larger inside her vagina and immediately began to shake his hips wildly like a beast.

Rainbow-colored blood began to flow in and out of Kitty's heart.

Kitty wrapped her fragile arms around Arthur's neck, holding him tight, and began to pant.

"Ah...! Ah...! Ak! Aak!"

They indulged in each other madly, and decided to move a little closer to that insanely lovely light.

The waves.

The waves of lust surge fiercely.

The area around Kitty's cheekbones turned rosy, her plump lower lip glistened, and they both seemed like they might melt at any moment.

And as Kitty's buttocks, buried in the soft sand on a distant fantasy beach, began to protrude more and more due to Arthur, he picked her up and carried her to the middle of the bed.

Taking a position that seemed to crush Kitty on the bed, Arthur raised her waist to make her womb face the floor, then began to thrust vertically toward her cervix.

"Ah! Ak! Euk!"
"Huk... huk..."

The feeling of her insides contracting. However, due to the analgesic effect of morphine, the pain was completely cut off, and all that remained in her hazy brain was pleasure.

"Auk! Euk! Auk!"

Kitty, pinned under the massive Arthur, let out cries as if she were about to lose her breath.

The mattress under the bed creaked continuously, struggling to bear the combined weight of 270 pounds.

"Aang! Eok! ...pa! Daddy! Daddy! Love...! Love me!"

The creaking sound of the mattress under the bed made Kitty's desperate confession even more beautiful and pitiful.

Hearing such a desperate confession, Arthur pressed his greedy body close to Kitty and, feeling the warmth of her bare shoulders like warm breath on his cheek, relentlessly pounded her cervix with brutal piston movements.

"Hak! Hak! Ak! Daddy! Daddy!"

The shadows of Kitty and Arthur reflected on the curtain were more attractive and violent than any sensual caress.

As Arthur was vigorously moving his hips, a quietly burning heat began to spread uncontrollably within him.

An unbearable feeling of ejaculation rose from his boiling groin, and Arthur unconsciously pulled his hips back greatly.

As Arthur's member was about to come out, scraping Kitty's vaginal wall.

Kitty unconsciously hooked one leg around his waist and pulled hard.

Arthur's knees gave way at Kitty's unexpected action.

And milky-white fluid full of burning life poured into Kitty's body.

Ch.117 - You Selfish Bastard. So You Don't Care If Bell Parka Goes Under, Is That It?
The Bell Park Future Strategy Institute conference room, once filled with the voice of the brilliant young ruler who could summarize all ideas, arguments, and directions in a single statement.

But today, the small sun named Kitty who had created Bell Park had temporarily lost her light.

In this unprecedented situation of an absent absolute leader, semi-dried squids were continuing the meeting, rubbing their sleepy eyes as they struggled to keep Bell Park running somehow.

The Public Service Captain, who had become Bell Park's interim governor in place of Kitty due to his former governor status, had not slept for three whole days and was handling the papers before him with a terrible appearance like an old, pitiful eagle.

Though they had just finished discussing strengthening the immigrant screening system, rebuilding the burned-down factory, and paper business ventures in the secured territories... the Public Service Captain showed no intention of ending this marathon meeting.

"...Let's move on to the next agenda."

Such a statement from the Public Service Captain was essentially a declaration of forced march.

It would be quite unfortunate for those sitting in the conference room hoping to go home, but given the circumstances, no one dared to express any complaints.

However, a voice of opposition emerged from the far end of the conference room.

"Why don't we call it a day?"

The voice belonged to none other than Hassan, Kitty's first disciple and the de facto director of the Future Strategy Institute.

"Would you mind repeating that?"

"Let's continue tomorrow, please..."

"This is urgent."

"Is it really that difficult to continue tomorrow instead of not doing it at all?"

"...You've always been the one to shout 'no' when everyone else shouts 'yes.' Not that it's a bad thing, but I wish you would think about why others are shouting 'yes' for once."

"Then perhaps you should also consider why I alone shout 'no.'"

As Hassan planted his head on the desk, initiating a subtle power struggle, the Public Service Captain's face contorted like a striped spider commonly found in old gardens.

Additionally, as blood rushed to his characteristically pale aristocratic face, the Public Service Captain's complexion gradually transformed into something resembling vanilla ice cream drizzled with hot chocolate syrup.

However, with his exceptional self-control, the Public Service Captain didn't raise his voice on the spot.

Instead, he stroked his forehead with his empty hand and spoke very deliberately, with just enough of a frown to not be considered rude.

"Please bear with it a little longer. The situation is what it is."

The Public Service Captain's argument was perfectly reasonable.

"I know. Who doesn't understand what situation we're in right now?"

"Thank you for understanding. Then, moving on to the next agenda..."

"But you know what."

"?"

"Are there any more issues that can be resolved through meetings? What I'm saying is, let's consider efficiency. Look around—is anyone in any condition to continue this meeting?"

And Hassan's argument was equally reasonable.

While the Public Service Captain might be a master of all-nighters, tempered in the murderous bureaucratic furnace of the capital since his youth, the rest were not accustomed to such situations.

As evidence, the condition of the staff excluding the Public Service Captain and Hassan was deplorable.

When the Public Service Captain looked around, he saw half the staff fighting sleep with half-closed eyes, some openly dozing, and a few whose state of consciousness was questionable.

Certainly, continuing the meeting in this state would be meaningless. Moreover, he had a feeling that clouded judgment might lead to unfavorable results.

Come to think of it, perhaps his own judgment had been clouded from the start. He felt like an author who ruins an entire work by trying to add one more idiom.

The Public Service Captain laboriously bent his body forward over the desk and said:

"I see your Imperial language has become quite fluent."

"I've been in Bell Park for years now. If I couldn't speak it, I'd have to return my lab coat."

"Then why have you been pretending to be inarticulate all this time?"

"Because people assign me less work that way."

Though expected, hearing it directly was truly exasperating.

The Public Service Captain let out a wry laugh and conspicuously waved his hand to dismiss the meeting.

"Very well. We'll continue in three days. Good work, everyone."

The researchers, who had been wracking their brains for an excuse to escape, were granted a slightly longer rest period than expected. They left the conference room with sighs of relief and dignified monologues about their upcoming break.

"Oh, and Hassan, I'll be reporting your work avoidance behavior to Kitty, just so you know."

"Excuse Me?"
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The Public Service Captain, who had lingered in the now-empty conference room to smoke a cigarette, was the last to leave.

When he had entered the conference room, the sky had been overcast with light rain falling.

But now, without a single cloud, the intense sunlight beat down, transforming the weather into something tropical.

The Public Service Captain greatly disliked such weather, as the invasive sunlight didn't always align with his opinions.

"Tsk, I'd prefer rain at this point."

Looking up at the sky and clicking his tongue lightly, the Public Service Captain pulled down his hat that hung from his index finger. This seemed better than gradually becoming irritated at the unreachable sky.

Thus, with a tobacco leaf between his lips, the Public Service Captain walked along Bell Park's pedestrian path, filled with various sounds.

The laughter of precocious, adorable children with occasional small scars, running around in straw hats.

The fluttering sounds of various flyers, local advertisements, and promotional leaflets.

The staccato rolling of cylindrical plastic containers made the Public Service Captain realize how rapidly Bell Park, once just a rural village, was changing.

The hawking calls of merchants selling gooseberries grown in greenhouses made of vinyl, a new material, gave him a vague sense of wonder about Kitty. (For reference, the Public Service Captain still doesn't believe that vinyl is made from petroleum.)

However, simultaneously, the Public Service Captain felt uneasy about these strange changes in Bell Park.

After all, the majority of Bell Park's residents make their living working in factories owned by Kitty. In this process, Kitty deducts a portion of workers' wages, collecting it like a tax.

If one doesn't enter the factory, they join Security and become Kitty's private soldier. Though "private soldier" might be a questionable term—Security's level of force has far exceeded that of a private army.

Finally, the remaining minority of intellectuals are affiliated with the Future Strategy Institute, functioning like bureaucrats, making it appear as if a corporation is responsible for the city.

It was an abnormal structure without historical precedent. Most elements constituting a nation's foundation—economy, military, politics, society, culture, diplomacy—had at some point become completely subordinate to the Oppenheimer Group and its owner, Kitty.

Whether Kitty intended this or not is unclear.

But what's certain is that from an outsider's perspective, Kitty's actions seemed to be blatantly establishing an independent force.

This was the source of the Public Service Captain's unease. While he wasn't suspicious, at this point it was hard not to be.

Was Kitty seeking independence?

"If that's the case... hmm?"

Walking with half-closed eyes, the Public Service Captain felt resistance near his shoulder and reflexively bowed his head in apology.

"Ahem, I apologize."

It was a perfect, aristocratic apology beyond doubt.

Unless the other person was a cranky natural philosopher who had stayed up for days like himself, there would be no reason to find fault, so the Public Service Captain naturally tried to brush past the pedestrian.

"Excuse me?"

"I apologize. I'm too tired right now... Ah, it's you."

"It seems like it's been a while."

Opening his eyes at the familiar voice, he saw none other than the Nun.

Judging by her basket filled with irresistibly luscious gooseberries, she seemed to have been to the market.

"Indeed, it has been a while. How have you been?"

"Good. All of this is God's grace."

The Nun showed her smiling profile as she lightly dusted her shoulder with her hand holding a somewhat modest rosary.

"How about you? I heard you've been busy lately."

The Nun opened the conversation about recent happenings while adjusting the black ready-made butterfly ribbon securing her hair.

"Me? Well, I'm..."

The Public Service Captain was about to readily describe the hardships he had endured and would face in the future, like other literary figures—writers of long and difficult works—in response to the Nun's casual question.

"Same as always."

But he didn't. He thought it would be exceedingly rude to turn a casual conversation—a source of vitality in an already dull world—into a boring, business-like exchange.

Besides, autobiographical stories inevitably involve inside information.

While the Nun wasn't completely separate from Bell Park's current situation, discussing political topics with a clergy member was quite awkward, so he wanted to avoid it if possible.

So the Public Service Captain and the Nun walked side by side along the street, continuing their trivial conversation. Both influenced by Bell Park's new cultural trends, their conversation flowed smoothly. Topics included movies, psychoanalysis, popular novels, and so on.

The conversation that followed was the Nun's unexpected suggestion to visit Kitty together.

The Public Service Captain stroked his chin and asked in response:

"Already?"

"Why? Is there something concerning you?"

"No, it's not that... I'm just surprised that Kitty has recovered enough to meet someone."

"Surprised?"

"Of course. While physical injuries eventually heal, no one knows about the scars etched into the mind."

"Ah."

The Nun smiled, then raised one eyebrow while letting out a light sigh, drawing out her "Ah."

"Yes, considering what that child has been through, Kitty's recovery speed would surprise anyone. I was surprised too. Perhaps I underestimated Kitty."

"She's a strong child."

"She is a strong child."

Not many words followed after this.

Because the Nun suddenly seemed overcome with emotion, keeping her head bowed and continuously staring at the brownish-gray pavement.

And the Public Service Captain felt the skin around his cheekbones tighten with a sudden rush of embarrassment.

For a while, the two walked side by side in silence.
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The place where Kitty was staying wasn't far from here.

Following the residential area with sloped lawns of varying heights on both sides and beautifully spraying irrigation systems, heading east for about 0.7 miles along a winding path, pushing through the boundary-forming shrubs, and passing through a portico entwined with grapevines...

"What? It's a restaurant?"

A restaurant appears!

"Is there a problem?"

"I thought she was in some nursing home."

"She didn't want to go there."

"Well, can't be helped then."

The Public Service Captain shrugged lightly and pushed open the restaurant's swing door.

Inside the restaurant, there was no sign of life. The Public Service Captain and the Nun walked toward the center of the first floor with puzzled feelings.

"What's this? Is no one here? Hey, Kitty! Restaurant owner!"

"Strange... she shouldn't be able to go out for a walk yet..."

The Nun tilted her head, placing her hand on her chin. As her monologue suggested, while Kitty didn't need nursing home-level care, she wasn't in a condition to go for walks.

"Strange? Is she already asleep... hmm?"

Just then, as the Nun was deducing Kitty's whereabouts.

"Hmm? What was that sound?"

There was a loud noise from the ceiling.

"From the second floor?"

It sounded similar to a door slamming shut, but it was too loud to be just the wind. The Nun slowly climbed the stairs, thinking someone must be on the second floor.

And the Nun's thought was correct. After completely ascending the stairs, she encountered Arthur in the ochre-colored corridor of the restaurant's second floor.

However, there was something strange—Arthur's face was slightly flushed, and he kept adjusting his waistband as if itchy, standing in a rather awkward posture.

But since his expression was no different from usual, the Nun didn't think much of it.

"Oh my, if you were here, why didn't you answer?"

The Nun waved her hand cheerfully at Arthur, who was smiling awkwardly and continuously adjusting his pants, and Arthur returned the greeting cheerfully.

"Oh... oh, oh, why didn't you call before coming?"

"Hehe... I just came to check on Kitty's condition. Is Kitty in this room?"

"Huh? Kitty? Kitty is momentarily... H-hey, wait! Wait a moment...!"

Before Arthur's desperate plea could reach her, the Nun walked to the room Arthur had come from and flung the door wide open.

"Kitty? How are you feeling today?"

Entering the room Arthur had exited, the Nun finally faced Kitty and gave her a kind smile.

But Kitty's condition looked a bit strange.

How to put it... Kitty looked as if she had been engaged in intense exercise just before we arrived.

Indeed, Kitty's face was bright red and drenched in sweat, and her legs were trembling continuously—a quite reasonable inference.

...But something seemed off about calling it exercise. Without the intensity of a professional athlete's workout, legs wouldn't give out like that.

No, from the beginning, Kitty wasn't in a physical condition to exercise. It was an absurd delusion to think that someone dependent on a cane for life could exercise.

Then what was the reason? Perhaps it was due to aftereffects.

But not knowing exactly what kind of aftereffects, the Nun couldn't understand why Kitty was in such a state. Even trying to get a better look was difficult as Kitty kept backing away, making the Nun increasingly frustrated.

"Why do you keep backing away? Don't you recognize me?"

The Nun's voice tone rose slightly, seemingly a bit frustrated.

Kitty appeared greatly flustered and seemed to be trying to explain something, but she still didn't stop moving away from the Nun.

"Sigh... I wish the little lamb would come this way now. Please stop teasing me."

"No, that's not it..."

"If that's not it, then why... huh?"

The Nun, slightly heated, was about to scold Kitty when her attention was suddenly drawn to an unidentified liquid on the floor.

"What is that liquid on the floor?"

"L-liquid? What are you talking about... gasp."

The Nun momentarily left Kitty alone and carefully examined the liquid on the floor.

Kitty rushed toward the Nun in great panic, but unfortunately, the Nun's actions were a bit faster.

The Nun examined the liquid on the floor with her finger.

"A white, slippery liquid with slight viscosity... this is like..."

The Nun rubbed the white, slippery, slightly viscous liquid between her fingers and slowly raised her head toward Kitty.

And the Nun saw.

The white, slippery, slightly viscous liquid dripping down Kitty's inner thighs, which were tinged with Botticelli-like pink.

And the few strands of curly hair stuck to Kitty's mouth.

And Arthur, who kept bending over and adjusting his waistband.

The Nun didn't want to attribute a vile meaning to this entire situation, but every element pointed to a specific act.

Thus, an expletive difficult to transcribe into text burst from the Nun's lips.

Ch.118 - The Beast's Chatter.
The Public Service Captain glanced at Arthur and Kitty, who were sitting across from him at the round table with their heads bowed low.

"Um... so..."

The Public Service Captain was bewildered as he looked at the nun who had collapsed and fainted after suddenly becoming ill while hurling profanities.

"What's going on here?"

"W-well? I think she might have... huff... been exhausted...?"

Kitty answered with an awkward smile. Her pronunciation seemed slightly off as the afterglow of her first coupling hadn't fully subsided, but somehow she managed to push through with sheer willpower.

"Hmm..."

The Public Service Captain made a long nasal sound while trying his best to maintain the expression of an innocent bystander.

In truth, he had successfully pieced together the situation by unconsciously collecting and combining the atmosphere and other circumstances.

But he decided to let it slide for the sake of preserving their dignity.

Honestly, he did have something to say about the restaurant owner's shocking sexual preferences and Kitty's willingness to accommodate them, but...

Thinking about it, from an aristocratic perspective, it wasn't that strange. Child brides were quite common in noble society in the past, though not anymore.

So the Public Service Captain nodded as he watched Kitty secretly rubbing her thighs under the round table.

"Well, these things happen."

"Ehehe..."

Kitty scratched the back of her head awkwardly while laughing, thinking she had successfully deceived him. She never considered that no one was fooled, and she was the only one trying to deceive.

The Public Service Captain saw through the meaning of that laugh as well. However, not being an expert on such trivial matters, he pretended to lose interest and changed the subject to prevent it from coming up again.

"Haha, yes, such things happen in life. Anyway, how are you feeling?"

"There are some creaky parts, but I'm fine overall."

"Not ready to return to work yet?"

"Well, we'd have to ask the nun, but from what I can tell, I should be fine after resting for about a month."

"Is that so?"

The atmosphere shifted as the Public Service Captain stroked his chin and made a nasal sound.

Before the serious business talk began, the perceptive Arthur rose from his seat, patting Kitty's shoulder a couple of times.

"Call me if you need anything."

"Yes, Daddy."

Having received the warm encouragement, Kitty gave Arthur a warm yet somehow seductive smile.

The Public Service Captain, who had been listening to this heartwarming conversation, repeatedly scratched his ear and looked at Kitty.

"...Daddy?"

"What."

"Kitty, you... did it with the restaurant owner... but Daddy...?"

"So?"

"No? Uh... um. It's nothing."

"Right, it's nothing. Let's talk business."

"Let's do that..."

The Public Service Captain answered in a quiet, murmuring voice, as if trying to calm a young animal.

"...First, as the interim governor, I've managed to contain the chaos caused by your absence."

"How was being governor? Did you like it?"

"It was incredibly difficult. Anyway, there's something you need to see."

"What is it?"

Instead of answering, the Public Service Captain took out a small notebook from his inner pocket and handed it to Kitty.

"A notebook?"

"Read it."

The notebook before her was nothing more than an old notebook in appearance.

However, as evident from the words 'Interrogation Record' written in the margin of the first page, it was clear that the contents would not be pleasant for Kitty, who was the subject.

"Hmm..."

Kitty made gloomy interjections throughout her reading of the notebook.

She didn't show any signs of anger or fear from recalling the memories of that day. From turning the first page until reaching the last, Kitty maintained an expressionless face.

"The Parliamentary faction?"

"Based on the consistent confessions at the time and combining various circumstances, it seems most likely."

"Who else knows about this?"

"Hassan, the nun, the restaurant owner, and a few agents."

"Can those agents be trusted?"

"It's fine, don't worry."

"Just in case, make sure they keep quiet... How's the burned factory doing?"

Kitty nodded in understanding and casually pushed the notebook she had been reading to a corner of the desk.

The Public Service Captain briefly looked at Kitty and the discarded notebook, then made a slightly puzzled expression.

Kitty looked at the Public Service Captain with one eyebrow raised and spoke.

"Do you have something to say?"

"That... Don't you feel like seeking revenge?"

"Revenge?"

Kitty didn't immediately answer the Public Service Captain's question. Nor did she show any signs of contemplating an answer.

She substituted a response with a brief, ambiguous nasal sound that could be interpreted as a conventional negation or simply as a question meant to fill the silence.

The Public Service Captain's heart was anxious as he observed Kitty's ambiguous attitude. If she really decided on revenge, it would become a very troublesome matter.

Of course, it was a highly unlikely probability. After all, Kitty was thoroughly calculating and rational, having been the leader who created the current Bell Park.

Nevertheless, this vague anxiety in his heart wouldn't disappear.

For good reason—from the perspective of the Public Service Captain who had observed Kitty for a long time, she was a madwoman who was intelligent, had remarkable ideas, and possessed the drive and ability to implement the fantastic delusions she conceived at her desk.

Additionally, she was emotionally quite unstable, had radical ideologies from who knows where, and was at an age of peak sensitivity, making her even more extreme.

It was clear that if such a Kitty planned revenge, it wouldn't end with just one or two deaths.

In the worst case, they might have to prepare for all-out war with the capital...

"Pfft..."

"...?"

Suddenly, Kitty made a bubbling sound between her lips, then slowly slapped her small palm on the desk and laughed audibly.

"Ahaha!"

"...?"

Kitty laughed with her arms spread wide.

It was a chatty and boisterous laugh befitting her age.

However, since it was such a disorderly burst of laughter, it seemed to have an ominous, nervous quality to the listener.

"Don't you think you're being a bit disrespectful?"

The Public Service Captain reprimanded Kitty's rudeness with a deliberately stern voice.

"Haha! Hehehe..."

But it had no effect. Well, it wasn't a relationship where he could give admonishments, and it would be foolish to think that Kitty would take anyone else's words to heart in the first place.

So Kitty continued to laugh like a little girl for a full five minutes, clapping her hands and tapping the table. In the process, a few drops of Kitty's strange saliva flew onto his face.

"Are you done laughing?"

"Ha, I wonder how many years it's been since I laughed like this... So what were we talking about?"

"I asked if you were thinking of revenge."

"Ah, right... Don't worry about that. Logically speaking, how could a mere rural governor dare to kill a council member in the capital? That's absurd. Even if we tried, they have more heads than we have bullets. Besides, we need to focus more on..."

"More on?"

"Expansion, haha!"

Kitty answered the Public Service Captain's question sincerely in her own way.

Though her occasional hiccups and laughter made her seem insincere, the Public Service Captain decided to believe Kitty's words. There was no point in pressing further as it would likely lead nowhere...

Crucially, since she had never lied before, the Public Service Captain had no choice but to believe her.

Anyway, having heard the answer, the Public Service Captain rose from his seat without delay.

For some reason, he felt a sudden sense of exhaustion. As evidence, the skin around his cheekbones felt very stiff.

"Leaving already? Don't you have more questions?"

Kitty saw the Public Service Captain off as he stood up.

In truth, the Public Service Captain did have a few more things he wanted to ask.

Mainly about Kitty's bizarre course of action so far, which, when examined closely, ultimately pointed toward Bell Park's separation and independence, and as a stakeholder, he wanted to question her about it.

"I'm just a bit tired."

The Public Service Captain decided to keep it to himself. There was no need to be unnecessarily bold in front of Kitty.

"Is that so?"

Leaving behind Kitty, who was waving her small, reddish peony-like hands with a regretful expression, the Public Service Captain took care of the collapsed nun and went outside the restaurant.

Kitty smiled slightly as she watched the Public Service Captain leave the restaurant.
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After the nun and the Public Service Captain had left, and Arthur had also gone to the market for dinner preparations, in the empty restaurant...

