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I became an extra girl in an academy story.

While I was at it, I helped a child who would have originally become a villain.

And then this kid confessed to me....

(The cover is Seraphim Eugene drawn with Web UI. There are no domestic copyrights, and commercial use is permitted. I take responsibility in case of any issues.)


Ch.0 - Prologue
One day, I was reincarnated into a world called "Arcana, the Prestigious Hero Academy."

Not as the protagonist, heroine, or even a supporting character, but as a nameless extra who was never mentioned in the original story—a girl named "Eugene Frey."

In a world where the Awakened must become "heroes," one must maintain a safe distance from danger to survive.

I absolutely, absolutely did not want to get caught up in the main story's crises.

"Hello?"

But...

"...Who are you?"
"I'm Eugene Frey. You're Kyle, right? Kyle Lester."

I couldn't ignore this child who, at the tender age of 12, was left alone in the world with lifeless eyes.

"Nice to meet you! I want to be your friend!"

Even if his misfortune was a necessary part of "Arcana, the Prestigious Hero Academy."

"...You'll be ostracized too."
"Let them. I wasn't planning to be friends with those kinds of people anyway."

Why should I care about a world where someone must be unhappy for others to be happy?

"So let's be friends."

I'll help this child.

I'll make sure he never becomes a villain.

If I do that, nothing will happen.

I believed that without a doubt.

Until exactly four years later, when this child confessed his feelings to me.

Ch.1 - Chapter 1: I Got Confessed To
It was just like any other day on the way home from school.

"Ah, soon we'll be enrolling in Arcana too. Forcing Awakened ones to enroll is a bit much, don't you think?"
"If they didn't, hardly anyone would choose to become a hero. Besides, once your mandatory service period ends, you're free to choose your next path."
"That's just like being used as a soldier. Well, at least they say we won't have to live in military barracks."

It was my last day as a third-year middle school student in my second life.

This time as a girl rather than a boy, though by now I didn't mind wearing skirts at all.

I still couldn't get used to the breezy feeling between my legs, so I wore pants whenever I wasn't in my school uniform.

"Still, high-ranking heroes get treated well, so let's work hard."
"Hmm, are you still aiming for S-rank?"

I glanced at Kyle, who was making such model student remarks, and smirked as I replied.

The darkness he had shown four years ago when he was a 12-year-old kid was nowhere to be found now.

It was impossible to imagine that this boy would become the protagonist's rival and arch-enemy villain in the "original story."

Of course, a lot had happened to get to this point.

"I'm not particularly hung up on rank. But I want to be the best I can be."
"Heh, our Kyle is so admirable! It feels like just yesterday you were crying because you hated being Awakened."
"T-that's in the past. More importantly, you should work hard too."
"Me? Well, I'm thinking of just doing the bare minimum."
"But you get good grades in Hero Studies."
"That's different from actually working as a hero."

I was an Awakened one too.

But honestly, I had no intention of jumping into the kind of epic battles that the original protagonist and other characters had fought.

So I wanted to keep a safe distance from dangerous situations.

Though I wasn't sure if that would be possible in a world full of dangers and facing the risk of destruction.

"I'm just going to do what I can manage."
"...Arcana also has a ranking system like heroes. Classes are divided according to talent and grades."
"I'm sure they are. You'll definitely be in Class A."

Kyle was strong.

Though he was mocked for having no talent when he was young, he had consistently trained his abilities and had become so strong that it was hard to believe he hadn't even entered the academy yet.

He was somewhat strong in the original story too, but he might have become even stronger now. He would definitely be called a genius.

I wasn't sure if he would be stronger than the protagonist, but he would have no problem getting into Class A.

"I want to be in the same class as you."
"Heh, with me? When you get to the academy, you'll surely become a popular star. Would someone like me even register in your eyes anymore?"

For some reason, he looked serious, so I teased him a bit and giggled. Walking home with a friend while joking around was so peaceful.

"That's not possible. I only have you."
"Yeah, yeah. I really lucked out with a friend like you. Having a future S-rank hero as my friend—isn't that the best?"

In reality, he would indeed become S-rank.

Though he was supposed to become a villain.

But not anymore, I think.

He still seemed awkward with social relationships since he didn't seem to have any friends besides me, but once he entered the academy, he would naturally make friends and wouldn't be like that anymore.

He would probably follow the elite path smoothly and grow up splendidly.

That means one less terrifying villain and one more powerful hero in the world.

Wouldn't that naturally make the world safer?

Perhaps the world would blandly reach a "happy ending."

The protagonist's growth through rivalry? What do I care about that?

"I'm still your friend... huh."
"Of course. Are you saying we're not friends anymore? Well, that would be a bit disappointing."

Why didn't I ignore him back then?

I'm sure I had various reasons at first.

Maybe it was out of some half-baked sympathy.

Maybe it was my own inferiority complex that made me do it.

Perhaps it wasn't for a good reason at all, but because I expected some future reward.

But now he was definitely a "friend." A friend I wanted to cherish if possible.

"...Yujin."
"What is it?"

Kyle called out to me.

I naturally turned to look at him.

I looked up at his handsome face.

It was an intensely serious expression I had never seen before.

"I like you."
"Huh? Oh... yeah. I like you too. We're friends...."
"That's not what I mean! I... I like you as a woman."

When I heard those words, I felt like I'd been hit in the head with a hammer.

In that quiet alley, with no one around but Kyle and me, he continued with an anguished look.

"So I don't want to be apart from you. I don't need anything else."
"Ah, that's...."
"But I'll become someone who's not lacking for you. I can make any effort necessary for that. So... so...."

My heart was beating so loudly I could hear it.

Why? I was a man inside. I should be disgusted by a confession from another man.

Strangely, my face felt hot as my heart raced, and I didn't know where to look.

"Be my girlfriend."

At his final words, my brain seemed to malfunction, and I couldn't think rationally.

"S-sorry!"

So I just ran away.

* * *

When I say I ran away, I didn't actually go far.

I just came home and was now hugging a teddy bear on my bed.

These fluffy stuffed animals were gifts my father had bought me for each birthday. They now filled up one side of my bed.

Even though it had been six years since I became "Yujin Frey," I still felt varying degrees of resistance to girly things, but I was grateful for my father's love for his child—no, his daughter.

And right now, I was even more grateful than usual.

Hugging this stuffed animal was surprisingly calming.

"Sigh... why did he do that?"

Why did Kyle confess to me like that?

And conversely, why did I run away like that?

I couldn't understand either of those things.

I had spent four years hanging out with Kyle, but I never dreamed he thought of me that way.

Why would he...?

Actually, if I was curious, I could call him right now and ask.

Even without doing that, Kyle kept calling me. Not just calls, but texts too, asking "Are you okay?"

I was worried. Even though I ran away, Kyle hadn't done anything wrong, and I felt like I was needlessly making him worry.

But I couldn't find the courage to contact him.

"...Looking back, there might have been signs."

Fiddling with my phone before putting it on my pillow and hugging the stuffed animal, I thought about the past, and there were some suspicious incidents now that I thought about it.

For instance, after Kyle's gloomy personality had brightened somewhat, I occasionally caught him glancing at me and blushing slightly.

How happy he was when I invited him over after school or told him he could contact me.

When kids started teasing me for hanging out with Kyle, he got furiously angry and even got into a fistfight—thinking about it now, that might have been a sign too.

But all those incidents happened before we turned 16.

Even though I only lived to 22 in my previous life, those seemed like things that extremely young kids would do.

It was unreasonable to think those were signs of romantic feelings.

"B-but that incident recently might have been different..."

Of course, there were definitely times when I was oblivious.

By the time we became third-year middle schoolers, Kyle had grown up to become truly handsome, and he was popular among the girls.

Good-looking, smart, and above all, a promising Awakened one.

He couldn't help but be popular, and naturally, there were girls who wanted to confess to him.

One of them even asked me to help her confess.

At that time, I agreed to help.

She was pretty and from a good family, so I thought it wouldn't be bad if she and Kyle got together.

I told Kyle that I had something to tell him and asked him to come to the back of the school.

Thinking about it now, when he heard that, Kyle's face turned as red as a carrot being asked to become relatives.

And when Kyle received the confession from that girl behind the school, he looked extremely disappointed.

He seemed to sulk for a few days after that, but I didn't know why at the time.

"How stupid of me, not to notice something like that."

I could make excuses—that he was a kid, or that Kyle was just a friend, or that I was originally a man being confessed to by another man.

But I couldn't deny that I was generally clumsy when it came to relationships.

Well, I couldn't have dated anyone in my previous life either. Even though I retired early, I was an idol, so I had fans, but dating was a scandal for idols, so romantic feelings were unknown territory for me.

"Wait, isn't that the same for Kyle?"

Even with my previous life, I'm awkward with romantic feelings.

But wouldn't Kyle, who didn't have a previous life, be even more awkward? He's probably even more inexperienced.

Maybe this romantic feeling itself is something very hasty born from that awkwardness.

"That kid, honestly, he doesn't have anyone he could call a friend besides me..."

Although his personality had brightened considerably compared to before, his peer relationships weren't great right now.

Many people around him had mocked him by comparing him to his dead parents, so it wasn't strange that he would hate them.

Naturally, he developed a loner tendency, and he rejected that confession from before and ignored all the other girls who showed interest in him.

The only person he didn't keep at a distance was me. Coincidentally, me—someone who was a man inside but a girl on the outside.

I wondered if that might be why he developed a premature attraction to me.

Well, if that's the case, the answer is obvious.

I just need to set him up with a better girl.

"When we get to Arcana, there will be girls much prettier than me."

Even as an extra, I was decently pretty for a non-harem academy story, but I would clearly be no match for the female leads and supporting characters we would meet at Arcana.

Kyle would probably stop caring about someone like me once he met them.

He might even consider his confession to me as an embarrassing memory. Thinking that far, I found myself smiling bitterly. I felt somewhat disappointed, but it seemed like the best outcome.

It's the best option—not hurting him, letting him confess, and still remaining friends.

So, time will solve everything.

With that thought, I texted him back: "I'm fine. See you at the academy entrance ceremony."

Ch.2 - Chapter 2: That Man's Circumstances / Academy Entrance Ceremony
To twelve-year-old Kyle Lester, the world was an object of hatred.

When he was seven, his parents, who had been famous heroes, died fighting against monsters to protect people.

People praised their sacrifice as noble, but that didn't bring Kyle's parents back to life.

Rather, their sacrifice was quickly forgotten, and all people remembered was their expectation that someone else would appear to protect them again.

And that expectation soon twisted into something vile.

"Is that the child? Karin and James's son..."
"Yes, that's him."
"But he doesn't seem to have much talent. Compared to those two..."
"Well, they say the apple sometimes falls far from the tree."

Those who initially praised him as the son of heroes soon began to whisper when they saw Kyle's lackluster performance.

They claimed they weren't pointing fingers openly, but even seven-year-old Kyle could hear their not-so-subtle remarks meant for him to hear.

If adults behaved this way, imagine how the children who followed their example acted.

"Just because your mom and dad were famous doesn't mean you can act all high and mighty!"
"Don't get cocky just because you're an Awakened! Everyone knows you're worthless!"
"That kid doesn't have parents, you know?"

Bullying without reason.
Those who weren't Awakened isolated him out of inferiority, while fellow Awakened ones bullied and ostracized him out of jealousy for his famous parents.

Such hypocrisy from adults and immature torment from children continued for five years, enough to darken the heart of the human being named Kyle Lester.

Had things remained that way, Kyle would have frozen in vengeance and hatred.

But there was one person who approached the lonely boy with genuine sincerity.

"Nice to meet you! I want to be your friend!"

Eugene Frey.

A girl who suddenly approached him when he was secretly crying alone at the middle school entrance ceremony.

At first, he was wary of her sudden desire to be friends.

Having already tasted the bitterness of the world, Kyle thought she might be trying to deceive him or mock and ridicule him.

Or even if she genuinely sympathized with him, young Kyle closed his heart, thinking she would soon turn hostile if she became ostracized along with him.

"Hello again today! Did you eat breakfast?"
"...No, I didn't."
"Kids who don't eat breakfast don't grow tall! Here, I bought bread just in case! Eat up."
"You don't have to do this anymore."
"Huh? Why not?"

But no matter how much Kyle ignored her, kept his distance, or closed his heart.

That sun-like girl kept approaching him relentlessly.

One day, two days, ten days, before he knew it, a month had passed, then a year, and she was always by his side whenever they met, or even going out of her way to meet him.

"You're getting bullied because of me."

Even young Kyle knew that what she was doing brought her more harm than good.

By the time he was twelve, the fame of Kyle's deceased parents had already faded. There was no benefit to be gained from befriending him because of that.

Instead, Eugene was often ostracized along with him by the same mischievous kids. Adults were either indifferent to such incidents or allowed them to happen out of twisted feelings.

"Geez, what does that matter? Stop fussing and just eat your bread."

Yet she never stopped.

She tried even harder to become friends with him. Because she kept knocking on the frozen walls of Kyle's heart without rest, those walls eventually had to crumble and the door had to open.

Four years had passed since he got to know her.

Just as ice melts under the sun and flowers and trees grow, Kyle grew straight and upright.

Something he couldn't have dreamed of when he felt abandoned by the world.

That's why Eugene was more than just a friend to Kyle.

She was his benefactor and someone he admired.

But at some point, he had developed another feeling.

"...Eugene."

The feeling of liking her as a person of the opposite sex.

He wasn't sure when these feelings had begun.

Somehow, whenever he saw her, his heart would race and his face would flush. Sometimes it was so hard to hide that he had to use his ability.

Such feelings accelerated and deepened the more time he spent with her, and the more Eugene matured as she grew, until at some point it became like a burning fever.

So he finally confessed impulsively.

All his plans to confess at the perfect moment, which he had practiced or imagined hundreds of times, came to nothing. And worse, the result was disastrous. Eugene ran away as if frightened.

"Was it a mistake?"

No, it might not have been a mistake but arrogance.

Kyle coldly evaluated himself, acknowledging that he had somewhat thought that Eugene might accept his confession now.

After all, he had grown tall and handsome, receiving many compliments from others.

People who used to look down on him no longer dared to treat him carelessly.

In the past, even if he had some talent, people could belittle him by comparing him to his deceased parents, but now things were dramatically different.

Instead, people now approached him with feigned goodwill, and he had received many confessions. Eugene had even played matchmaker for him once.

Perhaps he had been hasty and impatient.

He had thought that Eugene might have feelings for him too.

But seeing her unprecedented reaction today, Kyle felt a bone-deep regret.

Despite knowing her for four years, it was laughable that he had thought her true feelings were like others'.

He had misjudged the girl who had shown him the most sincere friendship.

"No, maybe that's why I was more impatient."

Sadly, the sincere friendship Eugene showed was all the more painful because it was genuine.

She didn't see him as more than a friend. While Eugene became an increasingly significant presence to Kyle as time passed, to Eugene, Kyle seemed little different from when he was twelve.

That was both gratifying and deeply painful. How could he make her see him as a man?

Kyle lay on his bed, pondering this question with no answer in sight.

Just then, a message arrived from Eugene, who hadn't replied until now.

[Eugene: Were you surprised when I suddenly ran away earlier? I'm fine, so don't worry. Let's just forget about what happened today. You were probably just nervous because of the academy entrance. Let's forget everything and meet again on the entrance ceremony day.]

"..."

Reading Eugene's message, Kyle first felt relief.

She hadn't accepted his confession, but it wasn't a "complete rejection" either. Typical of her, Eugene simply understood him.

Or perhaps she was just avoiding giving an answer. But that was enough. This confession had been clumsily executed by Kyle.

"But I'm not giving up."

He failed this time.

But someday, he wanted her recognition.

As a friend who was also a man and a lover.

He wanted to become someone who could promise her a future. So he was determined to make her fall for him someday.

Kyle, a boy in love, made this pledge over and over again.

* * *

The day of entrance to Arcana, which I wasn't particularly looking forward to, had arrived.

Having grown up in South Korea, when I heard "academy," I easily imagined a high school, but Arcana's exterior looked like a typical prestigious Western university with tradition.

Of course, all the students wore flashy uniforms that looked like they came straight out of a light novel, and the teaching style was closer to high school than university, but that's just the standard for academy stories, right?

"This outfit flutters too much. Who designed these uniforms like this?"

But isn't the skirt a bit too short? Well, this is a quasi-modern fantasy world, not Korea, so there's no rule that uniforms have to be Korean-style.

"I heard a famous designer made them."
"Well, I won't argue that they're pretty, but it's a bit much for me to wear."

I grumbled to Kyle when we met again at the academy. Despite what had happened last time, we acted as if nothing had occurred and remained as friendly as always.

After introducing him to my parents who came for the entrance ceremony, we were chatting before the official ceremony began.

"It suits you well. Your parents said so too."
"Well, Dad always loves seeing me in clothes like these..."
"...True, you usually wear pants more often."

I can't help it, right? Even though I don't mind skirts anymore, pants are still more comfortable.

But I couldn't tell Kyle that.

"So now it's the magic measurement? This entrance ceremony doesn't feel like a typical one."

You'd expect a boring speech from the principal or a freshman pledge at a normal entrance ceremony, but those are hard to find here.

They just have you complete individual entrance procedures, assign you a number for the magic measurement queue, and then let you explore the academy with your family on your own.

In a positive sense, it feels like they don't care about formalities? Well, I don't think the original novel described such things either.

"Yeah, I'm first in Group E."
"I'm the last one. After the measurement, we're free to go home, so you don't need to wait for me."
"I'll wait anyway. I don't have anywhere else to go..."
"Oh, it looks like they're starting. Hurry up and go!"

The supervisors announced that the measurements would begin soon. Though it's called an "entrance ceremony," this magic measurement is actually today's main event.

The class assignments are determined by this measurement. They say they only check the grade of magic power and the characteristics of abilities, but that's enough to gauge a student's talent, so those with outstanding abilities are assigned to elite classes like Class A.

Unfair for an educational institution? Unfortunately, equality can't be applied to education that creates heroes.

"Oh, are you the black sheep of the famous Lester family?"
"I don't particularly like being called that."
"Ah, my apologies. Then please enter the measurement room to begin. Note that the measurement process is public for transparency."

After a brief exchange with the supervisor, Kyle entered the measurement room made of reinforced glass. Inside, besides the measuring device, there were sandbags and specially reinforced dummies to assist with the measurement.

There, he would demonstrate his ability, and his magic grade would be measured automatically. Besides the grade, this method also revealed what kind of abilities the student could display.

Once inside, Kyle immediately unleashed his ability.

Soon, the measurement room was filled with a whitish cold air.

One of Kyle's abilities, instant freezing. An ability inherited from his mother.

But that wasn't all.

-FWAAAASH!
-CRACK!

The measurement dummy froze instantly and then shattered as if exploding.

Psychokinesis, or telekinesis.

An ability inherited from his father.

Kyle could use both abilities.

Normally, Awakened ones can only use one innate ability, or if they use more than one, the secondary abilities are acquired through training rather than natural awakening.

But there are those born with the natural talent for two main abilities, and such people are called Dual Skill users.

'In the original work, Kyle wasn't called a Dual Skill user.'

In the original, his freezing ability was excellent, but his telekinesis wasn't very strong at the time of academy entrance.

But not now. Kyle displayed power that astonished all the current and former hero instructors.

That mechanical dummy was supposed to be nearly impossible to destroy, yet he broke it effortlessly.

"Tsk, measurement result... Grade S."

The result was, of course, Grade S. Both by the measuring device's value and the supervisors' discussion, it was undisputedly Grade S.

'An expected result, but still.'

Having watched Kyle all this time, I knew this would happen. Seeing how well that struggling 12-year-old had grown made me feel somewhat proud.

I was thinking of patting him on the back for a job well done when he returned.

"Huh?"

At that moment, I couldn't help but pause when I saw the person who appeared after Kyle.

"Your name is... Jung Ji-hoo, correct?"
"Yes. *yawn*..."
"...Quite a laid-back fellow, aren't you?"
"I'm just ordinary."
"Well, never mind that, let's begin."

While everyone was still amazed by Kyle's power, there was a man with a languid impression who kept yawning, showing neither enthusiasm nor interest.

At first glance, he looked like a truly ordinary Asian boy, but—

SLASH!

"Ah, no...!"

A talent monster who could cut through the specially reinforced dummy with a single stroke.

"Am I done?"
"Uh, yes... Who exactly are you? How can you have such ability..."
"This level is just ordinary for me."

...Yet he constantly claimed to be ordinary, a habitual humble-bragger.

It was Jung Ji-hoo, the protagonist of "Arcana: The Prestigious Hero Academy."

"Anyway, that was impressive. You're Grade S too. This year's class seems to have many talented individuals."

In the original work, Kyle would become jealous after seeing this display.

Remembering this, I tensely watched Kyle as he walked toward me.

Ch.3 - Chapter 3: First Meeting with Alice
"Hey, Kyle. What do you think about that guy?"
"Huh? The one who just got measured?"
"Yeah...."
"I don't think anything special about him?"
"Oh, um... Really? Are you sure?"
"Yeah. Just that he's impressive, I guess? He's S-class like me...."

Contrary to what I expected, Kyle wasn't showing any of the reactions he had in the original story.

I tried to see if he was just pretending, but there wasn't the slightest hint of that.

I guess he's grown differently from the original story. Seeing him not consumed by inferiority made me feel proud.

"....But why are you suddenly asking about him?"
"Just curious. Since he's the same class as you."
"...."

I brushed it off casually and patted Kyle's back lightly as a gesture of approval.

Though Kyle clearly had no idea what I was talking about.

"Are you interested in him because he's the same class as you?"
"Huh? No, it's not like that. But don't you think it's surprising? He looks so ordinary on the outside, yet he's that skilled."

Of course, I know that Jung Ji-hoo is the protagonist, and that his birth and talent are anything but ordinary.

But to those who don't know, it's different.

That would be the same for Kyle too.

So even if it's not the same inferiority complex as in the original story, I hope he at least feels some competitive spirit toward the protagonist.

That would be more positive for Kyle's growth.

....But thinking this far makes me feel like I've completely turned into a mother.

"Despite appearances, he must be the son of the Sword Saint."
"Huh? Who are you... Oh."

But instead of Kyle, someone who suddenly joined in answered my comment.

When I turned toward the voice, there stood a girl with fiery red hair and red eyes.

I immediately recognized the beauty who instinctively stimulated my aesthetic sense.

"Excuse me, I'm Alice. Alice Crawford. The eldest daughter of the Crawford family."
"I thought so."
"Pardon? What do you mean?"
"Oh, nothing. I just had that feeling. When I saw your red hair."
"Ah, you have a good eye."

I covered up using my knowledge of the original story, but even without that, I recognized Alice because she was a character from the original work.

One of the heroines, in fact.

As is typical in light novel harem stories, there are many heroines who flock to Jung Ji-hoo, but Alice was one I particularly remembered.

Well, because she was the one Kyle showed interest in in the original story.

In other words, because of Alice, Kyle came to see Ji-hoo as a rival and developed an even greater inferiority complex.

Thinking about that made me feel a bit displeased.

"I was originally interested in the person next to you, but now I'm curious about you too. What's your name?"
"....Yujin. Yujin Frey."
"Nice to meet you. May I call you Yujin?"
"I don't mind. But did you say you're interested in Kyle?"

When the Alice from the original story said she was interested in Kyle, I instinctively felt wary.

Rationally, there was no reason to feel that way.

In fact, I even thought it might be good to let them get together in this world.

But in the original story, she eventually ignored Kyle's feelings and became Ji-hoo's woman.

So I was a bit anxious that she might hurt Kyle in this world too.

"So your name is Kyle? I heard from my butler that you're from the Lester family, but I didn't know your name."
"What do you want from me? And I'm not really part of that family. I just use the Lester surname."

As the conversation with Alice continued, Kyle stepped in directly.

But I didn't sense any particular goodwill in Kyle's attitude toward Alice.

I'm pretty sure in the original story, there was a description of his heart racing when he first saw her....

"I don't have any particular reason. I was just impressed by the measurement earlier. And of course, you're S-class."
"The guy we just saw was also S-class."
"That's true. Hehe, but I find myself more interested in you than him."
"Interested?"

Kyle looked confused, but I kind of understood.

Honestly... if I were a woman comparing Kyle and Ji-hoo, I'd probably be more interested in Kyle too.

Ji-hoo is good-looking as a protagonist, but that casual, apathetic attitude of his is honestly a bit of a turn-off.

He's only passable because of his protagonist status; otherwise, he'd be no different from a hopeless loser.

In contrast, Kyle was a handsome guy who seemed to exude pheromones with every breath.

As a woman, it's only natural to be more drawn to Kyle.

"It's only natural to be interested in what's more pleasing to the eye, isn't it?"
"I don't understand what you mean. You're talking as if I'm some ornamental flower."
"Oh my, I'm sorry if I offended you. I meant it as a compliment. Anyway, it seems it's my turn to be measured, so I'll be back shortly. See you."

True to her noble lady heroine type, Alice departed with a dignified farewell.

She spoke as if she'd be coming back, which was a bit disconcerting.

We just met today and aren't particularly close....

"What a strange woman."
"Hahaha.... But she doesn't seem bad. She's pretty and seems interested in you. Kyle, what do you think? Does your heart race when you see her?"
"Of course not. Not for someone I just met today. Besides, I...."
"Besides?"
"....Nothing, it's nothing."

Kyle was avoiding my gaze for some reason.

Hmm, does he still not have feelings for Alice?

It seems that unlike the original story, Kyle's self-esteem has improved, so there's no "love at first sight" situation.

That's not necessarily a bad thing. It's better to build a friendship slowly and grow closer, or even selfishly, it's better if the other person falls for you first, rather than having a one-sided crush.

While I was thinking this, Alice had begun her measurement.

Alice's ability is pyrokinesis, the power to create fire.

Befitting a heroine, it's quite powerful, and she burned the test dummy black.

But she couldn't completely melt or destroy it.

The fact that the dummy was just charred but intact meant she wasn't S-class.

As I knew, her rank was A-class, just below S-class.

"I did my best, but I still need more training. A-class... I wish I could have been S-class."

...But as soon as she finished her measurement, she came right back to Kyle and me as if it were the most natural thing.

Feeling a bit awkward, but honestly not disliking the idea of becoming friends with a pretty girl, I responded in a friendly manner.

"A-class is still a high rank, isn't it?"
"But if I were S-class, I could stand proudly in front of Kyle."
"You really care about Kyle, don't you?"
"Hehe, of course. The best deserves the best. Kyle is definitely the best man for me. I can tell."
"You're not even hiding it...."
"I'm always straightforward. That's why I won't lose to you either."
"Huh? Me? Why me?"

I tilted my head in confusion as she suddenly expressed some kind of rivalry with me.

But before I could get an answer from Alice, Kyle spoke up.

"Yujin, it's your turn for measurement."
"Oh, already the last one? I'll be right back."

I probably won't even make A-class.

Maybe being in the same class as Kyle is too much to hope for... No, thinking about that reminds me of his confession again.

I lightly slapped my cheeks, trying to forget that memory as I approached the supervisor next to the measurement room.

"Yujin Frey?"
"Yes, um, I believe we were supposed to inform the supervisor beforehand if our ability is non-combat or support-type?"
"Ah, is that so? Are you perhaps a healing ability user?"
"No, not that. At least not yet. It's just that my ability is a bit ambiguous. Neither combat nor support...."
"That can happen. Too bad, healing ability users are rare and could receive preferential treatment. Anyway, go into the measurement room and demonstrate your ability. You don't have to attack the dummy. Non-combat or support-type ability users can also be evaluated based on mana measurement values and the supervisor's assessment."

After listening to the supervisor's explanation, I entered the measurement room.

The room, made of reinforced glass, was in surprisingly good condition considering how many students had used their abilities there.

From the outside, one might expect it to be cold or smell of burning from Kyle's and Alice's abilities, but there was nothing like that.

[Measurement Start]

While I was lost in thought, the announcement to begin came through the speaker.

I cleared my throat slightly to activate my ability.

Ah─ Ahh-

Then I vocalized as if singing.

It seemed like I was just making ordinary sounds, but psychic energy was contained in those sound waves.

I wasn't singing any particular lyrics, but a rather beautiful voice spread throughout the room.

I'm not sure if the measurement room is soundproof, but if anyone heard this sound, they would feel better.

That was my ability. The power to infuse sound with psychic energy, to uplift people's hearts.

It's not an overwhelmingly strong ability.

It's hard to expect combat power from this alone.

But as someone who was an idol in my previous life, I liked this ability.

Because I could produce beautiful sounds, comfort people, or excite them.

Because it reminded me of the happiest moments of my previous life.

Feeling a nostalgic longing I couldn't forget, I finished my short song.

"Phew...."

After completing the measurement, I caught my breath slightly and went outside.

"Excuse me, I'm done. What's my rank?"
"Oh, um.... Well, that was more impressive than it looked?"
"It wasn't anything special."
"No, listening to it made me feel... warm inside. Plus, your mana measurement was higher than expected. Because of that, there was some debate among the supervisors."

The supervisor smiled with satisfaction and said:

"Your rank is A-class. I hope you'll continue to show good performance at the academy."

A-class....

Hearing my rank, my heart fluttered slightly.

I didn't expect to receive such a high rank. I'd never been measured like this before.

But if I'm A-class, I'll definitely... be in the same class as Kyle.

I thought it wouldn't be possible, but realizing we'd be in the same class made me... honestly happy.

I won't be physically separated from Kyle....

No, no. This makes it sound like I have strange feelings for Kyle.

I shook my head slightly and headed to where Kyle was waiting.

"Good, from now on, you and I are rivals."
"Whatever you say."

But there, Kyle and Ji-hoo were glaring at each other, exchanging meaningful words.

Ch.4 - Chapter 4: Establishing a Rivalry
When Eugene had left for her measurement, Kyle found himself deep in thought.

As he had told her, Kyle wanted to be in the same class as Eugene at the Academy.

However, honestly, he questioned whether her abilities would be classified as S-rank like his own.

To Kyle, Eugene's abilities were more impressive than anything else, but the perspectives of others and the examiners might differ.

Of course, even if she wasn't S-rank, if she were A-rank, or even B-rank, she would still be classified in the top tier, and they could end up in the same class.

But what troubled him was that Eugene didn't seem particularly desperate about it.

It wasn't that he felt hurt by this or anything.

At first, he had confessed to her impulsively out of anxiety, but that hastiness had led to the previous incident.

So now he wanted to take his time developing his relationship with Eugene.

However, he was anxious for different reasons about not being in the same class and spending more time apart from her.

'What if she gets close to another boy... what if they start dating...'

Eugene might be oblivious to her own charm, but Kyle knew she was attractive. There would definitely be boys interested in her.

That's why he wanted to be by her side to guard her, but he couldn't do that if they were in different classes.

Moreover, Eugene and he were still just "friends."

If someone were to approach Eugene during this time, Kyle couldn't bear the thought.

"Hey you, are you Kyle Lester?"

While deep in these worries, someone approached Kyle.

The person calling him was none other than Jung Ji-hoo.

"Hello? I'm Jung Ji-hoo. I was measured right after you. And I'm also S-rank. You saw that, right?"
"...I did see that, but what do you want from me?"

Since Alice had also approached him out of nowhere earlier, Kyle responded somewhat coolly but without much agitation to Ji-hoo's sudden approach.

"People have been talking a lot about you. I was curious what kind of person you are. I wanted to see if you're as impressive as everyone says."
"So, what's your impression?"

A languid attitude that could be described as nonchalant.

Ji-hoo's impression with such an attitude was honestly not good to Kyle.

The sudden visit and his statement that "others say Kyle is impressive" created an unnecessary prejudice.

Whatever the reason, it meant he came because he was bothered by others praising Kyle.

"Well, you look pretty ordinary to me."
"Then you can think that way."
"Oh, you're so cool. Well, what I did in the measurement room was just me being ordinary anyway."

Hearing that, Kyle thought, 'So what? I didn't ask,' but he didn't bother saying it out loud.

He simply evaluated Ji-hoo as "someone I don't want to get close to."

What had been just a guess before was now confirmed by Ji-hoo's last statement.

This guy pretends not to care but is actually very concerned about others' evaluations and harbors jealousy.

Kyle had seen such petty people since childhood and had suffered from their groundless envy and jealousy. Now he didn't want to associate with such people.

The fact that he wasn't openly showing his dislike was already a result of Kyle's considerable patience.

"Hm? Where's that singing coming from... Ah, from the measurement room..."

At that moment, Eugene had begun her measurement.

A beautiful melody echoed throughout the auditorium.

That sound, which seemed to resonate with one's soul, was very familiar to Kyle.

'She used to let me hear that song often before.'

Even by his own admission, during a time when his personality was much darker than now.

Eugene would often sing songs infused with psychic power when they spent time together.

Even without her ability, her songs were beautiful on their own, but when she sang with psychic power, it felt like it melted the knots in Kyle's heart.

Listening to those songs, Kyle's frozen heart would warm up, allowing him to forget his hatred for the world.

Moreover, it seemed like he performed better at everything—whether studying or training his abilities—when he heard her songs. Kyle suspected it might be a buff from her supportive ability.

'Maybe Eugene could receive an A-rank or higher after all.'

Not just Kyle, but everyone else was also captivated by Eugene's song, staring at the measurement room where she was.

Some were in awe, others wore expressions of enchantment. Perhaps some, like Kyle himself, suspected her song provided a powerful buff.

Kyle frowned slightly, feeling a bit bitter that her song, which had essentially been his alone, was now being heard by others.

"Wow, I like that girl. Maybe I should ask her out on a date. I wonder if she'd say yes if I asked her to be my girlfriend?"

Just then, Kyle heard an irritating comment he couldn't ignore.

The person who said it was none other than Jung Ji-hoo.

"Don't do that."
"Huh?"
"Don't say such things to Eugene."
"Oh? That girl? So her name is Eugene? But why are you getting involved?"
"...I'm Eugene's friend."
"Friend?"

Ji-hoo's eyes narrowed upon hearing Kyle's words.

Noticing that Kyle, who had been indifferent to his words until now, was visibly agitated, Ji-hoo smiled cunningly and said:

"Friend, not boyfriend, right? Then it's not your business, is it?"
"I won't allow anyone to approach Eugene with impure intentions."
"Hmph, I just want to get to know her. If anything, you interfering like this seems more suspicious."
"You've got some nerve. Who in the world asks someone on a date just to 'get to know them'?"
"That's normal for me. I'm quite popular with girls, you know? And she doesn't seem like she'd mind either."

Hearing Ji-hoo's words, Kyle couldn't help but despise his nauseating self-love.

Of course, if it were someone else's business, he wouldn't have cared whether this arrogant guy lived his life deceiving himself.

But he couldn't tolerate this guy showing interest in Eugene.

Actually, he wouldn't like anyone showing interest in her.

"That's just your delusion."
"Is it really? Usually, girls are desperate to date me."
"They just don't know your pathetic true nature."
"...What? Pathetic?"
"Judging by how you came to me because you were bothered by others' evaluations, your level is obvious. You seem to enjoy being praised by others and think it's natural, but it's a mistake to think everyone likes you."

When Kyle bluntly pointed out what he had clearly felt even from their brief encounter, it was Ji-hoo's turn to stiffen.

It must have hit a nerve, as he couldn't hide his anger.

"You're quite arrogant."
"You were arrogant first."
"Fine, from now on, you and I are rivals."
"Whatever you want."

Kyle and Ji-hoo were now openly showing hostility and confronting each other.

As they glared at each other:

"Kyle, what's going on?"

Eugene, having finished her measurement, returned to Kyle.

She wasn't alone; she seemed to have met Alice on the way and came with her.

"Oh, Mr. Ji-hoo is here too?"
"Oh, who are you?"
"I'm Alice, the eldest daughter of the Crawford family. Your father and my father know each other. It's quite a coincidence to meet the son of such a person here."
"Nice to meet you. I look forward to our future interactions. But more importantly..."

Ji-hoo glanced at Eugene.

"You're Eugene, right? I saw your measurement just now. It was impressive."
"It wasn't that impressive."
"No, it really was. Your song cleared my mind. It definitely felt like receiving a buff, and no buff can affect so many people so easily."

Though his words contained truth, his flattery had an obvious intention. Kyle wanted to say something, but he lacked justification at the moment. Despite finding Ji-hoo distasteful, he was merely complimenting Eugene right now.

But as expected, he soon revealed his true colors.

"Thanks for the compliment. Even if it's a buff, it doesn't do much besides making people feel good."
"That alone is impressive. So, I was wondering if I could get to know you better."
"What?"
"Do you have time? I'd like to go on a date nearby and chat more."

Smiling the refreshing smile he usually used to charm girls, Ji-hoo was confident that Eugene wouldn't easily reject his advances.

Of course, she might initially decline to play hard to get, but girls usually secretly like it. Even if she rejected him, confirming such a reaction would be enough for now, he thought.

Kyle, watching from the side, was about to intervene, but Eugene spoke first.

And with an expression full of disgust.

"No."
"...Huh?"
"It's not that I don't have time, I just don't want to make time for you. Now that the entrance ceremony is over, I'm planning to go home with Kyle."
"R-really? Then next time..."
"Not next time either... It's a bit awkward to say, but asking someone on a date right after meeting them... even I can tell that's not right. Maybe some people would like that, but I don't."
"...I see."

Ji-hoo was momentarily stunned, as if hit on the head with a hammer, by Eugene's dry, desert-like attitude.

The words Eugene said were similar to what other girls had said before. But even those girls secretly liked being approached by a guy like him, leaving room for him to try again.

But with Eugene, there was none of that.

Though not explicitly shown in her expression, the perceptive Ji-hoo noticed that she found him "creepy."

Why? Honestly, Ji-hoo, who believed he didn't lack in looks, family background, or future prospects, had never been so overtly rejected when approaching a girl.

Because of this, he couldn't easily recover from the shock.

"Well, since we're both Academy students, let's just be moderately friendly. With you and with Kyle too. Take care?"
"...Alright."
"Let's go, Kyle."

Eugene said this and left the place as if escaping. Even Kyle was somewhat taken aback, as he had never seen her reject someone so coldly. It was chilling to think he might have been rejected this harshly when he confessed.

Of course, for Eugene, it was an action born out of physiological disgust, fearing she might become just another female conquest for this harem protagonist wannabe, but to others, it literally looked like she had cleanly ignored Ji-hoo.

"My, to be rejected so harshly, it's a bit pitiful. If it were me, I'd be willing to have at least a cup of tea with you."
"...No, it's fine. Right now, my heart is a bit... broken..."

Even when Alice, who had been watching from the side, subtly made such a suggestion, Ji-hoo, still in shock, declined a date with a girl he wouldn't have refused under normal circumstances.

Ch.5 - Chapter 5: After the Entrance Ceremony / First Day of School
To be honest, "Arcana: The Elite Hero Academy" wasn't exactly a literary masterpiece.

That might sound harsh, but it was difficult to escape the criticism of being just another power fantasy light novel where an overpowered protagonist builds his harem.

Frankly speaking, if someone called it trashy fiction, there wouldn't be much room for defense.

Of course, I didn't particularly mind that aspect, which is why I read the novel in the first place.

But now, having become an extra character in that very novel, what I experienced today was something I couldn't help but find repulsive.

"He's absolutely disgusting. How can someone be so sleazy and unlikable?"

Walking home from the academy with Kyle, I grumbled about being hit on by Jung Ji-hoo earlier.

"You really disliked him that much?"
"Yeah. Who would like someone who comes on so strong like 'Hey, I'm totally into girls'? No matter how decent his face is, he's just annoying."

Of course, the real reason I disliked it more was because I was actually a man, so I had an allergic reaction to another man asking me out.

As if that wasn't enough, seeing his annoying behavior made me dislike him even more, especially knowing he was the protagonist with plot armor who had girls falling all over him.

"Um, I'm not like him."
"Huh? Of course you're not. You're much more mature than he is, Kyle. You'll probably be popular with girls too, but please don't become like him, okay?"

As if the handsome Kyle would ever become like Jung Ji-hoo, but I wanted to warn him in advance not to go down that path.

Ji-hoo might be popular with girls because of his protagonist privileges, but normally guys like him are just annoying.

Well, I've seen a few playboys who lived for their own vanity as idols, but that's more about being popular as celebrities—regular people who act that way are just off-putting.

I hope Kyle never becomes that kind of person. Of course, it's entirely his choice, but it would be such a waste for someone so charming and handsome to turn out that way.

"Of course not. I only have eyes for one person."
"Haha, whoever dates you will be truly happy."
"..."

As we walked along chatting casually, I naturally began looking around. The area around the academy had always been full of various shops, especially restaurants.

Current students and new enrollees were gathered in groups with family or friends, eating at restaurants or walking while snacking on something they'd bought.

Seeing this, I glanced at Kyle.

Without a family, I wondered if Kyle felt lonely seeing such scenes... Come to think of it, he had seemed a bit melancholic for a while now.

"Kyle, want to buy something to eat on the way? My mom gave me some pocket money to spend with you."

Thanks to Kyle, I'd received some spending money, and I was planning to do something together with him. My mother and father had come with us to the entrance ceremony, but they sent us home alone, telling me to keep Kyle company.

Though not their own child, they cherished Kyle as if he were, and Kyle was very fond of my parents too. Of course, sending us off alone today was probably just an excuse for them to spend some time together.

"Ah, I'm fine. I don't want you to spend your money..."
"No, I received it specifically to spend with you, so it would be embezzlement(?) not to use it properly. Come on, let's go."

Hehe, I won't take no for an answer.

I muttered that to myself as I took Kyle's hand and walked toward the shopping area.

From a distance, I hadn't thought much of it, but true to its light novel origins, there were many Japanese-style snacks available.

Actually, this world is a pseudo-modern setting with no specific countries like Korea or Japan, so various cultures are completely mixed together.

"What would you like to eat?"
"Anything you want is fine with me."
"Oh! Then I'll really choose what I want?"

How dare you say "anything"! You've brought this disaster upon yourself, Kyle!

"Then let's get crepes over there. I've been wanting to try them."

A snack that appears constantly in light novels.

In animations, they always look so delicious when characters eat them, but I've heard from people who've actually tried them that they're not that great... probably not suited to a man's palate.

Still, I wanted to try one. Despite everything, my body is female now, right? How would I know if my taste has changed?

"Excuse me, two crepes please!"
"Yes, customer. Oh my, a couple from the academy!"
"Eh? We did just enroll today, but we're not like that."

I'm not sure if she was an employee or the owner, but she was a female clerk who greeted us with a bright smile and friendly banter.

"Hmm, the young man seems a bit disappointed... Anyway, what flavors would you like? We have chocolate, strawberry, vanilla, and many others."
"Hmm... I'll take strawberry. Kyle, what about you?"

Feeling a bit guilty about forcing crepes on him, I let him choose his own flavor... though that's just common courtesy.

"Anything is fine..."
"There you go again. You know, that won't make you popular with girls."
"...I don't need to be popular with other girls."
"Come on, don't take what I said earlier so seriously. Anyway, pick something you like. Being able to express what you want is important."
"Then chocolate..."

Kyle sometimes seemed too passive, perhaps a habit from when he used to be more closed off.

At times like these, a little push helps him follow along. He's much better now than before.

"I've never seen such a sweet couple before. I'll make them extra large for you, hoho."
"Ah, thank you."

I smiled in response to the clerk's kind words. A moment later, Kyle and I were heading home with crepes that were indeed quite generous in size.

"It's my first time trying this, but it's not bad."

It's a bit too sweet, but maybe my taste has changed because it's not terrible. I've heard that girls like sweet things—I wonder if that's actually true?

"How about you, Kyle? Is it too sweet for you? Should I have bought something else?"
"No, anything you buy for me is fine."
"Hehe, you don't need to be so sweet, you know?"

It's fine since it's me, but if he talked like that to other girls, they might misunderstand.

Of course, Kyle wouldn't have meant it that way. That's just how he is. Such a naturally sweet guy.

Maybe if Kyle really tried, he could be an even bigger playboy than Jung Ji-hoo? The thought crossed my mind briefly.

"Yujin, wait a moment."
"Hmm?"
"You have something on your face."

Suddenly, Kyle leaned in and wiped some cream from the corner of my mouth with his hand. When Kyle's hand touched my face, my heart inexplicably raced.

"Th-thanks. Your hand got dirty though... Ah!"

But then Kyle looked at the cream on his thumb for a moment before lightly licking it off.

"Sweet..."
"Hey, don't do embarrassing things like that... Don't do that with other people."
"...I won't."
"Give me your hand, I'll wipe it with my handkerchief."

Seeming a bit embarrassed himself, Kyle obediently offered his hand, which I wiped with my handkerchief.

While doing so, I realized how much Kyle's hands had grown. When we first met at 12, we were both just kids.

"By the way, we'll end up in the same class after all. I didn't expect to get an A-rank. But honestly, I'm a bit worried. I'm not sure if I can do well in the advanced class."
"You'll do just fine."
"Hearing you say that gives me a bit of courage. Anyway, see you tomorrow, Kyle."

After taking the subway home, Kyle and I parted ways. We could have spent more time together, but decided to say goodbye early since tomorrow would be our first official day of school.

Back home, I realized we had finally reached the starting point of the original story, and I found myself lost in various thoughts.

While I had some concerns, an extra like me probably wouldn't need to get directly involved, right?

That's probably the case.

So, I should just focus on what I can do.

Even as I came to that conclusion, for some reason, the memory of Kyle wiping the corner of my mouth kept coming back to me, making me shake my head repeatedly.

Before I knew it, the next day had arrived.

* * *

When I first met Kyle, around 6th grade in elementary school and throughout middle school, we were in the same class.

Of course, middle school didn't separate students by academic performance, so we were briefly in different classes during 2nd year.

During that time, we met during breaks and spent more time together after school.

At first, Kyle was gloomy about being separated from his only friend, but he got used to it later.

Of course, I was teased a bit more for frequently meeting Kyle despite being in different classes, but I didn't care, so it didn't matter.

Anyway, except for that period, we were always in the same class, and not just the same class—we always sat right next to each other.

Back then, there weren't assigned seats, so students could change seats as they wished.

"But here they have assigned seats? It's been a long time since we've sat apart."

The academy was strangely designed like a university on the outside, but the classrooms had a slight high school feel.

Moreover, changing seats without permission was against school rules. The reason? To prevent students from only becoming friends with people they already knew.

In other words, "heroes" shouldn't be selective about who they associate with. The intention was also to absolutely prevent bullying.

Of course, I doubt preventing students from changing seats would actually stop such things, but that was apparently Arcana's educational philosophy.

"...I already hate this place."
"Come on, don't be like that over something so minor."
"I don't like having someone else sit next to me."
"The person who becomes your desk mate would be hurt if they heard that..."

Inside the classroom, which was already buzzing with students gathering,

I was comforting Kyle, who was upset about us being seated apart.

In reality, even though we were separated, Kyle was just three seats behind me. I was in a front seat near the window.

Why a front seat? Surely they hadn't arranged seats by height?

Of course, I was also curious about who my desk mate would be. I worried it might be that Jung Ji-hoo, but fortunately, it wasn't him.

"Um... hello? You're Yujin Frey, right?"
"Hello! You know my name?"
"Well, I saw you at the entrance ceremony... Your singing was nice."
"Thank you, Reika."
"You know my name too?"
"Ah, I happened to see you during the assessment. Names and assessment records are public, after all."
"Oh... still, you remembered someone like me."
"You're pretty, so I'm sure many people remember you, not just me."
"N-no... I'm not really... unlike you..."

No, no, you're truly beautiful. There were definitely many fans of her in the original work. Seeing her in person, she's breathtakingly pretty. The fact that someone so beautiful is so introverted makes me want to protect her.

...Of course, being a heroine, she couldn't escape Jung Ji-hoo's clutches in the original story.

Ah, thinking about it makes me a bit angry.

"Ah! Yujin, we meet again. So that's your seat?"

Speak of the devil—Jung Ji-hoo's voice came from beside me. He was sitting to my left, in the adjacent row where seats were arranged in pairs.

"Next to each other, what a coincidence!"
"We're in different rows, so we're not really next to each other."
"Anyway, nice to see you again!"

This guy had been showing strange interest in me since yesterday. Well, he probably acts this way with any girl.

"I'm not particularly happy about it, but since we're in the same class, I look forward to working with you."
"Yeah, looking forward to it!"

Jung Ji-hoo responded with a bright smile and thankfully turned to talk with other students afterward.

"Yujin... are you close with him?"
"Huh? No, not at all. I just met him yesterday."
"R-really? I see... as expected of popular people..."

Popular? I'm not particularly popular.

But I noticed Reika glancing at Jung Ji-hoo repeatedly, her face slightly flushed.

Ah... she's already fallen for him. Seeing this, it seems like pretty girls are in danger because of this harem protagonist. She looks like the type who could easily be taken advantage of by a bad guy, which worries me more.

More importantly, when I glanced back, I saw Kyle staring intensely at me. Is he still sulking?

I wish he would make more friends now that we're at the academy.

"Nice to meet you all! I'm Instructor Kim Se-hyun, and I'll be your homeroom teacher for Class A this year."

While I was thinking, the teacher entered.

And so, our academy life officially began.

Ch.6 - Chapter 6: A Harsh Lesson
"Until you entered Arcana, our main school, you were all called Awakeners. But from the moment you entered Arcana, you are students of Arcana and all of you are heroes-in-training."

As I listened to Instructor Kim Sehyun's words, I felt an intense sense of déjà vu.

Yes, those exact words definitely appeared in the original story. Word for word, she had said this in the first day of school episode.

Seeing this, I thought that while Kyle had changed a lot, this world would still follow the flow of the original work.

If that's the case, then the events that occur in this academy, or outside of it, should unfold the same way unless something unexpected happens.

In the original story, Jung Jihoo resolves various eventful incidents through his efforts.

And thinking about it carefully, although they weren't portrayed as serious in the original work's tone, there were occasionally some genuinely serious incidents.

I wonder how those events will unfold now? Will they happen with the same cause and effect? And will they be resolved in the same way?

What about the incidents that involved Kyle?

"But you are only heroes-in-training. You are not yet mature enough to be called heroes. Certainly, you all received A or B+ or higher measurement grades to be in this class, but that was merely a measurement for academy class placement. Even if you received an S grade, that doesn't mean you're an S-class hero. All of you gathered here can be called rookies as heroes."

While I was lost in these old worries that I'd been mulling over recently, Kim Sehyun spoke the exact same words as in the original story.

Then, this time Jung Jihoo would say:

"Isn't calling us rookies a bit of an exaggeration, teacher? I'm already pretty strong, you know?"

Arrogance that contrasted with his usual languid and casual demeanor.

A statement that blatantly revealed his rogue-like character, typical of a male harem light novel protagonist.

Of course, now it was time for him to be taught a lesson.

"Hehe, Jung Jihoo. It's been a long time since I saw the Sword Saint in person, and it's quite meaningful that I get to see his son, Jihoo, here at Arcana."
"Huh? You know my father?"
"Of course, he was once my teacher."
"What?"
"In that sense, I have a duty to educate my mentor's son. Please come forward, Jihoo."

Jung Jihoo, with a disgruntled expression, was about to step forward. Meanwhile, Kim Sehyun spoke to some machine installed in the classroom.

"Activate sparring system."
[Activating sparring system, Instructor Kim Sehyun.]

Surprisingly, the teacher's desk descended below the floor, and the entire front wall where the blackboard was located also lowered, creating a fairly spacious area.

Simultaneously, holograms appeared in all directions accompanied by the AI's voice.

Although students had occasionally seen such holograms in their daily lives, they had never seen anything this visually overwhelming, and everyone looked impressed.

"Sparring Training Hologram System. In other words, it's a cutting-edge system used for dueling. It's the pinnacle of not just advanced science but also ability engineering technology. Using this system, you can spar as if it were a real battle."
"Like a real battle? Does that mean we can use dangerous techniques?"
"That's right. Seeing is believing...."

With those words, Kim Sehyun disappeared in an instant.

And before he could react, she appeared right in front of Jung Jihoo.

With her fist aimed directly at his face, Jung Jihoo couldn't catch her movement at all and remained frozen in place.

"See? A subtle but powerful barrier detects attacks and defends against hits. The person who receives a hit judgment only feels a slight vibration. Your nose should feel a bit tingly, Jihoo."

As Kim Sehyun said, she hadn't held back her strength.

She had thrown her punch with almost full force. Perhaps not her absolute maximum, but enough that the sparring system's barrier could defend against it.

Jung Jihoo rubbed his face around his nose where he felt the vibration, finally seeming to unfreeze his body.

"Now your expression has become a bit more serious, Jihoo."
"...You're amazing. I didn't expect to be unable to react at all."
"I told you, right? Including Jihoo, everyone here is far from being ready to be called a hero. You're all just rookies. Some people seem to lack that awareness... but that's okay."

Kim Sehyun continued with a mysterious smile.

"I'll educate you one by one. First, Jung Jihoo, come at me."
"Fine. You'll regret this!"

With his pride hurt, Jihoo drew his favorite sword, a hwando, and charged at her.

And then came an epic battle... or not.

With a series of quick impacts, Jihoo was taken down in just three exchanges.

Receiving a "critical hit" judgment, he was momentarily immobilized by vibrations that made it difficult to control his body.

"That's amazing, even though Jihoo-nim must have received special training from the Sword Saint... to think there would be such a gap despite Instructor being who she is."

I heard Alice, who had been sitting next to Jihoo, comment. Everyone else had similar reactions.

Even after hearing what Kim Sehyun had said, no one expected that Jihoo, one of only two S-grade freshmen, would be so completely outmatched.

Of course, I knew he would be taught a lesson like this.

"Ugh...."
"I might have been a bit harsh for the first duel, but this is reality, everyone. Not just me, but all instructors at Arcana are the same."

Of course, Kim Sehyun, the martial artist known as "Iron Fist," was officially A-class but also classified as near-S class, making her a powerful hero. Even so, such an overwhelming gap was, as she said, the difference between a newly enrolled student and an active hero.

"But don't be discouraged. Arcana's purpose is to make you stronger than us. For that purpose! I'll give you various curricula and assignments. What assignment I give here is at my discretion..."

Kim Sehyun smiled with satisfaction as she looked at the students whose expressions showed tension or even greater curiosity.

"For your first assignment, let's make it 'passing' in a duel against me."

Not winning the duel, but 'passing.' At their current level, successfully landing even one effective hit would probably be considered a pass.

In the original story's progression, only two people passed within a month.

Kyle and Jung Jihoo.

The protagonist's rival and the protagonist himself.

'Come to think of it, Kyle... he didn't step forward. This is different from the original.'

Originally, at this point, Kyle already had feelings of inferiority and rivalry toward Jihoo.

In the original entrance ceremony, Jihoo was the 'only' S-class student, and Alice showed interest only in Jihoo.

That triggered Kyle to volunteer for a duel after Jihoo.

But looking toward Kyle, he showed no such signs and was simply looking forward from his seat at the back of the classroom. Oh, we just made eye contact.

"By the way, is there anyone else besides Jihoo who wants to duel with me? Naturally, students who complete this assignment will receive extra credit. It might sound a bit materialistic, but good grades at Arcana will lead to better treatment in many ways later on."

That makes sense. A hero's rank could be determined by just a few points difference. Some might argue that it's unreasonable to determine ranks based solely on academy grades, but Arcana strictly evaluates ranks based on skill and ability.

In fact, one's grades at Arcana essentially determine a hero's lifelong rank. Of course, hero rank is just one of the benefits obtained from Arcana graduation grades.

For that reason, everyone might have been expected to show enthusiasm, but perhaps because of the gap they had just witnessed, no one stepped forward.

When even Kyle, who was supposed to volunteer, didn't step up, there truly wasn't a single volunteer.

"This is disappointing. Since there are two students who entered with S-grade, I had high expectations for this batch... Oh, speaking of which, shall we try the other S-grade student? The name was... Kyle Lester, right? That student at the very back?"

Huh?

Is this how it's supposed to go? Kyle didn't volunteer, but Kim Sehyun called him first.

"Would you like to try a duel?"
"I'd rather not, Instructor."
"My, you're quite blunt. Not interested at all?"
"As you said, Instructor, I know I'm not yet good enough to defeat you."
"I never said anything about winning...."

But even though Kim Sehyun called on him first, Kyle showed absolutely no interest. It seemed like the negative emotions that would have triggered his response were absent.

Seeing this, I was glad that Kyle seemed to have grown up well and properly, but I was also worried that perhaps the catalyst for future Kyle's growth had disappeared because of me.

While I was lost in these thoughts:

"Kyle! You're supposed to be my rival, and you're backing out?"

Jihoo, who had returned somewhat dejectedly to his seat next to Alice, suddenly called out to Kyle.

"Who said I'm your rival?"
"You clearly said it at the entrance ceremony! You've been my rival since then!"
"I told you to think whatever you want. I've never considered someone like you my rival."
"You jerk...."

The students' attention was drawn to Jihoo's eccentric behavior. Ah, this is embarrassing to watch... Kyle looks extremely annoyed too.

But then Jihoo glanced briefly in my direction and said with a slight smirk:

"Then, can I assume you've given up on Yujin?"
"...What?"

What, what is this crazy guy saying?

I was so shocked and dumbfounded by Jihoo's sudden remark that I couldn't say anything. On the other hand, Kyle, who heard those words, stood up abruptly, unlike before.

Instructor Kim Sehyun, who should have been mediating somehow, was just saying things like "Oh my, oh my" while observing the situation as if it were entertaining. My face was turning bright red.

"Um, Yujin... what kind of relationship do you have with Kyle and Jihoo?"
"N-no relationship at all. Kyle is just a friend, but...."

Reika asked nervously. I immediately clarified, but she didn't seem to believe me. Not just Reika, but all the other students felt the same way.

And the continuing conversation between Kyle and Jihoo was accelerating that misunderstanding.

"If you give up on being my rival, that means you have no objection to me being interested in Yujin, right? That's what we discussed back then."
"That's ridiculous. What's wrong with your head?"
"If not, then you should also face the teacher! I want to know what level you're at!"
"I have no reason to play along with you."
"Hmph, coward. You're really not suitable for Yujin after all."

Ugh, this crazy Jihoo just won't stop talking nonsense.

The attention of all the students in the class was now focused on Kyle, Jihoo, and unfairly, me.

But I couldn't intervene because Kyle had stepped forward in response to Jihoo's unhinged provocation.

"I'll show you how qualitatively different I am from you."
"Oh, bring it on. Shall we bet on who passes first?"
"If I win, swear you'll stay away from Yujin."

Ah... it's over.

Now that even Kyle was acting like this, the class atmosphere had already turned into "What's going on? Are they dating?"

What a spectacular academy debut for me.

Ch.7 - Chapter 7: After the Duel
"You seemed unusual at the entrance ceremony too, but I see you really do have that kind of relationship with Kyle, Eugene? Well, I'm not particularly jealous!"
"No, it's not like that, Alice..."

After Reika, Alice also made a comment. Unlike Reika, Alice's gaze burned with some kind of rivalry toward me, which made me break into a cold sweat.

"Kyle? Suddenly burning with motivation, ah, the beauty of youth indeed."
"...Let's begin."
"Oh, yes. I won't go easy on you at all, so come at me."

Meanwhile, Kim Sehyun looked at Kyle with subtly interested eyes before shifting to a serious expression as the match began.

Kyle was equally serious. As soon as they started, his ability—rapid freezing—enveloped Kim Sehyun.

In truth, when facing an ordinary reinforcement artist, Kyle's ability was almost a direct counter.

This was because even with reinforcement techniques, it was typically difficult to resist the cold.

"That's a good ability, Kyle. But it's not enough!"

However, Kim Sehyun was far from ordinary.

When explosive psychic energy erupted from her body, the cold surrounding her lost its power.

It looked almost as if she were generating intense heat.

"An application of psychic power. One of the differences between those who have matured as heroes and those who haven't."

While Kim Sehyun lectured as if educating a disciple, she rushed toward Kyle with fearsome speed. She immediately threw a hook at Kyle, which looked terrifying even though we knew the sparring system's barrier would protect him.

If he took that hit directly, Kyle would be defeated as pathetically as Ji-hoo had been.

"Ugh."

But Kyle, though grimacing, powerfully activated his dual skill—his other ability, telekinesis.

This caused Kim Sehyun's movement to halt as she tried to drive her hook into Kyle's abdomen.

"Such powerful telekinesis, so you truly are a Lester, Kyle!"
"Please don't call me that!"

Though Kim Sehyun likely hadn't intended it, she touched on Kyle's sore spot, causing him to momentarily lose his composure.

But his following attack was fierce and sharp.

Ice spikes, created with his rapid freezing ability, suddenly flew at Kim Sehyun from all directions.

Of course, a powerful reinforcement artist like Kim Sehyun wouldn't suffer fatal injuries from such attacks.

But the purpose of this match wasn't to defeat Kim Sehyun but to receive a "pass" judgment.

Compared to Ji-hoo, who lost without landing a single hit, even inflicting minimal damage would be enough to earn a "pass."

"Impressive, but not enough yet! Haaaaaaah!"

However, Kim Sehyun's attitude remained too relaxed.

Indeed, as soon as she let out a battle cry, the telekinetic force restraining her dissolved.

When she easily resisted even his telekinesis, Kyle's face briefly showed shock, as if this was truly unexpected.

Of course, the shock was momentary, and regardless of whether she broke free from his telekinesis, the ice spikes still flew toward her. But Kim Sehyun dodged them all with high-speed movement, disappearing in the blink of an eye and reappearing behind Kyle.

Then she lightly poked his back with her finger.

"...I've lost."
"Better than Ji-hoo, but still not enough, Kyle. Don't be too discouraged though—with talent like yours, you'll surely grow tremendously at Arcana."

Kim Sehyun offered some encouragement, but Kyle rarely looked frustrated. When our eyes briefly met, rather than being angry about the earlier scene with Ji-hoo, I wanted to comfort him.

"Good job, Kyle. You were amazing."
"...Thanks."

When I offered a bit of comfort, Kyle's frustration seemed to ease somewhat.

"Eugene, can't you say the same to me?"
"You just got completely destroyed."
"Ah, so harsh..."

But when Ji-hoo, who was standing nearby, said that to me, Kyle glared at him with sharp eyes.

Ji-hoo, noticing this, seemed to become even more emboldened.

"Still, I'll definitely win our bet, Eugene. Look forward to it."
"Why doesn't my opinion matter in this weird bet of yours?"

I made a disgusted face, but Ji-hoo didn't seem to care.

Rather, when the female students around us gave him sympathetic looks for losing to Kim Sehyun, he seemed to enjoy the attention.

But at the same time, he didn't seem pleased that a considerable number of girls were also showing interest in Kyle.

"Ji-hoo seems a bit pitiful..."

Especially Reika, who looked at Ji-hoo with extremely sympathetic eyes. Perhaps this was fitting for a heroine who had a submissive charm in the original story, as evidenced by her nickname "Maman"?

Of course, with someone like him as the protagonist, it was unfortunate for me.

"Let's end the matches here and finish the orientation for the first period. Of course, others besides Ji-hoo and Kyle will have to spar with me in the future. Sometimes it will be for class purposes, but feel free to challenge me anytime if you're confident."

Kim Sehyun quickly brought the unsettled atmosphere under control. What followed was an ordinary orientation.

She talked about the types of classes at Arcana, examination methods, important school rules, and special notes.

"Well then, I hope you all work hard in your academy life. Oh, and... Eugene? Could I speak with you privately for a moment?"
"Me?"
"Yes, there are several things I'd like to ask you."

As she wrapped up the orientation, Kim Sehyun called me aside. I was wondering what this was about, especially with the students still whispering about Ji-hoo, but I followed her without complaint.

Our conversation continued as we walked slightly down the corridor.

"Sorry for bothering you, Eugene."
"No, I don't find it bothersome at all."
"Thank you for saying that. By the way, what did you think of the matches you just saw?"
"Well, Ji-hoo was terrible, and Kyle was quite impressive. Though still lacking."
"Hehe, the temperature difference in your evaluations is quite stark."

Kim Sehyun looked at me with an amused expression, as if seeing something interesting.

Actually, Kim Sehyun was also a heroine character in the story, and her smile was quite charming.

If I were still a man, this situation—walking and talking alone with her—would have been truly exciting, but since my body had become female, I didn't feel the heart-pounding sensation my mind might have expected.

"So you are dating Kyle after all."
"Eh? N-no, that's not it."

But hearing her next words, I couldn't help but blush and feel my heart race.

"Oh? You're not?"
"No... we're just friends who've known each other for a while..."

We first met when I was 12, so it's a bit ambiguous to call us childhood friends... we're just close.

Of course, he did confess to me recently... but I absolutely couldn't mention that.

"Hmm, it's an age of innocence. Even heroes are ultimately people. Having natural feelings is only normal."
"I'm telling you, it's not like that..."
"Well, if that's what you think, that's fine too. What matters is that Ji-hoo and Kyle are motivated to improve because of you."

Kim Sehyun's warm gaze and gentle smile showed both her experience as a hero and her passion as an educator.

"Having motivation to improve is important. And as long as the catalyst isn't something criminal or bad, it doesn't matter what it is. In cases like this, it should be cherished and utilized."
"It's a bit awkward for me, but you're right."
"Exactly? So what I want to ask of you, Eugene, is to please get along well with both of them."

If that's all, it's not particularly difficult with Kyle.

If anything, I'm more worried about getting too close to Kyle. He even confessed to me without really understanding...

As for Ji-hoo, honestly, I was a bit reluctant to be friendly with him.

But strictly speaking, I didn't have a clear reason to really dislike him.

For some reason, he was flirting even with extras like me who weren't heroines, but that was understandable since he was a harem protagonist.

While his personality was somewhat annoying, I didn't hate him enough to truly detest him.

"Alright. I'll be reasonably friendly."
"Yes, that's enough, so don't feel too pressured. Of course, if you want something more, there are no prohibitions in the school rules?"
"T-that's really not it. I should go now!"

I left Kim Sehyun, who was chuckling, almost like I was escaping. My face felt slightly hot from the embarrassing conversation. I needed to cool down a bit before entering the classroom.

"What did the instructor want, Eugene?"

As soon as I returned to the classroom, Kyle approached me first, as if he had been waiting... Ah, I could feel everyone's eyes on us. Kyle didn't seem to mind, but I was a bit embarrassed.

"I-it was nothing. Just telling me to study hard."

Of course, I couldn't tell Kyle what Kim Sehyun and I had discussed.

If I told him, it would be perfect material for misunderstanding...

"Um, Eugene. I'm sorry about earlier."
"Huh?"
"That weird bet with that guy—he did it on his own. I never agreed to it."
"Oh, yeah... I know. Kyle wouldn't do something like that."

Still, Kyle seemed to feel bad about the earlier incident and apologized right away. He's quite considerate... I felt somewhat happy.

"But I won't lose to him. I don't want to let someone like that flirt with you."
"You don't need to worry so much. Even if he acts weird, I don't really care. But I'd be happy if you work hard."

I tried not to burden Kyle while giving advice that might foster the kind of motivation Kim Sehyun had mentioned.

Kyle nodded slightly, and by then, the break was over.

"Nice to meet you all. I'm Instructor Mason, in charge of the basic training class."

The instructor who came in for the second period looked very strict.

However, he was also someone I knew from the original story.

Instructor Mason, unlike Kim Sehyun who was gentle and soft-spoken despite being a reinforcement artist, was strict and almost military-like.

Oh, come to think of it, if things follow the original story...

"To get straight to the point, basic training will be conducted in teams. While heroes sometimes need to act alone, the basic principle is not to fight alone. Being a reliable comrade to fellow heroes! Forming excellent teamwork with your comrades. That is one of the virtues of a hero."

This is how the teams are formed.

Well, I already know who gets paired with whom. First, Kyle...

"I've already arranged the teams. Letting you choose your friends freely wouldn't be fair. I've selected what I consider appropriate pairings, and I won't accept any objections. First, Kyle Lester! You're paired with Alice Crawford!"

He's paired with Alice.

Kyle's expression hardened, but Alice's face lit up slightly.

In the original story, Kyle seemed to secretly like her, but it seems he doesn't have those feelings for Alice yet. Alice is a good heroine, so I hope they become close soon.

"Next, Jung Ji-hoo!"

The next person called was Ji-hoo.

Ji-hoo is supposed to be paired with Reika here. Reika, who already had feelings for Ji-hoo, would develop even stronger feelings for him through their experiences as partners.

"You're paired with Eugene Frey!"
"Yes!"

But something... has changed.

Ch.8 - Chapter 8: Mason's Class
"Don't act so frivolously, Jung Ji-hoo. A hero should carry weight in their words and actions."
"I was just excited about being paired with Yujin!"
"That's exactly the flippant attitude I told you to fix."

Why had the original storyline become twisted?

If Reika and Jung Ji-hoo weren't paired together, what would happen to the related developments? What about the parts where Reika was supposed to shine?

No, before that, I was feeling a bit uneasy. This was disrupting my plan to "keep a distance from the main events."

"I object!"

While I was still confused by this unexpected turn of events, Kyle raised his hand with visible agitation and shouted.

"Cadet Kyle Lester. State your objection."
"Pairing Yujin with Jung Ji-hoo is inefficient!"
"Your reason?"
"Jung Ji-hoo clearly has personal feelings for Yujin! He'll definitely cause trouble!"

Kyle's opposition was natural considering his reaction during our earlier sparring match.

Of course, this drew everyone's attention to me again, but I must have developed some immunity because it didn't feel as embarrassing as before.

Rather, the bigger issue was figuring out how to handle this turning point.

"Objection overruled. As Instructor Kim Se-hyun said. Competing over Yujin Frey?"

Ugh, Instructor Kim Se-hyun, when did you mention something like that? That part was quite embarrassing.

But unlike Kim Se-hyun, Mason's expression showed strict military discipline without any trace of personal interest.

"My team compositions may not be perfect. But if your objection is based merely on something like romantic feelings, that's not sufficient grounds. While heroes should certainly set aside personal emotions during missions, the mere existence of those emotions isn't the issue. What matters is having the self-control to prevent those feelings from interfering with the mission."
"But Jung Ji-hoo is..."
"It doesn't matter if he still has shortcomings. Not just him, but everyone gathered here is still lacking as heroes. Kyle Lester, even you are already showing excessive behavior toward Yujin Frey due to personal feelings. Any rebuttal?"
"...No, sir."

Kyle seemed to have run out of counterarguments and reluctantly conceded with a frustrated expression. Meanwhile, Jung Ji-hoo looked excited, completely ignoring the criticism directed at him.

"Then I'll continue announcing the remaining teams and begin the class."

Mason proceeded to announce the rest of the student pairings. Reika seemed a bit disappointed about not being paired with Jung Ji-hoo, but she also appeared to envy me.

"You're lucky to be paired with Ji-hoo, Yujin."
"No, I'm not happy about it at all. If I could switch with you, I would do it in a heartbeat."
"R-really? But Ji-hoo seems to be very interested in you..."
"Sigh, I know. I don't understand why he's like that with me. You two seem much better suited for each other."
"R-really?"
"Yeah. So, I was thinking, should I try to set you two up? I'll figure something out."

I casually suggested this to Reika.

It seemed better to redirect Jung Ji-hoo's attention to Reika before things got even more complicated. Of course, I had no concrete plan on how to make that happen.

"N-no, it's okay... I don't want to cause any trouble..."

I had made the suggestion with good intentions, but Reika's face turned bright red as she responded.

She really looked cute, like a true heroine blushing from love. The only problem was that the object of her affection was Jung Ji-hoo.

"You there! No more chatting!"

Just as I was about to tell Reika not to worry about causing trouble, Instructor Mason spoke in a stern voice. He then called over a waiting assistant to bring something and activated the classroom system to expand the front area, just like during our sparring session.

To think such modifications were possible—how much money had they spent on this academy?

"As you can see, we have various standard-issue weapons here. For safety reasons, the firearms use training electromagnetic rounds rather than live ammunition, but the rest are fully functional combat weapons."

The reason for showing us the weapons was, in keeping with the "basic training" concept, to have us select our weapons.

"Some of you may already be familiar with weapons due to the nature of your abilities, while others may not use any special weapons. In fact, many heroes operate effectively with just their bare hands. But neither training nor actual combat is some kind of hero play! Don't think you can fight without knowing how to handle weapons when you don't even have the basics down!"

While many students, like me and Kyle, didn't use special weapons, Mason seemed determined not to make exceptions when it came to teaching weapon handling.

"From now on, cadets without weapons will come forward and select their weapons. Come forward when I call your name!"

Mason promptly began calling students one by one. I too was called to the front.

"Yujin Frey, you're registered as a support-type ability user. But there are no exceptions. Choose your weapon."

I nodded at Mason's words.

As he said, the large weapon display contained a truly diverse array of weapons. Spears, swords, staffs, shields, gauntlets, tonfas, guns... Even the spears and swords came in various specific types.

But among them, I chose a gun. Not the higher-output electromagnetic rifle, but an electromagnetic pistol.

"I'll take this one."
"An electromagnetic pistol. Not a bad choice for your build. But that alone might lack sufficient firepower. Feel free to change it later if improvements are needed."
"Yes, sir."

Having died before even going to the military in my previous life, I wasn't particularly familiar with guns, but the other weapons, mostly melee weapons, seemed too impractical for me.

The rifle was also too large and would likely just interfere with my psychic abilities.

"Weapons aren't very elegant, are they? I'll take this one too. What are you thinking of choosing, Kyle?"
"..."

Curious about what others were choosing, I glanced around and spotted Alice and Kyle.

Alice chose the same electromagnetic pistol as me and casually asked Kyle, but instead of answering, Kyle quietly selected his weapons.

Interestingly, he chose daggers. Four of them, in fact.

Come to think of it, Mason had told us to choose weapons but hadn't specified that we could only choose one. And as if to explain why, Kyle levitated all four daggers using his telekinesis.

"Oh, that level of telekinesis already? Controlling four objects can't be easy."
"I could handle more, but carrying them would be difficult, so I'm restraining myself."
"I see. For now, use that dagger belt. When you're issued your custom hero suits later, that problem will disappear."

After Kyle chose his weapons, the other students also seemed to have selected weapons that suited their preferences.

Without giving us a moment to rest, Mason began the lesson.

"I will now teach you how to use these weapons. I plan to cover all the weapons that each cadet has chosen, so pay attention to the usage methods even for weapons that aren't yours. Understanding your comrades' tactics is also important. Additionally... enemies might use the same weapons."

Mason's expression became even more solemn when mentioning enemies. He continued:

"Naturally, when heroes use weapons, they don't rely solely on the weapon's performance. The most fundamental basic is incorporating your ability into your weapon."

The following lesson combined theory and simulation.

Surprisingly, I was able to easily learn applications of psychic abilities that I hadn't thought of before. Even though it was a theoretical lesson, it was quite interesting for someone like me who had lived in a world where abilities themselves were in the realm of fantasy.

"Yaaawn, boring."
"Don't say that loud enough for everyone to hear."

But it seemed boring to Jung Ji-hoo. As someone who already used a sword and had blade energy abilities, incorporating psychic power into weapons probably wasn't anything new to him.

Of course, the fact that this guy was crazy enough to yawn openly in front of the instructor remained unchanged.

Anyway, while practicing under the guidance of Instructor Mason and his assistants, I chided Ji-hoo for his inappropriate comments, but that seemed to have inadvertently drawn his attention.

"Is there anything I can help you with? Feel free to ask me if you're confused about something."
"Not really. The instructor and assistants are teaching well."
"I could teach you even better!"
"Yeah right, after losing to Instructor Kim Se-hyun."
"Ouch, hitting where it hurts... But Kyle lost too!"
"What does Kyle's loss have to do with you losing?"

I sighed a little at the annoying Jung Ji-hoo and said:

"Why do you keep showing interest in me anyway? There are plenty of prettier girls than me."
"Hmm? Are you curious about the reason? I'm glad you're interested."
"Ugh, forget it. You don't have to tell me."