"Ha, what a funny bastard."

Kitty, left alone, was scribbling something with a fountain pen.

Twisting her gaze to examine the content of the paper in detail, it was a series of puzzling words. The only thing recognizable was that it took the form of some kind of plan.

"I'm the one who got beaten, why is he making a fuss."

Kitty continued to scrawl something on the paper irritably. With Kitty's terrible handwriting resembling hieroglyphics, as she deliberately wielded the fountain pen, the paper was soon filled with ghost-like words.

But it was fine. Since this plan wasn't being written to show anyone, there was no reason for anyone to be displeased.

Anyway, any reader interested in Kitty's moral hazard, madness, and flaws would immediately understand the meaning implied in this plan.

The part presumed to be the title clearly stated: [Punishment Revenge Beheading Plan].

Ch.119 - From Now On, This Place Is Manches... Belle Park Gallery.
Flowers bloom, birds chirp, cafes bustle, and silent films—where artistic creativity is not hindered by faith but rather enhanced—are screened at the first commercial cinema built by a private capitalist in Bell Park.

Bell Park, which might have become one of the most progressive cities in the Empire at this moment, rolled along smoothly as always.

But as with all things in the world, a city cannot run smoothly without reason.

At least someone or some specific group must make appropriate sacrifices—that's the truth of the world.

For this reason, the Future Strategy Institute, where capable scholars were being ground up in real-time, had become the place with the most concentrated gloom in Bell Park.

And this was also true for Kitty, who had returned to work after a month away.

"I'm stuck here. This part—I can't reduce the energy loss rate below 5% when converting mana into a pure force field. How should I..."

"Instead of using liquid nitrogen as a conversion medium, you should trap helium plasma in a magnetic field."

"Excuse me?"

"And the energy loss isn't an issue of field stability. You can absorb the excess mana generated during conversion and redirect it to the cooling system. Bring the design back. I'll handle this part; you recalculate the power distribution section."

"What? Th-thank you."

The researcher, who had introduced himself as being from the mechanical department, left with great admiration for Kitty's insight.

As the door closed, it became quiet except for the annoying sound of wind violently shaking the now-withered aspen tree outside, and Kitty's office became a ghost town once again.

"Ugh... I don't want to do this..."

The room fell silent.

And sitting at the largest desk in the research institute was little Kitty, yawning over papers filled with chaotic molecular formulas and equations.

As Kitty yawned, the formulas on the paper crumpled, dissolved into the prism created by her tears, and vanished in a cascade. Kitty shifted her bored gaze from wall to wall.

That's when it happened.

Knock-knock-

A knocking sound came from beyond the door.

"Come in."

Kitty, her head planted on the desk like an insect specimen out of sheer boredom, granted entry. The door opened to reveal none other than a dwarf with a gloomy expression.

"Вы наз... No... D-did you call for me?"

The dwarf approached Kitty slowly with his hands behind his back. His movements were unhurried, but his expression was utterly solemn.

For good reason—this dwarf was actually a natural philosopher who had come for technical exchange, while simultaneously being an agent specially trained to steal technology from Bell Park.

Yes, this dwarf was a spy. And a discovered one at that.

The fate of a discovered spy is easy enough to imagine without detailed description. However, with his noble loyalty to his homeland stronger than anyone's, he was confident he wouldn't utter a word no matter what torture might come...

"Relax your face and sit there. I don't particularly plan to torture you for your espionage activities."

"Ah, is that so? That's a relief... You knew?"

"How could I not notice a dwarf, not even human, constantly lurking around the research building?"

"Then why have you left me alone until now?"

"Because you didn't seem to be producing any meaningful results."

Kitty spoke matter-of-factly as she set down the cigarette from her lips.

The spy dwarf, apparently quite shocked, collapsed into the chair Kitty had indicated, his legs giving out like a hesitant child.

"...So why did you call me?"

The spy dwarf muttered, and Kitty responded by tossing a small envelope instead of answering. The envelope, thrown with just the right force, landed precisely on the dwarf's knee.

"What is this?"

"Relax your expression."

"What is this?"

"A business proposal. You're returning to your country soon, right? Take this to your master."

"May I ask if it's alright to inquire about the contents?"

"It's nothing special. I'm offering to build a fertilizer factory in your land in exchange for a few rights."

"What rights?"

"Exclusive resource extraction rights, permanent tax exemption and extraterritoriality, railway construction and operation rights."

"Are you perhaps insane?"

"No? I'm not crazy."

The spy dwarf's expression grew increasingly distorted, beyond mere disbelief.

"Do you think the Queen will accept this proposal?"

"She will."

"Is there a reason you think so?"

"Your country has no money. No technology either, and even fewer jobs. Thanks to the coup you staged for monarchical restoration, the infrastructure is completely destroyed. So I think this is practically a gift to a country in chaos due to citizens suffering from constant famine and drought."

"I see now that you're quite rude."

"I've always lacked the ability to sugarcoat things."

"..."

The spy dwarf growled like a young heir reading the will of an old swindler, filled with rage.

Honestly, having to confirm this miserable reality once more through the mouth of a mere colonial leader—a young girl at that—was humiliation itself.

But at the same time, he thought that the fertilizer factory Kitty proposed might be a good key to solving his homeland's situation.

As if seeing through the spy dwarf's thoughts, Kitty exhaled a long stream of cigarette smoke and continued.

"Of course, I'm not just giving. I should get something in return too."

"..."

"Think about it. Once the factory operates in your land, cheap fertilizer and food will be abundant. No citizens will starve, and surplus food can be sold to other countries at high prices to fill your national coffers. And the factory will create thousands of jobs. You can achieve the stability your country desires with just one factory."

Kitty extinguished her cigarette in the ashtray and sank deep into her chair's backrest. Despite her small frame, she looked like a monarch sitting on a throne.

"Oh, and there's just one more thing I want in return."

"...Go ahead."

The spy dwarf swallowed hard. The three rights he'd already heard would be like giving away half the country, but he sensed the real demand was coming now.

Kitty smiled sweetly. It was a smile so pure it paradoxically looked demonic. The spy dwarf personally knew no madmen, but he felt like he'd just met one.

"I want to reorganize your kingdom's army according to the Oppenheimer Security method. Training, equipment, command structure—everything. Of course, I'll cover all costs."

"That's... clear interference with military sovereignty!"

The spy dwarf jumped up, his spine chilled. Demanding military sovereignty beyond economic and political rights was far beyond acceptable.

"Interference? No, support."

Kitty calmly retorted. Her characteristically familiar empty expression reflected in the spy dwarf's eyes.

"Have you forgotten what kind of people your neighboring country is? Of course, in the last war, you struck first with the elves, but the Empire has always coveted your underground resources. Honestly, your current army couldn't even hold off a single division from the capital. I'm offering to protect you. From the Empire. And..."

"Hmm, on second thought, the next part isn't something I should tell you..."

Kitty turned her attention back to the documents on her desk. It was a silent signal that the conversation was over.

"You may leave now. Take the letter and deliver it to your master."

"W-wait! Even for a Governor, this is...!"

The spy dwarf tried to say something but fell silent.

The reason was that Kitty was looking at him with a slight smile, saying nothing. He realized she was forcing that smile solely out of a sense of duty to remain polite and kind to innocent third parties.

"...I apologize for my rudeness."

Having lost his words, the spy dwarf, now a gloomy dwarf, left Kitty's office almost like he was fleeing.

The dwarf's gloominess was merely an external manifestation of his homeland's stagnant authoritarianism and the inferiority complex unique to the borderlands.
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When Kitty received the first reply from the Queen of the Rus Kingdom some time later, the emotion she felt was none other than disappointment.

Not because her proposal was rejected. On the contrary, the Rus Kingdom accepted most of Kitty's proposals.

Then why did Kitty feel disappointed with them?

Because she couldn't find any trace of deliberation in their decision. Even a fairy-tale king would take at least a few months to consult with ministers and put effort into such a decision.

But when the reply came immediately by special delivery as if they were pen pals, she first thought it was a joke, and when she learned it was real, she was quite dumbfounded.

Because after this negotiation, if Kitty had even slightly malicious intentions, she could turn the Rus Kingdom into a money-draining piggy bank before the fertilizer factory or anything else could help it grow.

But on the other hand, she understood to some extent.

From the Queen's perspective—with the country in turmoil and internal affairs still being settled through guillotine matches—everything must have seemed unavoidable.

After all, the fate of a deposed absolute monarch typically ends with them bound naked to a plank in the public square, wailing.

Ch.120 - Small Rulers.
From the letter sent by Governor Bell Park, although it wasn't enough to fully grasp her identity, I could at least discern her unique and consistent personality.

Judging by the content, she is clearly an intellectual. She has read many books. She's skilled at wordplay. However, her handwriting is masculine, and as evident from the letter, she seems to enjoy provoking people.

This is because the letter was unusually direct with almost no diplomatic rhetoric, making it the first time in my life I've received a letter that so openly yet politely declares an intention to take away part of my country's sovereignty.

Still, thanks to its directness, I was somewhat free from the traps set by ghosts made of words.

But Kitty's proposal was less of a proposal and more like a sentencing document weighing the fate of an entire kingdom. As queen, I couldn't help but shudder at the disgust, as if someone had urinated on my face.

Next to the queen with her contorted expression, the dwarf chancellor adjusted his magnifying glass and recited the humiliating terms once more.

"First, exclusive mining rights to iron ore in the western mines needed for fertilizer factory construction. Second, joint operational rights to the mithril mines in the deep mountains. Third, permanent tax exemption and extraterritorial rights for all activities of the Oppenheimer Group. Fourth, rights to construct and operate railways connecting the mines and ports..."

"Is this a declaration of war?"

When the dwarf general who had been listening quietly growled, the bureaucrat dwarves gathered in the meeting room nodded in agreement.

Except for the chancellor dwarf. Adjusting his magnifying glass, the chancellor addressed the growling general.

"General... the harvest in the southern granary region has decreased to one-tenth of what it was three years ago. The treasury is empty, and people in the provinces are already protesting daily, demanding bread."

"Do you think that justifies selling our country?"

"Mind your words. We merely have different positions, but I too am Her Majesty's servant. And... aren't military provisions running low as well? How long do you think you can remain a general in this situation?"

"But..."

The dwarf general fell silent with a disgruntled expression.

As the commander of the army, he was receiving reports twice daily that the provinces were already beyond central government control, with sporadic riots breaking out.

Moreover, as the chancellor had said, the military situation was also dire.

For now, they were barely holding together with the remaining forces, but if the last of the bread ran out and people began to starve, there was no telling how they might turn.

In the worst case, there was a high probability they would face a coup from the opposite side after having just succeeded in their own.

The queen, who had been considering the proposal more seriously than anyone after being briefed on all these matters, opened her mouth.

"Chancellor, please continue."

"Due to the civil war, most of our kingdom's core industrial facilities—major mines and ironworks—have been deemed inoperable or completely destroyed. We have neither the manpower nor the capital to restore them."

"Could we receive help from Bell Park in that regard?"

"Your Majesty!"

"Be quiet, General. I'll ask again. Can we receive help?"

The dwarf general cried out almost tearfully, the queen pressed, and the chancellor dwarf, while sympathizing with the situation, tried his best to maintain objectivity.

"If we accept the proposal, we can certainly expect it. In fact, their smelting technology is already judged to exceed that of the Rus Kingdom, so the benefits outweigh the losses."

"Hmm... is that truly so?"

"According to the testimony of scholars who have returned from Bell Park, it is. Moreover, according to the spy who brought back the proposal, Bell Park has already secured mithril smelting technology."

"Such nonsense... has our smelting method been leaked?"

"I cannot give you a definitive answer, but according to the Chief Blacksmith, it's not our kingdom's method. They seem to have developed it independently."

"Hah..."

The queen sighed. From her vantage point overlooking the sunset spreading across the corners of the palace and the rising darkness, she gritted her teeth. The scene of a miserable reality mixing with a great but eternally unattainable ashen future before her eyes was impossible to face with a clear mind.

However, since there were occasional instances when the queen triumphed in this race between delusion and natural reality, even such nightmares were somewhat bearable. The unbearable pain began when one didn't even realize they were dreaming.

After composing herself briefly, the queen glanced sideways to urge the chancellor dwarf. The perceptive chancellor resumed listing the kingdom's deficiencies.

"Due to destroyed roads and bridges, logistics within the kingdom are virtually paralyzed. Additionally, epidemics caused by contaminated water are rampant, which is also a concern for the kingdom, but fortunately, this is an area where we can receive help from Bell Park."

"What kind of help exactly?"

"Asphalt and lye. Both are products produced only in Bell Park."

"Is it not possible with our kingdom's technology...?"

"It is not."

"Sigh... it feels as though we're relying too heavily on another country, which weighs on my heart."

"I deeply apologize."

I apologize deeply! I apologize deeply! In the midst of this spectacle—regrettable yet somewhat entertaining—where everyone in the meeting room bowed their heads and flapped their wrists and elbows like mimicking degenerated wings, blaming themselves for disloyalty, the queen wanted to scream.

Of course, with her exceptional self-control, she didn't actually scream. She merely staggered very slightly.

The situation was like an illness—perhaps pneumonia? How should one explain it? In any case, as it seemed the queen was helpless, she decided to find justification instead.

The queen said:

"However, it doesn't seem all bad. If we accept some side effects, it could be like an elixir that instantly solves the kingdom's problems."

"But Your Majesty! While other terms might be acceptable, the content regarding military reorganization is not just a minor side effect! If we change all equipment to Bell Park's specifications, our kingdom will depend on Bell Park for every bullet and every spare part in the future!"

"Couldn't we catch up with their machinery technology, if nothing else?"

"The possibility certainly exists! However, changing both equipment and command structure to Bell Park's methods means that Bell Park's officers and instructors will deeply intervene in our military command! This is essentially no different from having our army taken over!"

The dwarf general, unable to understand the queen's thinking, shouted vehemently through gritted teeth.

However, the content itself was like the advice of a calm friend's hand pressing on one's shoulder, urging careful consideration, so no one criticized the general's attitude.

The queen gladly accepted only the heart of his loyal counsel.

"I am well aware. I called it a minor side effect taking that into account."

"How can you call that a minor side effect! Come to think of it, this proposal itself is extremely strange! Bell Park isn't even a small city of the Empire, is it?"

Starting with the general's question, the meeting became sufficiently chaotic.

Come to think of it, isn't Bell Park not a city belonging to the Empire? Then why can they make such a proposal that amounts to... no, is essentially treason?

I don't understand why.

No clear motive comes to mind.

There must be some ulterior motive, but no logical judgment emerged.

In a situation where only plausible speculations abounded, the queen continued speaking.

"I have no particular conjecture about that either. Bell Park's proposal is certainly an act of treason from the Empire's perspective, and not knowing their intention makes it even more dangerous."

The queen slowly paced around the meeting room.

"But what's clear is that the Governor of Bell Park is strangely hostile to the Empire, and judging by Bell Park's recent moves, they seem to want to make friends excluding the Empire."

"And that's the same for us. After enduring a brutal civil war, we are in a situation where neighboring countries don't trust us due to issues of legitimacy and political instability."

"Moreover, remnant forces still exert influence in the provinces, constantly looking for opportunities. On top of that, the people have begun to hate rulers like us."

"In this situation, do you think we have a realistic alternative to prevent riots and rebellions that could break out tomorrow?"

"Very well. Say nothing more for now. And bring paper and pen."

"The Kingdom of Rus will gladly accept Bell Park's proposal. I choose humiliating survival over honorable extinction. If it means we can survive, I will gladly allow us to be used."

"Don't worry. You have merely agreed with an incompetent and cruel tyrant out of necessity."

"I will take all the filth upon myself."

"Whether I become a villain or a hero in history, that is entirely my right."

Ch.121 - How Should I Mess You Up.
The Kingdom of Luce gladly accepted Kitty's proposal, and Oppenheimer Construction, Kitty's construction company, along with a Security Military Advisory Group, headed toward the Kingdom of Luce.

The news spread faster than expected, and the world began to shake dramatically with this big deal as a turning point.

This was understandable, as it meant that fertilizer—which had previously been sold exclusively and expensively to the Empire due to alleged supply shortages and technology leakage concerns—would now be available for export.

Moreover, even apart from fertilizer, Bell Park was an incredibly valuable city.

Its thorough standardization of parts had been applied to various industrial sectors, opening new horizons for mass production, while chlorine bleach and sulfur compounds had a profound impact on increasing average life expectancy and reducing infant mortality.

New media such as silent films and radio created a social and cultural atmosphere reminiscent of the modernist era. Whether one had seen a film or not could determine one's standing in social circles, prompting nobles from various countries to visit Bell Park whenever they had free time.

In particular, the Arcana Engine—the pinnacle of magical engineering that ushered in the electrical age—had limitless potential in every field, causing leaders from around the world to make efforts through various channels to establish connections with Bell Park.

It was as if the world was in awe of Bell Park's technological prowess and trembling before it! Oh, Bell Park, Bell Park, Bell Park, Bell Park, Bell Park! Historians of this world! Please fill your pages with this name!
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Of course, not everyone was pleased with Bell Park's direction.

With the emergence of the Arcana Engine, which combined magic and engineering, magic was no longer the exclusive privilege of the traditional ruling class.

Bell Park's worker-friendly regulations, modeled after a certain country's industrial safety and health laws, greatly inspired workers worldwide, causing distress among capitalists who had been exploiting cheap labor with high-intensity work.

Especially, Bell Park's ideological foundations of technocracy and radical meritocracy gained immense popularity among intellectuals and the middle class.

This was because all systems in Bell Park were designed according to the engineering question of "what is most efficient?" rather than political justifications or moral debates, with bloodlines and traditions holding no value in the process.

This obsessive efficiency-focused culture unique to Bell Park was incredibly appealing to middle-class individuals who were hindered by social barriers due to their ambiguous origins.

This gradually led to the spread of anti-aristocratic sentiment among capable middle-class people, which had previously been taboo.

This was precisely why the capital was not just heated but ablaze.
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Imperial Capital.

Parliament.

The sight of elderly men shouting anxiously from distant seats or whispering secretively to messengers seemed to reflect the clear changes in the Empire's surface situation.

"How dare a mere pioneer settlement disrespect the Empire's homeland!"

"Kitty Oppenheimer! Is that person truly an imperial citizen?! Otherwise, these actions make no sense!"

"How can someone who sells to the homeland at exorbitant prices with all sorts of excuses, then suddenly builds factories in potential enemy countries, be called a subject of the Empire?"

It was noisy and chaotic.

Feeling a terrible headache approaching like a drum beating in the murky air of a tomb, the Empress of the Empire displayed a sophisticated cynical attitude to hide her concerns, but...

"Kitty Oppenheimer... that damned woman..."

There are limits to human patience. Sitting on the largest and most magnificent throne, the Empress clenched her fist so tightly that it left marks on the leather armrest decoration.

To be honest, what feelings did the Empress harbor toward Kitty?

Friendly indifference and cold respect. It was tolerable even when Kitty brazenly sold fertilizer at high prices.

It was still tolerable when, though perhaps unintentionally, she wrote a massive war editorial in the newspaper that disrupted war plans.

However, maintaining such a deliberately troublesome attitude, as if telling the Empire to eat dirt, was unbearable. Now, everything related to Kitty filled the Empress with bitter recognition and displeasure.

Meanwhile, she pondered how things had become so complicated. Bell Park and magical engineering, which she had expected would be accepted naturally over time, had instead returned as a real threat to the Empire.

Bell Park's meritocracy had become a dangerous ideological virus that shook the foundations of aristocratic society, which relied entirely on bloodlines and traditions for legitimacy. The increasing proportion of middle-class people leaving the capital to migrate to Bell Park was certainly not good news.

Moreover, magical engineering, Bell Park's core industry, was in perfect competition with the steam engine industry, the Empire's foundation. If Bell Park prospered, the Empire's feudal economy based on traditional mercantilism would certainly collapse.

In other words, it was a zero-sum game where coexistence was impossible, and one side's victory meant the complete defeat of the other.

However, to be honest, the Empress still did not want to exclude magical engineering.

Rather, she had dreamed of transformation by taking on the role of regulating the flow to accept changes over time, and she still did.

Why?

Because from an efficiency standpoint, traditional steam engines and magical engineering were incomparable.

Of course, the framework of Bell Park's Arcana Engine and the magical engineering machinery that Kitty Margaret had envisioned might be slightly different... but their performance would not be much different.

The Empress closed her eyes.

From her days as an academy cadet. The image of that girl with a mischievous smile saying ridiculous things was still vivid even after all these years.

We happened to sit at the same table, and you glanced at the book I was reading, then suddenly poured out your thoughts like water into a jar.

We didn't even know each other's faces. Honestly, I was a bit taken aback. Anyone would be if someone smiled at them as if they were already acquainted and shared their opinions and plans.

But strangely, it didn't feel bad. Rather, it was so specific and outlandish that it seemed to alleviate my depression a bit.

Later, when it became known that I was the Imperial Princess, you showed no sign of shrinking back, and as if the answer was so simple it didn't need saying, you stared at me and shrugged, which made me feel somewhat comfortable.

And when, after some time, you actually created what you had habitually described in your long speeches, it was amazing. I had met many talented people before, but never a genius like you who came in silently like sunlight and turned the world upside down.

But they say geniuses are born in unfortunate times, don't they? I was shocked when I heard you had been suddenly arrested, when just the day before you had been chatting with a quiet but cheerful and friendly voice.

However, a child like me, versed in politics, wouldn't find such a situation strange. It was obviously someone's scheme.

But it happened so suddenly that the opportunity had already passed, and when I rushed to the palace after preparing countermeasures, I heard that someone's head was hanging in the square and that the Magical Engineering Prohibition Act had been railroaded through.

This is why I delayed Kitty Oppenheimer's punishment as much as possible, even bringing up the ambiguous pretext of jurisdiction.

So that I could completely destroy the economic and political foundation of you parliamentary faction that was like a thorn in my eye.

So that I could either behead or poison you lot who would be floundering without any foundation.

Well, and incidentally develop the country too.

"Instead of glossing over with excuses about war, shouldn't we have expelled this witch long ago as I repeatedly said! Have you forgotten the case of Kitty Margaret already!"

I wish you wouldn't casually mention that name. If Kitty Margaret was a witch, then you are demons who cruelly murdered a young girl full of dreams for your petty power.

"Making agreements with potentially hostile foreign powers without the Empire's permission and leaking the Empire's core technology should rightfully be charged as treason against the Empress!"

Have you ever thought about who should really be charged with treason? If it weren't for you lot, we would have embraced magical engineering decades earlier and become an empire that no one could challenge.

"Kitty Oppenheimer is monopolizing magical engineering technology, destroying healthy market competition within the Empire, and seriously disrupting the economic order! Therefore, to protect the Empire's economy, it is only right to dismantle this monopolistic enterprise and distribute its technology to state-owned enterprises and other companies!"

It's truly disgusting that you now call it the Empire's technology. Your intentions are so transparent it makes me want to vomit.

...You were born with incredible luck, Kitty Oppenheimer.
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"So."

The Empress, having finished her thoughts amidst the parliament's thorough discussion of various punishments for Kitty Oppenheimer, opened her mouth.

"Can we win?"

"Pardon?"

As the Empress seated on the throne spoke, the parliament, which had been pouring out all kinds of condemnations and rebukes against Kitty Oppenheimer and arbitrarily discussing punishment, fell silent in an instant.

"I... don't understand the intent of your question."

"It's exactly as I said. From previous battles and intelligence, it's clear that Oppenheimer Security's repeating rifles and tactics overwhelm the Empire's army. They might even have new weapons now."

"Why do you speak of victory when we merely seek to punish Kitty Oppenheimer for her crimes?"

"Do you think she will surrender quietly? She is already essentially a warlord with a private army. Resistance would be expected."

"We agree with that... but it doesn't matter. Bell Park's military strength is insignificant compared to our imperial forces."

"You are right. In terms of numbers, our proud imperial army has a superior advantage. But where will the money come from if we mobilize the army again just as the war is ending?"

"Well, that..."

"The Empire's finances are already unstable. Moreover, there's now a potential ally in the Kingdom of Luce. In this situation, can the parliament guarantee victory?"

"..."

After the Empress's valid point, the aristocrats of the parliamentary faction felt a headache like a pair of pistols pressed against their temples.

A brief silence swept through the parliament. Brief, but it seemed to answer in place of words.

"...The War Department shall submit an opinion paper on this matter as soon as possible. Today's parliamentary activities are hereby concluded."

Ch.122 - Ugh, This Is Humiliating. Probably?
Just as the high officials in the capital were in heated discussions about whether to capture and punish Kitty or confiscate her company and scatter it into a thousand pieces...

The elite public service agents who had been actively gathering intelligence in the capital couldn't help but be startled upon hearing this news, and immediately used wireless telegraphs to spread the information quickly.

Doo-doo-doo-doo doo- (We're fucked)

In a secret underground facility in Bell Park, the Public Service Captain decoded the Braille symbols on the paper tape coming out of the teleprinter and perforator, then rushed to Kitty in a panic.

"Goddamn."

The Public Service Captain kicked open the innocent door forcefully, swinging his arms dramatically as he entered Kitty's room.

"We're in big trouble!"

"Such a fuss."

Kitty shrugged as if it were nothing serious. She seemed more concerned about the light green perfume bottle that had jumped in surprise and rolled onto the floor than about the Public Service Captain who was making a scene like some outlandish comedian.

And that was indeed the case. Kitty glanced briefly at the serious-faced Public Service Captain, then immediately appeared to lose interest. Her voice sounded strangely detached yet somehow warm.

"Did you not hear what I said?"

"No, I heard you clearly."

"Then you don't understand the situation properly?"

"No, I understand it perfectly."

"Then did I explain it wrong?"

"No, your report was excellent in terms of information delivery."

"Then are you crazy?"

"Hmm... I don't think so?"

The Public Service Captain's face contorted like a ridiculous clown and twitched as if exaggerating pain. Though the conversation was brief, it was frustrating enough to make one's blood boil, so his pain was probably genuine.

"...Cheeky little brat."

"What did you say?"

"Nothing. More importantly, the capital is discussing punishing us—shouldn't we come up with a plan? Let's stop joking around."

"Ah, that..."

Kitty mumbled, staring blankly at the Public Service Captain who was emphasizing the gravity of the situation.

Then she leaned toward a nearby table and pulled out a letter that had been tucked between stacks of documents, handing it to him.

The letter appeared to have been written recently. A faint ink smell wafted from it.

"Send this to the capital."

"What is this?"

"A kind of letter of apology."

"...?"

Confused by Kitty's nonsense, the Public Service Captain opened the envelope to check its contents.

"I pray for Your Majesty's good health and that the glory of the Empire may shine eternally like the stars in the night sky. I, Kitty Oppenheimer, the humble governor of this frontier territory, dare to take up my pen despite my unworthiness to write this letter to Your Majesty... This really is an apology letter?"

"That's what I said."

Though some time was wasted due to the antiquated writing style that didn't match her age, the content of this letter was indeed... an apology letter.

From the Public Service Captain's perspective, this letter was utterly perplexing.

The clever but mad hunter had disappeared, and suddenly some clumsy gunslinger had appeared, scribbling a grand lyrical poem to beg for their life.

"I'm confused. I could understand if you were declaring that you'd fight to the end. Why the sudden change in attitude?"

"Is there a reason? When the high officials start dancing with their swords, a frontier governor like me should just lie flat on the ground and stay still."

"Ha."

The Public Service Captain's already crumbling face completely collapsed. With a grim expression, he stared at Kitty for so long that his eyes began to ache.

"Are you telling me you didn't know this problem would definitely arise when dealing with the dwarves? Even lies should have limits... What?"

Kitty threw a stack of documents bound with a thin leather strap at the Public Service Captain, who was making an ugly, scrunched-up face, along with a smile.

"Read it."

The Public Service Captain, who had caught the documents reflexively, blinked at half the speed of his heartbeat as he read through them.

"Crazy woman... Could a human brain really come up with this plan?"

"Isn't it wonderful?"

Kitty smiled. It was an extremely simple and clear smile, like a child showing a self-drawn picture to their parents for praise.

Unfortunately, however, most normal people other than elegantly insane lunatics like Kitty couldn't overcome simple human realities, so her smile couldn't elicit a positive response.

"I don't know about wonderful, but I'm certain there won't be a place for you in heaven."

"Haha! That's wonderful too, isn't it?"

"Crazy woman..."

The Public Service Captain frowned and walked out.
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Some time passed after Kitty's apology letter, filled with flowery rhetoric and archaic sentences, was successfully sent to the capital.

Surprisingly, it had some effect. The issue of Kitty's punishment, which had been a major topic in the parliament, didn't resurface for a while.

But there were losses. No, there were many.

As a gesture of apology, Kitty had to lower the price of fertilizer, which she had been selling at several times the cost, to almost the production cost level, and she also had to share a significant portion of the technology from the Future Strategy Research Institute.

Moreover, she had to promise to build a fertilizer factory in the homeland. It was agreed that a minimal number of personnel from Bell Park would handle the core technology and management needed for factory operations, while the rest of the key personnel would be replaced with people from the Empire.

After this humiliating agreement was reached, Kitty began spending incredibly busy days.

She was overwhelmed trying to control the boiling public opinion at the research institute while simultaneously calming down the security executives who were ready to rise up in anger and have a showdown with the capital. (Of course, ordinary residents didn't even know about this agreement)

At the same time, she was personally directing the production of fertilizer to be sent to the capital, so even if she had two bodies... no, even ten wouldn't be enough.

And Hassan was there, watching Kitty from the side.

"Hey boss."

"What."

"You okay?"

"I'm fin— Don't leave that empty space there, I told you!"

"Umm...."

Hassan hesitated, half-doubting, as he rubbed his forehead while watching Kitty shouting with veins popping in her neck.

"Boss? I have some question."

"I already know from reports that you speak Imperial language well, so just speak comfortably."

"Pardon?"

"I won't give you more work."

"Well, if I may ask a question then?"

Finally abandoning his bizarre act, Hassan addressed Kitty with pronunciation more fluent than a logician's.

Kitty felt a bit surprised and betrayed by his unexpectedly fluent pronunciation, but soon realized this was just how he had always been and quickly became indifferent.

"What is it?"

"Honestly, I have more than one question... but why did you change the raw material?"

"Raw material? Ah, why switch from ammonium sulfate to ammonium nitrate?"

"Yes. Honestly, I know it's more efficient to use the recently developed ammonium nitrate in terms of performance, but as you know, that..."

"It easily hardens if stored improperly."

"That's true, but ammonium nitrate is still quite new, so we should be cautious, shouldn't we? But why..."

"Right. Nitrate nitrogen can easily be washed away by rainwater, potentially polluting soil and water."

"No, that's not it. What I want to say is that the explosive potential of ammonium nitrate is a fact only known to us in Bell Park. So why are you..."

"Hassan. Hassan? Our clever Hassan."

"Yes?"

Kitty looked up at Hassan's face and smiled brightly.

Hassan didn't understand why Kitty suddenly interrupted him with a smile, but he had a vague spiritual impulse that further conversation could be dangerous.

So Hassan, following his systematically logical thinking that he had always been proud of, kept his mouth shut.

Kitty showed great satisfaction as she patted Hassan's thigh encouragingly.

"You're not completely oblivious after all."

"Haha... I have no idea what you're talking about..."

Hassan fixed his gaze straight ahead and laughed awkwardly. Though there was no time to discuss non-material sensations here, this was the first time he had felt such a vague sense of unease.

"Hassan, I don't know what you're thinking right now, but... at least it's not something you need to worry about, so don't concern yourself."

Hassan didn't bother to answer. He just smiled innocently like an old man who knew nothing.

And from the machine, white bags filled with ammonium nitrate poured out one after another.

Like Hassan's innocent smile, the white bags filled with ammonium nitrate had no markings.

No warning labels were written on them, as if it wouldn't matter if a few bags went missing.

Ch.123 - Remember, No Bellpark.
While the factories of Bell Park poured out white sacks, kissing the feet of the Empire, the civil service agents of the Overseas Operations Department remaining in the capital began to get quite busy.

"Remember. Bell Park dialect is forbidden."

Inside a carriage floating on the road, a senior colleague from the outskirts of the Empire who had joined a few months earlier admonished me.

I silently nodded. Honestly, by now I had forgotten most of Bell Park's unique accent and customs, and the capital's buttery pronunciation constituted most of my identity, but occasional reminders were necessary for everything to go smoothly.

My civil service senior, with thick shoulders and a businessman's mustache, carefully observed my reaction and the scenery outside before adjusting his hat.

"Get ready soon."

The jolting of the carriage, which had been tediously stopping and starting while deliberately taking detours, gradually subsided.

It was three-thirty in the afternoon, in front of some bankrupt factory undergoing liquidation procedures.

My senior got out of the carriage first, and I, as if being quietly pulled along by an invisible silk rope, exited the carriage after a slight delay.

"Are you the eccentric gentleman who wants to buy this?"

As I stepped out of the carriage, a gloomy voice came with the sound of light rain wetting the soil.

"That's right. Have you changed your mind?"

"Not at all... I just want to get rid of this burden as soon as possible and leave for a foreign country. I'm sick of it all now."

The factory manager, who looked as lifeless as a dusty mannequin in a shop window, trembled with his fists clenched. He seemed to have suffered from severe lethargy, as even his angry trembling appeared awkward.

Anyway, since his intention to sell seemed certain, my senior colleague gave me a sidelong glance, instructing me to check the condition of the property.

I passed through the main gate with its double chains and slowly examined the abandoned factory, where dust and silence had settled, as if appraising it.

The factory wasn't bad. It had an overall disorderly feel, a reasonably high ceiling, and even an uncommon basement, making it quite suitable for storing and hiding things.

It adequately met the conditions our headquarters wanted. Leaving the factory, I showed a thumbs-up to my senior colleague who was holding the money bag and contract.

"Sign this and take it."

"Oh...! Finally!"

The factory manager, who had been constantly fidgeting with worry that the other party might change their mind and cancel the deal, hastily wrote his name as soon as he saw the contract.

That was fortunate. To be honest, he might have considered it a suspicious contract potentially containing puzzling and unpleasant elements, but this pitiful factory manager seemed not to care at all.

Thanks to that, things became a bit easier. After putting the flamboyantly signed contract in my bag, I turned around.

"By the way... it's not something I should say now, nor am I trying to ease my guilt, but honestly, this factory is completely useless."

"What do you mean?"

"Exactly what I said. I managed to get permits by slipping envelopes under the table and built this factory, but they wouldn't allow it to operate because it's too close to the parliament building."

"Because of the smoke?"

"That's right. They were fine when issuing permits, but when the high officials complained about the smoke being uncomfortable, they just shut it down without discussion."

"Why didn't you try filing a formal complaint?"

"Heh heh... you have a talent for mockery. Let's end this conversation. I'm curious though. Why did you buy this white elephant?"

"For now, I plan to use it as a warehouse. Once I have further plans, I might turn it into a real estate office or a tailor shop or whatever."

"You're wiser than I was... The interior equipment is a shame, but what can I do? It was a good deal, I'll be on my way now."

The former factory manager, holding the money bag, hurriedly turned and left with an awkward smile.

"Let's go too. We still have mountains of work to do."
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Although we had successfully secured the storage location, the most important mission was just beginning.

The Alpha group, consisting of five people including myself, dispersed to carry out our assigned tasks. Being somewhat likable in appearance, I began building relationships with railway officials while pretending to be a capable businessman with good social skills.

From the hunchbacked sweeper at the station entrance to the lecherous old stationmaster, I showed my face and built connections indiscriminately. I spent operational funds lavishly during this process, making it perhaps one of the most enjoyable missions in my life.

"Hahaha! I really like you, young man! Ahem, ahem...!"

Of course, it wasn't always pleasant.

I had never seen anything that could ruin one's appetite more than watching old men around a table, with smeared makeup dirtying their napkins, trying desperately to remove fruit seeds stuck between their false teeth and dead gums while hiding behind ambiguous smiles.

"Haha! You flatter me!"

Of course, whenever that happened, I was busy sitting in my chair, pounding the table with my fist and shaking my body with boisterous laughter to hide the Bell Park slang that kept trying to escape....

Well, anyway, I continued this dissipated lifestyle. My days were a repetition of being a wastrel by day and writing reports by night.

Looking through my small diary, I can see that during the three months I spent associating with railway officials, I offered gifts, including mahogany shoes, no less than 30 times.

And just like any other time, I was meeting the stationmaster at an upscale bar to offer the 31st gift, accompanied by a prostitute with an oily white face, ghostly blue-painted eyelids, and a black leotard.

The stationmaster seemed to be in a particularly good mood that day, and rather than simply speaking to me when he saw me, he practically gushed.

However, like people lacking cultivation, the stationmaster was merely a pedant who voraciously read newspapers, random pamphlets that happened to fall into his hands, or multilingual medication instructions attached to digestive medicines, so the conversation still lacked substance.

"Come to think of it, you said you were a businessman?"

"That's right. Why do you suddenly ask?"

"Oh, it's nothing... No, actually it is something."

"Don't worry and tell this younger brother of yours."

"Well... I was just wondering if you could introduce me to a fence if you know one..."

Cancel. This is a cancellation. Tonight was somehow a night when I wanted to talk at length with the stationmaster.

"A fence, you say? Of course I know some. When you're in business, all sorts of situations arise, haha..."

"Really? That's great news! I happen to have some goods that are difficult to dispose of."

"May I ask what kind of goods?"

"Well, you see..."

The stationmaster unconsciously looked around. I gave the prostitute who came with me some money and sent her outside.

Left alone in the quiet upscale bar, the stationmaster leaned his head slightly and began talking about the stolen goods from our corner table.

"As you know, managers like me handle more cargo than ticket inspections. It's a job where I'm always racking my brain about what cargo is coming in, when, where, and how to handle it.

But this fertilizer coming in from Bell Park is quite troublesome. It's the first time I've seen more cargo loaded than what's listed on the documents.

So I skimmed a little... This isn't me being bad. If the documents say 80 bags but there are actually 100, what fool would leave that alone? Especially when they're just ordinary white sacks with no markings—it's practically begging to be taken.

But now that I've taken them, I honestly don't know how to dispose of them... As you know, I'm just a civil servant. I'm too innocent and good-natured a country mouse to find fences among people.

So I need a little help from my young friend here. Of course, I'll compensate you for your trouble. There have been plenty of fools who tried to keep everything for themselves and died with burst bellies. I'm not such a foolish person."

After finishing his slightly long story, the stationmaster exhaled a long sigh as if relieved, like a sinner who had just completed confession.

By the way, the stationmaster claims he's not a foolish person, but honestly, from the moment he shared such intimate details with a man he'd only known for two months, he seemed quite far from wisdom...

Well, it's not my business. I smiled triumphantly and said what the stationmaster wanted to hear as he shook his martini.

"So that's why you're in such a good mood today. That does sound tempting."

"Doesn't it? If you introduce me to a discreet fence, I'll compensate you generously as I said earlier."

"Hmm, I'd rather make you a proposal, sir."

"What's that?"

"Why not just hand them over to me?"

"What? Directly to you?"

"Honestly, wouldn't I be more trustworthy than some fence who could get caught at any time?"

"That's true..."

The stationmaster seemed to ponder my proposal for a moment.

But as you know, this wasn't contemplation but negotiation. Even with a hot potato that must be passed on, it's human nature to want maximum profit.

Knowing this, I smiled as amiably as possible and said:

"I'll match the price as best I can. Bell Park fertilizer is certainly worth it."

"Ahem! If that's what you want... I'll do it!"

"Hehe... I'll send someone soon."

And so, I was once again tasked with entertaining the stationmaster until late into the night.

Ch.124 - Operation Smuggling: Calling The Typhoon
As expected, the situation unfolded just as planned after the deliberately messy paperwork and nondescript white sacks left Bell Park.

The intentionally sloppy documents accumulated more and more traces of hasty eraser marks as they passed through various transit points. Meanwhile, the numbers gradually shrank, with some parts completely removed and rewritten in childish handwriting, making it impossible to verify the original quantities—like a haphazard barrier of tangled barbed wire. The fertilizer changed hands from one train to another with surprising ease.

It was truly a Proteus on rails, though such sleight of hand would require underworld figures willing to purchase stolen goods scattered here and there...

As you know, this was replaced by civil service workers. They purchased the fertilizer bags secretly diverted by the station master at appropriate prices, then repackaged them as construction sand, cement materials, and ground stabilizers with forged documentation.

These manufactured construction materials were transported to the abandoned factory they had previously acquired. In broad daylight, with official permits, they were openly transported to the heart of the capital and stockpiled in the name of "investment for the future."

Indeed, it was an investment for the future.
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While the capital's civil service workers were sending sweet news, Kitty was engaged in vigorous exercise in the arms of the restaurant owner.

"Haah... hnnngh...!"

"No need to push yourself, Kitty."

"No... this much is... hng!"

Kitty's fair thighs were visibly undulating like waves as her lower body was exposed.

The mist and vital energy emanating from Kitty's small, childlike pores had condensed into something resembling a suggestive silhouette.

"Haaah... nngh!"

As if responding to the pain of her poor heart, Kitty let out a sharp cry. Arthur looked at her with an ambiguous expression mixing pride and sadness in equal measure.

Kitty continued moving her trembling thighs while looking at Arthur.

She tried rubbing her pigeon-toed legs together and arching her waist with one knee bent—not quite the languid movements of a young dancer, but the rhythmic motions of her immature body gave Arthur great pleasure.

Soon after, as if reaching her limit, Kitty suddenly collapsed with her exhausted legs making feeble flapping sounds. She thrashed about with one young, lascivious leg raised in the air, and from her sweat-soaked foot came a musky scent indicating her excitement...

"Well done!" exclaimed the nun who had been watching from the side!

"Haah... as I always say, health is the most important thing."

"Stop talking like an old lady and drink this. Hydration is essential after rehabilitation therapy."

Sweating like honey, Kitty accepted the cup from the nun and gulped it down.

"Hmm... strangely nostalgic taste... this would sell well if commercialized."

Kitty muttered while drinking lemonade mixed with salt and sugar in a 1:6 ratio.

Meanwhile, Arthur and the nun were conversing at a slight distance from the muttering Kitty.

"We'll need to monitor her progress further, but I can say it's very positive so far! Truly impressive!"

"It just looks like torture to me... is it actually effective?"

"The body weakens the less you use it. If you remain still after an injury, it can become irreversible."

"Is that so? Well... if you say so."

Arthur showed an expression mixing various emotions.

Honestly, the concept of rehabilitation was foreign to him, and it appeared to be nothing more than patient torture from the outside.

But he couldn't just forbid it outright. When Kitty leaned against the guide bars mounted on the wall, stretching her fresh armpits and gleaming arms backward, then wiggling her walnut-like buttocks and smooth thighs as she struggled to take one step at a time, she eventually wore a cheerful expression.

It was an expression rarely seen when she was gloomy at home. An expression she might have shown more often if something inside her hadn't been broken.

Well... come to think of it (without needing deep thought!), if it truly had no effect, the intelligent Kitty would surely be the first to refuse this torture-like exercise.

According to the nun, rehabilitation primarily depends on the patient's own will, doesn't it? In this sense, Arthur was proud of Kitty, who, despite her small stature, knew how to take charge of her own life.

Arthur smiled as he watched Kitty earnestly massaging her thighs.

Meanwhile, the nun wore a contemptuous expression as she observed Arthur staring intently at Kitty's thighs.

"Trash..."

"You misunderstand."

"I should have put a hole in your head with a crucifix back in chapter 109, shouldn't I?"

"Chapter 109...? No, that's not what—"

"Shut up. How could an adult be so... Anyway, please bring Kitty over soon. We need to rehabilitate her left eye vision as well."

"Ahem... right."

Arthur walked awkwardly toward Kitty, who was waving her arms at him, wearing a disgruntled expression.

The nun pressed her temples as she looked back and forth between Arthur and Kitty.

"Haah... oh Lord."
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While Kitty was receiving an ultra-luxurious holy power therapy for her left eye vision that mobilized no less than ten clergy members, the capital was enveloped in a somewhat festive atmosphere.

With a teacup of swirling black tea in one hand and Kitty's letter—nearly a surrender document—in the other, the Queen raised her eyebrows and said:

"So the Governor of Bell Park has finally yielded. Unexpected, but fortunate."

The Queen sighed in relief, and the Prime Minister standing beside her agreed.

"Indeed. Frankly, if the Governor of Bell Park had been determined to push back, we could have been in quite a predicament, but it's truly fortunate that he's prostrated himself before us.

Even some hawkish members of parliament are evaluating the situation positively, saying he's finally accepted reality.

Moreover, the news of increased fertilizer supply and price reductions has been well-received by farmers. As a result, trust in the royal family and parliament is rising in real-time, making this the best possible outcome for us."

"Hmm, I wonder if I should be grateful for this..."

The Queen, who had been quietly listening to the Prime Minister while sipping her tea, wore a dejected expression.

It was certainly good news that things had worked out well.

However, considering that the problem the Queen had been agonizing over on her throne had magically disappeared with just one decision from a frontier governor... it was rather deflating.

Of course, she could simply stretch out her legs and assume all this was mere coincidence or curious similarity, which would be mentally comfortable... but that was impossible, both logically and spiritually.

Thus, the Queen had another concern.

Should she accept Kitty Oppenheimer?