I immediately expressed disgust, but Jung Ji-hoo started talking freely as if he had no manners.

"Well, you're the only one who plays hard to get with me."
"It's more surprising that there haven't been more people like that..."
"Come on, I'm pretty handsome, right? Even girls who pretend not to like me actually did, but you don't show any signs of that at all. That's what makes you more interesting!"

Insane.

He's openly displaying a player's mindset.

The kind that would just be a creep hitting on women if he wasn't handsome enough to be a protagonist.

Well, he was that handsome, but still.

"Enough! We'll end the practice here and begin the mock training."

As lunchtime approached, Instructor Mason halted the individual practice and spoke.

"From now on, we'll train using what we've practiced in a training simulation. However, we'll have pairs of teams compete against each other. The more efficient team wins. Jung Ji-hoo, Yujin Frey! Step forward first!"

Me and Jung Ji-hoo were called first. Originally, it should have been Reika and Jung Ji-hoo, but that had changed.

"And your opponents... Good, you two will do. Kyle Lester and Alice Crawford! Step forward!"

As expected, Kyle's team came forward. It was the same in the original story.

But I was slightly worried. I was in the place where the original heroine should have been.

I couldn't guess how this snowball would roll from here.

"Oh, I didn't expect to get a chance to face off so soon! This time I'll definitely beat you, Kyle!"
"Pathetic, you delinquent. Just try not to make things more difficult for Yujin."

Already, Jung Ji-hoo and Kyle were glaring at each other as if sparks might fly. This part wasn't too different from the original story, but...

"Hmph. Yujin, I won't lose to you!"
"Ah, okay... Do your best, Alice."

...having Alice, the original heroine, burning with competitive spirit toward me was quite disconcerting.

Ch.9 - Chapter 9: Mock Training, The Difference Between Two People
"Here's how the mock training works. You'll face 20 holographic monsters created by the training system all at once for five minutes. As I mentioned earlier, whoever deals with those monsters more efficiently wins. Any questions?"

When Instructor Mason asked if there were any questions after explaining the mock training rules, Kyle immediately spoke up.

"What are the criteria for evaluating efficiency?"

"Good question, Kyle Lester. It encompasses everything that can literally be called efficiency. Speed is one aspect of efficiency. Delivering more lethal attacks to enemies can also be considered efficiency. But at the same time, stability is also an important aspect of efficiency."

The point was that speed isn't everything. The last part was especially important.

"If you're perceptive, you'll understand. The holographic monsters in the simulation don't just stand there like scarecrows taking hits. They counterattack. Naturally, if you get hit in return, you fail. Considering these factors, I'll judge which team demonstrates greater efficiency. Does that answer your question?"

"Yes, Instructor."

After hearing Mason's answer, Kyle glanced slightly in my direction. Judging by his cold gaze, Kyle seemed to have figured out his advantage from what the instructor had just said.

The intelligent Kyle would have immediately understood his advantage over Jung Ji-hoo, who was paired with me.

"Alice Crawford."

"Just call me Alice, Kyle."

"I don't care about formalities. More importantly, here's our strategy."

He was already explaining his strategy to Alice. I couldn't hear what he was saying, though.

"Oh my, that's certainly right! I understand completely."

Alice nodded with interest, apparently pleased with Kyle's strategy.

"We'll start with Kyle Lester's team. Tell me when you're ready to begin."

"I'm ready."

"I'm ready too, Instructor."

"Good, then let's begin."

Instructor Mason immediately activated the training system. It created holograms of monsters so detailed they were indistinguishable from reality.

A little shorter than half a person's height, green skin, long ears and nose.

They were monsters commonly called "goblins," frequently appearing in fantasy media.

But seeing real goblins in person was very different in atmosphere and impression from those in fantasy media.

Their eyes were bright red with no distinction between pupil and white, their teeth were all sharp like fangs like those of beasts, their nails were threatening, and despite their small build, they had quite solid muscles.

They resembled fierce beasts, making ordinary people feel greatly threatened even by these monsters that are considered weak.

And there were 20 of them. It seemed to reflect goblins' habit of moving in large groups.

-Kyaaaak!

The goblins moved with strange screams as soon as they appeared. They were extremely fast and seemed disorderly, but their movements were subtly cunning.

They quickly scattered in all directions to surround Kyle and Alice, whom they recognized as "enemies."

"This may be my first real battle, but they don't stand a chance against me!"

Alice immediately unleashed her fire ability. The goblins rushing toward her were instantly burned by flames that bloomed and surged from thin air.

"Hmph, this is easy—"
-Kieeek!

After confidently burning four goblins at once, Alice smiled confidently, but during that time, goblins that had penetrated from both sides tried to pounce on her.

Shook! Shooshook!

But those two goblins were intercepted by two daggers that flew accurately and quickly.

"Thanks, Kyle!"

"Focus on the battle."

It was obviously Kyle who had done it.

The advantage Kyle had identified in his combo with Alice was precisely this.

Naturally, both of them excelled in direct combat abilities—in other words, they were both "damage dealers."

"I'll go again! Please cover me again!"

Despite having seemingly opposite elemental abilities—fire and ice—the two could each handle attack and defense.

Kyle, with his rapid freezing ability and telekinesis, could spread cold air over a wide area to freeze goblins trying to ambush from all directions or use his telekinesis for pinpoint interception.

Meanwhile, Alice delivered one-sided attacks with her intuitively powerful fire ability.

If Alice had been alone, she might have been overwhelmed by wave attacks despite burning many goblins.

But thanks to Kyle's meticulous guard, the goblins couldn't utilize their numerical advantage and were all eventually burned by Alice's showers of flame that she unleashed whenever her ability cooled down.

Of course, Kyle had taken down quite a few as well, but the teamwork between the two was impeccably excellent.

"Better than expected. I thought you might let your guard down because they're just goblins, but that was flawless. Especially you, Kyle Lester—your accuracy and speed were hardly at the level of a cadet. However, you still lack some aspects to be considered a proper hero, so continue to improve."

Despite his strict personality, Instructor Mason found no real fault with Kyle. That meant he was perfect. However, he did point out one thing to Alice, even though she was on the same team.

"And Alice Crawford. You did well too, but you didn't use the weapon you chose at all. I wasn't expecting you to apply advanced techniques, but you relied solely on your fire ability."

"I didn't see any reason to use it, Instructor?"

"Is that so? Although the electromagnetic pistol's output is weak, it's quite effective against goblins. If you had used it during your fire ability's cooldown, you could have filled those gaps more efficiently. But you didn't even consider it."

Mason then displayed a hologram of the automatically recorded footage from the training system.

The scene showed the goblins that had tried to pounce on Alice earlier.

"For instance, at this moment. Kyle Lester protected you, but you could have defended yourself perfectly well with the electromagnetic pistol. Trusting your teammate is good, but being responsible for your own defense is equally important. Well, other than that, you did well, so that's all the advice I'll give this time."

When Instructor Mason finished his evaluation, Alice looked slightly dissatisfied, but Mason paid no mind and turned to look at Ji-hoo and me.

"Now it's your turn, Jung Ji-hoo, Eugene Frey. Before you start, remember that you're competing against the other team. Keep in mind that you need to demonstrate higher efficiency than your opponents."

"No problem, Instructor! We'll win easily!"

Perhaps after seeing Kyle and Alice's performance, Ji-hoo seemed fired up.

While his attitude wasn't surprising to me, I was slightly worried. Rather than concerns about the original storyline, I was worried about the immediate result of this training.

This might look like just training, but it's all part of the evaluation. No matter how much I want to distance myself from the main events, now that I'm in the academy, I need to get good grades.

I need to make a living too, right? But looking at Ji-hoo, I felt uneasy because he didn't seem reliable.

"Then let's begin—"

"Hey, before we start, let's at least discuss a strategy...."

"Don't worry, Eugene! I'll take care of everything!"

Ah, this is wrong. This guy won't listen!

"It doesn't seem like you need more time. Get ready, we're starting."

Instructor Mason, observing Ji-hoo's behavior, showed no leniency and started the simulation.

Similarly, 20 goblins appeared.

"Let's get started then!"

Ji-hoo immediately drew his sword and unleashed his specialty, aura—or sword energy.

The way he clearly manifested the aura, a specialty of his father who was called a Sword Master or Sword Saint, showed that his talent was undeniable.

While there were other aura users, they needed to hone their "weapon arts" or "martial arts" abilities for a long time to manifest such clear aura, yet Ji-hoo could do it at just 16 years old as an academy cadet.

That's why he was able to cut through the dummy during the measurement.

But that was also the limit of Ji-hoo's current level.

His aura-infused sword could easily cut down goblins, but as when he couldn't do anything against Kim Se-hyun, his other combat elements weren't much different from cadet level.

His speed was too slow to be called high-speed movement.

Besides speed, he also swung with excessive force, consuming too much stamina.

At this rate, even if he defeated all the goblins, it would be difficult to receive a good evaluation.

If that happened, my evaluation would also drop, so I had no choice but to help as much as possible.

"Ah- Aaaah-!"

I used my psychic wave with a slightly composed voice.

'Psychic Buff-Amplification'

A buff applied through psychic-infused sound waves.

I could apply buffs to allies within a wide range at will.

It wasn't something I could use originally, but the theory Instructor Mason had taught earlier and the simulators had helped.

It was a bit tricky, but surprisingly easy once I understood the principle.

"Oh! I suddenly feel full of power!"

Ji-hoo began to move faster and more powerfully after hearing the psychic wave buff transmitted through an aria-like tone.

Essentially, the goblins had no way to stop Ji-hoo.

But paradoxically, that very point became the problem.

-Kirrrrrrk!

"Ugh, they're coming this way."

Ji-hoo could certainly handle "most" of the goblins at once.

But six goblins escaped from him and started targeting me.

Distracted by dealing with the goblins in front of him, Ji-hoo couldn't pay attention to these goblins.

It was quite cunning of the hologram goblins to ignore the rampaging fighter and target the support ability user in the back, but anyway, it looked like I was about to be attacked.

I immediately drew my electromagnetic pistol without hesitation.

Pwoong!

I fired at one immediately.

The electromagnetic pulse was fired, paralyzing one goblin.

As Instructor Mason said, while not a lethal attack, it was quite useful against creatures like goblins.

But the goblins were cunning and quite fast. As if they had assessed my shooting accuracy and speed, they spread out widely and rushed in quickly.

At this rate, I wouldn't be able to defend myself with just the electromagnetic pistol.

"I won't go down easily!"

However, I had thought of at least one trick.

Crackle!

The electromagnetic pistol emitted another pulse immediately.

But unlike before, this electromagnetic pulse was different.

Bang!

Instead of just slightly paralyzing one goblin, it created an intense noise at the point of impact.

All the goblins around where the noise occurred grabbed their ears in pain upon hearing it.

An application of the psychic wave ability.

One of the "psychic applications" Instructor Kim Se-hyun had mentioned.

This was also one of the theories Instructor Mason had shown. It was just a basic application called "ability reflection."

In other words, I fired a psychic wave that paralyzes the opponent's hearing, loaded into the electromagnetic pistol—the opposite of a buff.

Anyway, while the goblins trying to attack me were neutralized, I leisurely created distance.

"These are the last ones! No problem!"

Ji-hoo, who had already dealt with the other goblins, came running and took care of the rest.

Soon we completed the mock training after defeating all of them. If we just looked at time alone, we were even faster than Kyle and Alice.

"Jung Ji-hoo."

However, Instructor Mason's expression was very stern. Ji-hoo seemed to expect praise, but...

"That was terrible. What do you think of your teammate? While you were rampaging around carelessly, Eugene Frey was completely exposed to danger."

Instructor Mason's words were harsh. But they were the same words he had spoken in the original story.

Reika, who was supposed to be his partner originally, was in a similar situation. The only difference was that Reika focused on buff and recovery abilities, so she couldn't defend herself from the goblins properly like I could.

In any case, it remained unchanged that Ji-hoo didn't care about his partner and only thought about defeating enemies quickly.

"Kyle Lester was excellent himself yet knew how to fully utilize cooperation with his teammate. You're so different from him. Honestly, I expected better results by pairing you with a support ability user, but I'm disappointed. Perhaps pairing you with Eugene was a mistake."

"Ugh...."

As Instructor Mason's cutting remarks continued, Ji-hoo looked even more indignant than during his match with Instructor Kim Se-hyun.

On the other hand, Kyle looked confident. Without anyone saying anything, they were already glaring at each other.

This too was similar to the flow of the original story.

With just one difference—the person caught between them was me, not Reika.

Ch.10 - Chapter 10: The Bond of Childhood Friends
"Tch! Don't act like you've won, Kyle!"
"I didn't say anything. But I will say this: if I had been paired with Yujin, I would have produced far better results than you."
"Grrr...."

When Kyle spoke with a cold expression, Jung Jihoo could only bite his lip, seemingly at a loss for a comeback.

Well, I never thought the two would get along from the moment Kyle started being wary of Jihoo, but at this rate, they'll likely develop mutual animosity just like in the original story.

Though I get the feeling that the one with the inferiority complex isn't Kyle but Jihoo....

"Instructor, I propose reassigning the teams even now. Yujin would be a better match for me. Besides, Jihoo would also be better off paired with Alice rather than Yujin."

Kyle took the opportunity to make such a suggestion to Instructor Mason. But Instructor Mason immediately shook his head.

"Proposal denied. I acknowledge that the team assignment for Jihoo is somewhat less efficient than expected. However, changes are impossible given the purpose of basic training classes."
"Why is that?"
"Simple. A hero shouldn't be picky about their companions. When you work as heroes in the future, your companions might not be the best. Or they might be weaker than you. Beyond that, you might dislike them for other reasons. But do you intend to demand changes citing efficiency every time?"
"...No, I don't."
"Exactly. Being a hero isn't just a money-making job. It doesn't need to be noble, but it requires a sense of duty. Above all... those who abandon their companions for any reason don't deserve to be called heroes."

As Instructor Mason spoke those final words with a solemn face, I could see sadness hidden behind that mask of solemnity.

He probably had some painful memories about companions from his time as a hero.

The original story didn't emphasize such heavy and bleak atmospheres, but in a world plagued by threats like monsters, how could there not be darkness?

"Cherish and value your companions. Now, let's move on to the next teams."

Perhaps it was a painful piece of advice, as both Kyle and Jihoo wore somewhat subdued expressions after hearing it. If I become a hero in the future, will there come a day when I feel the weight of those words more deeply? It was a bit frightening.

"Next up, Hayashima Reika and Liu Meiling! It's your team's turn. Your opponents are..."

While I was seriously contemplating what it meant to live in this world, the mock training for other teams continued.

Coincidentally, Reika was next. Reika, who should have been on the same team as Jihoo in the original story, was now paired with someone completely different.

"Young Master Jihoo. You seem a bit disheartened?"
"Hmph, that's not for you to worry about, Meiling."

Liu Meiling.

One of Jihoo's heroines and also his childhood friend.

She was a cute martial artist girl with bun-shaped hair.

As she came forward with Reika, she approached Jihoo briefly and spoke to him in a clear, elegant, but somewhat historical drama-like manner as he appeared a bit dejected.

"Stand tall. If the son of the Sword Saint hangs his head like that, it would tarnish your father's name."
"Tch, stop comparing me to my father all the time. Anyway, good luck to you too."

Befitting her character as a childhood friend, she gave Jihoo gentle-sounding admonishments.

It felt like genuine goodwill rather than something unpleasant, but Jihoo responded with an attitude suggesting annoyance.

However, since Jihoo didn't seem to truly dislike it, I wondered if this was what normal childhood friends were like.

"Seeing that makes me wonder if Kyle and I are the unusual ones..."
"What do you mean, Yujin?"

When Kyle heard my muttering and looked at me quizzically, I stared back at him and said:

"I was wondering, Kyle. Have I been annoying you all this time? Maybe my nagging has been bothersome..."

Looking back, since meeting Kyle at age 12, I've interfered in his life in various ways too. Especially during the first year after we met, when Kyle wouldn't open up and his personality was so dark, I had to look after him in many ways.

But regardless of my care, maybe it was bothersome to him? I was wondering if my frequent presence had been uncomfortable, when Kyle answered with a pale face and a serious tone:

"That's... absolutely not true."
"Really? Are you sure?"
"Being with you could never be uncomfortable for me. If anything... I worry that I might have made you uncomfortable."
"Hehe, that's impossible, Kyle. You worry about the strangest things."

I laughed lightly and patted his back. Well, my relationship with Kyle isn't new, so there's no need to suddenly overthink things.

"Excuse me, might you be Lady Yujin?"

At that moment, Meiling had approached me.

"Um? Y-yes, what is it?"

I was a bit thrown off by her martial arts novel-like speech pattern but was curious about what she wanted.

"Young Master Jihoo seems quite interested in you, so I wanted to introduce myself. Your performance in the earlier training was excellent, Lady Yujin."
"I didn't do anything special. Anyway, nice to meet you."
"The pleasure is mine, my lady. I'd like to talk more—might we have a private conversation after training?"
"I don't see why not."

I'm not exactly sure why she wants to talk to me, but I don't mind making new friends.

Having a conversation isn't a difficult thing anyway.

"Starting with Reika and Meiling's team! If you're ready, both of you come forward!"

Soon Reika and Meiling were called to begin their mock training. Right up until the start, Reika had been secretly glancing at Jihoo, but once they began, she put her hands together as if praying and unleashed her psychic power.

The white light created by her psychic power seeped into Meiling's body. It was a psychic buff, similar to how I had enhanced Jihoo with psychic sound waves.

"Thank you, Lady Reika! I feel stronger!"

Meiling, who had chosen a tonfa as her weapon, faced the goblins using martial arts enhanced with psychic power, just as I knew she would.

But unlike the reckless Jihoo, Meiling fought while thoroughly protecting Reika.

It was in stark contrast to Jihoo's style.

This was the standard approach for a combat-support combination.

If there was any flaw, it was that Reika, armed with a Pulse Staff—a weapon with psychic devices—couldn't fight the goblins, so Meiling had to handle almost all the combat.

This made their fighting style quite defensive, but Reika's buffs were quite good, and when Meiling took damage, Reika's healing abilities canceled out the vibrations given as damage indicators, so they had no problem defeating the goblins within five minutes.

"Good work. There are some areas for improvement, but it's definitely a passing grade. However, Student Reika, consider more active ways to support combat."

Instructor Mason gave advice similar to what I was thinking, and with that, Reika and Meiling's mock training ended.

"Good job, Reika."
"Thanks, Yujin. I couldn't say it earlier, but you did well..."
"You don't need to say that—you did well too."

Since Reika sits next to me, I gave her a little encouragement as soon as the training ended. Reika smiled shyly, but she seemed somewhat lacking in confidence.

"Lady Yujin."
"Oh, you said you wanted to talk? Reika, I'll be back after talking with Meiling for a bit."
"Mm... don't worry about me."

When Meiling approached, I told Reika and then walked to the back of the classroom. With other students focused on their training turns, there was a quiet place to talk.

I could feel both Kyle and Jihoo watching, but they weren't close enough to hear us.

"So, what's this about? Is it about Jihoo, by any chance?"
"I can't say it isn't."
"Let me say this upfront—I'm not interested in him."
"Hehe, Young Master Jihoo would be sad to hear that, but I already knew."

Ah, well, it would be strange if she didn't notice, given how obvious I've been about not liking him.

Still, Jihoo's interest in me is more than a little burdensome.

"Rather, there is someone else who has feelings for Young Master Jihoo. Lady Reika, that is."
"Oh. You know about that too?"
"It's a familiar situation to me. I've seen many women show interest in Young Master Jihoo."
"That sounds like you've been through quite a lot..."

Maybe it's because she's his childhood friend, but I felt some empathy. I know various things about Kyle too, after all.

I can only imagine what Meiling has gone through being childhood friends with a flirt like Jihoo. Ironically, Meiling herself hasn't developed romantic feelings for Jihoo yet.

In the original story, as Meiling's episode progresses, she becomes torn between love and friendship.

"As you say. When he was very young, he was cute and had a good personality, but now he's become a bit... too free-spirited."
"You can just say he's ill-mannered."
"I can hardly speak that way about my benefactor's son... but your words aren't wrong."

I saw Meiling sigh slightly.

"From what I've seen, despite dating many women, none of the relationships have lasted. I think if just one person could properly hold onto Young Master Jihoo, he might truly change."

My first thought was whether that would really happen, but I didn't contradict her. I only wanted to make one thing clear.

"It seems unreasonable to ask me to play that role..."
"Of course I'm not asking that of you. How could I make such a request to someone who doesn't have feelings for Young Master Jihoo? I simply want to redirect his attention from you to someone else."
"And that someone is Reika?"
"That's right."

Meiling smiled brightly as she continued.

"Lady Reika and I actually have a history. Her parents are famous healers, and I've received much kindness from them."

I already knew this fact. I know about Meiling's past through the original story.

Despite Meiling's very bright personality, she has quite a dark past. The fact that she remains so cheerful is, in truth, partly thanks to Jihoo.

It's quite strange to feel déjà vu from Jihoo, but anyway, that's why Meiling considers the Sword Saint and Jihoo her benefactors.

That sense of indebtedness is so strong that she prioritizes repaying their kindness over any romantic feelings for her childhood friend Jihoo.

That's why in the original story, she took on the role of "matchmaker" for others' love.

Thinking about it, I found it somewhat cruel.

I wondered if this girl really needed to struggle between love and friendship later because of this.

"So I know Lady Reika well. She would be a devoted partner for Young Master Jihoo."
"So you want us to help bring them together, like Cupid?"
"That's right."
"I don't see any reason to refuse."

I had already said something similar to Reika. If Reika and Jihoo get together and Jihoo focuses his attention on her, I'll be less bothered, which is good for me.

"But you know, does it have to be Reika? From my perspective, you could play that role yourself."

However, knowing the original story, I wanted to ask Meiling: Why not become the heroine yourself instead of connecting others?

Of course, this might be dangerous. It might destroy the flow of the original story.

But from the moment I couldn't ignore the lonely Kyle and became his friend, and continuing to now, the original story's flow had already been distorted.

I didn't want to watch a world where someone had to be unhappy for everyone else to be happy.

"I'm not shameless enough to entertain such thoughts."

But Meiling, while blushing slightly, shook her head as if without any lingering attachment.

The darkness glimpsed through the cracks in her masked expression was not so different from what Instructor Mason had briefly shown.

Unlike the bright original novel centered on Jihoo as the protagonist, seeing this world as an outsider made me realize again that life isn't always easy.

"I understand. You must have your reasons, so I won't press further. Then specifically, what should I do? You must have something in mind?"
"Of course."

Meiling smiled brightly and explained her plan.

"Have you heard of study groups?"

Of course I knew.

That was a cliché commonly found in those wish-fulfillment harem academy stories.

Ch.11 - Chapter 11: Study Group!
"So, you're saying we should bring Reika and Ji-hoo into the study group and try to get them closer to each other?"
"That's right. Specifically...."

My role would be to persuade Ji-hoo to join the study group. Then we'd arrange a place for Reika, and Meiling and I would discreetly step aside—that was the plan.

"I'm not sure if it'll work, but it seems worth trying."

It would be troublesome if Ji-hoo kept showing interest in me, so I need to do something about it.

"I'll speak to Lady Reika myself, so Lady Yujin, please just guide Young Master Ji-hoo."
"I will."

After wrapping up the conversation with Meiling like that, I first intended to return to Kyle.

I was contemplating how to casually bring up the topic to Ji-hoo.

"Yujin! What were you talking about with Meiling?"

But before I could reach Kyle, Ji-hoo, who had been watching me, strode over and spoke to me first.

Well, at least now I don't need to initiate the conversation myself....

"Ah, well...."
"What business is it of yours what Yujin talks about with anyone?"

Kyle immediately came to my side and spoke while keeping Ji-hoo in check.

Hmm, this flow doesn't seem very good.

"Hmph, Meiling is my childhood friend, you know? There's nothing wrong with asking what she was talking about."
"Then you should ask Meiling directly."
"I'll do whatever I want."

Naturally, Ji-hoo responded somewhat prickly.

I didn't want the two of them fighting like sworn enemies, so I quickly intervened.

"It wasn't anything important, so stop fighting, both of you. We were just talking about forming a study group. That's all."
"A study group?"
"Yes, getting like-minded people together to study extra after classes."

Of course, that wasn't the real purpose, but we did need to study and train individually to keep up with the academy curriculum anyway.

Meiling had mentioned that besides matching Ji-hoo with Reika, she also intended to use it as a genuine study group.

"It seemed like a good idea, so I'm going to try it."
"I see. Then can I join too?"

Sure enough, Ji-hoo immediately asked with obvious ulterior motives. This was what we intended, but I narrowed my eyes and said:

"You seem to have very impure intentions for joining."
"Hehe, of course! It means I can spend more time with you after school."
"You're not even hiding it. Well, do as you please. You don't need my permission anyway."

I accepted it, pretending to give in reluctantly.

Glancing toward Reika, I could see Meiling talking to her about something.

Seeing how embarrassed Reika looked while listening to Meiling, it seemed recruitment was already underway. Well, I don't need to worry about that side.

"Then I'll join that study group too."
"Huh? You too, Kyle? Why?"

But contrary to the plan, Kyle also volunteered to join.

"...I also need to study after school. Besides, we've often studied or trained together already."
"Well, that's true."

We had often studied together since middle school. Though regarding training, all I'd really done was sing with psychic sound waves while sitting next to Kyle.

"Plus, I'm worried Ji-hoo might make a move on you if I'm not there."
"Ahaha, I don't care about him at all, so you don't need to worry."

This wasn't part of the plan, but it shouldn't be a problem, right?

"You all seem to be having an interesting conversation?"

But there was one more person who joined our conversation.

"Please don't leave me out. Could you tell me what you're talking about?"

It was Alice. Come to think of it, I'd noticed her looking like she wanted to talk to Kyle for a while.

If she wanted to talk to him, she could just approach him, but I guess her "lady" character makes it difficult for her to initiate conversation.

"It's not that interesting. We were just talking about a study group."
"A study group?"
"Yes, Meiling suggested we form one."

I soon explained the study group to Alice as well.

"Hmm, I see. Well, study groups are encouraged at prestigious academies in other cities too."

Alice showed quite an interest. But judging from her behavior, it seemed Kyle was the reason.

It appeared that since the entrance ceremony, Alice had been very conscious of Kyle. This was quite different from the original story.

"How many people are you planning to include?"
"We haven't really decided yet, but we won't take too many. We already have five people."
"So there's room for one more?"
"You want to join too?"
"Well, I'm not saying I definitely want to join, but I am interested."

Alice was showing a slightly tsundere attitude. I continued with a smirk:

"Kyle said he's joining."
"Eh, isn't that cheating?"
"...Cheating?"
"You two are already close. If you do these activities together too, it's too disadvantageous for me! That's unfair, Yujin!"
"...I have no idea what you mean."
"After agreeing to compete with me fair and square...."

...What competition is she talking about? Actually, I don't recall ever mentioning any competition?

"This won't do. I'll join the group too. I can't fall behind my rival!"
"Umm... You can just honestly say you want to join."

She really has trouble being honest. Though that's what makes her cute.

Anyway, I welcome Alice joining too.

I'd like to match Kyle with Alice a bit.

Even though we agreed to forget about it, I'm still bothered by Kyle's confession to me.

As I decided then, I want to find Kyle a partner quickly.

Alright, let's match Reika with Ji-hoo and Alice with Kyle. While we're at it, let's play proper Cupid.

* * *

"I didn't expect Young Master Kyle and Lady Alice to join as well."

At a café near Arcana.

Everyone who joined the study group gathered after school.

Meiling seemed a bit flustered that Kyle and Alice, who weren't part of the plan, had joined the group.

"I won't be a hindrance, so don't worry, Miss Meiling. In fact, I'll be quite helpful."
"I wasn't doubting that, Lady Alice. Well, having both of you will certainly strengthen us as a study group."

Although that wasn't the original purpose, Meiling didn't object to them joining, probably thinking it wouldn't hurt.

"Anyway, I think we have enough members now, so I'm thinking of dividing us into teams."
"Meiling, you're making teams here too?"
"Yes, I thought we could compete between teams. I think pairs of two would work well."
"Like what Instructor Mason did today?"
"It's not a bad approach. But I don't want to decide arbitrarily like the instructor did. I'd like to hear everyone's opinions. Any thoughts?"

Meiling developed the conversation as planned.

Obviously, the first thing to do here is to put Reika and Ji-hoo in the same team.

"Then I want to be with Yujin!"
"I will be in a team with Yujin."

But contrary to my intentions, Ji-hoo and Kyle spoke simultaneously.

The two immediately glared at each other.

"Even after that disgraceful display today, you still have the nerve to try pairing with Yujin again."
"Hmph, don't get cocky over one little mistake!"
"Anyway, I'll be teaming with Yujin for the study group."
"No way! I'm going to team with her!"
"I can't let an idiot like you spread your stupidity to Yujin."
"If I'm an idiot, then you're a sea cucumber, anemone, and sea slug!"

Somehow their fighting is getting increasingly childish. Well, are 16-year-olds still considered children?

"Come on, both of you, stop fighting."
"Right! Let Yujin decide. Yujin, team with me!"
"...Yujin. You don't need to humor that idiot this time."

I tried to mediate, but they both pressed me to make a decision.

I was more concerned about the others than their quarrel. Naturally, Reika and Alice.

Reika was looking at Ji-hoo and Alice at Kyle, both with very disappointed expressions. They seemed sad that the boys weren't paying attention to them.

And amusingly, they occasionally glanced at me as if I were the cause. They didn't seem to resent me yet, but still.

This feels a bit unfair? I'm not trying to be a vixen here! I'm actually cheering for your love!

"I'm not teaming with either of you."
"Huh? Why not! Why not!"
"...Really?"

So I declared firmly. Ji-hoo fidgeted at my words, while Kyle looked a bit shocked.

I spoke to Ji-hoo first.

"First, Ji-hoo, I think being in the same team for Instructor Mason's class is enough. Even that is burdensome. As Kyle said, our teamwork today was terrible."
"Uwaaa...."

Perhaps I was too harsh, as Ji-hoo's face fell slightly. A normal girl might feel sorry seeing that handsome face looking sad, but not me.

"And I think Reika would be a better match for you. So I recommend you and Reika form a team."
"Eh, m-me?"

I naturally linked Reika into the conversation.

Reika, who had been quietly watching beside Ji-hoo, was startled like a rabbit.

"Yes. I think you could complement each other's weaknesses. Reika lost points today for self-defense skills, so Ji-hoo, who's skilled in martial arts, could teach her that, and conversely, Reika could help Ji-hoo with psychic abilities and teamwork. Wouldn't that be a good match?"

I suggested with a plausible excuse. Meiling immediately responded:

"I think so too, Lady Yujin. What does everyone else think?"
"That doesn't sound wrong. I won't object."
"...I won't object either."

Alice agreed as there was no reason to object. Kyle quickly agreed too, likely because he didn't want Ji-hoo and me to be on the same team.

"Great, then Reika and Ji-hoo are a team. And Kyle, I think you should be on a team with Alice again."
"I was already paired with Alice in Instructor Mason's class. There's no need for that here too."
"Unlike with Ji-hoo, you and Alice had good teamwork, right? I think if neither of you minds, you should be a team again. What do you think?"

I gave Kyle a plausible excuse too, but truthfully, it would be difficult to force them together if either Kyle or Alice objected.

If Kyle insisted, it might be hard to keep them as a team....

"I... No, alright. If that's what you think, I'll do it."

But surprisingly, Kyle accepted easily. He looked quite disappointed, which concerned me a bit. I'd need to cheer him up later.

"What about Alice?"
"I, I don't mind either. Rather, I'm surprised. You're personally pairing Kyle with me... Are you being overconfident? Like saying 'go ahead and try if you dare'?"
"Ahaha... It's not like that. Anyway, that makes you two a team. So the remaining team is Meiling and me. That settles it."

There was some commotion, but things seemed to be flowing according to Meiling's and my plan. Now we just needed to help them get closer while watching over them.

Though we hadn't planned that part in detail yet....

"Hey, so now these teams will compete against each other, right? But what are we competing for?"
"School grades, of course? Though we need to define the specifics."

Meiling gave the obvious answer to Ji-hoo's question.

As if he had anticipated this answer, Ji-hoo soon smiled and said:

"How about this? The assignment Teacher Kim Se-hyun gave us today. Let's have the first team to complete it get a wish granted!"

Ji-hoo threw out a proposal with obvious intentions.

It's too obvious what he's aiming for, so I want to reject this...

"I agree with that."

When Kyle suddenly agreed first, I was the one who became flustered.

Ch.12 - Chapter 12: What He Desires
"I didn't expect Young Master Kyle to be so actively in favor. It's quite surprising, isn't it? Perhaps you have a specific wish in mind?"

Since Kyle, who often opposed Ji-hoo, had agreed, it seemed strange to the others as well, and Meiling asked with curiosity.

Actually, while I was surprised too, I had some suspicions about his reasons.

Maybe because of how I rejected his confession last time... that might be it.

What if... he wishes for something like "Become my girlfriend"? What then?

Should I root for Kyle to lose the competition? But I don't really want that...

"Of course I do."
"My, how honest! What kind of wish do you want?"
"That's a secret."
"Ah, I apologize. It wasn't right of me to ask about your wish in advance."

Despite Meiling's question, Kyle didn't immediately reveal what his wish was.

I only had my suspicions, but I wasn't sure if that's what Kyle actually wanted. That confession from before, was he still serious about it?

Thinking about it again made my face feel slightly hot.

"Me! Me! My wish is to go on a date with Yujin!"
"Nobody asked you?"
"Heeng, ask me!"
"No way, idiot! If you have time for that, take care of Reika who's in your team now!"

At that moment, Ji-hoo spoke like a fool, so I scolded him.

Then, as if this girl-obsessed idiot actually had some sense, he finally made an "Ah!" expression.

"Right! To win the bet, I need to get along with Reika! I'm counting on you, Reika!"
"Umm... me too..."

Meanwhile, Reika was speaking shyly with a face as red as a ripe apple. How could such a quiet and kind girl like that womanizer... Is it true that women are attracted to bad boys?

As someone who's still a man inside, it's hard for me to understand. Still, I thought that maybe if they were together, Ji-hoo might become a bit more well-behaved like Reika.

"I'm glad everyone seems motivated. But since we're all in the same study group, while competition is good, I hope we don't forget to cooperate with each other fundamentally. It's what you'd call friendly competition! Now let's adjourn the general meeting and take some time individually!"

As members of the same study group, we gather like this sometimes, but basically we meet in our assigned teams.

We only gather like this to check each other's progress or for various exchanges. Since everyone agreed with this approach, everyone stood up from their seats.

"Reika, from today let's train together. Would you like to come to my family dojo right now?"
"Is, is that okay?"
"Of course! The people at the dojo will be happy to see a pretty girl like you!"
"Umm..."

Ji-hoo, seemingly excited, left first with Reika while making a fuss.

"Oh, right. Kyle, is it okay if you don't walk home with Alice? Since you're in the same team now, you should spend some time together."

Naturally, I turned my eyes to Kyle. I was concerned about Kyle agreeing with Ji-hoo's proposal earlier, but more importantly, I wanted to connect him with Alice.

Whatever Kyle's reasons were, if he and Alice became a couple, wouldn't that solve the problem?

"We've already finished talking about that. We agreed to contact each other after going home. Our houses are in different directions, so there's no need to walk home together."
"I see? Well, personal time is necessary too."
"Rather than that, with you... no, I'll walk you home. Let's go."
"Okay."

Well, if Kyle and Alice had already made arrangements, there wasn't much more for me to do.

I gave Meiling a small wave goodbye and walked home with Kyle as usual.

But...

"..."

I kept glancing at Kyle, still bothered by what happened earlier.

"Do you have something to say?"
"Huh? Ah, no, I..."
"You, when you have something difficult to ask, you look at me like that."
"Oh, was I? You're really perceptive to notice that!"
"...So what is it?"

At Kyle's question, I twirled my hair slightly and asked carefully.

"Umm... just about earlier. I didn't expect you to agree to the wish-granting thing."
"..."
"It's not strange! I'm sure Kyle has something he wants too."

After saying it, I felt like I was the strange one.

What I thought was just a guess and speculation. There was no guarantee that Kyle actually wanted "that kind of thing" as his wish.

Maybe he really had something he wanted, and that's why he was tempted by the wish-granting? After all, Kyle is still a 16-year-old boy, no matter how mature he is.

I have parents I can ask if I need something, but Kyle doesn't have that...

"Yujin. You don't need to worry so much."
"Huh?"
"Are you worried I might wish for something related to that confession... from before?"
"Ah... was it that obvious?"
"I'm not so insensitive that I wouldn't notice. And I don't intend to make such a wish."

Ugh, when Kyle spoke so directly, I felt embarrassed.

"Just passing the instructor test isn't enough."
"Huh? Ahaha... you don't need to be so hard on yourself. You're already amazing."
"...More than that, I really want something else."
"Really? Can you tell me what it is? Ah, if it's difficult, you don't have to."

Judging by Kyle's attitude, he wasn't planning to make an unreasonable request. It must be something important and serious.

And as if it wasn't something he couldn't tell, Kyle nodded slightly and said:

"I'm going to the Lester family."

Kyle Lester's Lester.

It's Kyle's relatives' place, his ancestral home.

However, although Kyle is a Lester, he's essentially cut ties with the Lester family.

Going there, could he be thinking of returning to the Lester family?

"I have something to do there. But I think it will be difficult alone. I... want you to help me."

What Kyle wanted wasn't at all what I had imagined.

Rather, if it's related to the Lester family, it must be a difficult matter for him.

What am I thinking? I'm such an idiot for making strange assumptions...

"I want to wish for that, but if you don't want to..."
"No, of course not."

There's no way I wouldn't want to help a friend.

I answered immediately.

"I'd help you with something like that without you having to use a wish."
"...That won't do. Surely, if you knew what I'm going to do there, you'd hate it too."
"That's not possible. But if you really think so..."

I firmly held Kyle's hand and said with a smile:

"Make sure you win and wish for it. Then I'll definitely grant it."

I could feel Kyle's hand trembling slightly in mine.

Just like four years ago when we first met...

* * *

Back at his home, Kyle Lester thought about what had happened today.

There was still a warm sensation lingering on his left hand.

Yujin's hand was very warm and soft. That touch was already familiar and unforgettable, yet it had a tremendous addictiveness.

In fact, that's why he had refused when Alice Crawford asked if he would go straight to the Crawford residence after school starting tomorrow.

He didn't want to lose the time walking home with Yujin.

He felt somewhat painful and sinful thinking that if Yujin knew he refused because he didn't want to lose the time holding Yujin's hand or seeing her, even Yujin might despise him.

But the greater sense of guilt and worry came from elsewhere.

"Lester..."

Kyle was holding a letter that had arrived today, as it did every day.

The sender was marked as "Lester." So it was a letter from the Lester family.

The content was predictable.

Return to the family as the head of the household is critically ill—the same content had come dozens of times in letters.

It seems the Lester family's succession plan is very unstable right now.

It's not that there are no heirs. But apparently, in the eyes of Kyle's grandfather, the family head, the potential heirs are not satisfactory.

In fact, they originally didn't pay much attention to Kyle either.

But disgustingly, these letters started coming a year ago.

It was around the time when Kyle had distinguished himself and word had reached their ears that he possessed considerable talent.

Naturally, Kyle refused, and while he was at it, he wanted to legally separate from the family registry.

But the legal procedure was denied. The excuse was that it's impossible for a minor without a guardian to remove themselves from the family registry.

Despite the fact that it shouldn't actually be impossible, no matter how much he argued, the answer remained the same. Once, someone even hinted that there was pressure from the Lester family.

So they didn't want to let go of Kyle now.

"Disgusting."

Kyle naturally despised them.

They bore some responsibility for his parents' deaths.

Without any regard for that, they sought him out again just because he seemed somewhat useful. He couldn't help but feel disgust.

But they, especially his grandfather, didn't seem likely to let him go easily.

However, Kyle knew a way to make the family head give up.

"..."

As Kyle recalled that method, he looked at the only family photo he had. He could see his father and mother with his younger self.

His father, who was a Lester, had also half-severed ties with the family.

The Lester family was terribly authoritarian and believed in a kind of aristocracy where one must marry someone of suitable status.

But his father refused the marriage arranged by the family and married his mother. That was the reason for the estrangement from the family.

That must have been something the family head couldn't compromise on.

So... Kyle was trying to do exactly what his father had done.

"Yujin..."

Only, he was troubled by the fact that Yujin had rejected his confession. Of course, the confession itself had nothing to do with family matters.

But if Yujin had accepted his confession, he would have felt a bit lighter. Because it wouldn't have been a lie. In fact, it didn't seem right to drag Yujin into this sordid affair.

However... Kyle still wanted to be with Yujin. No, "wanted" wasn't enough. He yearned for it. It was a desire too intense to be just a teenage boy's sticky longing.

So he finally spoke about it today as if confessing, but he couldn't tell the specifics. He was afraid Yujin would refuse, and that would really hurt.

In reality, Yujin's attitude suggested she would be fine with whatever it was...

In the end, what he could do now was win the competition and make his wish. Without that excuse, he felt he couldn't bear to ask, his heart would be too troubled.

Moreover, he couldn't bear the self-loathing if he failed to accomplish even that.

Kyle was determined to be the first to pass the assignment.

Ch.13 - Chapter 13: Kyle's Training
"Welcome to our family, Kyle. It's a bit self-congratulatory to say, but it's not a bad place, is it?"

The mansion had a stately exterior with prominent Western architectural features.

Various races lived together in Hanul City, so Western architectural styles weren't particularly rare. Even Arcana was closer to Western than Eastern style.

However, the Crawford family mansion stood out remarkably among them.

It looked extraordinarily luxurious, as if nobles from a bygone era might live there.

"...I've seen places like this before."
"Oh? Have you? I pride myself on our family home being quite unmatched."
"I have. Not as splendid as this, but equally pretentious in its arrogance. People call them the Lesters."
"Ah... Well, if it's the Lester family, that makes sense."

Alice had momentarily forgotten that Kyle himself was from the Lester family, which rivaled even the Crawfords in status.

Of course, as far as she knew, his relationship with the Lester family was currently estranged.

As the atmosphere grew somewhat heavy, Alice quickly changed the subject.

"I had hoped to introduce you to Papa, but sadly, he seems to be too busy to come home today as well. Still, all the staff are here, so would you like to have a meal first?"

Alice wanted to get closer to Kyle under the pretext of being in the same study group and team.

It somewhat wounded her pride that it was Eugene Frey—whom she secretly considered a rival—who had helped her join that study group, but she saw no reason to decline the generosity of a worthy opponent.

"I'd rather start training right away."

But Kyle himself showed no interest as he spoke with an expressionless face.

Anyone else might have considered it rude to reject such hospitality, but his ice-like expression was so beautiful to behold, like looking at a precious gem, that Alice simply nodded in agreement.

"You're more impatient than you look, but that's fine. Let me show you the Crawford family's technology that rivals even Arcana's."

Most prestigious hero families have taken on corporate forms.

Some families were corporate from their origins, while others came from various backgrounds—martial arts sects, underground organizations, military factions, or ordinary civilians who simply became heroes.

All of them have now inevitably become large corporations, though varying in scale. It's common for outstanding heroes to be absorbed by conglomerate-like wealthy families.

However, the Crawford family was rare among such families in that it had been both a corporation and a prestigious family from the beginning.

"Actually, none of Arcana's cutting-edge technologies have been developed without Crawford's involvement. Not just Arcana—for the past hundred years, Crawford has led humanity's struggle against the demon realm in every aspect."

The underground training facility of the massive mansion.

Though it appeared empty at first glance, it housed state-of-the-art training simulation equipment that concentrated Crawford's technological prowess.

Of course, he had already seen it at Arcana, but few families could personally own such technology.

"Arcana has this too, but in our family, you can use it as much as you want. How about that? Aren't you glad to be on the same team as me?"

Naturally, Alice, who had inherited the Crawford bloodline strongly, had exceptional pride.

Although she had only achieved A-rank in the entrance ceremony measurements, she was confident that she would stand out at Arcana and become an S-rank hero. The expectations of her family and those around her went without saying.

So Kyle would definitely benefit from becoming friends with her. Alice confidently thought it would be wise for him to accept her goodwill while she was offering it.

"Can we start right away?"

As expected, he showed interest. Though he completely lacked charm.

If it had been Jeong Ji-hoo, who claimed to be Kyle's rival, he would have made a fuss praising everything, and Alice felt somewhat disappointed by the lack of flavor.

Alice couldn't know that "in the original work," it would have been Jeong Ji-hoo here instead of Kyle, and that Ji-hoo would have flattered her exactly as she imagined.

"That's fine, but I need a moment to prepare. Well, would you like to try it out anyway? The way to set it up is..."

Alice, unable to dislike Kyle despite everything, continued trying to win his favor.

She thought it was strange that usually men would be the ones courting women, but her instincts, honed by the Crawford family traditions, told her precisely that Kyle currently had little interest in her.

It was both unbelievable and wounded her pride, but that only made her want him more.

'Hmph, I'll make him regret it and come begging later.'

Thinking that at least he was pleasant to look at, she explained the instructions, and Kyle immediately started the simulation.

"Oh? You've set the difficulty too high right now."

Despite her proper instructions, he had started with an excessively difficult level.

And that wasn't all.

The simulator's sensory level was also at maximum.

At this setting, being hit by the simulation holograms would cause extremely realistic pain.

"I know."
"What?"
"Anything less would be meaningless."

Before she could stop him, Kyle started the simulation, floating his four daggers in the air. Immediately, holograms appeared.

From the very first level, Black Orcs appeared.

Even regular orcs would be challenging for students at their level. But these were Black Orcs, considered elite among orcs, perfectly rendered by the simulation.

And ten of them at once.

Naturally, it seemed too reckless to Alice.

"That's dangerous! It's too much—"

She tried to stop Kyle, but Alice couldn't finish her sentence.

Because something completely unexpected happened before her eyes.

[Critical hit successful]
[Partial hit, Black Orc critically wounded]
[Black Orcs' movements slowed due to cold]
[5 kills successful]
[Black Orcs enter 'Frenzy' state after witnessing their comrades' deaths]

Contrary to her expectation that he would be overwhelmed, Kyle displayed skills that were unbelievable for a mere student.

"How... Earlier today..."

There hadn't seemed to be much difference in their abilities, enough that she had taken the offensive role.

But his skills now were completely different.

His telekinetically flying daggers unfailingly struck vital points like the heart or neck—weaknesses even the tough Black Orcs couldn't protect.

His cold energy had become even more fierce, freezing some orcs completely immobile. This too was vastly superior to what he had shown earlier in the day.

'Could it be that he was matching my pace earlier? No, that can't be... Unless he's grown that much in such a short time...'

Or perhaps it was both.

But whatever the truth, what was happening before her eyes was reality.

[Black Orc squad annihilated. Level cleared.]

He cleared the first simulation level as if it were nothing.

Kyle showed no signs of fatigue or even being out of breath.

"Next."
"Wait, you want to continue?"
"Of course."
"The difficulty increases with each level. Even for you, Kyle, this is too much right now. We should lower the difficulty, or at least reduce the sensory level..."
"Next!"

[Beginning next level. Difficulty enhanced based on analysis of previous level data.]

But Kyle refused.

As if he couldn't afford to be complacent, as if he were being chased by something.

As if he couldn't rely on another's kindness, he showed an obsession with becoming stronger quickly.

"...Thanks for your concern, but I can't afford to take it easy."

His slight acknowledgment of Alice's goodwill was a change that had come after meeting Eugene Frey. But to Alice, his current state looked far too precarious.

Too precarious to ignore.

'Why are you in such a hurry? Could it be because of your rivalry with Jeong Ji-hoo? Even so...'

That was the only reason Alice could guess.

While partly correct, there was a bigger reason.

The Lester family approaching him again, and being rejected after confessing to Eugene.

With these two issues intertwined, Kyle couldn't help but want to become stronger quickly.

He wanted to become strong enough to escape his family's pressure. Even if they "interfered" with him, he wanted to be able to resist.

At the same time, he wanted to be worthy in Eugene's eyes. He wanted to make up for being foolish and hasty when he was rejected, and he didn't want to feel intimidated when introducing Eugene to the head of the Lester family.

He needed to become strong enough that even if those arrogant people became angry with him, they couldn't do anything about it. Simultaneously, he didn't want to be an inadequate man for Eugene.

If his family tried to harm Eugene, it would be Kyle's responsibility to stop them, so Kyle had to be strong enough to protect her.

[Level 4 cleared. Proceeding to next level. Current difficulty increase rate: 180%]
[Level 5 cleared. Difficulty increase rate recalibrated based on data. Current difficulty increase rate: 230%]
[Warning: Difficulty level may compromise user safety.]

Kyle continued without stopping all night.

Alice joined in midway, not wanting to be left behind, but even supporting him was challenging.

Even though she prioritized safety, Kyle didn't stop even as dawn approached, forcing Alice to retire partway due to exhaustion.

[Level 20 cleared. Unable to generate higher difficulty simulations at this time.]

Kyle only stopped when the simulation's AI reached its limits.

He had broken records multiple times, generating countless new training data points, to the extent that the family's technical research team had to rush in.

Although comparing simulation training to real combat experienced by active heroes would be presumptuous, his real-time growth rate was frighteningly impressive.

"I can't believe it, such talent is simply..."
"...When will the simulation be updated?"
"Ah, that... it will take some time. Besides, it's morning now—wouldn't you like to rest a bit, Kyle? We've been up all night."
"I don't need sleep when I use psychic powers. More importantly, what time is it now..."

Despite training harshly all night, Kyle prioritized checking the time over rest or food.

As if he had an appointment.

"I need to go."
"What, without even having breakfast? There's no way you could have an appointment this early in the morning."

Of course not. Today was a school day at the academy—who would schedule an appointment so early?

But his answer was truly astonishing.

"I need to walk to school with Eugene."

Walking to school with Eugene in the morning.

For Kyle, it was something so important that he couldn't miss it for anything.

Ch.14 - Chapter 14: Sleep Talk
After becoming a girl, many things were different from when I was a boy.

Just like how I secretly enjoyed sweet flavors when eating parfait last time—something I hadn't particularly liked when I was a boy—there were many subtle differences in what I felt compared to when I was male.

One of those things was morning sleep.

"Yujin! Wake up, it's morning!"
"Mmm...."

I was notably more fond of sleeping in than when I was a man in my previous life.

If it weren't for my mother's familiar voice waking me, I wouldn't have gotten up even with an alarm.

Strange. In my previous life, I had no trouble with the trainee lifestyle of waking up early.

For some reason, getting up every morning was really difficult. Even now.

"This child! Still not up? Get up quickly!"
"Mmm... just 5 more minutes..."

But today was especially bad. Was it because my body hadn't adjusted to going to the Academy since yesterday? The blanket feels so cozy....

"Yujin. Wake up now."
"...Huh?"

While lazily lounging under the blanket, I opened my eyes to a gentle voice that tickled my ears. Peeking toward the source of that familiar voice, I saw Kyle standing there.

Why is Kyle here... Oh, is it morning? No... the last time Kyle came to my room to wake me up was two years ago.

For about a year, he would always come into my room to wake me, but one day he suddenly stopped... saying I was grown up enough to get up on my own.

So there's no way Kyle could be here right now. This must be a dream.

Kyle appearing in my dream—I must really care about him a lot.

Is this another instinct that comes with being a woman... I felt inexplicably happy.

To be honest, I knew the reason. Kyle had somehow become the person I was most proud of in this world.

So even though it feels like I've become his mother, honestly, can you blame me? Thinking about how I transformed that dark child into such a warm young man fills me with pride.

It might sound like I'm doting, but in my previous life on Earth, someone like Kyle would have been incredibly popular. Maybe even more impressive than me when I was an idol....

"Hehehe...."
"Yu-Yujin?"

I gently hugged Kyle as he approached my bedside, seemingly trying to wake me who was still hiding under the blanket.

"This reminds me of the old days. You used to cry a lot, and I'd comfort you like this."
"That's... from a long time ago."
"Hehe, yes, a long time ago."

Back then, he was such a pitifully small child, but he was also quite cute.

Now he's lost some of that cuteness, which is a bit of a shame, but look how well he's grown up!

"Our Kyle, you've grown so handsome. You've grown up so well."
"...Yujin."
"Good job, good job...."
"....."

Floating in the dreamlike happiness, I continued patting Kyle's back. I could almost feel him trembling slightly....

"...Thank you, Yujin. But you should really wake up now."
"Mmm, since this is a dream, I suppose I should."
"That's not what I mean...."

Kyle's troubled expression looked so vivid. This dream is incredibly realistic.

"Yujin! Even though Kyle went to wake you, you're still—oh my."

Huh?

"...Mom?"

Mom opened the door and came in. Even though it was just a dream, I reflexively pulled away, feeling embarrassed about her seeing me hugging Kyle.

"You two are already at that age, I see...."
"I'm sorry, ma'am, this is...."
"No, no, Kyle. It's not your fault—Yujin was the one hugging you. Is she still half-asleep? Yujin, stop bothering Kyle and get up quickly."

Mother left after scolding me.

Only then did I realize this wasn't a dream.

"Ahhhhh...."

In that moment, I wanted nothing more than to hide my blushing face under the blanket.

* * *

"I really thought it was a dream!"
"I see."
"S-so stop laughing. It's embarrassing, you know?"
"Okay."

Though Kyle tried to wipe the smile off his face at my words, he showed a remarkable talent for somehow still looking like he was smiling despite his serious expression.

"Really... what made you come all the way to my room to wake me up today?"
"Sorry. You were getting up later than usual."
"Hmm.... That's my fault. Come to think of it, you come every morning, don't you? Isn't it tiring?"
"Not at all."

He answers without hesitation.

Honestly, it seems like it would be bothersome, but he must be doing it because he cares about me.

"Still, I'm relieved that you come and eat breakfast with me every day. I haven't skipped breakfast since then."
"Yeah...."
"Oh right, you were with Alice yesterday evening, weren't you? You said you would be."

Walking to school side by side with Kyle, I tried to change the subject to forget my morning embarrassment.

Yesterday was the first day after dividing into study groups, and Kyle had said he would discuss group activities with Alice after walking home with me.

"Did you go to Alice's house?"
"I did."
"I thought so."

Originally, in the original story, Jung Jihoo was the first character to visit Alice's house.

This has changed too. I don't know how much more the original storyline will twist from now on.

While I worried that these twists might lead to bad outcomes, I didn't regret what I'd done regarding Kyle.

Rather... I thought it was one of the few genuinely good things I'd done, despite my many mistakes.

Thinking about it makes my face heat up again, but the words I said half-asleep this morning were all sincere.

"Get along well with Alice too. She seems like a good person, even if her personality is a bit strange."
"...Sure."

I didn't pry into what exactly he did with Alice.

It didn't seem right for me to interfere further in their relationship.

While talking with Kyle, we arrived at Arcana.

After entering the classroom, Kyle went to his seat at the back, and I headed to mine at the front.

My desk partner, Reika, wasn't in her seat, and coincidentally, Jung Jihoo, who sat next to me in the adjacent row, was also absent.

Instead, Alice, Jihoo's desk partner, was in her seat.

And Alice was staring intently at me.

"Um, Alice, good morning?"
"...Good morning, Yujin Frey."

Feeling her gaze, I awkwardly greeted her first.

Alice responded, but her tone and eyes seemed somewhat sharp.

Like she was on guard? Until yesterday, she had seemed somewhat haughty like a young lady character, but not like this...

"Excuse me, Yujin. May I ask you something?"

While I was wondering if I should ask why, Alice spoke first.

"Sure, ask me anything."
"About you and Kyle. You're friends... right?"
"Huh? Y-yes? We're friends."
"Are you really just friends? You're not actually dating?"
"W-why are you suddenly asking that?"
"I'm curious. Is it difficult to answer?"

She wasn't asking playfully or lightly.

My intuition told me she was seriously asking about my position.

If I showed an ambiguous attitude here, Alice might give up on her feelings for Kyle...

So I needed to answer clearly.

"Kyle and I are definitely just friends. So you don't need to worry about me."

I answered with a clear attitude.

But for some reason, while answering, I remembered what happened this morning and Kyle's confession to me before.

Why did I feel a slight pang in my chest...

"I didn't ask because I was concerned about you specifically. But that's your position... I understand."

Alice gave me a somewhat regretful look and turned her head.

I had the feeling her gaze briefly passed over Kyle...

"Alright everyone, good morning! Homeroom is starting, so please take your seats!"

Meanwhile, Instructor Kim Sehyun entered.

As it was time for homeroom, Reika and Jung Jihoo had also arrived, and I couldn't pay attention to Alice anymore. Though I was concerned about her, if I kept looking in her direction, Jihoo might get the wrong idea.

"Everyone looks energetic today, which is good to see! I'm sure you're all getting used to academy life? Oh, and don't forget the assignment I gave you! Honestly, I'm curious when you'll take up the challenge! Feel free to request a match anytime, don't be shy!"
"I'll definitely be the first to pass, teacher!"
"Jung Jihoo? You seem suddenly more enthusiastic than yesterday. Is there a reason?"
"Hehe, there definitely is a reason."

As always, Jihoo laughed like a simpleton while talking to Instructor Kim Sehyun, then glanced at me. I deliberately ignored his gaze.

Silly boy, full of ulterior motives as expected.

"Well, I'll hear about that later. More importantly, today's main schedule... we'll continue with various classes like yesterday. This week, focus on getting familiar with each new class. Oh, and there's one important matter. Starting today, individual counseling sessions with the Chairwoman will begin."

At Instructor Kim Sehyun's words, my body suddenly froze.

The Chairwoman? Could it be that person?

"Excuse me, Instructor. By Chairwoman, do you mean...?"
"Oh, do you know about her, Yujin? That's right. She's not only the Chairwoman of Arcana but also the world-renowned hero known as 'Oracle'."

Oracle Rachel Illuminas.

The Foundation Chairwoman of Academy Arcana and now the only remaining Oracle ability user.

At the same time, she's one of Jung Jihoo's heroines in the original story... well, that's not important since he has many heroines.

Come to think of it, I'd forgotten she existed.

"The reason the Chairwoman is called Oracle is because her ability is called Oracle. As the name suggests, it's precognition. She can foresee the future, but beyond that, she can also perceive people's potential and look into their hearts."

What I overlooked even more was her ability.

Through that ability, she serves as a mysterious advisor to Jung Jihoo.

But they're already starting individual counseling? The original story didn't clearly describe exactly when it started...

"This class is getting special attention from the Chairwoman, so we're starting a bit earlier than usual. Normally, counseling begins when students have adjusted to the academy and are considering their career paths, but surprisingly, this class has two students who started with S-rank!"

Ah.

I see.

This was another deviation from the original story.

I hadn't thought it would affect things to this extent...

"The counseling will be done one by one, so there's no need to feel pressured. However, the first person has already been decided. Yujin?"
"Yes?"
"Yujin, you'll be the first person to have counseling with the Chairwoman."

Hearing those words, I couldn't help but freeze with tension.

What if the Chairwoman discovers my true identity?

Ch.15 - Chapter 15: Oracle Rachel Illuminas
"Miss Yujin, let's go to the Chairman's office right away."
"But class is about to start, isn't it? And today's first period is definitely your class, Instructor..."
"Ah, of course I'll drop you off and then come back to teach. It's fine if the counseling subject is a bit late, so take your time with the consultation."

I tried to think of ways to avoid or excuse myself from the counseling, but this counseling is clearly the most important curriculum at Arcana.

No matter what justifications other academies without an 'Oracle' might claim, this is something only Arcana can do, so it's unthinkable for an Arcana cadet to refuse it.

There's no legitimate reason or excuse to do so.

Reluctantly, I followed Instructor Kim Sehyun out of the classroom and headed toward the Chairman's office.

"You seem unusually lacking in confidence today, Yujin. Are you that nervous about meeting the Chairman?"
"Oh, no... that's not it. It's just... she's such an extraordinary person."
"Hehe, that's certainly true. But there's no need to be so tense. The consultation with the Chairman will definitely be fun."

That's not the issue, but there's no way to explain that to Kim Sehyun.

Well, since I can't avoid it anyway, I might as well just go.

"By the way, Yujin, do you happen to know why Jung Jihu was so enthusiastic earlier?"
"Oh, that. Well..."

I told Kim Sehyun about the study group.

It wasn't a secret, so it didn't matter. Though it is a secret that Meiling and I created it to bring Jung Jihu and Reika together.

I needed to tell Kim Sehyun about it anyway. It's only proper etiquette to inform someone in advance when you're making a competitive wager involving sparring with them.

"My, I had no idea such an interesting activity was happening. If you had told me earlier, I could have served as something like a mentor."
"It's just a study group, not a club activity that needs a mentor. Still, I'm sure everyone would appreciate your help if you offered."
"I can't give any grade benefits, but feel free to ask for help anytime. Whether it's a study group or club activity, Arcana encourages anything that helps with training and academic achievement."

Kim Sehyun readily agreed to cooperate. Having her officially cooperate with the study group's competition would certainly make things easier in many ways.

For instance, in this case, Kim Sehyun, who would normally have considered one-on-one sparring, agreed to do 2-on-1 matches with 2-person teams, taking into account the special nature of this event.

She also mentioned that she would accommodate similar requests for help later.

"So Kyle and Jung Jihu are in different groups? I like that they're competing against each other. I wonder if they might be fighting over you? Hehe..."
"Hahaha... Oh, it looks like we've arrived."

Just as an awkward question was about to begin, we fortunately arrived at the Chairman's office.

"Oh, so we have. Well, have a good consultation with the Chairman. I'm sure it will be very helpful."

Kim Sehyun watched me enter the Chairman's office before returning to the classroom.

I was quite nervous as I had to go in without time to prepare myself, but the scene inside the Chairman's office made that nervousness seem a bit foolish.

Because inside was...

"As I expected... this is quite a place."

I couldn't help but say that.

There was no official desk or bookshelf you'd expect in a chairman's office, nor any awards or trophies. Instead, there was a refrigerator, what's commonly called a kotatsu (a small heating table), a computer set up for gaming, walls covered with game-related posters and character bromides...

It was more like a game otaku's room than an executive's office.

Beep-beep!

"Hmm? Who's there?"

A small silver-haired, blue-eyed girl was engrossed in playing a console game in that room.

She was Oracle Rachel Illuminas.

...Though her appearance was just that of a young gaming addict.

"Ah! Are you the child here for counseling?"
"Y-yes... Chairman."
"Good, good, welcome. I'll give you some snacks, so sit here. Ah, wait a moment, I'm in the middle of a ranked match!"

Ah, ranked matches are serious business.

I quietly sat down at the kotatsu and started eating the yakgwa (Korean traditional sweets) and sikhye (sweet rice drink) the Chairman offered.

While there's no distinction between Korean or Japanese here, a Japanese kotatsu with Korean traditional snacks... Well, considering the original light novel, it's not that strange.

Of course, yakgwa is an old-fashioned snack not very popular with young people in this world either, but considering the Chairman's character identity...

"Hehe, I won! It was simple for me! Ah, right. Did you wait long?"
"No, only about 10 minutes."
"Hmm, I made you wait. But more importantly, you don't seem surprised at all by my appearance?"

Ah, so that's the issue.

What should I do? Flimsy lies might be seen through when facing the Oracle.

The description of the Oracle's abilities in the original work was very abstract, so I don't know what's within acceptable limits...

"Well... actually, I already knew..."

I wasn't sure how much the Oracle could see into my mind, but I gave an answer that wasn't a lie. It was true that I already knew about Rachel.

"Hmm, that's unusual. I don't hide this appearance from the public... but not many people should know about it these days. I wonder who told you? Well, it doesn't matter. It's not like this form is a secret."

Thankfully, Rachel didn't seem to mind much.

That was a huge relief, but it didn't mean Rachel had lost interest in me.

Rather, she looked at me with those bright, attentive eyes. Those childlike eyes, so incongruous with her elderly manner of speech, seemed to look straight into my heart.

"Oh my, what an interesting child you are."
"Can... can you see my mind?"

I asked cautiously. Could Rachel see my past life, or could she only see Yujin before I became 'Yujin Frey'? Perhaps both.

"I can see, yet cannot see. Like through a fog, your mind and fate are not completely visible to me."
"Is there something wrong with me?"

I worried she might find me suspicious, but there was no such indication in Rachel's gaze.

"Not at all, child. Such cases are common, so it's not strange at all."
"Really?"
"If the Oracle could see everything without filter, this old lady would have lived a life with fewer regrets."

Though she was smiling kindly, I wasn't imagining the shadow behind that smile.

Rachel, who could transform into an adult form at will, chooses to remain in this form for weighty reasons, as I know.

In the original work, Rachel becomes one of Jihu's heroines after resolving her inner struggles.

"Still, your potential is clearly visible, so don't worry."
"Really? What's my potential... like?"
"Hmm, your potential... I'm afraid it's not that exceptional. But it's not inadequate if you work hard."

Oh, that's a relief.

I was worried she might say something like "Amazing potential! You're essential to the academy and the world!" That would have been too much pressure.

I'd rather leave that kind of burden to carefree guys like Jung Jihu.

"Even so, your counseling will continue. This curriculum continues until graduation. We won't meet every day, but we'll see each other occasionally."
"Don't you counsel other cadets too? You can't focus just on me..."

I understand this counseling is the academy's unique strength, but if the Chairman personally counsels every cadet until graduation, that seems like a tremendous workload.

When I asked about this, Rachel smiled with childlike innocence.

"What's difficult about chatting with children and playing together occasionally? Even if I don't call for you, whenever you have troubles, come to this old lady anytime. By the way, do you like games too?"

It was a very innocent question, but perhaps because of my psychic sound wave ability, I could sense many things in her voice.

Pride, affection, sense of duty... and loneliness.

The loneliness especially reminded me of what I'd seen in Kyle four years ago, and I didn't want to ignore it.

Strong on the surface, but this person is lonely and isolated...

"I love games too."

So I replied with a warm smile.

...As a result, I had to play a few rounds of FPS games with her before returning to class, but that was a minor matter.

* * *

"Yujin Frey... what an interesting child."

Left alone again in the Chairman's office after the first counselee departed, Rachel murmured softly.

She was a bright and kind child. It wasn't unusual that her mind and fate couldn't be completely read.

However, there were things Rachel hadn't told Yujin or had lied about.

First, she had lied about Yujin's potential.

"That level of potential... it's far from ordinary. Even receiving an A-rank in the assessment means she's already extraordinary, but..."

What Rachel saw in Yujin was potential so vast it could hardly be classified as merely A-rank.

Of course, being just "potential," it hadn't manifested prominently yet.

But even this suggested she might have unknowingly used tremendous power already.

For instance, her identified ability of psychic sound waves.

Officially, it was considered just a supportive ability that made people feel good when they heard it, at best a temporary buff ability, but...

"No 'Ability Awakening' user has appeared in the last 90 years..."

She glimpsed the potential for a rare ability that had been extinct for a long time. And even that potential was just one of many things Yujin possessed.

Even if Yujin hadn't displayed special abilities, people who frequently heard her sing would likely have had their own latent abilities awakened.

This wasn't just a temporary enhancement buff, but a very special ability that affected potential itself, making it extremely powerful.

It certainly warranted close observation. However, Rachel chose not to inform Yujin herself. She also decided to be cautious about informing instructors and others.

"Such power tends to be more a misfortune than a blessing. Just as the Seraphim of the past..."

Oracle.

Before Rachel was called that, people like her were known as Seraphim.

They possessed the most noble and powerful abilities, but they weren't happy.

Those with such power had to face tremendous evil at the risk of their lives, and they all died. All except Rachel.

Even now, in a corner of the Chairman's office, there was a faded photograph in a small frame, taken on the battlefield where she had survived with them 100 years ago.

Rachel still remembered and mourned them even after 100 years. And now, a child suspected of being a Seraphim had been discovered.

Was this God's blessing, or another cruel fate?

She couldn't tell. But Rachel was no longer a helpless child, so she could only do what she believed was right.

"I don't want anyone else to be sacrificed..."

Carrying the long-standing debt in her heart from the distant past, Rachel once again steeled her resolve.

Ch.16 - Chapter 16: Psychic Practice
While Eugene was consulting with the Chairman, the cadets of Class A were attending Instructor Kim Se-hyun's class.

Instructor Kim Se-hyun was teaching "Psychic Application Practice."

Unlike yesterday's main class—Instructor Mason's basic training, which covered a wide range of topics including not just psychic abilities but also combat tactics and weapon usage—this Psychic Application Practice focused solely on the cadets' supernatural abilities, as the name suggested.

"There isn't much difference from the basic training class, but this class aims to focus on drawing out and utilizing the potential of your psychic abilities. Like with Instructor Mason, you'll work in pairs of two, but you'll take turns practicing every 30 minutes."

With Instructor Kim Se-hyun's words, the training system in the psychic training room where the Class A cadets were gathered activated.

It was a system that combined the sparring system and training functions they had seen earlier in the classroom, but unlike in the classroom, it was applied to the entire spacious training room.

"You can decide freely how to practice with your partner. You can spar with each other, or you can face holograms together. If you don't like either option, you can use the measuring method with dummies like during the entrance ceremony."

Since theoretical classes on psychic abilities had already been running in parallel since the previous day, the point was to research or practice based on that knowledge as much as possible.

However, Instructor Kim Se-hyun arbitrarily decided the pairs. This was because if left completely to the cadets, certain people might be overwhelmed with requests or, conversely, avoided altogether.

"What a coincidence that we're paired together here too, Kyle."
"...Yeah."

Alice and Kyle, who had already been paired in the study group, "coincidentally" became partners here as well.

Whether it was truly a coincidence was somewhat questionable. Unknown to them, Kim Se-hyun had already heard from Eugene that the two had been paired in the study group.

Of course, it's unclear whether Kim Se-hyun deliberately paired them together due to such personal interest, but it was true that he had been watching these two particularly closely among the other cadets.

"I was a bit worried when you left in such a hurry this morning. Weren't you tired after training so intensely?"
"Not really. I'm fine. More importantly, I'd like to ask for your help again today."
"Again today? But the next level simulation isn't ready yet..."
"I'll repeat what we did yesterday until it's completed."

Kyle spoke in a matter-of-fact, dry tone, but Alice was secretly astonished.

He wanted to do such intense training—difficult enough even for just one day—every day?

Of course, since the next difficulty level simulation hadn't been created yet, that was all they could do.

But doing such harsh training every day seemed like self-harm no matter how you looked at it.

So she wanted to object. But at the same time, Alice had a contradictory thought.

If Kyle came to her house every day like that... it might not be such a bad thing.

"...Alright. But I have one condition."
"What condition?"
"You can come to my family's estate to train. But you must also accept the care my family provides. I mean you should take it easy."
"I don't have the luxury to—"
"Then I'll refuse. You could die from such excessive training. I'd rather not have my family involved in something like that."

Alice spoke primly, but secretly she was anxious. What if he flatly refused? Judging by Kyle's attitude, which showed little interest in her, it seemed entirely possible.

"Fine. I'll do that."
"Good, you won't regret it."

Contrary to her worries, Kyle unexpectedly accepted without resistance. This was according to Alice's plan. Though his attitude was cold now, she thought she could win Kyle's favor by providing various forms of care using the Crawford family's wealth.

Although Kyle was also from the prestigious Lester family, her investigation revealed that he had barely lived under that family and was essentially no different from a commoner.

"But I have one condition too. No matter how late it gets, I must return home by the next morning."

Alice's joy at Kyle accepting her condition was short-lived when she heard his words. Her mood cooled instantly.

"Don't tell me... it's for the reason you mentioned earlier? To... go to school with Eugene?"
"That's right. So even if you provide breakfast, I can't eat it."

Alice bit her lip slightly after hearing Kyle's answer.

Truly, she wanted to possess someone so perfect and beautiful, but Kyle didn't give her the slightest consideration.

Of course, it was foolish to think this way when their relationship wasn't even that deep—they'd only met three days ago, including the entrance ceremony.

But Alice was obsessing over Kyle to an extent that even she recognized as foolish.

'You really only have eyes for Eugene Frey. That makes me want you even more.'

If that obsession, that passion were directed at her, it would be more valuable than any precious gift she had ever received.

"Hmph, do as you please. But you'll have to accept the other care without complaint."
"I will."

She wanted to claim that morning commute with him for herself, but she knew that forbidding it would only result in rejection, so she allowed it for now.

Instead, she vowed to win Kyle's heart by other means, believing in her wealth and charm.

"But for now, will you be my sparring partner? You can do that much, can't you?"

Slightly annoyed at Kyle's indifference toward her, she decided to spar with him as a way to vent her frustration.

Of course, as seen yesterday, Alice couldn't match Kyle's level, so it ended up with Kyle acting as her sparring partner.

"Now, let's switch partners and continue!"

After about 30 minutes, it was time to change partners.

Alice was a bit disappointed, but she tried not to be impatient since they would go to the Crawford estate together after class ended.

But then a voice made her feel anxious.

"I'm sorry, Instructor! I got lost trying to find the training room."
"That's alright, Eugene. How was your consultation?"
"It was... a really good consultation."

It was Eugene Frey.

She had just returned from her meeting with the Chairman.

Alice felt a surge of jealousy as she watched Eugene from a distance. It was quite humiliating for her to feel genuine jealousy toward someone.

"That's good to hear. Now, who should I pair Eugene with... Ah, practice with Alice over there."

As luck would have it, Instructor Kim Se-hyun sent Eugene to be Alice's partner this time.

Both Eugene and Alice's expressions stiffened momentarily, but neither showed it outwardly as they obediently formed a pair and faced each other.

"So, we ended up as partners, Alice?"
"...It seems so. I hope I'm not making you uncomfortable?"
"No, absolutely not. I'm just worried if I'll be of any help..."
"Hmm...."

Eugene was being cautious because she had noticed since morning that Alice was subtly wary of her, but Alice narrowed her eyes at Eugene's careful demeanor.

'This is absurd. No matter how I look at it, I'm more attractive. Why is Kyle so passionate about such an ordinary girl like Eugene...?'

Although Alice was only 16, none of the boys her age she had interacted with had failed to court her.

Even those who didn't openly court her still showed goodwill toward her.

After all, Alice was not only attractive but also had the impressive background of the Crawford family.

But Kyle treated Alice like a stone, without even a hint of humor.

And the reason was this ordinary girl standing in front of her.

How could she not feel jealous?

"Well, let's stop worrying and decide on a practice method. Would you like to spar with me?"
"I'd rather not spar. Instead, I'll support you while you practice against the holograms."

Alice wanted to spar with Eugene to show her superiority, but Eugene politely declined.

She couldn't insist when the other party refused, and besides, Eugene was a support-type ability user, so there was no point. Defeating such an opponent wouldn't prove her superiority anyway.

"Alright. But give it your all. I hate half-hearted training."
"Sure, leave it to me."

In the end, they decided to practice against holograms as Eugene suggested. Just like with Instructor Mason, goblin-shaped training holograms appeared around them.

As soon as the practice began, Alice and Eugene started using their psychic abilities.

Alice created flames with even more intensity than before.

Meanwhile, Eugene began singing with a beautiful tone.

'Hmph, no matter what, support-type psychics have their limitations.'

While buffs were important, they were just buffs in the end.

They couldn't match the value of a hero who could fight as a combatant.

So she was superior to Eugene!

Alice felt her confidence explode. In response, she could feel her psychic ability manifesting even more powerfully.

'As expected! I'm growing quickly too!'

The training system would measure more accurately, but she could tell from the feeling alone that this was a new record among her outputs so far.

She was receiving Eugene's psychic buff, but it couldn't be just because of that buff.

Whoosh...!

She engulfed the goblin holograms in flames as soon as they appeared. They kept appearing persistently for 30 minutes, but amazingly, she didn't tire at all.

Alice guessed that yesterday's training with Kyle, though they couldn't complete it together, might have stimulated her a bit.

"This level is simple for me, as expected."
"Yeah, that's right."
"Eugene, don't be discouraged and try harder. You might be able to follow along a little."
"Umm... well, I'm trying not to overdo it."

While Alice was performing brilliantly, Eugene was only providing buffs using her psychic sound waves through singing.

It was just a basic buff that slightly amplified psychic abilities, nothing more.

Alice prided herself on being clearly superior to someone who only did that.

With that strange sense of victory, she met her next partner after Eugene.

"It's Reika. Another support-type ability user after Eugene. This makes sparring impossible."
"Um... s-sorry..."
"No need to apologize. But you must have had a hard time being paired with Jung Ji-hoo."
"Not really...."

Alice hadn't spoken much with Reika before, but from this brief conversation, she could tell that Reika was even more timid than Eugene.

Since she had no particular ill feelings toward her, Alice spoke much more kindly to Reika.

"Feel free to consult me if you need help. As for practice, let's use holograms again."

They decided to use the same method as with Eugene.

Alice wanted to push herself further after feeling her growth.

"Then I'll apply a buff to you."

As expected of someone whose parents were famous heroes in the recovery and support category, Reika skillfully created a white light buff.

That light enveloped Alice and amplified her psychic ability.

But Alice felt something was different.

"Um, Reika? Is this your maximum?"
"What?"
"The buff. Is this your maximum output?"
"Y-yes... Was it not enough...? That's strange..."

Reika's face fell slightly at Alice's question, but it was Alice who felt strange.

When she tried creating flames as a test, she couldn't produce the same output as before.

It wasn't a problem with Reika's buff. Her psychic ability was clearly being amplified.

However, the final output level was less compared to when she was paired with Eugene.

Above all, she didn't feel the confidence and exhilaration that had been overflowing earlier.

This could only mean one thing.

'That output and exhilaration from earlier were all because of Eugene's singing...?'

It was hard to believe, but Alice couldn't easily deny what she had experienced firsthand.

The sense of victory she had felt until just moments ago was now completely gone.

Ch.17 - Chapter 17: A Lunchtime Stroll
The hectic morning schedule had finally ended.

Both the counseling with Rachel and Instructor Kim Sehyun's class were quite intense.

Contrary to my worries, Rachel didn't see through to my true self, but even so, it was a bit surprising that we ended up playing games together out of nowhere.

Ah, of course I didn't dislike it. The game was fun, and it was nice to see Rachel, the original heroine, in person.

"But why is she acting like that...?"

Alice was strange today, both this morning and during Kim Sehyun's class.

She seems too conscious of me... honestly, I don't understand why.

"What's wrong, Yujin?"
"Hmm... it's nothing."

The person I suspect might be the cause is Kyle, who worriedly asks after hearing my muttering.

But I didn't want to mention Alice to Kyle. I don't want to make Kyle develop negative feelings toward Alice for no reason.

So I just continued eating my ice cream.

"This is delicious. I'm scared I might gain weight at this rate."

The lunch from the cafeteria was incredibly tasty, but the ice cream from the school store was delicious too.

I feel like I'm getting slightly addicted to sweets these days... but I should probably control myself since I might gain weight.

"You'd look fine even if you gained a little weight."
"That's not true. Honestly... I think I'm at a precarious point."

I pinched my stomach slightly. I could barely grab any fat. I haven't gained weight yet, but I still feel somewhat anxious about it.

"D-don't expose your stomach like that here."
"Why? Who's going to see?"

This part of Arcana's campus was quiet enough to take a pleasant stroll during lunch hour.

It was like a large garden, truly beautiful, but I guess the cadets who were high school age didn't appreciate it much.

So even if I slightly exposed my stomach to pinch it, there was no one around to see.

"I can see it."
"Ah. Sorry... was it unpleasant to look at?"

I was so comfortable with him that I forgot to be conscious of Kyle. I forgot my awareness as a woman... but weight issues are serious matters.

I may not be an idol anymore, but ordinary girls can be just as sensitive about their weight as idols.

"You don't need to apologize to me. But... don't do that in front of others."
"I don't! I only do this around you."

Saying it like that makes it sound a bit strange. I should probably change the subject.

"Let's rest over there for a bit. There's a bench."

My legs were getting tired, and there was a fairly spacious bench nearby. Kyle nodded and sat down next to me on the bench.

Sitting there, I found myself thinking about Alice again.

I wondered if it was really something to worry about. I already knew she was conscious of Kyle and therefore concerned about me since I often spent time with him.

It's just that it seemed particularly intense today, so I was worried if something had happened.

Or could it be the opposite? Maybe things are going well between Kyle and Alice?

If they've moved beyond simple interest and started developing feelings for each other since yesterday, that could explain why Alice was more concerned about Kyle-related matters.

Come to think of it, what she asked this morning was whether Kyle and I were definitely not a couple.

That explanation seems quite plausible.

I'm hesitant to ask Kyle directly, but maybe I could ask subtly?

"Kyle, I wanted to ask you something... oh?"

Just as my thoughts reached that point and I was about to speak to Kyle, he suddenly leaned against my shoulder.

It was so unexpected that I was startled, and when I looked at him, I could see that he had fallen asleep.

"Was he tired?"

Now that I think about it, Kyle did look a bit tired today. It was hard to notice because he didn't show it, but was he forcing himself to hide it?

Anyway, seeing him tired, I didn't want to wake him up. I decided not to ask about Alice and carefully continued to let Kyle rest on my shoulder.

"Mmm... huh."
"Ah, you woke up."
"Sorry... I dozed off for a moment..."
"No, it's fine. Don't worry about it. You look tired, why don't you lie down comfortably here?"

The bench we were sitting on was wide enough for two people with room to spare, so there would be no problem if Kyle lay down.

Though he would have to rest his head on my lap, but I could do that much as a friend.

"Come on, go ahead."
"I'm fine."
"You say that after dozing off from fatigue? Be honest, you were holding back with your psychic powers, weren't you?"
"..."
"Did you stay up all night? Wait, didn't you say you went to Alice's house yesterday?"

He definitely seems like he didn't get enough sleep, but did he stay up all night at Alice's house yesterday? Surely not after just meeting her...

"It's not like that. Though... I did spend the night at her house."
"I feel like I just heard something extraordinary."
"Well, you see..."
"More importantly, lie down. You really look tired now that I notice it."

Once I noticed it, his fatigue was clearly visible. After my urging, Kyle finally lay down, looking slightly embarrassed but compliant.

...Having someone rest their head on my lap was a first for me too, so my heart was racing a bit. Isn't this exactly the kind of situation you'd find in a light novel? Of course! I'm not thinking of it that way at all. I'm a man inside, after all.

"Yujin, at the Crawford house..."
"Hmm, whatever happened, it's okay. Kyle is a good person, so I'm sure you didn't do anything bad."
"..."
"Just don't push yourself too hard, no matter what you're doing. Did you stay up training or something?"

I took a guess, and Kyle quietly nodded.

With drowsiness overtaking him again, Kyle spoke with half-closed eyes.

"I want to become stronger quickly."
"Is there a need for that? You've been doing well so far."
"It's not enough. It's still not enough. I can't bear the anxiety."

Impatience. Anxiety. I could see these things in Kyle.

It made me feel sorry for him, but at the same time, I was relieved that it was different from the dead eyes I saw when I first met him.

At least he wasn't consuming himself with hatred for the world.

I didn't know what was making him so impatient, but it seemed like it could serve as motivation for him to improve.

I just hoped it wouldn't be excessive.

"You're doing well."

I spoke with a sincere resonance in my voice. As if responding to that voice, Kyle's eyes slowly closed. Then he fell asleep peacefully, as if forgetting both his anxiety and impatience.

For a while, I hummed a tune like a lullaby, continuing to let Kyle sleep.

It was the height of spring.

* * *

"Hmm, everyone worked hard today."

Instructor Kim Sehyun was reviewing the results of Class A's psychic practice session that had taken place during the morning, after lunch.

Although the class seemed to be left to the students' autonomy, in reality, data was collected through the training room's system in addition to the instructor's direct observation.

Arcana's educational motto was "personalized education," aiming to mark every single cadet without exception and implement education tailored to each of them, with the goal of turning everyone into heroes.

It was a distinctive approach compared to other academies.

While it encouraged competition, it was different from the completely competitive education that other academies pursued.

What Kim Sehyun was doing now was also part of realizing this educational motto.

"Huh? This is... a bit strange?"

However, while examining the data on the students' psychic output, Kim Sehyun discovered something unusual.

The data measured from the same class showed too great a difference in a short period of time.

"The psychic output increased so much? This can't be due to a buff...?"

The amplitude of the output was too large to be attributed to a psychic buff from an auxiliary ability user. Just to be sure, he had the AI check for the presence of buffs.

[Analysis of the data indicates that the influence of psychic buffs is minimal.]

"What? If it's not a buff, how could such results occur?"

It meant that the cadets' psychic output had suddenly increased in a short time, but was that possible? Of course, it wasn't a bad thing. It was just unsettling not knowing the cause.

He considered the possibility that the AI or system might have misread, but Kim Sehyun knew that probability was almost non-existent.

[I apologize. My current database cannot interpret this phenomenon. More data or clues are needed.]

"Oh no..."

Of course, the AI isn't omnipotent. While it can analyze causes on its own and predict most things, there are still many things that even such an AI cannot predict or analyze.

In fact, humanity's enemies, the demons and demon tribes, were so cunning that such occurrences were quite common.

Otherwise, humanity would have overcome the crisis long ago.

"Is there a problem?"
"Ah, Chairwoman."

At that moment, the Chairwoman Rachel was behind Kim Sehyun, though he didn't know how long she had been there.

It might seem strange to others to see a grown adult like Kim Sehyun being so respectful to a small silver-haired girl wearing a t-shirt with game characters on it, but none of the instructors in the faculty room found it odd.

They all knew the Chairwoman, and all of them were graduates of Arcana. In a way, they were all direct or indirect disciples of the Chairwoman.

"Oh, you were looking at the students' class data. Is there something strange about the results?"
"Yes, it's a bit..."

Kim Sehyun explained the unusual point he had discovered to Rachel.

Unlike Kim Sehyun, Rachel seemed more interested than puzzled after hearing his explanation.

"May I take a look?"
"Of course."

Kim Sehyun immediately transferred the data to Rachel via hologram. Soon, Rachel was giving some instructions to the AI through the hologram.

Kim Sehyun watched from the side and could see that Rachel was examining aspects he hadn't even thought of.

She was specifically reviewing the psychic data of those who had been paired with Yujin Frey or were around her.

"Um... Chairwoman? This is..."
"Yes, it's exactly as you're seeing."

And the resulting data showed that those exposed to Yujin's psychic power had experienced a rapid increase in psychic output in a short time.

It was too much amplification to be considered a simple buff, and it wasn't just temporarily buffing psychic power alone.

It was more like pulling up the person's entire capacity itself...

Of course, there seemed to be conditions for this phenomenon to occur and individual differences. Those aspects would need research, but what was important now was the phenomenon itself.

"Then does that mean Yujin is..."
"Be careful. It would not be wise to divulge this matter carelessly."
"But if that child is truly an Awakened ability user..."

A precious talent that has appeared after nearly 100 years.

In this world that seems peaceful on the surface but is actually as precarious as a candle in the wind, someone truly necessary...

"That's why we need to be more cautious. Whether for the sake of the world or for her own sake. You should understand."
"...Of course, I understand, Oracle."

Kim Sehyun quickly understood what the Chairwoman, no, the Oracle, was saying.

They say with great power comes great responsibility, but more accurately, great power comes with a great price.

And sometimes, many heroes have died tragically because of that price. Kim Sehyun had seen as many such heroes as the Oracle had.

Thinking about it, it might be better if Yujin Frey's possession of such power remained unknown to the world.

But considering humanity's future, it was questionable whether that was truly the right answer.

After all, if her ability could be well utilized, more strong heroes could be produced.

"I understand your feelings. But let's observe this child carefully. If possible, I would prefer that Yujin herself remains unaware of this fact. You may research Yujin's psychic power, but it must be done discreetly. Can you do that?"
"...I'll try."

It was still unknown to the other instructors. If the Oracle wanted discretion, there must be a good reason.

Kim Sehyun decided to pay more attention to Yujin in future curricula.

Ch.18 - Chapter 18: Alice's Invitation
"Alright, everyone did well today. This might sound like the usual nagging, but don't just play when you get home—try to review what you learned. While academics aren't everything in life, now is the only time you can truly focus on your studies."

Another joyful end-of-school day had arrived.

Leaving behind Instructor Kim Se-hyun's admonishment, which sounded like he was coaxing playful elementary school students, the cadets began to leave in small groups.

As usual, I was planning to walk home with Kyle.

"Excuse me, Yujin."
"Hm? What is it, Alice?"

Just as Kyle and I were about to leave, Alice approached.

I felt like Alice had been particularly wary of me today, so I spoke to her first. I was a bit happy but also nervous, not knowing what she wanted.

"If it's alright with you, I'd like to invite you to my house today."
"Huh? Me?"

That was completely unexpected. She's inviting me?

"Yes, I'd like to treat you to dinner. Do you have time?"
"Time isn't the issue, but..."

While I was curious to see the Crawford household, which was portrayed as quite impressive in the original story, I hesitated to accept.

I was worried that Kyle might be displeased if I went to watch his training. It seemed like Alice hadn't discussed this invitation with Kyle.

"What are you plotting, Alice Crawford? Why are you inviting Yujin?"

Ah, so she really hadn't consulted with Kyle. Maybe I'd just be in the way if I joined...

"Who I invite to my home has nothing to do with you, Kyle."
"I just don't like you paying attention to Yujin."
"...I'm not being hostile right now. If anything, I'm showing goodwill."
"Whether it's hostility or goodwill doesn't matter."
"My, that's quite strange. Even though I'm a girl too, you don't like me taking away Yujin's attention?"

Wait a minute. Are these two... fighting because of me?

I might be overthinking this, but that's certainly what it seemed like.

Their conversation just now, plus the way they were glaring at each other quite fiercely, made it obvious.

"Well, let's leave the decision to Yujin. Yujin, what will you do?"

Alice immediately asked for my decision.

I didn't want to worsen the relationship between Alice and Kyle.

Of course, I didn't want my relationship with Alice to deteriorate either. So I had no choice but to accept her invitation.

"Um, Kyle, I'd really like to see it once. Is that okay?"

I asked for Kyle's opinion. As I looked at him questioningly, his cold gaze toward Alice softened slightly.

"...You don't need my permission. I just... felt like Crawford might be up to something."
"Come on, what would friends be plotting against each other? So it's okay? Alice, I'll be in your care then!"

I might have been a bit coquettish with Kyle, but... that's normal between friends!

With that self-justification, I headed toward the Crawford mansion.

* * *

It's commonly said that while ordinary people often fantasize about the wealthy, the reality is that rich people aren't that different from everyone else.

"Amazing...!"

But that was just common sense from my previous life.

In this world of harem academy tropes, the wealthy were indeed walking clichés.

A magnificent, splendid mansion! Respectful servants acting as if we were in a class society despite being in modern times! And an extravagant dinner to top it all off.

Honestly, I never expected it to be this grand.

Just the feast laid out before me was a high-class French dinner I'd never even seen in my previous life. You know, the kind that might be prepared by top-tier chefs like Gordon R*msey.

"Hmm, you seem to have a cute side to you."
"Huh? What do you mean?"
"Kyle doesn't really show excitement about these things."

Hey, hey, should you say that right in front of him? But Kyle is problematic too. Despite being served such a delicious meal, his expression remained ice-cold.

Would it hurt to show a little appreciation?

"Kyle does lack a bit in the cuteness department. But you should understand him. Besides, this is so delicious I'd want to eat it every day if possible."
"Really? The chef would be pleased to hear that... If you really want, you could come every day."

Unlike Kyle, Alice seemed pleased—no, even a bit proud—that I was enjoying the meal.

She truly embodied the high-pride young lady character.

"Really? Thank you! But coming every day would make me feel guilty toward your mother who prepares the dinner."
"Is that so? Mother..."

Ah.

That's right.

Alice lost her mother when she was young. I knew this from the original story, but I thoughtlessly forgot.

Of course, Alice didn't show any reaction, and it wouldn't be right for me to pretend I knew about her family circumstances.

"I'll head to the training room first."

Just as the atmosphere was becoming awkward, Kyle, having finished his meal, stood up.

He left without waiting for Alice's response, though I at least glanced at her before leaving.

And so, Alice and I were left alone at the table.

"Listen, Alice. Even if Kyle acts a bit cold, I hope you can understand him."
"That's for me to decide, but I still don't quite understand. Are you... allowed to say such things to me?"

Alice had already asked about my relationship with Kyle once, and though I had answered clearly, she still seemed to have doubts.

To be fair, I could understand her perspective.

Seeing Kyle's attitude, anyone would think the same... Though I could understand Kyle too.

Kyle hasn't gotten close to anyone except me, so he's extremely awkward with people.

Neither Alice nor Kyle is at fault, and they both understand each other to some extent. Human relationships are just inherently difficult.

"Yes, I genuinely want you and Kyle to get along well."
"Are you serious?"
"I am. I think you two would be great together. Besides... I want Kyle to open up to more people."

Kyle has grown up quite well.

But he's still awkward with relationships and too indifferent to anyone except me.

People can't live properly in isolation. Even the most introverted person needs minimal human interaction.

Those without it tend to break down. I've seen countless examples in my previous life, and Kyle in the original story was the same.

If he could open his heart just a little, if he could reach out to others just a bit, it wouldn't have to be that way. Something so simple and easy can sometimes become as tangled as a knotted thread.

"You're interested in Kyle too, right? I'll always support and help you as a friend, so please take care of him?"
"Friend... is it."
"Yes, not just Kyle, but you too are my friend, Alice."

Well, it might be a bit early to call her a friend since we haven't known each other long.

"...Sigh, this makes me feel like a real fool, Yujin. With you, I always feel like I'm losing somehow."
"R-Really? Did I say something wrong...?"
"Well, that's how it is for now. And as for being friends... I don't mind that."

Fortunately, Alice doesn't seem to dislike me calling her a friend.

"But as a friend, I'd like to give you some advice. Yujin... you're too nice."
"Not really."
"No, you definitely are. But because of that, I want you to keep one thing in mind. Sometimes, even pure goodwill... can hurt others."

When I heard those words, I was reminded of something from my previous life that I both wanted to forget and knew I shouldn't—couldn't—forget.

"...Yes, I... know that well."
"Do you? That's good then. If you didn't realize it, someone who only has eyes for you would be too pitiful..."
"..."
"Anyway, it seems we've finished eating, so shall we go to the training room? I get a bit worried leaving Kyle alone there."
"Worried?"
"...You'll see when we get there."

What's this about? What could Kyle be doing?

I had heard during lunch that Kyle trains excessively at the Crawford mansion, even staying up all night, but I hadn't heard exactly what he was doing.

So I felt a bit anxious, but soon I understood why as I followed Alice downstairs.

"My goodness! That's too dangerous! Why are you pushing yourself so hard?"
"...It's not that dangerous."
"Yes, it is! An ordinary person could die from shock..."
"..."

I scolded Kyle a bit. No matter how good training is, this is too risky...

Kyle looked cowed, as if being scolded by his mother. Seeing him like that made it difficult to press him further.

"It's good to train to become stronger, but... think about your safety too. You're precious."
"...But I need to get stronger quickly."
"Is it because of that matter?"

Kyle nodded quietly.

The issue with the Lester family that he had told me about.

It was a very important matter to Kyle, something he wanted to ask me about even using his wish.

With such a complicated history between the families, it couldn't be an ordinary matter.

He probably has sufficient reason to push himself this hard.

"You idiot... This makes it impossible for me to tell you to stop."
"I'm sorry."
"No need to apologize. Instead, I'll join your training."
"But..."
"Don't refuse. You asked me to help with the Lester family matter, right? Or has your wish changed?"
"...No."
"Then I need to get stronger too for whatever we'll be doing there. So I want to join. That is... if Alice doesn't mind."

Since we'd be using the Crawford family's facilities, we needed Alice's permission.

"Oh, of course that's fine. Actually, bringing Yujin here was partly hoping for this... Anyway, let's train together, the three of us."

Thankfully, Alice readily agreed. It seems I'll be coming to the Crawford mansion frequently from now on, though that wasn't my intention.

"Let's start again. The sensitivity level is still high, but it should be safer with my assistance."

La, lalala~

I immediately began humming a song infused with psychic energy.

Following the theory we studied at the academy, I cast a buff that amplifies psychic abilities. It was the same buff I had used on Alice during this morning's class.

"...So it was true."
"Hm? What was?"
"Nothing, it's nothing."

As soon as she received the buff, Alice muttered something, but it must not have been important because she immediately began creating flames and fighting the holographic simulations alongside Kyle.

I didn't just stop at buffing; I also assisted by applying psychic sound waves to my electromagnetic pistol.

It probably wasn't just because I joined in, but in the subsequent simulation training, we broke record after record.

Ch.19 - Chapter 19: Late Night Girl Talk
Magic beasts swarmed from all directions.

Though they were holograms, they were so detailed that they were virtually indistinguishable from the real thing.

In a real battle, even an experienced active hero would be in danger—no, even as training, this was plenty dangerous.

But neither I, nor Kyle, nor Alice showed any fear or hesitation.

"I'm going all out!"

Alice's flames blazed up.

"Don't let your guard down, Crawford."

Kyle's frost froze the holograms in place. Simultaneously, his telekinesis made his daggers dance.

Kyle and Alice alternated between attack and defense, covering each other flawlessly.

That alone was already perfect.

So my job is just to make them shine even brighter.

That's the role that suits me—just an extra, neither the protagonist nor the heroine.

-Didn't you want to be the protagonist on stage?

No, that was a dream that ended in my past life.

Even that failed. I don't dream anymore.

-Really? Then why are you still singing?

Shut up.

Perhaps I've been using psychic powers for too long.

Too many sentimental thoughts were flowing through my mind.

Of course, I made no mistakes. It was quite challenging, but I was keeping up with the pace of the other two properly.

As the melody imbued with psychic power resonated, the flames burned more intensely.

The frost struck enemies more coldly, and Kyle's daggers flew toward the enemies even faster.

[Level cleared. New record set. The next difficulty level simulation is not prepared.]

"Haa, haa... It's over. And we even shortened it by several hours."

As the last holographic beast was killed, all the prepared training simulations ended.

Immediately, Alice caught her breath as if exhausted.

I was a bit short of breath too. Even though I only played a supporting role, I had used enough psychic power to feel the strain.

Didn't Kyle say he did this training all night?

It seems we finished early today thanks to cutting the record by several hours.

"Good job, Alice. Though I didn't do much."
"No, thanks to you, Yujin, we shortened the record significantly."
"Not really... I was just supporting."
"Um... actually, about that... Huh? Are you okay?"

While Alice was trying to say something, I felt momentarily dizzy.

It seemed to be because I had never overused my psychic powers like this before.

Not only was I dizzy, but I was also extremely tired. Well, it was already slightly past midnight.

"I'm fine. I'm just a little tired."
"It is... getting pretty late. Why don't you stay over for the night?"
"Hmm... I guess I have no choice."

I had actually planned to return home at a reasonable hour, even if it was a bit late.

But it was impossible to finish all the training before then, and it would have been awkward to quit in the middle.

I got caught up in the momentum. That's why I kept going until now.

I had told my parents that I might stay at a friend's house just in case, but I wonder if my mother and father would still worry.

"While we're at it, why don't you stay over too, Kyle? The guest room is already prepared."
"Is there a room for Yujin too?"
"Yujin will sleep in my room. Unless... you weren't planning to share a room with her, were you?"
"...What do you take me for?"
"Hmm, just checking. I was curious if Kyle might have ulterior motives."

Alice urged Kyle to stay over as well.

Seeing her joke with Kyle, it seemed Alice had become more natural in dealing with him than before.

She had shown interest in Kyle before, but their conversations weren't very smooth. Now it was much better.

Though Kyle still seemed a bit awkward.

"Kyle, the staff will guide you. Now, Yujin, shall we go?"
"Oh, sure. See you in the morning, Kyle."

As I was practically dragged away by Alice holding my hand, I said goodbye to Kyle.

Somehow, Kyle seemed to have a slightly disgruntled expression...

More importantly, am I going to sleep with a girl?

Come to think of it, this is the first time since becoming Yujin Prey. I've slept with my mother before, but still.

To be honest, it feels a bit embarrassing...

"What are you doing? Aren't you coming in?"
"Are we... really taking a bath together?"

But something even more embarrassing than sleeping together awaited me. As soon as I was led to Alice's room, she took me to the bathroom.

Of course, both of us completely naked.

"Of course! We're all sweaty, and we need to wash up before sleeping. Don't tell me... you're embarrassed about bathing together?"
"Well, um... actually, I am a little..."
"...I've heard of girls who are shy around other girls, but this is the first time I've actually seen one."

Well, that's because I'm a man inside, so it's only natural...

But as Alice said, I couldn't not take a bath, and if I said I'd bathe after her, it would just cause unnecessary trouble, so I obediently got into the tub.

"Just to be sure... you're not into women, are you?"
"Huh? Oh, no... it's not like that."
"...Well, even if you're not a lesbian, you can still be shy about showing your naked body to someone of the same sex. I thought you had some boyish qualities, but surprisingly, you have a girlish side too?"
"Eek... r-really?"

For a moment, I thought she had discovered I was actually a man. But unexpectedly, she said I had a girlish side... Well, I suppose it was a reasonable misunderstanding...

"Yes. I'd say you're quite pretty, though not as much as me. Hmph, still not as pretty as I am, though."
"Yeah... thanks..."

It was clearly a genuine compliment, but I wasn't sure whether to be grateful for being called pretty or feel self-loathing as someone who was actually a man inside.

"I wonder why he only looks at you and not me..."
"Um, are you talking about Kyle?"
"Hmph, at least you picked up on that."
"Ahaha... I'm not completely oblivious."
"...Though you seem to miss the important things."
"Huh? What things?"
"Nothing, I didn't say anything. Anyway, how did you meet Kyle?"

Oh, now she's curious about that? It's welcome news that Alice is taking more interest in Kyle.

So I told her about how I met Kyle.

As I talked about various things that happened with Kyle over the past four years, Alice seemed impressed even by trivial details.

I felt a bit guilty about revealing things that might be embarrassing history for Kyle, but please understand, Kyle—I'm doing this for your own good.

"...So that's what happened. How should I put it... Yujin, you seem even more amazing than I thought."
"Why do you think so?"
"Because it's not something an ordinary girl would do. You approached a boy—not even another girl—so naturally and became friends with him."
"Ahaha, is that how it seems?"

Well, that's because I'm actually a man! Of course, it wasn't strange at all for me to approach Kyle, who was another boy back then.

Even now, I don't find it particularly uncomfortable to hang out with boys, but Jung Jihoo and others seem uncomfortable... which is natural since I appear to be a girl now.

"Don't just laugh it off—you should be more aware of yourself as a woman. If you act like that, most boys will misunderstand."
"It's fine. Kyle is the only boy I've gotten that close to."
"Sigh, that's exactly the problem..."
"?"
"Never mind. Anyway, Yujin, there's something else I wanted to ask you."

Alice, who seemed about to ask something more, cautiously gauged my reaction.

"About your ability."
"What about it?"
"Do you know anything about your power?"
"Huh? Isn't it just an ordinary support-type ability?"
"Ordinary... You really don't know anything else about it?"
"Neither my mother nor father are awakened, so..."

It's not an ability inherited from my parents. I haven't noticed anything special about my ability.

If there's one thing, it might be the coincidence that I was an idol in my past life who often sang, and my ability happens to be psychic sound waves?

But while I often utilize it through singing, this ability isn't limited to just songs.

Besides, it's not that powerful of an ability...

"Is that so? Well... alright. Anyway, shall we go to bed now?"

After chatting about various things, we had been in the bath for quite a while. After finishing our bath, Alice and I immediately put on loose pajamas and lay down side by side on the bed.

Lying in the same bed with a girl... and such a pretty one at that.

In my past life as a man, I would have been extremely excited, but now I just felt a bit awkward, without much excitement.

Rather, I was so tired that sleep came quickly.

By the time I opened my eyes, it was already a bright morning—I had slept soundly.

"Hmph, how was it? Your impression of spending a night at the Crawford estate? I'm sure it was extremely comfortable, right?"
"Yes! It was great."
"Yujin does have a cute side. Kyle, you should say something too. They say even whales dance when praised!"
"...I don't need your dance."

The next morning, we had breakfast at the Crawford estate and prepared to go to school.

But today, instead of going to school with just Kyle as usual, Alice was joining us.

When Alice offered to drive us, there was no reason to refuse.

Of course, I had to flatter the proud Alice a little, but honestly, I did have a comfortable stay.

But Kyle doesn't look very happy. Did he not sleep well?

"Hmm, perhaps Kyle is upset that his routine of walking to school with Yujin has been interrupted?"
"..."
"I'm joking. Surely Kyle isn't that petty? I'm also Yujin's 'friend,' right, Yujin?"
"Yes, that's right."

I readily agreed with Alice's question. At the same time, I casually suggested to Kyle:

"Kyle, since you and Alice are friends now too, how about occasionally going to school with Alice instead of me?"
"That... I'd rather not."
"Oh? Well, I'm not forcing you."

Hmm, does he still have an aversion to people other than me? But there's no need to rush, so I just let it go.

Shortly after, we arrived at the academy's main gate and got out of the car.

Now we just need to walk to the classroom.

"Oh! Hi, Yujin! It's the first time we've met during the commute!"
"Jung Jihoo... hello. And hello to you too, Reika."
"Oh, hi, Yujin..."

But on the way, we ran into Jung Jihoo. More precisely, it was Jung Jihoo commuting with Reika.

Hmm, is this going smoothly? Jihoo doesn't seem particularly awkward with Reika...

"Hey, your greeting to me lacks enthusiasm. I'm hurt..."
"Ugh, I'm going ahead."

Seeing Jihoo making a pitiful expression in what he thought was cute made me feel like throwing up. As I tried to quickly leave, Jihoo called out with a bright smile:

"By the way, Kyle! I hereby declare! I'm going to challenge Teacher Kim Sehyun today!"
"Already?"

Jihoo was speaking to Kyle, but it was Alice who showed a slightly surprised reaction. It was surprising that he was challenging so soon, not even a week after the assignment was given.

"How foolish."
"Huh? What? Do you think I'll fail? Well, it doesn't matter if you don't challenge him. But if you don't, and I pass, I win our bet. Hehe, then the wish is mine!"
"...I won't let that happen, you idiot."

Soon, Jihoo and Kyle were glaring at each other.

It seemed like today was going to be eventful right from the morning.

Ch.20 - Chapter 20: Did You Think It Would Be an Easy Test?
Kyle and Jeong Jihoo's rivalry is nothing new.

They were rivals in the original story, too. Their competition over Kim Sehyun's assignment follows the original storyline.

In the original, Kyle challenged Jeong Jihoo, who was the only S-class freshman cadet. But now, the two are equals... No, Kyle might actually be ahead.

Because the skills Kyle displayed during yesterday's training seemed better than Jihoo's current level.

Of course, I don't know exactly where Jihoo stands right now. So while entering the classroom, I casually asked Reika.

"Reika, how was training with Jihoo? Did you make any progress?"

I deliberately asked an ambiguous question. It was asking about their training achievements, but also whether anything had developed between them during their time together.

"Umm, a little... We trained at Jihoo's dojo."
"Really? Did the Sword Saint teach you directly?"
"No, not him. The instructors and Jihoo's senior disciples guided us."

Hmm, it seemed Jihoo had his own advantages in training. Training at the Sword Saint's dojo might be comparable to using simulations at the Crawford household.

But I still thought Kyle would have the upper hand. It wasn't because I disliked Jihoo.

It's because Kyle is already completely different from his original story counterpart.

He's not consumed by inferiority or darkness. Unlike in the original where he was lonely after entering the academy, he's had intensive training at Alice's house, even if it was just for two days.

Meanwhile, Jihoo hasn't changed much from the original. Training at the dojo wouldn't have been that different from his usual routine.

When someone who has changed dramatically faces someone who has remained stagnant, isn't the outcome already decided?

Wait, according to Reika, she met the people at the dojo too, right?

"Hmm, is that so? Then the dojo people must have seen you."
"Yes... they did?"
"Right? They must have seen you coming with Jihoo and training together."
"Oh? Y-yes."

Reika's face turned slightly red as she finally caught on to what I was implying. Even if I hadn't mentioned it, she probably received some curious looks from the people there.

"That's great. Are you two officially a couple now?"
"N-no, I'm not yet..."
"'Not yet' means you want to be eventually, right?"
"..."

Reika couldn't respond to my teasing and just lowered her flushed face. Ah, she's so pure that it's fun to tease her.

"Good morning everyone! I'm so happy that no one is late today!"

While I was teasing Reika and taking my seat, Kim Sehyun had entered the classroom for morning roll call.

Immediately, Jihoo, who had been burning with enthusiasm since arriving at school, shot up his hand and shouted.

"Teacher! I want to take on the assignment!"
"Oh? Already? I thought someone might challenge it soon, but I didn't expect it this quickly. Are you confident you'll pass?"
"Yes! I've been training intensively for the past two days!"
"Hehe, I heard about that. You formed a study group, right? If Jihoo is challenging, I assume Kyle will too?"

I had mentioned forming a study group to Kim Sehyun yesterday. Of course, she probably didn't expect Jihoo to suddenly challenge her today.

"I think it's still early, but I'd like to challenge it as well."
"Considering just the assignment, Kyle, you could challenge later. But I suppose you have no choice since something important is at stake. Hehe..."
"..."

Kim Sehyun glanced at Kyle and Jihoo with a mysterious smile, then briefly looked at me.

...She seems to be plotting something mischievous, which makes me a bit nervous.

"Come to think of it, we don't necessarily need to stick to one-on-one duels. After all, I just need to judge your skills to determine if you pass. So rather than individual duels, let's use today's class."

Kim Sehyun continued with a bright smile.

"It's going to be a very interesting experience."

The smile that followed seemed slightly wicked.

* * *

And that wicked feeling wasn't wrong.

"From now on, I am your enemy."

Kim Sehyun addressed all of Class A in a place filled with natural wonders—massive trees, sheer cliffs, a fast-flowing river, and a vast lake.

The reason we were suddenly in this jungle-like environment was, of course, for today's class and the assignment she had given.

We weren't actually in some jungle, though.

This was an Ability Engineering Augmented Reality Simulation Field. Everything around us was virtual.

Obviously, this would be impossible with ordinary advanced technology. Ability Engineering was utilized alongside science. Like other academy facilities or the Crawford family's simulation devices, this environment was close to an artificial recreation of a gate or dungeon interior.

"That means I'll be facing you all with my full strength once the test begins. The time limit is until class ends. The test will end if either all of you are defeated or if anyone manages to land an effective hit on me. The passing condition is similar to what I showed on the first day, right?"

She's not saying we need to defeat her.

The condition is to land what the system judges as an "effective hit."

That's what would secure a pass.

"Of course, even if you don't land an effective hit, those who show good skills can pass with a separate evaluation. Otherwise, it would be too disadvantageous for non-combat cadets, right? But don't worry, I won't give excessive advantages to non-combat types either."

The rules Kim Sehyun presented seemed fair at first glance.

But I knew they weren't.

Because there's no way she would easily allow an effective hit.

Yet at first glance, it seemed too easy.

After all, it's one Kim Sehyun against over 40 cadets—surely someone could land a single effective hit, right?

Already, many cadets were looking relieved, thinking they could easily solve what they had thought would be a difficult first assignment.

"Well, now that you understand the rules... let's begin!"

With those words, Kim Sehyun disappeared in an instant.

She vanished from her spot with high-speed movement, startling the previously relaxed cadets.

Of course, high-speed movement itself wasn't completely surprising to them. Some cadets specialized in speed, after all.

But the problem was this environment.

Unlike training in confined spaces like classrooms, in this jungle, once she hid using high-speed movement, they couldn't find Kim Sehyun.

This meant that no matter how many cadets there were, they couldn't concentrate their attacks on her.

"W-what should we do? Should we start by finding the teacher?"
"That's what she's aiming for! She's obviously waiting for us to scatter in the jungle!"
"But if we stay together, we'll never find her."

The cadets were visibly flustered. Of course, being the elite of Class A, they could guess Kim Sehyun's intentions and the tactics she might use, but differences in opinion were inevitable.

"Yahoo! I'll be the first to pass!"
"W-wait, Jihoo!"

...Of course, there were also some truly foolish ones. Jihoo confidently drew his sword and quickly entered the jungle.

Reika followed after him in surprise.

Fortunately, Jihoo's actions didn't cause much commotion among the other cadets. After all, the enemy was just Instructor Kim Sehyun. The passing condition for the cadets was simply that "anyone land an effective hit."

With that condition, the cadets didn't need to compete with each other. On the contrary, it made more sense to cooperate as much as possible. This was extremely disadvantageous for Kim Sehyun and advantageous for the cadets.

But there were those with different positions, like Jihoo who had just run off.

"Hurry, Crawford. We can't fall behind!"
"Of course!"

Kyle and Alice also rushed into the jungle like Jihoo and Reika.

The other cadets looked bewildered at these four's impulsive actions, but those four had a separate bet at stake.

And while Alice and Reika might not be as invested, Jihoo and Kyle were desperate to win that bet, so their behavior was understandable.

"What's going on? Why are they acting on their own? We should all stick together."
"No, if we stay together, it'll be harder to find the teacher. We should form groups and search for her. If we can't find her by the end of class, we'll definitely fail!"

Meanwhile, the cadets still couldn't reach a consensus. Some insisted everyone should stay together, while others argued they should split up.

Even those who wanted to split up had trouble forming effective groups. They hadn't been pre-arranged like our study group.

"This isn't good. Everyone's divided, making us no better than a disorganized mob."
"Ah, Meiling..."

While watching the cadets, Meiling approached me and spoke.

"It seems dangerous for me and Miss Yujin to stay here."
"Dangerous? But everyone's gathered here."
"Do you think the instructor can't attack just because the cadets are grouped together?"
"...I guess not."

She wouldn't be an Arcana instructor if she were limited by that.

"She'll definitely attack in a cunning way."

Maybe that was her plan from the beginning. While Kyle and Jihoo would certainly move to find her, she could target the other cadets in the meantime.

-That's correct, Miss Yujin!

"Huh?"

Suddenly, Kim Sehyun's voice was heard from somewhere. Not just by me, but by all the cadets present.

"Kyaaaah!"

And then someone's scream echoed.

Kim Sehyun appeared in the blink of an eye, struck a cadet, and vanished again.

The girl who was hit and received a "death" judgment was removed from the augmented reality simulation by the system. She was transported to the waiting room.

-Did you think staying together would keep you safe from a predator? Oh dear, you were wrong!

Thwack!
Argh!
Kyaa!

More impact sounds and screams followed.

One after another, cadets were eliminated.

-First lesson: In front of the strong, hide and wait for your opportunity. The weaker you are, the more cunning you must be, everyone.

"Everyone scatter!"

Finally realizing the true meaning of this test, the cadets fled in all directions like scattered ants.

Meiling and I were among them.

A survival game had begun, like a bolt from the blue.

Ch.21 - Chapter 21: Inflection Point
Surely, the students of Class A are indeed more psychically gifted than students from other classes.

But in the end, they're still just students.

"Stop running away and let's fight together!"

Even as everyone scattered like ants, there were some who tried to join forces and fight back.

But that had already been clearly proven to be the wrong answer.

"I'll give you points for teamwork."

Thwack! Argh!

"But such straightforward tactics are still insufficient."

Instructor Kim Sehyun easily crushed the students' coordinated attack.

Whether there were 10 or 40 of them, it probably wouldn't have made a difference.

No, if all 40 students had insisted on attacking together until the end, they would have all been retired on the spot.

That was the difference between an active hero instructor and students, at least for now.

"About half of them seem to have been taken out. That's still more remaining than I expected."

In an instant, many students were swept away like a storm and transferred to the waiting room, but fortunately, I managed to escape by following Meiling.

Not because my abilities were exceptional, but purely because Kim Sehyun was busy hunting other students, so I was lucky enough to escape.

"The instructor is being too harsh. Taking students too seriously. But I guess this is what heroes need to get used to..."

The intention behind this one-sided test was clear.

Don't be arrogant about your own strength.

To win, you need to judge coldly and become cunning.

It's a test that anyone who gets cocky about being in Class A would never pass.

Perhaps Instructor Kim Sehyun might not intend to pass anyone, but there's only one way for students to succeed.

To attack when the instructor shows an opening while dealing with or tracking other students.

Of course, the chances of failure are still extremely high.

But it was a test impossible to clear through direct confrontation.

"Well, it's not like I desperately need to pass this time."

The same goes for all the other students.

Except for Jung Jihoo and Kyle.

Those two are obsessed with passing first to win their bet.

But for everyone else, this test came too early.

Originally, everyone would have challenged this task after building up more skills, but today Kim Sehyun agreed to do this as a lesson after seeing Jihoo's enthusiasm.

No one needed to feel too regretful about failing. The same went for me—

"I need to go help Young Master Jihoo."
"Huh? Jung Jihoo? Why specifically..."
"Young Master Jihoo is the son of my benefactor and is practically my benefactor as well. Not helping him would be betraying that kindness."
"Ah, I see..."

From Meiling's perspective, it made perfect sense.

"I hope my decision doesn't trouble you, Miss Yujin? I hate to say this, but if Young Master Jihoo wins the bet, he might... make an awkward wish to you."
"Ahaha... I thought so too."

So it wasn't just me who thought that—Meiling thought the same. Well, Jihoo was so simple that it was obvious.

"But still, I want to help Young Master Jihoo..."
"It's fine. Don't worry about me. You didn't intend for the bet to happen in the first place, right? Kyle agreed to it too. But are you okay with this, Meiling?"
"Me?"
"Yes. The original purpose of forming the study group was to connect Reika with Jihoo."

But if Jihoo wins the bet, the current Jihoo won't use his wish for Reika.

He might thoughtlessly make some strange wish to me without considering Reika... That would be unfortunate for Reika and troublesome for Meiling too.

"That's... true. But I can't abandon my benefactor when he's in trouble."
"...Really? Is it just because he's your benefactor, nothing more?"
"That's right."

Meiling averted her eyes slightly when answering my last question.

Obviously a lie. There was always a hint of longing in her eyes when she looked at Jihoo.

Even if Jihoo and others couldn't notice it, I could tell.

Partly because I knew the original story, but also because... I seemed to sense "waves" from other people.

Sometimes I felt like I could sense emotional waves. I couldn't quite tell if it was just good intuition or something else.

Anyway, I could feel Meiling's desperate emotions toward Jihoo.

And that was truly unfortunate.

To like someone but not be able to love them.

That's really pitiful, isn't it?

And I couldn't easily ignore someone in such a pitiful situation.

"Then I'll help too."
"What? But shouldn't Miss Yujin want Kyle to win?"
"Yes, it would be troublesome if Jihoo wins... but I want to help you and Reika. You're my friends, after all."
"Miss Yujin..."

Meiling seemed slightly touched.

Feeling a bit embarrassed, I cleared my throat and concentrated my psychic power.

"Anyway, we need to find the instructor and the others first. Leave that to me."
"Do you have a way to track them? We haven't really learned tracking techniques yet."
"I can do it with my ability."

As I answered Meiling, I created psychic waves in both hands.

I mainly use my ability through songs, but it's not limited to just that.

Like how I infused waves into the electromagnetic gun's charge, there are various applications.

And this is one of them.

Piiiiing!

"Ultrasonic waves..."

With a slight ringing in my ears, the ultrasonic waves created in my hands spread in all directions. The waves bounce back after reflecting off surfaces, allowing me to perceive a wide area.

It's similar to how bats perceive objects at night. The difference is that using psychic power makes the range much wider.

"That way. I can definitely sense Instructor Kim Sehyun's waves."
"You can even distinguish that? That's amazing!"
"Save the praise for later, let's go!"
"Yes!"

United in purpose with Meiling, I dashed through the jungle.

In that famous ninja manga, they would leap through these large jungle trees as if flying, but we haven't received that kind of training yet. I wonder if we could do it?

"Someone else seems to have been caught."

Even as we moved, students were still falling victim to Instructor Kim Sehyun. I could tell by periodically sending out waves.

Honestly, I was afraid we might be targeted too, but fortunately, we had located Kim Sehyun's position first using the waves.

Still, seeing students get taken out so one-sidedly was chilling.

"Huh? He's facing off with someone. They're not fighting in the usual way."

Until now, Kim Sehyun had been one-sidedly eliminating students without showing any mercy.

But now he was in a standoff, not attacking immediately.

Wondering who it might be, Meiling and I hurried through the jungle.

"So fight me fair and square, teacher!"
"...Jihoo, haven't you considered trying to ambush me from hiding?"
"Hmph, I don't need such cowardly tactics to win!"

...And there was Jihoo, saying foolish things right in front of Kim Sehyun.

"J-Jihoo... in this test, you don't really need to..."
"Don't worry, Reika! If I win, you can make a wish too!"
"That's not what I..."

Poor Reika was beside him, unable to dissuade Jihoo from his misguided approach.

"That idiot..."
"That's so like Young Master Jihoo."

Meiling and I were also looking at Jihoo with exasperation. Of course, finding Jihoo along with Instructor Kim was good news.

Meiling needed to help Jihoo, and I wanted to help Meiling.

I had already helped Meiling by guiding her here, but I wanted to help more. However, with Jihoo acting like this, it was awkward.

If he insists on a one-on-one fight, it becomes difficult for us to help.

"Well, I'll consider this part of the education. Alright, come at me with everything you've got, Jihoo."
"Here I come!"

For whatever reason, Kim Sehyun didn't hesitate to accept the challenge.

In truth, he had no reason to decline, but as soon as he accepted the "fair fight," Jihoo shot forward like a bullet.

His sword, glowing with a bright blue light, created three afterimages as it simultaneously targeted Kim Sehyun.

"Impressive! Your skills have improved this much in just three days!"

Though the attack targeted high, middle, and low positions without leaving any openings, Kim Sehyun easily avoided them all.

He didn't dodge because he was faster; he read all of Jihoo's movements and flowed around them like water.

There was still a severe gap between them, but compared to their first sparring session where Jihoo couldn't even touch him, this was tremendous growth.

"But! Your training is still far from complete!"

Thud!

"Ugh!"

Afterward, Jihoo continued to pressure Kim Sehyun with quick sword strikes, but Kim Sehyun dodged them all without a scratch and delivered a clean hook to Jihoo's abdomen.

A swift and powerful strike like a bee's sting.

Jihoo showed protagonist-worthy skill, but sadly, there were obvious limitations.

Above all else, this test came too early even for him.

In the original story, Jihoo would have challenged Kim Sehyun's task much later than now.

But with Meiling forming the study group, Jihoo proposing the bet, and Kyle accepting it, the snowball effect meant this event happened too early for even the protagonist to be strong enough.

Even with protagonist privileges, it was impossible to overcome this challenge.

"Aaaagh..."

Having taken a critical hit, Jihoo was naturally about to be transferred to the waiting room after being judged as eliminated.

But soon, a white light enveloped his body.

"My, I thought we agreed on a fair fight?"
"T-Teacher, about that..."
"Hehe, I'm not blaming you, Reika."

At that moment, Reika had healed Jihoo with her healing psychic power.

The training system recognized the healing and gave Jihoo a "recovery" judgment. He barely avoided being sent to the waiting room.

"Ugh..."
"Are you okay, Jihoo?"
"Y-yeah, I'm fine thanks to you. Thank you. But to think I couldn't even put up a fight..."

Jihoo, who survived thanks to Reika's help, looked somewhat dejected.

Reika looked at him with pity, but Kim Sehyun didn't seem inclined to go easy on him.

"Do you understand, Jihoo? Acknowledge that you're still weak. Misjudging your own strength is the worst mistake a hero can make. Be humble. Facing me as a student is nothing compared to the hardships you'll face as a hero."

A different development from the original story.

In the original, Jihoo, after getting entangled with the heroines at the academy and experiencing various events with plenty of protagonist buffs, essentially wins easily in his duel with Kim Sehyun.

That's why he originally hears the words, "You've inherited the Sword Saint's talent completely."

"Jihoo is still far inferior compared to the Sword Saint. Accept that fact."

But here, Kim Sehyun was saying the exact opposite.

"Take that back!"

And for Jihoo, those words touched a nerve.

This was so different from the path that Jihoo, the protagonist of this world, was supposed to walk.

Why had things changed so drastically...

Ch.22 - Chapter 22: Round 1
Certainly, "Arcana: The Prestigious Hero Academy" was not a dark-themed work.

After all, it was filled with the typical developments of a not-so-serious harem story.

But beneath the surface, there was definitely darkness.

It was just that this darkness remained hidden behind Ji-hoo Jung, a protagonist so innocent he seemed almost foolish.

"Don't compare me to my father!"

And even he had darkness within him.

An enraged Ji-hoo once again exploded with psychic aura as he rushed toward Se-hyun Kim.

His momentum was better than before.

But that was all.

"Is this a childish tantrum, Ji-hoo?"

*Thwack*

"Ugh!"
"I'm sorry, but heroes aren't allowed to throw tantrums."

Despite Ji-hoo's improved momentum, Se-hyun subdued him again with remarkable ease.

It was only natural that he'd be subdued more easily than before, given that he had already suffered a critical injury and had barely recovered through Reika's abilities.

And this, too, was something that never happened in the original story.

The overpowered protagonist who should have been walking an easy path was experiencing hardships he was never meant to face.

"If you hate being compared to your father, the Sword Saint, then take yourself more seriously!"

What could be the cause of this distortion?

Well, what's the point in explaining? I myself shouldn't even be here according to the original story.

Even if unintentional, I must bear some responsibility for how things have turned out.

If that's the case, I couldn't just stand by and watch.

*Boom!*

An electromagnetic wave charged with energy struck where Se-hyun had been standing. But before the wave could reach him, he had already dodged.

"I was waiting for you to make your move!"

So he knew... Yet he didn't attack preemptively and instead held back. This confirmed that until now, he had been fighting moderately just to "discipline" Ji-hoo.

Well, in that case, I had no choice but to give it my all.

"Meiling! Now!"

By the time I shouted, Meiling had already taken advantage of the distance Se-hyun had created to pick up the fallen Ji-hoo and rush toward Reika.

As soon as Meiling brought Ji-hoo back, Reika treated his injuries, which had been putting him under pressure due to the damage assessment.

I also joined them, preparing for Se-hyun's counterattack.

However, Se-hyun merely looked at us with composure and spoke.

"Hehe, good. I think Ji-hoo has learned his lesson by now. This teacher is very pleased to see you all working together. But..."

Se-hyun's gaze turned directly toward me.

"...I'm quite surprised to see you joining in, Yu-jin. Considering the bet, I would have thought you wouldn't want to help Ji-hoo?"

That's a reasonable assumption, teacher.

But I can't stand being in debt... though I can't exactly explain what kind of debt this is.

"Reika and Meiling are here too, right? I'm not exactly fighting for Ji-hoo's sake."
"My, what a textbook tsundere. How adorable!"

That's not it... But Se-hyun seemed genuinely moved.

I wanted to correct the misunderstanding, but there was no way to explain.

"Urgh..."

Meanwhile, Ji-hoo stood up again. Even after receiving treatment, he was still staggering due to the system's penalty assessment.

Seeing him like this, I felt sorry that someone who shouldn't have had to go through this was suffering. Of course, even if the altered storyline was because of me, Ji-hoo had brought this situation upon himself.

Still, I couldn't shake off the emotional guilt.

"Are you okay?"
"Ugh, this is so embarrassing. Especially in front of Yu-jin..."
"Judging by that pathetic comment, I guess you're fine."

That guilt I just felt? Gone in an instant.

Still, I kept my cool rather than getting angry.

"Stop trying to handle everything alone and fight with us."
"But I..."
"Are you so amazing that you need to prove something right now? You're just a cadet like the rest of us."
"..."
"Like the teacher said, stop with the tantrums. You're in the way."

Since I had no intention of indulging his childishness, I ended the conversation by pointing my electromagnetic pistol at Se-hyun.

Meiling raised her knuckle-clad fists, and Reika prepared to fight with her pulse staff.

"Hehe... thanks."

Ji-hoo also stood up, showing his fighting spirit.

I suppose that's somewhat protagonist-like, though his actions still seem lighter than a feather.

"Excellent! As expected of the students I have the highest hopes for. Then I'll get a little more serious too!"

"Everyone, be careful!"

Se-hyun disappeared like a bullet in an instant, only to reappear right in front of us.

"Isn't it a bit much to praise us and then do this?!"
"Lions push their cubs off cliffs!"
"They absolutely do not!"

Lions would die if they did that!

Despite my protests, Se-hyun showed no mercy.

Of course, I never intended to just take it.

"Reika! Shield!"
"Y-yes!"

None of us had ever coordinated together before. But the four of us were talented enough to be in Class A.

As soon as I requested it, Reika deployed a psychic barrier without hesitation.

It was large enough to cover all four of us with room to spare, but with her current output, it would tear like paper against Se-hyun's iron fist.

But I was well aware of that.

I immediately amplified Reika's psychic barrier by spreading waves through my voice.

Se-hyun's lightning-fast strike was blocked by that barrier.

"Young master Ji-hoo! Take the left!"
"Got it!"

Ji-hoo and Meiling dove in from both sides simultaneously.

Even Se-hyun seemed to find their coordinated attack threatening, unable to counter easily.

Ji-hoo's curved blade and Meiling's fists fiercely targeted Se-hyun, who dodged their fierce attacks without the slightest hesitation.

Meanwhile, my song resonated throughout, almost like background music in a movie.

If this were truly a movie scene, it would end with the victory of the protagonist and his comrades working together.

But this wasn't a movie.

"Excellent, but still not quite there!"

*Thwack!*

"Kyaa...!"

A clean, swift kick struck Meiling's stomach before she could even defend. Sent flying as if hit by a truck, Meiling was transported to the waiting room without a chance to recover.

Until then, we had held out with the barrier, but it had broken not long before.

"Meiling!"
"Do you have time to be distracted, Ji-hoo?"

Despite making such a large movement, Se-hyun rushed toward Ji-hoo without the slightest delay.

"I won't fall for the same trick twice!"

Ji-hoo showed his anger but calmly raised his blade.

Like a hedgehog raising its quills, he thrust his sword multiple times at Se-hyun who was charging recklessly toward him.

There seemed to be no opening in his swift swordplay. But a veteran hero like Se-hyun knew countless ways to break through solid defenses.

*Boom!*

He didn't even need to target Ji-hoo directly.

When Se-hyun drove his psychic-charged fist into the ground, the entire area shook as if hit by an earthquake.

"Whoa?"

As Ji-hoo lost his balance from the tremor, Se-hyun seized the opportunity and dove into the opening.

I had been using psychic amplification for buffs, and now I fired my electromagnetic pistol to somehow save Ji-hoo, but Se-hyun easily dodged the electromagnetic wave.

"With this, Ji-hoo is out too!"

He extended a straight punch that Ji-hoo could never dodge.

"No!"
"Oh my?"

But the one who took the punch wasn't Ji-hoo, but Reika, who had rushed in to block it.

She had already used her psychic barrier several times and had no chance to use it again, but she took the blow meant for Ji-hoo.

"R-Reika..."

Receiving a death assessment, Reika disappeared, being transported to the waiting room. Ji-hoo watched her vanish with a shocked expression.

"...That was admirable self-sacrifice. But not particularly meaningful."

However, Se-hyun didn't seem to be praising Reika's sacrifice much.

Sacrificing oneself for a comrade was good, but as a result, Ji-hoo was now in shock and not even thinking about distancing himself from Se-hyun.

If things continued like this, he would be helplessly eliminated when Se-hyun launched another attack.

What Se-hyun probably wanted was a more level-headed judgment and response.

With Reika eliminated and Ji-hoo in shock, I needed to pull myself together.

I immediately fired my electromagnetic pistol again.

Just as Se-hyun had easily dodged them earlier, he lightly evaded the electromagnetic bullets this time too.

*Ping!*

"Huh?"

But this time, I hadn't just fired electromagnetic bullets.

Earlier, I couldn't do it because I was in a hurry to provide covering fire, but now I had embedded psychic waves in the electromagnetic charge.

An attack that spreads psychic waves when the electromagnetic charge detonates.

Even if you miss the target, it can paralyze enemies exposed to the waves... according to the psychic theory we learned in class.

"Impressive, Yu-jin! To be so proficient in psychic applications. Beyond my expectations."

Despite his words, Se-hyun let out a single shout and instantly recovered from the paralysis caused by the psychic wave.

Se-hyun had clearly been hit by the wave, but it was definitely not a "valid hit" assessment. At this rate, both Ji-hoo and I would be eliminated.

I wasn't afraid of being eliminated, but I didn't want to go down without a fight.

"Hey, Ji-hoo, snap out of it!"

I shouted at him while continuing to fire waves.

But Se-hyun wouldn't fall for the same trick twice.

He dodged my shots with faster and more deceptive patterns, or feinted my aim.

I couldn't hit him at all, but if there was one achievement, it was that I had successfully drawn his aggro.

"But this is as far as it goes!"
"Ah...!"

Se-hyun ignored the dazed Ji-hoo and targeted me instead.

Fair enough—I too would prioritize dealing with someone putting up a fight rather than an opponent I could finish off anytime.

And I had almost no way to resist if Se-hyun attacked me directly.

Even if I did, Se-hyun wouldn't give me a chance in this situation.

Well, I guess I did pretty well for my standards.

I closed my eyes, bracing for impact.

"...?"

But the expected impact never came.

Opening my eyes in confusion, I saw someone standing in front of me.

Along with a cool, chilling sensation.

"Yu-jin, I'm glad I'm not too late."
"Kyle..."

It was Kyle.

He had somehow appeared in front of me, blocking Se-hyun's strike with a solid ice shield.

"Sorry I couldn't come right away."
"No, but watch out in front..."

It's great that he showed up at such a perfect time, but Instructor Se-hyun won't stop with just this!

"Don't worry."

But Kyle was full of confidence.

*Whoosh!*

And for good reason—before Se-hyun could move, intense flames engulfed her.

"Unlike some people, I'm not so simple-minded."
"Really now, I'm the one who attacked, yet you're the one striking a pose?"

Alice had joined us as well.

She grumbled at Kyle for saying such things to me, but Kyle maintained his cool expression and simply said:

"Now it's our turn."

It seemed this test was far from over.

Ch.23 - Chapter 23: Round 2
"Good, Kyle! Come at me with everything you've got!"

Even with Kyle and Alice's sudden intrusion, Kim Se-hyun showed no signs of intimidation.

Rather, as the cadets displayed their fighting spirit, she too became more serious.

Meanwhile, Kyle didn't even respond to Kim Se-hyun's words as he threw an ice spear he had created using telekinesis.

In sync with him, I also fired an electromagnetic bullet infused with psychic waves.

A slight barrage formed to make it difficult to dodge, but Kim Se-hyun still evaded it easily with her amazing speed and reflexes.

However, even someone like Kim Se-hyun couldn't remain completely dominant as before.

Whoosh!

"Argh!"

While she was focused on dodging the barrage, flames erupted across a wide area.

Needless to say, it was Alice's attack.

Until now, Kyle had been attacking by throwing ice spears, but that was merely meant to keep her in check.

Since Alice was typically the attacker when coordinating with Kyle, she had been waiting for the moment when even Kim Se-hyun would find it difficult to dodge.

"Got her! She definitely couldn't dodge that!"

Alice cheered as she saw Kim Se-hyun engulfed in flames with no room to escape.

Indeed, Kim Se-hyun couldn't avoid the wide-area attack just now.

Logically, even Kim Se-hyun had to take the hit. It was powerful enough to be considered a valid strike.

But that celebratory look... somehow felt ominous, like saying "Did we get her?"

"Not yet."
"No, that can't be...!"

I had a bad feeling, and I was right.

Within the blazing flames, Kim Se-hyun was taking a stance of concentration, clenching both fists as if emanating qi.

A vivid blue psychic aura surrounded her like a protective barrier.

I'm not very familiar with martial arts novels, but what would you call that... protective qi?

"That was a good combined attack, but I'm not going to fall that easily."
"Isn't this a bit much for an exam, Professor?"
"Hoho, there's some truth to that... but honestly, I didn't want anyone to pass this exam."

Wow... she's saying it outright. Professor Kim Se-hyun is quite shameless.

But she had a point. This exam was being held just three days after the assignment was given—clearly too soon by any standard.

Moreover, Kim Se-hyun had changed the condition to "anyone who lands an effective hit passes." That didn't mean she would pass everyone if someone succeeded.

It meant she expected no one to land an effective hit, so everyone would fail.

Of course, if someone actually succeeded, or if she deemed everyone's performance satisfactory despite failing, she might make exceptions. But fundamentally, her goal was to show the A-class cadets the gap in power and stimulate their desire to improve.

"Even I think using an aura barrier was a bit excessive, but if you think about it, I did teach this to you all yesterday, didn't I?"
"Ah, now that you mention it..."

Indeed, what we learned in yesterday's psychic practice was to master auxiliary psychic abilities in addition to our main ones.

She said they would definitely be advantageous and necessary, even if they weren't dual skills.

And what Kim Se-hyun just did was an application of the auxiliary psychic ability to create a protective barrier.

The only difference from typical auxiliary abilities was that the form of psychic power she used was an aura.

"Well, that makes it less unfair, right? Let's continue!"

I still felt it was unfair... but Kim Se-hyun charged forward with even less restraint than before.

Because while she had been dodging incoming attacks until now, she was now simply blocking them with that protective qi barrier.

My psychic waves, Kyle's ice and daggers propelled by telekinesis, and Alice's flames—she plowed through all of them.

"Kyle!"
"I know."

Even as Kim Se-hyun was more blatantly cheating, Kyle was already responding before I could finish speaking.

Immediately, an ice wall rose in her path.

"That's useless!"

Despite being incredibly thick ice created with psychic power, the walls shattered into pieces with just one strike from Kim Se-hyun.

"Tch...! Hold her back as much as you can!"

As Kyle bought us time, Alice attacked Kim Se-hyun with flames again. Instead of a wide-area attack like before, she concentrated her firepower directly at Kim Se-hyun.

She needed to intensify her firepower to break through that aura barrier. But Kim Se-hyun wasn't foolish enough to just take hits because she had a barrier.

This time, she unpredictably burst through the flames at high speed and appeared right in front of Alice in an instant.

Crack!

But ice that formed in a flash took the hit of her punch instead. Simultaneously, Kyle's daggers danced through the air, surrounding Kim Se-hyun.

Kim Se-hyun didn't try to dodge the daggers. They were aimed to leave her nowhere to escape, but she thought telekinetically propelled daggers couldn't penetrate her barrier.

"That won't—huh?"

But as soon as one dagger touched her barrier, it collapsed like a bursting soap bubble.

The following daggers targeted her, but Kim Se-hyun narrowly avoided them.

"So close... we almost landed an effective hit that time."
"Using wave manipulation to nullify my barrier... that's not easy at all. First earlier, and now this—you're quite something, Yujin."

Kim Se-hyun seemed genuinely impressed.

It was just a slight application of wave properties, so it wasn't as impressive as it looked, but whether due to good compatibility or whatever else, I had nullified what seemed like extraordinary martial prowess, so her admiration wasn't unwarranted.

"Then could you just pass us at this point..."
"Hehe, the world of competition is cold. Especially the world of heroes."

Kim Se-hyun said this as she stepped back slightly to regroup.

She could have rushed in again, but the fact that she was keeping her distance meant she wasn't taking us lightly anymore.

That was encouraging, but it also meant we were in real trouble now.

We had essentially revealed all our cards.

"We lack the firepower to finish this."
"Ugh... frustrating, but I can't deny it."

Kyle coolly assessed the situation.

Alice, who was in charge of the main attack, looked frustrated, but we clearly lacked a decisive blow.

Just now, our combined attack from Kyle, Alice, and me had restricted Kim Se-hyun's movement and almost landed a hit, but we fell just short.

Kim Se-hyun would be even more cautious now. Landing a decisive blow for an effective hit would be even harder.

"There's one way to increase our firepower."
"How?"
"...If that guy joins in."

The person Kyle pointed to was Jung Ji-hoo, who still seemed dazed from shock.

It might seem strange that he was in such a state when Reika hadn't actually died, but he had his reasons.

And besides Ji-hoo himself, I was the only one who knew those reasons.

"I'll talk to him. You two handle the professor for now."
"But Yujin..."
"It's okay. Leave it to me. I'll make sure he snaps out of it."
"...Alright."

Kyle seemed concerned about me taking responsibility for Ji-hoo, but he agreed when I showed my determination.

"Let's go! Don't fall behind, Crawford!"
"Hmph, leave it to me!"

Kyle and Alice unleashed ice and flames at Kim Se-hyun again.

While Kim Se-hyun was dealing with them, I approached Ji-hoo.

Even as I approached, he remained standing with empty eyes.

"Hey, snap out of it."
"..."
"Hey! Ugh..."

Slap!

"Ah..."

I slapped Ji-hoo's cheek hard.

It might seem excessive, but in dramas and movies, a slap usually brings people back to their senses, and it worked—Ji-hoo finally looked at me properly.

"That hurt..."
"Sorry for hitting you. But you weren't snapping out of it. Now that you're back, let's fight together."
"I... I..."

But Ji-hoo's eyes still trembled despite my words.

"...I'm still... weak. I'm..."
"Idiot, are you going to give up just because you're weak? Are you going to abandon everything? What about Reika?"

I kept pressing him, but Ji-hoo looked increasingly anxious.

"...It's just like back then. When my mom died..."
"..."

Ji-hoo was muttering things he wouldn't normally say, not even caring that I could hear.

It was clearly a traumatic response. The dark inner self that Ji-hoo had experienced in the past, something not well-portrayed in the original work.

Simply pressing him wouldn't erase such heavy trauma.

This required proper psychological treatment.

Of course, we didn't have the luxury of administering psychiatric medication right now. So there was only one option.

I immediately embraced Ji-hoo.

"...Huh?"

Ji-hoo was surprised when I suddenly hugged him.

But I wasn't just trying to comfort him.

Soon, a deep psychic wave spread throughout his body.

I created a calming psychic sound wave and spread it directly through his entire body from within.

Normally, this could be done through singing, but using an embrace allowed for a more direct and intense effect than using a song.

The trade-off was that I couldn't spread it widely like with a song, and it consumed extreme amounts of psychic energy, but...

"There, feeling better now? More at ease?"

Ji-hoo's face looked much better. Of course, I had forcibly relaxed his body that had tensed up due to trauma.

It was a kind of neural calming effect, but unlike drugs, there was no worry about side effects—at least not physical or physiological ones.

"Yu-Yujin... that, just now..."
"I did that to snap you out of it, so don't get any weird ideas."

But judging by Ji-hoo's bright red face and the intense way he was looking at me, he had clearly misunderstood.

Ah, this method should really only be used as a last resort. Anyone would misunderstand, not just Ji-hoo.

"Now, let's join the fight. Surely you're not really giving up here? Well, I wouldn't mind if you conceded defeat to Kyle..."
"I don't want that!"

Ji-hoo's tension suddenly spiked at the mention of Kyle.

"It's not over yet! I haven't lost! I'm going to win! I'll definitely make my wish!"

...You're really serious about that wish, aren't you?

At this point, even I had to admire his determination.

"Then, give it your best."

Feeling like I might start laughing, I spoke with a small smile.

For some reason, Ji-hoo gave me an uncharacteristically serious, desperate look before readjusting his grip on his sword.

"...Yes!"

It was time to settle this.

Ch.24 - Chapter 24: A Fair Decision
"I'll say this now, but I think 4 against 1 is quite cowardly."
"That's incredibly shameless, teacher!"

Once Kyle, Alice, me, and Jung Ji-hoo joined in to make four, Kim Se-hyun was noticeably pushed onto the defensive compared to before.

So much so that she openly complained like that!

Naturally, I had no intention of going easy on her, especially after that remark. Now that it's come to this, I absolutely have to pass!

"Alice! Now!"
"I'm ready!"

The flames from Alice merged with the wave I shot from my electromagnetic pistol. The wave-infused flames spread widely and more intensely as they chased after Kim Se-hyun.

Although the flames traveled at the same speed as electromagnetic bullets, Kim Se-hyun managed to dodge them all.

"Your turn, Kyle!"

Of course, we weren't just standing around watching.

Kyle erected an ice wall in Kim Se-hyun's path and shot ice spikes at her.

Normally, Kim Se-hyun would have been looking for openings to counterattack even under such pressure, but now she simply couldn't.

The pressure from just three people's attacks was already considerable, but now there was one more person ready to deliver the finishing blow.

"Now!"
"I know!"

It happened when Kim Se-hyun was momentarily blocked by an ice wall.

As that ice wall was destroyed by my wave, Ji-hoo, who had been waiting on the other side, ambushed Kim Se-hyun.

In truth, all our attacks up until now had been made assuming Kim Se-hyun would dodge them, with the goal of driving her into this position.

"Ugh! N-Not bad!"

Kim Se-hyun couldn't possibly dodge at that timing. In the end, she tried to defend herself by surrounding herself with protective energy.

"It's useless! I'm at my peak right now!"

Normally, she would have blocked Ji-hoo's full power too. While Ji-hoo was talented, as Kim Se-hyun said, he was still not fully matured, and there was indeed a difference in their abilities.

But now he had become much stronger than just a few dozen minutes ago.

It wasn't simply that his skills had improved; his psychic output itself had increased.

The wave emanating from him felt different, and I could sense it.

I wonder if maybe... could it be that what happened earlier when we hugged... was that really so effective?

"This is the end, teacher! Here I come!"
"Gah! Impossible! Me, losing!"
"Yujiiiiiiiiiin!"
"Kyaaaah!"

...Doesn't this look like the demise of a third-rate villain, teacher?

More importantly, why is that idiot calling my name?

Anyway, Ji-hoo delivered the final blow while shouting "Yujin Power" (?) and Kim Se-hyun was judged dead by his sword and transported to the waiting room.

Our original goal was to land an 'effective hit,' but unexpectedly, we achieved much more than that.

"This is embarrassing. To think I'd let you pass the first assignment so easily. The other instructors will certainly have something to say about this."

Shortly after, when the simulation ended and we returned to the waiting room, Instructor Kim Se-hyun spoke in front of the students.

"But a promise is a promise. Everyone passes!"
"Hooray!"
"As expected of the aces!"

The other cadets had either failed or hadn't expected to pass by hiding in the jungle, so everyone was delighted when we suddenly cleared the assignment.

As an added bonus, they praised the six of us, including me, calling us aces.

Though unintended, it seems my stock has risen. I'm not sure if I should be happy about it or not...

"But is it really okay to let us pass so easily?"
"It's fine, Yujin. The next assignment will be much harder anyway. Hehehe, be prepared."

Ah.

I knew it.

I barely passed this test by luck, so how much harder will the next one be? It's a bit scary.

"By the way, are you really okay with this, Yujin?"
"Huh? Why wouldn't I be?"
"It's nice that you passed, but wasn't there a bet involved?"

Ah.

I had forgotten about that.

"What nonsense, Jung Ji-hoo. Obviously I won the bet. Without me and Crawford, your team would have failed long ago."
"Don't be ridiculous! You wouldn't have passed without me and Reika either! And I delivered the final blow! So I won!"

As soon as Kim Se-hyun finished speaking, Kyle and Ji-hoo's arguing voices could be heard.

"Um, I didn't really do anything..."
"What are you saying, Reika? If you hadn't saved me, we wouldn't have won! And by the way, thank you so much for that!"
"Mmm..."

Reika spoke with a lack of confidence, but when Ji-hoo thanked her for earlier, she blushed and lowered her head shyly.

Though embarrassed, she seems quite happy about it.

"Hmph, how shameless. No matter what, you wouldn't have had a chance of winning without me and Kyle. Besides, wasn't Ji-hoo able to pull himself together thanks to Yujin?"
"Ugh, that's true, but..."
"In terms of contribution, me and Kyle were overwhelmingly superior no matter what anyone says. And if anything, I think Yujin did better than Ji-hoo?"
"Ugh..."

Meanwhile, Alice was logically refuting Ji-hoo even more assertively than Kyle.

That's fine, but there was no need to suddenly mention me too. Instead, Alice was giving me a slight look as if to say, "I did well, right?"

"Ah, no, I didn't really do much..."
"What are you saying? Honestly, without Yujin's support, passing would have been absolutely impossible. Frankly, if possible, I'd like Yujin to get a wish too."
"I appreciate the evaluation, but I'm not really interested in wishes."
"Really? Not at all? It's a chance to ask anything from this Alice!"

It's a statement brimming with self-confidence, but hearing it made me a bit tempted.

A wish that can be granted by a genius, rich, beautiful girl... who wouldn't be tempted?

"Still, I'm fine."

Of course, I didn't want to get involved in this mud fight, and if possible, I hoped Kyle would win the bet. Sorry to Reika, but not so much to Ji-hoo.

"Excuse me, I'm not sure if it's my place to intervene, but isn't that a bit unfair, Yujin?"

At that moment, Kim Se-hyun was slightly joining the conversation.

She looks... excited. Like she's enjoying this situation too much.

Could it be that she's taking out her frustration from the test here?

"From my perspective, Yujin contributed significantly. Ignoring that and letting only others win the bet seems a bit unfair."
"But I don't really need a wish..."
"This isn't just about you being okay with it, is it? If we're not fair about contributions, both Kyle and Ji-hoo will be dissatisfied."

That's true, but the test format was like that from the beginning... Wait, could it be?

Was that the plan all along...?

"Hehehe, it seems the clever Yujin has figured it out."
"You're cunning, teacher."

The test itself was a bit ambiguous.

Changing what was originally a one-on-one duel into a group test was suspicious.

At first, I thought she was being considerate of our group's bet, but now I see she might have been planning to stir up trouble even if she lost.

Heroic and meticulous, but also underhanded!

"Besides, the terms of the bet clearly state 'the winning team will have their wishes granted by the first person to win the bet,' so depending on who the winner is, not just Kyle or Ji-hoo, but also Alice and Reika's wishes should be granted, right? Then Yujin and Meiling can't be exceptions either. With Meiling there too, do you intend to arbitrarily give up your wish?"

Kim Se-hyun blocked even my excuse of not needing a wish.

If I arbitrarily give up being a winner of the bet, it might be fine for me, but Meiling from the same team would have to give up too.

Meiling didn't make a big contribution this time, but it's hard to say she didn't contribute at all.

Of course, it's right that Meiling should claim her share from my contribution rather than asserting her own contribution.

But it would be problematic for me to give up arbitrarily. If Meiling also has a wish, it would be inconsiderate of me to give it up, right?

"I'm fine with it. Don't worry about me and do as Yujin wishes for our team."

The perceptive Meiling whispered to me as soon as she noticed I was worried about that.

But even so, I couldn't decide easily.

"Hey, Meiling, isn't there anything you'd like to wish for?"
"It would be a lie to say I have absolutely nothing, but I don't want to make things more difficult for you."

It was a mature answer, typical of Meiling.

But that's clearly her not being honest with herself.

Whatever her wish is, Meiling is someone who would be very strict with herself.

Because of that, in the original story, she almost gets trapped by her dark past, but Ji-hoo saves her.

But can he do that now? With so many things twisted so far, I couldn't be sure.

Besides, I was questioning whether it was right to just rely on the salvation from the original story.

I just wanted Meiling to let go of her past and sense of guilt, and value herself more.

"Sigh, teacher. As you said, it would be unfair."
"I thought so too."
"Yes, but it's a bit difficult to determine who should be the winner in this situation."
"Then I have a good suggestion. Would you like to hear it?"

When Kim Se-hyun said that, all six members of the study group, including me, looked at her, expecting some wise solution.