Well, it wasn't an easy decision either way.

Rejecting her would be a waste of her remarkable abilities, wouldn't it?

If she could demonstrate such skill even in a barren frontier, one couldn't begin to imagine what she might accomplish in the capital.

But accepting Kitty Oppenheimer outright was concerning due to her enormous influence.

Despite never having shown her face in the capital, she already wielded this level of influence... in short, yes, to be honest, as an existing power holder, it was naturally worrisome.

Furthermore, if Kitty Oppenheimer were to use her fame to harass or vex her, exploiting the awkward relationship between parliament and herself, it would be even more headache-inducing.

'...Sometimes in life, one needs to embark on an adventure. This might be good.'

"Prime Minister."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

As the Queen suddenly broke her silence after pressing her lips together with a deliberately serious expression, the Prime Minister responded as if he had been waiting.

"Isn't the holiday season approaching?"

"Ah... indeed it is. I had completely forgotten with all the recent heavy workload, haha."

"Speaking of which, where do you plan to go, Prime Minister?"

"I, um, don't have specific plans. I'll probably just visit a nearby beach. Will Your Majesty be going to Elvin Island again this year?"

"Elvin Island? Well... officially, that's the plan."

"What do you mean by 'officially'?"

"You know very well what I mean. This vacation will be conducted with top-level security measures and minimal personnel, so be aware."

"Where could you possibly be going that requires security measures? The unofficial meeting isn't for quite some time, is it?"

"Hehe, it's a secret."

"It's absurd for the Prime Minister not to know Your Majesty's whereabouts."

"Are you curious?"

"...Yes, I am."

The Queen calmly smiled at the Prime Minister, who was squirming uncomfortably, and the Prime Minister sensed something was amiss.

And the Prime Minister's intuition was correct.

"I plan to visit Bell Park, so I expect your full cooperation!"

"Oh dear Lord..."

The price for witnessing the rare sight of the Queen's smile was far too steep.

Ch.125 - VVVVIP
Fall.

And late afternoon.

Strips of light in various hues filter through the Venetian blinds, caressing the rugged metal desk.

While a completely trustworthy old janitor vigorously scrubbed the floor with a properly spread iron sack cloth, the Civil Service Captain leaned against the window frame, sipping watered-down Scotch to his taste from a drawer, and glanced over the capital's newspaper.

Most articles, roughly and messily marked with red pencil by various civil service agents, were about Bell Park, with the headline featuring a favorable review of government-subsidized fertilizer from Bell Park sold at very cheap prices.

The rest were just ordinary articles.

If one had to find something noteworthy, it would be the annual news of the Queen's vacation, but even this wasn't particularly special to the citizens of the Empire, so there was no need to flip through the newspaper any further.

The Civil Service Captain promptly sat at the metal desk and resumed writing his letter.

It was a polite letter jokingly warning that something tremendous would soon happen in the capital, advising the recipient to come to Bell Park at the beginning of the new year.

The recipient was his only mother, who was also his biological father's mistress. He had neither the leisure, reason, nor affection to care for other family members, including his siblings.

"P.S... Don't be surprised if someone speaking Bell Park dialect comes to visit... they are my... people. Your proud son, Civil Service Cap—"

"Wait... what was my name again?"

The Civil Service Captain repeatedly scratched his ear with a pencil until he recalled his name shortly after, immediately writing it on the letter.

Having finally put the finishing touch on the letter, the Civil Service Captain handed it to his secretary, who was still gnawing on buffalo wings in the same office.

With advice to send it as quickly and discreetly as possible.

The secretary, with grease glistening on his mouth and fingers, left grumbling, and after the old janitor finished cleaning and departed, the office quickly settled down. A truly rare boring and leisurely afternoon...

Or so it almost was!

The Civil Service Captain, having neatly gathered all his writing implements, stared at the door through which stimulating noise was leaking in real-time.

"Why is it so noisy?"

He wondered what romantic soul was making such a racket running through the corridor.

Feeling that his poetic afternoon had been disturbed, the Civil Service Captain went out into the corridor slightly irritated.

And after thoroughly investigating the source of the noise, he received unexpected news.

"Ah! Captain! I've been looking for you!"

"What is it?"

The Civil Service Captain asked in a slightly annoyed voice, and the subordinate civil servant, who was bending over to catch his breath, wiped the sweat from his forehead and reported that there was an issue at the residence application office.

"The residence office? Why there?"

"W-well... some lady is causing a scene demanding to be let in..."

"What...?"

The Civil Service Captain pressed his forehead.

He wondered if the person was in their right mind to cause such a commotion and seek him out for such a trivial matter, but perhaps because the reason was so petty, he wasn't particularly angry.

Anyway, hmm... it seemed that more foreigners than expected had many complaints about the recently changed screening process.

He could understand their frustration. That's just how people are.

But he had absolutely no intention of simplifying the screening process or relaxing the standards.

This was because the catalyst for changing the screening process was the quite serious matter of an assassination attempt on Kitty.

Moreover, since internal concerns about laxity had been frequently raised, from our perspective, we had no choice but to require a considerable amount of paperwork, including various certificates, along with astonishingly stringent background checks.

Of course, the fact that Kitty had nearly been assassinated was classified and not disclosed externally, so outsiders might find our decision quite unpleasant, but...

'If you don't like it, don't come!'

Since the great leader of Bell Park, Kitty, who was thoroughly angered, had spoken thus, we had no choice but to comply.

Therefore, the Civil Service Captain's prescription was...

"Tell them if they can't prove their identity, they should cleanly give up and quietly return to where they came from."

"Ah... but I already told her that. But this lady..."

The subordinate civil servant pulled out a piece of paper from inside his uniform.

"...? What's that?"

"She said if we don't let her in after seeing this, she'll give up cleanly. So... that's why I came."

The paper that the subordinate civil servant shyly pulled out was decorated with gold leaf, and the Civil Service Captain snorted as soon as he saw it.

"Wow- who is this bastard bringing paper used by the Imperial Family?"

"Huh? Is that what this paper is?"

"The gold leaf decoration is the lion pattern symbolizing the royal family, you idiot. More importantly, what gutsy bastard thought they could deceive us with this?"

"Um... the person herself did seem noble. Could it be the Queen?"

"Do you think the Queen is as idle as you? But now I'm curious. Where is she?"

"She should still be at the residence application office."

"Let's go see the face of this royal family impersonator."
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"It's been a while, Harry. Seven years, is it?"

"Y-Your Majesty..."

The Civil Service Cap—no, Harold Burnett Doolittle, upon entering the residence application office and seeing the Queen swirling a teacup in the crude wooden chair provided, and the Captain of the Royal Guard standing beside her with folded arms and a fierce glare, reflexively dropped to one knee.

The civil service agent who entered with him also knelt awkwardly, sensing something was amiss.

"What brings you here..."

"I wonder? Why do you think I came?"

The Queen, with her unchanged flat chestnut-colored long hair, empty gray eyes, elegant long legs, and slender body, sat like her characteristic solemn statue looking down on everyone and smiled playfully.

Her attitude was still ambiguous, and her demeanor sluggish.

The Queen's such behavior was half innate and half deliberately habituated to take convenient positions in all situations. She also remarkably managed to combine such indolence with eloquent speech.

Indeed, she was worthy of being called the apex predator of the political ecosystem.

However, from the perspective of those dealing with her, such an attitude could only be quite uncomfortable. It would almost be better to face a notorious actress rumored to be living with her son.

This was no different for Harold. Prostrating himself with only the back of his head visible, Harold desperately tried to formulate an excuse.

"...I was just about to finish all my work here and had fully resolved to return to the Empire. I have never once forgotten the grace I received from Your Majesty, and also... also... um..."

The Queen cut off Harold's excuses with a giggle. And he was ordered not to act humble.

"Hehe... Harry is still the same. I thought you were smart when I first met you, but you were surprisingly slippery. Do you still steal fruit? Like you did in the palace orchard?"

"You knew?"

"Did you think I wouldn't?"

"Ah, that's. Ah."

Harold once again bowed his head, desperately thinking of excuses. The Queen, who had been resting her chin on the armrest, relaxed her posture and said:

"I thought I had figured out the secret quite a long time ago, but perhaps Harry didn't?"

"...I am deeply sorry."

"Of course you should be. But anyway... what shall I do about this? The crime of pilfering my fruit is too great a sin to bear alone."

"Haha... but Your Majesty, it was a story from 14 years ago. I was quite young then."

"You know well that there's no statute of limitations for crimes related to the Imperial Family, don't you?"

"...Please spare me."

Finally acknowledging the wrongdoing of his youth, Harold pressed his forehead to the floor.

Though he didn't rub his hands together like a fly, he looked admirably servile, and during this exchange, the authoritarian Captain of the Royal Guard, who had shown particularly uncomfortable signs, nodded with a satisfied expression for the first time.

"Oh, Harry. I'm not trying to punish you right now. So my intention is... I'd like you to pay for the fruit you ate back then."

"Pay for the fruit...?"

Harold asked cautiously as he raised his head, and the Queen seemed to be thinking of something as she shifted only her gaze upward, then buried herself deep in the chair again, and rubbed her thumb and index finger together.

Then suddenly showing a meaningful smile, she rose from her chair, left her teacup in place, and walked toward the door leading out of the residence application office.

"Your Majesty?"

"I've thought of an appropriate punishment."

"Appropriate punishment... what exactly is it?"

The Queen smiled broadly, revealing her teeth like an emotion-filled soprano, and Harold suffered from a vague sense of anxiety seeing the Queen's smile that seemed full of mischief.

And that anxiety soon became reality.

"Harry, I appoint you as my special guide. You shall bear the duty of assisting me, the Queen, to successfully lead my tour of Bell Park!"

"B-but the Captain of the Royal Guard..."

"That's fine, isn't it, Rowen?"

The Queen asked the still solemn-faced Captain of the Royal Guard with an innocent smile all over her face.

Harold trusted the Captain of the Royal Guard, who was a tremendous authoritarian and a radical principlist. He hoped that he would shake his thick, square jaw from side to side to resist the Queen's childish whim.

But good heavens! Contrary to Harold's expectation, the Captain of the Royal Guard nodded quite willingly. Some kind of agreement must have been reached beforehand.

So Harold, who had tried to escape by using the Captain of the Royal Guard as an excuse, became quite embarrassed, and how could he possibly refuse!?

Naturally, it would be disrespectful for him to reject the Queen's proposal, and now he had no choice but to resign himself to it.

Ch.126 - Technology!
"Huh... Before that, I can't exactly call you 'Your Majesty' out in public, so we should settle on how to address you. How would you like me to call you?"

"Call me Mary. Like before."

"Very well, Mary... Don't glare at me like that, Lord Lowen. You know this can't be helped."

While Harold squirmed uncomfortably, the smiling queen opened the door leading out of the examination room.

The captain of the royal guard followed behind the queen, holding invisible reins.

Harold, with his gloomy expression, was the last to leave the room, stumbling as if pulled by some mysterious force.

Outside the examination room, puddles had formed as if a sudden shower had fallen in that brief moment, and kaleidoscopic light shimmered on the road.

"Well then... I'll guide you."

Harold led them in the direction of the setting sun, avoiding the puddles.

The queen and her guard captain, each having disguised their appearances in their own way, walked along the well-arranged mosaic sidewalk.

"Alright, Harry. Where are you planning to take us first?"

"Well... I'll guide you to places suitable for tourists. And please don't step off the sidewalk."

"Sidewalk?"

"Here in Bell Park, we strictly separate pedestrian paths from vehicle roads. The white path you're walking on is the sidewalk, and the black road right next to it is for vehicles."

"Ohh."

The queen nodded as she walked on the sidewalk lined with round, white incandescent streetlamps that looked as if they were coated with sunscreen.

Not long after, a car approached from the distance at a moderate speed, splashing water as it passed by.

"Is that the horseless carriage? How fascinating, just as I've heard."

"Indeed. They're still somewhat rare, but it's better to be careful. When accidents happen, the consequences are far worse than with horse carriages."

"Could I try riding one later?"

"That might be difficult. The Governor hasn't permitted sales to civilians yet."

"Not available to civilians? Then who exactly is driving those?"

"Most are trucks belonging to Oppenheimer Express, a logistics company established by hiring former cart drivers. Judging by what's in the cargo area... it looks like fertilizer headed for the capital."

The queen nodded in admiration at Harold's explanation. The load capacity was clearly incomparable to traditional carriages, and the speed wasn't bad either.

"Then it means they can carry people too, not just cargo. For example, one could rapidly deploy large forces to areas without railways."

"...I won't comment on that aspect, Lord Lowen."

"Hmph, suit yourself."

Harold ignored the guard captain's snort and continued walking.

As time passed, shadows stretched longer on the sidewalk as if two quiet hours were merging, and the blue-shadowed clock tower that had seemed distant gradually drew closer.

By the time the minute hand of the clock tower became clearly visible, Harold and the two tourists stopped in front of a large building.

Its large cream-colored dome roof looked quite sophisticated. Movie posters hanging at regular intervals along the outer walls fluttered, making the building's purpose immediately recognizable.

"Ohh, so this is..."

"Yes, Mary. This is the commercial movie palace, Tom's Theater. I do hope you'll like it."

Harold led the two tourists up the gentle slope leading into the movie palace.

The freckled ticket booth attendant, upon recognizing Bell Park's Public Welfare Chief, greeted them with a satisfied smile and readily let them in.

"I'll guide you to the special seats."

"Thank you."

Without needing to consult the manager, the usher quickly came and led the Public Welfare Chief and the two tourists to the best seats.

"Ohh..."

As they passed through corridors that exuded a unique atmosphere—a mix of ancient and modern, Western and Eastern, human and non-human styles—the queen's earlier thrill of adventure had already transformed into a different kind of excitement.

"Enjoy your viewing..."

The place they arrived at, guided by the kindly usher, was truly a special seat with a perfect view of the screen. The queen gave a slight nod to the usher before sitting down.

Shortly after, light shone on the screen like a thin dusting of flour, and the sound of an organ player and voice actors—men and women—clearing their throats rose passionately before settling into hoarse, low voices, signaling the start of the film.

However, the queen's gaze seemed more interested in the faces of the audience watching the dazzling light from the screen rather than the light itself.

"Harry, what are those people's... social standings?"

"They're diverse, Mary. Scholars from research institutes, factory technicians, shop owners."

"Is that so? But how can they mix so casually? There seems to be no fear or ostentation in how they treat each other. It's as if... everyone is equal."

"That's how Bell Park is. Everyone is a pioneer here. It's not your birth, but what you can do that determines your value."

"Pioneers..."

The queen murmured softly and looked back at the audience.

Just as she turned toward Harold and raised her hand to formulate her next question, the organ music announcing the start of the film filled the theater, and the queen, with theater etiquette instinctively ingrained in her, could only close her mouth quietly.
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From the queen's perspective, the film was extremely provocative but artistically poor.

It was a glorified story of Bell Park—a genius commoner building a new city against a corrupt and outdated kingdom—and the villain nobleman in the film was an obvious satire of the Empire.

And as time passed, the grand organ sound announced the end of the film.

The sweet humming of the voice actor, seemingly in relief, had a very pleasant correlation with the ceiling lights that turned on one by one in rhythm.

"An interesting film. Quite... educational too."

"I'm glad you enjoyed it."

The Public Welfare Chief rose first, followed by the queen and the guard captain who picked up a white travel bag.

"Let's go, Mary. There's still much to show you."

After leaving the movie palace, the two tourists toured various places guided by the Public Welfare Chief.

Street lamps illuminating the deep darkness at appropriate intervals.

Clean and efficient worker residential areas.

A large grocery store with good refrigeration facilities.

Water taps providing clean, drinkable water that gushed out.

And even the exterior of the Future Strategy Research Institute, considered the heart of Bell Park.

Nothing was out of place. Like viewing a magnificent work of art beyond the ideal, inspiring awe, the queen unconsciously gazed at Bell Park's picturesque scenery with hesitation.

The guard captain also stood with a puzzled expression, holding a soda pop cooled by Bell Park's refrigeration technology.

Through large glass windows, patrons in an ordinary pub sat side by side, enjoying drinks with greenhouse fruits that by the queen's common sense should never be available in autumn.

In the warm evening sunlight, the Public Welfare Chief turned and asked:

"Now that we've mostly completed the tour, would you like to meet the Governor?"

The queen was silent for a while upon receiving the proposal. Her gaze remained fixed on the Public Welfare Chief, but her eyes showed neither interest nor contemplation.

She had a somewhat sad look in her eyes.

"No, Harry, I should be heading back now."

"I see. Then I'll guide you to the exit as our final stop."

After this brief exchange, not another word was spoken as the Public Welfare Chief led the queen and the guard captain outside.
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The queen's secret carriage heading to the capital.

Befitting the queen's carriage, it was a top-quality vehicle with plush cushions placed here and there, dramatically improving the bumpy ride.

However, Bell Park's automobiles had given the queen great shock and excitement, leaving her with the persistent image of carriages as outdated monstrosities floating in her mind.

To be honest, the Empire was also a nation without any rough edges when it came to development.

It had reasonably good technology, and its aesthetic value was higher than Bell Park's.

Though not to her liking, it was much more stable than Bell Park where all power was concentrated in one person, and it had a much larger population.

If the queen had been an ordinary monarch, she might have laughed at Bell Park while realizing these differences.

However, however, however.

As an excellent monarch who clearly recognized the one unpleasant truth that made all of this meaningless, the queen could never laugh.

That was Bell Park's abnormal, non-linear rate of development over time.

Consider ten years from now. If the Empire were to launch sturdy wooden ships near the coastal caves, Bell Park would already have powerful motorboats waiting.

And that's not all. If in ten years the Empire...

"Your Majesty."

"...Yes? What is it?"

"You seem deep in thought."

"Ah, it's nothing. Just had something to think about."

"..."

Across from her, the guard captain straightened his shoulders and turned his face away.

A cricket chirped softly. The gas lamp hanging from the ceiling wasn't bright enough to make the gold-plated handle on the carriage door gleam.

The guard captain looked at the dimly flickering lamp and asked in a hushed voice:

"Why didn't you meet Oppenheimer? Wasn't that the purpose of this vacation?"

"Kitty Oppenheimer? It was, but not anymore."

"May I ask why?"

"No profound reason. Once I realized that Bell Park's greatest strength isn't the Governor's mind but its capable and energetic residents who have shed the shackles of bloodline, I thought the Empire and Bell Park are like water and oil that can never mix."

"The shackles of bloodline... water and oil... Are you concerned about ideological differences, Your Majesty?"

"Yes. Originally, I planned to meet Oppenheimer to propose autonomous territory status. But after meeting people in Bell Park who are completely different from the Empire's subjects—people who think and act for themselves—my thoughts changed completely. I realized that if their meritocracy and anti-aristocratic ideology were to influence the Empire, it could pose a more fundamental threat to our system than any military challenge."

"I see."

"Indeed."

"So what do you plan to do now?"

"Well, you already know. Before their ideology shakes the foundations of the Empire, we must take our own measures, mustn't we?"

"I see. That's a pity. It was quite an interesting city."

"I feel the same. I would have liked to see what Oppenheimer looks like."

"The War Department will have quite a task ahead when we return."

Ch.127 - The higher a bird flies.
Someday, as I gaze outside the window just like now, the glass reflects the sky with clouds hanging low in a slightly darker hue than reality, creating an illusion that spaces are connected like a mirror.

Come to think of it, birds often fly into these windows and fall, but what we should consider here isn't that the bird flew at full speed in a state of excitement and crashed, but rather that it was simply flying normally as usual when disaster struck like a bolt from the blue.

These sad accidents don't discriminate between the creepy birds that prowl the suburbs as swindlers, birds that nauseously lick their lips after eating poor long worms, or birds with elegant tail feathers tinged with bright yellow.

Why does this happen? Perhaps a renowned ornithologist could gather the scattered clues and formulate a plausible theory.

Unfortunately, Kitty was a chemist. No matter how knowledgeable one might be, inspiration doesn't come easily outside one's field of interest.

Still, if she were to rack her brain, the only thing she could barely come up with was an Eastern philosophical conjecture that perhaps nature had deliberately arranged things this way to teach us some lesson—the kind of thinking that connects phenomena with people.

"Hoo..."

As Kitty exhaled poetically at the window, cigarette smoke the color of rain clouds escaped through her slightly parted lips.

The arrow-shaped smoke flew swiftly toward the monochrome reflection of Kitty in the glass, then upon meeting the surface, spread widely in a radial pattern, forming the shape of a mushroom cloud.

Pointing at the mushroom-shaped smoke dispersing into the air, Kitty asked:

"Do you know what this is?"

"...? What else would it be but cigarette smoke?"

The Public Service Captain glanced at the smoke and shrugged his shoulders.

Kitty slightly opened her mouth to explain something, but then reconsidered whether it was necessary, closed her mouth again, and tilted her head.

"Hmm? Were you going to say something?"

"Never mind. By the way, where did you abandon the Queen and come wandering back alone?"

"She went straight back to her country without meeting you."

"Why? Did she say she couldn't stand the sight of me?"

"She didn't say that... Or did she? Maybe she did? Just kidding, I don't know the reason."

"Really? Hmm..."

Kitty rested her elbow on the table and leaned her head against her round, plump fist at her temple.

Then, looking at her reflection in the window, she spoke:

"Hey, do you know why birds crash into windows and die?"

"...That's sudden?"

"Just say whatever comes to mind."

"Well, obviously..."

"Obviously?"

"Obviously they crash because they don't know. Would they crash if they knew?"

"Tsk... Forget it, just go home."

At the Captain's completely thoughtless answer, Kitty casually waved her hand as if telling him to leave, while letting out a long, stretching yawn as if it wasn't a big deal.

Our dear Public Service Captain gladly complied with Kitty's instruction.

He was so happy that he left while clapping the soles of his feet, and Kitty slightly regretted how she had ever appointed such a slacker as the head of an intelligence agency.

Still, thanks to the Captain's cheerful chatter before leaving, the suspicious feeling that had been bothering her all along slightly subsided.

Left alone in her office, Kitty muttered with the half-burned cigarette in her mouth:

"That's right... they crash because they don't know. Believing what they saw was the real sky..."
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Anyway, the Queen's secret visit, a massive event, passed quietly without causing much ripple.

There was no discovery of the King's romantic and heroic reckless escapade in disguise, nor was there any forced attribution of ugly meanings to everything that happened afterward.

However, carefully considering all the events that had occurred so far, and cautiously observing the intentional inspiration emanating from the dear Queen's actions...

Unfortunately, it seemed the Queen had no intention of leaving Bell Park alone.

If she had thought differently, she would have come to Kitty and generously suggested, while lying flat as she was now, not to irritate her, or that paying special attention would suffice, dropping a footnote of sorts.

Kitty felt blood rushing to her face. Was she angry?

No? Not at all!

Rather, she would say she was becoming excited if anything.

Imagining the Queen, who confused sky with glass and submission with obedience, raising her arm in triumph and certainty, only to become a proud and difficult prisoner confined in her rosy stone palace, made Kitty feel as if her long-lost manhood was growing back and thriving.

However, she needed to be a bit more dignified here.

Just as someone living in a glass house shouldn't throw stones, Bell Park, which had not yet overcome the absolute difference in weight class, needed to crouch down and wait for an opportunity.

Just like now.

"Release it!"

This basin, with its high and low hills rising in rounded shapes, was the only depression a little distance from Bell Park.

At the perfect place for experimentation, a researcher unlocked the iron cage at the signal, and the captured beast that had been brought in as a test subject kicked off the ground and ran out.

The Silver Fang ran fiercely toward the meat hanging conspicuously at the finish line, barking loudly along the steel plate rails that were perfectly sealed with slopes on both sides.

"Woof! Woof! Wo...k..."

The beast's barking grew fainter. Behind a transparent firewall made of reinforced plastic, researchers in white coats watched the Silver Fang growing smaller.

As the Silver Fang became distant enough to look blunt:

"Soon?"

"Yes. Time for earplugs..."

Around the time the Silver Fang reached the designated point, Kitty put on the earplugs handed by the researcher and slightly opened her mouth.

After a little while, the Silver Fang finally reached the hanging chunk of meat. Having been starved for days, it opened its jaws wide without hesitation toward the luscious hanging meat.

And just as the Silver Fang's dripping tongue was about to touch the temptingly hanging meat...

Whoosh-

The projectile launch booster attached to the bottom ignited and shot up about 1 meter.

"Woof?"

The situation happened so suddenly that the Silver Fang couldn't make any sound.

Bang!

The bouncing mine that shot up from the ground exploded with a flash, scattering fragments—a scene of intense artistic beauty, like a painting created elegantly by a mad Fauvism artist using only red paint.

The low-ranking security staff assigned to retrieve the corpse cursed repeatedly as they somehow scraped together the Silver Fang's body, which fell apart at the slightest touch, and delivered it to the eagerly waiting researchers.

Observing the Silver Fang that had turned into a ridiculous mush, the researchers grimaced severely.

Then they began to express their admiration in their own ways, mostly with cultured tones accompanied by refined curses.

"Ugh... shit, I feel like my lunch from yesterday is coming back up."

"Wow. If this went off in the middle of a formation, it would be catastrophic."

"So you're saying it can stay buried in the ground for years unless someone steps on it? Terrifying."

"The scariest part is that it doesn't need even minimal maintenance. It's no different from a soldier who doesn't eat, sleep, or demand anything."

"Setting everything else aside, it would be excellent just for breaking morale."

On the other hand, Kitty, who already knew the destructive power of the bouncing mine, simply nodded calmly.

"This is excellent, well done everyone. Set up the production line... now stop making a fuss and collect the data."

Kitty, sitting in a wheelchair and smoking a cigar with an impassive expression, pushed them.

The researchers glanced at Kitty and whispered, "She's not human..." before adopting meaningful expressions and beginning to carry out her instructions.

"...The fuse was a bit unstable, but it exploded well. The fragments embedded quite evenly too."

"The lethal radius is about 27 meters? It would take out at least five people."

"Hmm... is symmetrical structure really the answer? I'd like it to jump a bit higher."

"Then we'd need to either reduce the weight or add more primary explosive."

"But how do we find these later?"

"Good question."

"Let's think about that later and move on. We still have the traction cannon test firing left."

Having roughly compiled the data, the researchers sat down in their assigned chairs to rest briefly before proceeding with the traction cannon test firing.

Not long after, a vehicle appeared from the bottom of the hill with the distinctive operational sound of an Arcana engine.

Soon after, the security personnel riding in the truck disembarked one after another. They approached the traction cannon being towed behind the truck and began to demonstrate that disgusting process they had practiced hundreds of times for today.

"One, two, three, four, arrrgh!!!"

"Drive in the claws! Drive in the iron posts!"

The security staff who had disembarked from the truck clung to the machine and let out mournful screams.

Ch.128 - Forgotten Old Duke
The 155mm towed howitzer test firing, which made every hair stand on end, finally concluded as dusk fell.

The researchers had been on edge until the embedded detonator fired.

And the people who had transitioned from local blacksmiths to institute-affiliated technicians embraced each other and cheered wildly at the earth-shaking firing sound and the dust cloud rising from the distant impact point.

"Technologia!"

Some even broke down in tears, soaking their lab coats as they sobbed. When was it? Right, it was the emotional release that had finally erupted today after enduring constant overwork since first joining the research institute.

"*Sniff*."

And this was true for Kitty as well.

While the overall concept and framework of the towed howitzer had been proposed by Kitty and later developed under the leadership of the money-hungry Hassan who had received an advance bonus...

The principle behind the most crucial component—the hydraulic recoil-recuperator mechanism—was known only to Kitty, and with time being too short to explain the incomprehensibly complex fluid dynamics, she had no choice but to develop it alone.

Kitty sniffled as she gazed at the muzzle of the howitzer, from which thick gunpowder smoke was seeping out.

It felt as if her head, which had nearly split from forcing herself to recall the fluid dynamics she had only skimmed through in her undergraduate years, was slowly healing in the miraculous glow of tranquility amid the cannon's roar.

"Eh? Boss? You cry?"

Hassan, with his good memory and penchant for meddling, asked Kitty with his usual unnecessarily meaningful smile as she sniffled.

Kitty tried to deflect with excuses like "I just got dust in my eye" and change the subject, but she was quickly surrounded by several researchers who teased her in a particularly embarrassing manner.

Such pranks were a bit childish, but generally harmless, so there was no reason to be upset.

"...Your bonus is canceled. *Sniff*."

"Ah."

There was no reason to be upset.

Probably...
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Now, with the physical barriers roughly prepared, it was time to welcome the scarecrow king.

The letter that Kitty had given to the Public Service Captain before Bell Park's fertilizer was transferred to the Empire consisted of two pages.

One page, as we well know, contained a simple plea for mercy, desperately begging while lying flat on the ground.

The other page came to me—someone who had hidden away as an old librarian in an obscure, declining port city, unwittingly entangled in a succession war I had no interest in.

From now on, call me Leandro von Argentum. You may even call me by my mocking nickname, "The Forgotten Duke."

It's fine; I rather prefer being called by a nickname. The Forgotten Duke! What could be more fitting for someone who has spent ten years turning the final pages of dusty history books in an old library?

There are other grounds for mockery that remain in rumors, but I'll end the matter of titles here.

Now, let me tell you about this strange letter with no sender, firmly sealed with wax.

This peculiar letter contained only a few lines written in a masculine hand.

Yet the single name written in the letter left more clues than necessary, like a leisurely devil trying to win my favor.

[Your Ella is alive. Come to Bell Park. In exchange for the crown, I will buy your revenge.]

I stared at that letter all night. More precisely, I stared at the special name "Ella" written at the beginning of the letter.

I wailed. Oh, Ella! Ella, Ella! Not for a single moment have I forgotten your name! My time has stood still since the day she disappeared, caught in a petty conspiracy surrounding the crown!

But I know this is not a hand extended in goodwill. It is, if anything, a deal with the devil.

Even after being shut away for ten years, I know something of Bell Park. A pioneering settlement without pedigree, and the arrogant genius Kitty Oppenheimer who threatens the Empire.

She is the very embodiment of the system I despise. Going to Bell Park would mean denying everything that constitutes me—bloodline, honor, order.

But that name—Ella.

This name was the only spark that had fallen into my gray world.

Many theologians of the Empire say that hope is the powerful driving force that moves humans forward.

But what actually moves a person sunk in helplessness like me is not hope, but the single possibility faced by one who has lost hope.

Possibility is far more cruel and powerful than hope. It paralyzes reason and holds the soul as collateral.

Thus, it was not strange that I, captivated by a single possibility, decided to end my ten years of seclusion in an instant, packing a few books and a faded portrait into an old trunk.
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The journey to Bell Park was like time traveling from the past to the future. I crossed a foggy, rough sea on a shabby old sailing ship, then took a familiar railway along a bumpy road.

And at the border transfer point, I encountered for the first time the strange carriage sent by Oppenheimer.

My first meeting with the steel monster, which approached with a strange, quiet noise unlike anything I'd heard before while raising tremendous dust, severely wounded my sense of time.

"Are you Leandro... whatever that person?"

The driver who got out of the vehicle called a "truck" asked me in the strong accent characteristic of the frontier.

I silently nodded, and soon found myself loaded into the cargo area. Feeling the hard vibrations throughout my body, my dim eyes lingered on Ella's portrait and the snow-covered mountains in the distance.

The truck passed through barren fields overgrown with asters at the edge of a flowerless forest, through bitter winds, the forest of a cranky witch, and damp, gloomy meadows where whirlwinds from a strange land threw tantrums.

And when the driver was cursing at the wheels at the end of a muddy path that remained sloppy year-round, we had about 20 miles left, and shortly after, covered in mud from head to toe, we finally arrived at Bell Park.

When the truck stopped and the door opened, the first thing that caught my eye was Bell Park's night view. Street lamps lined up like stars shining on the streets, and neon signs hanging on tall buildings twinkled in the form of letters. The humming sound similar to the truck's engine and the fluttering of various advertisements surrounded me.

Visually, aurally, conceptually—perhaps in every way—Bell Park was a confusing, alien, and overwhelmingly colorful landscape that existed in none of the history books I had read throughout my life.

It seemed clear that if we humans were to imagine such a city, we would have to skip about half the volume of history books.

As I walked along the softly glowing white sidewalk like a ballroom floor, lost in thought and speechless, the driver who had been watching me urged:

"We must hurry to our destination; sightseeing can wait."

The driver not only failed to appreciate the scenery but became irritated whenever I tried to explore the fascinating aspects of the landscape.

I quietly nodded. Come to think of it, the subtle beauty spread across such streets usually takes quite some time to appreciate, and besides, addressing my deeply personal curiosities was the more urgent priority.

So the driver and I boarded the truck again, which was lit with colorful lights, and headed toward our destination, overtaking slow pedestrians.
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"Just in case, even if you feel the urge to pat the boss—I mean, the Governor's head, resist it. She doesn't tolerate such rudeness, so keep that in mind."

"...? I understand."

The driver dropped me off in front of an ordinary restaurant, left this strange advice, and disappeared with the truck. I gently pushed open the swinging door into the restaurant.

Unlike the scenery of Bell Park I had seen on the way, the restaurant was ordinary.

There was no deer head with long black tear stains flowing from the corners of its eyes, no faithful Black maid shaking her head on the landing, no orchestra of colonial trumpet players in frock coats.

The only notable features were a few postcards, bills stuck on nails, countless mayflies clinging to the windows—dead or half-dead and emitting a fishy smell—and a few terrifyingly cunning flies buzzing around the ceiling.

Moreover, besides a young girl picking at her food in the center, I was the only customer, so I walked, bewildered, to a table set in a fairly secluded corner.

"Hey, mister? Come over here."

I looked around. Naturally, there was no one else, and I pointed to myself, tilting my head in confusion.

"Yes, sit here."

The little girl who had been eating called me, pointing to the chair opposite her. It was a bit startling.

However, like most people, I tend to be kind and generous when dealing with adorable children, so rather than scolding this unfamiliar child for her sudden rudeness, I did as she asked.

Sitting before this impossibly cute child, I asked, "What is it?" and she shouted toward the counter, "Dad! The guest is here!"

Then a gloomy-looking man who bore no resemblance whatsoever to the child placed an unordered plate in front of me and returned to the kitchen before I could say anything.

In front of the plate containing expensive white bread, cold salted meat, and finely chopped cold cuts with cheese, the little girl said:

"Eat. You probably haven't eaten anything on your way here."

"Suddenly what...?"

It's true that I was hungry. But with curiosity taking precedence over hunger, I didn't touch the food and questioned the child before me.

When I asked her to reveal her identity, she readily answered.

She claimed to be the Governor of Bell Park.

At this blatant lie that no one would believe, I unconsciously reached out to pat the child's head, but suddenly remembered the driver's advice.

The eerily accurate advice made me believe that the child before me was indeed the Governor, and my hand, raised to pat her, naturally lowered.

"You're perceptive. You pass."

The child—no, the Governor of Bell Park—looked at me with a smile.

Ch.129 - Cold Cut.
"You've got some sense. You pass."

"Are you the owner of the unsigned letter?"

Leandro found himself speaking formally without realizing it. Despite her cute and youthful appearance, her languid demeanor and unique intimidating presence that seemed to bend the air around her made him revert to addressing her as the Duke he once was.

And Kitty, fully aware of her own characteristics and apparently understanding very well Leandro's position—forced to cling like a mutt to the possibility of finding his lover—spoke down to him throughout their conversation.

"Yes, I wrote that letter. Everything in it is true."

"Ella... do you really know where Ella is? Is she truly alive?"

"That's what I said, isn't it? So my proposal is... look at those savage eyes. How can we have a conversation like this?"

Kitty tapped the edge of her plate with the knife in her left hand, making a clanging sound. It was her unique way of expressing displeasure.

Leandro, seeming to realize his mistake, leaned his upper body back, raising both hands in a gesture of apology, insisting that wasn't his intention.

Fortunately, Kitty seemed to forgive Leandro's rudeness. And she resumed eating as if nothing had happened.

Leandro spoke while tearing off a corner of white bread.

"Forgive my rudeness. As you know, I'm an ill-mannered old man who can't help myself when it comes to stories about Ella. I don't say this expecting understanding, but to me, Ella is like a mountain—bluish and beautiful, yet unreachable no matter how far I go, or a mountain that transforms into a modest hillside where people live when I finally get close. Ella is such a mountain to me."

Leandro's demeanor—whimpering like a dark cloud heavy with rain and hanging his head—momentarily revealed the image of a farmer with a gaunt neck like a mummy, appearing and disappearing in an instant.

"Tsk... so are you going to do as I say or not?"

But Kitty treated Leandro coldly throughout, eating cold cuts as if his circumstances were none of her concern.

So perhaps Leandro thought that the cold cuts (cold cut—to cut coldly) placed before him might have been some kind of hint or warning, and he realized how terribly his soul had aged during his nearly decade-long seclusion, unable to notice even such simple hints.

Leandro... no, the Duke slowly raised his head.

"...I understand, and very well. I accept your proposal."

"Oh?"

Kitty's eyebrows rose slightly. She pierced a piece of cheese with her fork and asked again in a half-mocking voice with shameless audacity.

"That easily? Do you properly understand what my proposal means? It's telling you to walk right into the center of the politics you hate, and with a crown on your head at that."

"I know. I become Emperor, and you probably control everything from behind me. I get Ella, and you get everything else. A simple deal, isn't it?"

A rather straightforward answer from the Duke.

And generous Kitty! Pleased with his answer, she smiled for the first time.

"Bring it."

After wiping her mouth with a napkin, Kitty clapped her hands a couple of times politely, and a tall, calm-looking civil servant emerged from the darkness, bringing a stack of documents to the table.

Looking at the stack of documents that seemed full of suspicious conspiracies, the Duke hesitated slightly and asked what they were, and the still-generous Kitty gestured toward the stack of documents encouragingly.

"Listen while you read. A few months ago... do you know about Gnosis?"

"I do. Isn't he the failed butcher who claimed to be the dog of the Constitutional faction?"

"Constitutional faction...? Well, we had some opportunities to torture him."

"You speak quite boldly about committing crimes."

"It was a small price to pay for trying to kill me."

Kitty laughed eerily while tapping her uncomfortable thigh under the table. That was why the Duke had noticed she looked strangely frail despite her behavior.

"Anyway, what came out during the interrogation to find out his purpose and backers is in the documents you're reading now. Whether he wanted to live or not, he spilled everything—all the things he'd done in his life and all the tasks commissioned by the Parliamentary faction."

"It's certainly an intimate and interesting story... but what does this have to do with my situation?"

"I said listen while you read, didn't I? Right, see that page there? In Gnosis's testimony, there should be content about transporting some painter woman to a remote island owned by a core family of the Parliamentary faction, an island not even on maps."

"Painter woman...?"

"Yes, that painter woman who was confined to a remote island under the alias Isabella by Parliamentary nobles who disapproved of your relationship with a woman from an insignificant family ten years ago, fearing your relationship would negatively impact their political influence in the future!"

The Duke, who had been listening silently to Kitty's words, narrowed his eyes and asked.

"Certainly... her disappearance and the testimony in the document coincide in time. However..."

"However?"

"This is merely circumstantial evidence based on conjecture, isn't it? Ella is indeed a painter, but there's a possibility that this Isabella woman mentioned in the document is not my Ella."

"Ah... so you want more evidence?"

"In a manner of speaking, yes."

Kitty smiled slightly at the Duke's request and rummaged through her pocket.

What emerged from her pocket was none other than a blue ribbon.

Though it was already worn and tattered due to the passage of time, easily mistaken for a rag, the Duke experienced an otherworldly joy the moment he saw it, as if champagne had exploded in his mind.

"T-this... where on earth did you get this...?"

"I received it directly from the woman on the remote island."

"How...?"

"I just mentioned a name and said I came to check on her condition, and they let me meet her without any fuss."

"They let you meet her without any fuss? Really?"

"That's what I said, isn't it? Think about it... who else would come to a remote island not even on maps except someone involved? They just assumed I was one of their people and let me through. Besides, there was no need or way to verify my identity, and after 10 years, it's natural for security to have loosened."

"Hmm..."

"Oh, and she asked me to send her regards."

"..."

Kitty enjoyed explaining the process, while the Duke bent over, staring blankly at the worn ribbon on the table, feeling dejected.

"If I become Emperor, I can meet her?"

"That's right. I'll tell you the location of the island later, so when you become Emperor, go greet her yourself. In style."

Kitty said with a bright smile, but the Duke immediately noticed from her smile that it was a lie.

He clearly saw the fate that awaited him—enduring the role of a puppet, close to humiliation, for a long time even after ascending to the throne.

However, due to the uncontrollable hope and hatred rising within him, he couldn't bring himself to shake his head.

Moreover, since patriotism in the Duke's heart had already degraded into a childish sense of belonging, it wasn't particularly strange for the Duke to nod like a well-trained beast.
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Having finally secured a living purpose, Kitty increased the production of bouncing mines and towed artillery as much as funds allowed, which would play an important role in blocking the entrance to Bell Park in the future.

The newly produced mines were densely planted along expected advance routes and detours, and the towed artillery pieces were delivered to firing positions as soon as they were produced.

And she waited. Until the Empire, which had just finished its war with the elves, sufficiently recovered its will to wage war again.

And until the Little Boys planted in the Empire grew up strong.

And at the end of the wait, where all elements came together and began to show a violent chemical reaction was none other than.

The Kingdom of Rus.
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Winter.

Border area of the Kingdom of Rus.

The border of the Kingdom of Rus, already insufferable to begin with, transforms into a veritable white desert especially as winter approaches.

The snow accumulated on the barren field without a single blade of grass was nearly 1.3 feet thick, and our platoon's surveillance area in this terrible place was approximately 940 acres.

And I was the youngest in this fucking platoon, and today again, I stared at the white horizon until my eyes hurt, directly exposed to the falling snow in a guard post without even a shabby roof.

"Sergei, wake me up when the security instructor bastard comes."

"Rest well, sir..."

My senior, who had absolutely nothing worth learning from, closed his eyes in a corner today as well, and soon loud snoring could be heard.

"Fucking bastard, acting like he's the only one having a hard time."

The sight of my senior snoring loudly with a rifle propped in the corner and a bottle of vodka in hand was so pathetic that I couldn't help but curse.

But what could I do? I was the lowest of the low... the bottom of the bottom in seniority. All I could do was wait for this time to pass.

"Sigh... I should make some Dashirak when we return."

"Dashirak is good. What flavor are you going to have?"

"Of course, spicy... huh?"

I turned my head toward the direction of the voice.

"Spicy is good. It'll taste even better in the brig."

"Pil!!! Seung!!!"

I saluted with all my might to the security instructor who had appeared from somewhere, and the instructor received my salute with a deeply regretful expression.

"Oh yes, victory. Is that a bottle of alcohol by any chance?"

"Uh, that's..."

I just opened and closed my mouth like a mute who'd eaten honey. I wasn't sure how to respond to safely get through this sudden crisis.

"Hiccup... ah... shit..."

Meanwhile, my useless senior, who had woken up at the sound of the salute, immediately confessed to drinking with a hiccup and cursed as soon as he saw the instructor's face. Motherfucker.

The security instructor, looking at me freezing up and my senior who couldn't get his act together, unleashed a barrage of verbal abuse that was just short of actual cursing.

"I can't find any military spirit in your attitudes, were you dragged here against your will?"

Yes, we were fucking dragged here. But since this was a place where speaking the truth could sometimes be a crime, my senior and I had no choice but to lie to survive.

"No, sir!"

"No, shir..."

"Then how do you explain that attitude? Give me a reasonable explanation."

"I'm sorry, sir!"

"I'm shorry..."

"I asked for a reason. 'I'm sorry' is not the correct answer."

"..."

There was nothing to say. The instructor wasn't asking the question expecting an answer anyway.

It was just the instructor's unique method of harassment, using the shame that wells up as one admits their own wrongdoing. Devilish bastard.

"Ugh..."

"Tell me the reason. If I judge it to be reasonable by my standards, I'm quite willing to defer disciplinary action."

"I-I'm sorry, sir!"

"No, no. That's not the answer I want. I'll say it again, if you don't give me a reason... what's that?"

The instructor suddenly shifted his gaze over my shoulder in the middle of his harassment.

Standing at attention and repeating the same words like a parrot, I turned around following the instructor's gaze.

At the point where the instructor's and my gazes met, there was a group of five or six people.

"What are those?"

"Ah... is this your first time seeing them, sir? Those are Imperial bastards from across the border. They occasionally cross the border like that, claiming it's some kind of courage test."

"Is that so?"

After hearing my explanation, the instructor thought for a moment and then picked up the K-1 rifle propped in the corner.

Then he pulled the charging handle twice. The blank cartridge in the chamber spun in the air, and this would load a live round into the chamber.

Watching this, my senior asked, his face turning pale.

"Instructor? What on earth are you doing?"

"Can't you tell by looking?"

"What? What are you talking about...?"

"Isn't it protocol to immediately shoot intruders who cross the border?"

"That's correct... Instructor? Why are you releasing the safety... Hey! Fuck, grab the gun!"

"Do your duty, gentlemen."

My senior and I, our faces turning white, rushed toward the instructor who was aiming the rifle, but.

As if mocking our attempt, a loud gunshot echoed around the border area for quite some time.

Ch.130 - The Tempest.
Dawn had not yet broken, around 3 AM.

Anxious-looking handmaidens woke the Queen with careful greetings.