"It's simple. Let's acknowledge all six of you as winners and grant each of you a wish."
"What? But that's not right!"
"Why not? Of course, unreasonable wishes won't work, but wouldn't that be more meaningful? Each person's wish being granted by the combined efforts of the other five—it's a bond that's hard to have unless you're as close as you all are. Oh, I'm envious! We didn't have anything like that when I was a cadet!"

I couldn't tell if Kim Se-hyun was being sincere or just teasing, but she wasn't entirely wrong. If everyone agrees, there's no reason why only one person's wish should be granted. Although it might lose some of its exclusivity compared to granting just one person's wish, at least it wouldn't be unfair.

...Of course, thinking that Kim Se-hyun intentionally changed the test format to create this situation makes me a bit annoyed.

"By the way, this method has just one problem as I see it."

But Kim Se-hyun added more.

"I don't know exactly what the wishes will be, but they might conflict with each other. Someone who has to grant the wishes might end up bearing an excessive burden."
"Ah, that's true. Since Alice is rich, financial wishes would probably burden her too much..."
"Oh my, I think someone other than Alice might be the problem?"
"What?"

I expressed doubt at Kim Se-hyun's words, but I soon understood what she meant.

"Yujin and I have a prior arrangement regarding wishes. Back off."
"Don't be ridiculous! I'm going on a date with her first!"

...Good grief, just when I thought it was resolved, Kyle and Ji-hoo were fighting again.

Seeing my predicament, Kim Se-hyun said to me with a triumphant expression:

"Well then, good luck, Yujin!"

Argh, so annoying!

Ch.25 - Chapter 25: Solomon's Wish
"Since unfairness is bad, everyone is equally a winner."

...Thanks to Mr. Kim Se-hyun's perfectly impartial Solomon-like judgment, we all ended up granting each other's wishes.

Honestly, I couldn't tell if it was Solomon's judgment or communism, but I suppose there isn't much difference between the two when it comes to dividing everything equally.

Well, if it leads to an ending where everyone can be happy, what does it matter whether wishes are split in two or four?

"So I'm going first, you horndog."
"No way! I'm going on a date with Yujin first!"

But instead of dividing the wishes, Kyle and Jung Ji-hoo were fighting as if they were going to divide me.

After the academy ended, we all gathered at a café, and the sight of the two fighting had already become a spectacle.

Normally, there wouldn't be any troublesome customers, but fortunately or unfortunately, the scene of two extremely handsome boys "fighting over some girl" was quite entertaining, so the other customers were enjoying the show.

Though it's really embarrassing that I'm that girl.

"You know, most other girls would be incredibly jealous of this situation, right?"
"I kind of get it, but also kind of don't..."
"...Sometimes I seriously wonder if Yujin is actually a girl."

At Alice's surprisingly perceptive comment, I gave a wry smile and took a small sip of juice through my straw.

But I'm not being coy—I really don't understand. How could I, still a man on the inside, know whether being pursued by two guys is something to be envied or happy about?

"Do you really not know? Haven't you ever liked someone or been confessed to before?"
"Hmm, I don't think I've ever—oh."

Just as I was about to say I hadn't, a memory naturally came to mind.

It wasn't even that old—just something that happened not too long ago.

I remembered when Kyle confessed to me.

And it wasn't just the fact that came back to me, but all those truly strange feelings and emotions I experienced then vividly resurfaced.

That queasy feeling mixed with a flushed face and a racing heart.

Recalling it now made my face heat up a little.

"Um... a-anyway. What wish are you going to make, Alice?"
"Yujin, it's super obvious when you're trying to change the subject like that."
"Hahaha... I don't know what you're talking about."

I couldn't meet Alice's eyes, but I also couldn't tell her that I had been confessed to by none other than Kyle.

Thankfully, when I played dumb, Alice didn't press the issue further.

"Well, my wish... Actually, I don't know what to wish for. It's not like I'm lacking anything, right?"

Wow, how obnoxious. But it was the absolute truth, so I had nothing to say.

Alice, who was beautiful, rich, and smart, honestly wasn't someone who needed wishes from others.

"Well, if I had to pick something, I'd like to rent Kyle for a day."
"Oh, so Alice wants a date too, like Ji-hoo?"
"No? Not at all. It's not a date."
"Huh? If not a date, then what?"
"A slave."
"..."
"I want him to serve me as my slave for about a day."

Um, well... I was at a loss for words. Is this what they call a twisted fetish or something?

Though if Alice were the master, I might want to be her slave a little...

"Um, Alice? A wish is a wish, but there's a rule that unreasonable wishes can't be granted."
"I know that. But the standard of 'unreasonable' depends on the will of the person granting the wish, right?"
"Huh? I guess so?"
"Then if Kyle desperately wants to be my slave, there's no problem, right?"
"Well... in principle, I suppose that's true?"

But Kyle probably doesn't have that kind of twisted fetish.

No, wait, Kyle is a 16-year-old in his prime. While proper sex education is important at that age, honestly, boys that age know all sorts of things.

I was like that in my past life, and since Kyle lives alone, I honestly don't know how he deals with his sexual urges.

Does he handle them normally and appropriately since he's alone? Or is he bottling them up? That would be concerning in its own way.

Come to think of it, Kyle has been to my house many times, but I've rarely been to his. During his difficult times, I brought him to my house for dinner and hung out with him.

So I don't know what kind of life he leads when he's inevitably alone. Well, that's his privacy, so it can't be helped.

"More importantly, are you really okay with granting Ji-hoo's wish? He's been singing about going on a date with you this whole time."
"Honestly, I'm not thrilled about it, but what can I do? I agreed to grant his wish."
"You could just say it's an unreasonable wish and refuse, you know?"
"It feels wrong to call spending a day playing together unreasonable."

Of course, it's just hanging out and playing together.

Even though I'm not entirely keen on it, I felt somewhat guilty toward Jung Ji-hoo, so I couldn't refuse.

Even though he's not my favorite person, he originally had no reason to suffer like he did in today's test, but he ended up suffering because of me.

It's something only I know, and I could just pretend I don't, but I still felt somewhat guilty.

"Well, if Yujin is okay with it, I guess it can't be helped. What about Reika and Meiling? What wishes do you two have?"
"M-me?"

While Ji-hoo and Kyle were still engaged in their battle of wills, the topic of the girls' talk shifted to Reika and Meiling.

Unlike Meiling, who showed little reaction to the question about her wish, Reika was visibly flustered.

"I just... want to be with Ji-hoo... that's enough for me..."

Reika spoke honestly despite being extremely embarrassed. It was incredibly cute. She truly lived up to her reputation as a popular heroine in the original work.

"Hmm, isn't that wish too vague?"

In contrast, Alice's response to Reika's wish was somewhat cynical.

"A wish is ultimately a contract to fulfill the person's conditions. 'Being together is nice' is too abstract, isn't it? You should specify exactly when, where, and for how long you want to be together."

Alice spoke very logically.

She wasn't wrong. Since wishes are contracts, conditions should be clear—anyone who's heard the story of the genie in the lamp would understand that.

But it seemed too harsh to dismiss Reika's pure maiden heart like that.

"Alice, don't be so hard on her. Reika probably just means she'd be happy to be with him anywhere."

I defended Reika so she wouldn't feel too intimidated by Alice's words. But since I also thought Alice's opinion was valid, I added:

"But Alice has a point too. Reika, wishes should be more specific. Or wait, when you say you want to be together, do you mean you want to be together forever? Hahaha..."
"Um, w-would that... be okay?"
"..."
"..."

...I see now that Reika is quite greedy.

"Th-that might be a bit much right now? Hey, how about you join Ji-hoo and me on the same day for our date?"
"The same day?"
"Yeah. Ji-hoo seems determined to go on a date with me, so why don't you come along too? Of course, it's your wish, so I'm not forcing you."

Reika's wish is to "be with Ji-hoo," so my suggestion still fulfills her wish. It's absolutely not because I don't want to be alone with Ji-hoo!

Of course, if Reika wants to be alone with Ji-hoo, she could wish for a date on a different day.

Honestly, that might be better for Reika. It would be better for her and Ji-hoo to develop feelings for each other if they spent time alone.

"If... if it's okay for me to join... I'd like that. But Ji-hoo will surely want to be with you, Yujin..."

But Reika seemed concerned not just about my feelings but Ji-hoo's as well. Why on earth is she worried about that idiot's feelings!

"I'll make sure he doesn't say anything stupid."
"B-but still..."
"Besides, he'll be happy to have you along."
"...Really?"
"Yes."

That guy was genuinely grateful and sorry to Reika for sacrificing herself to protect him during the test earlier.

He might be a bit girl-crazy and... well, quite annoying, but he doesn't seem like an ungrateful person, so he'll definitely be happy if Reika wants to come along.

"Thank you, Yujin. I... I haven't had many chances to hang out with friends... I've always wanted to do something like this."
"You don't need to thank me, I haven't done anything special. So that's settled for Reika, what about you, Meiling? What wish do you want to make?"

I turned my attention to Meiling, who had been quietly observing. Meiling took a sip of her green tea before speaking.

"Miss Yujin, I've been thinking about it, but I don't think I have a wish I want to make."
"But... isn't that a waste? Since we're doing this, why not wish for something?"
"No, making a trivial wish seems disrespectful, and excessive wishes can't be granted. I can't think of anything particularly suitable."

For Meiling, an "excessive wish" probably has to do with Ji-hoo.

I guess even if you force someone to make a wish, it's useless if they don't want to.

Ultimately, it's Meiling's choice, but I still wanted to leave her with an opportunity.

"Then let's do this. I'll buy your wish."
"What?"

Meiling seemed not to understand my sudden proposal. Actually, not just Meiling—Reika and Alice looked confused too.

"Come to think of it, I can make a wish too, right? So my wish is for Meiling to make a wish."
"What do you mean... I don't have a wish I want to..."
"If you don't have one, make one up. I think you probably have at least one wish you'd like to make."
"..."
"I'm not saying you have to make it right now. Whenever you're ready, you can make your wish to me. This is my wish, so you don't have the right to refuse as long as it's not unreasonable."

What I said was a bit contradictory. But the world runs on contradictions anyway.

Of course, I was being completely unreasonable, but Meiling seemed to find my unreasonableness quite amusing and showed a rare, pleasant smile.

"...Then I won't refuse, Miss Yujin."

Heroines really do look best when they smile.

"So that settles the wishes for the girls. Those two idiots don't seem to have figured it out yet, though."

Even though all four girls had decided on their wishes, Ji-hoo and Kyle were still arguing about who would get to set up a date with me this weekend.

"Are you both really idiots? Kyle on Saturday! Ji-hoo on Sunday! There, decision made!"
"Argh, I can't believe I'm after that guy!"
"Shut up!"

Forget fairness—I'm going full dictator now!

Ch.26 - Chapter 26: Kyle Faces Reality
On Thursday night, with less than two days remaining until Saturday when he was set to visit the Lester family with Eugene Frey, Kyle was intensely focused on training in the Crawford family's simulation training room.

Even though he had already received Eugene's promise—no, her wish—Kyle felt increasingly anxious.

What mattered wasn't simply going with Eugene, but whether he could accomplish what he wanted once there.

Kyle's purpose in visiting the Lester family was to sever the family's growing interference in his life.

That shameless head of the Lester family had made incredibly thick-skinned demands, telling Kyle to return and join the successor competition, or at least fulfill his role as a family member even if he didn't want to become the successor.

Kyle was especially infuriated because the "role as a family member" that the old monster spoke of meant getting engaged to some wealthy family's granddaughter whom he'd never even met.

That's why Kyle wanted to execute his plan even more perfectly.

Having to impress them was distasteful, but he would demonstrate his exceptional abilities to make them desire him even more, then make them abandon him just as they had abandoned his father.

Kyle had no doubt that these privilege-soaked humans would probably have a seizure on the spot if he told them directly that he was going to marry a common girl.

To perfectly execute this plan, Kyle trained and trained again.

Although it somewhat wounded his pride to rely on the Crawford family—or rather, on Alice—for his training.

"You're working so hard again today. Why don't you take a break?"
"It's not enough yet."
"I'm not saying stop training altogether. Just take a short break and receive some care. Remember, you agreed to accept care without complaint in exchange for our family's help."
"...Fine."

Though Kyle acted coldly toward Alice, there was no reason to refuse her kindness.

Even the tea that the Crawford family's servants were serving Kyle wasn't ordinary—it was an extremely expensive product that accelerated psychic recovery when consumed.

"By the way, I have a question."
"What is it?"
"What exactly are you planning to do with Miss Eugene on Saturday?"
"...It's my personal wish. I have no reason to tell you."

Kyle flatly refused to answer, as he didn't want others to know about his visit to the Lester family with Eugene if possible.

Alice had expected this response, but she decided not to back down and instead tried to coax him a little.

"Well, that's fair. But you don't seem to be planning just a simple date like Jihu. It looks like something important, and perhaps I could help?"
"I... won't accept your help."

Kyle had intended to say "I don't need it," but couldn't bring himself to say those words. In truth, there were aspects where he did need help.

In fact, Kyle was quite nervous about his planned revenge against the Lester family.

He wasn't sure if it would work, and he was extremely anxious about whether he might be making mistakes.

Though relatively mature, Kyle was still just a 16-year-old orphan boy, so such anxiety was natural.

"Hmm, it feels like you're just being stubborn. Well, I don't have a habit of clinging to people who say they don't need me. But I'm always willing to offer consultation if you need it, just let me know."

Alice skillfully reduced the pressure by using the term "consultation" while trying to bait him into taking her offer.

Kyle's poker face wavered slightly, and then he spoke.

"Actually... there's something."

Deciding that he did need consultation after all, Kyle told her everything about his plan to visit the Lester family with Eugene.

"...That's what I've arranged with Eugene's help. It could be a sensitive matter, so don't tell anyone else."
"Hmm... don't worry about that. But Kyle, may I share my honest opinion?"
"As you wish."

When Kyle answered without much thought, Alice narrowed her eyes slightly and began to speak.

"First, I understand your special circumstances with that family. I can understand why you'd think that way. But about your plan to bring Eugene and introduce her as someone you've promised a future with..."
"...What about it?"
"From my perspective, you don't seem to have considered Eugene's position very well."

Alice delivered her rather cold assessment bluntly.

Naturally, Kyle couldn't agree with that.

"Are you saying... I don't consider Eugene?"
"No? You clearly care about Eugene tremendously."
"Then why say it like that?"
"It's because... sigh, this might offend you, but it's an incredibly childish idea. It's quite immature in many ways..."
"I don't deserve such criticism! It might burden Eugene, but I'll protect her if the Lesters try to harm her."

Kyle finally snapped and shouted.

Of course, he wasn't unaware that making such a request would burden her. If he hadn't realized that, he wouldn't have asked Eugene in the form of a wish.

But Kyle was sincere to the point where he couldn't imagine sharing his future with anyone but Eugene, and above all, he was determined to protect her no matter what.

That's why he had been training desperately today as well, and hearing Alice's assessment made him angry.

However, even knowing Kyle's sincerity, Alice maintained her cool expression without the slightest change.

"Do you really think that's enough? Do you truly believe that just training here and becoming stronger will be enough to protect Eugene?"
"What are you trying to say?"
"Sigh, let me explain one thing at a time. According to your plan, you'll certainly be highly valued if you go to the Lester family now. There's no doubt about that. Though I don't personally know the head of the Lester family, I doubt they have another successor candidate as good as you. But the problem lies elsewhere."

After saying that, Alice took a sip of tea, then elegantly pointed at Kyle with her finger.

"Kyle, do you have a car?"
"What?"
"I don't know if you have one or not, but even if you did, you're a minor so you couldn't drive it. And I doubt there would be an impressive car in a household that lived outside the Lester family."

The car topic came out of nowhere, but before Kyle could respond, Alice continued.

"So when you take Eugene to the Lester family, you'll probably use public transportation, right? You wouldn't walk all the way there. What will you use? Bus? Taxi? Subway? The only other option would be flying there with psychic powers."
"..."
"Are you starting to understand? The Lester family, while perhaps not as prestigious as ours, is certainly imposing. And you plan to introduce Eugene as your future wife while arriving via public transportation... pfft, don't you find that a bit funny when you imagine it?"
"..."

As her words became increasingly cutting, Kyle's poker face was no longer a poker face but a pale, trembling visage that seemed frozen.

But Alice, now on a roll, showed no hesitation in further dismantling the naive plan of this 16-year-old boy.

"Well, from an adult's perspective, a 16-year-old acting this way might seem cute, but if you had at least put together a proper appearance, the head of the Lester family would indeed be angry as you planned. But with such an immature, childish presentation... honestly, they'd find it laughable. And speaking of which, the car isn't the only problem."

"The list is endless, but what clothes will you wear? I don't know how much the Lester family cares about clothing, but you're not planning to wear your academy uniform, are you? At minimum, you'd need a luxury suit, and Eugene would need to be fully styled to avoid being looked down upon..."

"And ultimately, the biggest problem is that you're only thinking about physical threats. Do you really think the Lester family would only consider such methods if they resent or are bothered by Eugene? I don't think so."

"The most common approach would be to use money. It might sound like a melodrama plot, but they might hand Eugene an envelope of cash saying, 'Please stop seeing our child.' Of course, Eugene isn't someone who would be swayed by money, but wouldn't that be both a burden and a wound for her?"

"Think about it—the match the Lester family has in mind for you is undoubtedly some wealthy family's granddaughter. Eugene is certainly a wonderful girl, but she's still a commoner—wouldn't she be compared unfavorably? Don't you think Eugene herself would make that comparison before anyone else?"

"And if the Lester family puts that kind of pressure on Eugene, what would happen? Eugene might think she's actually hindering you. So perhaps, regardless of the money, she might distance herself from you... oh."

Alice, who had been delivering critical blows like a meter running wild, finally stopped when she saw Kyle frozen before her, looking like he could barely breathe.

"Ah, anyway, that's just my opinion. Well, I do support your plan, Kyle."

Though she tried to smooth things over belatedly, Kyle's expression was rapidly deteriorating with each passing moment.

In his mind, he was already picturing Eugene suffering like a tragic heroine from a romance manga... suffering because of his own incompetence.

"...Crawford. No, Alice."
"Um, what, what is it?"

When Kyle addressed her with a face so shadowed it was frightening, Alice slightly averted her eyes as she responded.

"Please. Help me. I'll repay the debt someday."

Having been thoroughly criticized by Alice, Kyle admitted that his plan was amateurish. If he wanted to solve that problem, he had no choice but to accept Alice's help.

Though he had some assets even after his parents' deaths, that was merely at a commoner's level.

To avoid being looked down upon by the Lester family, he needed the Crawford family's—Alice's—financial power.

This was no time to worry about pride.

Seeing Kyle swallow his pride, Alice smiled with slight satisfaction.

"Forget about the debt. If you agree to grant my wish that you rejected before, I'll help you right away."
"That's..."
"You don't want to? Well, do as you please. As I said earlier, I don't cling to people who refuse me."
"..."

The wish Alice had obtained from their previous bet, which she had also mentioned to Eugene, was "making Kyle her slave for 24 hours."

Naturally, Kyle had refused, saying it was unreasonable.

But as she had told Eugene, Alice had intended to make Kyle beg her to make him her slave.

"...I'll do it."

And she finally succeeded.

"Hehe, then I'll help you."
"Starting 24 hours from now?"
"No, that would feel like I'm losing out. Let's do it on the weekend. Sunday would be good. I'll see you then, slave boy."
"..."

Kyle's expression soured at Alice's teasing, but he had no way to talk back to someone who was about to become his master.

Ch.27 - Chapter 27: Make-up, Yujin.
"What? Alice agreed to help?"

On Friday, the day before Saturday, as I arrived at the academy as usual, I heard something unexpected from Kyle, who seemed somewhat dejected for some reason.

He said that he had arranged for Alice's help with our planned visit to the Lester family tomorrow.

"I'm sorry, Eugene. After much consultation... yesterday, I realized my plan was too amateurish."
"Huh? Was it really?"

For some reason, Kyle's expression became even more lifeless when he used the word "consultation."

But I personally wondered if Kyle's plan had really been that problematic.

While it's not common to plan confrontations with relatives like that, I understood how unique Kyle's situation was.

"I didn't think there was much of a problem with it."
"No. My thinking was definitely too shortsighted. Because of my stubbornness, I didn't consider at all what you might have to go through."

Kyle looked at me with eyes that somehow seemed to pity me, then immediately showed tremendous enthusiasm and determination.

"I'll make sure they can never look down on you."
"O-okay. I understand."

Whatever had happened, his intensity was so strong that I couldn't even try to stop him.

And I found out what had happened after the academy ended for the day.

"Eh... she said that to Kyle? That seems a bit harsh."

In the moving limousine, I was able to hear the whole story from Alice.

"I thought you might say that, Eugene, but that's exactly why I wanted to tell him the truth. Do you think what I said was wrong?"
"Well... I wouldn't say it was wrong."

In fact, she seemed to have predicted the other party's reaction quite accurately.

No matter how differently Kyle had grown up compared to the original story, the fact remained that he was still just a 16-year-old boy.

Ignoring that reality and facing those in power with nothing but enthusiasm would only result in him hitting the wall of reality and suffering, just as Alice had said.

And that suffering wouldn't just be his own pain—as Alice had pointed out, I could end up suffering too.

"But that's not because Kyle's thinking was inadequate; it's because reality is unfair."
"Hmm, I expected this, but you're really too soft on Kyle. Fine, maybe Kyle isn't at fault. But even if we say reality is unfair, will reality change just because we say so?"

Clearly, it won't.

Far from changing, reality would only become more harsh.

The idea that such injustice could be overcome with naive justice is something that would only happen in novels.

Ironically, this world actually is a novel—but that's beside the point.

"That's right, it won't change. So if you don't want to be looked down upon, you have no choice but to become their equal. Or at least appear to be their equal."

After saying this, Alice smiled confidently and continued.

"But since I, Alice Crawford, will help you, Eugene, you don't need to worry at all."
"Yes, knowing you'll help definitely puts me at ease. Thank you so much for agreeing to help."
"H-hmph. It's not like I'm that happy to be praised."

Her textbook tsundere response lacked credibility, but I just smiled without pointing it out.

But suddenly I became curious about why Alice was helping us.

"If you don't mind me asking, could I ask why you're helping us?"
"Oh, that? Of course, I agreed to receive something in return. I already told you before. Remember what I said about my wish at the cafe?"

Ah.

So that was it. The 24-hour slave thing.

Now I understood roughly what had happened.

"Hehe, I always follow through on what I say. Since Kyle voluntarily agreed to become a slave, it's not unreasonable as a wish, right?"
"That's true, but I feel bad for Kyle..."

Even now, he had that dead look in his eyes. It had been a long time since I'd seen him like that.

"Well, let's forget the small details and focus on coordinating your outfit today. You wouldn't want to be looked down upon either, right, Eugene? Ah, we've arrived."

The place we arrived at by car was a beauty salon.

It wasn't an ordinary place that commoners would use, but one that seemed to cater exclusively to the wealthy.

In fact, this entire street was filled with shops that only rich people frequented, so there was no doubt about it.

"It's been a while, Miss Alice. Are you with friends today?"
"Yes, but today these two are more important than me. Please pay special attention to Miss Eugene in particular."
"My, so your name is Eugene."

A slender man with an artistic aura looked at me with a sticky gaze.

Perhaps because of Alice's request to pay special attention to me, he examined me more carefully.

"This makes me want to dress you up! Are you a student at the same academy as Miss Alice?"
"Ah, yes, that's right."
"What a shame. Then you'll have to focus on your academy studies for a while. Otherwise, I would have asked if you were interested in becoming an entertainer. Are you interested, by any chance?"

Hearing those words, I smiled somewhat bitterly as memories from my past life came to mind.

"I don't think it would suit me."
"That's not true at all. It's just that you're not dressed up right now, but you'll definitely look very different once you are. So think about it again while you get your styling done today."
"That's not what I meant..."
"Well then, let's get started."

The designer seemed to have misunderstood me, but he didn't seem interested in listening further as he left with Kyle.

I was also led away by other female staff members.

While beauty salons typically focus on skincare, this place offered full services including hairstyling, clothing coordination, and makeup.

There, I became a more feminine girl.

My belief that I had been dressing appropriately as a girl for the past six years, even if somewhat inadequately, was completely shattered.

Even in my past life as a man, I had received styling for my profession many times, but the care a woman receives is at least twice as extensive as what a man gets.

And it wasn't just about the time it took.

"Um, Alice, this outfit is a bit..."
"You don't like the clothes? Then we can choose something else—"
"No, it's not that I don't like it... it's the price..."

The price tag had quite a few zeros.

Of course, in my past life as an idol, I had seen or worn clothes that cost over a million won many times, but I wasn't a celebrity now, and these clothes were quite expensive even among expensive clothes.

No matter how rich Alice was, we were just somewhat close at the academy—not close enough for her to casually buy me something this expensive.

"Why are you worried about money? Do you think I'm going to hand you a receipt?"
"Even so, this seems too much. Even for friends..."
"We're not just friends. We're riiiich friends, right? So you, a commoner, should just gratefully accept it, okay?"
"..."

Somehow, today's Alice reminded me of Ji-hu's taunting.

But as Alice said, it would be silly for me to refuse.

Alice was indeed a wealthy person, and why should I, a commoner with nothing, decline? I should gratefully accept when she's willingly creating a trickle-down effect.

"Besides, looking at you now, I can't stand not dressing you in something at least this nice. Here, see for yourself."

With those words, Alice placed me in front of a full-length mirror.

"Is this... me?"

I didn't expect to say such a cliché line, but even to my own eyes, I looked so different from my usual self.

Objectively speaking, my normal self was appropriately unremarkable for an extra who wasn't even named in the original story—at best, I was a girl who might be called "cute" if I was lucky.

But the reflection in the mirror now showed a much more mature appearance.

For a 16-year-old girl, whose youthful appearance might be considered an advantage, maturity could actually be a minus, but this look managed to maintain my youthful aspects while clearly displaying elegance.

It was like a visually appealing female idol from my past life who had lied about her age... though the clothes were far from idol-like, more like something proper for a formal meeting with in-laws.

"This should be enough to prevent the Lester family from easily looking down on you."

That's certainly true. Not only were the clothes expensive, but the cost of today's beauty services was enormous, and the price of the earrings, necklace, and high-end cosmetics would make any commoner faint.

No matter how rich someone is, if they see someone dressed up with this much effort, they couldn't look down on their appearance.

"Is it really okay to do this much for me?"
"It's not like I'm doing you a special favor, so don't worry about it. I made a fair deal with Kyle, right? Besides, I value my relationship with you just as much as with Kyle."

Ah, saying things like that makes me a little touched.

The saying that you should make rich friends if you can is absolutely right.

"Really? I'm so happy to hear you say that! Thank you!"
"...If you're that grateful, don't lose your confidence in front of those people tomorrow. I'd be really hurt if you came back saying you were embarrassed after all my help."
"Yes! I'll do my best!"
"By the way, it seems Kyle is finished too. Shall we go see him?"

It had taken over three hours, so Kyle must be done by now. Since men probably finish faster, he was likely waiting for us, so I nodded at Alice's suggestion and headed to where Kyle was.

"Ah, Kyle is already finished. Hehe, he was truly a handsome man worth dressing up."

The designer's slightly gay-sounding comment made me briefly worried that they might have styled him strangely, but as soon as I saw Kyle, those thoughts completely disappeared.

"Wow..."
"Do I look strange, Eugene?"
"You do look strange."
"Really strange?"
"Yes. It's strange how you could possibly become even more handsome."

Could good looks evolve too?

How could someone who was already handsome become even more handsome just by getting styled?

Even I, who had at least dipped my toes into the entertainment industry in my past life, couldn't understand this level of transformation.

Well, in the original story, Kyle was described as a beautiful young man who was called handsome wherever he went.

He just wasn't a flighty character like Ji-hu, but rather the protagonist's rival with a dark past.

"I almost want to really marry you."
"...! Really?"
"I'm joking! Our goal is to pretend to be in that kind of relationship to fool the Lester family, right?"
"..."

Kyle didn't laugh much, as if my joke wasn't very funny.

But I took Kyle's hand and said:

"So, Kyle, since we're doing this, let's make the people who hurt you properly regret it."

Make them regret losing Kyle for the rest of their lives.

"...Okay."

Kyle also nodded, seemingly strengthening his resolve.

And so, for just tomorrow, I would become Kyle's fiancée.

Ch.28 - Chapter 28: The Lester Family
I've lived in this world for six years since my reincarnation, but that time alone wasn't enough to fully understand everything about this world.

Far from understanding everything, it would be more accurate to say I know only a tiny fraction of it.

For instance, I've never ventured outside Hanul City, where my home, Arcana, Kyle's house, and the Crawford family are located.

This world operates on a city-state system where each city functions as a small country to defend against attacks from the demon realm, demon beasts, and villains. Paradoxically, this meant there was rarely any need to visit other cities.

Additionally, while I've frequently witnessed psychics, I've never personally seen the demon beasts or demons that supposedly threaten the world. There were many aspects of my original knowledge that I hadn't been able to confirm with my own eyes.

"So this is the Lester family estate. It's beyond what I imagined."

And my impression upon finally seeing the Lester family mansion, which had been briefly described in the original work, confirmed that there were indeed many things in this world that I didn't know or understand.

"Eugene, what does it look like to you?"
"Can I be honest?"
"Of course."
"It looks like a dark lord's castle."

I wasn't joking—the Lester family's main residence was literally a castle. A genuine Western-style castle that comes to mind when you think of castles.

Of course, in my previous life, you could see such castles in Europe, but seeing an actual inhabited ancient castle in this place where Eastern and Western cultures were mixed was incredibly unfamiliar to me.

If that were all, it would have merely been fascinating, but...

RUMBLE!

"Why did the clear weather suddenly change like this?"
"This area is constantly cloudy due to the influence of magical energy."
"This really has become like a dark lord's castle, and I'm not joking."

The exterior of the castle looked more gloomy than elegant or beautiful, resembling the final dungeon a party of heroes would need to conquer.

But thinking back, I recalled that the original work did describe the Lester family home as "an ancient castle with a long history."

Come to think of it, light novels often featured prestigious Western noble families actually living in castles.

So there was no reason to find it strange, and it wasn't something that needed to be treated as particularly significant. But after coming here, my perspective changed.

"Kyle, I think I understand why your father left the family."
"My father did hate talking about the family or its members."

Well, most people would dislike such a gloomy place. Kyle's father clearly didn't fit in with this family.

I suppose that's why he eloped with Kyle's mother.

"Since we're already here, let's go in."

We couldn't just turn back after coming all this way, despite how unsettling it felt. I headed toward the main gate, holding Kyle's hand.

"Welcome, Young Master Kyle."

As soon as we entered the main gate, people who appeared to be servants of the Lester family greeted Kyle with respectful bows.

I had already seen many maids and butlers at the Crawford residence, but there was a significant difference from Alice's home.

"So these are the goths I've only heard about..."
"Goths? What's that?"
"People who mainly dress in black clothes are called goths. Originally, it refers to people whose taste in music and poetry is also melancholic, not just their clothing..."

Of course, there are many subcategories like gothic lolita, romantic goth, punk goth, and so on, but anyway, all the servants here were Victorian goth-style maids and butlers.

Honestly, even though this world's culture was somewhat mixed up, it was still basically a modern society, making this extremely unconventional.

To put it nicely, that's all it was; to put it bluntly, they were undeniably social outcasts.

"I-I'm different from them. I like black too, but..."
"Huh?"

When I said that, Kyle noticeably flustered and spoke up.

Ah, now that I think about it, Kyle's preferred clothing was indeed black. Even now, he was wearing a rather stylish black suit.

Of course, his style was very different from the Lester family members' attire—he wasn't punk goth, just a dandy handsome man.

"Haha, don't worry, you're not like that. But I'd kind of like to see you dressed that way too."

With his black hair and good looks, Kyle would probably suit a black butler uniform.

"If you want, I could change right—"
"It's been a while, Kyle!"

Just as Kyle was about to answer me, someone who had been waiting at the entrance to the castle called out to him.

"It's been six years since I last saw you? Back then, you looked like an abandoned puppy."
"...Roy."

Kyle didn't speak formally, but the man called Roy was a typical goth-style man.

He was a handsome man probably around 20 years old, but the dark circles under his eyes gave him an excessively decadent appearance.

That alone made him look unpleasant, but it seemed his personality wasn't particularly good either.

"The son of the prodigal returns, how shameless."
"I came because the family head invited me. I didn't want to come, but he begged persistently. If anyone's shameless, it's you people."
"You insolent—!"

Enraged by Kyle's retort, Roy Lester charged at Kyle without hesitation, releasing black electrical currents.

It was a genuine attempt to kill, so I was startled and about to defend with my psychic power, but Kyle moved first.

Kyle's psychic power immediately created an ice barrier.

As the barrier blocked the black electricity, Kyle's telekinesis restrained Roy.

"Ugh!"

The difference in power between Roy and Kyle was stark.

Roy Lester was completely overwhelmed, unable to even put up a fight.

That's not to say he was weak by any means.

After all, if Kyle hadn't been nominated as a successor candidate, Roy Lester would have been the presumed heir to the Lester family.

"That's enough. I didn't come here for such pathetic squabbles."

Despite completely subduing Roy, Kyle released him without any hesitation.

However, Roy still made no attempt to hide his hostility.

"You know how your parents died! They were betrayed and killed by those who were supposed to protect them! And yet you still hate the family!"
"...You're no different from them."
"Don't be ridiculous! Then why did you come back here? Drop that nonsense about being invited!"

The two continued to oppose each other.

Roy's side couldn't possibly view Kyle favorably, as his own position as the original successor was being threatened.

Conversely, Kyle couldn't help but resent the family that had abandoned both his father and himself.

"I came to sever all ties."
"What?"
"Rest assured. I won't be taking the successor position. When I leave here, I will no longer belong to the Lester family."
"You bastard, don't tell me..."

After hearing Kyle's answer, Roy's gaze suddenly turned toward me.

"I see. You're trying to run away alone, just like that person."

For a moment, Roy spoke to himself with a glimpse of sadness in his eyes.

I didn't know exactly what that meant, as it wasn't revealed in the original work, but as a psychic sensitive to others' emotions, I could clearly feel his sadness.

Not just sadness, but betrayal and twisted hatred, yet somehow also a sense of relief—a jumble of emotions.

"The woman you brought with you—that's why you brought her, isn't it? No matter how you dress it up, it's useless. Just like that person, bringing a common woman—"

Roy was about to express those suppressed and twisted emotions, but he couldn't finish his sentence.

As soon as he said that, an enraged Kyle grabbed his throat with telekinesis and lifted him up.

Kyle's glare was incredibly menacing.

Even the servants who had been observing until now were preparing their psychic powers to stop Kyle.

"Don't refer to Eugene that way."
"Guh..."
"I'll make an example of you so you never do it again."

Kyle was furious that Roy had called me common.

While I appreciated him getting angry on my behalf, I didn't see this situation in a positive light.

Even though we came here to cut ties with the family, I had wondered from before we arrived if making them outright enemies was really the right thing to do.

And now that I'd read Roy's emotions, I had a feeling that the Lester family might have their own circumstances.

"Kyle, that's enough."
"But—"
"I'm fine."
"...Alright."

Kyle, who had been about to harm Roy, put him down at my request.

Roy, now back on the ground, was breathing heavily.

"Are you okay?"

I approached him and spoke.

"I'm sorry Kyle was rough with you. Let me apologize on his behalf."
"Tch, are you trying to mock me too? You common commoner..."

Wow, "common commoner." Are these people really from the medieval era? At this point, being called common was more fascinating than offensive.

But I could feel Kyle's angry psychic energy building behind me again because of what Roy said to me.

I thought it would be better for me to handle this before Kyle lost control.

"Honestly, it seems like you were the one who insulted me first."
"What?"
"Besides, calling people 'common' or 'commoner'... anyone would dislike being treated so rudely. Come to think of it, you were also the first to use violence."

I wasn't wrong—Roy was the one who first used psychic power and attacked.

Of course, people don't easily admit such things when confronted.

Unless their true feelings are exposed, people always close their hearts and lie.

And ordinary people can't easily open others' hearts because they can't know what those true feelings are.

"So please be polite. Surely a member of the prestigious Lester family knows proper manners?"
"Hmph, I have no obligation to show courtesy to you—"
"Actually, you're relieved that Kyle came back, aren't you?"
"...!"

But what can I do? I can clearly feel your emotions. Being able to read emotions as part of wave patterns might not help in battle, but it's quite a terrifying ability in situations like this.

"It's strange that you feel both hatred and relief at his return. Not just that, you were actually glad. Or perhaps more envious?"
"D-don't talk nonsense!"
"It's not nonsense; I'm just stating the emotions I can see. It's my psychic ability."
"Ugh...!"

At my claim of reading his mind, Roy's face turned bright red.

Seeing that, I smiled brightly and said:

"You're actually a better person than you appear, aren't you? In that spirit, nice to meet you. I'm Eugene Freya."

I had a feeling this place wouldn't be so boring after all.

Ch.29 - Chapter 29: Aria
They say you shouldn't judge people by appearances.

And indeed, there's rarely anything wrong with old sayings.

The people of the Lester family, who outwardly appeared depressed, gloomy, or ill-tempered, weren't actually such bad people.

After the little altercation between Kyle and Roy Lester ended, I realized this fact while talking with various members of the Lester family at Lester Castle.

"Roy's younger sister? What's your name?"

And among them was a very pretty gothic lolita girl.

She looked about 12 years old.

"Francesca."
"That's a pretty name."

A goth with the name Francesca—somehow it reminded me of a drama I'd heard of in my previous life.

"And you?"
"Ah, I'm Eugene Freya."

When I said that with a slight smile, Francesca spoke to me with the same cool, expressionless face.

"Are you Kyle's lover?"
"Huh?"
"You're not?"
"Ah, well..."

Without changing her expression, Francesca asked a somewhat embarrassing question.

Normally, I would have immediately denied it, but I couldn't do that now.

After all, I had officially come here as his "fiancée."

But I hadn't expected to receive such a question so soon.

"You seduced him. Kyle. With that lewd body of yours."
"What?"

While I was hesitating to answer, Francesca continued expressionlessly.

"You must have XX until he XX with your XX... you XX..."
"N-No, that's not it!"

A string of words too obscene for a young child to know followed one after another.

I quickly denied it with a flushed face.

"You're not his lover?"
"No, that's not exactly what I meant..."
"Then as I thought—"
"Just because you're lovers doesn't mean you do all that! Besides, I'm too young for that sort of thing!"

What am I doing arguing with a child? No, more importantly, how do people in this family raise their children?

"I see. You're Kyle's lover but you don't do any of those things, Eugene Freya."
"Where did you learn all those words from?"
"I found them in books from the library."
"I think those books are far too mature for you right now."
"...I read them secretly."

Francesca said, slightly averting her gaze.

Though she seemed precocious for her age, there was something endearing about her looking like a child afraid of being scolded.

I smiled reassuringly and said:

"Don't worry. I'm not angry. But you should read other books instead of those. Do you like reading?"
"I do."

How admirable that such a young child has developed a taste for reading.

But she seemed to need more age-appropriate hobbies.

"Do you like anything else? Like comics or animation?"
"I don't know."
"Huh?"
"I've never seen them before, so I don't know."

It felt strange to meet a child in this day and age who had never seen comics or animation.

"Have you heard of them?"
"I've heard the maids talking about them."
"Have you ever asked to see them?"
"We're not allowed to do anything that isn't permitted by the rules."
"..."

Hearing Francesca's words, my expression hardened as I realized something was wrong.

"Can you tell me what these rules are?"

As Francesca nodded, I finally understood that her maturity wasn't naturally formed.

Looking at her now, it seemed less like maturity and more like innocence forcibly preserved.

And as she explained the Lester family rules, I naturally came to understand why.

"All Lesters must live in the main house until they become adults."

This meant they had to grow up in this castle, completely cut off from the outside world until adulthood.

So her reading hobby at such a young age wasn't just because she liked books, but because books were all she was allowed.

"Why is that?"
"To preserve the purity of the Lesters. If we're contaminated by the outside world, we lose our purity and the bloodline becomes tainted."
"..."

Hearing this made me feel a bit upset. No, to be honest, it made me extremely upset.

While there might not have been physical violence, this confinement was essentially child abuse.

Growing up in such an environment would inevitably warp one's personality.

But rather than any one person being particularly malicious, it seemed to be a tradition passed down through generations in this family.

Now I understood why Kyle's father had no choice but to leave the family.

"Kyle's lover."
"Just call me Eugene."
"Miss Eugene. What is the outside world like?"
"Hmm, it's hard to describe specifically, but it's a very beautiful world."
"A beautiful world..."

As Francesca murmured those words softly, I could see her longing for the unknown.

"Would you like to see the outside world?"
"We must not break the rules."
"So you do want to."
"..."

After that, Francesca kept her mouth firmly shut. As I stroked her head, I wondered how I could show this pitiful child the outside world.

Actually, I was scheduled to meet the head of the Lester family with Kyle soon, and I briefly considered asking for permission then... but I immediately dismissed the idea.

The head of the Lester family, known for his stubbornness, would never allow it, and Francesca's parents would probably object as well.

I kept trying to think of other solutions, but nothing promising came to mind.

"Eugene. It's time."

While I was secretly showing Francesca various things on my smartphone—a small act of rebellion since I couldn't think of a better solution—Kyle opened the door and spoke to me.

"Okay, I'll be right there. Well, Francesca, see you later."
"...Goodbye, Miss Eugene."

I parted with Francesca, having become much closer than when we first met.

Afterward, I walked down the corridor with Kyle. Despite the very antique interior, it felt like being in a large prison.

"Kyle, you still want to leave this family, right?"
"Yes. I'll tell the head clearly that I won't be coming back here after today."
"About that. Have you ever considered becoming the Lester heir instead?"

I shouldn't be saying this.

When Kyle lost his parents and was left alone, this family abandoned him.

While it might have been fortunate not to be taken in by such a closed-minded family, the problem wouldn't have existed if the Lester family had been normal to begin with.

Kyle had plenty of reasons to hate this family. Knowing this, saying such things wasn't fair to him.

But I'm truly a foolish person who, despite knowing it's not my place, can't ignore someone I feel sympathy for.

That's probably why I couldn't just walk past Kyle four years ago.

"Um, no. I shouldn't have asked. Of course you wouldn't want to."
"No. I don't dislike the idea."
"Huh?"
"If that's what you want, I don't dislike it."

"If that's what I want"...

Hearing that, I realized that no matter how good my intentions were, this was still too selfish.

Good intentions don't make something less selfish.

"But why are you suddenly saying this?"
"Actually, Francesca told me about the Lester family rules. That's why your father left the family, right?"
"...Probably."
"I thought so."

That must have been the main reason.

"I was thinking, if Kyle became the head of the Lester family, couldn't you change those rules without having to leave? You're plenty strong without all that nonsense about purity, aren't you?"

Kyle himself was proof that those strange rules were unnecessary.

Of course, whether Kyle becomes the heir or not is entirely up to him.

"That's why I asked. But your decision is what matters most, so don't worry about what I said."

I was concerned that rambling like this was putting unnecessary pressure on Kyle.

I really am indecisive.

Noticing Kyle's expression harden, I felt I'd said something I shouldn't have as we entered the psychic training room in the castle where the head of the Lester family was waiting.

"So you've come."

A large, imposing old man sitting cross-legged spoke without turning around.

He must have been a telekinetic too, as small and large metal spheres floated around him.

"It's been a while, Grandfather Albert. No, Head of the Family."
"Hmph, though you're the child of a runaway prodigal, at least you show more respect than your dead father by calling me Head."
"You might not think so after hearing my answer."
"Answer, is it? Yes. I've repeatedly asked you to become my successor. Roy is there, but his talents are somewhat lacking for managing the family. You, on the other hand, have grown up splendidly. Beyond expectations."

Finally, Albert Lester, the head of the family, uncrossed his legs, stood up, and turned to face us. His imposing physique matched his intimidating presence.

"So come back. Return to the Lester fold and reclaim your rightful place. The place your father ran away from."

The Lester head commanded and demanded from Kyle with an arrogant attitude. Naturally, there was no affection or apology for the past.

And Kyle's answer was just as expected.

"I refuse."

Yes, of course. Kyle has nothing to gain from this family—

"Being the family heir isn't enough. If you need me, offer more."

...Huh? That's a bit different from what I expected.

"Foolish boy. Have you still not understood your place?"
"It's you who doesn't understand—not just your own place, but the reality facing this family."
"You!"

When the enraged head shouted in a dry voice, the metal spheres floating around him flew toward Kyle like shotgun pellets.

Each one had lethal force. Of course, the head didn't seem to have genuine killing intent, so he probably planned to stop at the last moment or control the force.

But Kyle had already prepared himself to confront the head.

As if to demonstrate his resolve, Kyle's telekinesis captured every single metal sphere without exception.

"The one you rejected for being mixed-blood has surpassed your outdated pure-blood. My father was right, and you were wrong."
"Foolish child!"

Hearing Kyle's rebuke, the Lester head grew even more furious and unleashed stronger psychic power.

What he had shown before was already formidable, but the psychic power he displayed now could only be described as mighty.

The metal spheres that Kyle had been holding broke free from his control and began to swirl around like a storm.

A power so strong that Kyle, who hadn't yet reached his full potential, was insufficient to face it.

Indeed, he was worthy of being considered a rival to the Sword Saint, the father of Jeong Ji-hoo, who was known as the strongest in the original work.

"Kyle, I'll join in."

But Kyle didn't need to face such mighty power alone.

A beautiful resonant aria filled with psychic power echoed through the storm.

Ch.30 - Chapter 30: The Reason the World is Beautiful
My psychic sound waves intermingled with Kyle's telekinesis.

Psychic amplification—something I'd done several times since enrolling at Arcana.

It was now a psychic application I handled quite skillfully.

But I had been familiar with Kyle's psychic energy long before entering Arcana.

The same was true for Kyle.

"Fortunately, it seems you do have the qualifications to be so impudent."

Block it, deflect it.

With telekinesis, sometimes with my waves.

I was intercepting all the metal spheres that came flying like a storm.

The Lester family head was genuinely impressed seeing his attacks had no effect.

"But how pathetic."

Yet his admiration was short-lived.

I could feel anger full of arrogance emanating from him.

"To think a Lester would need help from someone of lowly birth."

His twisted pride and self-importance were palpable.

But he wasn't the only one angered.

"Don't talk about Eugene that way!"

Unlike the Lester family head, Kyle's anger was more pure.

He was simply furious at the insult directed at me.

Letting emotions take precedence over calm wasn't typical of Kyle's usual character, but thanks to that, his psychic power amplified proportionally to his explosive emotions.

Woooong—

Soon Kyle and the family head's psychic powers were battling with invisible forces.

And temporarily, Kyle seized control, causing many of the metal spheres the family head had been controlling to attack him instead.

"Oh, impressive again. But still immature."

The Lester family head seemed even more impressed by this unexpected show of strength.

However, as if to prove he hadn't attained his position frivolously—

The family head created a psychic barrier with just a gesture, easily blocking the shower of metal spheres directed at him.

"If you cannot restore Lester's purity, you'll always be incomplete. Admit that you are wrong."
"No, you're the one who's wrong."

Kyle responded to the family head without a moment's hesitation.

Simultaneously, one of his dual skills—cold psychic energy—enveloped the family head.

But even that cold energy seemed unable to penetrate his powerful psychic barrier.

"Hmph, that level of attack will never—"

The Lester family head tried to speak with a sneer, but couldn't continue his sentence.

Despite his barrier, white breath was visible from his mouth.

It meant Kyle's cold energy had somehow bypassed his barrier without the family head noticing.

"H-how?"

He seemed bewildered by what had happened.

But in truth, that attack wasn't executed by Kyle alone.

"...Could it be?"

The family head seemed to quickly realize how the cold had penetrated, as he was now looking at me.

What his powerful barrier had failed to completely block and overlooked—

It was the song that had been continuously resonating since the beginning of the battle.

I had channeled Kyle's psychic energy through my psychic sound waves into his barrier.

The family head was caught off guard because he hadn't thought to block sound.

Of course, most people wouldn't imagine activating psychic powers through sound alone.

But Kyle and I were so familiar with each other that we could manifest psychic powers at such a precise and delicate level.

"This is proof that you are wrong, Family Head."

Kyle declared to him.

He who had grown up away from Lester had defeated the Lester family head.

He had proven wrong the family head's assertion that Lester's purity must be preserved.

"Hm, I was quite careless."
"Are you admitting defeat?"
"Very well, I've lost."

Once the cold had penetrated, this impromptu battle couldn't continue.

Kyle could freeze the family head to death if he wanted to.

Even though it wasn't an official duel, if neither truly intended to fight to the death, the family head had to acknowledge defeat.

The Lester family head, apparently unwilling to act disgracefully, released his psychic barrier with a sigh and said:

"Then state what you want. You said the position of successor wasn't enough, didn't you?"

Having admitted defeat, he asked Kyle.

Come to think of it, Kyle had said something unexpected before the fight.

I thought he would refuse the successor position, but he had said "that's not enough."

That meant he wasn't rejecting becoming the successor.

At the same time, it meant he would demand something more.

But I couldn't easily imagine what more he could specially request beyond becoming the successor.

"Eugene, tell the family head what you want now."
"Huh?"

But instead of stating his own request, Kyle passed the baton to me.

While I was caught off guard by the suddenness, Kyle spoke as if stating the obvious.

"What you told me earlier. If you want, you can request that."
"Kyle, I told you not to worry about me. What you wanted was something else."

Originally, he would have refused even the successor position.

He had changed his plans because of me.

It seemed to be because of what I had mentioned before meeting the family head.

"This is also a choice I made because I wanted to."
"But this is too much for me."
"No."

Kyle shook his head to deny my words, smiling with evident affection.

"Compared to what I've received from you, even this is far too little."

Hearing such words from Kyle made my heart flutter.

Happy, proud, grateful.

It was a nauseating yet pleasant feeling, almost like being drunk.

I couldn't refuse now, even for Kyle's sake.

"Alright. Thank you so much."

As I smiled back, Kyle maintained his expressionless face, though he couldn't hide the slight reddening of his cheeks.

"Young people these days have no respect for the elderly. Displaying affection while an old man stands by."
"Ah! I'm sorry!"

I had been so focused on my conversation with Kyle that I'd forgotten about the family head... no, Kyle's grandfather.

He had approached me without my noticing and cleared his throat before speaking.

"Young lady. First, I apologize for calling you of lowly birth earlier."
"I don't mind such things, so please don't worry about it."

Of course, calling someone lowly is quite rude, but seeing him bow his head in apology, he didn't seem like a completely terrible person.

"By the way, my name is Eugene Frey."
"Eugene Frey... Frey, a family name I've never heard of."
"..."

Well, sorry for not having noble blood.

Dealing with this medieval-minded old-fashioned person in modern times seemed quite tiresome.

"But I didn't expect you to use such psychic abilities. Thanks to that, you got me earlier. You're quite impressive."
"You flatter me, Grandfather. It was just luck."
"Luck... was it really luck?"

Kyle's grandfather looked at me with suspicious yet curious eyes, then shook his head slightly and said:

"Well, that's not important. So, what will you demand from me with the right handed over by my grandson?"
"Ah, about that. Um, well..."

I needed to choose my words carefully.

If I directly asked him to change those rigid and outdated rules, it was obvious there would be resistance, even if he had acknowledged defeat and agreed to Kyle's request.

So I tried to phrase it in the least offensive way possible.

"Could you show the children of Lester a wider world?"
"...What an impertinent request."
"Haha, right? But I think it would be for those children's benefit."
"I cannot agree with that."

Kyle's grandfather responded stubbornly as he had been doing.

But his following words weren't just baseless obstinacy.

"Once, Lester also sought to save all people in the secular world. To love them, understand them, and protect them. Just as my son James did."
"..."

Though he seemed cold and stubborn, perhaps he did have some affection for Kyle's father in a corner of his heart?

"But they always envied, were jealous, and acted ungratefully. This is a fact proven over hundreds of years. Yet James, who believed in them, was swept away by the results of their ugly greed and died."

Though his expression didn't show it, he was clearly grieving.

Grieving so deeply that he was screaming inside.

I could hear that scream all too vividly.

"Eugene Frey, should I still show the children of Lester the filthy world outside the family?"

A father who lost his son was asking me.

While I gave his question much thought, I had no hesitation in my answer.

"Yes, you should still show them."

The world certainly has ugly and dirty aspects.

There are many painful and lonely things too.

Living in such a world is surely frightening and daunting.

I knew that from my previous life.

But my answer remained unchanged.

"Because there are also many joyful and happy things in the world."

Of course, some might experience more painful and sad events than joyful and happy ones.

But I already knew how to overcome such hardships.

"Even when there are painful things, if someone is there with you, you can move forward without fear. So I don't think there's any need to hide because you're scared."

Ironically, I realized this not in my previous life but after coming here.

It was something I learned after meeting Kyle.

Kyle, you said you received a lot from me, but actually, I've received so much from you too.

"...Hmph, such predictable words."
"Yes, they are quite obvious."

But they're obvious because they're natural truths that everyone lives by.

"I'll consider hearing the opinions of the family members."
"Yes, that's enough."

From meeting the Lester people today, I felt they probably had many complaints about the rules.

They were likely conforming due to the family head's authority and the inertia of family tradition.

But if the stubborn family head showed even a slight change in opinion, they would surely rush to change things.

This level of intervention was appropriate for an outsider like me.

"Now, setting that aside, there's something I'd like to ask."
"What is it, Grandfather?"
"It may be late to ask this, but what exactly is your relationship with Kyle?"
"Ah, that's..."

I was about to say "fiancée" as originally planned, but then I wondered if such a lie was necessary now that things had turned out this way.

The original plan to say we were engaged was Kyle's big scheme to disgust the family head, right?

But somehow the family head didn't seem to show any antipathy toward me, and Kyle, who had originally planned to sever ties with the family, had somehow made a different choice.

So there was essentially no need for the engagement lie anymore, was there?

"Actually, we're fri—"
"Eugene is my fiancée."

Huh?

"Fiancée? Hmm, come to think of it, the butler did say something like that."
"Even if you oppose it, I won't back down."

Hey, Kyle... there's no need for that anymore.

But well, the family head will oppose it anyway, so I guess it doesn't matter?

"I never said I opposed it."

Huh?

"It's a pity she's not of noble blood, but she doesn't seem like a bad young lady, so I won't oppose it."
"Ah, well... you see."
"What? Don't tell me it was a lie? I believe you're not the kind of shameless person who would talk about the world being beautiful and then tell lies."
"...Of course not."

I seemed to have achieved all my goals, yet somehow things had gotten incredibly complicated.

Ch.31 - Chapter 31: Official Recognition
Just as spilled water cannot be gathered back up, words once spoken cannot be taken back.

"Today is a monumental day for our House Lester. Kyle, James's son, has returned to the Lester fold. It was unexpected that he brought his fiancée as well, but I hope everyone welcomes them both."

I was now experiencing firsthand how true that old saying was.

Well, it wasn't really a problem in itself, since the other members of House Lester had already been introduced to me when we arrived, and I had been introduced as his fiancée.

But the troubling part was that we could have simply clarified that we were actually just friends, yet now the head of the family had officially announced me as his fiancée at this formal dinner, making it extremely awkward.

This has completely turned into a meeting with the in-laws. Well, I did prepare for something similar when getting ready to come here, even getting styled accordingly.

At this rate, it might actually become real!

"Lord Head of the Family, but is it really acceptable that Miss Yujin Frey is not of noble blood?"

While most family members couldn't raise any significant objections to the head of the Lester family's declaration, Roy Lester, who had confronted Kyle earlier in the day, expressed his doubt.

Though the tone was somewhat mild, he was pointing out that I wasn't of noble lineage.

It was discrimination against commoners, but secretly, I was actually cheering him on. Yes, I'm just an ordinary commoner, so hurry up and say it's not acceptable!

"On that matter, I actually have something to tell you, Roy. As of today, I am designating Kyle Lester as the official heir to House Lester."
"....!"

But before answering that question, the head of the Lester family dropped a bombshell.

Of course, Kyle and I already knew about this.

In fact, Kyle had come here intending to refuse the heir position and leave House Lester altogether, but instead, he ended up claiming the heir position.

....I certainly felt responsible for that part, which made me feel quite guilty.

"And regarding Yujin Frey being Kyle's fiancée, considering Kyle's strong desire to maintain their relationship and the fact that Kyle's own maternal family is not noble, I've decided to make an exception in this case. Do you have any objections, Roy Lester?"

The head of the Lester family's subsequent words seemed cunningly targeted.

He spoke in a way that gave the impression to Roy Lester and the other family members that Kyle's return to House Lester and acceptance of the heir position was conditional on recognizing his engagement to me.

Of course, it was true that Kyle was the one who had declared me his fiancée, so it was difficult to refute, but it seemed the family head was subtly shifting any potential backlash from the family members onto Kyle.

Otherwise, the head himself would become the target of opposition. Are noble families really this cold-hearted even among family members?

"No, none at all."

But what was strange was that Roy Lester showed no signs of resistance—neither to Kyle becoming the heir nor to me being publicly declared as Kyle's fiancée.

Not just Roy Lester, but the other family members also seemed to have surprisingly little opposition.

"Are you certain? If you have any objections about losing your position as heir, you may raise them."
"No. I have no desire to object to the head's decision, and I believe Kyle taking that position is clearly the right decision for the family's benefit."
"...Very well, if that is your wish, then all is well."

The head of the Lester family seemed somewhat suspicious of Roy Lester's response, but I could tell that Roy was speaking sincerely.

Not only was he telling the truth, but Roy Lester seemed to feel a sense of relief from this situation, as if a burden had been lifted. He was in such a genuinely happy state that his emotions were palpable.

"And one more thing. This may seem sudden, but I plan to hold a family meeting soon to reconsider some rules established by family regulations. Those with young children should especially make sure to attend. No, actually, I might as well clarify the topic now."

Meanwhile, the head of the Lester family mentioned the Lester family regulations.

The Lester family members seemed puzzled as to why he brought up such a topic, but they were shocked by what followed.

"While other topics may also be discussed, the main focus will be on the child-rearing policies for young Lesters. I want to gather opinions on whether the policy of keeping them only in the family's main residence is appropriate, and whether to permit outings or external contact."
"...Are you serious?"
"Of course I'm not speaking in jest. And I have no intention of forcing any particular opinion, so speak frankly. Participants are welcome to ask their family members for their opinions before the meeting."

Perhaps because it didn't seem like something the strict head of the Lester family would say, all the family members looked surprised.

"May I ask why you've suddenly made this decision, sir?"
"Hmph, someone made this argument to me. That rather than hiding children in a place like this, we should show them the beautiful outside world. A truly impertinent opinion, but coincidentally, Kyle, who was raised outside of Lester, has excellent qualities, making it regrettably difficult to refute."

The head of the Lester family grumbled as if making an excuse.

And he was quite obviously looking at me.

Everyone will notice that I was the one who said that if you look at me like that, grandfather.

Though he was probably doing it deliberately.

"If you have any complaints about that, make a formal proposal at the meeting. That concludes my official announcements, so let's eat."

As the head of the Lester family finished speaking, the banquet properly began. Even those who had been quiet until now engaged in relatively free conversation. The main topic was, of course, what had just been announced.

But even after the official announcements ended, the head of the Lester family asked me a few personal questions.

"When did you two get engaged?"
"Well, actually, it wasn't that long ago, grandfather. We did it simply about a month ago."
"Is that so? Engagements are rare among commoners, and even more so at such a young age, which is strange. It almost feels contrived."
"...."

And those questions were subtly pointed and sharp. It felt like he was getting back at me for his earlier defeat.

The questions were already sharp, but having to answer them with lies was quite an ordeal. Of course, I had prepared answers based on Alice's advice.

"Come to think of it, from the luxury car you arrived in with a chauffeur to your attire, nothing about you seems like a commoner. If I hadn't heard the surname Frey, I wouldn't have known you were a commoner. I know James didn't leave Kyle completely penniless, but wouldn't such things be a burden?"
"About that, I actually received help from a friend."
"A friend?"
"Yes, a fellow student at the academy who is from the Crawford family."

Though it was a prepared answer, it wasn't a lie, so this time it was easier to respond.

"The Crawford family, so you're friends with those nouveau riche. Well, having wealthy friends isn't a bad thing."

But I noticed a slight wariness about the Crawford family. So I decided not to mention Alice.

It was already difficult to reveal that Kyle and I weren't actually engaged, but seeing this reaction, I felt that telling these people that Alice was interested in Kyle or that I was trying to match them would be unwise.

"Then let me ask one last thing: when do you plan to hold the wedding?"
"W-we're planning to take our time with that decision! At least while we're still minors, it would be unreasonable..."

The final question was so disconcerting that I couldn't help but stammer noticeably.

My face automatically heated up and turned red, which was only natural.

"Haah, I'm tired."
"...I'm sorry, Yujin. For saying those things."
"No, it's not your fault. We had agreed to say that, but I didn't expect things to turn out this way."
"...."

If I had known there would be so little resistance to me being a commoner, if I had known Kyle wouldn't refuse the heir position, I would have said we were friends rather than fiancés, but there was no way to know that in advance, so Kyle and I might have given conflicting signals.

"It's just an unavoidable mishap, so don't worry too much. We can clear up the misunderstanding later."
"Yujin, that's... No, it's nothing."

Kyle seemed very apologetic about causing me trouble by calling me his fiancée.

"I've also burdened you unnecessarily, so let's call it even. Are you okay, though? You've ended up becoming the heir, contrary to your original plan."

I asked Kyle as we sat side by side in the car late at night, leaving Lester to return home. Despite the family members' suggestion to stay overnight due to the late hour, I had to go on a date tomorrow to fulfill Ji-hoo's wish.

As a girl who was still a man inside, going on a date with a man who wasn't Kyle was creepy, but I felt somewhat guilty that the original protagonist was missing out on what he should have enjoyed because of me, the irregular, so I couldn't just refuse outright.

Anyway, when I declined their offer to stay overnight, everyone seemed disappointed. Especially Francesca. She insisted we meet again and even came all the way out to see us off.

"Honestly, it's not something I'm particularly eager about, but I don't think it's a bad thing."
"Really? That's good then. I mean, it is quite unexpected, but making peace with Roy is also a good thing."

Roy Lester, who was originally the heir, didn't get angry or jealous despite losing his position to Kyle.

Instead, he suddenly approached Kyle, sincerely saying it was good that he came back, and even hugged him. It was a very honest demeanor, unlike what I had seen earlier in the day. For some reason, he even thanked me.

"Anyway, it's good. You've reconciled with your family, right? Even if things are still a bit awkward."
"...Yeah."
"So that's one thing settled. Though tomorrow both of us have to grant wishes. Ah, I'm tired."

Me for Ji-hoo, Kyle for Alice.

Tomorrow we'll both be busy fulfilling others' wishes. How did it come to this?

"You'll be with Alice. Are you going on a date or something? Did Alice tell you anything?"
"Nothing at all. She just told me to come to the Crawford residence on Sunday."
"Really? That idiot told me he wants to go to a theme park. Well, it's not the worst since Reika is coming too."

I sighed briefly, but with a slight smile, I took Kyle's hand as we sat side by side.

"You did well today."
"...You too."

And so ended my day as Kyle's fiancée.

Ch.32 - Chapter 32: Slave Kyle
Just like how I had embarrassingly mumbled in my sleep to Kyle before, as a girl, I was extremely weak to morning sleep.

That was something that never got fixed even after living as a girl for six years.

So on weekends, when I could sleep in without worrying about anything, I always woke up late.

But yesterday I had to get up early to visit Kyle's family home, and today, even though it's Sunday, I couldn't sleep in.

"Yaaawn, good morning, Mother. Did you sleep well, Father?"

Father was here today too, but he was just quietly reading the newspaper with his usual taciturn demeanor.

I sat at the table while continuously yawning.

"Did you sleep well? You're up early again today?"
"Yes, I need to go out early today too."
"Are you going on another date with Kyle?"
"Eh? No. Today I'm going with someone else."

Yesterday wasn't really a date with Kyle either, but anyway, today I wasn't going out with him, so that's what I said.

As I nibbled on my breakfast, Mother continued asking with a curious look.

"Is it a boy?"
"What about it?"

Well, Reika, who's a girl, is coming too.

"You're going on a date with a boy?"
"It's not a date. It's nothing like that, and it's not Kyle."

A date with Jung Jihoo? Just thinking about it makes my skin crawl. The fact that he, as someone who was originally a man like me, could make me feel this way proves he's exceptionally annoying.

"Besides, a girl is coming too. If anything, she's the one going on a date with him."

Of course, the relationship between Jung Jihoo and Reika doesn't seem to have ripened to that extent yet, but if things go well today, there might be some progress.

...But now that I think about it, how did I end up volunteering for the role of Cupid?

"Yujin."

At that moment, my usually quiet father spoke.

"Yes, Dad."
"Be careful around boys other than Kyle."
"Ah, don't worry. He's not a weird guy."

Well, is he not weird? Honestly, I can't be sure he's entirely normal.

"Boys at that age are all wolves. You need to be careful."

Ah.

I never thought I'd hear those words as someone who was originally a man.

But Kyle is a boy too, isn't he? Is Kyle okay, Father?

Well, I'm a bit worried too, but what could possibly happen?

I wonder what Kyle is doing today?

I'm pretty sure he said he was going to the Crawford house yesterday, and I'm a bit curious about what he'll be doing there.

I decided to ask Kyle about it later and hurried to get ready to go out.

* * *

Meanwhile, Kyle Lester was at the Crawford house, just as Yujin had guessed.

"The tea tastes terrible. Make it again."
"..."
"What? Aren't you going to make it again quickly?"
"This is already the seventh time."
"Then make it the eighth time. Are you defying your master, slave?"

As Alice's slave for just today.

"I'll make it again."

And Kyle was experiencing firsthand why being a slave was so unreasonable.

Following Alice's irritating commands.

Of course, he wanted to quit right away, but sadly, he couldn't.

He was already indebted from yesterday, and now his relationship with the Crawford family had become quite important.

"Now it's finally somewhat drinkable. It's still lacking, but I'll let it slide this time. Now, sit there and continue yesterday's story."

Yesterday, Kyle had revisited the Lester family's main house with Yujin.

But contrary to his original plan, instead of cutting ties with the Lesters, he ended up becoming the heir as the head of the family wanted.

Of course, things didn't go entirely as the head of the Lester family had planned, but Kyle wouldn't have made such a decision on his own.

"You've been confirmed as the Lester heir? That seems completely different from your original plan. What happened?"
"It just turned out that way."
"You don't seem willing to explain, but I think I can guess without having to order you to tell me."

Kyle didn't want to go into details, but Alice could easily guess the reason without needing to ask.

"It's obviously because of Miss Yujin. What other reason could there be?"
"..."

They say silence is strong affirmation.

Kyle knew this too, but he had no excuse to deny it.

Or rather, he didn't want to make excuses that would deny his true feelings for Yujin.

If it was about anything else, he might compromise, but when it came to Yujin, he didn't want to.

That's why he had decided to become the Lester family heir yesterday.

Yujin wanted it.

That was enough for him; what other reason did he need?

"I'm curious about the details, but I won't press you. Actually, even if you don't tell me, I could just ask Miss Yujin and find out everything. What matters is that you've become the official heir to the Lester family."

Rather than asking for details, Alice focused more on the fact that Kyle had become the heir. After elegantly sipping her tea, she smiled and spoke in a much better mood.

"I think it's a good decision. To be honest, your previous plan was too foolish. Giving up something that could increase your value just because of an emotional fight is such a childish idea, don't you think?"
"..."

Though he couldn't disagree, Kyle still looked at Alice with an annoyed expression. But Alice seemed to enjoy watching Kyle's reactions, knowing he couldn't just leave despite his irritation.

It wasn't just because of the contract making him Alice's slave for today. Even after today, Kyle wouldn't be able to distance himself from Alice that much.

Just because Kyle was confirmed as the heir didn't mean everything was over.

Regardless of how much support Kyle had within the family, not everything would go according to his wishes.

As the heir who would become the new head, he needed to prove his abilities. This was actually more important than being confirmed as the heir.

Unless he wanted to become a figurehead not recognized by the family members or hand over his position to someone else.

"Well, to properly take control of the family, cooperation with our Crawford family will be important."

That's why he couldn't cut ties with Alice.

Although the Lester family might view the Crawford family as nouveau riche, the Crawford family was still a prestigious hero family that couldn't be ignored.

Even if he were the official head and not just the heir, establishing a close relationship with them wouldn't be easy.

For someone who was merely an heir to do so was an enormous merit in itself.

"However, the question is whether you're truly serious about becoming the heir or head. What do you think? Do you want to aim even higher from here?"

But Alice wanted to directly ask how serious Kyle was.

If he was satisfied with just this much, it would be disappointing.

If he was content with just this, Kyle wouldn't need Alice's help anymore, but if that were the case, Alice wouldn't need Kyle either.

Kyle was an unparalleled gem, but a gem that remains unpolished has no value.

"Of course. I have no intention of being a mere figurehead."
"Hehe, that's the Kyle Lester I know."

But as expected, Kyle wasn't such a mediocre man.

He wasn't just handsome with psychic talents.

Alice had seen through his determination and ambition.

Those two qualities could be said to be Kyle's greatest strengths.

However, he was a man who would lose his way and wander if someone didn't guide him.

'I suppose Miss Yujin plays that guiding role. It's a bit frustrating that it's not me.'

If Kyle had been fixated on her instead of Yujin, Alice thought she could have guided him just as well as Miss Yujin.

But Kyle was looking only at Yujin without the slightest wavering.

Honestly, with a woman like Alice in front of him, he should have been at least a little shaken, but this man seemed blind to everything else.

It was funny how that made him even more desirable. Well, the value of a gem is high precisely because others covet it too.

"Well, we'll think about that later. Now, what should I make my slave do?"
"..."
"If our slave had been a bit more affectionate, I might have given an appropriate reward."
"I don't need your reward."
"My, what a naughty slave."

Though reluctantly playing the role of Alice's slave, Kyle had no intention of showing sincerity. Of course, if ordered, he would comply due to the 'contract.'

But Alice was someone who knew the truth that handling people requires not just the stick but also the carrot.

"Then I suppose my special plan to take our slave to the theme park is unnecessary."
"Why would I want to go to a theme park—"

Kyle was about to react reflexively to Alice's seemingly generous offer.

But a sudden realization made him stop.

Yujin's casual mention in the car yesterday.

She had definitely said that Jung Jihoo, that idiot, had asked her to go to the theme park today.

"Oh, really not needed? Even though someone I know who really likes Miss Yujin will have to stay tied up here while she spends the day dating some slick boy?"
"Ugh..."

Seeing Kyle's frustrated expression, Alice became even more excited. With a personality that burns even brighter once ignited, Alice continued to push his buttons.

"Miss Yujin is surely too kind-hearted, and that handsome-faced slickster will definitely start making moves on her, and she probably won't be able to properly refuse. If he subtly probes here and there, Miss Yujin might even waver?"
"Don't be ridiculous. Yujin is not like that."
"Oh? You seem confident? Well, that someone naturally wouldn't doubt Miss Yujin since he likes her so much, but the question is, how does Miss Yujin feel about that someone?"

A gaslighting so intense you could almost hear it sizzling had begun.

Of course, Kyle wouldn't normally fall for such tactics, but when it came to Yujin, it was his undeniable Achilles' heel.

"She's certainly a childhood friend who would gladly grant even enormous favors, but whether she harbors serious romantic feelings is another matter."
"Yujin went so far as to introduce herself as my fiancée in front of my family. She definitely has feelings for me too."

Though he spoke with some confidence, Kyle wasn't actually certain about the latter part.

"How foolish, isn't that precisely the problem?"

But unlike him, Alice spoke with conviction.

"If she truly had romantic feelings, would she be satisfied with merely pretending to be your fiancée? The very fact that you asked her to pretend to be your lover proves you're not actually lovers. A woman who truly likes someone agreeing to pretend to be their lover is a fantasy only seen in romantic comedies disconnected from reality."

Alice continued with a fox-like smile.

"Yet Yujin agreed to act as your fake fiancée, and without showing any hesitation. This proves she sees Kyle purely as a friend."
"...!"

And those words were devastatingly critical to Kyle.

What made it even sadder was that her words weren't entirely wrong.

In reality, Yujin had rejected Kyle's confession before, and things hadn't progressed much beyond the friendship stage since then.

"Given that's how Yujin is, I wonder if she might not waver at the advances of a handsome boy with plenty of charm..."

By this point, Kyle's agitation was completely visible in his eyes.

"Well, if that someone were to please his master just a little, perhaps a coincidental meeting at the theme park where Miss Yujin is might happen?"

And with that, Alice offered the carrot.

A carrot that Kyle couldn't refuse.

Ch.33 - Chapter 33: Alice's True Feelings
Alice Crawford was a perfect child in every way.

Appearance, intelligence, social relationships, popularity, family background, psychic abilities... the list would be endless if one were to enumerate them all.

Because of this, Alice, who had always been loved, enjoyed popularity, and grew up filled with an elite consciousness, developed a personality where she had to obtain or achieve whatever she wanted.

"At first, that's why I became interested."
"What?"
"Nothing. More importantly, let's hurry. We can't be late if we want to 'accidentally' run into Eugene and her group."

Pretty things, cool things, valuable things... Alice always desired things that would make her stand out, or things that were valuable to possess or be close to.

And Kyle Lester, whom she saw at the Arcana entrance ceremony, was in himself something valuable and cool enough to want to possess.

So it was only natural that she showed interest and approached him.

Rather, it was unexpected to her that Kyle showed no interest in her at all.

Still, at first, she thought she could make him hers soon.

But now she had no choice but to realize.

This man sees no one but Eugene.

"Oh my! Eugene, fancy meeting you here. What a coincidence!"
"Huh, Alice and Kyle... why are you here?"

At first, she felt jealous about that fact.

No, perhaps it was more a sense of defeat than jealousy.

The fact that she, who had always been loved by everyone, was being rejected by someone for the first time.

When she acknowledged that nothing she did could make Kyle turn his eyes away from Eugene, she became rather indifferent.

As they say, in the face of an insurmountable gap or an absolute unchangeable fact, one doesn't even feel anger or inferiority. Kyle had some kind of unbreakable emotion toward Eugene.

It wasn't simply because he was attracted to her good looks or liked her personality.

Whatever had happened between them, it was something that absolutely left no room for others to intervene.

So when she subtly teased Kyle on purpose, it wasn't for the absurd reason that she could actually steal him from Eugene.

Rather, the opposite.

Since she could never steal him, she was merely poking at him.

Honestly, it was also fun to see his reactions and way of thinking.

"Today, Kyle is my slave for the day, so we're free to go wherever we want, right?"
"Yes, that's true. I hope you have fun with Kyle today."

So what does Alice want now?

An obsessive fixation on something she can't have?

No.

Alice wasn't the type to cling to such wasteful and meaningless pursuits.

Elite-minded, intellectually rich, and rational Alice easily concluded that while Kyle was a man she couldn't possess, he was valuable as a friend to keep close.

That's why she had opposed his attempt to leave the Lester family. Why let a jewel diminish its own value?

Of course, at that time, she lacked information in many ways and couldn't express her opposition very actively, but she could at least point out that his thinking was flawed.

The result was quite good. No, it was very successful.

Kyle didn't leave the Lester family and instead became the heir, multiplying his value several times over.

'Going to where Eugene is today, walking around together, it's not really a difficult thing.'
'Then what do you want in return? An extension of the 24-hour slave contract?'
'Pfft, of course not. That would be quite fun too, but I should make a more realistic proposal now. It's simple, I want Lester and Crawford to become partners from now on.'

Whether it was cooperation between the Lester family and the Crawford family.
Or personal cooperation between Alice and Kyle.

Alice would maintain a connection with Kyle, whose value had risen sharply.
That was enough for her feelings toward Kyle. It was inevitable that some regret remained.