The Queen tilted her head at this somewhat unusual start to her day.

But soon, she began to sense an undeniably bustling commotion from outside her chambers.

The Queen instinctively knew this was not the beginning of a normal day, and promptly furrowed her brow.

"What on earth is happening at this ungodly hour?"

"Your Majesty, there is something you need to see."

An official who had been hovering around the Queen like a pigeon, holding a large stack of documents, extended the papers toward her.

"Who else knows about this besides me?"

"No one except the War Ministry and a few council members."

"Make sure this doesn't leak out... especially to the public, and I will call an emergency session by my executive authority."

"Understood."

The official bowed with a tense expression and scurried out with hurried steps.

The Queen, after completing minimal grooming with the help of her handmaidens, did the same.
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The parliament, which had served as the empire's brain for a century, was always noisy, but today it was exceptionally chaotic.

A man in green clothing and another in red leaned in so close they were nearly touching as they engaged in a heated argument.

Then they slammed their desks again before darting back to their respective faction's huddles, soon shouting at each other at the top of their lungs.

"We must arrest Kitty Oppenheimer immediately and hold her accountable! An imperial citizen shooting at imperial soldiers! Is this even comprehensible?!"

"Calm down! This is precisely when we need to establish clear accountability. Regrettably, it was our imperial forces who crossed the border first..."

"That's merely a one-sided claim from the Kingdom of Rus! The vile security forces brutally murdered one of our valiant imperial soldiers! What could be more evident than that?!"

"That may be true, but what we need to do is understand the exact circumstances and create a perfect legal net from which Kitty Oppenheimer cannot escape."

"Even with the situation this dire, you still want to play legal scholar? Do you think Oppenheimer will wait patiently until your net is complete? Hardly!"

"You don't like this, you don't like that! Then what exactly do you propose we do?"

"Obviously, we should send troops to Bell Park right now to bind the perpetrator and the responsible party, Kitty Oppenheimer, and drag her here!"

"Do you really think that's possible? She's not someone who would come quietly, and in the worst case, we might have to prepare for military conflict!"

"Then we'll gladly accept that! It's strange that such a person is still a governor in the first place!"

"No! The war has just ended! We can't send troops again in this situation..."

"What are you so afraid of, you cowards! Kitty Oppenheimer's arrogance is entirely your fault!"

"Hey! What did you just say?"

"What! Did I say something wrong?!"

Son of a bitch! You bastard!

As vulgar insults that had no place in parliament vividly flashed before their eyes, members from both sides suddenly rushed forward, grabbing each other's fleshy shoulders and wrinkled necks, breaking into a brawl!

"Calm down! Everyone calm down!"

Bang bang- The Prime Minister struck his gavel repeatedly from the center of the parliament, attempting to mediate, but predictably, it had no effect.

After struggling with the situation, the Prime Minister, judging it to be completely out of control, looked at the Queen with the eyes of a pitiful dog.

The Queen, who had been deep in thought with her gaze fixed in the distance amidst the chaos, happened to meet the Prime Minister's eyes.

As always, she attempted to restore order in a manner that sufficiently displayed her authority.

And as always, it was effective. The Queen restored calm to the parliament with just a few deliberate coughs.

In the now quiet atmosphere, the Queen placed the documents regarding this incident on her left table and solemnly weighed them in her hand.

It was difficult to determine what she, as the Empire's Queen, wanted more in this moment. Whether she would have preferred to be the one shooting, or the one suppressing the anger boiling relentlessly in her gut.

But what was clear.

What was undoubtedly evident.

Was that this was a unique opportunity that could erase all traces of Kitty Oppenheimer and bring everything to her.

A statistical miracle, an unparalleled chance.

Of course, since the opportunity came suddenly, it was only right to accept some losses.

But if it was a gamble worth taking, if the result was magitech, if it was the Queen who had witnessed its true value with her own eyes.

It would have been stranger not to raise the stakes. Having made up her mind, the Queen began to speak.

"I have heard your opinions. In short, you are concerned about war fatigue, are you not?"

"Y-yes, Your Majesty. If we send soldiers who have just returned home back to the battlefield, there will surely be tremendous discontent..."

"Then I understand. I will personally provide all seven battalions of the Imperial Guard."

The parliament stirred at the Queen's bombshell statement. The royalists who had advocated caution were naturally shocked, while the parliamentarians who had pushed for a hardline approach were surprised.

"Y-Your Majesty!"

"Why are you so surprised? According to your logic, the Imperial Guard, which has not engaged in any combat, would be suitable for this task, would they not?"

"But the Imperial Guard is our last bastion! Deploying the Guard, which should be reserved for unforeseen circumstances, is unprecedented, and if all seven battalions are sent, the capital will be completely empty!"

"Haha!"

The Queen laughed loudly at something she found amusing.

After laughing for quite some time, she wiped the tears from her eyes and spoke again.

"Haha... I simply cannot understand what you are so afraid of. The Imperial Guard exists solely to protect me... I truly wonder why you are so fearful..."

In other words, the Queen's statement clearly meant:

'Do not dare question my decision.'

The politically seasoned council members understood the Queen's true meaning precisely, and except for the excited hardliners and some cautious faction members who were murmuring, the rest remained silent.

Having somewhat restored order, the Queen commanded the Captain of the Guard, who stood motionless on her right, in a loud voice.

"Captain, lead all seven battalions of the Imperial Guard to arrest the Governor of Bell Park immediately."

"Your Majesty!!! What if Oppenheimer resists?!"

"Then, by imperial law, Oppenheimer shall be judged by sword and gun."
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The parliament was absolutely flabbergasted by the Queen's dramatic decision to send all the elite units responsible for the capital's defense to Bell Park.

It was clearly a dangerous gamble. Even for a Queen who held the strongest imperial authority in the empire's history, it seemed she was taking the possibility of a coup too lightly.

But the Queen wasn't the Queen for nothing; her judgment was a calculated gambit with its own logic.

The Queen aimed for a swift resolution. Rather than sending a portion and dragging things out, she preferred to dispatch all seven battalions to capture Kitty Oppenheimer and return before other nobles could entertain any disloyal thoughts.

Moreover, the sheer scale of seven battalions, representing the empire's serious commitment, might intimidate the opposition into surrendering without resistance, making the Queen's gambit somewhat reasonable.

Oh! Immutable Emperor of the Empire! The Lord truly crafted you remarkably! You have captivated our readers with a truly inexplicable supreme intellect!

However, however, however!

Please heed the words of this lowly hunchback who toils in darkness with hunched shoulders!

Rationality means nothing to a madman; it might as well not exist mentally! No amount of motive exploration or rational research can truly explain or describe the soul state of a madman!

"So if someone claims to be a rational madman, they're surely just a fake chasing another scarecrow of sensual satisfaction, right?"

"What nonsense have you been spouting..."

The Public Service Captain stroked his goosebumps while looking around. Sometimes when Kitty seriously spouted nonsense like this, it became frightening.

"Don't worry about it. By the way, how many did you say?"

"Seven battalions... about 4,000 men?"

"4,000 men... all Imperial Guards?"

"Yeah. We're screwed."

The Public Service Captain cursed while nervously fidgeting with his tie.

Though he had participated in countless crazy schemes with Kitty, this time he had the distinct feeling they had made a grave mistake.

"Damn it... I should have just gone home without looking back when I was fired as governor... what the hell did I do in my past life to deserve this..."

"Pfahahaha! Don't worry! Haven't you heard of Hakuna Matata? Oh... I guess you wouldn't know, sorry."

"You crazy woman..."

The generous Kitty, rather than blaming the captain for his weakness, linked arms with him and smiled broadly. The captain, seeing Kitty's smile, felt his chest swell with indescribable wonder.

But since he couldn't grab her hair and shout like rude men on the street, the captain's swollen chest gradually deflated through a sigh.

"Sigh... Well, at this point, we might as well try."

"That's right, getting angry only tires you out. Go do your work!"

"Ah... damn it..."

Ch.131 - We Will Not Become Bait.
Since the days when the Empire was a United Kingdom, people have named major typhoons after women.

Just as the goddesses of vengeance and witches aren't named that way because they're literally female, it's merely a common and characteristic application.

For example, just as a hammer becomes "she" to a passionate architect, all machinery becomes "she" to a businessman who cherishes his equipment, and all water becomes "she" to a firefighter.

And now, the same was true for the Imperial Guards who lifted their elongated "she" above their heads to prevent water from rushing into the powder plates and causing misfires at crucial moments along the river that formed the boundary between the Empire and Bell Park.

"Hurry up! Are Imperial Guards really struggling with a mere river?"

The Guard Captain, who had crossed the river faster than anyone with his remarkable physique, glanced at the guards whose heads were still bobbing on the water's surface and shouted with a noble accent that gave his words a kind of sermonic resonance.

"Keck, fuck."

Having accidentally swallowed a mouthful of water through my nose in the river that was swirling up to my chin, I cursed quietly enough that those around me couldn't hear.

No matter how much we regarded the Guard Captain's imposing demeanor as exemplary, and even imitated his gait, what couldn't be done simply couldn't be done.

In a river with such a fast current, our best effort was merely to raise our arms high enough to keep the gunpowder dry.

"Pathetic fools..."

I could also add that we crossed the river slowly, maintaining ridiculous bow-legged stances just enough to avoid severe reprimand from our superior.

Fortunately, all the guards, including myself who had nearly fallen earlier, walked with the same wobble and were noticeably pitiful. At times like this, I realized that the military's collective responsibility, though usually a pain in the ass, was incredibly welcome in situations like these.

...Anyway, we crossed the river fidgeting like shy young coachmen.

The fact that not a single drop of water splashed on our guns and gunpowder, regardless of how long it took or how soaked our clothes became, reminded us that we were indeed an elite force.

However, the Guard Captain, who had been watching us from the opposite bank early on, tapped his foot audibly against the ground, clearly displeased about something.

"Imperial Guards struggling with a mere river... tsk..."

The Guard Captain folded his arms and muttered complaints.

"Hey~ Why so grumpy, Lowen!"

Just then, someone appeared, slapping the Guard Captain's shoulder.

She was the Battle Mage, one assigned to each battalion.

Her name was Nia (probably an alias). There was no mage more cheerful than her. Her thin jawline, simple facial expressions, flowing hair, and perfect magical skills were universally praised.

"Nia, the Imperial Guards must be perfect in every aspect. And please, be serious at least during operations."

"Considering the high water level and fast current due to yesterday's rain, I think they deserve praise. And I'm always serious~"

Unlike the tall Guard Captain who rarely smiled, Nia was relatively shorter but somehow more mature, and despite her quite cute appearance, she wore a beaming smile that occasionally reminded one of a shadowy figure with something to hide or a gentleman cleverly breaking rules at a gambling table.

Seeing such a splendid and noble Battle Mage running around with a bright smile was a pleasure unique to our battalion.

"Heehaw! Let's get going with energy!"

"Nia, be quiet during operations."

"Oh my~? (~˘▾˘)~ Our battalion is the decoy! Making noise is actually fulfilling the mission! Did you doze off during the briefing?"

"...Let's move out."
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After crossing the river, our battalion marched toward Bell Park along a path thick with thorny bushes, maintaining a moderate pace so as not to arouse the enemy's suspicion.

To better fulfill our role as decoys, we marched while singing military duets, but suspiciously, there was no sign of enemy troops rushing toward us, not even a single wild animal.

"Hmm~ Strange..."

The Battle Mage, wearing elegant military boots made of soft black leather, spoke in a less lazy tone than before. The Guard Captain continued to scan the surroundings with sharp eyes.

"Did they notice us and run away~? I can't sense anything even when I scan the area with mana..."

Nia, expanding her mana field at the front, muttered with disappointment in her voice, apparently not detecting anything.

The Imperial Guards, who had steeled themselves for their decoy role, sighed with a mixture of disappointment and relief upon hearing Nia's statement.

"It's Bell Park, which has a record of holding off regimental forces despite being just dwarves. It's reasonable to assume they're up to something."

"Hmm- I suppose you're right..."

When the Guard Captain spoke advisedly from the front line, Nia nodded while pouting. Watching her disappointment at the enemy's absence made me feel like something was structurally wrong with my brain.

"By the way, I heard Bell Park has moving pictures, what were they called again...?"

"Movies."

"Ah! Right, right! Movies! I heard they're incredibly fascinating and fun... Maybe when we reach Bell Park, could we watch one briefly? Come to think of it, it might not be bad to live there after capturing Oppenheimer. I've heard rumors that it's much more comfortable than the capital. If you're interested too..."

It was only now that I realized Battle Mage Nia was as talkative as a barber from the old days.

She talked so much that before we even left the forest, every member of the battalion had learned all 29 items on Nia's bucket list.

Even the Guard Captain, who normally wouldn't bat an eye at most things, looked exasperated.

The Guard Captain took special measures, ordering everyone to remain silent until further notice, but Nia was about to casually advise everyone to forget the mission and enjoy themselves when—

"Excuse me for a moment."

...she stopped in her tracks, having apparently discovered or sensed something.

When Nia's chatter, which had been setting the pace, subsided, a vacuum formed in the atmosphere, and what filled that vacuum was, naturally, tension.

"Hmm... About a mile ahead... only two people? That's suspicious."

It was indeed a suspicious deployment of personnel.

Beyond intuition, based on experience, Battle Mage Nia, who suspected a trap, began thoroughly searching the surroundings by sending out three layers of mana fields in sequence.

"Hmm... what's that on the ground? Something that looks like a bottle, I can't figure out its purpose."

Nia tilted her head. Anyone would be puzzled by a mysterious cylindrical object carefully buried in the middle of a deserted forest.

"It feels uncomfortable to just pass by... should I check it out?"

Nia picked up a small stone lying nearby.

And casually flicked her hand to throw it.

However, the stone's trajectory was far from casual, flying fiercely toward the cylindrical object. Though it appeared simple, Nia's thrown stone incorporated a combination of three mana coordinate formulas.

Thus, the stone flew exactly where Nia wanted it to go and embedded itself in the ground.

The triggered jumping mine ignited its booster as if startled and rose from the ground.

When the jumping mine, which had risen to a height of 1.3m, exploded spectacularly with a loud bang!

"Heya~ Those Bell Park folks buried something interesting!"

"...They seem confident."

Nia's gentle smile, which had shown no intention of leaving with the explosion and rising dust, faded.

"Ha! Was delaying us their goal from the start?"

Nia let out a hollow laugh as she anxiously rolled up the sleeves of her double-buttoned silk-lined top.

Despite being an unusually optimistic person, she could no longer view the situation optimistically when she considered what those things buried in the ground could accomplish.

Nia brushed past the Guard Captain and spoke in a hushed voice.

"Lowen, change of plans. Forget the decoy role and advance to Bell Park as quickly as possible."

Nia expanded her mana field again and walked toward Bell Park.

The Guard Captain, who had no idea why Nia was suddenly acting this way, showed rare confusion as he grabbed her arm.

"Hey, I'm the commander here. Battle Mages don't have command authority..."

"Then transfer that authority to me right now."

"Are you serious?"

"Yes."

Lowen looked into Nia's eyes.

It was a completely trustworthy gaze he hadn't seen in a very long time.

Whenever Lowen, a strict principlist, rarely broke his principles, Nia was always there with those eyes.

Every instance had matched perfectly, and this time was no different.

Lowen patted Nia's shoulder twice, implicitly transferring command authority while demanding an answer to his urgent question.

Nia accepted the request.

"I'll keep it brief, so listen carefully. As you know, the key to this operation is swift action. While our battalion acts as a decoy, the other six battalions are supposed to move stealthily along the shortest route for simultaneous encirclement—that's the essence of this operation.

But that cylindrical thing... I don't even know what to call it. Anyway, among the seven Battle Mages, no one except me can detect those things. As you know, each Battle Mage has their own specialization.

How could those who only know how to shoot fireballs or ice spears discover these? By now, they've probably stepped on one of those and halted their advance. Um... so what I'm trying to say is..."

"You mean our battalion is the only one that can advance quickly to Bell Park right now."

"Exactly! You really... ahem, if you understand, let's move now. I'll handle those things."
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[Overlord, this is Viper-3 Actual, um... what did I just see?]

"Viper-3 Actual, this is Overlord, is there a problem?"

In the command and control room filled with various communication sounds, a security radio operator tilted his head as he listened to Viper-3's report.

"Huh? Really? Um... I'll ask Golden Eagle. Stand by."

"Me? Why?"

"Boss, you need to hear this..."

The radio operator who received the situation reported to Kitty, who was watching from behind, exactly what he had heard.

"So they're coming while destroying all the mines we carefully laid with mere stones? Did I hear that wrong?"

"Um... you heard correctly. By the way, what should we do? The other Imperial Guards are reportedly still stuck..."

"Tsk, Battle Mage... I didn't expect this."

Kitty held her chin and made a regretful sound, seemingly deep in thought.

"It's a bit of a shame, but it doesn't matter. What can they do when we drop shells from 20 kilometers away, right?"

"That's true, isn't it?"

Ch.132 - Steel Drizzle.
Nia was an excellent battle mage.

Although her innate total mana capacity was insignificant compared to her peers, rather than lamenting her natural limitations, Nia delved deeply into mana manipulation techniques and developed her unique magic: the detection field.

Nia's detection field was extremely efficient in terms of mana utilization.

Most spells cast by ordinary mages involved creating points, lines, or large mana clusters in three-dimensional space. The mana wasted in this process couldn't be recycled.

However, Nia's detection field worked by spreading a minimal amount of mana like a thin mist, then sensing the waves generated by particle interactions.

This was why Nia was considered an outstanding battle mage. Her revolutionary approach in mana analytics minimized the initial mana consumption to the extreme, resulting in minimal waste.

Unfortunately, the clean and honest laws of the universe never grant infinity to humans.

No matter how much one reduces mana consumption, it eventually runs out.

And since Nia's innate total mana capacity was woefully small to begin with, that moment arrived all too soon.

.

.

.

Having detonated approximately 79 mines so far, Nia extended her field to 550 yards ahead, accounting for fragments, and let out a sigh. The moisture in her breath made it look like a rich winter exhalation.

"Haah... Phew... Damn these auditory hallucinations..."

Nia complained of mana depletion symptoms. Unknown hallucinations and the sensation of needles piercing between her eyebrows. She wondered if she should ask for just a sip of alcohol. The headache was unbearable. If violin strings could feel pain, Nia would be that string.

But panicking would look unseemly. She lied to herself that she could endure because the battalion needed her. She willfully ignored the flashing lights only she could see.

People gathered around Nia, chattering. "As expected of a battle mage. At this rate, we'll reach Bell Park in no time. Wait for us, Kitty Oppenheimer."

"Whoa! They've planted so many!"

Ignoring the overwhelming fatigue, Nia laughed heartily and fixed her disheveled hair.

But increasingly, everything felt inevitable.

She felt designated as a suitable tool. It was like enormous, strangely hairy arms embracing her from behind, squeezing, squeezing, and squeezing again. Was this a symptom of mana depletion?

Nia decided to gauge her available mana based on the remaining distance.

"Rowen, how much further?"

"About 10 miles. By the way, you really are a battle mage. Without you, our battalion would surely have been stuck."

"O-of course! Who am I? Nia, the youngest battle mage!"

Nia puffed out her chest and smiled broadly. Self-restraint remained her motto.

In reality, though, she was in such a sensitive state that she felt she might scream if touched even slightly. Heartburn added to her discomfort.

But Nia was excessively kind-hearted, sensitive, and always considerate of others, so she didn't express it.

As always, she kept it bottled up inside, making sure no one noticed.

That's why no one paid much attention to the meaning hidden in her smile.

'10 miles... cutting it close.'

Ignoring the encroaching headache and the ear-splitting explosions of mines, Nia moved forward slowly. Her firm resolve to prevent any deaths remained unchanged.
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But in life, there are inevitably certain... how should I put it...

Yes, essentially, situations like the final question on a college entrance exam. Unreasonable situations where you neither know the answer nor how to approach it.

"Overlord, this is Viper-3. Radio check, over."

[Viper-3, this is Overlord. Transmission clear. Proceed, over.]

"Overlord, requesting fire support. Fire mission. Report when ready, over."

[Viper-3, ready. Send coordinates, over.]

"From Apple observation point. Azimuth one-eight-zero, distance two-zero. Grid Duff-King-Three-Nuts."

[Viper-3, repeating coordinates and request. Grid Duff-King-Three-Nuts, enemy infantry battalion or larger, ten high-explosive rounds for effect. Is that correct, over.]

"Overlord, readback correct. Request immediate fire, over."

[Roger that, Viper-3.]

[Shot over.]
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"...!"

Nia, who had been keeping her head down because of the mines, suddenly looked up at the sky and created a round magical barrier in the air.

An enormous explosion appeared in the sky. Nia instinctively recognized it as an artillery shell explosion.

However, her field didn't detect anything resembling artillery. Even when she strained to extend her detection range to its maximum of 6 miles (about 10km), the result was the same.

Nia was shocked. Was that coming from beyond 6 miles? Just how far away was it being fired from!

She probably wouldn't know. It was something inconceivable based on her past experiences and common sense.

And she would never know.

Not if she couldn't stop the nine shells currently heading their way.

"Ngh!"

Nia forcibly gathered her remaining internal mana to create a barrier in the air. The shells arriving at regular intervals exploded in mid-air.

"Damn it! What the hell is this!"

Even the Imperial Guard, armed with strict discipline and harsh training, couldn't hide their fear in the face of this unprecedented attack.

"Nia! What's going on!"

The Guard Captain was no different. His face was wrapped in rare bewilderment.

Nia didn't bother answering people's cries. She focused solely on blocking the incoming shells.

One, two... and ten. Then silence.

"...Is it over?"

An unnamed guardsman whispered.

Fortunately, as he said, no more shells came.
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[Viper-3, report target effect, over.]

"...Overlord, requesting additional fire to neutralize target."

[Negative. Did you perhaps mark the wrong coordi— What? The boss himself?]

(Static)

[Hey!!! Where the fuck did you mark those coordinates!!!]

"N-no, sir... that's not it."

Viper-3 Actual reported what he saw in the most submissive voice possible.

[So you're saying this battle mage woman created a barrier in the air and intercepted all the shells? Really?]

"Y-yes, sir, it's true..."

[Huh... these bastards are more capable than I thought... But what now? We don't have many high-explosive shells left, and we can't use them all there...]

Kitty's voice cut off on the receiver. A chilling silence lingered briefly.

[Well, can't be helped then. Are the coordinates the same as before?]

"Yes, sir."

[Alright. Put on your gas mask and stand by. You were trained how to use it, right?]

"Gas mask? Why?"

[Why? Just do as I say. Hey! Contact Battery Three! Fire chemical rounds!]
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Having consumed an absurd amount of mana, Nia collapsed to the ground. Though still conscious, she appeared unable to do anything more.