But the problem lay with someone else.

"No, it would be boring if just Kyle and I hung out. So I suggest, how about we all go together today?"
"All together?"
"Yes, the five of us walking around together?"
"Ah, that's..."
"Yay! So there will be three girls?"
"...Well, since that idiot likes it, I guess it's decided."

That's how things were settled with Kyle.

But Eugene, whom Kyle was watching like a sunflower, was showing a very ambiguous attitude toward Kyle.

In some ways, they seemed more like friends than lovers.
At other times, they seemed like lovers who were too close to be just friends.

Usually, such relationships inevitably break apart due to their contradictory nature.

Yet these two maintained their subtle relationship, not only without breaking, but as solid as a mountain.

They had such a strong bond, yet they weren't lovers, nor were they merely friends.

If one thought about it carefully, it wasn't impossible to guess why this was possible.

Kyle, for reasons unknown, showed unconditional affection for Eugene. He would probably die if she told him to.

Conversely, Eugene cherished Kyle deeply, but kept stepping back whenever he tried to get too close.

One tries to approach while the other retreats. Even though they like each other, they naturally can't connect.

"So it's decided then? Great!"

And that wasn't good for Alice, nor did she like it.

Alice already knew somewhat that Eugene, like Kyle, was some kind of special existence.

Eugene's psychic waves that she had experienced several times recently.

The abnormal psychic amplification through them.

It wasn't an ordinary psychic buff.

It was clearly a psychic power of some special force, and Alice had investigated behind the scenes within the range of what she and her family could do.

As a result, she discovered circumstances indicating that Arcana definitely knew something, and at the same time, was trying to hide it.

She didn't know exactly why Arcana was attempting to conceal it.

Did they want to monopolize Eugene's ability? Or did they judge her ability to be dangerous? Or conversely, did they need to protect her from danger?

She still didn't know which of these was the exact reason. Perhaps it was all three.

Whatever the reason, one thing was certain.

"Now that I've set the stage, go ahead and win Eugene over."

Alice wanted Eugene as well. She wanted to keep her close as a friend, to further enhance her own value.

Kyle and Eugene, the two of them clearly had tremendous potential.

If she recognized their value and became their closest friend, Alice's value would naturally increase as well.

'Take good things before others do. If you can't have them first, become close to them.'

For Alice, who was excellently practicing the Crawford family motto, it would be better if these two people before her properly united.

"That's... not an easy thing."
"What? After I've done all this for you, you're hesitating? Don't tell me you're worried about Ji-hoo?"
"No, he's irrelevant. The problem is elsewhere."

But this frustrating pair was showing the strange talent of kicking away the opportunity even when the stage was set for them.

"I don't think Eugene would like it."
"What?"
"Eugene... doesn't really like anything that feels like a date."
"..."

What kind of nonsense is this?

"It's in the past, but she would flinch and tremble if we held hands when we were alone."

In middle school, she would approach him without pretense in the classroom in front of everyone, but on the way home when they were alone, she would strangely keep her distance.

Similarly, she would have physical contact without hesitation when everyone was around, but she would be wary when they were alone.

So in fact, they had never progressed beyond holding hands until now.

He had tried hugging her or giving her piggyback rides, but whenever such things tried to develop into something romantic, she always ran away.

A kiss? How could that be possible in this situation?

All of these things had already shown signs, and yet Kyle, properly infatuated, had confessed to Eugene.

The result was naturally rejection, but even after that, the two continued to stay together without awkwardness.

Anyway, Kyle knew one fact.

"So even if we go out together today, I'm a bit worried about how she'll react..."
"Wait, Kyle. Let me organize my thoughts."

Alice, having heard Kyle's testimony, was in a state beyond bewilderment to the point of 'going insane,' but she calmly collected herself and asked him.

"First, let me ask you one thing. How do you feel about Eugene being like that?"
"What do you mean?"
"Don't most people dislike women who put up walls or seem to be testing them?"

Thinking about it, Alice briefly wondered if Eugene was deliberately making it appear that way, but right now Kyle's opinion was important, so she waited for his answer.

"That shows you don't understand."

But Kyle, as if he were some kind of 'Eugene master,' put on a confident expression and continued.

"That's not putting up walls; rather, it's something special just for me."
"Special...?"
"Yes. She's not embarrassed in the classroom in front of everyone, but she gets shy when she's alone with me. What do you think that means?"
"Hmm..."

Alice felt a momentary throb in her head, but she played along with him.

"Since she's only shy at those times, it means she's conscious of you?"
"Exactly. It means Eugene definitely likes me too. As a man."

...Something seemed off, but Alice nodded for now.

"If she likes you as a man, wouldn't she usually accept physical contact no matter how shy she is?"

So even if putting up walls could be explained, how would you interpret her wariness, as if she's testing you?

"You fool, don't you know that's actually her charm point?"
"What?"
"Which do you think is more valuable: a fortress that opens its gates at the first attack, or one that never falls no matter how much you strike it?"

Ah.

"Eugene knows this without anyone having to teach her. Rather than knowing, it's an instinctive purity."

There it is, the Lester family's purity.

So he really is a Lester after all.

Alice, who had done some research on the Lester family, found it difficult to define exactly what they meant by purity, but she could conclude that there were certain similar attributes.

To the public, they had the image of mysterious reclusive sages, but the reality was as follows:

Extreme outsiders.
Hikikomori.
Severe unicorns.
Goths who can't tolerate different tastes.
Socially deficient group.

There were countless other ways to express it, but that was the reality of the Lester family.

Perhaps that's why Kyle's father had left the family in disgust.

Ironically, Kyle himself possessed excellent Lester qualities.

"...So, what's the conclusion?"
"It means Eugene is perfect as she is."

Ah, it's hopeless.

This idiot will never, ever win over Eugene. Not by himself.

The ironic thing was that someone like him would probably be too much for any woman to handle.

Perhaps it was only possible to this extent because it was someone like Eugene.

Alice suddenly realized a new truth.

Ch.34 - Chapter 34: Concerned, But Unable to Approach
I happened to run into Alice and Kyle at the same theme park.

Wow, what.a.great.co.in.ci.dence.

...Of course, it couldn't possibly be a coincidence. I'm not stupid enough to believe that word at face value.

They definitely came to this theme park on purpose, knowing we'd be here. Judging by how they even matched the timing, did they follow us here? Well, there's no way to know for sure. Not that I need to know anyway.

I just needed to figure out what Alice and Kyle each stood to gain from doing this.

"Ah, did you wait long? My conversation with Kyle went on a bit. Anyway, let's get moving. We can't just stand here all day. Of course, Jihu, you'll take the lead today, right?"
"Absolutely. Let's go ride that one first!"
"Umm, starting with a scream machine is a bit..."
"You don't get it! That's the must-ride attraction when you come here."

The problem was Alice.

What puzzled me most was Alice's intention in coming here.

Honestly, with Kyle, while it's a bit embarrassing to say, he's the type who only has eyes for me and follows me around, so this kind of thing isn't that surprising.

Well, I was trying to get him closer to Alice, but...

Why did Alice bring Kyle here? Given the circumstances, there's no way Alice was dragged here by Kyle.

"Yujin? Aren't you staring at Kyle too much?"
"Ah, um. I'm just curious. It's not a problem that they came, but I'm wondering why they bothered."

Alice, who had been chatting with Jung Jihu, glanced at me and asked, probably because I was staring so intently at Kyle.

This didn't feel like she just happened to notice me; it felt more like she'd been keeping an eye on me all along.

Alice and I had gotten somewhat closer, but there was probably only one reason why Alice would be concerned about me.

"Hey, Alice? Was it Kyle who suggested coming here?"
"What?"
"It seems like Kyle was being stubborn about it. I'll apologize on his behalf. Even though I keep trying to get him to be friendly with you, he's still not good at making friends, I guess."

It seemed pretty obvious. What else could it be? There's no way Alice would follow me or Jung Jihu here. And she definitely wouldn't be following Reika, right?

"Sigh, really, these two as a pair..."
"Huh?"
"No, it's nothing. Don't worry about it, Yujin. It's not something you need to apologize for. More importantly, we're starting with a roller coaster. There are five of us, but we need to pair up in twos."

Alice didn't seem to mind being here and showed interest in the rides instead.

Oh, right, we're starting with a roller coaster. I don't visit amusement parks often, but starting with something this intense seems like a poor choice, Jihu.

"Let's do this! Me and Yujin, Reika and Alice. And you, tasteless one, can ride alone."
"..."
"Huh? Why are you being so quiet?"
"Is it a problem if I just stay still?"
"Well, I don't care either way."

But somehow, Kyle seemed unusually subdued.

Normally, he would have argued with Jihu about riding with me, but he was just silently watching.

Seeing him like that made me feel... kind of empty? Well, not that I was expecting to see them fight or anything.

"Yujin! Have you been on these kinds of rides a lot?"
"Not really."
"If you're scared, you can hold my hand!"
"I'll pass, thanks."
"Come on, don't be shy!"

Ugh, this guy is so cheesy it's suffocating.

But honestly, I was a bit nervous.

I hadn't been on many of these scream machines before, and given the size of this theme park, their signature roller coaster seemed designed with a drop that reflected pure human malice.

To be honest, it felt like a few people might die on this thing.

And my premonition turned out to be right.

"Here it comes, here it comes. The big one's coming... YAAAAAAHHHH!"
"KYAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!"

I'd been anxious from the start, and it was truly terrifying!

I screamed like a girl, male pride be damned. Honestly, I couldn't help it.

At least Reika and Alice were screaming too, so it was a bit less embarrassing.

"I-it's over..."

After being thoroughly thrashed by the roller coaster for a while, it finally ended.

After screaming my lungs out, I let out a sigh of relief when I realized it was finally over.

"So even Yujin gets scared of these things."
"Is there something wrong with that?"
"No, it's just unexpected. Plus, this too..."
"Ah!"

Without realizing it, I had been holding Jung Jihu's hand beside me.

I must have done it reflexively while my soul was being shaken out of me on the roller coaster.

"You held my hand."
"AAH!"

I quickly let go, feeling like I'd been electrocuted when Jihu pointed it out.

But Jihu just grinned and said:

"I didn't know Yujin was such a scaredy-cat. Well, that's normal for girls, I guess."
"I just did it reflexively!"

I could feel my ears turning bright red and getting hot.

"No need to be so embarrassed. Hehe, shall we ride something similar next?"
"I don't care what we ride, but pay attention to Reika who came with us today. If you're only going to focus on me, I'll go with Kyle instead."
"Ah, I don't like that. But you're right, I should pay attention to Alice too. Let's ride something bigger next. Maybe the Viking or the Disco Pang Pang..."

This guy really loves scream machines.

Or maybe he planned this. Is he trying to hear the girls scream? That must be what he's after.

But after riding several scream machines, I developed a tolerance and didn't scream as much as the first time.

At one point, I managed to let Reika sit next to Jihu, and she seemed to have no immunity to these rides at all, screaming at such a high pitch that rock singers would be jealous.

Not only did she scream, but I noticed she clung very close to Jihu whenever she got scared.

Hmm, this is a good development. Things are going as Meiling would want.

Although... I did wonder if this development was really good for Meiling.

In truth, I knew that some of Jihu's behavior was more like a defense mechanism.

Well, you could say I know the protagonist's painful past, since I know the original work.

Even taking that into account, some of it was probably just his natural personality.

But something had been bothering me—Kyle had been unusually quiet today.

That made me reconsider my initial thoughts. If he was going to be this quiet, was he really the one who deliberately came here?

"Yujin."
"Yes, Alice? What is it?"
"You've been concerned about Kyle, haven't you?"
"N-no, not really?"
"It's written all over your face... You two are really alike in that way."

While the others were briefly away, Alice and I began talking alone.

"Is Kyle the same way?"
"What do you think? Of course, he's only looking at you. But you already know that, so there's no need to say it."
"I-I'm sorry. You probably planned to spend time with Kyle today."
"No, that doesn't matter. Yujin, more importantly..."

Alice, sitting directly across from me at the café table, paused after saying that much, seeming to contemplate something.

She appeared to be checking if Kyle or anyone else was around, but I felt like she was mostly gauging my reaction. What was she trying to say?

"...No, I think it's better to talk about that issue later."
"What is it?"
"It's something. For now, it's better if you don't know. More importantly, I heard everything about your visit to the Lester family yesterday from Kyle."

Ah, so Kyle told her about it.

"It seems things didn't go according to plan, but that might be for the best. I wasn't happy about Kyle rejecting his position as heir to such a prestigious family either."
"Right? I thought the same thing."
"But you know, Yujin, you're quite something."
"What?"

I wondered what she meant by that sudden comment, but Alice narrowed her eyes mischievously and said with a smirk:

"To be officially treated as his fiancée at the Lester family. Well, that was the plan from the beginning, to deceive them like that."
"Pfft! *cough* *hack*"

Hearing those words, I couldn't help but choke on the orange juice I was drinking.

...Kyle, you told Alice about that too?

"W-well, about that..."
"Why are you embarrassed? It's not really a problem."
"How is it not a problem? I was troubled by the lack of resistance."
"Isn't that a good thing? What's the problem? Between you two."

Alice said, taking a sip of her juice.

"Just end that ambiguous relationship already."
"Ambiguous relationship...?"
"That relationship that's neither friend nor lover."
"I-I don't have that kind of relationship with Kyle."

I didn't want to react this way, but my face automatically flushed at Alice's words.

But Alice seemed determined to keep pressing on these sensitive points.

"Usually, just friends don't go together to meet the family."

Ugh. When she puts it that way...

"Usually, just friends don't spend all day staring at each other."
"Did I do that?"
"You were staring whenever you got bored."

Ugh.

I wanted to deny it, but it was true.

Well, Kyle was unusually quiet and well-behaved today, so I was a bit worried.

"Well, it goes without saying that Kyle was staring at you too."
"Since we're on the topic, I'm curious. Do you know why he's acting like this today? I mean..."
"You're wondering why he didn't intervene when Jung Jihu was pestering you all day, right?"
"...I guess that's what I'm asking."
"I know the reason. It's quite foolish, but still."

Alice looked at me with a slightly mischievous yet relieved expression, as if she'd finally said what she wanted to say.

"Kyle told me that Yujin runs away whenever there's a romantic atmosphere."
"Huh?"
"Is that true? Just to give some examples..."

What followed was a series of anecdotes about Kyle and me flowing from Alice's lips.

And each one was difficult to deny.

If I were to make an excuse, it would be that while I looked like a girl on the outside, I was a boy on the inside with no homosexual tendencies whatsoever, so I instinctively avoided romantic situations with another boy.

It seems these things happened quite frequently, long before Kyle confessed to me, without me even being aware of it.

"...So today, Kyle is deliberately not approaching you. Even when I told him to go to you."
"I see... But is that what you want him to do, Alice?"
"For you to ask that now... No, never mind. More importantly, what are you going to do? It seems like Kyle is determined to just watch from afar today."

Alice asked, looking very curious about my answer.

"If Yujin is truly afraid of Kyle approaching her, I'll play along with that."
"Are you really okay with that, Alice? You clearly have feelings for Kyle..."
"I know the difference between what I can have and what I can't, even if I'm interested. I realized Kyle is someone I can't have. In many ways."

Alice's next words hit me like a hammer.

"He's a man that only someone like Yujin could handle."

It seemed my plan to bring Kyle and Alice together was already showing plenty of red flags.

Ch.35 - Chapter 35: My True Heart to You
"Anyway, you don't need to 'worry' about me anymore, Eugene. The fact that you're concerned about Kyle and me just proves that Kyle was too much for me from the start."
"Alice..."

Even though I wanted to deny Alice's words, I couldn't find any suitable logic.

It made sense since I was clearly the illogical one in this situation.

Alice briefly looked around as if checking whether the others were coming back, then asked me again.

"More importantly, could you honestly answer what I asked earlier? I want to know if you truly find Kyle's advances uncomfortable. Not just for my benefit..."

Alice carefully extended her finger as if pointing to my heart and said,

"But for you and Kyle's sake."

Somehow, Alice's words resonated deeply within me.

As if telling me to stop deceiving myself, my conscience spoke up after hearing her words.

"I won't blame you if you're truly afraid of Kyle. I understand there might be such relationships, though I don't know the circumstances or reasons. There are people who make good friends but not lovers, right?"

Alice was willing to accommodate whatever answer I gave.

Perhaps, as she suggested, with Alice's help, Kyle and I could maintain a proper friendship.

But if I honestly asked myself, "Am I really that uncomfortable around Kyle?" my answer was no.

"I don't dislike Kyle."

I don't seriously dislike Kyle. There might be some aversion due to his male identity, but honestly, that was a minor issue.

I couldn't deny being a girl forever, and there was a more fundamental cause.

"I just can't forgive myself anymore."
"What? What do you mean?"
"Hmm, it's hard to explain. Anyway, it's not Kyle's fault."

-Jihoon is dead. When I received the call, it was already...
-It's not your fault, so don't blame yourself. More importantly, about your future activities...

The problem was with me.

I wasn't afraid of Kyle; I was afraid someone getting close to me would discover my darkness.

Or perhaps, as I still suffered from the shadows of my past, whenever I felt happiness as if escaping those shadows, they would ask me:

-Can you really forgive yourself like this?

Denying that, deceiving myself with self-deception, suppressing it deep in my heart.

Eventually, it would surface like it did now.

Alice's gaze felt painfully piercing.

"...Eugene, you don't plan to tell me what happened, do you?"
"Even if I wanted to, it's such an absurd story that you wouldn't believe me."

In my previous life, I was a man who died from a drug overdose and was reincarnated as a girl in a completely different quasi-modern world.

Just saying that much would make me sound mentally disturbed. If I added that this world was actually created as a novel, I'd be a certified lunatic.

There's no way I could tell her.

"Well, I understand. I won't ask about that. But hearing that actually makes me feel better about one thing."
"What thing?"
"That Kyle isn't the problem, and you're not afraid of him, right?"
"Y-yes, but...?"
"Then it's an issue that can be resolved once you get used to it."

...Is that how it works?

"I don't know why you can't forgive yourself, but if you don't dislike getting closer to Kyle, I think you can become closer than you are now."

And that would be the right thing, Alice asserted.

"Staying like this will only hurt both you and Kyle."

Hurting Kyle, huh.

If it were just me, I might not care, but if our current ambiguous relationship was causing that result, I couldn't feel comfortable with it.

If I couldn't firmly reject him, acknowledging my relationship with Kyle was the right thing to do.

"But I think it's too much for you to handle alone. So... I'll help you out."

By the time Alice said this, the other three were returning to the table. Alice added one last thing.

"Either way, I promised to accommodate whatever you choose, right?"

Alice really seemed like a good friend.

* * *

"Jihu, try a bite of this."
"J-Jihu, mine too..."

And Alice was truly skilled.

After saying she would "help us get closer," her method was straightforward and clear.

"Heh, heh, thanks, both of you."
"Let's ride that next. Reika, you come too."
"O-okay, Alice..."

Her practical solution was to physically reduce the distance between Kyle and me by leaving us alone.

To do this, Alice somehow convinced Reika and first removed the biggest obstacle, Jung Jihu.

With Alice and Reika simultaneously marking Jung Jihu with their physical offensive, Jihu was happily distracted in a 2:1 date, which was fortunate or unfortunate, but I didn't mind.

"E-everyone looks like they're having fun."
"Mm."
"Kyle, do you want to try this?"
"If you want to."

But it was a bit funny for me to blame others.

Perhaps because of what Alice had said, now that Kyle and I were alone, I could clearly feel him deliberately keeping his distance from me.

I knew Kyle had shown interest in me before, but I didn't realize he was holding back like this. I especially didn't know it was because of my aversion.

It made me feel very sorry.

The worse part of this vicious cycle was that even when I tried to fix my karma, Kyle kept his distance, claiming to "consider" me, which made resolution impossible.

Even when I suggested sharing snacks or tried to talk to him like now, Kyle wouldn't close the gap beyond a certain point.

This is really troublesome.

Moreover, what made it harder for me was that deliberately trying to get closer to Kyle made my instincts react strangely, making me feel queasy.

In truth, even after that conversation with Alice, my feelings about Kyle weren't sorted out.

I was trying to get closer to figure it out, but if this dragged on too long, I felt like I might explode.

"Hey, want to hold hands?"
"Um, if you want- Huh?"

So I just went for it.

I wonder if this worked—Kyle looked startled as he was about to give his automatic response.

Seeing that, I felt a bit mischievous and amused, so I smiled and just grabbed his hand.

"I wanted to hold it."
"Uh, Eugene? Is this really..."
"It's okay. I don't dislike this kind of thing."

Kyle looked perplexed and kept checking our surroundings. Since I usually showed aversion when we were alone, he seemed to be checking if the others were watching us suddenly acting like this.

Of course, Alice and Reika were busy with Jihu and weren't paying attention to us.

"...Really?"
"Yes. From now on, you can grab my hand first, okay?"

And I tried not to feel aversion to such things anymore.

Strangely enough, I actually didn't feel any aversion.

Even if I was a man in my previous life and still had that male identity, I had already lived as a girl for six years and would continue to do so for the rest of my life.

Pretending otherwise was just a facade that would be exposed with the slightest scratch.

Accepting that made me feel comfortable.

Though something inside me seemed to have collapsed.

"Ah, well..."
"Do you dislike it?"
"No, I like it. I like it so much that..."

The cool, rational, and intelligent Kyle now looked like the biggest fool in the world.

Seeing this reminded me of what my father used to say about men.

That they're all wolves... I didn't think Kyle was like that, but seeing this, maybe he wasn't so different?

"Eugene! Kyle! Let's go ride that next."

Just as the atmosphere was heating up slightly, Alice pushed us into a dead end, as if delivering the final blow.

That dead end was called the Ferris wheel.

"Ah, I want to go with Eugene too-"
"Reika and I want to ride with Jihu..."
"Hehehe, let's do that!"

Alice removed the interference.

And suddenly Kyle and I were alone inside the Ferris wheel.

"......"
"......"

Inside the Ferris wheel, with the setting sun creating a beautiful view.

Kyle and I sat facing each other in an extremely awkward silence.

"We haven't been like this many times, have we?"

I was the first to break the silence.

"I mean, we've been alone many times, but this kind of atmosphere..."

Hasn't happened often.

Of course not, since I intentionally and instinctively avoided it.

And even when I absolutely couldn't avoid it, when Kyle confessed to me, I ran away.

Kyle must have been completely sincere, and I selfishly rejected him.

Thinking about it now, I was a complete bitch. Though I'm not sure if I should say "bastard" in this case.

No, calling myself a "bastard" is ridiculous now. Just accept it comfortably—you're female now!

"No, that's not true, Eugene."
"Huh?"
"Walking home together, coming to wake you up every morning, talking with you, just being with you."

Kyle spoke in a plain tone, but his words hit me with intense meaning.

"It was always special to me, like now."
"......"
"And it will continue to be. That's why I'm always grateful to you."

For making every moment of mine special.

"So, thank you."
-Thank you always.

Kyle's words seemed to overlap with what the shadows of my past were saying.

Despite being bound by the past, I had forgotten something that now came back to me through Kyle, and I found my eyes growing hot.

So I hadn't just been running away after all.

"E-Eugene?"

I was already crying. Seeing Kyle troubled by this, I quickly wiped away my tears.

"Are you okay, Eugene? Was it because of what I just said—"
"No, it's not that. I mean... honestly, I'm just moved."

With an awkward smile, I was about to continue my words to Kyle—

"And I'm grateful to you too—"

CRASH!

Before I could finish expressing my gratitude, I was engulfed by an impact that struck the Ferris wheel—

"Eugene!"

I was thrown out of the shattered Ferris wheel.

"Ah..."

The world spinning around me.

The sensation of gravity as I fell rapidly.

"Is this... the end?"

My muttered disbelief was the last memory before my consciousness faded.

Ch.36 - Chapter 36: The Collapse of Daily Life
"Do you know when people feel the most fear?"

The clown asked. The man in the black coat remained silent at his question.

"When they see something scary? No, that's too abstract. And people aren't really afraid of what they can see."

A clown commonly seen at theme parks.

No passerby paid any attention to the clown's words.

Yet the clown seemed to enjoy this indifference, rambling on as he pleased.

"What people truly fear is invisible danger."

Even someone who will die tomorrow won't be particularly afraid if they know they're going to die.

Because they can prepare for death.

Even if a terrible disaster strikes, if they know about it in advance or can see it coming, they won't fear it either.

Because they can make plans.

"When people know a danger exists but can't actually see it, they fall into panic. And panic is the greatest fear people can show."

So if you want to frighten people, you don't need to do all those pointless things that villains in movies do.

It's quite simple, just teach them this one thing:

That their peaceful daily lives are like sandcastles that can collapse at any moment.

BOOM!

No sooner had the clown finished speaking than the Ferris wheel, which had been the symbol of the theme park, was engulfed in a massive explosion.

Simultaneously, the entire amusement park was enveloped in a dark purple current.

A Gate phenomenon.

The deep danger and darkness of this world that ordinary people had forgotten in their daily lives.

"It's truly a beautiful sight, isn't it, Venom?"
"What a trivial display."

In response to Death Crown the clown's words, Venom showed an utterly indifferent reaction.

Though completely unmoved by the chaos and fear spreading like a plague around him, for some reason, his gaze was fixed on the collapsing Ferris wheel.

"Oh my! People are falling! Hee-hee, hee! To say this isn't fun, you really are a boring one."
"I'm just doing my job."

Shadows moved beneath Venom's black coat.

Those shadows instantly began to corrode everything around them, eventually contaminating even the once-blue sky with darkness.

In the blackened sky, an image appeared like one produced by a broken projector, crude and low-quality.

In that image, a man with a shadowed face addressed everyone below with a cold, rigid expression.

[You ignorant ones, deluded by a false world.]

[The time of awakening and enlightenment has come.]

[Be liberated from impure matter and original sin]

[It is time to return to eternity.]

[So worship and fear.]

[Gnosis has returned.]

It was a declaration of war on everyday life from the worst villain organization.

* * *

The Ferris wheel shattered to pieces.

To Kyle, this moment seemed to pass in slow motion, as if time had stopped.

The sight of Eugene, whom he had been facing just moments ago, now engulfed in the explosion and falling to the ground was too sudden and unbelievable.

No, it was a sight he didn't want to believe.

Eugene dying? Eugene is going to die?

Like this? Right before his eyes?

"Eugene!"

Don't be ridiculous.

As if he would let her die here.

When there were still mountains of words he hadn't told her.

When there were still so many things he wanted to do together.

He couldn't lose her here.

Kyle didn't hesitate for a moment before throwing himself from the half-destroyed Ferris wheel.

He deployed his telekinesis with all his might to catch Eugene.

"Ugh...!"

But soon Kyle felt his psychic power flowing backward.

The Gate phenomenon following the explosion.

The psychic currents from the Gate were interfering with his telekinesis.

Naturally, he couldn't catch Eugene. Even if he deployed his telekinesis toward her, the interfering currents would scatter his power.

"No!"

He couldn't give up on Eugene like this. That left Kyle with only one option.

He deployed his psychic power around himself.

What he intended to do was use telekinesis to increase gravitational acceleration and speed up his own fall.

To fall faster and catch up with Eugene.

It was an extremely dangerous act, but he succeeded in catching her.

However, the situation became more dangerous as they began falling at an even faster rate.

His telekinesis still couldn't activate properly due to the interfering currents.

But Kyle had already known this.

He had thought of another solution.

"Hurry, hurry," he muttered.

Pouring all his psychic power into it, he drew in the cold.

The rapidly freezing psychic cold began to create thick ice.

But there wasn't enough time to create ice that could safely protect both of them.

No, there wasn't even enough time to create an ice barrier for one person. Their falling speed was too fast.

In the end, Kyle's choice was a desperate measure.

"Please, just a little!"

Holding Eugene tightly, he concentrated rapid cooling only on the spot where they would hit the ground.

Ice alone wouldn't be enough to nullify the impact of the fall.

But Kyle would bear the rest.

He would certainly be severely injured, but as long as Eugene could be saved safely, Kyle didn't care.

CRASH!

Kyle fell onto the debris pile of the destroyed Ferris wheel.

He desperately held Eugene, not letting go for even a moment.

Even as he felt pain that made him feel like he might die from the impact, even as debris from the landing site tore through his body.

"Eugene..."

Refusing to faint through sheer willpower, Kyle checked Eugene's condition despite bleeding from his head and eyes.

Fortunately, she was safe. She had only lost consciousness from the shock of the explosion.

Kyle was immensely relieved by this fact, but he was wary of losing consciousness as his mind began to relax.

Yet his eyes kept trying to close. He was already in tatters just from enduring the impact of the fall.

"Ugh..."

Just then, Kyle came to his senses from the intense pain in his abdomen.

Looking down, he saw a piece of rebar piercing through his stomach.

Kyle reflexively reached for it but soon stopped himself from pulling it out.

There was no way to treat the wound if he removed it now.

Rather, removing the fragment would accelerate bleeding and become fatal.

His only chance of survival was to wait for rescue or receive healing from a healer.

-Click, click-click.

"...Who's there!"

Just as he was about to wait for rescue, Kyle quickly drew his combat dagger in response to an alien presence.

A non-human presence. A clearly hostile, mechanical presence.

Kyle's telekinetically thrown dagger pierced through the source of the presence.

-Click. Hurts. Hurts.

"A clown doll?"

The clown doll, precisely pierced between the eyes by the dagger, struggled.

That one was neutralized, but clown dolls were approaching from all around the collapsed debris.

Kyle recognized them as undoubtedly demonic beasts.

And they were familiar-type demons being controlled by someone.

This was evidence that the Gate hadn't occurred naturally but had been created by demons.

They would likely be hostile to everyone trapped in this Gate.

-Human
-It's a human.
-Play.
-Play with us.

But more important than that fact was the immediate reality that they were swarming toward him and Eugene.

Kyle, despite his strength draining from his injuries, summoned his last reserves to deploy telekinesis and cold.

Even at the cost of his life, he absolutely could not back down.

* * *

"Watch your back!"
"Argh!"

At Alice's shout, Jung Ji-hoo's sword quickly intercepted the sneak attack from behind.

The clown with blade arms that had tried to target Jung Ji-hoo's back was cut in half, but enemies still surrounded them on all sides.

No matter how many they destroyed, familiar demons kept pouring endlessly through the Gate.

As long as the Gate remained open, this battle would never end.

"Look out!"

BOOM!

Viciously, the clown dolls came in various types.

There were those that swung blades, those that caused explosions and self-destructed, and assassination types that moved quickly while throwing bullets or daggers in all directions.

Still, their individual combat power wasn't strong, so heroes could handle them, but...

Most of the people trapped here were ordinary civilians.

They had to hide somewhere in fear, with no way to resist.

"Wonderful! This fear, despair, sorrow! Human emotions never get old no matter how often I feast on them. They truly make excellent livestock."

The high-ranking demon from the demon realm, Death Crown the clown, was feeding on their fear and laughing with madness.

"Heroes are over there. Seems they were already at the amusement park."
"Ah, yes. Heroes. Wolves among the sheep. How amusing that wolves pretend to be sheepdogs."

Like a bad joke.

The demon clown sneered as he looked down at the heroes fighting amidst the destroyed amusement park.

"You take care of that side."

Just then, Venom pointed to one group.

It was where Jung Ji-hoo and Alice Leica were fighting.

"Huh? Those kids? They're still young, aren't they? No thanks. Seems boring."
"I don't think so."
"How would you know?"
"They're students of Arcana."
"Oh..."

Arcana.

Even Death Crown couldn't ignore that name.

Of course, Arcana itself was just a hero academy that every city-state typically had one of.

Among them, it was considered somewhat prestigious, but that alone wasn't enough to draw the attention of a high-ranking demon from the demon realm.

The reason Death Crown was impressed was just one:

"So they're Oracle's children."

Oracle, the principal.

The Last Seraphim. Humanity's final hope.

Every demon from the demon realm had experienced defeat at her hands at least once.

"That changes things a bit. Leave them to me. But where will you go then?"
"......"

Venom silently nodded at Death Crown's question.

Besides Ji-hoo's group, there was a group of active heroes who happened to be patrolling this area.

And one more.

There was a boy fighting while severely injured.

Venom had business with that boy.

But things were getting a bit complicated.

"Really? But those heroes are moving toward where that kid is. They'll discover him soon."

The active heroes were heading toward Kyle's location after hearing the sounds of battle.

If Venom went there, he would certainly have to fight them.

That was somewhat troublesome for Venom.

"You're with Gnosis, right? I know you have that ridiculous belief about not killing fellow awakened ones like heroes if possible?"

Civilians could be killed freely.

But villains affiliated with Gnosis had a principle of not killing awakened ones, the new humanity, except when unavoidable.

Of course, not all villains were like that; it was a unique characteristic of Gnosis.

"Lend me some."
"Huh?"
"Your dolls. I'll have them deal with the heroes instead."
"Hee, hee-hee! This is funny. So directly killing them isn't allowed, but using someone else's hands is fine?"

The clown laughed as if he'd heard an amusing joke, but he didn't seem to mind the request and nodded.

Soon, three murderous dolls rose around him.

"Fine, take them. They should be useful. Not as strong as me, but still."
"......"

Venom just nodded without replying and disappeared with the dolls.

"Hmph, what an unpleasant fellow. Why does the Demon Lord want us to cooperate with Gnosis when it's full of guys like him?"

Though he had acted friendly until just now, Death Crown grumbled as soon as Venom disappeared, but quickly dismissed it from his mind.

"More importantly, it's time to start the main event."

After all, his own show was more important.

Ch.37 - Chapter 37: Eugene Awakens
It hurts.

It hurts so much I want to cry.

Being pointed at by my family for wanting to be an entertainer, the constant gossip behind my back, fighting with the members every day.

It all feels like it's cutting me to pieces.

It hurt so much that I forced myself to swallow pills.

One day, two days, a month, a year, the boundaries gradually disappeared.

At some point, I couldn't remember how many pills I'd taken that day.

So I just took them however I wanted.

I think I took too many.

"Ah."

Shit.

I woke up.

And it really hurts.

But not enough to die, so I managed to get up.

"Everything's a complete mess..."

Was there a bomb attack? No... judging by the shock and explosion I felt before losing consciousness, it could actually have been a bomb attack.

It wasn't hard to guess from the broken buildings and Ferris wheel debris scattered around.

"What about Kyle, ah..."

The last thing I remember was seeing Kyle before being thrown from the Ferris wheel.

While looking around wondering what happened to him.

I found Kyle.

"Kyle...?"
"......"

Kyle didn't answer when I called.

No, he couldn't answer.

Kyle was barely standing, bleeding all over as if his body had been mutilated.

Various debris and sharp daggers were embedded throughout Kyle's body.

Around him were strange dolls that he had probably fought against.

What happened, what had occurred—countless speculations flashed through my mind, but.

"Ah, aah...!"

All I could do was run like a madman to catch Kyle as he was about to collapse.

"Kyle, snap out of it!"
"......Yujin."

He was showing symptoms of shock from excessive blood loss.

Even in that state, Kyle squeezed out his strength to open his mouth and call my name.

What should I do in this situation? Should I tell him not to speak? No, if he doesn't speak, he'll obviously lose consciousness.

Losing consciousness in this state means he'll just die...

But before I could worry about that, Kyle soon lost consciousness.

That meant his condition was worsening, so I desperately tried to think of a solution.

-Learning this might help you someday.

After feeling helpless for a moment, not knowing what to do.

I remembered what Instructor Kim Sehyun once said. Naturally, I also recalled what I learned during psychic practice sessions.

The advice to practice auxiliary psychic abilities a little, even if they weren't your main ability.

It wasn't an easy thing, and no one took that advice seriously, but now it was incredibly helpful.

"If I do it like this, healing ability..."

I imitated the healing ability as I had been taught.

The foundation was using psychic waves, but I managed to create a very weak healing psychic.

I channeled it through my arm into Kyle, and I could see his wounds healing just a little.

"This isn't enough."

But it was such weak healing that it couldn't even stop the bleeding. This alone couldn't save Kyle.

Needing a way to amplify the effect, I first tore my clothes to bind his wounds.

My healing ability was too clumsy, and it was obvious that relying on psychic power alone wouldn't even stop the bleeding.

I ended up with my bare skin exposed all over, but this wasn't the time to worry about that.

Then I hugged Kyle and projected the waves with my entire body.

"Mmm..."
"...Somehow we've made it past the critical point."

Kyle didn't wake up, but the bleeding throughout his body had barely stopped, and his expression improved slightly.

But it still wasn't as good as treatment from a proper healer, and he remained in critical condition.

If I stopped now, his condition would clearly worsen again, so I couldn't move away from him.

Fortunately, I could feel his heart beating against me, which was reassuring.

"Someone please help..."

This was all I could do.

From here, we had to wait for someone to rescue us.

I was converting part of my psychic waves into sound waves, hoping someone would hear.

A soft yet somewhat melancholic sound was spreading in all directions.

I wanted to make a louder, more attention-grabbing sound, but I needed to focus on keeping Kyle alive, so anything more was impossible.

But I couldn't maintain this state for too long either.

I was using too much psychic power and getting tired quickly.

Probably within minutes, my psychic power would be depleted, putting me in danger too.

If that happened, Kyle would certainly die, never mind me.

So please, someone help us.

How long had I been like this?

30 minutes? An hour? No, my sense of time was already a mess. Maybe over 2 hours.

I wasn't uninjured when I woke up, and having used psychic power recklessly, my consciousness was gradually fading.

"What's supposed to be here? There's nothing."
"It's definitely this way. I can hear something."
"I don't hear anything... and there's nothing... huh?"

As I was reaching my limit.

Finally, someone came.

"Civilians found. Initiating immediate rescue."

Through my fading consciousness, I heard someone's voice.

A woman's voice, but somewhat businesslike and stiff.

A woman with straight bob hair that matched that tone suddenly appeared before me.

And in an instant, Kyle and I were moved to another location.

"T-teleportation ability..."
"Don't talk. You're low on energy too, miss."

There were others besides the bob-haired woman.

A woman with a kind face. I could feel a wave similar to Reika's.

Instinctively, I could tell she was a healer. As expected, she immediately began treating both Kyle and me.

"So they were really here. Now that we've arrived, you can relax, miss."
"It's not time to relax yet, Staffer. Not until backup arrives and we get out of here."
"Come on, heroes are here, so I'm telling her to relax, geez."

There was also a man carrying a rod-shaped weapon called a pulse staff.

These people are active heroes.

Well, it's a world where heroes patrol and prepare for gate incidents.

There must have been patrol personnel in this large theme park too.

Is that how we were rescued?

"I-I'm fine now."
"You must still be struggling, don't push yourself."
"No, there are still more people who need to be rescued, right?"

But these people aren't done after just saving Kyle and me.

They need to go rescue others.

I couldn't just lie here comfortably.

I needed to at least take care of myself.

Even though my head feels like it's about to split.

This isn't the time for such complaints...

"Please focus more on Kyle instead."
"Is the boy's name Kyle? Miss... no, student, what's your name? You seem to be an awakened one, perhaps a cadet?"
"Yes, my name is Yujin, and I'm an Arcana cadet."

The healer with the gentle impression heard my answer and gave me a proud look before patting my head.

"You did well, Yujin. Your emergency treatment was more composed than most cadets. Thanks to you, that boy will live."

You should be proud.

...Those words somehow felt both very grateful and yet not what I was looking for.

No, maybe that's not it.

Helping Kyle when he was alone then, not being able to ignore him.

No matter what excuse I make, wasn't it ultimately for my own satisfaction?

...They say pain makes you think all sorts of things, and these thoughts prove I must be in pain right now.

"The cadet is right. We can't keep them here, and we can't keep taking them with us. There are too many civilians we haven't rescued yet."

The man called Staffer spoke up, supporting my words.

The only man among the three, but he seemed to be the leader.

"Let's evacuate them to the shelter first. We needed someone with awakened abilities at the shelter anyway."

"You're entrusting defense to a cadet?"
"We have no choice. Unless initial support arrives, we're the only fighting force, and—"

The man who had seemed cheerful just moments ago now spoke with the utmost seriousness of a hero.

"When it comes to protecting citizens, there's no such thing as a cadet. We're all heroes."

His words taught me clearly.

In the original novel, this was obscured by the foolish, womanizing protagonist.

This world isn't just a kind one after all.

"That's right. I'll do my part. First, let me take care of Kyle..."
"...Quite diligent for a cadet."

Staffer said that, then supported the still unconscious Kyle instead of me.

"I don't have a habit of gender discrimination, but it doesn't look right for a girl to be dragging a boy."
"Thank you."
"...Normally I'd ask a beautiful woman for a coffee after such praise, but I can't do that with a cadet."

Hey, going from serious to that makes you seem minor... and calling me beautiful is an exaggeration.

Anyway, we decided to move to the shelter where they said civilians had been evacuated.

There were also a few armed security guards there, though not awakened ones, so it was better than staying here in many ways.

During this time, I got to hear roughly what had happened.

"Gnosis?"
"They're the ones who made the announcement. A villain organization. A very dangerous one at that."

Gnosis...

They were definitely a villain organization from the original work.

However, as I recall, they weren't that prominent.

The final boss in the original work was the king of the demon race. In other words, the Demon King.

Gnosis was just one of many passing villain organizations with somewhat peculiar ideologies—

...that's what I remember from the original.

But that was my memory of the original novel.

"They're the only villain organization that even Oracle couldn't defeat. They don't have many branches, but they're behind several major incidents."
"Are they that infamous?"
"Very much so. They're quite famous among heroes. Well, they haven't been active much, and they've been lying low for the past few years. But now they've returned with a flashy announcement."

After saying that, Staffer added with a serious expression:

"Now that they're back, heroes will be in an uproar for a while."
"Could it be... because of the supremacists?"
"Yes. You know about them? They've been quiet until now because of what happened a few years ago, but now that Gnosis has appeared, they'll raise their heads again."

Supremacists.

Those who consider awakened ones as a new, superior species.

People with the dangerous ideology that the world should be reorganized around awakened ones.

The problem is that this villainous thinking is actually quite prevalent even among heroes, not just villains.

Gnosis is the group of villains who preach this supremacy.

There are many such groups, but Gnosis also advocates the principle of "not killing heroes unless unavoidable," which attracts even more heroes with twisted thinking.

"My, I shouldn't be telling a cadet these things already. It's embarrassing as a senior hero."

"No, we'll need to know eventually. Besides, there are more cadets here besides us. They may not be official heroes, but they could definitely help—"

"Wait."

Just as I was about to tell them about the others who could help—

"...Enemy."

There were strangers in front of us.

"Found you."

The words of a man in a black coat glaring at me seemed to echo loudly in my ears.

Ch.38 - Chapter 38: The Black Man
A man in a black coat with his face hidden behind a mask.

And three clown dolls.

Somehow, these suspicious figures were now standing before us.

"Enemies... right?"
"Hoping otherwise would be wishful thinking."

Indeed, expecting someone accompanied by clown dolls to be anything but an enemy would be foolish.

"I'm sorry, but you'll need to take care of this child now."
"Yes."

Sensing the impending battle, Staffer handed Kyle over to me. I immediately supported the still unconscious Kyle on my shoulder.

The other two heroes also prepared for combat.

While they readied themselves to fight at any moment, the man in black spoke in a dry voice.

"Eliminate them."
"They're coming!"

At the black man's command, the clowns began to move.

The plump, oversized clown pulled something out from within its clothing and threw it.

It was a ball painted to look like a clown's face in a ridiculous manner.

Whirling, thud!
BOOM!

"As expected, it's a bomb. Kuk! Another one's coming! Phase Shifter!"

While the bomber clown continued throwing bomb-balls, a slender female clown doll rushed forward quickly.

Staffer was busy intercepting bombs with his staff, so the hero with teleportation abilities stepped in.

She immediately teleported behind the doll and attempted to slice it with her two daggers.

Kiriririririk!
Chwaralarak!

But the female doll twisted and turned its body grotesquely, swinging blades that extended from its arms.

Not only was its speed incredibly fast, but threatening weapons also emerged unpredictably from its knees, elbows, and even its mouth.

"Miss Yujin, stay close to me."

Meanwhile, the healer hero deployed a protective barrier and spoke to me.

Faceless clown dolls were rising up around her and me.

These were summons created by the last remaining clown, growing in number.

"I can help too."
"I'm sorry to rely on a cadet, but I have no choice right now."

The healer sister was concentrating on maintaining protective barriers not just for us but also for the two people fighting in front.

I prepared a psychic wave to provide support. I had brought an electromagnetic pistol, but I lost it when we fell from the Ferris wheel earlier, so now I had only my bare hands.

"What a nuisance!"

Staffer, who was taking on the tank role, charged forward at great risk to block the bomber clown that was throwing bomb-balls in all directions.

The bomber clown didn't just throw bomb-balls; it used mines and turned dummy dolls created by the marionette clown into bombs, making them self-destruct in unpredictable attacks.

He swung his pulse staff to neutralize the bombs with electromagnetic pulses, but he was gradually being overwhelmed by the sheer volume of attacks.

BOOM!

"Kuk!"

When even the protective barrier shattered from the explosion, dummy dolls that had been turned into bombs pounced on him.

If they exploded now, he would die.

Tick-

-...?

Tick tick!

But the explosion didn't happen.

The wave I had preemptively created around him had interfered with the remote detonation.

"Now's your chance!"
"Well done, Miss Yujin!"

I had used up a lot of psychic energy, but it saved Staffer.

Moreover, it gave Staffer an opportunity to counterattack.

After all, it wasn't just the dolls that had pounced on him that stopped exploding.

Tadadatat!

"Die, you fat bastard!"

CRACK!

Staffer rushed forward with explosive speed, leaped to add acceleration, and struck down the bomber clown.

With the bombs not working, the bomber clown had no way to defend against Staffer's accelerated strike.

The clown shattered into pieces from the impact enhanced with pulse energy.

Great, one down—

KABOOM!

"What?"

Just as I was feeling relieved that the bomber had been killed, Staffer was suddenly caught in an explosion.

"L-look over there."

Staffer barely managed to endure, but the one we thought we had eliminated was somehow alive elsewhere.

"It's a dummy doll. That just transformed into that."

Click, click....

If it could revive from a dummy even after being destroyed, it meant we couldn't defeat it unless we eliminated all the dummies.

Shwap!

"Ugh, I'm sorry."
"Let's heal you first!"

Phase Shifter teleported the injured Staffer back to us. The healer immediately began treating his wounds.

"Watch out!"

Meanwhile, the assassin-type clown pounced on them with acrobatic leaps.

Phase Shifter stood in the way with her daggers, but even she was injured by the doll's attack.

I quickly manifested my psychic power before we could be hit with additional attacks.

BANG!

The assassin doll was repelled by the shock wave.

The dummy dolls that were trying to pounce from all directions were also thrown back.

"Thank you, you've bought us some time."

During the brief respite, the healer treated the other two.

As the recovered Staffer stood up, he looked at the clowns that were charging again.

No, more precisely, he was looking at the person walking between them.

"Stand aside. Once I get what I want, I'll leave."

It was the man in the black coat, speaking with cold eyes.

"Hey, I don't understand. What do you want?"
"One person. Just hand over one person."

The black man pointed at someone in response to Staffer's question.

His finger was pointing toward Kyle, who had been laid down temporarily.

"That pathetic one sleeping over there. Hand him over and I'll leave."
"Kyle..."

He said he would leave if we handed over Kyle.

Honestly, I couldn't believe him.

But it was clear from the battle just now that they had the upper hand.

We might be able to hold our own against just the clowns, but the man in black hadn't lifted a finger so far.

If he joined the fight, there was no telling what would happen.

Of course, I had no intention of handing Kyle over. But I wasn't sure if the other three felt the same way.

"Ha, this is ridiculous. What business do you have with a cadet who isn't even an official hero?"
"That's none of your concern."
"True, it isn't."

Staffer spoke cynically, then readjusted his grip on his pulse staff.

"I don't care about your demands, you piece of trash."

Contrary to my expectations, his answer was resolute.

"Asking heroes to sell out a comrade? You really underestimate us."

As he revealed his unwavering conviction as a hero and rekindled his fighting spirit, the other two also prepared for battle again.

"Don't worry, Miss Yujin. We don't abandon our comrades. Especially not cadets, the hope of the future."
"Everyone..."
"But from now on, please protect Kyle. That man will surely target him."

From the conversation just now, I could tell that the man in black was after Kyle, though I didn't know why.

So we couldn't just lay him down somewhere and fight like before.

I didn't understand why he hadn't targeted Kyle from the beginning, but all we could do was hold out and wait for backup.

"How foolish, and..."

As everyone was steeling their resolve with such thoughts.

"...how detestable."
"...!"

In the blink of an eye, Staffer's abdomen was pierced by his hand.

I couldn't even perceive his movement. There was just a momentary flash of a black shadow, and when it reappeared, Staffer had already been struck.

"Kuh, kuhak!"
"Staffer!"
"Behind you!"
"...!"

As soon as Staffer was hit, the black man appeared behind Phase Shifter and grabbed her arm without giving her time to dodge.

Zzzzzzz!

"Aaaaargh!"

Just from his grip on her arm, a black shadow seemed to infect and corrode it.

The shadow that instantly corroded her arm soon dissolved it. That alone was enough to render Phase Shifter unable to resist further.

Only the healer and I remained. But before we could do anything, he disappeared again and reappeared in front of the healer.

The healer hurriedly tried to fire her electromagnetic pistol, but she collapsed like a wooden doll just from being struck by the black man's arm.

Now there was no one left between me and the man in black.

"Step aside, Yujin."
"How do you know my name... No, more importantly."

Everyone had been taken down in an instant, but I had no intention of backing down.

"I can't hand over Kyle."
"......"

There was no way to overcome such a disparity in power.

But I couldn't just meekly let him take Kyle.

No matter what, I absolutely didn't want to do that.

"You're always the same."

Wave deployment.

I extended my hands, charged with waves, as if performing martial arts.

I wasn't confident in my combat skills, but with my weapon lost, I had no other choice.

"Always ready to jump into the fire to protect someone, with no regard for yourself."

Binding him with a deceleration wave.

Increasing my speed with an amplification wave.

Then a shock wave raised to maximum output.

My fist, imbued with that wave, reached him.

BANG!

My palm hit his solar plexus precisely.

Thanks to drawing out all my remaining psychic energy, the power was extraordinary.

The black man's body burst like a popped balloon from the shock wave.

But—

"That's why you're always so pitiful and heartbreaking."

Even with more than half his body blown away, the black energy that formed his body was gathering again, as if regenerating.

"I'll make it so you don't have to do that anymore."
"Kuhuk..."

The black man grabbed my throat.

And I felt the corrosion spreading to my neck.

That black corrosion that had severed Phase Shifter's arm.

If it reached my throat, I would surely...

"Get away from Yujin!"

At that moment, a chilling energy passed before my eyes. An icy blade had cut off the arm that was gripping my neck.

The one who had swung that ice blade was, of course, Kyle.

He had regained consciousness.

"Yujin, are you okay?"

While the black man with his severed arm retreated momentarily, Kyle asked me.

I was relieved that Kyle had regained consciousness and tried to answer, but.

"......! ......"
"Yujin?"

No voice came out.

Come to think of it, the black corrosion was still infecting my throat.

But it wasn't just that my voice wouldn't come out.

My psychic power... wasn't responding.

Not only that, when I tried to forcibly manifest my psychic abilities, I felt severe pain.

"Yujin, can't you speak?"
"......"
"Don't force yourself to talk. It's okay."
"......"

I quietly nodded.

"Do you want to protect her, Kyle Lester?"

Then, the dry, metallic-scraping voice of the black man was heard.

"Who are you?"
"Who I am is not important. Answer the question, do you want to protect her?"
"Of course I do. But that's not something I need to answer to you."

Kyle began to manifest cold energy and telekinetic psychic power all around.

Not just that, he was trying to keep all the clowns that were still waiting in check.

They could have overwhelmed us already, so I couldn't understand why those clowns were staying still.

Above all, I needed to warn Kyle. That this man was unbelievably strong.

But my voice wouldn't come out.

"If you want to protect her, be prepared to risk everything, Kyle Lester."

The black man disappeared again.

He had suddenly appeared beside Kyle. And just as he had done before, he reached out to try to infect Kyle.

I tried to throw myself in the way to block him.

CRACK!

"......!"
"Even without you saying so, I've always been prepared for that."

But ice that had formed out of nowhere blocked his hand.

Ch.39 - Chapter 39: In the Eternal Flow of Time
"No. It's still not enough, Kyle Lester."

Crack-

The black shadow began to erode the ice that blocked its path.

Kyle quickly separated the ice and sent other pre-made ice spikes flying at him using telekinesis.

Thwack!

Ice spikes pierced through the black man's body.

But the black man didn't even flinch, as if he hadn't been harmed at all.

One spike had even pierced through his eye, yet instead, the ice was being eroded by the black shadow in reverse.

"Do you really think you've given it your all?"

Even after Kyle continued attacking with all his might, he couldn't inflict even the slightest damage on the black man.

I couldn't just stand by watching, so I hurriedly ran to where the healer had dropped her gun.

Click, bang!

The electromagnetic pulse hit the black man. Fortunately, it seemed to have some effect as the black man scattered like dust.

I wanted to shout at Kyle to put some distance between them, but no voice came out. The erosion around my throat was still present.

I wondered why he hadn't killed me with that erosion when he could have.

Of course, that wouldn't explain the clown dolls that were merely surrounding this area either.

Anyway, since I couldn't speak, I hurried to grab Kyle and retreat.

"You still have too much to lose, Kyle Lester."


At that moment, I heard his voice behind me as I was running.

I had been caught by the black man.

Thud.

I was seized by the black man. Caught from behind, I dropped the gun.

"Eugene!"

Kyle was running toward me.

No, don't come! This is a trap!

I needed to shout that, but no voice came out.

Squelch-

"...!"

Because he tried to save me, Kyle was defenseless against the black man's counterattack.

This time, he couldn't avoid the black man's strike as he reappeared before him.

"As long as you can't let go of that, you'll never be able to protect her."

Kyle's chest was pierced by the black man's hand.

The black man was whispering to him.

I have to save him. I must save him!

Every time I thought that, the black erosion became more painful.

But I don't want to lose Kyle here.

So anything, anything will do. Please—

-Are you okay?

As I was about to go mad watching Kyle being eroded, I heard a voice whispering to me.

The voice I occasionally heard when I used too much psychic power.

The one I had dismissed as an auditory hallucination, mimicking my voice.

-You'll no longer be yourself anymore.

It, or rather someone, was asking me.

-Will you still save him?

Why would it ask such a thing?

What does it mean that I won't be myself anymore?

I couldn't understand, but my answer was already decided.

"I want to save him."

One sentence I barely managed to say through the erosion.

The moment I said those words, I felt some indescribable power enveloping me.

Something warm yet heartbreakingly sad.

A feeling so bright and pure white, yet it seemed like it would weep for all the darkness in the world.

When that dazzling light passed.

"This, I am..."

I had become a completely different being.

Wings and blades made of light.

Before I knew it, I had already slashed the black man with them.

When cut by the blade of light, unlike before, the black man bled red blood.

The blade had also passed through Kyle, but it didn't harm him at all.

"Ugh..."

The black man staggered.

But his eyes, seemingly hidden in shadows, were looking at me as if burning with desire.

"...You."

Hmm, my voice still wasn't coming out properly.

The erosion still seemed to remain.

It seemed that my original psychic abilities were still blocked when I removed this unidentifiable power.

What exactly happened?

Anyway, I wanted to ask that man why he was doing this.

Though I doubted a villain would answer such a question.

"You're always an amazing woman."
"...How do you..."

I also wanted to ask how he knew me, but annoyingly, my voice still wouldn't come out properly.

"But don't use that power anymore."

However, he showed no intention of explaining anything.

I had no idea why he was acting this way, but he was disappearing into black smoke. The surrounding clown dolls were doing the same.

"Because that power will take everything away from you."
"..."

The black man left those enigmatic words and vanished.

I stared at where he had disappeared for a moment, then hurried to where Kyle had collapsed.

Kyle had definitely been pierced through the chest.

That alone was a fatal wound, but if his heart had been pierced, it wouldn't have been strange if he had died instantly.

"Ah."

But when I saw Kyle's wound, I could feel somewhat relieved. The black erosion still remained, but strangely, there was no wound.

Perhaps he never intended to kill him? Then I couldn't understand why he went through all this trouble.

But for now, saving Kyle and the others took priority over figuring out the reason.

"Ugh, mmm... Ah, Eugene."
"Are you... okay?"
"What happened? Where's that man?"
"..."
"Eugene?"

Fortunately, the healer had woken up, but I had no way to explain what had happened.

The erosion was still blocking my throat. Instead of answering, I pointed to the blackened area around my neck.

"Huh? That... Don't tell me you can't speak right now?"

Fortunately, she understood my body language, so I nodded and pointed to Kyle and the others.

The staffer and phase shifter were also fortunately alive.

Unlike Kyle, they not only had erosion but also injuries, but if they were alive, even with severed arms, they could be regenerated with intensive treatment from healing psychics.

"I've finished emergency treatment. Everyone's safe. However, this erosion remaining on Kyle still won't disappear."

Rather, the erosion seemed to be gradually consuming Kyle.

Seeing that naturally gave me an ominous feeling. Was that man's goal to implant that in Kyle from the beginning?

Why? The question led to—

Throb

"Ah."

When my thoughts reached that point, I felt an intense headache.

I couldn't help but stagger from the dizziness that followed the severe pain.

"Eugene? Are you hurt somewhere too?"

No, I'm not hurt. I shook my head.

But something was definitely not right.

Help me, save me, I don't want to die—

Such voices were coming from all directions.

Something different from the emotional voices I usually heard with my psychic abilities.

It was as if countless people were speaking directly into my mind.

Just that alone made me feel dizzy.

"You don't look well. Let's retreat to the shelter for now. The staffer is awake, so we can move somehow."

Finding it increasingly difficult to maintain my balance, I could only nod my head with effort.

* * *

"Cough."

Venom rose from the darkness, spitting blood.

An icy white light was shining from his side.

The darkness was erasing that light again, but with each moment, he felt terrible pain.

"To awaken the Seraphim already."

He knew the cycle was accelerating, but this was the first time she had awakened the Seraphim's power at this point.

With each loop, Eugene's power was growing stronger.

Venom, or the man once called Kyle Lester, who had been wandering through eternal time, was not pleased with this fact.

The stronger Eugene became, the faster they would move too. Her growing stronger was not at all good for his purpose.

He had already seen numerous changes in Eugene and the timeline, but this time the degree was too drastic.

He could no longer even guess how much of the future he could predict.

"...At least that guy has changed a bit too, which is some consolation."

The one Venom referred to as "that guy" was, ironically, himself—the Kyle of this time.

Unlike what he expected, this Kyle had held his own against him quite well.

To the point where it would have been troublesome if he hadn't used Eugene.

"But that's far from enough."

Just getting a little stronger won't be enough for him to prevent what's coming. There had never been such a timeline.

"Ugh!"

Blood flowed again. The dark matter removed the light remaining in the wound, but delivered one final pain like tearing his internal organs.

He vomited blood again, but staggered back to his feet.

He had to keep moving forward. Until all of this ended.

Until he saved her from this terrible cycle, he couldn't stop for even a moment.

"Death Crown."
"Oh, you're back? Finished your business?"

Returning to Death Crown, Venom looked at those confronting him.

"Someone else has appeared. A villain?"
"At least not an ally."
"Damn, one was already too much..."

It was them. The son of the Sword Saint, Crawford's eldest daughter, and the original.

Venom had many thoughts as he briefly looked at them, but soon turned his gaze back to Death Crown indifferently.

"I've finished my business. Support will arrive soon, so stop playing around and retreat."
"Hmm, that's true, but I don't like taking orders from you."
"...Then do as you please and die."
"Ah, that's problematic. But there's something strange I've been feeling for a while."

At Death Crown's words, Venom inwardly flinched, though he didn't show it.

This was the first time Death Crown had shown such a reaction at this point in time. Moreover, he could guess the reason.

"This unpleasant, yet incredibly exciting feeling. This is definitely the Seraphim. I can feel the Seraphim's power."
"..."
"What's going on, Venom? Why can I feel it here? It seems related to your business?"
"I have no obligation to answer."
"Then I have no reason to follow your orders either. Kill the Seraphim on sight—that's the duty given to all demons of the demon realm."

This was becoming troublesome.

The clown had noticed her existence.

"Can I play with it?"
"...Do as you please."

Though he doubted the clown would listen if he tried to stop him, Venom didn't dissuade him.

It was problematic that the flow had completely changed, but according to what Venom had already arranged, the clown couldn't harm her no matter how much he rampaged.

It might even be better to let him run wild at this point.

"Oh, right. Then I'll let these youngsters deal with the dolls."
"..."

After saying that, Death Crown began to fly away on a clown balloon.

"Where the hell is he going!"

When Jung Ji-hoo saw this and rushed forward, he was blocked by the assassin doll that Venom had brought.

As other clown dolls joined in addition to the assassin doll, the three of them were pinned in place.

Venom looked at them with cold eyes and then disappeared into the darkness as well.

The hands of fate's clock had begun to turn again.

Ch.40 - Chapter 40: The Jester of Death
"So you're the heroes. Have you come to rescue us?"

As we headed toward the shelter, a guard on lookout duty with a gun spoke with hopeful words.

But the healer immediately shook her head.

"I'm sorry, support hasn't arrived yet. Actually, we came here because we're injured."
"Oh my, please come in quickly."
"Thank you."
"Don't mention it. We're the ones who are always grateful to heroes like you."

Receiving encouragement and salutes from the guards, we went straight into the shelter.

Though it was called a shelter, its defenses weren't particularly sturdy. There was a retractable barrier, but I doubted whether it would be safe against monsters capable of causing explosions.

Beyond it, people were gathered in an almost defenseless state.

If there was any consolation, it was that there were surprisingly few injured people, and quite a number had already been rescued.

"I'm ashamed. I was utterly defeated."
"Staffer, don't say that. The enemy was just ridiculously strong. Even an S-rank would have struggled against them."
"Hmm, why did such a being appear... More importantly, is Yujin alright?"

Staffer, who was supporting Kyle instead of me, asked. I nodded despite breaking out in a cold sweat.

"I heard you survived thanks to her. Thank you, Yujin. But your face is pale—have you received treatment?"
"Staffer, Yujin can barely speak right now. It's not good to ask her more questions."
"Ah, I apologize for my rudeness."

While we were talking, we entered past the shelter's barrier.

Inside were about 100 people, and when we entered, their gazes turned toward us.

"Aren't those heroes? Has the rescue team arrived?"
"No, it doesn't seem like it. They all look injured."
"What? So they were defeated instead?"
"H-hurry and save us!"

Seeing heroes return injured and not as a rescue team, people began to grow agitated.

Even the guards who should have calmed them down showed reluctance.

"Wait, Yujin, please take care of Kyle."

At that moment, Staffer stepped forward in front of everyone, straightening his posture as if his injuries were nothing.

"Everyone, please remain calm. The rescue team will arrive soon."
"Th-they should have been here by now!"
"The rescue forces themselves are likely already assembled. But depending on the gate's size and characteristics, it will take time to deactivate the outer barrier."

Like the experienced hero he was, Staffer skillfully calmed the people.

His response was flawless—facing people's complaints while maintaining dignity despite his injuries, reassuring them.

"So please trust us and wait calmly for rescue."
"Y-yes, we should listen to the hero."
"If we panic more, it'll only burden them further."

Soon, the people were calmed by Staffer's words. Even Staffer himself seemed nervous, letting out a sigh of relief.

"That's a bit of a relief. I ended up giving a speech that doesn't suit me."
"Good job, Staffer. Are you secretly a natural performer?"
"Don't be ridiculous. More importantly, we're in a difficult situation. Rescue seems delayed, and there are still people outside who haven't been rescued..."
"Staffer. Let me tell you in advance, you can't go out in that condition."
"I know. I can't, and the Phase Shifter definitely can't either."

Staffer and the healer discussed with serious expressions. For them, defending this place with the guards was the best option, but they were clearly worried about those still waiting for rescue outside.

-Help me.
-Please, someone save us.
-I'm scared, so scared...

Amidst all this, I heard voices again. The voices of people were increasing.

I felt dizzy each time I heard them, but I was gradually getting used to it.

The problem lay elsewhere.

Every time I heard those voices, I felt an almost compulsive urge to save them.

Rationally speaking, I was in no condition to go out rescuing people, yet I felt I absolutely had to. My entire way of thinking seemed to be changing.

"Excuse me."

So, with feelings I couldn't distinguish as truly my own, I struggled to speak to them. Speaking was still difficult due to the corruption.

"I... outside. Rescue..."
"Yujin, are you saying you want to go rescue people?"

The healer understood my slurred words and asked. I nodded, but she refused with a stern expression.

"No, Yujin, you're not in good condition either! And going out alone would be even more out of the question."

It was entirely reasonable, but the compulsion in my mind wouldn't relent. Instead, it was coming up with justifications for why I needed to go.

For instance, I could use the voices I heard to locate people, or that Jeong Ji-hoo and his team might be somewhere outside so I could join them, or that even in my poor condition, I'd be fine as long as I didn't encounter enemies as dangerous as before...

None of these were entirely baseless, but whether they had merit or not, I felt my thinking being rationalized in that direction.

Only then did I realize that this was what it meant to "lose oneself"—that cryptic warning.

"But still—"

Despite my inability to speak properly, I was trying to express these thoughts somehow.

But soon that became impossible.

BOOM!

"What was that?!"

An explosion powerful enough to shatter the barrier in one go.

The impact was so strong that everyone in the shelter staggered or fell.

"M-monsters are coming! The clowns..."

SPLAT.

A sticky toy attached itself to the guard who was running to report the situation.

The guard's expression froze as if he recognized what it was.

"Ah, ahhh!"

BANG!

The toy exploded.

The guard who had been alive just moments ago was torn to pieces like garbage.

People in the shelter screamed at the grotesque sight.

Simultaneously, clown dolls came pouring in.

Staffer hurriedly moved to block them.

I also unleashed that power again. The sword of light reformed.

SWOOSH! SLASH!

I spread my wings of light and rushed forward quickly, cutting down the clown dolls converging from all directions.

The dolls caused explosions or threw blades, but fortunately, they couldn't do much damage to me.

My wings of light automatically wrapped around me, protecting me from explosions, and I dodged the daggers and blades thrown by assassin-type dolls with my speed.

Thanks to blocking many dolls this way, Staffer and the guards were somehow managing to hold off the rest.

Good, at this rate, somehow...

"So it really is a Seraphim. I wonder how long it's been since I've seen a Seraphim besides the Oracle."

Just then, an unfamiliar voice sounded behind me.

A playful clown's voice, but simultaneously filled with murderous intent and malice.

Whoever it was, they were clearly an enemy. I immediately swung my sword.

SLASH!

The clown behind me was bisected by my light sword.

But the cutting sensation was too light.

What I had actually cut was definitely a dummy doll, and small balls poured out from the bisected doll's stomach instead of blood.

BOOM BOOM BOOM!

Each of those balls was a bomb.

With this irregular explosive attack, I couldn't even defend with my wings and was completely exposed.

My skin burned away, and pain surged through me as if my bones would break from the impact.

But this light was healing me. Yet the pain didn't disappear, and I broke out in a cold sweat.

"A new Seraphim after several decades. But why are you here so carelessly?"

The clown's voice sounded from behind me again.

I tried to cut him down again, but before I could, a chilling sensation swept past my eyes.

Instantly, the world turned red. I couldn't see anything, as if I'd fallen into a sea of blood.

The horrifying pain only registered after a few seconds.

"Ah, ahhh...!"

Only belatedly did I realize that the clown had cut my eyes.

The sensation of my eyes being cut, the viscous feeling of ocular fluid flowing, and the fear of not being able to see anything were all wrestling with the thought that I needed to keep fighting.

Because of this, I stood awkwardly, neither fully sitting down nor properly standing.

"Well, it doesn't matter. As long as I'm having fun, that's all that counts."
"Yujin!"

BOOM!

Now unable to see anything, I could only hear sounds.

Staffer's scream, explosions, the mad clown's laughter, people's screams.

In the midst of this chaos, I was powerless.

"Hehehe, are you angry? Are you angry because your comrade, your Seraphim, is hurt?"
"Y-you bastard!"
"Then I should make you even angrier!"

SLICE!

At that moment, I felt a stinging pain.

Unable to see anything, I couldn't immediately tell what had happened.

But soon, the sensation from my arm told me what had occurred.

There was no feeling in my left arm.

No sensation, yet it hurt and I was terrified.

This time, unable to maintain even the will to fight, I collapsed.

Because I was scared and in pain. I couldn't bear it anymore.

"Ah, ugh..."

I weakly slumped down. But in truth, this was normal for me.

After all, I wasn't some protagonist from a story who wouldn't break even in the face of terrible trials.

I had no sense of duty or tenacity to jump into dangerous situations—I was just an ordinary person.

It was already remarkable that I had endured this far, that I had jumped in several times to save Kyle.

Once that irrational courage was stripped away, this was all I really was.

"Huhuhuh, how boring. You're even worse than those guys from earlier. Hey, Miss Seraphim. You're still too weak. This isn't much of a game."
"......"
"Hmm? Say something. If you don't speak, should I kill these humans one by one? Would that make you talk?"
"......"
"What's this, are you mute? Ah, it seems so."

The clown's maniacal voice continued.

The light kept healing me, but my vision hadn't returned, and of course, my arm hadn't regenerated yet.

This unknown power awakened within me wasn't yet complete. I couldn't tell if it was still developing or if something suppressed hadn't been fully released.

But right now, I couldn't resist here.

"Ah! Then let's do this. Let's play a game."

Soon I felt something grab me. It seemed to be a clown doll. After restraining me so I couldn't resist, he shouted:

"Ladies and gentlemen who futilely wish to keep living! This death clown has a hot proposal for you! Here is a very noble girl willing to sacrifice herself for you!"

The clown said this and then laughed maniacally. Then, with expectant eyes, he said:

"If this child sacrifices herself, you all can live. But whether to kill this girl or not is for you to decide."

THUD.

I heard the sound of metal hitting the ground. It seemed to be a dagger.

"Decide one by one. Whether to stab this girl, or maintain your conscience to the end. Hurry up, I'm so excited to see whether you'll choose your lives or your conscience!"

When the mad clown proposed such an insane game, people neither voiced agreement nor opposition.

Only a terrible silence lingered there, except for the clown's laughter.

Ch.41 - Chapter 41: Deeper Than Hatred
A destroyed city, terrified people, and thick psychic malice swirling everywhere.

It was all just like that day Kyle remembered.

It reminded him of the very day his parents died.

"What are all those heroes doing? Does it make sense they can't come because they're fighting with that damn Association?"
"Stop it! The people fighting out there now are heroes too!"
"They've taken so much in taxes, of course they should be here!"

In the disaster-stricken city, people were crowded into shelters.

Though these massive shelters were designed for such catastrophes, even they seemed cramped in the face of this unprecedented disaster.

There, people began to quarrel with each other.

Some fought over water and food, while others were busy shifting blame for the situation.

For seven-year-old Kyle, such things were beyond his understanding. He believed in just one thing:

He believed his parents, fighting outside, would definitely return alive.

Like always, they would come back and smile at him—young Kyle believed this without a doubt.

"I'm sorry. James and Karin..."
"...They fought until the end and died in the line of duty."

But what awaited Kyle was the death of his parents, who hadn't even left proper remains.

Talk about how they fought to the last in a battle against monsters when everyone else retreated, or how their sacrifice allowed them to turn the tide and defeat the monsters—

None of that meant much to Kyle.

What registered with young Kyle was simply that he would never again see his parents' smiles in the morning, never receive their goodnight kisses—all of that had become impossible.

But before long, Kyle was forced to realize much more.

The media busy using the son of fallen heroes as gossip fodder, people who praised him to his face but envied his fame behind his back, those who tried to exploit and politicize his parents' deaths, and even children his age who mirrored the adults' behavior.

Kyle's parents had sacrificed themselves to protect people, but there was no one to protect Kyle, left alone, from people's malice.

Kyle's heart, raised in malice, was soon covered in hatred.

He hated them all—those who caused his parents' death, those who tormented him, and those who continued to live as if they were innocent despite everything. He hated them all.

And so Kyle was slowly sinking into a world of hatred as black as the sea.

"Nice to meet you! I want to be your friend!"

Eugene was the only person who approached Kyle then.

The only one who reached out a hand to him when he would have sunk into the deep abyss.

Though he doubted and even rejected it, Eugene neither left nor gave up, staying by his side.

For Kyle, Eugene was someone who could only be described as his everything.

-But what are you doing now?

The Corruption whispered.

-You're about to lose everything, yet you're lying there so complacently.

Kyle couldn't tell if it was the man who left this Corruption speaking directly, if it was the Corruption itself speaking, or if it was something else entirely.

-If something is precious enough to be your everything, then risk everything to protect it.

But regardless of which it was, Kyle realized that now was the time to get up, just as it said.

In the darkness like a curtain, Kyle quietly awoke.

"Kihihiheeheeheehee! Fun! This is the most fun ever!"

The mad clown's laughter assaulted his ears as soon as he woke up.

Kyle couldn't tell where he was or what had happened from that alone.

But now none of that mattered anymore.

"You people are truly amazing. How can you do this? Don't you normally hesitate a little?"

There was his everything.

With her eyes slashed and arm severed, butchered by those consumed by fear.

"Aren't people like you supposed to be the ones who rebuke villains? Saying things like 'We're nothing like you!' and such!"

People trembling with fear.
Half with blood on their hands.
Half standing by and watching.
Half justifying themselves.

Seeing this, Kyle finally felt self-mockery.

What had he expected?

Had he expected everyone to praise the guardian and protect the protector?

"Kikikikikik! But to reduce her to shreds like this. Truly, your ability to defy all expectations is the most entertaining thing!"

It was foolish that he had somehow come to believe again in something he knew had betrayed him long ago.

Only now did Kyle realize how accustomed he had become to her.

Being with Eugene had made him so happy that he'd forgotten what he should never have forgotten.

That hatred suits this world better.

"Well then, time to wrap this up—"
"It's you."
"...!"

Crack!

The laughing clown's laughter stopped.

As the clown's arm was torn off, black corruption began to spread everywhere.

"Eh? What?"
"It was you. The one who hurt Eugene."

Thwack!

Kyle's arm pierced through the clown's back.

Black corruption emerged from the penetrating arm and began to consume the clown.

The same power that black man had used.

Kyle was becoming aware that he was using that power, but the reason didn't matter.

All that mattered was that he could kill the enemy before him, the enemy of himself and Eugene.

"Kihehe! I don't know what you're talking about!"

The black corruption completely devoured the clown whose heart had been pierced.

But the clown had already switched places with a dummy.

Regenerating his torn arm while laughing maniacally, he began to mock Kyle.

"It wasn't me who did that to your lover! It was those people you're protecting right now! Kihihit!"

Despite the clown's continued mockery, Kyle didn't respond to his words.

Telekinesis mixed with corruption flew toward the clown in the form of a black spear.

The clown, pierced by the spear, transferred to another doll again.

And Kyle eliminated the dolls again, and faster.

This cycle of piercing and transferring repeated itself.

"Hmm? Isn't that right? I gave them a choice, didn't I? It was their own will to stab the back of the one protecting them. I just provided a little catalyst."

Even as he destroyed the dolls, new ones appeared.

Kyle eliminated them even faster while spreading the corruption power wider.

The corruption was no longer targeting just the clown and his dolls.

It was spreading throughout the entire place where they were.

"You say they had no choice? No. They could have chosen conscience. They could have chosen not to harm others even if it meant dying by my hand. They could have made the game boring in so many ways!"

Thwack!

"Hihit! So I had some expectations! What choices would such supposedly good people make! I even expected some movie-like development! Uhihihit! But what a sight! Less than 10 minutes and half of them were stabbing away!"

Crackle!

"And the rest who didn't stab—are they really good people? No, no! They're just people who didn't want blood on their hands! Hihihit! In the end, that's what humans are!"

Even as Kyle eliminated the dolls and was being torn apart in the process, the clown continued his mockery without pause.

"You're protecting such people now! Is that the justice of you heroes? Kikik! It's really fun—"
"How amusing. Who's protecting whom?"

When Kyle finally answered him.

The clown's laughter finally stopped.

The black corruption completely engulfed the inside of the shelter.

And that corruption spared no one.

"W-wait, we are—"
"Kyaaa! S-save me!"

The black corruption was devouring people.

The dolls had all been eliminated long ago.

But Death Crown couldn't create new dolls.

The entire space had been corrupted by Kyle, and he could no longer perform his magic here.

"Talk of who is good, justice, heroes—none of that has any value to me."

And Death Crown himself was being corrupted.

"Whether someone is an enemy to me and Eugene or not. That's all that matters."

So you too, and those worthless people, are just enemies now.

"So all of you might as well die."

Whether good or evil, all are equally hateful.

"K-kihihihit! F-fun! This guy is completely crazier than me—"

Crunch!

Death Crown collapsed into a lump of blood.

Now all that remained in the shelter were people in chaos.

They were all engulfed in the corruption created by Kyle.

"P-please spare me!"
"I didn't do anything!"
"I didn't want to do it!"
"C-can a hero do this?!"

Some begged for their lives, some claimed innocence, and some began to blame.

It all felt familiar.

Kyle realized then that the world hadn't changed at all from when he was seven years old.

Only he had changed. And even that change was only because of Eugene.

No, perhaps he hadn't even changed.

He had merely suppressed it, and now Kyle was bringing out that suppressed hatred again.

Crunch—

"Kyaaaaa!"
"S-save me!"
"Uweeeek..."

So now, Kyle thought, he should become who he was meant to be.

And so he was about to walk into the darkness he should have walked into originally.

"Don't do this, Kyle."

And what stopped him was, once again, the same person.

Eugene, still covered in blood, was holding him back and speaking.

"I-I can finally speak."
"Eugene."

At Eugene's words, Kyle stopped tightening the remaining corruption. The released people either fainted or remained frozen in fear.

"Even in that state... why are you doing this?"

Eugene's condition was still not good.

Somehow her severed arm had been reattached, but it hung limp like a puppet with cut strings, unable to move.

The stab wounds all over her body hadn't properly healed, and her slashed eyes hadn't fully recovered either, as she was squinting.

Yet she was still trying to stop Kyle. She was protecting those who had butchered her.

"That's not it."

Eugene, catching her breath, spoke as if reading Kyle's thoughts.

"I'm like you. Whatever people have done, whoever they are, that doesn't matter."

From the moment Eugene approached Kyle, Kyle had only been looking at Eugene.

And Eugene had only been looking at Kyle.

"It's just that you're what matters to me."

So there's no need for that.

No need to be twisted because of malicious people, or because of Eugene herself.

No need to walk in darkness, no need to be alone.

"Stay as you are now, Kyle."

With those words, Eugene collapsed into his arms.

Looking at the unconscious Eugene, Kyle felt his seething hatred subside again.

"...If that's what you want."

In the end, Kyle decided to put his choice on hold.

Ch.42 - Chapter 42: Aftermath
"Only this one left."

Ji-hoo, Alice, and Reika were engaged in a desperate battle against three types of clowns.

There had been several moments of crisis, but the tide turned when Ji-hoo reawakened the swordsmanship of the Sword Saint in a critical moment.

With his awakened power, he overwhelmed the clowns with an absolute difference in skill.

Eventually, only the Marionette-type clown remained.

The puppet clowns it controlled had all been subdued as well.

"Those were tough ones. We've wasted too much time, so let's finish this quickly."
"Ugh, I wonder if Yujin is okay?"
"If you're curious, let's just finish this and go find out."

Ji-hoo thought, as Alice suggested, that they should quickly deal with the last remaining one and then go check if Yujin was alright.

"Watch out!"

At that moment, Reika shouted.

She had detected the psychic energy of the last remaining, half-destroyed Marionette-type clown twisting strangely.

As soon as she shouted, Ji-hoo and Alice saw the clown convulsing and became alert.

The Marionette-type clown's body twisted as if transforming into something else, and in an instant, it had changed into the form of something different.

"Kack! Whew! Finally got out! I almost died because of that crazy bastard!"

A clown with a ridiculous appearance and vulgar speech.

It was Death Crown, whom they had faced earlier.

"S-suddenly it changed into that guy from before. What's going on?"
"...Judging by its appearance, it seems to be in quite a mess."

They remained cautious of the reappeared Death Crown, but its condition was so terrible that it didn't seem like it would be difficult to defeat.

"Well, that works out for us. Let's kill it now."

Although Ji-hoo didn't know who Death Crown was, he decided to nip the threat in the bud since it looked suspiciously powerful.

"I agree. It clearly looks like trouble, so let's kill it."

Whoosh!

"Kack! Wait, wait! I'll back off quietly, so can't you just let me go?"
"Don't be ridiculous."
"Don't be ridiculous."

Slash!
Whoosh!

Ignoring Death Crown's words, they unleashed slashes and flames.

Death Crown was hacked to pieces and burned.

Soon, all that remained was the tattered, burned corpse of the clown.

"I think we used too much force..."

Bang!

But suddenly the corpse exploded, creating smoke. Both Ji-hoo and Alice quickly distanced themselves, and Reika blocked the smoke.

"It's not particularly toxic gas. It seems to be just smoke..."
"Oh no, it escaped."

Where Death Crown's body had been, there was only a clown doll connected to a silly jack-in-the-box.

-Uhehehehe!

Crunch!

"Tch, enough of this. Let's go find Yujin."

After irritably crushing the remaining clown doll, Ji-hoo was eager to find Yujin quickly.

"Even if we want to find her, we don't know where she is..."
"Alice, the gate is disappearing."
"Ah, that's good news. The rescue team will be here soon, so we won't have to search around."

Alice was also worried about Yujin and Kyle, so after meeting with the rescue team, she hurried to find them.

And that day, Alice witnessed human malice unfiltered.

"That guy tried to kill us!"
"We had no choice but to do what we did!"
"That's right! That demon threatened us, we had no choice!"
"To think a hero would try to kill people!"

When Alice first heard the whole story, she thought it was like a cheap Greek tragedy written by some third-rate author.

But after seeing the CCTV footage from inside the shelter, she realized it was all true.

Yujin, who had desperately tried to protect people.
The people who had stabbed Yujin with knives.
And then, far from feeling sorry or ashamed, they were protesting and demanding compensation.

All of this seemed so absurdly unfunny.

"I'm definitely going to sue for this! I'll definitely—"
"Shut up, you're disgusting."
"W-what? Stay out of this, kid!"
"I'm still better than a pathetic adult who can't act their age."
"What? You're a hero too, right? I'll sue you too—"
"You seem to like suing. Go ahead and try. I'll be looking forward to it."
"...!"

Alice coldly stared at the self-proclaimed victims in the shelter.

When they met her gaze, they all flinched, overwhelmed by her presence.

"If any of you try anything, whether it's a lawsuit or whatever, the Crawford family will deal with you with full force. No, even if you don't try anything, some of you deserve punishment already, don't you?"

A civilian stabbing a hero was clearly assault. Kyle's actions had only been attempted, but these people had actually stabbed others claiming they wanted to live.

The real victims were Yujin and Kyle.

"I-I, we had no choice—"
"No choice but to play along with the clown's game? Then Kyle had no choice either. How could he know whether you people slashing at Yujin were possessed by a demon or not?"
"That's absurd!"
"What's absurd is you people shamelessly making a fuss to get a few pennies in compensation."

After saying that, Alice felt her trust in humanity disappearing as she spoke.

"If you understand, get out of my sight right now. Before I have you forcibly removed."

At her warning, the people dispersed.

Watching them scatter like ants, Alice sighed.

"Things are going to get noisy for a while."

If this incident became known, it was obvious that the suppressed issues regarding Awakened would resurface.

They would desperately try to hide the matter, but it was only a matter of time before it got out.

Alice couldn't predict at all what would happen next.

* * *

It was probably about 50 people.

Since it was about half, it was probably around that number.

The feeling of being stabbed once by that many people was, honestly, not pleasant.

Every time they stabbed, I could feel their fear, despair, sadness, and occasionally twisted delight, creating unpleasant ripples in my mind and spirit.

If it weren't for that unidentified power sustaining me, I might have gone insane right there.

Having a nightmare about recalling that time, I found myself waking up.

"Hospital..."

The first thing I saw was the ceiling, but I could easily tell it was a hospital.

The overall whiteness and the pathologically emphasized hygiene of the environment.

In the midst of all that, the faint smell of disinfectant and other medications—it could only be a hospital.

I remembered collapsing in Kyle's arms, and it seems I was brought to the hospital afterward.

"Kyle."

At that time, Kyle was clearly about to cross a line.

He was about to become like a villain from the original work, so I desperately tried to stop him.

Fortunately, he seemed to have stopped, but what happened after that...

"Ah, ugh..."

When I tried to get up, my body still hurt.

"Don't force yourself to move."

At that moment, I realized someone was in the hospital room. Looking toward that familiar voice, I saw a small girl with white hair.

"Oracle... ah, no. Chairwoman."
"You don't need to get up."

Rachel, the Oracle and Chairwoman of Arcana, was there.

I wondered if she had come to visit me. Although I had been through something serious, it seemed strange that someone of her stature would visit.

"It's not strange for the Chairwoman to visit when a student of the academy has been through something serious."
"Y-yes, that's true."
"Besides... thanks to you all, the damage from the terror attack was minimized. Although... you ended up going through such an ordeal."
"Ah."

Such an ordeal.

She must be referring to what those people did.

"About that. Kyle..."
"You don't need to worry about that."

The Oracle seemed to anticipate what I was going to ask and spoke before I could.

"With Miss Crawford's help, Kyle won't face any consequences. It wasn't a straightforward situation for either side."
"That's a relief..."
"...There are still some troublesome matters, but it's nothing for Yujin to worry about. Just focus on your recovery."

So there's no need to worry?

The Oracle's words were reassuring, but it felt strange receiving such advice from someone who looked like a child.

Well, if I should focus on recovery as the Oracle said... ah, come to think of it.

"Oracle. There's something I'd like to ask."
"Yes? What is it? Go ahead, Yujin."
"It's about what happened there."

I recalled seeing the man in black at the amusement park and then awakening an unknown power, so I asked the Oracle about it.

More than the identity of the man in black, I was curious about the nature of that unknown power, and I thought the Oracle might know.

The Oracle can see people's potential abilities, and she had already examined my abilities once at the academy.

"...That's right, there was that too."
"Did you know about it?"
"I'm sorry. I had already suspected you might have that power."
"What is that power?"

When I asked the Oracle that question, her expression noticeably darkened. Is it something bad?

"It's... the power of the Seraphim."
"Seraphim...?"
"You probably haven't heard of it. It's information not known to the general public."

As she said, I had never heard of it in the common knowledge of this world.

But the term wasn't completely unfamiliar.

I had definitely heard that word in the original work.

However, I couldn't remember where, how, or to whom the term applied.

It was probably related to the setting of the work, but the original "Prestigious Hero Academy Arcana" was a novel that emphasized character appeal over world-building.

Of course, if it had been an absolutely unforgettable, important setting, I would have remembered it, but the fact that I couldn't recall it immediately suggested it was either not important or, even if it was, not properly described.

"Considering its importance, I should have assigned more security to you rather than leaving things so haphazard. I was careless and let you get hurt, so I'm sorry."
"N-no. It's not your fault, Oracle. I just happened to awaken that power by chance, and from my guess, it seems the enemies didn't expect it either."

Indeed, there were aspects that didn't add up if this was a targeted attack against me.

Rather than me, that man in black had come looking for Kyle.

But that man in black had also mentioned this power.

Though he had warned me never to use it again.

"Hmm, even so, the fact remains that I was too complacent. Anyway, let's discuss this matter again after your treatment is complete. I'll be waiting for you to return to Arcana after you're discharged."

With those words and a reminder to rest well, the Oracle left the hospital room.

I wondered how long I would need to stay in the hospital. Thanks to psychic abilities, it probably wouldn't be too long.

Thinking about that, and feeling curious about the outside world and a bit bored, I turned on the TV.

Beep-

[The aftermath of the terrorist attack at the theme park in Hanul City is growing exponentially. This morning, footage of civilian terror victims inflicting injuries on a hero was leaked—]
[As the video spreads, supremacist sentiment among the Awakened is rising...]

It seemed that while I was asleep, the outside world had become more chaotic than I had imagined.

Ch.43 - Chapter 43: Discharge from the Hospital
The treatment, which I thought wouldn't take long, dragged on longer than expected, and I still hadn't been discharged even after a week.

When I asked if healing with psychic powers wouldn't be quicker, the doctor explained that while psychic healing is effective, it comes with many side effects that burden the body, so it should generally be accompanied by conventional treatment.

"So I need to stay longer, then."
"Yes, but I think you can be discharged in a few days."
"I'm sorry I couldn't visit you earlier."
"No, don't worry about it, Alice. You all had your circumstances, right?"

Since Oracle and my family visited once, no one else had come to see me.

It wasn't because people around me were particularly indifferent, but because the incident at the theme park had become more complicated than expected.

A large-scale gate opening for the first time in nearly 10 years, and a terrorist attack orchestrated jointly by villains and demons.

That alone was enough to cause a commotion, but what added fuel to the fire was what happened to me.

A hero protecting civilians being stabbed dozens of times by those same civilians—it was such a symbolically charged incident that even after a week, the situation hadn't properly settled down.

Awakened supremacist sentiments were rising everywhere, with opposing opinions also emerging, throwing society into turmoil.

Naturally, I was at the center of this controversy, but Arcana and everyone involved in the incident were also dragged into it.

That's why it was difficult for Alice and the others to visit me, as they were being hounded by reporters and various organizations.

"Actually, Jung Ji-hoo kept begging to visit you, but I told him not to. I thought it might cause you more trouble, Yujin."
"Well, I understand."

Even though I hadn't stepped outside the hospital once, reporters had gathered outside, and occasionally tried to sneak in.

Now things had calmed down enough for them to visit, otherwise the reporters would have surely made a fuss.

"Hey, Yujin! When you're all better, would you like to come visit our dojo?"
"Stop making demands of someone who's still sick, Jung Ji-hoo."
"But my father said he wanted to meet you."
"The Sword Saint?"

While I was eating an apple that Reika had peeled for me, Ji-hoo suddenly made this unexpected suggestion.

He was inviting me to his home, but I didn't particularly feel like visiting Ji-hoo's house.

However, the fact that the Sword Saint wanted to see me was somewhat intriguing.

"Yes! Father was looking into this incident and seems to have some questions for you."
"Really? But..."

As I wondered why the Sword Saint would be looking for me, I suddenly remembered my conversation with Oracle. What Oracle had told me about being a Seraphim.

Could the Sword Saint be looking for me for the same reason? If so, I wasn't sure if I should go see him.

Oracle didn't explicitly say to keep it a secret, but she did mention not wanting it to become public knowledge.

"I'm a bit hesitant about the Sword Saint wanting to see me."
"Yujin, couldn't you please meet with the Sword Saint, even if just for a moment on one day?"

At that moment, it was Meiling who asked again before Ji-hoo could.

I thought she was asking because she felt indebted to the Sword Saint and Ji-hoo, but unlike with Ji-hoo, it was difficult to flatly refuse when Meiling asked.

"Well, I suppose a brief conversation would be fine."
"Hooray! Yujin is coming to visit!"
"I'm not coming to see you specifically, so don't get excited, idiot."
"Aww..."

When Ji-hoo made a silly sad face, everyone was able to laugh for a moment.

"Hey, let's all leave now. There's someone else who needs some time."
"Huh? What do you mean?"
"Yujin, we're not the only ones who came today. You haven't met one more person yet, right?"
"Ah."

One person who wasn't here.

I thought it was strange that I didn't see them, but they had actually come.

"...I hate to say this to someone who's sick, but I think you need to comfort him. He's been foolishly blaming himself."
"..."
"Well, we intruders will disappear now."
"Yujin! When you're discharged, make sure to come to our—"
"Stop talking nonsense and let's go, Jung Ji-hoo."

As Alice dragged Ji-hoo out by his ear, the others all filed out as well.

"...Kyle."
"..."

And then only Kyle, with his gloomy demeanor, and I remained in the hospital room.

"It's been a while, though the same goes for everyone else."
"I'm sorry, Yujin."
"...What are you sorry for?"
"For being weak."

When they said he was blaming himself, I had guessed it would be something like this.

"I was too weak to protect you."
"But I'm safe here thanks to you, aren't I?"
"No, in the end, you got hurt. Because I wasn't strong enough. And the power that killed that clown wasn't even my own."

Hmm...

To be honest, Kyle's words were clearly wrong.

Regardless of that crazy clown, from the moment the Ferris wheel collapsed, I would have died if it weren't for Kyle.

Even if I hadn't died thanks to the Seraphim's power, I would certainly have sustained serious injuries. It was clear that Kyle had saved my life from the beginning.

Moreover, when Kyle faced the man in black, he still hadn't fully recovered from the injuries he sustained while trying to save me.

In such a condition, even a reasonably strong person wouldn't be able to fight properly.

Furthermore, regardless of whose power it was, I survived thanks to Kyle, so his self-deprecation didn't make sense.

But I didn't think saying these things would comfort Kyle.

"Singing."
"...What?"
"When it comes to singing, everyone is clumsy at first. Even those with talent, usually."

Of course, there are occasionally people who sing well from the start, but even they rarely meet professional standards right away.

"Even people aiming to be singers or idols struggle when they really dive into it."

Sometimes your skills don't improve despite practicing until you're exhausted, and you might make mistakes on the actual stage.

I had experienced this myself and seen it happen many times.

"At those times, you regret and want to give up. Some people actually do give up, blaming themselves."
"..."
"But I think it's better not to do that."

If you give up because you're still inexperienced, because your skills are lacking, because you're weak—that's when everything truly stops.

You'll remain inexperienced, lacking, and weak forever.

"That's not what you want, is it, Kyle?"
"..."
"I won't tell you not to protect me. If Kyle were in the same situation, I would fight for you too."

But even if the results are somewhat inadequate, or if Kyle got hurt like I did, I wouldn't sit down and cry like a fool.

"Rather than blaming myself or someone else, I would try to become stronger so that next time I could do better, so that I could protect Kyle better. You don't have to think exactly like me, but..."

I took Kyle's hand and asked.

"What about you, Kyle?"

At my words, Kyle silently took my hand in return.

We stayed like that for a while, silently gazing warmly at each other.

* * *

"Are you really okay now?"
"Yes, Mom. Have you and Dad been well?"
"Yes, we've been fine."

I don't think so.

I exchanged these words while hugging my mom and dad after returning home, but they had probably been harassed by reporters during this time.

Fortunately, there didn't seem to be any reporters around the house now. Perhaps Arcana or someone else had intervened.

"I'm sorry. I caused both of you trouble..."
"No, I'm fine. As long as you're safe, that's all that matters. However..."

Dad seemed to hesitate before speaking, but then continued with resolve.

"I'm a bit worried about whether you really need to be a hero."
"..."
"Of course, since you're an Awakened, it was natural for you to apply to the Academy... but after what happened, I can't help but worry about you."

Father was about to add something more but only moved his lips without speaking.

It was easy to guess what he wanted to say.

Probably, no, certainly, father had seen that video too.

And he must have been furious. But he clearly didn't want to mention it in front of me.

"As you know, you don't have to become a hero if you're willing to give up certain benefits."

Awakened individuals are mandatorily educated as heroes and have a mandatory service period, but to distinguish this from child soldier conscription, there's a system allowing one to opt out of becoming a hero.

Of course, opting out means giving up all the various benefits that come with being a hero.

Since these benefits are quite substantial, not many people opt out, but there are definitely some who do.

"What do you want to do?"

Father asked cautiously, but I could tell that as parents, they probably wanted me to quit. No, the very intention behind asking such a question already revealed their feelings.

For my part, after experiencing something like this, I also wondered if it might be better to give up all those benefits and find another path.

But...

"I'm sorry, but I don't want to give up like this."

Giving up now would somehow feel like losing, and after saying all those high-minded things to Kyle, it would be embarrassing if I quit on my own.

Of course, I didn't mention that. If someone else heard, they might think I was being stubborn because of Kyle.

"...I see. I won't stop you. But please be careful."

Father understood me and neither scolded nor forced me. But he clearly wanted to dissuade me. I was grateful to my parents for respecting my decision, so I hugged them both.

"Oh? I think someone's here. I'll go check."

Just then, I heard the doorbell ring and went to the front door.

"Kyle? What brings you here without calling first?"

Since it was the day of my discharge, I hadn't gone to Arcana.

I hadn't made any plans to meet Kyle.

Of course, there was nothing wrong with Kyle visiting, but he usually called first.

"Well..."
"Big sister."
"Huh?"

Before Kyle, who looked troubled, could answer, I heard a familiar voice calling me "big sister" from below.

That's when I finally noticed the girl in Gothic Lolita attire standing there.

"Francesca?"
"It's been a while, Yujin."
"Ah, yes. It's been a while."
"I heard you had a terrible experience. Are you okay?"
"Ah, I'm fine now."

She was the girl I had become somewhat friendly with when I visited the Lester family last time. After exchanging greetings, I was curious about why she had come.

"Grandfather... I mean, the head of the family gave me permission. He said I could explore the outside world."
"Ah, I see."

They said they would bring it up at the Lester family meeting, so it seems it went well? But coming out at a time like this, the timing isn't great.

"So I came to visit. I wanted to see where Kyle lives. But..."

Francesca looked around with innocent eyes and said:

"You're engaged, but living separately?"
"Ah, well..."

Engaged... so they still think that.

I was trying to think of how to clear up this misunderstanding appropriately.

"Yujin? What did she just say?"
"Oh..."

But at that moment, my parents were standing behind me.

The misunderstanding was unexpectedly growing even larger.

Ch.44 - Chapter 44: The Truth Is, We're Actually Engaged
"So you volunteered to be Kyle's fiancée to help with his family issues?"
"Yes...."

A moment later, Kyle, Francesca, and I found ourselves sitting side by side in front of my mother and father.

My parents seemed quite bewildered after hearing that I had pretended to be in an engagement relationship with Kyle.

I felt a bit dizzy thinking about how much trouble I was going to be in.

"Yujin. I understand Kyle's situation, but you shouldn't have done that."
"I know. Arbitrarily claiming to be engaged was..."
"No, what I mean is that meddling in other people's family affairs will only bring you unnecessary hardship."

Oh.

Is that what this is about? When my mother said that, my father nodded in agreement.

"But since it's Kyle, I understand why you wanted to help him."

Hmm, it's fortunate they're not scolding me, but somehow it feels even more unsettling that they're not reprimanding me for claiming to be engaged....

"I apologize, Mother. I was the one who asked Yujin for help."

While I was thinking this, Kyle bowed his head formally and spoke. My father, looking exactly like a stern father-in-law character from a drama, spoke with a solemn expression.

"It's alright, Kyle. These things happen. But next time, please let us know in advance."
"Yes, Father, I'll keep that in mind."

My father seemed somewhat... excited. But what does he mean by "next time"? There won't be a next time!

"So according to Yujin, the Lester family still believes you two are engaged?"
"Yes, Mother. But that issue is resolved now, so it's fine. It was just pretend anyway..."

I said this while carefully gauging Francesca's reaction.

I was a bit concerned about speaking so openly since Francesca, despite her young age, was still a member of the Lester family.

But continuing the deception didn't seem right, so I opted for the direct approach.

"Huh? Pretend? Weren't you two practically in that kind of relationship anyway?"
"W-what are you talking about, Mom?"
"But you've been inseparable from Kyle for so long..."

No, that's just because we're childhood friends... not all childhood friends are engaged.

"Well, it's a bit more than typical childhood friends... Don't you think so, dear?"
"I suppose so..."
"Dad, come on! I'm trying to clear up a misunderstanding, but you're making Francesca misunderstand even more."
"No, Yujin... if you deny it so strongly, Kyle might... ahem..."

My father started to say something but stopped. I looked toward Kyle, but he turned his head away as soon as our eyes met. What's going on?

As my face flushed in this awkward situation, Francesca, who had been observing, spoke up.

"So essentially, you both acknowledge the relationship between Brother Kyle and Sister Yujin?"
"Huh? Well, I suppose so."
"Then there's no problem. You two are engaged."
"W-wait! Something seems off here!"

I couldn't help but feel bewildered at how the conversation had turned, but Francesca replied with an unchanged expression and an innocent face.

"What's strange about it? Yujin's parents have given their approval, and if you both wish to marry each other in the future, doesn't that constitute an engagement?"
"No, it's just that... the latter part is a bit..."

I wanted to deny the part about wanting to marry Kyle, but suddenly remembered what happened at the amusement park.

Back then, in the Ferris wheel, we almost reached that kind of atmosphere and those words, so denying it now seemed somewhat contradictory.

Besides, if I denied it too strongly, Kyle would probably be really hurt, and I couldn't do that.

"Could it be that Sister Yujin doesn't want to marry Brother Kyle?"
"It's not that I don't want to..."
"Or perhaps there's someone else you have feelings for?"
"No, there isn't."
"Then it's only Brother Kyle, right?"
"......"

I couldn't answer Francesca's final question even as time passed.

Come to think of it, if I were to marry someone in the future... is there anyone suitable besides Kyle?

My mind still thinks like a man, but liking women seems somehow strange.

And thinking about being with another man if I had to marry a man... honestly gives me goosebumps.

Even if I couldn't explain why, Kyle was the only one I didn't feel aversion toward.

"I... I guess so."
"Then it's not really a lie. You two are indeed engaged."
"I suppose?"

It felt strange, but I had to agree. It seemed like everyone else gathered here was also in agreement.

"But there's something else I'm concerned about, Sister."
"What is it?"
"Originally, I thought you two lived together since you're engaged."
"I-I see."

That's quite an assumption... But do engaged couples usually live together? I'm not sure about that.

"But now that I know you're living separately, it's a bit problematic. I was planning to stay at your place during my outside experience."
"Ah... so staying at Kyle's house would be..."

A bit awkward? Since Kyle lives alone, having Francesca there might make them both uncomfortable.

"If I had brought servants, it would have been fine, but I was told that having servants would make it difficult to understand commoners' lives."
"I'm not sure that's necessarily true..."

But then again, Alice was living in a huge mansion with maids and butlers.

Well, Alice wasn't exactly living like a commoner either.

Anyway, if Francesca stayed at Kyle's house, Kyle would have to look after her, which would obviously cause various problems.

Seeing this, I had a good idea and asked my mother.

"Mom, could Francesca stay at our house?"
"If she wants to, there's no reason why not."
"Then Francesca, would you like to stay at our place while you're here?"

I thought this would relieve the burden on Kyle, so there would be no problem.

But Francesca looked at Kyle and me alternately with those obsidian-like eyes and said:

"So Brother Kyle will continue to stay at home alone?"
"Huh? Well... I guess so?"
"Rather than that..."

Francesca suddenly took Kyle's hand and mine, placed them together, and said:

"Couldn't Sister Yujin stay at Brother Kyle's house for a while?"
"T-that... why would you suddenly suggest that?"
"Well... since you're now officially acknowledged as a couple, it seems unnecessary to live separately..."

No, no matter what, living together seems a bit too much right now.

"...and seeing Brother Kyle alone makes him look a bit lonely."
"......"

But what Francesca said next was actually something I had been worried about for a long time.

I've known Kyle for four years, and during that time, he's always lived alone in that house.

Although we spent a lot of time together, whenever we were in our respective homes, Kyle was probably alone in that empty house.

However, this was a difficult area for me to address.

If I approached him saying "I'll help you" just because he lived alone, I might be invading his privacy or personal space.

And assuming that living alone necessarily means being lonely or struggling could be prejudiced, right?

But if Francesca, Kyle's relative, saw it that way, it was hard to completely deny it.

"Yujin. On second thought, I think it would be good for you to stay at Kyle's house for the time being."
"Dad? But..."
"It's not just because Kyle might be lonely or anything like that. It's because of that incident recently."
"Ah..."

If it's because of that incident, then maybe...

"There are still occasionally reporters or activist groups coming around. The city government and associations seem to be protecting the area near the house."

But it seemed like they would be bothersome just a little further away. If Francesca stayed at our house, she might get caught up in that issue.

"But that would be the same if I stayed at Kyle's house..."
"That might be true, but I think it would be better than our house. It's not just about reporters or activist groups... I'm actually worried about you facing danger from villains again."
"......"

My father held back after that, but from his demeanor, it seemed he had been informed.

That I had become a target for the Clown and the Black Man—the demon race and the villain organization.

"In my opinion, you'd be safer at Kyle's house than with us. Not just in terms of security conditions, but if something like that happens again, Kyle would..."

My father shifted his gaze to Kyle.

"...protect you better than I could."

Kyle silently bowed his head to my father upon hearing those words.

"I guess there's no choice. That seems like the right thing to do."

As the conversation flowed this way, I had no choice but to agree.

* * *

"Brother Kyle, you owe me one."
"...To do such a thing without any consultation."
"You also lied to your family about the engagement first, so we're even."

While Yujin was packing her things, Francesca and Kyle, who were briefly left alone, exchanged words.

But even though he was talking to a child, Kyle felt at a loss for words.

"But saying you two are practically engaged wasn't really a lie."
"...That's no longer relevant. But it's problematic to burden Yujin with your sophistry."
"Sister Yujin didn't seem to mind that much."
"That's... just because of Yujin's personality."
"Is she the type who can't refuse things? She didn't seem like it to me."
"...That's not it."

Kyle knew well that Yujin could be quite firm in her refusals when she wanted to be.

But if there was one exception...

"Usually... she doesn't refuse things related to me."

And the same was true for Kyle, who would do anything for Yujin, but...

"Hearing you say that, you two really do make a good match. I hope things work out better with this opportunity. Of course, the honeymoon should come after the official ceremony..."
"Never say such things in front of Yujin."

Kyle spoke with a strict, solemn, and serious demeanor, but he couldn't hide the slight blush on his face.

Francesca smiled like a black cat and said:

"Well, even if not for that reason, there's also the reason Yujin's father mentioned."
"You think someone will target Yujin again?"
"With high probability, yes. The family is making that assessment. However, the family thinks not only Sister Yujin... but also Brother Kyle is in danger."

This wasn't the reason Francesca had given in front of Yujin's parents, but Francesca had already been briefed by her family.

"The Lester family has also started their own investigation. For now, they're mostly sending underlings. Anyway, it was to efficiently protect both you and Sister Yujin. I originally thought you two lived together."
"...I understand. It's probably just a temporary measure, but it seems right."

Kyle said this while looking toward where Yujin was. Francesca smiled again and said:

"You could just honestly say you're happy about it."
"......"

Kyle left the place, almost as if fleeing from Francesca's words.

Ch.45 - Chapter 45: The Place Where Memories Stopped
I had visited Kyle's house a few times when I was young, but I'd never looked around it carefully.

Even when we played together, we usually played at my house, and I only briefly entered Kyle's home when my mother brought us food or something.

But at no time, though it's stating the obvious... was Kyle ever not alone there.

"It's cleaner inside than I expected."
"I clean it regularly."

It's a fairly spacious house for a single-family home. Does Kyle clean all of this himself? Of course, I could see a robot vacuum, but having lived alone in my previous life, I knew that living by yourself wasn't easy.

"I've set up my room for Francesca. I'll put your things in the master bedroom."
"Let's move them together."

I didn't bring much with me, but as Kyle said, we decided to take my things to the master bedroom that his parents used to use.

"It's quite spacious for one person."
"It's where my parents used to stay."

Well, that's typically what master bedrooms are for. The bed was a king-size, large enough for two people.

But as soon as I saw the room, I felt an inexplicable sense of discomfort. After thinking about it for a moment, I soon realized why.

"Kyle. Do you clean this room every day too?"

Kyle clearly uses a different room. He said he cleans the house, but this room isn't one he uses.

Yet the room was immaculate. Not a speck of dust, and everything from the furniture to everything else remained as if someone were still using it.

"Yes."
"...But you don't use this room?"
"I don't have much else to do."
"......"

Kyle answered nonchalantly, but the state of the room seemed to tell the truth. Like this place where time seemed to have stopped, it was clear that part of Kyle's heart remained somewhere back when his parents passed away.

That kind of emptiness wasn't something that could be filled just by me being his friend. Seeing this, I realized that Francesca wasn't wrong when she said Kyle seemed lonely.

"I've unpacked everything. By the way, Kyle, can I see your room too?"
"Sure, anytime."

After seeing a place filled with memories, I suddenly became curious about how Kyle lives now. I immediately left the master bedroom and headed to Kyle's room.

"Are you also here to see my brother's room, sister?"
"Something like that. But this is..."

Francesca was sitting on the edge of Kyle's bed.

But Kyle's room, to put it simply...

"It's rather bare."

A desk, bed, wardrobe, and a simple bookshelf.

Looking at just these, he had everything necessary for daily life.

But beyond that, nothing human remained.

There were no traces of hobbies or interests that anyone would typically have. No photos, computers, toys, or even clothes hanging up that people keep even if they rarely wear them.

Even the wallpaper was plain white—a room with only functional aesthetics remaining. If the master bedroom I'd just seen was filled with memories of the past, this place felt almost empty.

"Um, Kyle? Was your room always like this?"
"No. It used to be more cluttered."
"Then why is it like this now?"
"Because I got rid of everything useless."
"......"

He cleans and preserves his parents' room that no one uses every day, yet he clears out his own room...

The statement was so paradoxical. But I could understand why he did it.

He wanted to protect precious memories, but Kyle was indifferent to taking care of himself beyond those memories.

People tend to find even the smallest tasks bothersome when they're indifferent to them. Even if he cleaned both rooms, his mindset would be different when cleaning the master bedroom versus his own room.

"Your clothes..."

As I was thinking this while looking around the room, my gaze shifted to the wardrobe.

Come to think of it, I don't recall seeing Kyle wear anything other than his school uniform or cadet uniform. Even if I had seen him in other clothes, those memories were from when his body type was completely different.

So I had an uneasy feeling, and sure enough, the inside of the wardrobe was as barren as Antarctica.

Apart from his cadet uniform, the only notable piece of clothing was the outfit Alice had bought him when we went to the Lester family mansion.

"You don't buy clothes much, do you?"
"I don't really need them."

Even though I was a former idol with somewhat antisocial tendencies, I understood the feeling of finding clothes shopping bothersome.

Most boys are lucky if they just wear clothes their mothers buy for them... but Kyle didn't even have that opportunity.

Even though I hung around him, I never managed to display the social skills needed to make sure he dressed properly. Even as an idol, honestly, the stylists did everything—I never had a hobby of buying and wearing clothes myself.

"I think this is partly my fault. I should have paid more attention."

If he were the type of person who was truly content living alone, it wouldn't matter if he didn't dress well.

But it was a sin for Kyle, who had the perfect body type for clothes, to dress so unfashionably.

It was time to rectify that sin.

"Let's go shopping."

Right after entering Kyle's house, we were heading out again.

* * *

"Is this where ordinary people buy things?"
"It's called a discount mart. Well, it is quite ordinary."

Compared to the place Alice took us last time, that is.

I came to buy clothes for Kyle first, but it seemed like clothes alone wouldn't be enough. I had checked his refrigerator, and I was worried about what he usually ate.

"It's so crowded with people. I've never seen anything like this before."
"Do you dislike crowded places?"
"Not particularly."
"Really? That's good. There are many more fun places, so let's go around and explore while you're staying here."

I brought Francesca along for shopping too.

Francesca was looking at the crowds with curiosity, but in truth, we were the ones attracting attention.

The reason for that... well, first there was Kyle, who was handsome enough to turn heads anywhere, and the cute and pretty Francesca.

But what stood out most was definitely Francesca's gothic Lolita outfit. People would glance at her every time she walked by.

It seemed like I needed to buy clothes for Francesca as well, not just Kyle.

"I'm buying these as gifts, so neither of you should refuse. I received plenty of pocket money!"
"But it's your pocket money..."
"Hey, I said don't refuse."
"......"

I grabbed Kyle's somewhat passive hand and dragged him to the men's clothing section. Usually, it's the woman shopping for clothes with a man following along, but somehow it felt like the opposite. Well, I was half a man anyway.

"Welcome, customer."
"Hello. I'm looking to buy some clothes for him."
"Ah, you're here to get clothes for your husband? It's rare to see wives bringing their husbands when shopping for clothes, hoho."
"Hus-husband..."

The employee made an enormous misunderstanding right from the start.

"He's not my husband, he's my friend."
"What? Isn't that your daughter you brought along?"
"She's not my daughter, she's his relative."

The store clerk looked like she was facing a great mystery despite my explanation, but then she finally seemed to understand and clapped her hands lightly.

"Ah, I thought you looked very young. So you two are lovers, then?"
"That's...!"
"You're not lovers either?"
"...To say we're not would be..."
"Anyway, you're here to get clothes for the gentleman, right? We have many nice new arrivals!"

The atmosphere was naturally being swept along by the female employee's pace. Well, as long as we bought the clothes, I didn't press the issue further.

"How about this outfit?"
"I'd prefer something with a brighter feel."
"Then what about this one?"
"This..."

Even while choosing clothes, the employee asked me rather than Kyle about what looked good. She had clearly decided that winning me over was the key to making a sale. Of course, it wasn't just me—this seemed to be how they treated all men who came with their mothers or girlfriends when shopping for clothes.

"It suits him so well! Don't you think?"
"Yes. Though I'm sure anything would look good on him."
"Hehe, look at you subtly bragging about your boyfriend."
"...A-anyway, we'll take these."
"Thank you, customer!"

Reflecting on my past life's experience, we bought too many clothes for a man to buy at once, but it couldn't be helped since he had so few items to begin with.

"Sorry, you must be tired from spending so much time choosing clothes."
"No, not really. But you didn't need to buy me three outfits..."
"Never mind that. If you're sorry, just wear them well."
"...Okay."

Kyle lowered his head as if embarrassed.

"Next, let's buy clothes for Francesca."
"You're buying clothes for me too?"
"Yes, what you're wearing now is pretty, but it stands out too much."

She needed more casual yet cute clothes. We headed straight to the children's clothing section.

"What a pretty daughter you have!"

...Why do they keep misunderstanding like this? Hearing the employee's first words, just like before, I half gave up.

* * *

"Somehow I ended up making dinner too."
"I didn't know you could cook. I could have done it."

After finishing our shopping and returning home, I made various dishes with the groceries we bought. Most were Korean dishes from my experience living alone, but in this world where various cultures were mixed, they were common enough that it wasn't an issue.

Actually, both Kyle and I knew how to cook since he had been living alone and cooking for himself all this time.

"You've been cooking for yourself every day, right? I'll cook for you while we're staying together."
"But you'll get tired too."
"Hmm, that could be true."

It's something my mother did every day, but household chores are tedious for anyone who has to do them.

"Then should we call for servants? If I ask the family..."
"No, let's not do that. This isn't some luxury mansion."

It would be too lazy to do that for an ordinary house. If it really became too much, we could hire a housekeeper, but considering it before even starting seemed too weak.

"I could make it happen if you want..."
"What?"
"...No, nothing."

Kyle mumbled something and then focused on clearing the table and washing the dishes. Soon, everything was tidied up.

"I'm tired."
"You must be tired from all the walking. Let's wash up and go to bed."
"Yes, sister."

Francesca was nodding off, so I quickly took her to the bathroom and bathed with her. The feeling of bathing with a little girl... honestly, I didn't feel much about it. I was already immune thanks to bathing with Alice before, and I wouldn't have strange thoughts about a young girl anyway, and above all, I'm a woman myself.

I put the drowsy Francesca to bed in Kyle's room, but it seemed like the room needed some decorating. No matter how long she stayed, if a child had to stay in a place like this, it would be worse than staying at the Lester mansion.

She's having a rare chance to see the outside world, so she should have a good experience before going back.

"Yujin, you must be tired too. Go to sleep."
"Yeah. But where will you sleep?"

If Francesca was using Kyle's room, the only room left seemed to be the master bedroom.

So maybe... the same room?

"The living room. I'll sleep on the sofa."

...He answered immediately, without a single millimeter of the same thought I had.

But for the homeowner to sleep on the sofa, that's a bit...

I pondered for a moment what to do. This could lead to a lot of misunderstandings, but...

"Hey, Kyle."

Feeling a bit awkward about what I was about to say, I brushed back my slightly damp hair and carefully said:

"Instead of that, let's sleep together."

Ah.

I might have chosen my words poorly.

Looking at Kyle's expression now, that's how I felt.

Ch.46 - Chapter 46: Sharing a Bed
"I'm fine."

But Kyle, who had been flustered, quickly responded with composure.

It was certainly like Kyle to be cool and rational, but somehow it felt like he was brushing me off too easily, which made me a bit petty.

Am I that unattractive? No, it's not like I'm particularly trying to appear attractive.

"But you're the homeowner, so it's not right for you to be the only one sleeping in the living room. Besides, it's uncomfortable. We're just going to sleep anyway."

Having had such thoughts, plus the fact that I was already living with Kyle and was in a good mood after taking a bath, I blurted out those words without hesitation.

"But..."
"Or are you perhaps having some strange thoughts?"

As I spoke, I became even more stubborn and said something close to provocation. Once I said it, I felt a sense of exhilaration that made it harder to restrain myself.

"...No, I'll do as you say."

Kyle seemed somewhat confused, but soon accepted. I felt a strange sense of victory.

"Then let's go to bed."

I immediately headed to the bedroom with Kyle. Shortly after, I found myself lying in bed with Kyle in that room where his memories had stopped.

And only then...

"Eugene? It's not good to sleep on your side."
"J-just for a moment, don't worry about it and go to sleep."

...I realized what I had done.

To think I'd end up sleeping in the same bed as a man.

Well, I, who was a man in my previous life, often slept among other men during school trips or in company dormitories.

But now my body is female, and it's my first time lying down to sleep alone with a man.

Could this be an extreme crisis? If so, it was a crisis of my own making. It was like tap dancing on a minefield.

But... there was really no reason to be so dramatic about it.

First of all, Kyle wasn't the type to force anything on me. He might glance at me occasionally, but he wouldn't really have strange thoughts.

Even if he did, it would obviously be something physiological that he couldn't help as a man.

And although my heart was fluttering a bit, the bed was so wide that the space between Kyle and me was quite large.

Unless we deliberately moved closer to each other, it would be difficult for anything more to happen.

Wait, thinking about it this way, there's nothing to worry about, is there?

With that thought, I lay back down comfortably.

"Good night, Kyle."
"Yeah."

Finally at ease, I relaxed and fell asleep.

I dozed off thinking, "See, nothing's happening," but I'm not sure how long I slept before I woke up to a warm, cozy feeling.

And the first thing I saw was Kyle's face, extremely close to mine.

"Eek!"

I almost screamed reflexively, but letting out a girlish shriek felt like it would break down what little remained of my mental defenses as a man, so I desperately held it in.

More than that, I wondered how this situation had come about.

Kyle and I had definitely fallen asleep quite far apart, so why was I now in a position that felt like I was being held by him?

Naturally, I first suspected that Kyle had moved closer while I was asleep, but something about that didn't feel right.

Come to think of it, my position had subtly changed. I had completely moved away from the pillow I had been lying on initially. The same was true for Kyle.

That meant... both Kyle and I had moved toward each other like magnets.

So it was mutual responsibility. According to that hit-and-run specialist YouTuber, the fault is 50:50? If anything more happens, we can share the responsibility equally.

...I think I've been going crazy from my heart pounding too much.

When there was some distance between us before falling asleep, it was okay, but now that we were close enough to feel each other's heartbeats, my heart was racing madly.

No, it's ridiculous to feel this way toward a man.

But my body was reacting before my mind could, and I felt like my mind was gradually becoming more like a girl's, following my body.

Well, since my hormones are already female hormones running wild, it's scientifically natural, I suppose.

Still, not fully mentally prepared, I initially tried to move away from Kyle.

"Mother... Father..."

At that moment, I heard Kyle mumbling in his sleep and froze.

Looking at his face again, I could see it was filled with painful loneliness.

Perhaps because I had learned today that he had been living alone in this large house, I could naturally imagine that he must have felt lonely every night.

Of course, that's the kind of loneliness everyone experiences when they become adults, but Kyle had probably felt such loneliness since childhood.

If it were me, I probably couldn't have endured such loneliness.

"...Sleep well, Kyle."

So instead of moving away, I properly embraced him. Perhaps because of that, Kyle's expression seemed to improve a little.

Feeling a ticklish, subtle sensation yet also a sense of warmth, I too quietly fell asleep.

* * *

"Did you sleep well?"

The next morning, Francesca greeted Kyle and me during breakfast.

"Yes, did you sleep well too, Francesca?"
"Yes, but..."

Francesca glanced at Kyle and me.

"You and brother slept together last night, didn't you?"
"Huh? Is it that obvious?"
"What? Isn't it natural for engaged couples to sleep together?"
"I-is that so...?"

I avoided Francesca's gaze and peeked at Kyle.

Kyle was eating silently but seemed to be subtly aware of our conversation.

"I wish I could have slept with you too. It was a bit lonely sleeping alone."
"Oh, you should have said something."
"No, Mother said that's being spoiled. And she said the stork can't come if there's a child present."
"Stork?"
"Yes, the stork that brings babies."
"......"

Hmm... conversations with innocent children are fun but troubling for adults. I'm torn between whether to break the child's fantasy or tell her the truth.

But Francesca seemed to say some pretty intense things when I first met her... Well, her knowledge might be a bit biased, but she's still too young to properly understand such things.

"By the way, you said you wanted to visit the academy, right?"

I deliberately changed the subject. Francesca had mentioned yesterday that she wanted to tour the academy, and that it had already been arranged with both the family and Arcana.

"Yes. Is that not possible?"
"No, if you've already got permission, there's no problem."

I'm not sure how the tour will be conducted, but I guess we'll find out when we take her there?

After breakfast, we headed to Arcana together.

"Good morning, Eugene. I'm glad to see you back at school, but... is that child perhaps one you've been hiding?"
"What are you saying after not seeing me for so long, teacher?"

After arriving at Arcana and entering the classroom, I engaged in a devastatingly unproductive conversation with homeroom instructor Kim Se-hyun.

"My, but that's the atmosphere everyone's creating. They're saying it's a child you've already had with Kyle—"
"Kyle and I are too young for that to be possible. She's Kyle's relative."
"Hehe, I actually know. She's a special visitor. The Lester family made a special request, so it was accepted."

With a generous donation, I presume—why leave that part out?

Well, looking at it this way, the Lester family seemed to be quite wealthy.

*Murmuring and whispering*

"She's so cute! What's your name?"
"Francesca."
"Do you like candy? Would you like one?"
"She's like a doll."

But as Kim Se-hyun said, Francesca was indeed popular, surrounded by girls.

Well, fortunately, the boys weren't showing much interest. I mean, it would be problematic to show interest in such a young child, and the only ones interested in Kyle's relative would be the girls—

"What! A secret child of Eugene and Kyle?"
"Idiot. How can you believe that? It's impossible given their ages."

...or not. Jung Ji-hoo foolishly believed such a rumor and was scolded by Alice.

"Still, I didn't expect you to bring a relative's child to the academy. Honestly, when the three of you stand together, you look like a family."
"Yeah..."

I broke into a cold sweat at Alice's words, feeling a bit guilty.

I couldn't tell them that I had started living under the same roof as Kyle.

"It's not true? Phew! That's a relief! I thought Kyle had made his move first! Eugene, are you feeling better now?"
"Yes. But please step back a bit."

It was strange.

Yesterday, my heart was pounding so much when Kyle was in front of me.

But I didn't feel anything like that with Jung Ji-hoo.

Looking at this, I felt like I wasn't completely a girl yet.

"By the way, when are you coming to visit our dojang?"
"I'm not coming to play; your father said he had something to discuss with me."
"That's the same thing!"
"It's a bit difficult since I need to look after Francesca."
"Huh? Look after her?"

Oops.

I inadvertently let something slip.

Not just Jung Ji-hoo, but Alice, Reika, and Meiling around us all gave me questioning looks.

"Ah, I mean, since it's hard for Kyle to take care of her alone, I agreed to help."
"What? It really makes you sound like you're her mother."
"Ahaha..."

Alice's words somehow felt painful.

"Whatever, bring her too!"
"Taking a child to a sweaty dojang..."
"You'll hurt my feelings if you say that."

But I also wanted to show Francesca different parts of the world, so taking her might not be a bad idea.

Well, it's certainly hesitant to take her to a place where dark-clothed men are sweating and fighting with swords, not a taekwondo dojang.

"Alright. I'll do it if Kyle and Francesca agree."
"Hooray!"

Jung Ji-hoo grabbed my hand and shook it excitedly.

What a real idiot.

"That's not allowed."
"Huh?"

At that moment, Francesca was suddenly standing next to Jung Ji-hoo.

"Casually holding the hand of another woman is vulgar behavior."
"Uh, is that so... No, this is just a simple expression of affection."

Jung Ji-hoo scratched his head, seemingly overwhelmed by the young Francesca.

"If it's an expression of affection, that's even worse. You're flirting with someone who's already committed."

At Francesca's next words, the surroundings became as silent as if frozen.

"C-committed?"
"Didn't you know?"

Before I could stop her, Francesca spoke her next words without any malice.

"Brother Kyle and Sister Eugene are already engaged."
"......"

For a moment after Francesca's words, there was a silence like the calm before a storm.

"Kyaa! What, what!"
"Engaged? Is this an official announcement?"
"Jung Ji-hoo has fainted!"

It seemed I was completely ruined.
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"So you were just pretending to be engaged? Phew, I was wondering what was going on."

After the commotion died down, I explained the whole situation to my classmates who had completely misunderstood.

Of course, I didn't go into detail about the Lester family matters, just vaguely explaining that we had put on that act due to Kyle's personal circumstances.

Jung Ji-hoo seemed relieved after hearing the explanation.

"No, that's not quite right. Both our family and my sister's parents have officially acknowledged their relationship. The two of them are practically engaged."
"Really? Well, if both families approve and they have feelings for each other, then..."
"Ugh... my pure heart!"

But when Francesca denied it again, Jung Ji-hoo looked utterly disappointed.

Well, Ji-hoo is just a nuisance to me, so it would be better if he backed off.

"But you're not married yet, right? Yujin! If you ever get tired of Kyle, you can come to me anytime!"
"Who would ever go to you, you idiot!"

This super idiot seemed to have no intention of giving up, for whatever reason he found me so appealing.

"...Tch, persistent guy."

I saw Kyle clicking his tongue as he silently watched, which made me smile bitterly.

"Oh, by the way, Francesca."
"Yes, sister?"
"That guy was asking earlier if you'd like to visit his dojo."
"He's making such a brazen proposal despite being my brother's rival."
"I-is that so? Well, you don't have to go if you don't want to."

I expected a response like that, but hearing the word "rival" directly gave me a strange feeling.

"But isn't he the son of the famous Sword Saint?"
"Oh, yes, he is."
"I don't particularly like him, but I would like to meet the Sword Saint once."
"Oh, so you want to go?"
"Yes, I do."

Even if she didn't like Ji-hoo, meeting someone as renowned as the Sword Saint would be beneficial for Francesca personally and for her family.

"Wow, so you're coming to visit? That's great!"

Ji-hoo seemed delighted that she was coming to his house, as if the earlier incident didn't matter at all.

"Alright everyone, class is about to begin, so please quiet down."

The commotion finally settled when the instructor entered to start the first period.

Francesca's visit consisted of quietly observing classes, participating in limited activities, and touring Arcana's facilities.

Both students and instructors adored Francesca, who was such a cute and pretty child.

"Seeing how you take care of her, Yujin, you're just like a mother."
"That's disrespectful to Francesca's parents, Instructor."

I responded curtly to Instructor Kim Se-hyun's joke, but he seemed to enjoy teasing me and just shrugged.

"More importantly, I'm really glad you've recovered completely. After what happened to you, you must have suffered emotionally as well."
"Hmm... it wasn't as difficult as you might think."

While an ordinary person would have gone mad even if they hadn't died, I only had nightmares for a few days.

"It's just a guess, but... I think it might be because of this strange power I have."

The power that Oracle called Seraphim.

It felt like that power forcibly sustained my mind.

While that was fortunate for me, the bizarre sensation I felt when using that power seemed somewhat dangerous.

Naturally, I recalled the warning about that power from the man in black.

"...Actually, there's something I need to discuss with you about that, Yujin. Or rather, Oracle will be discussing it with you."
"Oracle? Ah, now that you mention it..."

When Oracle visited me at the hospital, she definitely said we would talk again when I returned to Arcana.

"Yes, so I was hoping you could go see Oracle for an interview now. Would that be alright?"
"I'll go right away."

I needed to learn more about that power myself.

I could leave Francesca with Kyle or the instructor for a while, and in the meantime, I planned to visit Oracle.

"I'll look after her. But Yujin."
"Yes?"
"...As your senior hero, I'm proud of you. That remains true regardless of what choice you make."
"...? Thank you for saying that."

It was a compliment I didn't quite understand, but I expressed my gratitude and headed to the chairman's office where Oracle was.

I recalled my previous visit to the chairman's office, thinking the atmosphere would probably be more serious this time.

"Oh, welcome! How about a game while you're here?"
"......"

Contrary to my expectations, Oracle was still playing video games dressed in a loose t-shirt like a gaming addict.

I felt somewhat foolish for expecting something serious, but rather than getting angry, I went straight to the seat next to her and picked up a controller.

"Yujin, you're quite good at games for a girl!"

Well, that's because I was a man in my previous life... But Oracle, you're a woman too, aren't you?

"One more round?"
"Ah, no... we should probably start the interview..."
"Oh right! That was the plan!"

This person clearly hadn't been thinking about it at all.

With a disgruntled expression, I was still confused about what to ask first.

While I thought I should just ask about the Seraphim, I had several other questions too.

About the man in black, what he did to Kyle, and how things were progressing after the terrorist attack...

"Unfortunately, there's much I don't know either. I'm not living up to my name as Oracle, I suppose. Especially regarding the man in black—I know nothing about him except that he's presumed to be a villain affiliated with Gnosis."
"Gnosis is that villain group of supremacists, right?"
"That's what they're known as publicly."

Saying that's what they're known as publicly implies that's not actually the case.

"In truth, Gnosis is enigmatic from the start, so their ideology remains unclear. They're publicly known for not harming Awakened ones, but according to our analysis, that's just an image they project to sway public opinion."
"Public opinion..."
"They claim not to harm Awakened ones and occasionally target the corrupt aspects of city governments or the Hero Association to rally supremacist sentiment. But they don't always spare Awakened ones either."

Oracle gave examples of Awakened ones who had died at the hands of Gnosis.

"Awakened ones who fit various criteria have been killed by Gnosis. However, their true motives often remain unclear. That's why we still don't know Gnosis's real objective."
"They sound like a mysterious organization."

Other villain groups also typically cite Awakened rights or social injustice as reasons for their crimes, but usually, villain organizations form because of money, status, or power.

In the end, they do bad things for their own benefit and blame others or society to justify their actions.

"They might not be different in that regard, but even so, they're particularly dangerous compared to other villains. Because..."

Oracle spoke more seriously when continuing.

"Among those they've killed are Seraphim."
"...!"
"They're the only villain group that has targeted or killed Seraphim. In all other cases, it was demons who killed them. So yes... they're especially dangerous to you."

According to Oracle, this was self-evident.

But one question came to mind.

If I possessed the power of a Seraphim, and they were hostile to Seraphim...

Why did the man in black give me such a warning?

Of course, the man in black retreated after being hit by my attack, but there was no reason for him to warn me not to use my power.

It didn't feel like a threat to kill me if I used my power; the atmosphere was somehow different.

"Well, their identity isn't immediately important. What matters is your decision."
"My decision?"
"Yes, originally I thought it might be better not to let you choose, to keep you unaware of the nature of your power..."

But then the amusement park was attacked.

And whether they knew before or not, Gnosis has confirmed my existence.

"So that's no longer possible. But you still have two options."

One is to continue hiding the Seraphim power and live under the best protection possible.

"If that's what you want, I'm prepared to accommodate you accordingly. In this case... you probably won't be able to continue hero activities. Or rather, more accurately, you won't need to."

In short, it meant living with everything hidden, even changing my identity so enemies couldn't find me.

"Of course, we plan to protect your parents and relatives as much as possible."
"Would I have to leave Arcana?"
"Certainly. But this is already beyond the academy, so that's not the important part. Anyway, that's one option. And the other is..."

Oracle sighed softly before continuing.

"The opposite—gradually mastering the Seraphim power. Either to protect yourself or... to fulfill a Seraphim's duty."

When mentioning a Seraphim's duty, Oracle's expression became pained.

"What is a Seraphim's duty?"

Seeing that expression, I naturally asked such a question.

Oracle replied with a face full of melancholy.

"Devotion, sacrifice, protection. Everything people praise heroes for. These weren't just assigned as heroes' duties."
"Then..."
"It was the Seraphim who gave psychic abilities to humans. Before that, those duties belonged to the Seraphim."

Beings who protect all existences in the world and devote themselves to sacrifice for them.

"After the fall of the celestial realm, the number of Seraphim decreased, and they gradually gave psychic abilities to humans because they were losing ground against the demon realm... Well, even as a Seraphim myself, I don't know much about celestial history."

Oracle added that she too was a very late-generation Seraphim, now the last remaining one.

"I thought I was the last, but then you appeared, Yujin."
"......"
"But I don't want to force the Seraphim's duty on you. All the previous generation Seraphim died because of that duty."

It was a heavy conversation.

Shouldering such a duty would certainly be too much for me.

But when I awakened my power at the amusement park, I was in a state where I felt like crying for all the darkness in the world.

I thought that perhaps I might blindly follow what was called "duty."

If I were to use that power, would I be able to avoid being consumed by it?

I couldn't be certain either way.

"Make your choice. Whatever you decide, I won't blame you."

Oracle gave me the freedom to choose without any pressure.

Two paths.

At this crossroads where I had to choose only one path, what I chose was...
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"Eugene?"
"......"
"Eugene, are you okay? Your expression is so dark."

Lunchtime.

Though it was school lunch, I was eating with Francesca and Kyle in Arcana's high-class buffet-style cafeteria.

But my conversation with the Oracle kept coming to mind, and throughout the morning classes, my thoughts had been elsewhere.

My expression must have been unusual because Kyle spoke to me as I sat there blankly in the middle of eating.

"Oh, it's nothing. Ahaha... By the way, Francesca, does the food suit your taste?"
"Yes, the commoners' food is quite decent."
"Well, it's not exactly commoners' food, but I'm glad you like it."

The reason I was so distracted was because of the choices the Oracle had given me.

That power I awakened during the amusement park terrorist attack.

The Oracle said it was an important power, but gave me two options.

One was to simply hide that power while receiving various protective measures.

The other was to actively develop and strengthen that power.

"But eat all your vegetables too."
"...I don't like carrots and bell peppers."
"Come now."

Even while contemplating this, I gently scolded Francesca for her picky eating.

"If you eat everything, I'll buy you a snack."
"You better keep that promise."

She seemed so mature for her age at the Lester household, but seeing her like this, she really was just a child after all.

I smiled at her for a moment, but then thoughts about the Seraphim came back to me like a thorn in my throat.

If I were to consider only practicality, the first option would be much easier.

I wouldn't need to do anything, and the Association, city government, and others would protect me with all their might.

But it seemed the price was not insignificant.

For instance, I might have to cut ties with the people around me, like Kyle and Francesca right in front of me.

Complete protection would be impossible without hiding and changing my identity.

"Eugene, if you have something troubling you, you can tell me."
"Um, Kyle. This is purely hypothetical, but..."

Not being able to stay in touch with people I know would be painful enough, but what worried me most was what Kyle would think if I made that choice.

"What if I suddenly had to disappear? What would you do?"
"...? Why are you suddenly asking something like that?"
"Well... I'll tell you the reason later."

I didn't want to keep secrets from Kyle, but if this Seraphim thing was so important, I worried that telling him the details might cause trouble.

"Is the reason you have to disappear also a secret?"
"No, it's not. To be more specific, it's something like I'd need to hide my identity to stay safe."

Just because I had to hide my identity didn't necessarily mean I'd have to part with Kyle, but if it came to that, there was a high probability we would be separated.

Even if we were friends... or something more, if the people protecting me prioritized my safety, they would likely eliminate as many variables as possible.

They probably wouldn't make me cut ties with my parents, but I might end up more distant from Kyle than before.

"Ah, of course this is just a 'what if.' It's not like I have to do it right now, so don't worry too much."

Seeing Kyle's expression become extremely serious after my question, I hastily added more explanation. Well, my choice could turn this "what if" into reality.

"...If that's what it takes to keep you safe, then I think you should do it."

Kyle's expression softened somewhat at my explanation, and he soon answered my question seriously.

As expected from Kyle who cares about me, I knew he would give such an answer.

"But if that happens, meeting you might... become difficult too?"

When I asked about the real core of the issue, Kyle's expression hardened as if disturbed.

Even I felt emotional turmoil asking such a question.

Asking this made it seem like we were the kind of relationship where we couldn't bear not to see each other.

...Honestly, I wonder if there's any point in denying that anymore.

"That would... certainly be painful. Unbearably so."
"......"

After contemplating for quite a while, Kyle gave an honest answer.

"But I don't want to put you in danger just because of my stubbornness. If we need to be apart for your sake, I'll gladly do so."
"...I see."

Kyle's answer was extremely rational yet... heavy.

The weight of his willingness to endure anything unpleasant for my sake.

It's not that I disliked it; what I disliked was Kyle suffering because of me.

The fact that caring for each other could cause mutual pain felt like the mother hedgehog's dilemma.

"Then I guess I'll abandon that idea."

That's why, even if it was the safe and easy choice, I didn't think I could choose the first option.

It might be like walking into a fire pit of my own accord, but choosing the latter would at least allow me to stay with Kyle.

Looking at it this way, it's not just Kyle who depends on me.

I've come to depend on Kyle too, without even realizing it.

Honestly, I couldn't even pinpoint when it started.

Anyway, I chose the option that would allow me to stay with everyone, and with Kyle.

* * *

This world might seem reminiscent of the modern society I lived in during my previous life on Earth, but it was clearly a different place.

It wasn't just because of supernatural elements like psychics, gates, villains, and heroes.

Rather, the differences I felt most tangibly were cultural.

"This is our home!"
"It's huge... and a mishmash."
"Huh? A mishmash? What is?"
"No, nothing."

Jung Ji-hoo's home, or rather the Sword Saint's dojo, was more like a massive mansion resembling a castle than a dojo.

It had a mixed architectural style of Korean, Japanese, and Chinese elements from Earth, which is why I called it a mishmash.

Since the original novel was a Korean light novel-style web novel, the Korean influence was stronger, but the martial arts school format was more common in Chinese wuxia or Japanese settings, rather than Korean ones.

It wasn't just this dojo; the entire world setting was a mixture of various cultures.

"Anyway, welcome to my home! Though I'm not happy that guy came too."
"...I don't like Eugene coming to a place like this either, you thundering brat."
"Hmph! You gloomy bastard!"

Ji-hoo grumbled about Kyle coming along and started bickering with him.

"How is it, Miss Francesca? The atmosphere is different from the Lester family's main house, but it's not bad, right?"
"Yes, but are all these people disciples of the Sword Saint?"
"They're not disciples yet, just students. If I had to specify, they're disciples of the instructors."

While the two idiots were fighting, Meiling was guiding Francesca. I was also taking in the extremely traditional and elegant interior of the dojo.

"Meiling, did you bring friends today?"
"Yes, they're in the same class as Young Master Ji-hoo."

Meiling seemed to be acquainted with the students at the dojo and exchanged greetings with them.

"Who's the lady who came with you?"
"This is Miss Eugene from our class."
"Oh, nice to meet you! I didn't know that rowdy Meiling had such a pretty friend."

Somehow, the focus of attention had shifted to me.

Being called pretty... rather than feeling happy, my first thought was that objectively speaking, wasn't Meiling prettier than me?

"Ahaha, thank you. But I'm not really that pretty."
"No, you really are pretty! Do you have a boyfriend?"

Hmm, the attention was starting to feel uncomfortable. Come to think of it, this was a first for me.

If I had been an ordinary girl who had never been a man before, I might have felt embarrassed in this situation. No, probably scared?

Naturally, I was going to politely draw the line...

"Don't make Eugene uncomfortable."

...but Kyle stepped in front of me and blocked him.

"Huh? Who are you? Are you her boyfriend?"
"Yes."

Wow! Look at him answering without any hesitation!

As soon as Kyle gave his immediate answer, the students who had gathered around exclaimed "Oh!" in admiration.

"Of course someone like her would have a boyfriend."
"Haha! You got shot down right away! Serves you right!"
"If only I were a few years younger..."

Of course, with each admiring comment, my face was turning the color of a ripe apple in real-time.

"Who said you're her boyfriend!"

While I was staying quiet, Ji-hoo was making a fuss.

But Kyle handled it very calmly.

"Hmph, have you already forgotten about this morning?"
"Ugh...!"

This morning, Ji-hoo had also learned that Kyle and I were in an "engagement" relationship.

Well, that engagement was... in a very broad sense of the word.

Ji-hoo knew that too, so he couldn't easily refute it.

He was just trembling with frustration when Kyle drove the final nail in.

"You loser."
"Argh! I can't take it! Duel!"

At Kyle's provocation, Ji-hoo drew his sword and charged before Reika could stop him.

"Hmph, no chance."

Kyle also faced him by levitating six daggers with his telekinesis.

The floating daggers targeted Ji-hoo from all directions, but Ji-hoo either dodged them with swift movements or deflected them with his sword.

But Kyle kept creating distance with ice barriers and telekinetic fields.

Ji-hoo seemed to have gotten stronger since I last saw him, but Kyle wasn't using the dark power he had used to defeat the clown at the amusement park.

I wasn't sure if he couldn't use it or was deliberately not using it.

"Aren't you going to stop them?"
"It's too entertaining, why stop it?"
"Wow! Is this a love triangle? A crime of passion?"
"Hey, nobody's died yet."

The senior students who were like brothers to Ji-hoo weren't stopping the fight; instead, they gathered to watch.

Though they were fighting with real swords, it was evenly matched and more like a sparring match. As people who learned swordsmanship, they naturally loved sword fights.

...Of course, the fact that two men were fighting over a woman seemed to be the main reason for their excitement.

As I was feeling slightly embarrassed, Ji-hoo and Kyle were about to deliver their finishing blows.

"That's enough."
"Ah!"
"...!"

Between Kyle and Ji-hoo, a man was suddenly standing there.

Clang!
Thud, thud.

Only after recognizing his presence did I see Ji-hoo's sword being deflected and Kyle's daggers losing their telekinetic force and falling to the ground.

"Did he cut through telekinesis?"

Particularly, the fact that Kyle's daggers fell meant he had cut through telekinesis—a psychic force that was neither visible nor physical.

Kyle maintained his composed expression, but there was tension in that composure as he looked at the man.

"Fighting with guests? Show some restraint, Ji-hoo."
"Ah, Dad."

...As I suspected, he was none other than Ji-hoo's father.

"You must be Eugene? Pleased to meet you. I'm Jung Hyun-il."

Sword Saint Jung Hyun-il.

One of the strongest individuals in the original world setting was greeting me with a friendly demeanor.
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# The Strongest

It's a title given to the strongest person, literally.

Well, of course, is that person really the strongest? In reality, there's usually exaggeration or others of similar caliber, and the same applies to the Sword Saint.

But even if the meaning of "strongest" has been diluted, it doesn't negate the Sword Saint's strength.

"Thank you for coming, Yujin. Jihoo has been mentioning you a lot lately, so I wanted to meet you."
"R-Really?"

Despite his title, the Sword Saint had a very modest and benevolent impression.

Even without being the strongest, the title "Sword Saint" evoked an image of strength, but seeing him like this, it was hard to think of him as a martial artist.

However, he was definitely Jeong Jihoo's father and incredibly handsome. Well, that was consistent with the original description.

I was having a private conversation with the Sword Saint.

"Yes, this is the first time he's seemed so serious. But seeing you earlier, I feel bad for troubling you."
"N-No, it's not really a trouble..."

It probably was a nuisance, but I didn't want to make a big deal out of it since it wasn't a major issue. Besides, if anyone was at fault, it was Jeong Jihoo, not the Sword Saint.

"Still, as a father, I want to apologize. My son's behavior is partly my fault. He wasn't originally like this..."

The Sword Saint's expression darkened momentarily. He didn't say more, but I could guess what he meant.

The reason for Jeong Jihoo's personality was explained in the original work. However, the difference between experiencing it firsthand as he did and merely reading a few scenes as I had must be enormous.

Thinking about it, I could somewhat understand why Jihoo behaved that way. Well, it was more like sympathy than understanding.

"Anyway, please continue to look after Jihoo. As his friend."
"Yes, of course."
"Hehe, thank you, Yujin. But there's one more reason I wanted to see you today."

Suddenly, his demeanor changed from that of a friendly neighborhood uncle to a solemn presence befitting the name Sword Saint.

"Seraphim."
"...So you knew about it too."
"Well, my juniors made some guesses based on what they heard."
"Your juniors...?"
"Staffer mentioned receiving help from you."

Ah.

The heroes I helped at the amusement park.

Come to think of it, I remember they were badly injured. I wonder if they're okay now?

"And I also spoke with Oracle. I heard she gave you a choice regarding the Seraphim."
"Yes, she did. She told me to choose between two options..."

Regarding that, I had already made my decision.

"I'm going to accept the power of the Seraphim."

I told the Sword Saint my decision. Since he seemed to be in communication with Oracle anyway, there was no reason to hide it.

"...That decision could put you in danger."
"I suppose so. No, I'm sure it will."

If it was a power that Oracle paid so much attention to, and considering the actions of the Clown and the Black Man at the amusement park, it seemed highly likely.

It would take me far from my original resolve to distance myself from this world's main scenario and dangerous events, but perhaps that path had already diverged the moment I became close to Kyle.

"Still, I don't want to run away."

Rather than running and hiding, I wanted to be with the people I care about. I wanted to protect them.

Hearing my determination not to hide, the Sword Saint looked at me with both admiration and concern as he added his final words.

"That's a good resolve, but I hope you don't become consumed by it."

The Sword Saint's expression as he said this somehow looked very sad.

Like someone who had failed to protect something precious...

* * *

Some time later, Kyle, Francesca, and I returned home. That is, to Kyle's house where I now... lived with them.

"Did you have fun today?"
"Yes, I did!"

The Sword Saint's dojo was not only Jeong Jihoo's home but also a place where this world's traditional culture was preserved.

In a world long threatened by monsters, it also served to preserve and recreate various traditional cultures that were gradually being destroyed and lost.

There was even a space for small experiences, which seemed to help broaden Francesca's horizons.

"Then let's wash up and have dinner."
"Yes, unni."

While Francesca went to take a bath, I was contemplating what to make for dinner. Wait, this really makes me feel like I've become a housewife.

Well, as someone who's lived alone, preparing meals isn't a big deal, but... considering Francesca and Kyle's presence, anyone would get the wrong idea.

Like I've actually set up house with them.

...It's a misunderstanding, right?

"Yujin."
"Ah!"
"...Why are you so startled?"

I was shocked when Kyle suddenly called out to me.

Of all times to speak to me when I was having such thoughts, it's embarrassing to face him.

"No, it's nothing. Why did you call me?"
"About what we discussed at Arcana earlier today. Can you tell me... why you asked about that?"
"Ah, that..."

Come to think of it, I hadn't explained the details to Kyle.

Since I've made my decision, it would be better to tell Kyle too.

I immediately explained everything about the Seraphim.

"...That's what happened."
"......"

Kyle's expression wasn't very bright after hearing the whole story.

Maybe he doesn't like my choice?

"No, that's not it. I respect your choice. I would have respected any choice you made. It's just..."

With melancholic eyes, Kyle expressed the emotion that was natural for someone like him.

"...I can't trust the people who say they'll help you."
"Kyle..."

A profound distrust of people and society.

But Kyle had reasons to feel that way.

His parents died protecting people without receiving help from the Hero Association, the heroes who once opposed them, or the Lester family.

The very people they protected mistreated Kyle when he was left alone, so he couldn't help but distrust the people of this world.

Perhaps it was even generous of him to stop at mere distrust.

"So I'll become stronger. To protect you. From anyone."
"......"

I could feel Kyle's determination, but it also made me sad.

Though he had grown up differently from the original story, it seemed some fundamental emptiness remained unfilled.

Perhaps it had even led him to resolve that emptiness by depending on me.

That might not be wrong. Healing a person's emptiness might be impossible to begin with, and perhaps everyone lives while depending on something.

It's just that becoming the object of his dependence was far from what I had intended.

"Let's stay strong together."

And depending on someone was true for me as well.

I quietly embraced Kyle.

* * *

"A new Seraphim..."

Sword Saint Jeong Hyun-il quietly murmured, thinking of the girl he had met earlier today, Yujin Frey.

Before finding her, Oracle was the last remaining Seraphim.

In this world that could collapse at any moment from demon realm attacks or villain terrorism, Oracle was not only the last hope but also a reminder that humanity had few chances left.

In that sense, the choice Oracle offered to Yujin was... actually not about choosing one or the other, but about pursuing both simultaneously.

She needed to nurture the Seraphim's power while also preciously concealing the existence of Yujin Frey.

If they didn't want to squander one of humanity's few remaining chances.

"Oracle seems to have wanted to spare that child from bearing the yoke."

The yoke of duty that Oracle carried.

The obligation given to Seraphim to protect the world and humanity.

The Seraphim devoted themselves to humanity according to that duty. But humanity failed to repay that devotion in any way.

Instead, they engaged in petty power struggles, making a mockery of that devotion.

Even without going as far as the Seraphim, how many well-intentioned heroes had been sacrificed to petty political logic?

While power struggles might be an unavoidable human instinct, fighting with humanity's extinction at hand was too foolish to justify with the excuse of instinct.

Things had been relatively quiet in recent years, but that was merely a temporary pause in the exhausting infighting; corruption and conflict hadn't been completely resolved.

"But now it begins again."

The resurgence of supremacism after the recent amusement park incident was actually a relatively minor issue.

What was more important was not repeating past mistakes.

They couldn't allow the Seraphim, humanity's last chance, to be wasted again due to petty greed.

"Preventing that is our role, Meiling. Understand?"
"Yes, Sword Saint."

Meiling responded with determination to her benefactor, the Sword Saint.

Whatever the Sword Saint asked, Meiling was prepared to accomplish even at the cost of her life. Even if given a mission tantamount to suicide, she would willingly throw herself into the fire.

"Those who target the Seraphim aren't just demons. Other humans are even more dangerous."

The Seraphim's power could oppose the demon realm's spawn, but it was also a formidable power among humans.

After all, the psychic abilities that made humans into heroes were originally passed down from the Seraphim.

That's why humans needed to be watched more carefully than demons.

Villains were obvious threats, but even fellow heroes or ordinary humans could be just as dangerous.

In fact, internal betrayers and those causing discord were more dangerous than outright enemies.

Such elements needed to be swiftly removed and excluded, but sadly, ordinary methods made this impossible.

If such self-correction were possible, human society wouldn't have been chaotic to begin with.

"That's why I need your help, Meiling. It's certainly a difficult request for you."
"Not at all, Sword Saint. I can do anything to repay your kindness."
"...Very well, I entrust this to you."

After saying this, Meiling bowed to the Sword Saint and withdrew.

After she left, the Sword Saint thought again about Oracle.

About Oracle who had tried to give Yujin 'a chance to give up.'

"I understand, but we have no other choice, Oracle."