"Nia!"

The Guard Captain shouted as he lifted Nia, who had fallen awkwardly like a tree being felled in the wrong direction.

Nia looked at the Guard Captain and smiled generously.

"Don't worry, I'll be fine after a little rest."

Even without knowing much about mages, the Guard Captain could immediately tell Nia was lying.

He knew her well. Her altruism was forcing her to hold on even as it consumed her.

"..."

The Guard Captain looked alternately at the advance route with an unknown number of remaining mines and at the Imperial Guard whose morale had been broken by the incomprehensible artillery fire.

Anyone could see the operation had failed.

But the Guard Captain didn't consider retreat.

Because of misplaced pride? Well, that probably wasn't the only reason.

After all, they were very close to Bell Park now.

Besides, the Imperial Guard wasn't an organization that weighed missions on a scale.

So it was somewhat natural that the Guard Captain decided to accept some sacrifices.

Carrying Nia, the Guard Captain took the lead and shouted.

"First Battalion! Move ou—"

But the Guard Captain's order was drowned out by someone's terrified cry.

"It's coming!!!"

The Imperial Guard flattened themselves on the ground as they heard the chilling sound of shells similar to before cutting through the air.

And moments later, a vibration incomparable to the mines.

Damn it, how many had died? The Guard Captain, who had been lying face down with his back to the expected impact point, got up to assess the damage.

But surprisingly, there was no damage. The fallen shells had embedded themselves in the ground without exploding.

"W-w-we're alive..."

The guardsmen clutched their chests in relief as they looked at the nearby shells.

It seemed clear that God had blessed them with duds.

"Huh? But what's that smoke?"

One guardsman, seized by unfounded religious fervor, approached the yellow smoke leaking from the fallen shell with curiosity.

Ch.133 - Sleep well, please.
Honestly, I'm not sure how many readers would agree, but sometimes dying without knowing the reason, like characters in folk tales, can be a blessing.

The reason is extremely simple.

In the recent past.

It's because when designing the shells, the management department of Bell Park Future Strategy Institute wrote a report stating that the explosives used in high-explosive shells were too expensive and reduced productivity.

And because Kitty, who was remarkably free from ethics and common sense, gladly accepted the management's opinion and filled the shells with chlorine gas—a troublesome substance that not only overflowed in fertilizer factories but even cost money to dispose of—instead of expensive explosives.

So, that's why ignorance in death is called a blessing.

The inhumane misfortune that the Royal Guard was about to experience wasn't intended to cause terrible pain to the enemy, not out of malicious intent.

It was simply the result of cost-cutting measures, as is typical of corporations operating on pragmatic principles.
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"What is this?"

A Royal Guard member who approached closely tried to find at least some hint from the shell quietly embedded in the ground.

But he found no clues.

Neither the seemingly defective shell that had fallen at the impact point, nor the ghostly yellow smoke flowing from the crater, nor anything that might indirectly give meaning or warning to the impending death situation.

If one of the guards who approached curiously hadn't made a scratching sound in his throat, this prologue might have been longer.

"Kuh, kak, grrrk-"

A guard who had been calmly observing the smoke just moments ago suddenly clutched his throat and collapsed.

Having inhaled the chlorine gas, the guard became intensely aware that he was facing something inexplicable, perhaps something terribly horrific, and with his shoulder blades nearly dislocated, he trembled and shouted for others to run away.

"Grrrng... grr-ruk."

But no voice came out. To be precise, he could only barely emit scratching and scraping sounds.

Despite his best efforts to move his thick, reluctant tongue, all the other guards heard was a jumble of meaningless syllables, just a short line of noise clusters.

"Hans! Are you okay!?"

Another watching guard, displaying tear-inducing camaraderie, approached his fallen comrade.

"G...kuh-eeeuh..!...!"

He tried to communicate with his approaching comrade despite the difficulty of moving his mouth, but it was useless. As if in a trance, he jumped around gesturing desperately for him not to come closer.

But his jumps grew increasingly feeble, and soon he staggered like an exhausted child before collapsing to the ground like a puppet with cut strings.

"Hey Hans! Why are you suddenly...!"

"They're coming agaaaain!!!!"

Before they could check on the fallen guard's condition, more shells like before began falling one after another around the Royal Guard.

Fortunately, there were no direct hits. Nor were they high-explosive shells. However, the shells that were now falling also began to emit yellow smoke from their impact points, just like before.

"Damn... what the hell is this...?"

On a bright sunny day. The Royal Guard members, Lowen, Nia.

Soft breathing sounds could be heard from different corners as each person seemed to be trying to understand even a little of what was happening.

And the sound of chlorine gas being sprayed in aerosol form from the fallen shells was also heard from various craters.

Thus, a minute passed in silence. Life is beautiful, but existence is cruel. The laws of nature were the same; the gas continued to spread throughout the surrounding area without stopping.

Soon, coughing sounds were heard from the outermost part of the formation.

The guards on the outer edges, who were the first to contact the gas, began to cough severely, complaining of sharp pain as if their noses and throats were being scraped with knives.

This was because the moisture in their throat mucous membranes had reacted with chlorine to produce hydrochloric acid and hypochlorous acid.

"Kak kak! Khuh...k...."

Pink secretions flowed from the mouth of the guard who had inhaled chlorine. His eyes stung terribly too. Tears flowed incessantly from the extreme burning sensation.

Nausea. A feeling of vomiting rises. The guard instantly realized that the unknown smoke was the cause.

But he couldn't stop breathing because of the overwhelming sneezing. Would he die like this?

Unfortunately, it wasn't enough to kill him yet. As the chlorine gas entered his lungs.

This was just the beginning of the real pain.

The chlorine gas that penetrated deep into the lungs produced large amounts of hydrochloric acid and hypochlorous acid in the moisture-rich alveoli and bronchi.

The acidic substances literally dissolved and burned the lung tissue, destroying the pulmonary cell walls, and damaging capillaries through inflammatory reactions.

Then, plasma from the blood in the collapsed capillaries poured into the alveoli, causing pulmonary edema. The space that should receive air became filled with fluid, becoming wet like a sponge absorbing water.

"Gurrrk, gurrrk."

Increasingly violent coughing and difficulty breathing, extreme pain and pressure with each breath, and frothy bloody sputum flowing at random intervals.

As these reactions occurred simultaneously, they gave an unnaturally grotesque impression to the guards who had not yet inhaled the chlorine gas.

Moreover, it seemed even more so as they clutched their throats like drowning people.

And not long after.

The fact that those who were writhing while clutching their throats were actually in a state similar to drowning, with their lungs filled with fluid.

We realized this only after rashly experiencing it firsthand.

"Ka---aak, kak kuk."

"Grrrrrk——kugurruk."

As the chlorine gas, heavier than air, began to settle on the ground and engulf the Royal Guard, the members who inhaled the gas began to express their pain in various ways.

Some lay flat in bizarre postures like poorly taxidermied butterfly specimens, making phlegmy sounds; others clawed at their faces with their chins raised like excited hooligans; some sat down weakly, curling their fingers and grimacing.

And if they didn't fit into any of the examples provided so far, they were already dead. Or people wandering through dreams that felt like their chests were being torn apart!

How much emotion do they feel about this situation? We have never felt excitement on any battlefield! Nor should we feel compassion or pain! Nor do we have the desire to bury our heads in our knees, sobbing, wanting to erase the terrible past!

Aisha with her rough chin, Taiman with his bulging lower body, and the unpleasant, unjust, insulting disaster.

Beads of sweat formed on foreheads that were reddish but not particularly healthy-looking. They had already inhaled too much gas to nod their heads and give orders as usual. By the time they decided to face the faintly rising light, they had already become characters in a folk tale.

"Shield...!"

Nia, who had barely regained consciousness, deployed a kind of barrier made of mana. The semicircular shield, widely deployed to surround the entire Royal Guard, perfectly blocked the chlorine gas.

The shield, born from the noble intention of saving the remaining people, certainly shone brilliantly.

However, looking at the light that appeared on Nia's face, one had the feeling that the light would immediately dim and turn into a small, awkward frown.

And the premonition was not wrong. Nia had been complaining of mana depletion symptoms from the beginning.

Stories of some goddess shedding tears and lending strength to a particular mage are just fairy tales.

The radius of the shield surrounding the Royal Guard gradually decreased. The guards, who had momentarily felt relief inside the shield, instinctively pressed close to Nia, the center point of the shield, to survive.

Then a tragic event occurred. The diameter of the shield began to shrink at an even faster rate.

It was only natural. Even though Nia usually seemed to wield magic freely while giggling, magic was still magic. When concentration wavers, magical power dissipates suddenly in indifference without taking form.

"Ku, kak... s-save meee!!!!"

"Open it!!! Let us innnnn!!!!"

The guards who couldn't be included inside the shield desperately pounded on the outer wall with their melting limbs.

"Damn it! Stop knocking! Get lost!"

"N-nooo! I don't want to die! Move! Get out of the way!"

"What the hell! Don't pull, damn it!!!"

"I'm sorry!"

Moreover, remembering the characteristic of the shield that one couldn't enter from outside but was free to exit from inside, the guards began pulling and pushing their comrades randomly to get to the center of the shield.

Eventually, Nia's shield lost its original light and took on a disgusting hue covered with blood and pus.
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Someone like me, with a clearer belief in divine providence, can never doubt that He who guides our mortal lives, whom we encounter in the Bible, will protect us eternally.

Because the profound concept of the afterlife inevitably and necessarily presupposes some degree of belief in divine providence.

However, in such a horrific scene where over a hundred people die vomiting the same colored secretions in different ways, with twisted and broken corpses piled up like mountains, one's faith in Him was bound to waver.

"Damn... I feel sick."

"If you vomit with your gas mask on, you'll end up like them."

Bang-! My colleague said as he shot a still-twitching Royal Guard member.

It was a mercy killing.

My colleague, who had been emotionally neutral and ethically no different from an ordinary person, was casually shooting and killing enemy soldiers who had already lost the will to resist.

But I said nothing about the inhumane act of mercy killing that had taken place before my eyes, which deserved condemnation.

Bang-!

"...Farewell."

Because I was doing the same. Of course, I'm still one of those people who has a strong aversion to the act of mercy killing, but in this situation, I thought an early death might be better.

So our Viper-3 kept shooting at the ground for quite some time. I don't remember from the middle, but it's worth noting that we showed mercy by not running away and enduring the urge to vomit.

After some time had passed, the yellow smoke began to clear.

At a point where corpses were stacked about three layers deep due to the crowd, our squad discovered a very small mana shield just big enough for one person to fit inside.

Our squad walked toward that mana shield. Inside the shield, stained with blood and pus, a woman was kneeling, curled up as if holding her stomach.

Viper-3 Actual tapped the shield with his gun muzzle and spoke.

"Hey. Dispel this."

"..."

"It's okay, dispel this. The gas is all gone."

The woman, who had been silently curled up inside, glanced at us and her surroundings with the corner of her eye, then obediently dispelled the mana shield as Viper-3 Actual requested.

"Are you that battle mage? As of now, you are our prisoner...."

"Kill me."

"What?"

"Kill me, please kill me...."

Nia, lying flat on the ground, began to sob, clasping her hands together as if in repentance.

Watching this, Viper-3 Actual snorted in disbelief and said:

"This is funny. If you wanted to die, you should have just inhaled the gas with the others. What, guns seem less scary than gas?"

"No... that's not it...."

"Shut up. You belong to us now. If you want to die so badly, bite your tongue and die right now. Oh, but don't actually bite it. The boss ordered us to bring you back no matter what. Hey, put something in her mouth so she can't bite her tongue."

Following Viper-3 Actual's order, I hurriedly took a cloth from my pocket and gagged the woman.

She offered no resistance. Still, I tied her hands just in case. If she strangled herself to death, the boss might get angry with us.

Ch.134 - Ascension.
[Viper-3 Actual, Battle Mage capture complete, returning to base.]

As Viper-3 announced the end of the operation over the radio, requests for fire support began pouring in from various locations.

[Overlord, this is Hitman-1, requesting fire support at the previous coordinates.]

[Ghost-7, target almost neutralized. Requesting additional fire support.]

[Overlord, this is Bravo-6, requesting artillery support on enemy infantry battalion including one Battle Mage, bearing two-zero-two, distance one-niner, grid Apple-Freddy-seven-Orange.]

Kitty ordered chemical rounds to be fired for all incoming fire support requests.

She figured there was no need to cling to humanity anymore, since they had already disregarded all morally agreed upon norms and implicit rules.

Not long after, the indifferent radio transmitted the sound of mischievous gas being released, followed by the faint screams of asthma patients that sounded like distant roosters crowing.

In the command and control room, Kitty found great satisfaction in these horrifying screams coming through the radio, considering them a very reliable indicator of victory.

This would have been impossible if she hadn't learned what to ignore in her personal exploration of the abyss of death—knowledge imparted by her so-called parents from her previous life and by Gnosis.

"Mama~ Ooooh~."

Motherless Kitty suddenly broke into a meaningless song. She noticed the screams coming through the radio were gradually diminishing.

Kitty knew well that she had crossed a boundary. That's why her aorta refused to transmit the sorrow and pain of the asthma sufferers to her heart.

Ignoring those eerie sensations of no longer being the same, Kitty felt herself one step closer to perfect victory.

That's when it happened. A seizure, fainting, or an old convulsion! As everything gradually fell apart, a wireless telegraph appeared before Kitty's eyes.

Kitty picked up the telegraph to head toward Bell Park's final destination. Her heartbeat had already stopped, but the sound of her tapping the telegraph was more frantic than any heartbeat.

Tap- tap-tap- tap-tap- Kitty sent an encrypted message to an abandoned factory in the capital.

The radio waves shot from Kitty's hands flew unhesitatingly toward the capital, events unfolded, and she finally crossed completely over the line she had drawn within herself.

A refreshing sensation spread throughout her body as if her diaphragm were melting away. Here, my god died prematurely. A free human neither needs a god nor finds the premise of worship appropriate.

But was I ever free? A question posed. I seek to discover how much I've savored the nature that clings to me.

Thus, I shall glimpse a beauty no one has yet seen. I shall shout words no one has yet shouted. I shall attempt what no one has yet attempted. I shall do what no one has done.

And when everything is finished, I will satisfy my childish palate with golden cookies that taste half of meat and half of dust, and about the colors of the capital where the artificial sun I created rises, shining brilliantly like a seraph with six wings.

I would even gladly talk about the gray, if desired.

I will surely rejoice. Your footsteps at the door, happy family, everything's going well, dad.
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In the utterly silent basement of an abandoned factory.

We were deep in thought over a chess board with a wager at stake.

My pale and gloomy chess opponent rubbed his head or cheek with a troubled expression after seeing my formidable bishop deliver a powerful blow.

"Ah shit, the London System."

My only chess opponent and fellow civil service worker continued to stare intensely at the protruding bishop while cursing.

I said nothing about his rude behavior.

Why? Because while the London System isn't exactly taboo, it's certainly deserving of such profanity.

If I were to compare it to something like "top-laning" in the chess world, readers would nod their heads while scratching with psoriatic nails, just like my chess opponent who was struggling to find any significant violation in the game progression.

"Hehe, just hand over the cigarettes quietly."

"Fuck off."

My foul-mouthed chess opponent continued to stare at his pieces with wide eyes, breathing heavily, and after about thirty minutes of contemplation, he inevitably made a self-defeating move.

"Haha, I'll enjoy these cigarettes."

"Hey, let's play again."

"No way, you're terrible at this."

Ignoring my friend with his raised triangular eyebrows, I took all the cigarettes neatly placed on the side table.

This pitiful friend, now deprived of his cigarettes, put his last remaining one in his mouth while speaking in a depressed, lonely, and infinitely pessimistic voice.

"Sigh... damn you... you take the communications duty today."

"Hehe, sure thing."

Perhaps because I had easily seized a valuable prize, I was feeling unusually generous today and slowly got up to fulfill my colleague's request.

"Hey... I just had a thought."

"What is it?"

"That telegraph... what if it actually rings?"

"What do you mean? We'd have to set fire to the factory as per our mission."

"And then?"

"Then? We'd need to get as far away as possible, and run like hell."

My colleague displayed an annoyed question mark on his face, as if my question was foolish. I should add that he seemed incredulous.

And since I wasn't expecting a proper answer anyway, I said nothing more and quietly entered the room with the telegraph.

In the room where wall candles cast a monotonous light on a shabby desk and telegraph, I put out my cigarette and stared at the solitary device.

"...what if it really rings?"

Feeling a vague sense of anxiety, I subtly pulled my chair back to maintain physical distance from the telegraph, despite this not being my first time in the room.

Because for some reason, I instinctively felt that if I were ever to cross a line, it would probably be when the telegraph vibrated.

Everyone has some fateful object like this. For some, it might be a landscape that keeps catching their eye; in my case, it's this telegraph. These are things the gods carefully selected to trigger special events for humans. That's why I always felt uneasy when coming here.

...Anyway, while waiting for the boring communications duty to end, I occasionally cleaned my glasses, pulled out faded newspaper articles, and drank a tasteless cup of coffee.

Before I knew it, time had passed, and once again, the telegraph remained silent.

I left the room with a sense of relief. Today was just like yesterday, an ordinary day... or so I thought.

[... -.- -.-- -.- .. -. --. --..-- / ... -.- -.-- -.- .. -. --. / -.. --- / -. --- - / .- -. ... .-- . .-.]

Like a character in a pulp novel, the god of devices suddenly visited me.
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If you go east along Grode Street from 14th Street, where the Imperial Parliament building stands, for about half a mile, you'll come to quiet alleys and intersections where ambiguous middle-class people who skirt mainstream society and poor artists live together.

This was a hidden gem known only to those in the know. Every two blocks, you could find illustrated newspapers drawn by poor artists trying to survive another day, glass eyes made by an aging glassblower for his elderly wife, and secondhand bookstores.

"Mom~ Look at this! It's so amazing!"

"Be careful not to fall!"

My daughter fluttered away with butterfly-like movements. Then she curiously touched items laid out on a street vendor's display.

I called out, slightly startled.

"Lizzy! I told you not to act on your own!"

The candle drip tray maker with a large, hunched, chimpanzee-like physique didn't seem to mind the child's rudeness, and instead of getting angry, he gently patted her head.

I had been anxious about how he might react, but seeing this, I shuffled forward.

"I apologize for my daughter's rudeness. Lizzy! You should apologize too."

"I'm sowwy."

"Ho ho... It's quite alright. Your daughter is very cute."

The candle drip tray maker waved to Lizzy with a rather benevolent smile. Lizzy responded by raising her free hand without changing her posture.

Then I took out my wallet from my pocket.

Though I didn't particularly need a candle drip tray, it was a typically middle-class action—preferring to show some goodwill and make a clean break rather than letting the conversation awkwardly drag on.

The candle drip tray maker happily accepted the money I offered.

"Thank you."

"Not at all. Well, we should... By the way, who are those people?"

I asked, pointing to people dressed in yellow clothes bustling through the alleys.

"Those people? They're firefighters. You can't see it well from here, but I heard there's a fire at some abandoned factory near the Parliament a few blocks away."

"Oh my... that's terrible."

"Indeed it is. I hope there won't be much damage."

While the candle drip tray maker watched the direction the firefighters were running with concerned eyes, I grabbed my daughter's hand and walked in the opposite direction.

Although the fire was unfortunate, as tourists who were just visiting briefly, it was none of our concern————————-

Ch.135 - Apocalypse.
[0-500m zone, 20+ psi, instant death for all buildings and humans within radius]

The epicenter, a derelict factory loaded with 4,000 tons of ammonium nitrate, was completely obliterated, leaving behind a crater 300 meters in diameter.

It wasn't just the building that vanished completely.

The final sight for firefighters desperately spraying water on the burning factory and civilians watching nearby was a dark red burning wall, like headlights approaching from afar, expanding into a growing star.

The Imperial Assembly near the factory didn't escape unscathed either.

The high nobles of the Empire, attending the assembly as usual, had their bodies torn apart by the high-temperature, high-pressure gas generated by the ammonium nitrate explosion. Those fortunate enough to be merely buried under debris still had virtually zero chance of survival.

Most of the capital's high nobility vanished in a single hour.

[500m-2km zone, 5-20 psi, 325 acres completely flattened]

1,640 wooden houses were completely destroyed, wiping out entire city blocks within the radius, while 12,000 buildings were partially destroyed or suffered critical damage with collapsed roofs.

The narrow streets and densely packed housing maximized the echo effect, making it impossible to estimate casualties accurately as even those not directly caught in the explosion suffered injuries from collapsing walls, flying glass shards, and falling debris.

Most of the city's infrastructure, including the market, cathedral, academy, and factories, lost functionality. The Prora River, which ran through the center of the capital, changed course toward residential areas, causing mass displacement and outbreaks of waterborne diseases like cholera.

[2km-4km zone, 1-5 psi, significant structural damage, accounting for 60-70% of deaths]

The 3.5-4.0 magnitude tremors caused by the ammonium nitrate explosion collapsed additional weak wooden structures.

The subsequent high-temperature, high-pressure NO2 rushed through narrow streets, destroying all windows, roofs, and exterior walls within the radius. Flying glass fragments and wooden debris caused severe secondary damage.

Initial fires broke out as lamps and stoves toppled over due to the explosion's heat exceeding 3,000°C and the resulting vibrations.

The flames leaped across the capital's characteristically narrow streets, forming a firestorm. Due to dry weather and ember-carrying debris, the uncontrollable fire consumed four-fifths of the city.

Most citizens, relying on carts and wells except in a few districts, were essentially helpless against the blaze.

The simultaneously occurring fires burned for four full days, completely incinerating 80% of the urban area.

Hundreds of thousands became homeless.

Starvation and homelessness spread due to loss of food and shelter.

The economy became meaningless.

Looting and chaos born of panic consumed the city.

Humans had become inappropriately accustomed to the great miracle of urban convenience, complex systems and norms, and the voluntary codes of conduct created by the collective.

Humans accepted this miracle far too simply. They accepted the moral fence that contained their inner barbarism with habitual attitudes, without a moment of self-reflection.

So now, when the moral fence collapsed in an instant.

Now that the savagery suppressed over generations, from hunter to imperial citizen, from cave-dweller to civilized human, had been unleashed.

It was only natural, in a way, that unprepared humans would revert the carefully refined history to nothing.

"Hey Jack... what was 'to die' in Troll language again?"

My large, slow troll friend, passionate about nothing except poetry, met a beautiful and romantic end at the hands of looters who had decided foreigners were the cause of the disaster.
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About four days after the shockwave from the capital created gentle ripples on the lake at the edge of Bell Park.

The Imperial Guard and some battle mages who had tenaciously survived four days of chlorine gas bombardment and continued their resistance surrendered to Bell Park immediately after learning of the catastrophe in the Empire and the evaporation of all leadership.