For the future of humanity.

To correct a flawed world.

To reclaim what was lost.

The Sword Saint was prepared to cut down anything.

Even if it meant becoming the Sword Demon rather than the Sword Saint.

He would willingly drink that poisoned chalice.

Ch.50 - Chapter 50: Cogs of Conspiracy
Where there is light, there will always be shadows.

Heroes and villains exist in a relationship like that of light and shadow.

However, there are countless reasons why people become villains.

For personal greed, for the benefit of some group or faction, or due to grievances or resentment toward society—if asked to list reasons for becoming a villain, one could come up with endless examples.

"It's been quite a while since the Three Masters have gathered."

The villain organization Samgeolhoe (Three Masters Society) was a notorious group formed from many intertwined interests.

True to its name, it was an oligarchic organization led by three leaders called the Three Masters who guided it through meetings. For the past few years, however, these meetings had not been held for various reasons.

But today, the long-suspended meeting was being held again.

Albeit in virtual reality using holograms.

"Hmph, you're making quite a show of it when we're not even meeting in person. In the old days, such gatherings wouldn't have been recognized."

"Cheonghong, must you always be so rigid? That's why people call you an anachronistic old man behind your back."

"Who dares call me that, Raesan?"

Two men, who appeared elderly yet retained a youthful vigor that made their exact age difficult to determine—a testament to their status as powerful Awakened—exchanged pointless banter.

They were Cheonghong and Raesan, two of the Three Masters.

On the surface, they seemed to be sharing friendly jokes, but in reality, there was sharp tension between them.

Though they maintained the tradition of an organization led by three masters, even that was merely a tool for keeping each other in check. Both Cheonghong and Raesan alike wanted to swallow the entire organization whole.

"Meirong... no, we changed it. What was his name again?"

"Taochang. Has your senility affected your memory?"

"Hmph, how am I supposed to remember the name of every underling who served Meirong?"

"Well, I suppose that's true."

But the original structure of the Three Masters had been different.

There used to be someone stronger than the other two, a person called Meirong.

Even then, the Samgeolhoe was divided into three factions, but Meirong's faction was larger than Cheonghong's and Raesan's, and Meirong himself was more powerful than both of them.

However, Cheonghong and Raesan had exploited those who were dissatisfied with Meirong's policies—which were quite moderate for a villain—to divide his faction and eventually eliminate Meirong himself.

"But why hasn't that fellow shown up yet? He's the one who suggested meeting here, isn't he?"

"I don't know either. Well, I'm sure he has a good reason for being late."

"This is what happens when you put an unworthy person in such a position—he's already become arrogant, Raesan. I told you we should have abandoned this Three Masters nonsense and disbanded Meirong's faction."

However, even after eliminating Meirong, they couldn't absorb his entire faction.

There were various reasons for this. Some had sided with Cheonghong and Raesan but were reluctant to join another faction, while others harbored resentment toward Cheonghong and Raesan after learning about the manipulation that had occurred following Meirong's death.

"You eventually agreed to that decision too, Cheonghong, so why bring it up now?"

Because of this, Cheonghong had advocated for eliminating the remnants of Meirong's faction, but realistically, that wasn't possible.

In a villain organization, naturally, each member is an Awakened. And given the nature of villain organizations, every member constitutes an important part of their fighting force.

So what if they killed or expelled Meirong's faction? It would be purging in name only, but in reality, it would mean cutting down the Samgeolhoe's strength.

If they forced such a purge despite knowing this, would other villain organizations leave a weakened Samgeolhoe alone? Some villain groups were already salivating just from Meirong's elimination.

The Samgeolhoe in particular held various interests, both legal and illegal, with several city governments. If they showed any weakness, wolves would come running to claim those interests.

So they had agreed to install a manageable puppet as the new third Master.

"But that's the problem, isn't it? It's been years since he became one of the Three Masters, and he still hasn't managed to take control of his faction."

However, such a measure had only temporarily patched over the conflict, and many of Meirong's remaining faction members continued to be uncooperative with the other two factions.

Naturally, this was causing the organization to gradually weaken. At first, the situation wasn't widely known, so the problem was less severe, but other villain organizations were starting to make moves.

"The atmosphere has been particularly concerning lately. Gnosis—those bastards have been stirring things up, and other organizations are starting to move as well."

The recent amusement park terror attack in Hanul City.

That incident had reignited previously dormant supremacist sentiment, and various villain organizations had begun to stir.

Initially, it was centered around villain organizations inclined toward supremacist ideology, but as time passed, it gradually escalated into conflicts between city governments with different policies and attitudes toward heroes and villains.

Naturally, the Samgeolhoe couldn't escape this influence. It was both an opportunity to gain more and a crisis where they could lose everything, but the problem was that the Samgeolhoe was weaker than before.

"That's why we agreed to meet today."

"But why hasn't Taochang still not—"

"He won't be coming."

""...!""

At that moment, a woman's hologram appeared in the empty seat where its owner had yet to show up.

A young woman with her face hidden behind a mask.

Cheonghong and Raesan were puzzled by the appearance of this unfamiliar woman (whose identity they didn't know due to her mask), but she continued speaking.

"He's already dead."

"What? He's dead? Did you kill him?"

"...Who are you?"

The aggressive Cheonghong immediately spat out harsh words, but Raesan relatively calmly asked about her identity first.

"Meiling. I'm the daughter of Meirong, whom you killed."

"T-that man's daughter?"

Cheonghong was shocked, dignity be damned. He had been certain that both Meirong and his family had been eliminated.

"Raesan! What is the meaning of this? You said you killed all of Meirong's family!"

However, he hadn't killed them with his own hands. He had killed Meirong together with Raesan, but Raesan had been tasked with dealing with the family.

"I did kill them all. But one was reported missing."

Thanks to the Sword Saint, who had been friends with Meirong.

In fact, the Samgeolhoe hadn't always been a villain organization from the beginning.

It had started as a group of revolutionaries standing against corrupt city governments, but later became a villain organization as various interests became entangled.

The Sword Saint in his younger days had been someone who had helped and been helped by Meirong. That's why he had taken in Meiling.

"Yes, that's me. So, Raesan, you can vouch for my identity, can't you?"

"...I don't like it, but I suppose so."

"Raesan! What are you saying? She could be lying!"

"......"

Raesan readily confirmed her identity. Cheonghong protested, but Raesan simply shook his head.

In truth, Raesan's claim about her being "missing" was a lie. He knew the Sword Saint had taken Meiling.

Of course, he had later sent assassins to eliminate this potential source of trouble, but... things hadn't gone well. After that, he had let it be, fearing greater complications.

"Cheonghong, whether you believe it or not doesn't matter to me. I've already taken control of the faction, and if you can't accept that, I can just leave with them."

"You dare...!"

"...But if I had intended to leave the Samgeolhoe, I wouldn't have bothered coming here."

"...!"

Meiling handled Cheonghong skillfully, making it hard to believe she had just taken control of her faction.

"I've come to make a good proposal to both of you."

"What kind of proposal?"

"An offer you can't refuse."

Meiling added with a mysterious smile.

"The Seraphim. I'll help you obtain its power."

The gears of conspiracy had begun to turn without anyone knowing.

* * *

It felt like just yesterday that I had gone through a major ordeal, but Arcana's midterm exams were already approaching.

As a hero training institution, it wasn't a place solely focused on studying, but that also meant students had to excel in everything, not just academics.

Because of this, the midterm exams were just one of many ways to evaluate cadets' abilities.

That's why the cadets were more interested in the "field training" before the exams.

"If you do as we've practiced, Miss Yujin, you'll get a good score. However—"

Oracle also mentioned the field training.

As she spoke, I deactivated my psychic powers.

The psychic energy that had been spreading like a halo stopped, and my white hair returned to its original black.

"Try to conserve the Seraphim's power if possible."

"...You've already told me that dozens of times."

"Then I should say it hundreds more times for my cute disciple."

After I told Oracle my decision to accept the Seraphim's power, she taught me about that power as I wished.

I told not only Oracle but also the Sword Saint, and it seemed that day he became convinced I was the Seraphim after seeing me in person.

I don't know why he needed that confirmation or what the Sword Saint was planning. Even when I asked Oracle, she only said that the Sword Saint seemed to be doing something on his own.

Well, that wasn't important to me right now. The immediate issue was...

"...You don't need to be so overprotective."

"You're like a child left in water. Ah, such a troublesome one."

...Oracle acting like a grandmother worried about her granddaughter, despite looking like a child herself.

But Oracle's concerns had their reasons.

The more I understood the Seraphim's power, the more I realized its importance and dangers.

Well, that doesn't mean I have any intention of changing my decision now.

What puzzled me was why such a significant element wasn't emphasized in the original work?

Of course, the original work prioritized harem elements over worldbuilding and settings, so that made sense... but I still felt uneasy about something.

"Your team has already been decided. You'll be with Mr. Kyle and Miss Meiling."

"...Really?"

"Kyle is there too, and you look extremely surprised? Did something happen between you two that I don't know about?"

"Ah, no, that's not it..."

I couldn't say it was because the team was different from the original work.

In the original, Kyle, Alice, and Jung Jihoo were on the same team.

The main heroines of the original were Alice and Reika, and the field training episode centered around various incidents involving Alice.

But now, with neither Alice nor Reika present, and me and Meiling teamed up with Kyle, the original plot would be completely derailed... though at this point, that was hardly surprising.

Many things had already changed from the original.

"...I'm just worried about whether I'll do well."

"Even though it's called training, it's closer to shadowing active heroes, so nothing serious should happen."

"I suppose so."

More accurately, I hoped that would be the case.

But I clearly remembered that an incident did occur during that episode.

Knowing this but unable to say anything in advance, I decided to at least prepare myself mentally.

Ch.51 - Chapter 51: Field Training
"I'm sorry for leaving you alone, Francesca."
"Don't worry about me, sis. Besides, you'll be staying at your parents' home."
"Parents' home... Anyway, I'll be back soon."

Though it was called field training, befitting an academy that trained heroes—clearly a field-oriented profession—it wasn't just a brief day trip.

The assigned locations varied, but the goal of this class was to properly experience the field over the course of two nights and three days.

It definitely wasn't a recreational trip, but the atmosphere among the other cadets wasn't much different from going on a picnic.

"The outskirts are absolutely not a place for picnics. Especially areas designated as high-crime zones."
"That's where villain organizations are, right?"
"Yes, well, situations differ by city—some have organizations even in downtown areas—but typically, those places are villain strongholds."

Meiling had quite extensive knowledge about such matters.

Well, it was natural since she was the daughter of a boss from Samgeolhoe, a major organization. Of course, the fact that I knew her identity was a secret.

"...What a desolately barren city."

Kyle remarked quietly as he observed the outskirts.

Even though it was the outskirts of a city-state, with water supply, banks, shops, and other necessities, his assessment might have been harsh but wasn't entirely wrong.

The areas classified as "downtown," where "citizens" lived, were the peaceful places we were accustomed to in daily life. But here, though built with the same concrete and asphalt, a gloomy atmosphere permeated the air.

Even with people living here, it was difficult to find any sense of future or hope.

"Still, this is undeniably a place where people live. Although outskirts residents don't have citizenship, we patrol here for humanitarian reasons."

The senior hero, a security officer accompanying us on patrol, tried to act like a mentor by casually explaining.

It was a nice sentiment, and the humanitarian aspect wasn't wrong, but part of it was also hypocritical.

"...But the way people look at us isn't very positive."
"That's because of the discriminatory policies."

In a world where dangers lurk everywhere due to the Gate phenomenon.

Unlike Earth, where the concept of nations expanded with the advancement of civilization and technology, this world couldn't grow beyond the form of city governments.

The skies and seas weren't safe, severely limiting trade.

Fortunately, thanks to ability engineering developed in conjunction with science, most decent-sized cities could be self-sufficient for most resources. But no matter how large a city grew, the population it could accommodate or protect was limited.

Because of this, they had to distinguish between those who could be protected and those who couldn't. In short, prioritizing the protection of "citizens" was the current trend.

"But it's nearly impossible for outskirts residents to obtain citizenship. Those with exceptional awakened abilities might get some opportunities, but most others... become villains."

That wasn't the only reason people became villains, but it constituted a significant part.

Of course, there were excuses and unavoidable circumstances.

"The outskirts residents weren't originally from this city, which is why such discrimination exists."

The areas designated as downtown weren't initially defined for discrimination but were natural expansion limits that emerged as city-states were formed.

However, people still lived in areas outside downtown—beyond the city's guaranteed defense perimeter—and they started living in these outskirts to receive at least "lesser" protection.

Strictly speaking, the city government had no obligation to take responsibility for them. They weren't citizens from the beginning.

"However, that doesn't mean they're freeloading on the city's benefits. The city also owes them a great deal."

The security officer taught us about reality in a somewhat gloomy tone.

As he said, downtown areas also needed help from outskirts settlements at some point.

As downtown populations grew and demands for goods and services increased, downtown areas alone couldn't meet the growing demand.

That's why outskirts settlements were economically necessary. In terms of resource supply, downtown areas would suffer significant damage without the outskirts.

"So they contribute significantly to the city but still face discrimination."
"That's right. Well... things are gradually improving, but without solving the fundamental issues, there's not much we can do."

Even as we exchanged these words, gunshots could be heard somewhere.

In reality, this entire area was essentially a massive slum where law and order had collapsed by more than half.

"But there's no need to worry. This isn't an extremely dangerous area. If we're careful, we'll just finish our patrol without incident."

<Screech, AE-23 sector bank robbery in progress. Security officers needed on scene.>

"Responding immediately, over. Damn, I jinxed it!"

...It was a dramatic start to our first day of field training.

We immediately stopped our foot patrol and headed to the scene in a patrol car.

It was my first time riding in a patrol car, and it made me feel like a real police officer. Well, maybe it was better than breaking through Gates swarming with monsters.

The fact that we'd be fighting people instead of monsters made me a bit tense.

"Yujin, are you okay?"
"Oh, yes... I'm fine."
"...Your hand is really sweaty."
"......"

Without realizing it, I had been tightly gripping Kyle's hand beside me. And I was sweating profusely. I awkwardly pulled my hand away quickly.

"No need to be so nervous. This is different from last time."
"...Yeah."

Kyle spoke as if referring to the incident at the amusement park. The accompanying security officer knew that Kyle and I were the ones from "that video," but deliberately avoided mentioning it.

"Cadet Kyle is right. Just do as you've been trained, and you'll be fine. Even if they shoot, just don't panic."

The security officer added reassuringly, but knowing that gunfire was a given didn't make it very comforting.

Still, we were all wearing Core Shield generators, so we'd be safe as long as we weren't excessively exposed to gunfire.

Normally, Core Shields were extremely expensive and rarely issued, but they were specially provided with academy funds for the safety of the cadets.

By then, we had already arrived at the scene where the shootout was taking place.

"Officer! What's the current situation?"
"Yes, well—"

Bang! Bang!

"A-as you can see, multiple villains armed with firearms have occupied the bank. There appear to be around 20 of them."
"How many hostages inside?"
"We estimate just under 70 people."
"More than I thought... What are they after? Cash? Gold? Or coins?"
"Judging by the presence of a hacker, probably coins. They're just stalling for time without proper negotiations..."

It seemed they were most likely buying time to hack electronic currency.

"But they don't have an escape route, do they?"
"They probably plan to use hostages for their escape, or they've prepared another escape plan. Officer, we'll enter—have the police focus on surrounding the area."

After giving final instructions to the police, the security officer picked up a large reinforced shield.

"Cadets, follow me!"

"The hounds are here!"
"Damn it! Open fire!"

Ratatatatatatat!

Villains armed with automatic rifles shouted that the "hounds"—a derogatory term for heroes—had arrived.

Simultaneously, rifles blazed and a shower of bullets rained down, but the security officer concentrated his psychic power on his psychic reinforced shield.

A wide psychic barrier formed in the direction he raised his shield, blocking the bullets.

"Stay like that for a moment!"

I immediately generated a psychic wave and directed it toward the barrier. When my psychic wave—imbued with amplification and diffusion properties—hit the psychic barrier of the reinforced shield, a massive shock wave engulfed the villains occupying the bank entrance.

"Arghh!"
"Uweeeeek!"

The intense vibration knocked some unconscious while others vomited on the spot, their organs affected by the shock. The bank building inevitably suffered damage with broken windows.

"Well done! But refrain from using such techniques inside! We can't harm the hostages!"
"Yes, I know!"

Even just now, it would have been difficult to use that technique if they had used hostages as human shields, but fortunately, they hadn't resorted to such vile tactics.

Of course, we didn't know if that would remain true inside, and their restraint wasn't due to conscience but likely because they wanted to use the hostages for escape.

Soon, we were able to breach the bank entrance.

"Kill those bastards!"
"Dogs of the downtown people!"

Another shower of bullets greeted us as we entered.

But once again, a psychic barrier was created with the reinforced shield.

A psychic barrier couldn't provide infinite defense, but the goal wasn't to endure indefinitely but to create an entry angle for the "dealers."

"Haaaah!"
"S-stop that woman!"

Meiling broke through the left flank. Already a physical enhancement ability user, she had received an acceleration psychic wave beforehand, making her even faster as she sprinted along the wall.

The villains screamed and fired their guns, but the automatic rifles couldn't keep up with her high-speed movement, so most bullets didn't reach Meiling.

Even the few that did were absorbed by her Core Shield, allowing her to overwhelm the villains.

"Damn, she's showing off!"
"The hostages are in danger!"

The villains tried to concentrate their firepower on Meiling's position. There were hostages in that area, but they didn't seem to care about the hostages' safety.

Click, click!

"What? W-what's this—"

But the villains' guns didn't fire.

"It's useless. I've frozen everything."

Kyle had frozen all the internal components and gunpowder in the villains' weapons.

It wasn't indiscriminate freezing but an extremely precise rapid cooling ability that neutralized only the firearms.

"Damn it, everyone draw your weapons!"

But the villains weren't completely neutralized.

They had been using guns, but many of them were awakened individuals, so when their firearms were disabled, they started using psychic abilities.

Those who weren't awakened drew illegally modified stun batons.

"Surrendering would be the better option."

But from my perspective, the level of these villains didn't seem very high.

It was terrifying that there were so many of them armed with automatic rifles for just a bank robbery, but compared to proper heroes, they were merely common criminals.

Thud! Crash! Whack!
Swoosh! Swoooosh! Thump! Slash!

"T-these guys... they're too strong..."

Naturally, with Kyle being the top of our year and Meiling being an ace from Class A, they showed overwhelmingly superior performance even compared to the active hero security officer.

Villains of this level were no match for them.

"D-damn it! If it's come to this, we all die together!"
"...! It's a bomb!"

At that moment, one villain who hadn't been subdued suddenly activated a bomb.

He seemed to have intended to use it for escape, but when cornered, he resorted to a suicide attack. Even Kyle couldn't react in time to stop it with his ice.

As the bomb was about to explode, a brilliant white light flashed.

"Phew, just in time."
"W-what? How did..."

Transformed into a seraphim form, I had somehow moved in front of the villain and "nullified" the explosion.

Oracle had told me not to use this if possible, but if I hadn't, the hostages would have been in danger, even if the awakened individuals might have survived.

As soon as that thought crossed my mind—no, even before it fully formed—my body moved as if on its own.

"T-this is!"
"Now please just go to sleep quietly."

Tap.

With a finger carrying a very slight vibration, I tapped the villain's forehead, and he fell asleep like a puppet with cut strings.

The first day was dramatic, but with this, the situation was well handled...

"Oh."

...or so I thought, but all the hostages in the bank were staring at me.

"A-an angel..."

Well, my current appearance was completely white with wings of light, so I was extremely conspicuous.

It seemed I had really done it this time.

Ch.52 - Chapter 52: Shadow of Light
I did it!

...is what I exclaimed inwardly with much fuss, but in the end, nothing too serious happened.

"All 24 villains eliminated or captured. All 72 hostages safe. Thank you for your hard work, Sheriff."
"It wasn't me, it was these folks who did well. Especially at the end... thanks to Miss Yujin, there were no civilian casualties."
"Ah, yes. The rumors are already spreading wildly. They say it was like an angel's descent..."

Overhearing the officer's report to the sheriff made my ears burn. An angel... Well, in this world where demons exist, angels were once real too, so it's not entirely metaphorical, but it was still an embarrassing compliment.

But what's important is that despite showing such power, fortunately, they don't know that I possess "Seraphim's power."

It seems they just see me as a hero with "exceptionally strong psychic abilities."

Still, it's rather embarrassing...

"Um, excuse me, angel sister."
"...Yes?"

Anyway, with the bank robbery resolved and the cleanup in full swing, I heard a child's voice calling to me while I was standing there awkwardly.

Turning around, I saw a small boy who looked about 7 years old. He was looking up at me with bright, curious eyes.

He must have been one of the hostages held in the bank. Judging by his slightly worn clothes, he was probably from the outskirts.

"What is it, little one?"
"Um, are you really an angel?"
"...I'm a hero, but not that kind."

I've never been particularly fond of children, but seeing his pure, innocent face made me think he was incredibly cute. Without realizing it, I was bending down to meet his eyes and patting his head.

"A hero! You're a hero too?"
"Yes."
"I want to be a hero when I grow up! I've awakened too!"

His typical childlike dialogue, straight out of a superhero comic, made me smile involuntarily.

"But Mom says it'll be hard for me to become a hero."
"Huh? Why?"
"I don't know. She says I can't go to the Academy because I'm not a citizen."
"......"

But the child's following words were laced with the sharp thorns of reality.

Because they came from a child, without any malice and full of innocence, those thorns felt even sharper.

All awakened citizens become heroes. In other words, those who aren't citizens find it difficult to get the opportunity to become heroes even if they're awakened.

While the city always needs heroes for security and "defense," they're reluctant to grant citizenship to awakened individuals from the outskirts.

They fear that their discriminatory policies toward outskirt residents might collapse.

This child before me would likely find it difficult to become a hero unless he was exceptional. And with high probability, he would easily fall into a bad path, hating this world full of discrimination.

-You can help him.
-Help that child.

As my thoughts reached that point, I heard whispers like tinnitus.

When I heard those whispers, I felt as if I wasn't myself.

The feeling I've had since awakening the Seraphim's power—like I could cry at all the darkness in the world.

And just like how my body moved on its own right before the bomb exploded earlier, I was already flowing psychic waves through the hand that was patting the child's head.

"Sister? I can hear singing."
"It's okay. Don't be afraid. This is a small gift from me to you."
"...It's so beautiful."

The wave imbued with Seraphim's power was awakening the child's potential, sounding like a beautiful song.

There was no rational reason to show such kindness to a passing acquaintance.

But the Seraphim's power was rejecting rationality.

A power that seemed to exist to extinguish injustice and wrongdoing in the world.

Because of it, its possessor could fall into unconditional devotion and infinite compassion.

That's what Oracle had warned me about, but I was only now slowly realizing it.

However, even as I realized it, suppressing those emotions was difficult.

It was like trying to erase white by painting over it with more white.

"Ah, my mom is calling me."
"Yes, go ahead. She must be worried."

After a brief moment, when the child's mother called from the side, he bowed to me and ran to her. I smiled bitterly, and only then did I feel that strange sensation diminish.

I don't know when that sensation will completely blend into me.

"Yujin."
"Ah, Kyle. Are you done talking with the police?"

Just then, I heard Kyle's voice from behind. Kyle, who had been explaining the situation to the police officers who had responded to the scene, had approached without me noticing.

"Yes. But what was that just now...?"

It seemed Kyle had seen what happened.

"It's nothing, don't worry about it."
"......"

I smiled brightly, not wanting to worry him. It wasn't like I had done anything bad or dangerous.

Of course, being consumed by the Seraphim's power is definitely something to be wary of, but...

...I also thought that perhaps becoming that way might be better than who I originally was.

"Junior cadets, you all did amazingly well today."
"Thank you for the praise, Sheriff. You were amazing too."
"Haha... Thank you, Meiling. Inadequate as I am, I'm still your senior as a hero, so it would be embarrassing if I couldn't do at least that much. Anyway, thanks to you all, all the hostages are safe. The villains... well, they're injured to that extent."

The sheriff briefly mentioned the villains with a bitter expression.

Most heroes avoid working in the outskirts because the treatment is poor and it's far from the path to advancement, but he clearly continued to volunteer for duty here out of a sense of mission.

That's why he knows the situation well and must have complex feelings about the villains.

"Anyway! To celebrate the achievements of the newcomers, I'll treat you all—"

*Beep beep!*

"Yes, this is Sheriff Jonathan. What? Ah, yes. I understand. I'll be right there. Oh dear, I'll have to postpone treating you, juniors."
"What's going on?"
"The Director wants to speak with you all. It seems he has something special to ask of you because of this incident."

Soon, we were heading to the Security Bureau in a patrol car with the sheriff.

"...Yes, Boss. It's definitely her. She matches the photo that Meirong's daughter showed us."

After Yujin and her group had left.

One of the officers who had responded to the scene was secretly talking to someone.

<Are you certain it's a new Seraphim?>
"Yes, not an Oracle, but she definitely used an extraordinary power."
<We need to continue tailing her. Can you do it?>
"Yes, she's been called to see the Director, and I should be able to find out why without much difficulty."
<Good, keep watching. If things go well, I'll reward you handsomely in the name of the Three Heroes Association.>
"Yes, thank you, Grand Master!"

In the shadow of light, a dark figure was stirring.

* * *

Security Bureau.

In my previous life, terms like police or police station were more familiar, but in the outskirts, they don't use the term "police" much.

That's because, strictly speaking, they aren't police.

Police are those who protect the city, but the outskirts, strictly speaking, aren't under the city's jurisdiction—a reason that shows their dedication to discrimination down to the finest detail.

"Pleased to meet you. I'm Do Junhwan, Director of the Security Bureau. You're cadets from Arcana, correct?"
"Yes, that's right. I'm Yujin, and this is Kyle and Meiling."

Despite that background, the Director was a man with a kind-looking impression. When I spoke to him as our representative, he responded with a very welcoming demeanor.

"Yujin, are you Yujin Frey? I didn't expect to meet you like this."
"You know me?"

When I looked at him questioningly as he seemed to already know me, he immediately explained why.

"How could I not? Everyone in government-related departments knows about that amusement park incident."
"Ah..."

Come to think of it, that did happen. While the news didn't reveal my identity, reporters found out and lurked around my house, so anyone who needed to know probably did.

"Ah, I shouldn't bring that up. But after that incident, both the city government and the Hero Association were quite in an uproar. Even in the outskirts, supremacists caused disturbances."
"I see... But why did you call us here?"

I understand that he knows me, but is our summons related to that incident?

"Ah, I should get to the point. It's a bit complicated... The truth is, I need Miss Yujin's help."
"Me?"
"Yes, all three of you, to be precise. You just brilliantly resolved that bank robbery, didn't you?"
"...We did?"
"All the residents who were held hostage are grateful to you. I'd like to use this as a heartwarming story."

A heartwarming story... So propaganda, in other words.

Calling it propaganda makes it sound a bit dirty, but there's nothing strange or wrong with it. If it's truly a good story, spreading it isn't bad.

"...What does this have to do with the amusement park terror attack that you specifically need Yujin?"

But Kyle, who had been watching from the side, asked coldly. He didn't seem to have a good impression of the Director and didn't even use honorifics, but the Director's expression faltered slightly before he forced a bright expression and spoke.

"Well, you see, specifically, we want to promote your achievements in conjunction with the 9th anniversary of the Gate Wave incident."
"The Gate Wave... That was the major disaster 9 years ago. The one that was neglected due to issues between the Hero Association and heroes."
"Now, now, 'neglected' is a strong word. Ahem, anyway, that incident also stirred up supremacist sentiment. If we add your achievements to the 9th anniversary... wouldn't it make a good picture?"

The Director spoke passionately, advocating for the legitimacy of the matter.

But neither my expression nor Kyle's or Meiling's was particularly bright.

"So in the end, you want to use Yujin. To promote that someone who suffered at the amusement park has achieved such feats."
"W-well, yes, but isn't it good to make the best of a situation, Cadet Kyle?"
"This..."

As Kyle seemed about to get angry at the Director's response, I grabbed his hand to restrain him.

"Just a moment, we'll discuss this among ourselves."

After that, I took Kyle and Meiling a bit away from the Director to think about his proposal.

First, that 9th anniversary event was... a big event scheduled in the "field training" episode of this original work.

I was likely to get involved, but there was something else that concerned me more.

"The Gate Wave... Isn't that the incident where Kyle's parents died?"
"......"

Kyle quietly nodded at my question.

Confirming this, I felt complicated emotions.

Supremacist sentiment is certainly a very dangerous ideology in itself, so I also thought it would be good to somehow quell public opinion.

Moreover, if I could intervene at that 9th anniversary event where a major incident was scheduled to occur, I might be able to prevent a potential disaster.

So accepting the Director's proposal was a good choice, separate from how fishy it smelled.

But for Kyle, his feelings about that incident must be special.

"I think we should refuse then."

Kyle had hated the world because of that incident. And even now, he might still hate it a little, or perhaps more than I think.

He couldn't have good feelings toward those who, far from reflecting on what happened then, were trying to use it.

"No, I'm fine with it."

But Kyle's answer was the opposite of what I expected.

"I do want revenge on them. But you're more important to me than that, Yujin. Nothing is more important to me than you. If that choice is truly beneficial for you, then do it."
"...Kyle."

I was both grateful and sorry for Kyle's response.

For now, all I could do was quietly hold his hand in return.

Ch.53 - Chapter 53: A Date in the Night Scenery
"The director made such a proposal? Well, it's probably not just his idea but a decision from the association... but it's quite brazen for the person involved."

After meeting the director, we ended up having dinner at a barbecue restaurant with our supervising security officer.

Though I've never worked as a company employee, even including my past life, this was unmistakably the atmosphere of dining with a workplace superior. It was difficult to refuse the security officer who encouraged us, saying this was a reward for handling the bank robbery case well today, and that "this is something you'll do often once you become an official hero."

"Still, I thought accepting would be more constructive, so I agreed."
"Hmm... Cadet Yujin is indeed righteous. A model hero. Speaking of which, how about a drink?"
"...You just called me a model hero, but offering alcohol to a cadet seems a bit inappropriate."
"Hahaha! That's true."

...Actually, I think this person just needed a drinking buddy. Of course, I just refused, and Kyle and Meiling are just drinking cola.

"Hmm, the 9th anniversary event is in two days. That's the last day of your field training, so I suppose today is essentially the last day with you cadets."
"What? Why?"
"Well, since you've agreed to participate, you'll need to prepare for the event starting tomorrow. It'll probably just be simple rehearsals and briefings, but I can't take you on patrol during all that."
"Ah... that makes sense."

So today is effectively the end of our field training. Once we do that event, we'll have coasted through the field training and can return after a comfortable rest, but I didn't feel very comfortable about it.

That's because in the original story, the incident during this field training happens at that Gate Wave 9th anniversary event.

"It was brief, but it was nice meeting you all. I'm sorry we couldn't spend more time together, but seeing such excellent juniors makes me proud as your senior. Though I do feel a bit outclassed by you juniors."
"Oh, not at all, senior."
"Hehe, Meiling is so pleasant. On the other hand, Kyle could use a bit more brightness."
"......"

Even hearing the security officer's words, Kyle just nodded slightly with his characteristically taciturn demeanor. I honestly agreed with the senior's assessment, but that quiet nature was very much Kyle's style.

"And Yujin, the nearby Akiha Street is a great place for dates."
"Ah, yes... but why suddenly...?"
"Why? I'm telling you to take your boyfriend there."
"Ah, hahaha..."

I felt my face flush slightly at the security officer's words as he glanced at Kyle, and I laughed awkwardly.

As I glanced at Kyle, he maintained his usual quiet demeanor, but I could read a subtle expectation in his expression.

"Ahem, well, that's enough teasing. I should get going. I'll take care of the bill."

Although it was called a company dinner, perhaps the security officer didn't want to play the role of an uncomfortable boss, or maybe he wanted to go home early himself, but he got up early.

We had finished eating too, and with nothing else to do, we got up and saw the security officer off outside the restaurant.

"Somehow, this reminds me more of the weight of being a family man than a hero's day."
"...That comparison seems both fitting and strange."

I didn't know if the security officer was single or married, but Meiling's expression had a slightly bitter feeling.

"Well, I'll be going now too."
"Oh? We need to go back to the dormitory too, so let's go together."
"Huh? Are you going straight back to the dormitory? Aren't you going there?"
"Where do you mean?"
"Akiha Street."
"......"

Meiling spoke as if saying "Why are you asking such an obvious question?"

No, why is it assumed that we must go on a date?

"Well, don't worry about me. Have a good time with Lord Kyle."

Meiling left just like that, and Kyle and I could only watch her walk away in a somewhat awkward atmosphere.

"So, shall we go? There."
"...If you want to, Yujin."
"Do you want to go, Kyle?"
"......"

Kyle didn't answer, but I didn't need an answer; I could tell just by looking at his expression.

"Yes, you do want to go. Let's go."
"......"

Without saying anything, his expression was like that of a lonely puppy, making it impossible for anyone not to understand his answer.

I immediately took Kyle's hand and headed toward the place called Akiha Street.

"I didn't know the outer residential area had places like this."

Though it was recommended as a date spot, I wondered if it would really be a nice place given the outer residential area's image of being inferior to the city, but surprisingly, it had many attractions.

There were large billboards with anime characters, suspicious shops like maid cafes, and all kinds of merchandise for sale... It gave me a strong sense of déjà vu, but as the senior security officer had said, there were many couples who appeared to be on dates.

"It's a bit of a strange place, but at least it's not boring. Right?"
"...Yes."
"So what should we do first?"
"That's..."

Kyle was about to answer my question but hesitated for a moment. Actually, not just a moment—he hesitated awkwardly for quite a while.

"...Sorry, I think this is my first time, so I'm not sure what to do."
"First time?"
"Um... going on a date with you."
"Oh... is that so?"

We've certainly been out together many times.

But thinking about it, none of those times were really recognized as "dates," were they?

The amusement park last time was honestly closer to granting each other's wishes rather than a date.

Visiting House Lester couldn't really be called a date either... We walked to and from school every day, but something so routine and everyday feels odd to call a date. And before that, those feelings...

"......"

As those thoughts chained together, I naturally became more conscious of what a date actually was, which made me feel even more embarrassed.

"Yujin."
"Oh, yes?"
"...I'm sorry, normally the man should take the lead in these things. But I'm... still awkward with this."

While I was distracted by my warming cheeks, Kyle spoke with a genuinely troubled expression. Seeing him like that, I chuckled and pulled on his arm.

"What are you saying? Anyone can take the lead. Come on, let's start over there."
"......"

With that, I took Kyle and headed toward the first place that caught my eye.

Seeing Kyle's reaction, I felt empathetic, perhaps because I was a man in my past life, and found myself becoming more proactive.

Of course, it's not like my past self had extensive experience dating women, but I did remember the general atmosphere of male-female relationships in Korean society.

While I shouldn't generalize, I wasn't unaware of the romance and fantasy in relationships where the woman takes care of things.

The feeling of doing that after being reincarnated as a woman was incredibly strange.

Anyway, I held onto Kyle and we had a great time exploring various places in the street.

"It's already getting dark. Should we head back?"
"Sure."

Even though it was summer, it got a bit chilly at night. It wasn't that late yet, so there were still many people on the street.

Especially couples.

"There are so many couples. Look at them all walking arm in arm."
"Mm."
"But walking like that seems uncomfortable. Leaning on each other while walking..."

It felt like spitting in my own face to say this after spending so much time with Kyle, but my stance on lovey-dovey couples, ingrained from my long life as a single person in my past life, was still critical.

So I was just rambling on with baseless commentary when suddenly Kyle linked his arm with mine.

"This isn't uncomfortable, is it?"
"Huh? Oh, no."
"Let's go."
"Oh..."

...After that, I continued walking down the street with Kyle, our arms linked.

For a while, neither of us said anything as we walked through the street with its rather beautiful night scenery.

Despite my earlier mockery, I could feel my heart racing for no reason.

"Yujin."
"What?"
"Thank you for the date."
"Sure, no need to thank me."
"No, really, thank you. And thank you for everything else too, always."
"...Yes."

An enormous number of thoughts raced through my mind like a hail of bullets, but I just smiled and continued walking, leaning slightly against him.

* * *

"Yes, Sword Saint. The villains are on the move too. Not just the Three Brothers Society, but several other groups as well."
<Well done. Move according to plan. When they make their move, I will hunt them down.>

Though Meiling had said she was going to the dormitory, she was instead in a secluded alley.

There, while communicating with the Sword Saint through a secure channel, she remained vigilant of her surroundings.

<They might have sensed something suspicious too. Be careful not to be tracked.>
"Yes, Sword Saint."

The conversation with the Sword Saint ended there. Afterward, Meiling hurried to leave the location.

BANG!

"...!"

Just then, a gunshot rang out from somewhere, and Meiling was thrown back and fell. As soon as she heard the gunshot from behind, she used physical enhancement to block the bullet's damage, but it seemed to be a special impact round designed for awakened individuals, as she couldn't prevent being thrown back.

"You're Meirong's daughter, Meiling, right?"
"...Did the Three Brothers Society send you? Who sent you? Qinghong? Leishan?"
"You don't need to know that."
"It must be Qinghong."

Even while bleeding, Meiling activated her physical enhancement and sprang up like a coiled spring.

The killer fired again, but this time she perfectly blocked even the impact round with her psychic power and followed up with a strike that shattered his gun.

The killer also used martial arts to resist Meiling, but he seemed less skilled than her.

RAT-TAT-TAT!

"Ugh!"

But the killer wasn't alone. Others who had appeared suddenly fired impact rounds at Meiling, and although she resisted with her psychic power, she was outnumbered.

"Your spirit and attempt to carry on Meirong's will were admirable. But the Three Brothers Society no longer needs ghosts of the past."
"Hmph... You've degraded into an underground criminal organization, yet you call my father a ghost of the past?"
"...I'll remember those as your last words."

The killer was about to pull the trigger to kill her, while Meiling hadn't given up and was looking for a chance to escape.

THUNK-

"...Huh?"

But at that moment, the killer who was about to fire at her suddenly groaned and dropped his gun.

Not just him—the other killers also began to be consumed by a darkness that suddenly appeared. They all stood frozen, unable to move, as they were swallowed by the black darkness and disappeared.

"Are you alright?"
"...Who are you?"

The figure that emerged between them was a man dressed entirely in black, with a mask-like covering over his face except for his eyes.

"Venom."
"Venom... from Gnosis?"

Meiling had never met him directly. But she knew he had been sighted during the amusement park incident.

"Why did you save me?"

She was more curious about his identity, but she didn't waste effort asking that. She only asked why he had saved her.

In response, Venom threw her a PDA with a set of coordinates displayed, rather than giving a detailed answer.

"Tell the Sword Saint that what he seeks is there."
"Wait, what is this... and how did you—"
"And don't use what's precious as bait."

Ignoring Meiling's reaction, he said only what he wanted to say and then vanished.

For a while, Meiling could only stare, entranced, into the darkness where he had disappeared.

Ch.54 - Chapter 54: Lost Child
A terror attack is about to happen.

That cold reality was approaching.

Knowing the original storyline, I was aware of the reason, target, and method of the terror attack that would occur at this 9th anniversary ceremony.

Considering all those factors, it seemed inevitable that the attack would take place.

"Good work, Yujin. Even though this was just a rehearsal for the event, it must have been tiring, right?"
"It was a bit difficult, but I managed to endure it."
"It's nice to see such diligence—truly befitting an excellent student of Arcana."

Even while thinking about the catastrophic terror attack that I needed to prevent, I was rehearsing for the 9th anniversary memorial ceremony.

Normally, with my mind elsewhere, I would have made mistakes, but surprisingly, I didn't make a single error. I wondered if this was because I had become a Seraphim, but it also seemed like my stage sense from my previous life hadn't completely disappeared yet.

"Thank you for the compliment, Mr. Rockwell."
"We should be thanking you for your cooperation. And personally, I feel apologetic too. Asking for help from someone who experienced such trauma isn't very adult-like of us... It's the fault of incompetent adults."

Rockwell, the secretary to the Security Bureau Director, spoke with a genuinely apologetic expression. She was a typical intellectual-looking blonde office lady—in my previous life as a man, I might have felt romantic attraction toward her.

But now... apart from liking her as a good person, I didn't feel any other kind of attraction.

Well... I was gradually becoming numb to my feelings as a man. My intellect and reason remained intact, but my emotional realm was being completely erased...

In other words, I was gradually becoming a girl.

"No, it's fine. It's for a good cause, after all."
"Hehe, thank you for saying that. I wish you were my little sister..."
"Ahaha... I'm not very good at being cute, so it probably wouldn't be that great."
"Oh, I doubt that. Anyway, you should head back now. Your boyfriend must be waiting."
"Boy-boyfriend...?"
"Am I wrong?"
"...You're right."

In the past, I might have given a self-deceptive answer like "he's not my boyfriend" to Rockwell's mischievous question, but now that was difficult to do.

Just the subtle hint about Kyle made my face turn red and my heart race—I had to admit that denying it would be meaningless at this point.

Still, crossing that definitive line was something I... hesitated to do.

"Youth is such a wonderful time. How refreshing."
"...Please stop teasing me. By the way... there's something I'd like to ask."
"What is it?"
"For tomorrow's memorial ceremony, shouldn't security be strengthened?"

But it was time to forget about these girlish heart flutters and turn my attention back to the cold reality.

So I directly brought up the security for the memorial ceremony.

"Security? We're already preparing maximum security for the event. Is there something specific that concerns you?"
"It's not so much a concern as... I'm worried."

In truth, it was difficult for me to point out specific security issues here.

As Rockwell said, the security authorities were already preparing at maximum capacity. From a general perspective, there were no flaws.

But that was only true for "general" cases.

"Worried? About what?"
"I think there might be a... terror attack."
"...A terror attack?"

I needed to come up with a plausible excuse, and fortunately, I did have something to work with.

"This event is for the 9th anniversary of the Gate Wave incident, right?"
"That's right. It's to commemorate the victims from that time."
"Yes, but as the Director said, the fundamental purpose is to suppress supremacist public opinion."
"...That's correct, which is why we asked for your help, Yujin."

An event with the noble but somewhat hypocritical purpose of sending a message of harmony between non-awakened and awakened people, using me—a victim of the amusement park incident—as a symbol. The message itself wasn't bad.

"But doesn't that make it an easy target for terrorists? Terrorists would prefer to publicly destroy such a message of harmony."
"That's true, but..."
"Moreover, high-ranking officials from the Hero Association and city government will be attending. That makes it even more likely..."

I questioned whether the current level of security was truly adequate.

In the original story, they were helplessly defeated by the terrorists, the villain organization "Lost Child."

"You certainly... have a point. I'll suggest strengthening security to the Director. But I'm not sure what additional measures we can take beyond what's already planned. Fortunately, the high-ranking officials will have their own security teams, so there's not too much to worry about."
"...I understand. It was just my opinion, but thank you for listening."
"Not at all, it was a good suggestion. Even though you're still a student, your excellence suggests your future isn't so bleak."

Rockwell left after praising me in a mature manner.

"It won't be enough..."

She said she would suggest strengthening security, but I doubted whether the security authorities would pay any more attention. As it was just a student's opinion, it would likely be dismissed.

"I'll have to stop it myself."

I concluded that I couldn't rely solely on the security authorities. Without Oracle-like precognitive abilities, all I could do was prepare defenses at the locations where I anticipated the attack would occur.

Fortunately, I could predict several points based on descriptions from the original story.

But relying solely on those memories made me uneasy, so I needed to employ some more special methods as well.

"Yujin? Are you done with practice?"
"Oh, yes. What about Meiling and Kyle?"
"We're done too. We were thinking of heading back to the dorms together..."

Just as I was thinking about this, I ran into Kyle and Meiling.

Kyle suggested returning to the dorms together, but this was inconvenient for me as I needed to examine the surroundings.

"Well..."

I hesitated on how to respond to Kyle. First, I debated whether I should warn them about tomorrow's terror attack.

Unlike with Rockwell, suddenly mentioning terrorism to these two would seem unnatural... but considering the danger, giving them a warning would definitely be better.

"Hey Kyle, Meiling. I have something to tell you."
"What is it?"
"I think there's going to be a terror attack at tomorrow's event. It's hard to explain why, but I have this feeling."

Kyle and Meiling were a bit surprised by my words, but they remained relatively calm. Kyle actually focused on a different aspect.

"...Really?"
"Yes."
"Is this feeling because of... 'that'?"

With Meiling present, Kyle seemed to be implying the power of the Seraphim without directly mentioning it.

I realized it could be interpreted that way, though the power I possessed couldn't predict the future, at least not yet.

"I'm not sure. But I have a strong conviction that something will happen. So... I want to prepare, will you help me?"

Even if they didn't help, it would be good enough if my warning made them more cautious...

"Of course."

Kyle believed me without the slightest hesitation.

* * *

Villain organizations and terrorists are similar but not identical entities.

Strictly speaking, villain organizations often take the form of interest groups that are atypical for terrorists, frequently motivated by factors other than beliefs or grudges.

Terrorists, however, are very likely to be motivated by the latter.

This makes them more vicious, radical, and uncompromising, making them difficult to persuade.

And the villain organization "Lost Child" was composed of terrorists primarily motivated by grudges.

"Tomorrow is the day of execution. If you want to give up, now is your last chance."

In a dark hideout somewhere in the outskirts, boys and girls were gathered.

They were teenagers who didn't look like vicious terrorists at all, but they shared the common experience of suffering terrible losses nine years ago.

"It's already too late for that, Louis."

Louis nodded at the words of the girl whose eyes lacked any sign of vitality.

"You're right, Yuriko. We've already come too far. There's no going back."

Gate Wave.

In that terrible tragedy nine years ago, they all lost their families.

But it didn't end as just a tragic event where many people lost their families.

They were denied. To cover up the city government and Hero Association's shame.

They were oppressed. Under the tyranny that justified discrimination.

They were forgotten. Despite it being a man-made disaster they had neglected, their self-proclaimed heroes stood in the limelight.

Those who had lost everything and been denied sought revenge, and with no one to help them, they honed their strength through immense suffering.

Without proper support, the gates accessible to unauthorized awakened individuals from the outskirts were essentially dangerous places abandoned even by the city.

The city government didn't hesitate to send "unofficial contractors" there. This was because they considered the unauthorized awakened from the outskirts as potential threats, so they didn't care if they died there.

Many died. Some betrayed the cause. The survivors gritted their teeth and fueled their vengeance, hunting down traitors to the ends of hell. And they gradually eliminated those who had made them this way.

Yet discrimination didn't disappear. No one was compensated for their loss. Despite this, they talked about harmony and other such things, deluding the people of the outskirts and making them submit to reality.

This was unacceptable to the children who had become vengeful spirits, if no one else.

"I heard they're using that student from the amusement park incident for propaganda this time."
"Probably trying to dilute the supremacist public opinion. Making it seem like the victim has forgiven them. What a joke."

Louis, the leader of Lost Child, spoke with extreme cynicism. But it wasn't surprising. The city government and Hero Association always used such insidious methods to divide and manipulate public opinion.

"But didn't the Three Heroes Association say they're targeting that girl? That was their reason for cooperating with us..."

One of the Lost Child members brought up this point. As vengeful spirits, they no longer hesitated to kill for revenge, but they were sensitive about killings unrelated to their vengeance.

Motivated by a grudge from nine years ago, they weren't particularly interested in supremacist public opinion and ideologically didn't fit well with villain organizations that had become interest groups.

But it was difficult to refuse the Three Heroes Association's offer to help with this terror plan.

Although some members showed hesitation about the female student being used for propaganda despite her cooperation with the city government, they had no particular grievance against her.

"...That's their business. We just need to do our part."

Louis calmed the members with a cool but clear stance.

"After making us like this, they talk about harmony and whatnot—at least we can't accept that, right? So let's show them clearly. That we're still here."

The children who had lost everything and been abandoned by the world resembled someone else's original fate strikingly.

But sadly, they had no savior from another world.

Ch.55 - Chapter 55: Order and Harmony
The next day, people were flocking to the event venue.

It was quite crowded, but no one seemed particularly enthusiastic about the event. Well, the event hadn't started yet, but everyone looked as if they had been forced to attend.

"That's because they were forced to come. Or they're people with vested interests in the outskirts. The so-called lackeys."
"...It feels just like a colony."
"It is a colony, actually. If you go further toward the outskirts, you'll probably see the malice of humanity."

Alice, whom I met at the venue, was bitterly mocking this 'hypocritical' memorial service.

Well, I wasn't unaware of this. There had been at least minimal mentions of it in the original work.

"Yujin! It's great to see you after so long!"
"It's only been three days."
"Hehehe, how was your field training? Oh, and I heard you caught that bank robber! That's amazing!"

Ji-hoo, who had come with Alice and her group, was speaking excitedly.

"I'm jealous. We just went through one gate."
"So why are you here?"
"They asked us to attend. I came instead of my dad. Tsk, my dad is such a pain."
"Alice too?"
"Well, I suppose I'm in the same boat, but unlike that brat, I often help my father with his work."

And Reika seemed to have been dragged along as well. Poor Reika... But she seems happy to be with Ji-hoo.

"Hmm, more importantly, was there any progress with Kyle during your field training?"
"P-progress? What do you mean...?"
"Oh, I'm sorry. You two must already be close enough, so when I say progress—"
"That's not true!"

...I answered, but I felt a tightening sensation as if I were lying. Glancing toward Kyle, he was just standing there impassively.

Does he not care...?

"Yujin! Be careful anyway! You never know what that unicorn pervert might do!"
"Ji-hoo, it's strange hearing you say that. But why is Kyle a unicorn?"
"That's because the Lester family—"
"Ahaha, anyway, good job, Yujin."

Alice hastily left, covering Ji-hoo's mouth as he tried to say something. Reika also waved goodbye as she left.

"Yujin, shouldn't we inform Alice's team too? About the possibility of a terrorist attack."

After they left, Meiling asked me. It would certainly be better to warn those three as well, but...

"It's too late to tell them now. We wouldn't be able to coordinate properly. Ji-hoo aside, Alice has good judgment, so she'll handle things well on her own."
"Hmm, that's probably for the best."

Meiling, Kyle, and I had already decided how to move after the terrorist attack occurred. Adding more people now could complicate our movements.

"Yujin."
"Yes?"
"If something happens... don't push yourself too hard. Stopping the terrorists is important, but it's more important that you don't get hurt."
"...I understand."

Grateful for his concern, I nodded with a slight smile. Kyle seemed a bit embarrassed and awkwardly turned his head slightly. Then he handed me something.

"And take this."
"A hairpin? Is this for me?"

Nod.

Kyle nodded silently.

I wondered why he was suddenly giving me such a gift, and then Meiling explained.

"He bought it from a street vendor while we were surveying the area yesterday. I helped pick it out though."
"Oh, I see. Thank you."

After hearing Meiling's explanation, I immediately put the small hairpin in my hair. I brushed my bangs slightly to the side—does it give me a cute look?

"Does it suit me?"
"...Yes."

Kyle seemed a bit shy and couldn't look me directly in the eyes.

"There you are, students. There's somewhere you need to come with me urgently."
"Mr. Rockwell. What's this about?"
"The Association President would like to have a conversation with you all before the event."
"Oh... I see."

Hero Association President Allen Blake.

A capable politician who once resolved the severe conflicts between the Awakened and non-Awakened, solidifying the current hero system.

Although he himself is not an Awakened, he's known as a respected figure whose character never allows discrimination, so no one expresses dissatisfaction about that.

"Yes, I apologize for taking your time, but please come with me."
"No, it's fine. We'd have to see him during the event anyway. Let's go."

We couldn't refuse a request to meet such an important figure, so we all followed Rockwell. Shortly after, under the watchful eyes of security guards, we met the President, a middle-aged man with blonde hair.

"It's quite moving to meet the future heroes. Actually, I'm acquainted with some of your parents."

Living up to his reputation for being well-liked, he began offering kind words to each person with a friendly demeanor.

"Ji-hoo, I've been indebted to the Sword Saint in many ways, but this is the first time meeting his son. How is he doing these days?"
"My dad is... the same as always."
"Haha, I see. Then, Miss Crawford—"

After speaking with Ji-hoo's team who had arrived before us, and then with Meiling, only Kyle and I remained.

He spoke to Kyle first.

"Kyle Lester. You're the son of James and Karin Lester, correct?"
"...Yes."
"They were truly wonderful people. Exemplary heroes. Their sacrifice was truly regrettable."
"......"

Kyle didn't respond to the Association President's words. On the surface, he appeared to be lost in sadness, but to me, he seemed displeased.

Probably because while the President praised his deceased parents, he didn't apologize for what happened to them.

Whether the President intended this or not, he soon patted Kyle's shoulder and turned his attention to me, the last one remaining.

"Hmm, so you're Yujin Frey?"
"Yes, I'm Yujin."
"Yujin, it must have been a difficult decision, but thank you for your cooperation."
"Not at all. I'm just doing what a hero should do."

Seemingly satisfied with my answer, President Allen smiled gently.

"That's a good attitude. Although what happened at the amusement park was a cruel tragedy, a hero must strengthen their resolve without wavering in the face of any trial. Thank you, Yujin."

With those words, he shook my hand with a benevolent smile.

I felt a terrible hypocrisy in his demeanor, so much so that I felt the need to wipe my hand several times after parting with him.

* * *

"Humanity has suffered. But humanity has survived. Although nations have been dissolved into city units, and many have shed blood for the safety and order of cities, we have nonetheless survived."

Evil disguises itself as good, and good sometimes accompanies evil.

It's quite an insightful statement, but people rarely grasp it. Usually because it's uncommon to see through that disguised goodwill.

"Of course, there have been many conflicts. Issues with resource supply and distribution, growing wealth disparities, conflicts between the Awakened and non-Awakened, and discrimination against the outskirt settlements. Yes, today I am here to call for the abolition of that discrimination and to promote order and harmony between the city and the outskirt settlements!"

But as someone who possessed knowledge of the original work, I found this situation quite paradoxical.

The Association President currently giving the speech, despite his humanitarian rhetoric, was actually a man with very dark intentions, which I already knew from the original work.

It's almost like... Hitler saying discrimination against Jews is wrong.

"The city and the outskirt settlements are inseparable! Some say they are just refugees clinging to the city. But I ask in return: Can we survive in this difficult world only within the walls of the city? No! We must move forward together in harmony and order! To expand the city's living area!"

Perhaps it was prejudice born from knowing his true intentions, but even the content of his speech seemed cunningly crafted.

While saying the city and outskirt settlements were important to each other, he first flattered the outskirt residents. Especially those who lived comfortably with vested interests in the outskirts would appreciate this.

Meanwhile, he also included the word "refugee," which discriminators would like. Though his tone suggested they weren't refugees, discriminators would be excited by such wording.

Moreover, he didn't mention "equality" even once. He merely said, "The outskirt settlements are necessary for the city."

Of course, it was all rhetorical, and if someone questioned these points, he would either decline to comment or say interpretation was free, but it was a speech that would sufficiently draw support from those he needed.

The absolute majority of the outskirts, the marginalized who wouldn't benefit from or would be exploited by this declaration, wouldn't agree? Of course they wouldn't. But he simply didn't care.

It was an incredibly dark world setting for what was originally a harem fantasy novel.

"Heroes will be at the forefront of this harmony and order. I'd like to introduce a hero of the citizens, indeed a hero of humanity! Miss Yujin Frey!"

Having fallen into this world where light and darkness coexist, I felt like Alice who had fallen down the rabbit hole into Wonderland.

"Thank you for protecting people admirably despite facing difficult trials."
"Thank you, Mr. President."
"By the way, I didn't get to ask earlier, but are you learning well from Oracle?"
"...!"
"Ah, as the Association President, I'm someone who's allowed to know. No need to be surprised."
"I... see. Well, I am learning well."

If anything, I'm worried because I've become frighteningly powerful. I feel like I might be consumed by the Seraphim's power.

"Then please continue to work hard. For the city and its citizens."
"Only for the city and its citizens?"
"......"

To my final question, he merely smiled and brushed it off. Then, almost as if escaping, he stepped back as the hostages from the bank robbery incident approached to express their gratitude.

Of course, it was a thoroughly propagandistic act. For harmony and order.

"Angel sister."
"Oh? You're that..."
"Yes, it's me. Thank you so much for that time."
"Yes, you've grown more mature in just a few days I haven't seen you."
"Hehehe... I've been accepted into the Academy!"
"...Really?"

A child smiling brightly. But even seeing that pure expression, I couldn't shake off my bitterness.

"They said my psychic abilities suddenly got stronger! So I can enroll as a special case. It must be because angel sister sang to me. Thank you so much."
"Yes, that's great."
"But I'm sad to leave my friends. Why can't my friends go to the city too?"
"That's..."

What should I say to that question? I didn't want to give the adult explanation that the world is unfair due to grown-up circumstances.

For all the talk about needing to know reality, the conclusion is either that there's no solution or that one should just endure it, which is disgustingly typical adult reasoning.

"It's like that now, but soon people from outside will be able to enter the city too."
"Wow, that would be great!"
"Yes... it will definitely happen."

Maybe I'll make it happen myself.

And so, I who had tried to remain detached from this world was actually developing goals.

BOOM!

"Kyaaaah!"

And at that moment, an explosion occurred, as if raising the curtain on a play.

Ch.56 - Chapter 56: Terror at the Memorial Service
The first explosion, as if a signal flare, instantly turned the outdoor plaza of the Security Bureau building, which had been prepared for the event, into a scene of chaos.

Even if it had been just a single bomb attack, it would have been a serious problem, but as if that wasn't enough, all kinds of container trucks, vans, and mid-sized cars came rushing in haphazardly.

Villains poured out from these vehicles, with armaments ranging from shabby clothing to those fully equipped in tactical bulletproof vests.

"Terrorist attack! Terrorist attack! All security forces—"

Ratatatatat!

"Infiltrate quickly. We can't lose the target."

Breaking through the barricades with the mass of their vehicles, they killed the police forces with ease, as if they were quite skilled at this kind of terrorism.

However, the police weren't the only ones hindering their entry.

"Kyaaah! Please save me!"
"Boss, civilians are getting in the way. What should we do?"
"What do you mean what? Get rid of them all."

These fundamentally vicious-looking individuals soon encountered civilians trying to evacuate in all directions, and without much hesitation, they pointed their guns at them.

"Tch, they'll have nightmares."

Click—

"P-please spare—"

Drrrrrrrr—

As gunfire was directed at the civilians, they closed their eyes, anticipating death when the muzzles began to spit fire.

"W-what is this?"
"Huh...?"

But they realized that the bullets hadn't hit them.

A subtle white psychic barrier had appeared in front of them, protecting them from the bullets.

It was a protective shield I had created by deploying Seraphim's psychic power.

"Quickly, take shelter toward the event venue! It's more dangerous outside!"
"Q-quickly, let's evacuate inside!"

I shouted with a psychic wave, and the civilians hurriedly began to evacuate toward the event venue where heroes were resisting, making it somewhat safer.

It was difficult to say that area was completely safe either, but it was better than outside where terrorists were just entering.

"Their methods are too rough. These people aren't Lost Children."

Although I was defending in anticipation of a terrorist attack, I felt that something was very different from the original storyline.

The Lost Children who attacked the memorial service couldn't mobilize this many people, and while they were radical terrorists, they weren't the type to indiscriminately shoot civilians.

Rather, they were the type obsessively fixated on their beliefs and revenge, but these people were more like armed thugs.

Whoosh, whirrrrr!

"...!"

While I was momentarily lost in thought, daggers were flying toward me. Judging by their velocity, they were psychic-enhanced weapons.

Clang!

I immediately deployed Seraphim's psychic power to create a shield of light. I was barely able to block those daggers.

"Oh, indeed not an ordinary level."

Amidst the chaos, a group of villains approached, seemingly targeting me specifically.

Unlike the others, they wore modified suits with dragons or similar designs on their collars.

Their aura alone made them appear to be formidable opponents.

"...Who are you?"
"Miss, do you think we have any obligation to tell you who we are just because you ask?"
"I suppose not. But you seem to know me?"

With those words, I flashed and deployed a sword of light, appearing behind him.

A movement too fast for anyone to follow—if I could just cut him down—

"So it is Seraphim. Impressive."

"...!"

Thud!

"Ugh!"

But unbelievably, the villain reacted to my movement. He actually caught me from behind and struck my back, sending me flying.

Thanks to my psychic enhancement, it wasn't a fatal blow. However, he had hit me with his fist despite having a sword at his side.

"As you said, miss. We know you're Seraphim. So we've come to take you with us. Would you kindly come along?"
"...Me? So that's why you're carrying out this terror attack?"
"That's right. We came for you. Well, it would be nice to teach that arrogant Association President a lesson too, but you're our priority."

Something.

Something was different.

In the original story, there was never any targeting of "me," "Eugene Frey."

Lost Children's target should have been the Association President, but these people weren't Lost Children, and the Association President wasn't their main objective.

"If you'd just quietly let us capture you, no more people would get hurt. As Seraphim, who exists for humanity, wouldn't you willingly make such a sacrifice?"
"......"

I didn't answer his continued words, but I was indeed in a difficult situation.

Of course, I wasn't considering surrendering just because people were being held hostage. Even with Seraphim's sacrificial instinct, I wasn't foolish enough to be unable to distinguish such a stupid act.

However, if I got held up by these people, the Lost Children would target the Association President.

It was just a guess, but these people didn't seem to have replaced the Lost Children; rather, they seemed to be collaborating with them for some reason, contrary to the original storyline.

If that was the case, the Association President's life was in danger. Even if he was a hypocritical villain, he was a necessary evil to avoid greater sacrifices. At least for now.

"...I will never surrender to you."
"Oh? Then we have no choice."

Click— Ratatatatat!

"Guhk..."
"...!"
"Well? Another poor person shot because of you. Still won't surrender?"
"......"

The opponent was cunning.

And he seemed to know a lot about me, or rather, about "Seraphim."

Especially, he seemed to understand well the emotional flaw that, as long as I possessed Seraphim's power, I would inevitably sympathize with people in some way.

No matter how determined I was, I couldn't help but waver when confronted like this.

"I..."
"My, still hesitating? Let me help you decide."
"No!"

He was about to aim and shoot again, and I hurriedly tried to cast a barrier to protect the victim.

But then—

Click—

"This ridiculous hostage situation ends here."
"...!"
"...Kyle."

Kyle, who had appeared out of nowhere, had frozen the gun they were aiming.

Swoosh! Swish! Clang!

Then he sent five daggers flying with telekinesis, pressuring them.

They immediately dodged or hastily drew their swords to deflect, but one of the six couldn't avoid it and had his thigh pierced.

"Ugh!"
"You fool, getting hit by something like that? And you call yourself the vanguard of the association?"
"I-I'm sorry, boss."

After having a dagger lodged in his thigh, which was also freezing due to the cold psychic power, he sweated profusely as he pulled out the dagger.

Although he soon repaired the wound with psychic power, the regeneration wasn't complete, and he appeared to be in pain.

"Eugene, are you alright?"
"Meiling, what about the other areas...?"
"We've finished evacuating our assigned areas. We came urgently to support you."
"...Thank you."

Kyle probably suggested it, and I wish I could say there was no need, but unfortunately, I had just shown a pathetic display, so I wasn't in a position to say that.

"Eugene, go ahead with Meiling."
"Huh? But..."
"Our tactical objective is to protect the Association President. These people seem to be targeting you for some reason... which is why it's better for you to be separated."

Instead, Kyle was indicating that he would face these powerful opponents alone.

"Don't worry, I never lose."
"...Alright."

I was worried about him... but at the same time, I trusted Kyle and decided to do what needed to be done. I immediately left with Meiling.

"Suddenly appearing and playing the prince on a white horse? Fighting isn't a child's game—"
"Shut up."

BANG!

"AAAAARGH!"
"...!"

As soon as Kyle casually responded to the opponent's provocation, the thigh of the man who had been stabbed earlier exploded.

It wasn't a simple explosion, but an extreme cold explosion with a chilling aura.

It was a terrifying and precise technique created with psychic power that had remained inside even after the wound was repaired.

"Targeting Eugene is no child's game. I'll make you understand that now."
"......"

After Kyle's warning declaration, none of them could maintain their arrogant attitude any longer.

* * *

"This is quite sudden."
"I-I'm sorry, Mr. President."
"No, no. How could this be your fault, Director? It's the villains' fault."

While the memorial venue was turning into chaos due to the terrorist attack, the Hero Association President was already escaping through a pre-arranged emergency exit route.

There had been several villain attacks, but they were repelled by the hero bodyguards protecting him.

"But this means we'll have to adjust the credit rating for the outer residential areas. How can we do business if terrorism is this easy?"
"I-I apologize."
"Well, you have nothing to apologize for, and we can't really stop business activities, so make sure to follow up properly. Public opinion about discrimination abolition will likely rise, so suppress it well, okay? You understand?"
"Of course, don't worry."

Even though people were dying from the terrorist attack right now, neither the Association President nor the Security Bureau Director cared much about their lives.

From the beginning, to these "city people," the outer residents were essentially second-class citizens at best, or colonized people.

They had no pangs of conscience about how those people died or how they were consumed.

[Yuriko, the target?]
"Found him. Right in front of me."

And before them stood the representative of those who had long sought to confront them.

"...! Insurgent detected, immediate elimination—"

Bzzzzt!

A girl in an enhancement suit blocking the emergency exit corridor.

Yuriko of the Lost Children unleashed psychic lightning on the hero who tried to aim at her.

The hero hit by the 'Vector Decomposition' lightning disintegrated into dust.

"I'll capture him immediately."
[The rest are unnecessary. Eliminate them all.]
"Understood."

Bzzt! Patzzzz! Bzzzzt!

Each time the black-haired girl unleashed lightning, the Association's bodyguards, who could normally handle a hundred low-level awakened ones, fell one by one.

Split in half, turned to ashes, or with their upper bodies completely gone.

They died grotesquely in an instant, but the girl merely repeated the killings mechanically.

"Uh, uwaaaaah!"
"W-where are you going! You useless—"

The Security Bureau Director, the last one remaining besides the Association President, began to flee. But with a bzzt! sound, his head exploded.

"...Now only you remain."
"Wait, hear me out. I don't know who you are, but..."

Thud!

"Guhk..."

The Association President tried to negotiate, but after what seemed like a lightning strike, Yuriko's fist was embedded in his abdomen.

And the small pistol the President had hidden fell to the ground. The old man had pretended to negotiate while trying to shoot her.

"Louis, I've secured the target."
[Good work. Now return.]
"Under—"

Yuriko was about to respond to the person on the transmitter when she stopped.

"...Sorry, it looks like it will take more time."

It was because an uninvited guest had arrived.

"Stop right there!"
[Who is it?]
"The girl the Samgeolhoe is after."

It was at that moment that Eugene Frey arrived.

Ch.57 - Chapter 57: Eugene vs. Yuriko
"Protect the VIPs at all costs!"
"Quickly, evacuate them through the emergency exit!"

While the venue was under attack by terrorists, the VIPs were the first to be evacuated.

"Don't let them escape!"
"Let's avenge our brothers!"

Conversely, the terrorists—a mix of Samgeolhoe and Lost Child members—were desperately trying to kill as many "enemies" as possible.

The Lost Child members obviously harbored direct grudges against the so-called "lackeys" and high-ranking officials of the city government committee, but even the low-ranking operatives of Samgeolhoe held vague hostility toward the privileged class.

That's why their attacks were so brutal and fierce.

Tu-ta-ta-ta-ta-ta-ta-ta!

"The enemy firepower is too intense!"
"When will the special tactical team arrive?!"
"The psychic barrier is about to collapse!"

Of course, the security teams protecting the high-ranking officials were among the best, standing firm even when exposed to tremendous firepower.

"VIP evacuation complete!"
"I need to go too!"
"Quickly, into the passage—"

BOOM!

Just as Rockwell, a secretary and agent of the Security Bureau, was about to evacuate while escorting the director, a portable missile came flying from somewhere, exploding and destroying the security team's barrier.

"AAAAARGH!"

The blast knocked down the agents.

"Now's our chance! Wipe them out!"

Seizing the advantage, the terrorists charged forward to finish them off.

"Die, dogs of the city."
"W-wait a moment..."

The terrorists aimed their guns at the fallen agents, ready to execute them.

BANG! PING!

"What?"

But as they fired, the bullets ricocheted with a distinctive sound.

Both the shooters and those who had been protected were surprised.

Then, a white protective barrier surrounding the agents became visible.

A powerful psychic ability strong enough to block point-blank gunfire.

And not just one or two—it protected all the agents and civilians in the area.

"Bad adults need to go to sleep now."
"...! Everyone, get away! ARGH!"

Simultaneously, the light barrier transformed into a net-like structure and enveloped them.

It happened so quickly, and it seemed to have a will of its own as it ultimately bound them.

"T-this won't come off!"
"Damn it, even psychic powers don't work!"

The captured terrorists dropped all their weapons and couldn't release or cut through their bindings.

Some tried to use psychic powers to sever or release the bindings, but nothing worked.

"Amazing... so this is the power of Seraphim..."
"Meiling, we need to hurry."
"Yes, let's move quickly. It should be that way."

Eugene Frey, the person responsible for this miraculous power, asked the blinking agents to handle the cleanup and hurried away.

"Miss Eugene! I'll come with you!"
"It's dangerous!"

At that moment, Agent Rockwell followed after her.

"Escorting the Director and VIPs is my duty. I won't get in your way."
"...Then follow carefully."

If Rockwell had been an ordinary person, Eugene would have discouraged her from joining, but since Rockwell seemed to be an Awakened, Eugene believed she could at least protect herself.

"Stop right there!"

Soon after, Eugene's group was approaching the scene where the committee chairman was under attack.

* * *

A girl with black hair wearing a psychic suit.

It was definitely Yuriko from Lost Child.

A character who appeared in the original work.

Originally, she was supposed to be saved by Jung Ji-hoo... but instead of Ji-hoo, I was here.

Ji-hoo must be busy stopping other terrorists.

"This is complicated..."
"Yes, it's really complicated. Everyone except the chairman is dead..."

Agent Rockwell agreed with my muttering, though that wasn't what I meant.

Indeed, everyone except the association chairman had been killed.

My goal was... to prevent the chairman from dying. But was the chairman worth saving? Absolutely not.

On the contrary, he was such garbage that I almost wanted to cheer for Lost Child.

However, if I let him die now, the future might become distorted beyond control.

He was a necessary evil in this world.

"Hey! Someone save me—"

THUD!

While I was thinking, the chairman called for help, but Yuriko struck the back of his neck and knocked him unconscious.

That meant, fortunately, she didn't intend to kill him right away.

That was good news, but I couldn't let her kidnap him either.

"Give up. I won't let you escape."
"You're the Seraphim, aren't you?"
"...You know me?"
"Not really. I've just heard the name. Are you going to interfere?"
"Of course—"

CRACK—

"Then die."
"...!"

No sooner had I spoken than Yuriko fired a vector-decomposition lightning bolt at me.

A blindingly fast psychic attack—not just electricity, but a dangerous and powerful psychic force that decomposed anything it touched.

Ah— Ah—
PATZUK!

But I dispersed the lightning with a wave that emitted a clear sound. When her psychic attack dissipated, Yuriko's expression changed to one of surprise.

"Meiling!"
"On it!"

Immediately, Meiling, empowered by my acceleration wave, charged at Yuriko at a speed too fast for the eye to follow.

CRACK! CRACKLE!

And so began a hand-to-hand combat between Meiling and Yuriko.

Yuriko didn't even try to dodge Meiling's strike, attempting to "decompose" her with hands charged with deadly lightning.

"It's useless!"
"!"

But when the wave I had placed on Meiling neutralized the lightning again, Yuriko immediately somersaulted to avoid Meiling's high kick.

"I won't let you escape!"

Though she dodged once, Meiling pressed her advantage. In close combat, Meiling had the upper hand, so she might win at this rate.

"How annoying..."

CRASH!

"...!"

But Yuriko lazily uttered those words and destroyed the floor beneath them.

As the floor collapsed, Meiling had no choice but to fall, regardless of her physical abilities. Of course, Meiling jumped back up as soon as she landed.

THUD!

"Ugh—"
"Meiling!"

However, Meiling was hit by debris that flew directly at her and was sent flying.

Yuriko had analyzed that the wave neutralizing her lightning couldn't block physical force, and she mercilessly exploited that weakness.

"Ugh... E-Eugene..."
"Don't talk. Just lie still for now."

Ah— Aaaah—

I immediately used healing waves to treat Meiling's wounds.

Though her injuries were healed, Meiling seemed unable to move for a while due to the aftereffects.

CRACK— CRACKLE—

Meanwhile, Yuriko was preparing to leave, moving the chairman with telekinesis created by vector manipulation.

She unleashed lightning to teleport away.

CRACK— CRZZZZZ...

"Not yet, Yuriko."

But my wave neutralized her lightning, preventing her teleportation.

"...You know me?"

Yuriko asked how I knew her name, as I blocked her escape.

"I do. Lost Child."
"...Seems I've become famous too."
"You want to find your brother, don't you?"
"...!"

When I said those words, Yuriko's eyes wavered.

"My brother... is dead."
"No, he's alive. Even now. I can help you with that. If you stop this destruction!"
"Shut up!"

CRZZZZZZZZZ!

Her lightning went berserk.

Debris all around was either floating or disintegrating.

"I'll kill you."

CRACKLE!

Her lightning enveloped me.

But the lightning couldn't reach me.

A light armor that automatically generated waves neutralized it.

Having deployed the power of Seraphim, I was now clad in armor of light, with wings of light spread and a sword of light in hand.

Wrapped in light, I could hear the songs of all souls in the world.

CRACKLE!

"Then I will save you."
"...!"

In that moment, I cut through the lightning with light and rushed toward Yuriko.

A flash that burst with melody.

When my sword of light touched her, Yuriko was already collapsed behind me, wounded.

Though not life-threatening, I had temporarily evaporated her psychic power.

It would take time for her to recover.

"Huff, huff... I... I can't give up..."
"...I won't tell you not to seek revenge. But that person is still needed."

But I don't want to see you die.

Those who were originally meant to be saved, dying because of me.

WHOOSH—

I turned off the Seraphim power.

Immediately, I felt extreme exhaustion and a spiritual dissonance.

The exhaustion was understandable after using such tremendous psychic power, but the dissonance felt like I wasn't myself.

It was as if I felt an obligation to save everyone in the world, regardless of my own will.

"Mmm..."
"Eugene! Are you okay?"

As I experienced momentary dizziness, Agent Rockwell approached.

She supported me and asked:

"I'm fine."
"That was amazing just now. So you really are the Seraphim!"
"Ah, yes... just a bit dizzy..."

Answering through extreme dizziness, I belatedly sensed something was wrong.

How did Agent Rockwell know I was the Seraphim?

STAB—

"Huh...?"
"Sleep well, Seraphim Eugene. I don't intend to hurt you."

A needle was inserted into my neck.

The drug spread quickly, making my mind hazy.

No... if I lose consciousness...

Kyle...

Soon, both my vision and consciousness faded to black.

* * *

"I-impossible..."

While the terrorist attack was in full swing at the venue, the vanguards of Samgeolhoe were facing Kyle.

Though each of them was quite powerful, they now wore expressions of disbelief as they lay scattered around.

Defeated by a single hero. No, by a young man still a cadet—Kyle—who had faced them alone.

Despite confronting them single-handedly, Kyle hadn't suffered even a scratch.

"This is what happens when you target Eugene. Remember that."
"T-this can't be—"

CRACK, THUD.

After taking down the last one, Kyle looked around at the frost-covered surroundings before turning his gaze elsewhere.

He had eliminated all enemies targeting Eugene.

Meanwhile, Eugene was protecting the chairman—mission accomplished.

Logically, among those targeting the chairman, none would be after Eugene.

Eugene could repel anyone who came at her.