Surprisingly, Kitty accepted their surrender.

Of course, there was a strategic aspect of reducing unnecessary combat in a time-attack situation where they needed to secure the capital as quickly as possible before other nations invaded the chaotic Empire or other warlords and nobles established a new order, but...

On the other hand, Kitty, being a soldier herself, fully empathized with their situation and showed them the utmost humanitarian consideration. During this process, some of the Imperial Guard and all battle mages defected to Bell Park.

Having dealt with the problem of the Imperial Guard, Kitty contacted the Kingdom of Rus, which shared a border with the Empire, asking them to prevent invasions from other countries.

The Kingdom of Rus gladly accepted Kitty's request.

While Bell Park's envoys had exerted influence within the kingdom, after receiving reports on the Empire's situation, they concluded it would bring more harm than benefit.



Thus, all the seeds that had been sown were now blooming.

Preparations were complete. Kitty sent all available trucks loaded with large quantities of canned goods she had stockpiled (unsold) and various relief supplies including sulfa drugs.

The trucks carried elite armed security forces, Duke Leandro, and towed artillery.

The powerful trucks raced toward the setting sun, leaving long trails of dust behind them.

[So that means they can carry people as well as cargo. For example, they could rapidly deploy large forces to areas without rail lines.]


-Imperial Guard Commander Rowen Sterling, from Chapter 126, watching trucks belonging to the Oppenheimer Express-
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After setting fire to the abandoned factory and fleeing as far to the outskirts as possible, I arrived at a house that remained intact, untouched by the disaster's reach.

As the youngest member of Alpha Group and responsible for wrapping up this operation, I fidgeted with a K7 pistol with its magazine attached while standing in front of the entrance steps.

Dressed like any decent Imperial citizen in a shirt and baggy pants with bulging back pockets, and a loose coat, I stuffed the pistol into the leather holster under my armpit to keep it hidden, then knocked on the front door with a bent index finger.

A moment of silence followed. A silence that seemed to mock and be wary of me.

I knocked again. After waiting patiently, a small, stocky black-haired man appeared at the entrance, showing only his profile as he gripped the doorknob tightly.

"...Who are you?"

A familiar face. The station master. Though bald with what little hair remained disheveled, I recognized him immediately.

"Sir! It's me, Gary!"

I answered obsequiously. The station master recognized me and looked pleased. His disheveled mustache twitched.

"Gary... Gary...? Oh my! I momentarily forgot my brother's voice!"

Scratching his plump, reddish cheeks audibly, the station master fell into thought briefly before revealing his dead gums in a smile as the front door swung open like something from a medieval fairy tale.

"You're alive! Damn, forgive my rudeness. There have been so many looters targeting my intact house since the explosion."

"Of course, of course. I completely understand."

Fearful that looters might barge in even at this moment, the station master kept looking around nervously and pulled me, who had been standing awkwardly at the entrance, into the house.

Once inside, we quietly closed the door and walked through a spacious but unsightly corridor into the adjoining reception room.

Seeing several used glasses seemingly growing from the carpet, it was clear the station master was somewhat intoxicated, if not completely drunk.

That meant he was already in my grasp. I could enjoy this moment a little.

I plopped down on a leather sofa in the corner of the reception room and said:

"Phew... Sir, what on earth is happening?"

"I wonder the same, brother. I've never seen such an explosion in my life. If it's not the doomsday they talked about in tabloids, there's no explanation for it."

The station master wore a somewhat gloomy expression as he sat in the chair opposite me and drank frantically.

I looked around. If I filtered out the noise from the drunk in front of me, the house was eerily quiet. I fingered the pistol under my coat, which was eagerly awaiting its romantic moment.

"*Cough*... So, why did you suddenly come looking for me, brother?"

"Me? Nothing special, just thought of a new business opportunity."

"Business? In this chaos?"

"Of course! What's business anyway? When everyone stops, taking even one step forward becomes an opportunity."

The station master laughed incredulously at my statement.

"Expressing such a tragic accident that way makes it sound trivial... Well, this business... let's hear it."

"It's simple, sir. The capital needs to be rebuilt, doesn't it? In a pile of ashes where everything has collapsed, distribution is most important. Food, materials... someone needs to manage and control these things."

"Hmm, that's true, but... what does that have to do with business?"

"How is it not related, sir? The railways may not be functioning now, but later it'll be different, won't it? All kinds of cargo pouring into the capital... it would be nice if there were someone who could efficiently move goods that are difficult to handle."

"Ah, I see. So that's what you meant... Indeed, smuggling is a lucrative business in any era... Is that why you came to me?"

"Hmm... unfortunately not. I'm here simply to correct a mistake. Really... who would have known that fertilizer would explode like that."

"...What?"

"Hmm? What's wrong?"

"What exploded?"

"Ah, I see. You didn't know. That fertilizer you passed to me. Turns out it was ammonium nitrate? Something like that, anyway."

The station master's faint smile, which had been playing along with me to some extent, crumbled. I continued chattering regardless.

"Apparently, that 'nitrate' part means it's an explosive substance. Not knowing that, I just piled it up in the abandoned factory, and it all exploded at once. Can you imagine how devastated I felt?"

"What nonsense are you babbling... Enough, enough! I need stability right now! So get out of my house immediately. Out of respect for our past relationship, I won't report you."

"Come on, sir... What did I say earlier? I came to correct a 'mistake.'"

I cunningly and chatty kept talking while keeping my gaze fixed on the station master, slowly drawing the body-warmed pistol from inside my coat.

"Would you prefer to die standing or sitting?"
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"That's a very nice pistol. How much would you sell it for?" Those were the station master's last words.

The station master, now transformed into a large stuffed doll with holes around his lungs and heart, was laid to rest in his own basement.

Catching my breath, I sat in the chair where the station master had been sitting and roughly wiped the blood from my hands.

Then I went upstairs, hid an invaluably precious envelope in the station master's desk, and left the house.

Hmm? What was in the precious envelope? Nothing special.

Just documents under a slightly distorted spell that would "prove" the person who secretly purchased fertilizer through the station master was actually from the Assembly faction... essentially, evidence that would mark them as the starting point of the disaster.

Ch.136 - Cooking To Your Taste.
Power never allows a vacuum.

This is a statement that even bumbling anarchists who spend all day meditating in their ivory towers would reluctantly agree with.

For this reason, the first destination of the convoy of trucks that departed from Bell Park heading westward was not the capital.

Dozens of trucks with thick steel plates and two machine guns mounted on either side, along with security forces leading with towed artillery—all born from Kitty's idea—approached the imperial military commanders who had been observing the situation from the outskirts.

"W-w-who, who... who are you!"

"It's been a while, General Spencer. You look terrible."

Accompanied by elite security forces armed with K2 rifles, Leandro maintained a calm yet somewhat arrogant demeanor as he greeted the imperial commander who had rushed out in panic.

"D-Duke? Is that really you, Duke Leandro? Where have you been all this time... No, more importantly, what is going on here?"

"There's no time for explanations now. I'm not the only one moving toward a new order."

Leandro extended his hand to the bewildered general. Having faced many difficulties from the sudden catastrophe, the general immediately understood what Leandro's gesture meant.

Mercy? That could be one interpretation. If mass slaughter had been the goal from the beginning, they wouldn't have approached with dialogue.

However, like most generals throughout human history, General Spencer was a scholar before he was a soldier.

So he clearly recognized that in this chaos, someone seeking to establish a new order would see existing power figures like himself as obstacles to be removed.

Thus, General Spencer could easily discern that he was not included in the new order Leandro spoke of.

The general alternated his gaze between the trucks making strange humming sounds and the rumored machine guns aimed at him from atop them.

Reluctantly, he took Leandro's hand.

"Spare my soldiers."

"I promise. Follow this soldier here. Everything should be over in about five years. Take a good rest abroad until then. When it's all over, I'll gladly welcome you back."

"Thank you, Duke."

General Spencer disappeared somewhere with the imposing security soldier, and the imperial troops who had been clutching their weapons in the distance instinctively understood the situation and disarmed themselves.
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Thus, Leandro and his security forces spent some time roaming the outskirts, urging surrender from the remaining imperial forces that still maintained some strength.

Perhaps because the first button was fastened well? Most commanders who heard of General Spencer's case chose to join the new order, hoping for Leandro's mercy.

"The only person who can command me is the Queen! Get out of here, traitors!"

Of course, there were exceptions. Whatever their courage was based on, if they rejected the new order, we had no choice but to teach them a bitter lesson.

"Fire!"

Following the fire control officer's signal, the pre-positioned towed artillery simultaneously spewed flames. The empire's outdated army, trained only in tight formations, collapsed after just a few high-explosive shells.

The imperial army's rigid formations, which had never broken for a century, were utterly shattered before this incomprehensible, overwhelming force.

There was only one fate for an army whose formation had collapsed. Witnessing their commanders being blown to pieces before their eyes, the soldiers threw down their weapons in terror and fled.

But no matter how talented they were at running, they couldn't outrun the trucks.

The mobile machine gun positions, moving faster than carriages, crossed the battlefield and turned every moving life form into a mess of unpleasant secretions.

The battle that began at 2 PM ended at 2:10 PM. This conflict, which would later be recorded as the Ten-Minute War, brought enormous benefits to the security forces.

Rumors spread. The security forces' overwhelming power, combined with their great magnanimity and cruelty, induced voluntary surrender from the remaining imperial forces along their advance route.

Having easily taken control of the military, the security forces became much closer to the capital in terms of both time and space. With all kinds of relief supplies, Leandro and his security forces entered the capital as saviors returning to resolve this catastrophe.

Leandro established himself in the Imperial Museum, which had maintained its relatively intact form in place of the vanished imperial palace, and began distributing relief supplies including canned food, clean water, and sulfa drugs.

In the destroyed city, their appearance seemed like divine intervention. Citizens who received armfuls of relief supplies suddenly burst into tears and sobbed.

The rest of the security forces, except for Leandro and some members, quickly stabilized the capital's public order by setting up checkpoints at key locations and summarily executing looters.

Unlike the police who were floundering after losing their chain of command, they demonstrated efficiency on a different level, providing citizens with the most primal value: safety.

The hearts of the capital's citizens, who had been trembling with hunger and fear, showed enthusiastic support for Leandro, who provided actual salvation and order.
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The rest of the story is somewhat monotonous and dull. My knowledgeable readers can immediately guess what actions Kitty took afterward.

First, Kitty continued to maintain support heading to the capital, helping Leandro win over the empire's public sentiment.

So it was only natural that Leandro, once a promising imperial candidate and the only surviving legitimate heir of the imperial family, ascended to the throne with overwhelming public support.

The next target of Emperor Kitty... no, Emperor Leandro was the nobility. However, since it would seem strange for the emperor to directly purge the aristocracy, he began actively using public opinion.

The method was... as always, presenting "documents" obtained from some house in the outskirts, blaming the catastrophe on nobles who had diverted fertilizer from Bell Park and carelessly abandoned it. Public officials, as they always did, transformed flimsy suspicions into irrefutable evidence.

This allowed public opinion to accept the emperor's shocking announcement without criticism or doubt.

What happened next was all too predictable.

The emperor's blatant targeting turned the once-distant nobility into immediate objects of burning rage for the angry public, with a sense of "you've been caught."

However, this didn't immediately lead to people storming and burning noble houses. The class differences that had dominated the public's mindset for a century created psychological resistance.

But the intentional anger steadily eroded the ideology that had permanently suppressed violent impulses, and eventually, incidents broke out.

It began when someone, who can only be described as a citizen due to conflicting testimonies, threw a stone at a noble passing by on the street.

"You bastards!"

"Hey! Are you crazy? They're still nobles..."

Onlookers tried to restrain him, eyeing the security forces who were patrolling with enhanced police powers to maintain order.

But then something quite interesting happened.

"They're not stopping it...?"

Whether the struck noble was having a mild seizure or raging furiously, the security forces showed no reaction.

Instead, they quietly left the scene, implicitly suggesting they condoned such actions by citizens.

Then something remarkable began to happen.

The misconception stemming from security's tacit approval influenced others.

This suggestion, originating from individual misconceptions, spread instantly, and what was once a vague conjecture quickly became a repeated affirmation that infected everyone.

The citizens' misconception infiltrated the realm of understanding, paralyzing critical thinking, and soon became the starting point for confirmation bias.

Having gained the conviction that security would not punish harm done to nobles, citizens became unstoppable.

"Waaah!!! Kill the seeds of catastrophe!!! Capture the nobles!!!"

The capital's citizens finally directed their anger toward the nobility. In a state of extreme emotional excess, citizens roamed in mobs, indiscriminately capturing surviving nobles and their associates.

No one was spared. Whether it was the nobles themselves, their wives, concubines, children, or servants—anyone associated with nobility was captured and gathered in the square.

And then they killed them all. Whether by hanging and beating, stoning, or dragging out guillotines that had somehow survived in the museum—they killed them in various ways.

Thus, Emperor Leandro eliminated all existing power structures without getting a drop of blood on his hands.

With no more interference, the emperor dissolved the existing parliament that had caused imperial chaos and declared the Imperial Reconstruction Committee, centered around himself, as the new supreme deliberative body.

And quite predictably, the core committee positions were filled with figures from Bell Park, appointed as advisors.

Ch.137 - National Power-Level Frontier Village. (End)
The beach stretching between the cabin at the entrance of the walking trail and the granite rock at its end was unusually crowded today.

People seated on the sandy beach were alleviating their boredom in their own ways.

Some adults struggled to tune their portable radios brought from home, while the energetic children of Bell Park ran around the rhythmically undulating waves, giggling as they went.

And in the front row of seats, Kitty, who had folded a newspaper into a triangular hat on her head, repeatedly glanced between her wristwatch and the blue sky while rocking her woolen slippers that barely clung to her toes.

"Hmm... the time..."

Kitty appeared quite anxious. As the number of spectators who yawned with wide-open mouths increased, Kitty's fingernails grew progressively shorter.

"Don't bite your nails, dear."

"...You seem to be really emphasizing manners these days."

"Of course. As a father, I should correct such habits in my daughter..."

"Father? Not 'honey'?"

Kitty cut off Arthur's nagging with a devilish smirk, deliberately stroking her slightly more pronounced lower abdomen as if showing it off.

"Ahem... what I meant was..."

Arthur's face turned redder than any summer day as he immediately grasped Kitty's intention.

"Pfft... I understand."

Having counterattacked with a suggestive joke, Kitty stroked Arthur's thigh back and forth with her soft, flawless palm while looking up at him with provocative, brazen, and overflowing affectionate eyes.

Then, sitting up straight, she brought her lips—as red as a recently sucked candy—to Arthur's ear as he rambled incoherently, and whispered softly:

"...You beast."

"...!"

Arthur, wearing thin pants, hurriedly hunched forward.

He became painfully aware of Kitty sitting beside him as her intensified scent, escaping from the corner of her mouth, provocatively caressed his other self.

"Pfahaha! Why are you suddenly like this? Stomachache?"

Kitty burst into laughter at her own joke, teasing Arthur in his predicament.

This certainly wasn't the first time she had stroked his thigh, leaned in close, and cast a net of playful whispers, but the consistent reaction from her victim made it impossible for the amused Kitty to stop.

"Ugh... that's enough."

Arthur squirmed and snapped at her to stop.

Kitty responded with a soft "hmm" and concluded her teasing by flicking the suddenly risen pillar between his legs with her slender finger, feeling its elasticity.

With that, Kitty turned away from the suddenly gaunt Arthur and checked her wristwatch again. They had well exceeded the scheduled time.

Something had clearly gone wrong. She wondered if she should try using the radio. What a disaster. Of all days, to have such a mistake happen...

"Ah, Boss! Here you are!"

While pondering how to resolve the situation, Kitty turned her head toward a familiar buttery accent.

It was Tesla. Kitty took the glass he offered and spoke to him.

"Hmm? You must be tired after returning yesterday, yet you still came? It feels like it's been ages since I saw you?"

"It's been five years since we last met, so yes, it has been a while..."

Tesla's expression showed slight disappointment.

...Five years already? Realizing her mistake, Kitty quickly changed the subject with her characteristically glib voice.

"Ahaha, right, of course... So how was the Empire? Come closer and tell me all about it, Mr. Imperial Reconstruction Committee Advisor."

"The Empire? The first year was such chaos that there's not much to say, and I didn't really start working effectively until about two years in."

"So what did you do?"

"What is there to say? Just laid infrastructure like crazy..."

"For five years? Nothing else?"

"Damn it, yes. What else was there to do there? But I'm surprised—how is it that your height hasn't changed at all in five years?"

"Ugh... forget it, you! Boring bastard..."

Kitty, who had somehow acquired a cigarette between her lips, exhaled smoke while shaking her head, and Tesla wore an expression of utter disbelief.

"What did you expect from someone as proper and scholarly as me? For that kind of story, rather than me, there's... ah, there he is. Hey! Over here!"

Looking around, Tesla spotted Hassan and his assistant crouching on the beach and waved his hand vigorously to call them over.

At Tesla's call, Hassan and his assistant looked around before spotting Kitty and Tesla, then slowly walked over.

"Yo boss, long time no see."

"It's been a while, Boss... Has it been five years?"

"Good to see you again. But why are you two together?"

Kitty tilted her head. It was a natural question given the unexpected combination.

"Ah~ Well, you see..."

Tesla raised his index finger as scholars typically do before explaining something, but...

"Hey! Shut the fuck up!"

"Ugh... T-Tesla sir... We'll explain later..."

The suspicious pair covered Tesla's mouth with suspicious voices.

"What's wrong with these guys? Are you going to hide it forever? Boss, don't be surprised, but these two..."

"You son of...!"

As Tesla ignored the assistant's desperate plea and was about to open his mouth, Hassan rushed over and grabbed him by the throat.

"Gack! Okay! I won't say anything!"

"Tsk, you should have done that from the start..."

Only after Tesla promised with gestures to keep the secret did Hassan release his grip on Tesla's throat.

Watching this, Kitty vaguely realized what Tesla was trying to say and simply smiled softly.

Hmm... Of course, it's a highly unexpected combination... but I understand. Spending five years together in a capital that's practically in ruins, such things can happen. Yes, indeed.

So instead of prying into their relationship, Kitty quietly supported them in her heart.

.

.

.

After a short while, the flow of conversation somehow shifted to business matters. It was a natural progression with Bell Park's key figures gathered.

With Tesla, Hassan, and the assistant seated before her, Kitty exhaled smoke-filled breath and opened the discussion.

"How far has the capital reconstruction project progressed?"

"Well... At this rate, I think it will take at least three more years."

"Three years? That's quite an ambiguous timeframe."

"If you hadn't secured resource development rights and monopoly rights for key industries, it would have taken even longer."

"Really? How's the group's expansion going?"

"The expansion situation is quite encouraging. The group has stably entered most industrial sectors in the Empire, and we've completely overhauled the technical standards to Bell Park's methods. The Empire can't function without us now."

"Hey, you should also say how we got rid of steam engines in the Empire."

"Ah... right, they can't use steam engines anymore. To be precise, we eliminated the budget for related technology development on the grounds of inefficiency. There aren't any factories left anyway, but... it's like extinguishing the remaining embers."

"And now the advisor has obtained the authority to access the Empire's top-secret information, hehe..."

"My honey... ahem, that's the result of my assistant's hard work. Give credit."

"Honey? You're confessing now. Why did you choke me to hide it then?"

"Shut up."

"Tsk... Anyway, there's a lot to talk about regarding the Imperial Army. Hmm, where should I start..."

"Wouldn't it be better if I, the expert, explained that?"

"?"

The people gathered around Kitty all turned their heads toward the voice without needing to confer with each other.

Their gaze fell upon a man and woman—the Civil Defense Captain and the Nun—walking toward Kitty while swinging their clasped hands together.

Kitty looked at the two with utter disbelief. Her pupils darted around, unable to find their bearings from the shock.

"What on earth is this...?"

"That's how it turned out."

"That's how it turned out."

In response to Kitty's question, the Civil Defense Captain pulled the Nun closer to him by her waist, while the Nun, with reddened cheeks poorly concealed, transformed into a dreamy girl.

"W-what? Since when did you two...? More importantly, aren't nuns forbidden from marrying?"

"My goodness... You must be so shocked to bring up church doctrine from over 200 years ago during the Union era... Or were you actually a radical fundamentalist all along, Governor?"

"Eh? Fundamentalist? Um... no, you two look good together."

Kitty, not being an expert on such delicate religious matters, simply kept her mouth shut.

Come to think of it, couldn't Anglican nuns marry? Kitty vaguely assumed our nun must be the same and moved on.

Well, anyway, it seemed time to wrap up the romance talk.

Having received many shocks in a short time, Kitty vigorously shook her head a couple of times to regain her somewhat loosened mental state.

The Civil Defense Captain observed Kitty carefully and admirably swiftly brought the conversation back on track.

"Well, returning to the main point, the Imperial Army reorganization process is going incredibly smoothly. I've personally selected pro-Bell Park officers to fill vacant positions, and I've arranged the supply system so that we can intervene as much as possible from our side."

"Was there any resistance? The military tends to be extremely conservative in any country."

"Of course there was. But before I could step in, the Emperor himself labeled them as reconstruction obstructionists or corrupt forces and went about chopping off heads left and right."

"Liandro is doing a good job. But it seems like the most important story hasn't been told yet..."

"Oh, that? Don't worry, the Emperor himself has agreed to announce it via broadcast."

"Announce what?"

"What did he say?"

"T-the Emperor himself...? What could it be...?"

"Harold? Are you still hiding something from me?"

"My, aren't you all impatient? It's nothing special. To summarize, Bell Park, which provided decisive help in resolving all these disasters..."

"Hey! It's here!"

"Wow, that was fast!"

"They say it's made of mithril, right?"

The Civil Defense Captain's words were drowned out by the murmurs of the crowd gathered on the beach.

By a strange coincidence, the conversation was interrupted, but in the pause between lines, everyone needed to catch their breath.

So Kitty, Hassan, the assistant, the Nun, the Civil Defense Captain, Tesla, and Arthur momentarily stopped talking and looked up at the blue sky that the Bell Park citizens were pointing at.

"Ah, there it is."

Kitty saw it.

She saw it in the blue sky.

A clear imprint on this long story.

The true vision of a star revealing itself, coming over from the peak of Mount Checheri far away.

"Wow! It's an airship! An airship!"

"Dummy! That's an airplane! My mom told me so!"

"Who cares what it's called! W-wow, it's so fast!~~"

Nameless children waved their hands at the prop plane crossing the blue sky.

And from a radio brought by some nameless adult, miraculously tuned to the exact frequency, a man's voice flowed:

[...and therefore, we bestow special autonomous territory status to Bell Park, which provided decisive help, and officially declare an alliance relationship.]

Indeed, it was a pioneer settlement with national power.
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