Of course, Kyle didn't care about the chairman; he only wanted to protect Eugene. Though he wasn't thrilled about splitting up, he both protected and trusted Eugene that much.

"Now to regroup with Eugene..."
-Kyle
"...!"

Just as he was about to rejoin Eugene, he heard her voice in his head.

It wasn't a hallucination... it was a voice carrying psychic energy.

Eugene's wave had reached him.

-Help me, Kyle.
"Eugene...!"
-Rockwell is...

He heard nothing after that.

But Kyle followed the sensation madly, tracing the residual wave he felt.

Battles between terrorists were still raging all around, but he paid no attention to rescuing people from them.

Running frantically, he soon found himself at the VIP emergency escape corridor.

"Eugene..."

The wave had been cut off there. Meiling was collapsed on the ground. The unconscious chairman was there too.

"You are..."
"...Looking for the girl named Eugene?"

And there was also an unknown girl in a psychic suit—Yuriko.

Though he didn't know what had happened, for Kyle—

"Where did Eugene go?"

Only Eugene mattered.

Ch.58 - Chapter 58: Hostile Symbiosis
Meanwhile, the firefight with the terrorists continued at the memorial site.

Most of them were terrorists from the Samgeolhoe who had made up the bulk of the attack force.

"Uaaaaaah!"

Ratatatatatatata-

And now they were facing opponents far more terrifying than the security forces that had rushed to the scene.

Ting! Ti-ting! Slash!

Ji-hoo Jeong, a boy still showing signs of youth, wielded a curved sword as he deflected the rain of bullets and moved like lightning between them. One by one, he cut down the terrorists.

"Everyone surrender! Otherwise, I'll cut you all down!"
"You bastard!"

Though the terrorists were being overwhelmed, they weren't about to surrender easily, having nothing to lose.

When their firearms proved ineffective, they quickly prepared to attack using psychic abilities.

Even Ji-hoo could be in danger if concentrated psychic attacks were directed at him.

Whoosh-

"Huh? Aaaaargh!"

But as soon as they tried to use their psychic powers, those powers stopped responding and their bodies began to spontaneously combust.

"Hmph, even for terrorists, their skill level isn't that high."

Fwoooosh-

"Aaaaargh!"

Alice, who had caused the psychic backfire, intensified the psychic flames to subdue them. Some burned to death on the spot, but she felt no remorse.

Even for heroes, the world wasn't so simple that they could talk about non-lethal methods like heroes in comics.

At this point, with people already dead, she wasn't concerned about the lives of criminals. Just not killing all of them was compassionate enough.

"There, you're safe now. Don't worry."
"Th-thank you."
"Where's the next injured person?"

Meanwhile, Reika, the healer of Ji-hoo's team, was rushing around treating the injured victims of the terrorist attack.

Thanks to her, the number of lives saved had already exceeded three digits.

The three of them had become the most notable figures in this terrorist incident.

"Cadets! Thank you! Thanks to you all, we've defeated the terrorists!"
"That's good, but..."

Despite the praise from people, Ji-hoo looked around anxiously.

"Have you seen the others by any chance?"
"Pardon? The others... you mean the other cadets?"
"Yes. Yujin, Kyle, and Meiling..."
"I haven't seen the others. Now that you mention it, that is strange."
"I'm sorry, but could you help me look for them?"
"Understood. It's chaotic right now, but since the terrorists have been subdued, we'll begin searching immediately."

Despite feeling an intense sense of foreboding, Ji-hoo had to deal with journalists who soon arrived. He was being portrayed as a heroic cadet who had distinguished himself at the terrorist site, a propaganda-laden hope for the city.

He felt somewhat proud at first, but when he soon received news that Yujin was presumed kidnapped along with the Association Chairman, that feeling plummeted as if it had fallen off a cliff.

* * *

"The Samgeolhoe betrayed us?"
"Yes. We almost failed to capture the Association Chairman."
"Well, we were using each other, so it's not surprising. The fact that they didn't kill you suggests they're not completely hostile."
"But..."

At the Lost Child's hideout.

While Yuriko was conversing with Louis, she cautiously glanced to one side.

There, besides the Association Chairman who was being brutally interrogated with a memory extraction device, were two other people who were 'not part of Lost Child.'

They were Kyle and Meiling, cadets from the city's academy—people they certainly didn't favor.

"They kidnapped one of the cadets."
"Don't worry about one of the city government's pets being taken."

Louis replied coldly, but Yuriko responded with a troubled look.

"...They agreed to overlook our capture of the Association Chairman on the condition that we help rescue her."
"..."

Louis frowned at her words.

That meant they could have killed Yuriko on the spot and rescued the Association Chairman, but they didn't.

In other words, they owed them a debt.

Perhaps it would be right to ignore it, kill them, and forget about it. But while others might call them terrorists, they prided themselves on being resistance fighters, and such atrocities would be disgraceful.

Even if they were essentially no different from terrorists, they weren't motivated by money but by conviction. If they were to commit the same ungrateful acts as the city government they opposed, it would cause internal dissent.

"...I should at least talk to them first."

So Louis decided to test the waters rather than make a hasty decision. He headed to the room where the two were being held captive.

"Nice to meet you. Or perhaps the fine young gentlemen from the academy don't welcome the poor from the outer residential areas?"

Meeting Kyle and Meiling for the first time, Louis started with sarcasm.

He thought if they responded with displeasure or submissiveness, he could gain the upper hand in the conversation.

"Lost Child."
"Hmm?"
"Meiling told me. You're Louis, the leader of Lost Child?"
"...Pretty good intelligence for hothouse flowers."

But it was Louis who became uncomfortable. It was unsettling to think that their faces might be known, despite being a secret organization.

Unknown to Louis, Meiling knew this because of her connections to the underworld. Contrary to Louis's expectations, neither Kyle nor Meiling were hothouse flowers or privileged academy students.

"Then we should be able to talk."
"Talk? Between us and the city government's pets?"
"I have no good feelings toward the city government either. I also lost my parents in the tragedy nine years ago."

Louis flinched momentarily at Kyle's words.

Strictly speaking, most members of Lost Child were relatives of victims from the Gate Wave disaster nine years ago.

The organization began when those who lost family members in that disaster were abandoned without any compensation or accountability.

Of course, there were also those who joined due to discrimination against outer residential areas. But for them, matters related to that incident were inevitably sensitive.

After all, the victims of that disaster weren't only residents of the outer areas.

"...That doesn't change the fact that you're city dwellers."
"James Lester. Karin Lester."
"What?"
"Those two were my parents."
"...!"

But those words were impossible to ignore.

Not just him, but Yuriko beside him and all the members watching the interrogation couldn't help but be surprised.

Those two people were the leaders of the heroes who defended the outer residential area to the end—an area that the city government and other heroes had selfishly abandoned during the disaster.

Many outer area residents and Lost Child members owed their lives to those two.

Moreover, everyone knew that those two had been propagandistically elevated and then forgotten and abandoned.

'I'm cornered...!'

Louis sensed it immediately.

As long as the person before him was the child of those two, he couldn't refuse whatever request he made. If he did, his leadership over the members would crumble.

This was a weakness of ideologically-driven terrorists who were relatively less prone to betrayal. They could be swayed by moral imperatives.

"Don't worry, I only have one demand. To rescue Yujin. I don't care about your cause or the city government's interests."

Louis remained tense even after hearing Kyle's words. If the Samgeolhoe had truly kidnapped the Seraphim girl, it was still ambiguous whether Lost Child should shed blood for her.

Of course, considering his members' sentiments, they should rescue her, but as the organization's leader, he had to prioritize the safety of the organization.

"Louis, this will be a good deal for you too."

And it was Meiling, listening nearby, who provided that careful "justification."

"How so?"
"You want to attack the city government... or in vulgar terms, screw them over, right?"
"That's right. So what?"
"The place where Yujin has been taken is an important classified facility of the city government. Attacking and destroying it would be an incredibly satisfying achievement for you, wouldn't it?"
"What?"

Louis was momentarily confused. He had been told that she was kidnapped by a spy planted by the Samgeolhoe.

So why was she being held in a facility under the city government?

"I don't know about that part either. Whether the Samgeolhoe was originally colluding with some government agencies, or whether a 'deal' was made in that short time. But either way, I want to rescue her. And you can not only destroy that place but also... obtain spoils from there. Like I said, isn't it a good deal?"
"..."

Louis remained silent, but inwardly he had to admit it was mutually beneficial. However, revealing that wasn't a good negotiation strategy.

"What if we don't want to shed more blood?"

Louis tried to play hard to get, but he soon regretted it.

"Then from that moment on, you become my enemy."

Saaaaaah-

"...!"

An intense cold psychic energy formed instantly. Before the Lost Child members could respond, Kyle could freeze them to death in an instant if he wanted.

"...Alright. I accept the deal."

Louis accepted the deal before things got worse. Continuing to resist would not only provoke them but also invite criticism from his own members.

It was about repaying a life debt, and if he kept refusing, Louis would lose their trust.

"But how do you know where she's been taken?"

Yuriko asked Meiling. Meiling replied with a bitter smile.

"Well... I had placed a tracking device. I thought something like this might happen."

The hairpin that Kyle had given to Yujin.

Meiling had installed a tracker in it. So when Meiling woke up, she could easily track where Yujin had been taken.

Of course, to raid that place, they needed military support 'not affiliated with the government,' which is why they had to cooperate with Lost Child.

That's why they had turned a blind eye to them taking the Association Chairman hostage. Coincidentally, neither Kyle nor Meiling had much attachment to him.

No, the problem lay elsewhere.

It was Kyle.

"Quite a coincidence. She gets kidnapped right after you predict such a thing."
"Indeed, Lord Kyle."

Kyle looked at Meiling with great suspicion. And Meiling couldn't help but feel guilty, having leaked information about Yujin to find the Samgeolhoe and criminal organizations along with their corrupt collaborators.

"So what kind of place is she being held?"
"I don't know. All I know is that it's some kind of research facility; everything else is classified. I just figured it out by cross-referencing the location."

She didn't mention that it was likely related to Seraphim.

She hadn't built enough trust with them to share that information.

"It will certainly be difficult to breach. Someone needs to lead the frontal assault..."
"I'll go."

Kyle didn't hesitate at all.

"I'll destroy anything that stands in my way."

To rescue Yujin, nothing could make him hesitate.

Ch.59 - Chapter 59: Those With Nothing to Lose
"...Where am I?"

I had clearly been kidnapped by Agent Rockwell, yet somehow I was now awake and wandering somewhere.

A field with a fresh scent, a peaceful place with cool breezes that reminded one of heaven.

I walked and walked through that place without any purpose.

Ah- Ah-

"......"

And before long, I heard singing.

I walked again, as if entranced by that singing.

The song was beautiful, like a siren's song that could bewitch people.

I too felt my tension melting away because of it.

"This place... isn't real."

But I had clearly been kidnapped, given the circumstances.

I realized that this surreal something was dangerous and tried to resist.

I shook my head violently, as if trying to wake up from a dream.

I needed to wake up, to escape from this warm dream into the cold reality.

-There's no need for that.

But when I opened my eyes at that whisper, which resembled my own voice, my resolve scattered like sand.

-You don't need to suffer anymore. Here, you can dream whatever you want.

As the whisper told me, when I opened my eyes again, I saw countless things.

The image of myself achieving my past life's dreams that I had longed for, the sight of being together with the friend I couldn't help back then...

Everything I had desired was visible. It seemed like I could be incredibly happy if I could dream of these things forever and live within that dream.

No, these were all fake. They were merely illusions shown to me by something.

-So what?

Something black and sticky, yet infinitely alluring, whispered to me.

-Can you distinguish which is dream and which is reality?

It was asking me. No, it was trying to shake me.

But I couldn't easily refute it.

-Look at yourself now, living as a girl in a strange, twisted world. Can you say that's not a dream? Or can you say it's no different from a dream?

No.

Perhaps even that might just be a dream that I'm mistaking for reality.

But... I have...

"Don't worry, Yujin."
"...!"

Someone appeared before me as I struggled to resist.

Kyle.

At first, out of guilt.

Later, as an incomparable friend.

Now... something more than a friend.

"Let's just live like this. Here, forever. You don't have to suffer anymore."

He whispered to me. He embraced me. I couldn't resist it.

"Yes... let's do that."

For some reason, I cried as I fell into his arms.

There's no need to suffer anymore.

No more...

[Psychological graph stabilized]
[Stability of subordinate subjects also rising]
[The experiment is successful.]

You don't need to suffer anymore.

* * *

"Is this it... disguised as an abandoned research facility."
"Pretty sloppy disguise. Guards at an abandoned research facility? Well, without this intel, we wouldn't have suspected anything."

Lewis and the Lost Children looked at their destination indicated by the tracking device.

Even as they spoke, they had already finished preparations for infiltration.

"Hey, it's time to attack. Once we start, there's no turning back. Are you ready?"

Lewis asked Kyle, who was sitting in the back seat of the van. Kyle nodded silently and quietly got out of the van.

After exiting, he looked at the massive research facility.

On the surface, an abandoned place. The buildings visible above ground were probably actually abandoned.

But the underground facilities had surely been modified to hide some ugly secrets.

What they were trying to hide, why they kidnapped Seraphim—he had no way of knowing.

No, he didn't need to know.

It wasn't important to him.

Were they Yujin's enemies or not?

That alone would determine who lived and who died.

No one ahead would survive.

"Moving in."
-Hey, wait. Instead of making a commotion from the start, let's provide sniper support...

Kyle completely ignored Lewis's words coming through the communicator. Soon he was walking toward the entrance checkpoint of the abandoned research facility.

"Huh? Who's there—"

Swoosh-

The guard of unknown affiliation who first spotted Kyle and tried to stop him had a combat knife embedded in his head before he could react.

Six combat knives thrown at high speed by Kyle's telekinesis relentlessly pierced the foreheads of other guards one after another.

"D-damn it! Intruder—"

Slash!

"Aaaaargh!"

Ratatatatata!

Some had their throats cut. But one who was lucky enough to be later in the sequence and survived opened fire.

Thud, thud thud!

"Huff, huff..."
"Are you done?"

But those bullets failed to kill Kyle. Far from killing him, they couldn't even cause the slightest damage, blocked by the rapid-cooling ice Kyle had formed around himself.

"Please spare—"

Crack!

The last remaining guard begged for his life, but Kyle mercilessly shattered his head.

"The entrance area is clear."
-...Brutal. Anyway, the main gate hack isn't complete yet. The hackers are working on it, so soon...

Lewis's somewhat dumbfounded report continued to Kyle, who had cleared the entrance, but Kyle stared at the massive barrier door with eyes overflowing with hatred.

He concentrated his psychic power.

Screeeech!
Grrrrrrrr!

The massive barrier began to distort.

The Lost Children were shocked to see it crumpling—something that would withstand heavy equipment or high-performance bombs.

"What a monster...!"
"...It's fortunate he's on our side for now."

Eeeeeeeeeee-!

"But this is making too much noise! Everyone down now! Move out!"

As soon as the siren sounded, the Lost Children who heard Lewis's order got out of their disguised vans and rushed forward.

"Intruders! Everyone to emergency standby positions!"
"Run! Hurry!"

But despite the surprise attack, the security guards who had been stationed inside reached the area before the Lost Children who had been hiding to maintain their cover.

Compared to those Kyle had swept away outside, they were more numerous and better armed. They were also better prepared against psychics, which might have made them dangerous even for Kyle.

But Kyle didn't hesitate to walk toward them.

Crackle-

"I-it's freezing!"
"Activate the psychic suppression field!"
"A-activating—"

Crackle! Bang!

"Argh! The suppression field exploded!"
"Damn it, shoot him!"

Ratatatatata!

Once again, a hail of bullets descended on Kyle.

Normally, Kyle would have neutralized the bullets using his cold ability or telekinesis.

But at that moment, Kyle felt as if time had stopped.

He had the illusion of the world being engulfed in darkness, as if experiencing a blackout.

But it wasn't a simple hallucination.

The darkness that had settled within Kyle was asking him:

-Do you want to protect her?

Yes, I want to protect her.

-Then stake everything.

I'll stake everything, no... I'd trade it for everything in the world.

-Even if it means plunging the world into hell
Even if it means plunging the world into hell

At that moment, Kyle saw something he had never wanted to see.

Whoosh!

"Huff... huff..."

When Kyle came to his senses, something had ended.

"G-good Lord. How did this..."

While Kyle was catching his breath, the Lost Children who had just arrived were speechless at the tragedy before their eyes.

Security guards being enveloped by some black substance, being carved up, dismembered, and consumed as they died...

"P-please help... ugh, ugggh..."

Some of them were unfortunately still alive.

But since there was no way to save something that no longer even resembled a human form, Lewis could do nothing but put bullets in it.

"Damn... Kyle Lester, was it? What the hell did you do?"
"......"
"Hey, say something..."
"Why does it matter?"
"...What?"

Kyle was confused himself.

He was breathing heavily after feeling like he wasn't himself for a moment, and after seeing something terrible that he had never wanted to see or even imagine, he became anxious.

"What does it matter how those worms die?"
"...You, even so..."
"You're all the same. Do you have something precious?"
"...I did. I lost everything."
"Liar."

Kyle rebuked Lewis without a moment's hesitation.

These people who claim to trust and rely on each other, who still have things to lose, yet act as if they've lost everything, as if they're the most unfortunate in the world.

"You still have things left to lose."
"What do you know...!"
"You're not like me! If you truly had nothing to lose, you'd be nothing but soft fools."

Even clinging to beliefs and such is just the arrogance of those who still have something to lose.

Someone who truly has nothing to lose can't even have beliefs.

They would become the ugliest, most unsightly villain, like a villain from some third-rate novel that wouldn't sell anywhere.

"I lost everything. But there was just one person who came to me. That person was my last remaining thing."
"......"
"Anyone who takes her away, I will never forgive. Whether they're someone's father or someone's child, I'll kill them so painfully they'll regret being born. Are you prepared for that?"

Lewis felt an instinctive fear seeing Kyle speak while steeped in madness.

He was driven mad by something indescribable. That's why he looked more desperate and anxious than anyone else.

That's why he couldn't argue with Kyle's question. Neither Lewis nor any of the Lost Children were as mad as Kyle, who seemed to have seen hell beneath the bottom of the world.

"Kyle, we don't have time for this now. We need to save Yujin, right?"

Meiling finally broke the frozen silence.

Kyle released Lewis's collar that he had grabbed at some point and silently moved forward.

"...Prepared, you say."

Lewis, watching Kyle walk away, looked at his trembling hands and gritted his teeth.

"Damn it, don't underestimate us. Lost Children! Yes, are you prepared to stake everything!"
"Of course, boss!"
"Let's teach those villains a lesson!"
"Alright, let's go! Yuriko, come with us!"

Those who had made up their minds all began to advance into the pit as dark as an abyss.

Crack-

And after they advanced, someone else stepped into where they had been.

"...So this loop follows this pattern."

The Black Man, Gnosis's Venom, Kyle who wandered through countless spacetimes.

He watched himself struggling to protect something precious and wondered.

Could he stake everything even knowing that staking everything wouldn't be enough to protect it?

The answer was already determined.

Because he himself was now that answer.

He too continued walking into the darkness.

Ch.60 - Chapter 60: Manufactured Angel
Kyle's group continued to break through the underground facility of the research complex. Of course, there was resistance, with enhanced security forces opposing them at every turn.

Ratatatatatatat!

"Subdue them!"
"Don't let them infiltrate the deep research facility!"

A fierce battle erupted between the Lost Children and the security forces. Bullets flew back and forth, and both sides exchanged deadly psychic attacks. When close combat broke out, the engagement turned into complete chaos.

Thud! Whack!

"Yuriko! Watch your back!"
"I already see them."

Crackle!

While facing the close-combat enhanced soldiers, Meiling coordinated with Yuriko to disrupt the formation of the enhanced troops.

Yuriko fought by unleashing decomposition lightning, and with each strike, soldiers in enhancement suits fell one by one.

Bang!

"Ugh!"
"Yuriko!"

But their numerical disadvantage was a problem. A stray bullet from somewhere pierced through the psychic barrier and hit Yuriko. Though not a deep wound, Yuriko couldn't continue fighting for a moment.

Thump! Thump!

"Eliminate the intruders."
"First squad, move in. No prisoners needed."

Enhanced soldiers in heavy battle suits approached, firing anti-psychic shooters, forcing the group to retreat gradually.

"Tch, they just keep coming."

Lewis tried to hold them back while taking cover and firing, but the difference in armament wasn't easily overcome.

But they weren't meant to be the "attackers" from the beginning.

"Contact! Six o'clock, enemy appearing—"
"Stop them! They're the highest priority threat!"

Ratatatatatatat!

While the Lost Children held off the enemies, someone else was tasked with the attack.

From behind the advancing enhanced soldiers, an intense cold and darkness began to surge forward, and the enhanced soldiers frantically started firing at that shadow.

But no attack could repel that darkness.

Slash!

"Aaaaargh!"

Instead, like an infection, the darkness that eroded reality soon engulfed the enhanced soldiers. In an instant, a soldier whose arm was severed by the shadow screamed in agony.

That was just the beginning.

Swoosh! Slash! Ratatatatatatat!

The soldiers desperately fired at Kyle walking through the darkness, but he didn't dodge at all.

Even the bullets were consumed by the unidentifiable darkness in mid-air and vanished. Psychic attacks either dissipated or, conversely, infected the users and killed them.

Simultaneously, the necks and limbs of enhanced soldiers were scattered through the air.

"Aaaaargh! M-monster!"

Thud! Boom!

Eventually, even the enhanced soldiers in heavy battle suits were dying, consumed by darkness. They were dying with screams, but Kyle, who was dispensing death, remained utterly cold.

"Monster? Who's calling whom a monster?"

The darkness that instilled instinctive fear in observers was surging. Kyle's figure, freely manipulating that darkness, could indeed be called monstrous. Yet, no one here had the right to call him a monster.

"Can't you see those who died by your hands?"
"Ah... aah..."

Kyle whispered to an enhanced soldier who was gradually being consumed. The soldier's terror-stricken eyes rolled as he looked at the "test subjects" of this research facility.

Test subjects of all ages and genders.

These were people who had been using outer district residents with psychic talent as "surplus resources" for experiments.

For such people to call Kyle a monster was a contradiction. The real monsters were them.

"P-please spare me..."
"Too late."

Crack!

The heads of the enhanced soldiers, completely consumed by darkness, all burst simultaneously. With the annihilation of the security forces, a deathly silence fell over the place.

"Impressive as always..."

Even the surviving Lost Children were left speechless. But more than Kyle, they frowned at the desolate sight of the test subjects around them.

With traces of all kinds of cruel biological experiments, the appearance of these test subjects was completely abnormal.

"Damn bastards... I thought kidnapping people for biological experiments was just an urban legend."

Lewis spat in disgust. As a Lost Child, he had participated in various acts of terrorism and had sometimes wondered if they were being too extreme. But now he realized that such thoughts were just arrogance. Too extreme? What they had done against these people was far too moderate.

"Anyway, judging by the lack of reinforcements, we seem to have wiped out the security forces. But external support will arrive soon..."

Covered in blood, Lewis lit a cigarette. Meiling spoke to him:

"You don't need to worry about that."
"Hmm? Why not?"
"Let's just say... we have our own reinforcements."
"Hmm, seems like you have something in mind, miss."
"Well, yes. But Lewis, we don't seem that different in age, so calling me that is a bit..."
"Think I sound like an old man? I know, no need to say it."
"Haha..."

Meiling and Lewis exchanged some light banter. But they couldn't joke for long.

"If everyone's rested, let's move on."
"Yes, Young Master Kyle."

They moved again because Kyle was already on the move. In truth, no one wanted to stay long in this "hellhole" anyway, so despite their exhaustion, everyone moved forward.

"So this is the deep research facility. An anti-psychic reinforced barrier. There's no way to break this..."

Crack!

Before Lewis could finish speaking in front of the barrier, Kyle had already destroyed it by infecting it with dark matter.

Everyone watching was left speechless.

"...Brother, I'm asking this now, but what kind of psychic power is that? Have you always used such power?"
"......"

Lewis asked Kyle such a question, but Kyle didn't even answer. Lewis glanced slightly at Meiling, who shook her head slightly and answered on Kyle's behalf.

"Well... if you don't want to answer, that's fine. More importantly... why is it so dark ahead?"
"It seems they deliberately turned off the lights. It could be a trap, so we need to be careful."

The deep research facility was completely dark for some reason. Of course, they had brought lights, so it wasn't impossible to walk, but it was difficult to illuminate the entire dark place.

"Where on earth is this..."
[Welcome, test subjects.]
"...!"

Clank-

Just as someone's voice was heard from the darkness, lights suddenly came on in the pitch-black research facility. Everyone squinted at the sudden exposure to light, but only Kyle coldly glared at whoever was watching them.

They were researchers in white coats. From behind a reinforced glass wall set up on one side of the large research facility, they were watching Kyle's group with sneers.

[You dared to attack this place, but it's fortunate as we needed combat data. Please cooperate with the experiment.]
"What the hell are they saying?"
"Be careful! Something's appearing! That's..."

Meiling's expression quickly turned to shock as she spoke.

Beings inside hibernation capsules appearing in the vast laboratory.

Beings with white wings—there was only one thing that could mean.

"Angels...?"

Wings of light. It was the symbol of angels or seraphim.

However, there was something grotesque about them that made it hard to call them either.

Their skin was patched together like rags in various places, and their mouths and eyes were sealed with mechanical devices.

Rather than angels, they looked like monsters mimicking angels.

Or perhaps failed imitations of angels.

"L-look around!"
"...!"

Capsules containing such beings were attached all around the research facility. Countless horrific creatures created by humans were on display.

Creating fake angels—that was the purpose of this research facility.

[Opening artificial seraphim, first practical test.]

Whirr-

With the chief researcher's dry voice, the capsules opened. Soon, the manufactured angels began to fly through the air of the vast laboratory.

Ah- Ah-

The angels' song was beautifully tantalizing, but simultaneously, there was something chilling about it.

-Keeeeee!

"H-here they come!"

Slash!

"Damn, focus and respond!"

The artificial angels swooped down like predatory birds targeting prey and slashed at the Lost Child members.

Several experienced members who had survived until now died without even being able to respond, and only then did the others finally start to move.

Ratatatatat!

-Keeee...

"Bullets don't work!"
"Even anti-psychic bullets don't work!"

Firearms were useless. A strange psychic power that seemed to materialize light blocked the bullets. Strangely, even special ammunition that nullified psychic powers had no effect.

"Hold on somehow! Meiling, Yuriko! Counter-attack!"
"I'm trying!"

Ordinary members could barely manage to dodge and endure the angels' attacks. Meiling managed to block or avoid the diving angels' attacks, but even she, a body enhancement artist, was accumulating injuries bit by bit.

Crackle-crackle-crackle!

-Keeeeek!

If there was any attack that worked, it was Yuriko's lightning.

Yuriko's vector decomposition lightning, an extremely powerful psychic ability, was effective against the artificial angels.

[Oh, quite a valuable test subject. Then, assimilate that subject.]

After Yuriko eliminated several angels, the researchers took notice of her.

-Keeee...

The angels immediately created "spears of light" and threw them at Yuriko.

"Yuriko, danger!"
"...!"

Lewis shouted while everyone was busy dodging or blocking attacks, but Yuriko couldn't block the barrage of spears.

Hit by light spears in her arms, legs, and abdomen, Yuriko tasted blood.

"Ah..."

But soon the pain disappeared. She saw visions.

She saw her family, lost long ago in the Gate Wave. She saw herself living with them, herself happy with Lewis and friends who hadn't become Lost Children.

Yuriko felt happiness in this and didn't resist the light penetrating her.

"Yurikooooo!"

But to others, it looked like a grotesque light was consuming her.

Lewis cried out desperately, but he had no way to save her.

Thump-

But then.

"Ah..."

Kyle was suddenly standing in front of Yuriko, his hand gripping her neck.

And darkness began to consume her.

Shattering her happy illusion.

"Why..."

Yuriko resented him. Why not let her sleep happily like this?

Why did he wake her up?

To which he answered:

"Wake up from your dream. Escaping from reality has no meaning at all."

It was a harsh enlightenment.

Ch.61 - Chapter 61: You Can't Escape into Dreams
Darkness confronts light. Light devours darkness.

"Amazing, such data..."
"Not only the performance of the artificial seraphim but also that special test subject is remarkable."

The researchers in the observation room were all encouraged as they watched Kyle and his companions facing off against the manufactured angels.

"Yes, interesting. That test subject is clearly using dark matter, isn't he?"
"Yes, he's definitely not a demon, but... we need to confirm what's going on."
"Indeed... if we analyze his psychic abilities, we might discover more effective methods to counter it."

The laboratory director watched the experiment with manic eyes as he looked down at Kyle.

Dark matter.

The power they were researching, the greatest threat to humanity.

The reason they had used countless people as test subjects to create artificial seraphim was to overcome this substance.

This power, which was a component of demons, gates, and the magic stones occasionally produced by demons, was harmful to humanity in itself, yet if its principles could be understood, it could become an inexhaustible energy source.

For instance, if they fully understood dark matter, they could not only close gates but also create them as needed. Perhaps they might even be able to control the demons.

It was a remarkable human advancement and the key to overcoming all the decline that had continued until now.

"That would guarantee my promotion too. Hehehe..."

Of course, for the laboratory director, such grand causes weren't the goal—only selfish ambition and curiosity were his motives.

"How are the seraphim doing?"
"All showing 160% efficiency. They're responding smoothly to the influence of the 'original.'"
"I see, good. That's excellent."

The laboratory director smiled.

The newly acquired seraphim. That was the key to researching dark matter.

"Having to work with trash like the Three Brothers Association was disgusting, but obtaining the seraphim is a significant achievement."

Of course, the human faction already had Rachel, a seraphim, but she would never agree to such "unethical" experiments.

It had been frustrating for the researchers to take the long way around when the easiest path was right there, but that issue was now resolved.

However, the group that had broken in to rescue her was a problem, though fortunately, the artificial seraphim were showing great efficiency and effectively subduing them.

Among them, Kyle, who was using dark matter, was fighting on equal terms, but that alone didn't seem enough to reverse the situation.

"Everything's going smoothly. Really smoothly..."

The laboratory director felt satisfied as things were progressing well.

Crackle-

"Huh?"

But at that moment, something that shouldn't have been visible appeared in one corner of the observation room.

A black man—black hair, shadowed face, dressed in black from head to toe—appeared briefly before vanishing from his sight.

"What... am I too tired?"

It disappeared too quickly, making the laboratory director think he must have seen an illusion.

"D-Director!"
[Beep- Beep- Psychograph reversal]

"What's happening!"

That's when it happened.

Eugene, who had been sleeping in a dream, began to go berserk.

* * *

Eugene.

Eugene, wake up.

"Huh."

I had a dream.

An impossible, terribly bad dream.

"Why are you so startled? Did you have a nightmare?"

The person who woke me from my nightmare was my childhood friend Kyle.

A friend since childhood. He was of foreign descent, but somehow we became close.

"Ah, a little..."
"Snap out of it, it's lunchtime now. Come on, let's eat our lunch on the rooftop again today."

I looked at Kyle with a still dazed mind.

Kyle... in that strange dream, Kyle looked incredibly sad.

He used amazing psychic powers and had a cool side that made him somewhat attractive, but...

"By the way, eating lunch alone together on the rooftop seems like something out of a light novel."
"What's a light novel?"
"...Never mind."
"You're so bland. Here, I'll share my side dishes. You like fried chicken, right?"

Kyle speaking so sociably... he's definitely different from the Kyle in that dream. It really was just a silly dream.

"So what did you dream about?"
"Um... just a strange dream."
"What kind of dream?"
"Well..."

I stole some of Kyle's side dishes while telling him about my dream.

"So... you entered some kind of story from a novel?"
"Something like that."
"And you were originally a man but became a woman?"
"Yeah."
"Haven't you been reading too many novels? Your grades will drop."
"Tch, I study too, you know..."

He's being so mischievous. I regret telling Kyle about it now.

It's nice being comfortable with a childhood friend, but sometimes it feels like we have no secrets at all.

"So I appeared in your dream? What was I like?"
"Oh, you were..."

I was about to answer Kyle's casual question, but suddenly found myself unable to respond.

"Well... um... you know..."
"What's wrong?"

Thinking about Kyle from my dream again, my face turned completely red.

More precisely, remembering the relationship between Kyle and me in the dream made my heart race too much.

"...We weren't anything special."
"...Really?"
"Yeah..."
"You're lying. It's written all over your face."

Ugh. He's so perceptive when it comes to me.

"Tell me the truth!"
"Kyahaha! Stop it, you idiot!"
"I'll keep tickling you if you don't!"
"Okay, okay, I give up, ahahaha!"

Kyle persistently tickled my sides.

Unable to resist the tickling, I surrendered immediately.

This insensitive guy with girls!

"So, what was I like?"
"In my dream, you were super chuunibyou."
"Want me to tickle you again?"
"Stop! You were kind of cool though. And you... you were dating me."

Now it's your turn to be embarrassed!

That's what I thought as I told Kyle.

"Oh? R-really?"

...Huh?

Somehow his reaction is... a bit different from what I expected.

I mean, he is embarrassed, but this kind of reaction...

I don't think I've ever seen Kyle's face turn this red before.

"So... how was it?"
"Hmm? H-how was what?"
"...Being in a relationship with me."
"How was it? Well... it's ridiculous, something like that, ahahaha..."

I replied awkwardly.

Kyle's expression changed slightly. He looked somewhat dissatisfied.

"Why is it ridiculous?"
"Well... there's no way we could have romantic feelings for each other."
"I do."
"Oh, you do. Wait, what?"

What? What did you just say?

"I do. For you. Romantic feelings."
"...You're joking, right?"
"Does it look like I'm joking?"

...No, your expression right now. It's completely serious.

"You, that means..."
"I like you."
"..."
"What about you?"

It was a heart-pounding moment.

"Me too."

And the moment I gave that answer, Kyle kissed me.

It made me so happy.

Like I was dreaming.

-Wake up from the dream.

"What...?"

And everything vanished like an illusion.

It was no longer the sunny spring rooftop, and Kyle who had been kissing me was nowhere to be seen.

In a dark space that felt like being abandoned in outer space, there was only a voice whispering to me.

That voice was chillingly similar to Kyle's.

"I, I am... aaaaargh!"

At that moment, the memories returned.

Yes, I had been dreaming.

Captured by people...

"Ah..."

It's a lie. A lie... this is reality. That couldn't possibly be my reality.

-Don't deny it. Face reality. Even if you run away.

You can't escape through dreams...

He, the black man, whispered in a sad voice.

"Everyone..."

And then I saw the views of other "fakes" that weren't mine. Those fakes were attacking what seemed to be a group that had come to rescue me.

"Kyle..."

Kyle was among them.

"Yes, no matter how happy a dream is, you can't escape through dreams."

Because reality won't change.

Even if you run away, you must run within reality.

And I don't run away.

It's time to wake up from the dream.

* * *

"W-what's happening!"
"The seraphim is going berserk! The r-restraints are about to..."

BOOM!

As I broke through the restraints and burst into the laboratory, I heard the researchers' screams.

They looked at me with fearful eyes as I fully unleashed the seraphim's power.

"W-wait, we are..."
"Make them stop."

I looked at them coldly, but I had no intention of killing them. No, I couldn't.

Because the seraphim power dwelling within me rejected it.

Not at all a positive thing, but merely the price of having this power.

"W-we can't stop them. The shutdown code for the artificial seraphim is with the director..."
"The director and senior researchers just fled. We're just junior-"

CRACKLE-

Can't stop them. Then there was no need to listen further.

I immediately knocked them unconscious with a white lightning bolt. Then I headed to the opposite side, where Kyle's group was fighting.

BOOM!

I caused an explosion to shatter the reinforced glass.

Then I reached out toward the fake angels flying around in that massive laboratory.

The seraphim's power is for humanity.

But these fake angels created by humans did not belong to humanity.

"Disappear."

CRACKLE!

-KIEEEEEK!

So I could kill them. And as a real seraphim, I could kill them easily.

As I spread a wave with a certain frequency, their heads all burst simultaneously.

The fakes, created by consuming the blood and souls of countless people, screamed mournfully.

It felt like thorns piercing my heart. It was due to the pathological compassion that comes with hosting a seraphim.

"G-good heavens..."
"Eugene...?"

Amidst the blood and brains of those who had been flying through the air raining down like precipitation, I approached them with wings of light like an angel.

Everyone who had come with Kyle looked at me with a mixture of fear and awe.

"Eugene."
"Kyle..."

Only Kyle had a regretful and apologetic look in his eyes.

Even though there was no need to look at me that way, he was feeling sorry for me.

"I'm sorry..."
"Don't say that."

I embraced Kyle.

As I did so, I naturally recalled the Kyle I had seen in my dream.

I couldn't forget the bright memories with Kyle from that dream. I still yearned for that fantasy.

That's why it was so sad.

If this world had been just a little more normal, Kyle would have been a happy child.

"But I... couldn't protect you."
"I'm not someone who needs to be protected."

Rather, the reason I was reborn in this world was probably to protect everyone, including this friend standing before me.

"I love you, Kyle."

With those words, I kissed Kyle.

Kyle seemed surprised, but soon began to kiss me properly.

It was a very sad kiss that tasted of tears.

It was an incredibly happy kiss, but in this world, we—Kyle—could never be happy.

If that's the case, I'll change this world to make him happy.

Somehow, I had made such a resolution.

Ch.62 - Chapter 62: Lost Children
"Ahem, as touching as this scene is... I'd appreciate if you could be a bit more mindful of your surroundings."

I had been continuing to kiss Kyle when I hastily pulled away at the words of someone who had been watching us.

Though I felt bad seeing Kyle's disappointed expression, I deliberately turned my head and addressed the man.

"Who are you?"
"Ah, we haven't met before. I'm Lewis, leader of the Lost Children. This is Yuriko. You're already acquainted with Yuriko, right? Though it probably wasn't under the best circumstances..."

The woman called Yuriko was the one who had tried to kidnap the Association Chairman during the terrorist attack. No, not just her—all of these "Lost Children" present were the ones who had carried out the attack.

Normally, they should be arrested and made to pay for their actions. But...

"...Why did you come to save me?"
"The reason... To be honest, it wasn't exactly for our benefit."

Lewis glanced briefly at Kyle as he spoke.

"Your lover was so desperate, you see. And also..."

Lewis paused and looked at the "fake angels" lying around with their heads blown apart.

"...We've also discovered what happened to the people who've been disappearing."

His eyes were filled with regret and sorrow as he spoke. Though they were terrorists, they too were victims—victims caught up in a conspiracy tangled with disgusting greed and selfishness.

Could I really hold them accountable? If the same thing happened to me, could I guarantee I wouldn't act just like them?

I probably couldn't do so without any hesitation.

"You... have done terrible things."
"I won't deny it. If you want to arrest me, go ahead. But I'd like you to let my subordinates go."
"...That won't be necessary. I'll let it slide this time. So... please leave. I hope we never meet again."

With those words, I brought my hands together and unleashed the power of the Seraphim. As healing waves spread outward, accompanied by singing, the wounds of the injured Lost Children began to heal.

"Such a beautiful song..."
"Is this... the power of the Seraphim?"
"It feels like... my heart is being healed."

The lost children shed tears as they listened to the beautifully resonating song. It was as if their souls, torn and wounded for so long, were finally being healed.

"...You are a good person."

Lewis and the Lost Children left after saying those words.

"Was it right to let them go?"
"It's okay to repay those who helped us, Eugene. Well, at least no one here can blame you for it. Right, Young Master Kyle?"
"......"

Kyle simply held my hand silently in response to Meiling's words. I grasped his hand in return.

"Ah, but there's something else I'm worried about. The researchers clearly said that the lab director escaped..."

Though we hadn't confirmed it properly yet, he had likely taken the key research data with him. If we let him get away, there was a possibility that something terrible created here could be leaked.

"Oh, that? No need to worry."

But for some reason, Meiling smiled.

"A powerful ally has already headed in that direction."

* * *

"Director! Fortunately, it seems there's no pursuit."
"Good. We did well to escape early."

The director of the secret laboratory had followed the escape protocol as soon as the Seraphim's rampage began.

Though he had to abandon the lower-ranking researchers, they weren't particularly important personnel. What mattered most was the research data.

"We can always recruit and create more test subjects. As long as we have this data."
"But they know about us now! The city government will deny our existence, so we can't go to them."
"Of course. But don't worry. There are many who would pay for this data."

The Three Brothers Society, for instance, would pay handsomely for this data. Moreover, they would support further research. Anyone would, if it meant getting their hands on the power of the Seraphim.

"Are you really going to the Three Brothers Society? Wouldn't it be better to go to another city...?"
"We can't go that far. How could we cross the danger zone in this old car? And we can't take an aircraft either."

Of course, it would be better to receive support from a proper city rather than the Three Brothers Society, but the current situation wasn't favorable. If they went to the airport, they might get caught by Hanul City's quarantine.

"Besides, we already have connections with the Three Brothers Society, right? It's much better to deal with people we can talk to. Later, when we have more technology, we can deal with others."
"As expected of you, Director! I'll trust only you!"

The director smiled coldly at the senior researchers' words. Of course, he had no intention of looking after them indefinitely. He planned to use them and then discard them.

Though they were collaborators now, in the long term, they were obstacles or competitors sharing technical knowledge. To monopolize this valuable technical knowledge, they would need to be eliminated.

'No one can stop me. Not the Seraphim, not the Oracle! Instead, I will control them both and gain even greater power. This is all for the sake of humanity!'

The director laughed inwardly, harboring grandiose ambitions. Then he contacted the Three Brothers Society's liaison.

"Rockwell, this is the Lab Director."
[...Director, why are you calling so suddenly? I already handed over the Seraphim, didn't I?]
"Ah, we have a problem. The laboratory was attacked, and it seems the Seraphim has been taken. But I've extracted and secured enough research data, so there's no issue. However, I'd like you to provide a hideout..."
[......]

There wasn't an immediate response. The director swallowed nervously, worried that the Three Brothers Society might be considering harsh methods.

But that wouldn't happen. They couldn't possibly have research personnel to replace him.

[Understood. I'll send you coordinates, so come to that location.]

Finally hearing Rockwell's answer, the director smiled. Though losing the laboratory was regrettable, things were going well now.

In fact, when it came to money, the Three Brothers Society might even provide better conditions, which made him feel pleased.

Of course, the city government would put him on their wanted list, so he might have to live uncomfortably for a while, but it wouldn't last long.

"Good! Let's go!"

The director and the researchers immediately headed for the remote hideout. Before long, they arrived at a hideout located somewhere in the slums of the complex outskirts.

Though it was a high-crime area with prostitutes and thugs wandering around, they arrived without incident. The place was a massive entertainment establishment run by the Three Brothers Society.

"The goods?"
"Agent Rockwell... or rather, I'll show them when I meet the leaders of the Three Brothers Society."

When asked for the research data upon entry, the director firmly refused. Though the Three Brothers Society members gave uncomfortable looks, after a brief exchange, they were allowed into the hideout.

"The two leaders have arrived."

After waiting for a while, Agent Rockwell announced this. Sensing that the time for negotiation had finally come, the director followed her to meet the leaders.

Shortly after, he met two middle-aged men approaching old age, each flanked by prostitutes.

They were Cheonghong and Raisan.

"Director, I hope it's worth our while to have called us here."
"Of course, leaders. Don't you know what I'm offering you?"

The director spoke with great confidence, but both Cheonghong and Raisan looked less than pleased.

"We know. But regarding this power of the Seraphim, our researchers say it's not very practical."
"I'm confident your researchers aren't superior to ours, but in what way is it impractical?"

Showing some pride, the director spoke, and Cheonghong and Raisan exchanged rare glances before responding.

"There were previous attempts to replicate the psychic abilities of angels. However, they were canceled due to severe side effects."
"The side effect was 'compassion,' they say. Those injected with the Seraphim's power cannot kill. Moreover, artificial Seraphim like the ones you created weren't particularly powerful in combat."

As expected of the Three Brothers Society.

Despite being a villain organization, their intelligence was considerable. However, the director remained confident.

"That's correct. But you're underestimating our research."
"Underestimating?"
"Yes. More precisely, you don't seem to understand the true essence of our research. We're not studying the Seraphim, but dark matter—the fundamental unit that forms psychic or supernatural phenomena. The Seraphim was merely a tool necessary to handle that power. Well, dark matter is also a power wielded by demons."
"So?"

Before continuing, the director smiled with confidence.

"We've already succeeded in artificially implementing dark matter."
"That... Then...?"
"Yes, theoretically, we can now create psychics. It will be revolutionary for supernatural research."

This is worth money. No, beyond money, it's power. Enough to overthrow city governments, or even conquer the world.

Of course, some might say this remarkable achievement could save humanity.

But the director had no such intention whatsoever.

Rather, humanity should remain in this oppressed state.

Only then would this amazing innovation they discovered maintain its high value.

'Why bother doing good for others?'

The director sneered. He recalled the "test subjects" who died for this research, but such sacrifices didn't matter. Science grows by feeding on such sacrifices.

"...However, only I can conduct this research."
"Hmph, spare us the obvious talk. We'll buy the data. For a sufficient price. And we'll hire you too. We'll treat you well enough to live in luxury for the rest of your life."
"Thank you."

Done.

The director smiled with delight. Now he would only continue to prosper—

CRASH!

At that moment, the door to their room was smashed.

SLASH! SWISH! SLASH!

A flash of sword light.

The Three Brothers Society's guards and executives were cut to pieces without even being able to move a finger.

"W-what—"

The director was terrified, but not just him—Cheonghong and Raisan were also shocked by the sudden turn of events.

"So here you are, Cheonghong, Raisan. It's been a while."
"T-the Sword Saint... H-how did you find this place...?"
"How, you ask."

The man who attacked them, the Sword Saint, pulled someone's head while answering them. The woman dragged by his rough grip was none other than Rockwell.

"P-please spare me. You promised to spare me."
"I did. But that was a lie."

STAB!

"Kuhk..."

The Sword Saint stabbed Rockwell with his sword and then sliced her apart. After kidnapping the Seraphim, Rockwell's location was discovered by the Sword Saint, and under his threats, she betrayed her leaders.

It was a deal for her life, but the Sword Saint had no intention of keeping that promise.

"Unfortunately, I'm not a champion of justice."

There was no need to keep promises made to criminals.

"Now it's your turn."
"Sword Saint, wait—"

SLASH!

Cheonghong's head flew off.

SLASH!

Then Raisan was cut in half.

"This is for Meirong."

Anyone familiar with the Sword Saint's usually benevolent demeanor would have been shocked. Even the director, who only knew of his heroic reputation, was horrified.

"S-Sword Saint. I..."
"You've done quite remarkable things. Both you and the parasites eating away at the city government."
"Please spare me! I have value. Surely my research..."

STAB!

"Kuk, krub, khek..."

The director begged, bowing his head, but the Sword Saint stabbed him in the back of the neck without the slightest hesitation.

Even killing him might have been excessive, but the Sword Saint didn't care.

For the greater good, he was prepared to cut down even demons and be covered in their blood.

"Hmm..."

But something caught the Sword Saint's eye.

It was the research data the director had been carrying.

Somehow, it felt like a devil's temptation to him.

Ch.63 - Chapter 63: The Path That Remains
"Still reeling from the shock of the terror attack..."
"Numerous victims at the scene..."
"...amid all this, the academy cadets' heroic actions..."

As expected, reporters had flocked to the memorial site where the terrorist attack occurred.

They were enthusiastically chasing their exclusive stories, even broadcasting vivid footage captured by journalists who had been present during the attack.

Of course, this was somewhat 'intentional.'

It was meant to conceal the fact that the Association Chairman and one 'important cadet' had been kidnapped, while simultaneously diluting the truth that the perpetrators were the Lost Children, victims of the Gate Wave.

Reporters had received discreet requests to focus their articles on "the work of the Three Heroes Society" or "an unknown subversive organization."

And these experienced media professionals knew the best technique to divert public attention.

That was "creating heroes."

"Damn, they're persistent in following us."

And the target they chose to make into a hero was none other than Jung Jihoo.

"Well, from their perspective, you're a walking exclusive story."
"Why? I wasn't the only one who did something there!"

After shaking off the reporters, Alice spoke calmly while Jihoo responded indignantly. But Alice just shrugged as if it were all too obvious.

"Of course not. But we're different from those other people, aren't we?"
"Different how?"
"Young, attractive cadets, exceptional abilities beyond ordinary people, and even backgrounds like being the son of the Sword Saint or the eldest daughter of the Crawford family. Oh, and Reika's family is quite famous too. Anyway, we're perfect hero material from any angle. If I were a reporter, I'd be just as persistent."
"..."

Jihoo's expression soured at her logical response, but he couldn't refute it. Normally, Jihoo might have been pleased with this "hero-making," but not now.

"That's not what's important. Yujin is... missing right now!"

At the moment, he was actually angry. Yujin had disappeared. Along with Kyle and Meiling. From the circumstances, it seemed Kyle and Meiling had gone to look for Yujin, who was presumed kidnapped.

"But when I talk about it, no one seems interested in finding her. When I say I want to go look for her, they just call the reporters..."
"Jihoo, that's because those people—the city government—don't want us to."
"What?"
"More precisely, they probably do want to find Yujin. At least the leadership and Oracle's people do. But they can't let this be reported right now. For various reasons."

That was only natural.

Yujin was already half a celebrity after the amusement park terrorist incident. While Seraphim was still officially a secret, "those who should know" already did.

What if news of her kidnapping spread publicly? The repercussions would be unpredictable. Above all, no one knew how Oracle Rachel would react.

For the city government, it would be catastrophic.

"So they're trying to create heroes like this to divert attention."
"...That's terrible."
"It is terrible. But that's how the media and politics work."

Though Alice spoke with resignation, her expression wasn't particularly pleased either.

Moreover, she couldn't help having unsettling thoughts.

'The Three Heroes Society is behind this, but how and why did they target a Seraphim? Could some faction within the city government be involved?'

If the latter were true and the city government was involved... this would genuinely become an enormous problem. If the Oracle merely expressed "disappointment" about this incident, the Hanul City Government's stock would plummet that very day.

"Well, they must be searching for her now, so don't worry..."
"Look, over there!"

As Alice was organizing these thoughts while speaking, some people entered the police station's break room where they were.

It was none other than Yujin, Kyle, and Meiling.

Though they looked somewhat tired and disheveled, Alice was surprised to see them and said:

"You're all safe! What happened?"
"Well, about that..."
"Yujin! You're okay!"

Just as Alice asked and Yujin began to answer, Jihoo cut in.

Jihoo, who had been anxious since her disappearance, was relieved to see Yujin safe. He was about to embrace her, but...

'Huh?'

He couldn't. The reason was that Yujin and Kyle were holding hands.

Of course, he had often seen them holding hands before, but...

'...Something feels different.'

Before, it had seemed like Yujin was keeping some distance... but now, that sense of distance or barrier between Kyle and Yujin seemed completely gone.

It was like... they had become more genuine? Instinctively sensing this, Jihoo felt a chill.

"Yes. I'm safe."
"...So, what... happened?"
"Well, you see..."

And Yujin's attitude toward Jihoo had changed as well.

If before she had been overly sensitive and kept her distance, with a somewhat aloof response... now she showed no emotional reaction at all.

To call it a positive change would be wrong... it felt more like any possibility of romantic feelings had completely disappeared.

"...So I was kidnapped for a while."
"My goodness... the city government was involved?"
"Probably. Most likely some faction or subordinate organization..."
"Even if it's just that, it's serious. My goodness, what were they thinking..."

While Jihoo was distracted by this change, Alice was also distracted for different reasons.

Of course, not all of the city government's leadership would have been complicit. But how far did this involvement extend... perhaps even the Association Chairman, who was also reported missing, was in on it.

If so, a bloody purge would sweep through the city. And no joke—if this information were to become public... no one could handle the consequences.

"I have no intention of making this public or escalating the situation. Of course... I had to tell Lady Rachel, but she won't unnecessarily escalate things either, Alice."

Alice wasn't entirely reassured by these words, but she patted Yujin's shoulder with an expression of relief that at least she had returned safely.

Jihoo, who had been watching silently, shifted his gaze from Yujin to Kyle.

"...So you rescued Yujin safely."
"Of course."
"...Good job."
"..."

Kyle and Jihoo didn't exchange many words.
But it was now clear which of them had gained the upper hand regarding Yujin.

While Kyle had gone to rescue Yujin, Jihoo had been unable to do anything. Instead, he had merely been celebrated as a hero.

Moreover, with Yujin and Kyle's relationship visibly closer, he now had no chance.

Filled with a sense of defeat, Jihoo silently turned away.

"I'm feeling tired, so I should go now."
"Oh, yes. Don't worry about us, let's go, Yujin."

Yujin soon left the break room, expressing fatigue. It seemed she had only come to let them know she was safe. Kyle and Meiling left with her, but even as they departed, she didn't let go of Kyle's hand.

"..."
"Um, Reika. I have some business to attend to, so I'll be stepping out for a moment."
"Huh? What business?"

After watching the speechless Jihoo for a moment, Alice whispered to Reika.

'Reika, please comfort Jihoo right now.'
'C-comfort him? Why suddenly...?'
'Just do it.'

So Alice left, and Reika awkwardly began to comfort Jihoo.

"I'm... going to change."

And Jihoo made a resolution.

That he would change, so that someday she might look back at him.

* * *

"It must be difficult for such an important person to be in such a humble place, Chairman."

At the Lost Children's hideout.

There, Captain Louis was interrogating the Association Chairman.

Already stripped naked and subjected to all kinds of "karmic retribution," he was in terrible shape.

"Do you think you'll get away with this?"
"If we wanted to be safe, we wouldn't have become terrorists in the first place. Can't that smart brain of yours understand even that?"
"..."

Louis put a cigarette in his mouth and lit it. But after taking one deep drag, he pressed it against the Chairman's half-scalped head.

"AAAAARGH!"
"You bastard. You were doing quite the interesting work behind our backs, weren't you?"

Louis's tone instantly turned vicious.

He couldn't help it.

The horrific experimental subjects they had seen in that secret laboratory.

They were all psychics from the outskirts.

Just because they weren't born in the city, instead of being able to bloom their talents, they were used as disposable tools by the people before them and then discarded.

There wasn't a single member of the Lost Children who wasn't outraged by this.

"All those people who went missing must have ended up there. Tell me, what makes you so special? Did you think you'd be forgiven for such atrocities?"
"Nnnngh... This was all... for the city. No, for humanity..."

A disgusting excuse to cover his selfishness.
Even if some part of these atrocities had a greater purpose, would they have done it for that purpose?

"No, that can't be true. Because you people would rather celebrate this terrible world."

The world had collapsed. Nations fell and cities began to replace them. So what? For these people, it was a world of opportunity.

People were dying in masses. The emergence of psychics created a class system. Even those psychics weren't treated well if they weren't born in the city. So what? For these people, it was still a world of opportunity.

And what? For humanity? These people who would twist their bodies to prevent anyone from resolving the current calamity? How ridiculous.

"No, no. Listen! We can create psychics! We can resurrect the extinct angels! No, humans can become angels!"
"Stop lying. I've seen what those artificial angels you speak of look like."

STAB!

"AAAAARGH!"

He stabbed a knife into the Chairman's knee. He didn't want to kill him quickly. He wanted him to die painfully.

"...Louis, just end it now."
"Tch..."

But Yuriko spoke to him rationally. Louis spat and raised his gun.

"No, wait! Please! I'll do anything! I'll tell you anything!"
"The only thing you need to do is go to hell."

BANG!

The Chairman's head exploded.

They say revenge is hollow—a lie told by those who couldn't take revenge—but what the Lost Children felt now was more emptiness than satisfaction.

Killing this man wouldn't change anything. Someone just like him would probably take his place.

The lost children were still lost. Louis especially missed that warm song Yujin had sung for them.

"You say if we join hands with you, we can achieve true revenge?"

Someone had approached them.

The black man, Venom of Gnosis.

"I will make it happen. Your cooperation is the price."
"No, that's not the real price."

Countless lives.

That's what the man demanded. Would the lost children walk that path?

"Gladly."

They had no other path left to them.

Ch.64 - Chapter 64: Bondage and Freedom
"If you have mouths that can speak, then go ahead and speak."

Rachel Illuminas.

The Final Angel, the one called the Last Oracle, was not in her usual childlike form.

She appeared as an adult woman, white as snow, yet emanating a cold atmosphere true to the image of snow itself.

It was extremely rare for her to appear in such a form, including rare occasions like now when she was angry at someone.

"Th-that... this incident was merely caused by certain departments..."
"Yet there's material evidence that the Association President knew about it? Was the President also part of those 'certain departments'?"
"......"

And now, her anger was directed at the heads of the city government, people who would rarely be scolded in such a manner.

Normally, even Rachel couldn't reprimand them like this, but now they had nothing to say to her, even if they had ten mouths.

"B-but, Oracle. The people involved... n-no, the criminals have all been arrested. Every single one will receive prison sentences."
"That's somewhat fortunate. Though I'm not sure if it's fortunate that a young Seraphim, practically the hope for our future, was kidnapped and even used for experiments."
"Th-that's......"

Someone attempted a rebuttal, but had to shut their mouth upon receiving Rachel's cold words and the piercing gazes of colleagues that said, 'Just keep quiet.'

"Oracle, please don't just scold them. At least those gathered here aren't directly involved in that incident."

If there was any fortunate thing for the city government personnel, it was that there was someone who defended them, even if just a little.

It was the Sword Saint.

"I wonder, is that really so?"
"At least those present here aren't directly involved. I, who carried out the purge myself, guarantee it."
"...Very well, then I'll stop being disappointed here."

Thanks to the Sword Saint's defense, they managed to avoid losing Rachel's goodwill completely.

But they were well aware that there was a hidden meaning in the Sword Saint's choice of the word "purge."

It meant that the Sword Saint would be deeply involved in the city government's politics from now on, and that such "purges" could happen again at any time.

Moreover, what was even more frightening was that these purges could include "physical" ones.

But there was something even more terrifying to come.

"So what will you do now?"
"Wh-what do you mean...?"
"The Association President was found dead. What will you do about that vacant position?"

As she said, the kidnapped Association President had been found dead. Normally, a new one would have to be elected through political consensus or voting within the committee.

But anyone could tell she didn't want that. Moreover, it was clear she didn't just want to replace the Association President.

For politicians like them, her political demands were more frightening than the Sword Saint. While the Sword Saint could physically separate their heads from their bodies, the Oracle could destroy their political assets with just a word.

"Well, that... we would v-vote..."
"Ah, I see. So one of you gentlemen, who haven't done anything right, will become the Association President again. And you'll repeat similar mistakes?"
"N-no, absolutely not!"

Sure you won't.

Even though Rachel didn't say those words, they felt as if they heard such sarcasm.

In reality, these people, while not directly involved in this incident, were far from being clean. Even regarding this incident, each had allegations of accepting bribes to overlook certain related matters.

If the Sword Saint had held them accountable for that too, their heads would have all disappeared from their shoulders.

"Th-then what do you want us to do?"
"I want someone I can trust in that position."
"And who might that be...?"
"Someone you all know."

With those words, Rachel shifted her gaze to the Sword Saint.

"Sword Saint, I want you to lead the city government."
"...!"
"Wh-what!"

It was like a bolt from the blue.

The Sword Saint already held the knife handle, but if he became the Association President, the head of the city government?

For them, it would mean something more terrible than a purge.

The straightforward Sword Saint would have no reason to leave their outdated ways untouched.

Yet eliminating the Sword Saint, the strongest, was impossible. They could try, of course. But he wouldn't let them. The Sword Saint would undoubtedly be fully prepared.

"Not a bad proposal, Oracle."
"So will you accept it?"
"I have no reason not to. But I have a few conditions."
"Let's hear them."
"First. These people gathered here. They must not be removed."
"...!"

It was an unexpected answer.

Of course, if Rachel, the Oracle, had used mind-reading, she would have known his intentions.

But they didn't expect him to suggest sparing these people, who from his perspective, were nothing but trouble.

"Ah, it's not that I like these fools. I just need them."
"Need them? What do you need them for?"
"I'll tell you if you agree to the next condition."

The Sword Saint's answer created a strange atmosphere. The Association executives looked at the Sword Saint with faint hope.

Then the Sword Saint produced a small data chip.

"Please agree to use this."
"What is it?"
"Research data from that laboratory. Data on artificial Seraphim and dark matter creation."
"...!"
"I need people to push forward with this research. People who will get their hands dirty for us, yet can be discarded at any time. That's why I need these people."

Of course, the Oracle's consent was necessary. It was about using research that not only involved the sacrifice of many people but also defiled the very existence of Seraphim.

The Association executives couldn't simply smile at the Sword Saint's proposal. He was not only planning to use them for dangerous purposes but also openly declaring that he would discard them if things went wrong.

But they couldn't refuse either. The moment they refused, they would be destroyed, either physically or socially.

"Do you think I would agree to that?"
"No. But this is the only future left for us."
"......"
"Oracle, the world we live in is suffering. If we leave it as is, the future will be the same. I will do whatever it takes to prevent that."

Even if I have to become a devil.
Even if I have to die as a devil.

"Please allow me to bear that burden willingly."

She couldn't break his resolve.

* * *

I was on my way home.

Technically, it was Kyle's home, but somehow it felt like my home too.

I was walking that path with Kyle now.

"Kyle."

After a while of silence, I spoke first as we watched the sunset.

"Thank you for saving me."
"...No need to thank me. It's only natural."

Our hands intertwined.

I no longer feel nervous about it.

It's not that I have no feelings for Kyle, but rather that I've grown accustomed to those affectionate feelings.

"No, I was kidnapped because I was reckless. If you hadn't saved me, it would have been terrible."
"I will protect you in any case. Your mistakes don't factor into that."

Because you are flawless in any case.

That's what Kyle seemed to be saying.

It was a trust that allowed no doubt, but I wasn't particularly pleased.

"Kyle, that's certainly kind of you. But I want you to take care of yourself more than that."
"Protecting you is taking care of myself."
"I won't deny that."

It's not that I don't understand his feelings. But at the same time, it was a constraint I had placed on him.

I was the one who helped young Kyle, and I was the one who altered his fate.

I am at least 99% responsible for his obsession with me.

"If you had to sacrifice yourself for me."

It might be a good thing to have saved a child who was destined to become a villain.

But it wasn't entirely good that this child was willing to sacrifice himself for me.

And I, knowing the future, couldn't avoid danger.

I finally realized that I could neither run from nor hide from my destiny.

"Then choose yourself instead of me."

This is liberation from constraint.

But Kyle looked sad.

"Yujin. I can't do that. A world without you has no value to me."

Kyle stopped.

Looking at me, he resembled a wounded wolf, just like when he first spoke to me.

I found it so pitiful that I embraced him.

"I want you to be happy."

Perhaps my initial help to him was an expression of the trauma I carried from my previous life.

It might have been a constraint created within me from not helping a friend who committed suicide.

But that constraint had transformed into something else.

Yes, it was a bond. A bond that was both constraint and freedom. People always long for freedom even while being constrained.

"I want to make you happy."
"I feel the same way, Yujin."
"Then promise me."

A foggy future.

Yet through that fog, the fate of this world.

I saw it, and I knew what I had to do.

When that time came, I wanted him to make a choice for himself.

"Don't sacrifice yourself for me someday."

I know.

That this will become another constraint for him.

But I hoped that constraint would also become freedom for him.

"Can you promise me?"
"......"

I saw turmoil in Kyle's eyes.

It might be a difficult choice for him. At the same time, it might feel like a puzzle whose intention he couldn't understand.

"...I will."

But he did as I asked.

Of course he would. It would have been difficult for him to refuse my words.

"Thank you."

And hearing his answer, I kissed him.

A long kiss, overflowing with joy and delight. Now without any awkwardness.

Kyle, unfamiliar with my proactive attitude, showed a cute, bewildered expression at first, but soon accepted the kiss.

We exchanged breaths for a long, very long time.

"How is it, are you happy?"
"......"
"...Not really?"
"N-no."

Kyle was, quite rarely, genuinely flustered.

"Really, really... happy."

And then he smiled honestly.

That smile looked as if Kyle's heart, which had seemed frozen somewhere until now, had melted.

"Then let's do the rest at home."
"At home...?"
"Ah, since Francesca is there, we can't do anything too... lewd."
"...!"

Of course, I too blushed a little after saying that, feeling somewhat embarrassed.

And so we walked along the path, happy.

That's how three years passed.

Ch.65 - Chapter 65: Three Years Later
Once upon a time, there was a period when apocalyptic theories were trendy on Earth.

Well, if I had to give examples, wasn't there an animation where half the world was submerged underwater, monsters called Angels appeared, and 15-year-old middle schoolers fought in bio-robots?

Or perhaps a world suddenly frozen in a new ice age, or conversely, one where everything turned to desert and road gangs monopolizing water ran rampant.

In short, the common characteristic of apocalyptic theories is that the world ends dramatically.

However, apocalyptic theories and reality are both similar and different.

The similarity is that reality is indeed counting down to destruction.

The difference is merely that it's deteriorating slowly, bit by bit.

"We declare to the weak city government! We fight for the rights of the superior ones! Stop your policies of handouts to outer district residents and the non-awakened, and make the right decision!"

A broadcasting station seized by villains.

The villains had taken the station's employees hostage and were broadcasting their message.

Due to the severe economic depression caused by consecutive disasters over the past three years, public opinion in Hanul City had deteriorated.

Everyone was dissatisfied with the current situation, but the most problematic sentiment was supremacism.

And those who had taken over the broadcasting station were supremacist villains.

"We need to suppress them immediately!"
"No! There are hostages inside! They'll execute them first if we enter!"
"But we can't let them keep spouting that rhetoric! Don't you see the protesters?"

Of course, special forces and heroes had already arrived to subdue the terrorists.

But they couldn't easily enter because of the hostages, yet they couldn't leave the situation as it was either.

One reason was the crowd of protesters surrounding the scene.

-Abandon welfare policies!
-Preferential treatment for the awakened! Implement colonial policies!
-Let's take care of ourselves first!

Supremacist protesters—ironically, not all of them were awakened.

Rather, "naturally," non-awakened people made up the majority in terms of numbers.

Yet they still supported the supremacist rhetoric. This was because supremacist ideology didn't just demand preferential treatment for the awakened; it advocated for radical expansionism.

A stance contrasting with the current cabinet's efforts to maintain the city's internal order and peaceful relations with outer districts and neighboring cities.

The result of an illusion that switching to such a stance would end their current hardships.

"But the hostages..."
"L-look over there!"

While the confusion reached its peak, I was flying across the night sky.

When my snow-white wings of light illuminated the night, even the noisy protesters fell silent for a moment.

"Kyle, I'm going in now."
[We don't know the situation inside. It's too dangerous.]

I smiled in response to Kyle's voice coming through the communicator.

"It's okay, I'm the Angel, right? The Angel doesn't go down that easily."
[Yujin, wait—]

Ignoring Kyle's protests, I charged straight toward one side of the broadcasting building.

The reinforced glass shattered instantly as I broke through. Of course, the glass fragments couldn't scratch me at all.

"S-Seraphim!"
"Hello, everyone!"
"Shoot! Shoot her!"

Rat-tat-tat-tat-tat!

A rough greeting came my way. But I was already gone from where the bullets had flown.

"Starting with gunfire against a lady? How rude."
"Huh!"

Bang!

In an instant, I appeared before the villain who had fired. His expression was one of shock, but soon he was engulfed in a wave of energy and collapsed as if all strength had left him.

Bang! Bang-bang-bang!

"Argh! Ugh, hnngh..."
"S-snap out of it! Urgh..."

The waves containing light and song transferred to others nearby, causing them to faint in succession.

The villains were terrified and tried to flee, yet those who fainted wore entranced expressions.

"Shoot the hostages!"

Soon the villain leader ordered the execution of the hostages. His subordinates, though flustered, aimed their guns at them.

"Kyaah! Please spare us!"

Rat-tat-tat-tat-tat!

"...Huh? H-how did this...!"

But the bullets failed to kill them. An ice wall that suddenly rose before them had protected them.

"Kyle, you're a bit late."
"...You rushed in too quickly."

Kyle had arrived at some point. He had protected the hostages without me needing to intervene, and additional suppression forces were expected to arrive soon.

"Y-you bastards! Why do you persecute us when you're awakened too?!"

Boom!

The terrorist leader charged at Kyle as if making a last stand.

He must have been quite strong, moving at high speed and creating a small sonic boom.

Crash!

"Ha! That ice wall is useless!"

Kyle had created an ice wall to counter, but the villain leader confidently broke through it.

Yet Kyle remained completely unfazed.

"This is the difference between you and us."

Keeeeeng—

"Huh?"

Crack-crack-crack-crack!

The fragments of the broken ice wall, controlled by telekinesis, flew toward the villain leader. Instantly pierced by countless ice spikes, the villain leader died looking like a porcupine.

Poor thing—if he had attacked me instead, he wouldn't have died. Unlike me, Kyle showed no mercy.

"Kyle, if you kill him, he might become a martyr."

As the suppression forces entered and arrested the remaining demoralized terrorists, I approached Kyle and spoke with a slight pout.

"It doesn't matter. Not with someone like that."
"That's quite definitive?"
"Of course. You're the Seraphim—who could become a martyr against whom?"

Kyle said, stroking my head. He had developed this habit of patting my head at some point. It's totally like a light novel, but I secretly enjoy it...

"Well, that's true... but Sword Saint and Oracle will have to deal with the fallout."
"That's not our concern."
"Ah, Kyle, you really haven't changed at all since our cadet days."

Though I complained a little, I didn't reject Kyle's hand stroking my head.

"Of course not. I don't care about anything except you."
"Mmm... saying such embarrassing things."

While we were talking, I briefly glanced outside. I could see the building window I had broken through.

"Anyway, it's getting late, let's go home. We haven't even had dinner yet."
"Yeah."

We had come without eating dinner because of the sudden terrorist attack. I soon took Kyle's hand and walked side by side with him.

But I had to let go of his hand when we left the broadcasting building.

"Angel! Just one comment, please!"
"What do you think about this terrorist attack?"
"Please, just one word—"

Reporters had already gathered.

I couldn't show too much intimacy with Kyle in such a public place.

Over the past three years, my identity as the Seraphim had become well-known through involvement in various incidents.

It would be troublesome if rumors spread, even though I wasn't a celebrity...

"Is it true that you're engaged to Hero Kyle Lester?!"
"Get that guy out of here!"

...though it was also true that it had become public knowledge.

Of course, we tried to keep it quiet. The fact that Seraphim, or the new angel, already had a lover could cause discord among extreme fans(?) for some ridiculous reason.

But... come to think of it, being engaged is actually a fact, isn't it?

"Phew, we finally lost them. I'll make dinner right away."
"...Okay."

The reporters pursued us quite persistently, but we managed to shake them off. Then we were able to arrive at the home I shared with Kyle.

Kyle originally had his own place, but that address had been exposed long ago, so we moved elsewhere.

I don't know how long this place will last either... but people generally don't recognize me when I'm not in Seraphim form and wear sunglasses with my black hair.

Chop-chop-chop-chop
Bubble-bubble

A little later, I was focused on cooking while wearing an apron.

Regardless of my age, I've lived as a woman for seven years. My cooking skills have improved dramatically over the past three years.

Naturally, it's thanks to living with Kyle, though we officially started living together only a year and a half ago. But even before that, I often took care of Kyle and cooked for him myself.

I don't know if it's a prejudice, but I seem to have more talent for cooking as a woman than when I was a man. Well, I did live semi-independently when I was a man, so it's not like I never cooked.

"Mmm, smells delicious. Oh?"

Just then, Kyle embraced me from behind.

"Hey, what are you doing already?"
"...Is it not allowed?"
"That's not it, but we're going to shower together later."
"By then your scent will be gone."

This guy, does he have some kind of scent fetish? It's just the smell of not having showered yet.

...Well, I do often find myself smelling Kyle's scent too.

"So impatient."

I said primly, but turned my head to kiss Kyle. One kiss led to several more.

"I'm hungry, let's eat first and then do more."
"Okay."

Over the three years, Kyle had become even more handsome, but at home, he became completely docile. Except when doing naughty things, that is.

Anyway, the obedient Kyle patiently held his desires in check and ate his meal quietly. After clearing the table, we took a bath together.

"Mmm... Kyle, don't be so ravenous. I give it to you every day, don't I?"
"It's still not enough."
"Pervert."
"I am a pervert. Only for you."

Sitting in the bathtub embraced by Kyle, I began engaging in all sorts of intimate acts that I would never have imagined when I was a man.

In fact, looking at how I couldn't hold back my moans, I might have been the hungry one. I was even acting coquettishly.

Mmmmm... this is still a bit strange. I used to be a man, even if that's in the past... now there's just a female here.

Something, something should make me feel extremely self-loathing... but it didn't. Rather, the fact that I felt satisfaction made me feel some self-loathing.

"Kyle."
"Yes?"
"The world is falling apart."
"...It is."

After our passionate lovemaking, lying side by side on the bed, I spoke softly to Kyle.

As I told him, the world was slowly falling apart.

Now... it had diverged completely from the original storyline. I don't think the original had such a dark, dystopian atmosphere.

Now it was becoming a world where apocalyptic theories were not only common but felt real.

Demon tribes running rampant, villains becoming more arrogant, society growing more radical by the day...

It felt like the end was approaching.

"But it's strange. Despite this world, I'm happy right now."

It's paradoxical.

Even as destruction approaches, I'm satisfied with this small happiness.

Compared to my previous life... I would probably choose this life.

The slow deterioration was the same both there and here.

Rather, this place where I could lean on someone was better.

"Me too. I wish I could be with you forever."
"...Yes."

Yes, that's enough.
Whatever happens to the world, I just pray we'll be together until the end.

Ch.66 - Chapter 66: What Are We Fighting For?
"Isn't it ironic?"

On the rooftop of a building overlooking the night cityscape.

There, Lewis, the leader of Lost Child, spoke softly to someone beside him.

"It's just the difference of one small wall, yet that difference separates hell from heaven. Well, heaven isn't what it used to be either."

He assessed the night view showing both the outskirts and downtown areas. And it wasn't exactly wrong.

Over the past three years, the explosive increase in demonic gates and fracture phenomena had all but severed the already precarious exchanges between cities. Now even the most trivial interactions required risking one's life.

The economy was hit hardest by this. As cities were literally forced into self-sufficiency, everyone without exception became impoverished. No matter how wealthy a single city might be, there were limits to what resources it could produce on its own.

A tremendous recession engulfed the cities. Yet those who suffered most were elsewhere.

"But you know what's funny? It's the people in the outskirts who have it worse now. Even though they originally had more resources. The city folk took everything."

Yet when monsters attack, the city people don't protect them. They don't let them into their comfortable cities either.

City dwellers now blatantly advocated exploitation. As if they'd left their sense of shame in their mother's womb.

"Now they're openly saying they should eat first. Not caring that their survival depends on others' blood and sweat."
"...They merely made our task easier."

The one who answered Lewis's anger was the dark man, Venom, the deadly poison of Gnosis.

"Yes, thanks to them, our preliminary work is complete. Neither Oracle nor Seraphim noticed anything."
"It's too early to relax. Even though we have collaborators, no one else should know."
"I understand. I'm not afraid of failure anyway."
"Then what are you afraid of?"
"What am I afraid of?"

Lewis turned to look at Venom, seemingly disgusted by his nonchalant attitude.

"The action we're about to take! Don't you get it? When we achieve our goal, countless people will die. Not just city folk. Even more people from the outskirts will die. And that doesn't bother you at all?!"

He asked, almost screaming. In this decaying world without hope, it seemed impossible to live without screaming.

But Venom calmly countered:

"Do you regret it then?"

Do you regret coming this far, everything we've done until now? At that question, Lewis's eyes trembled, but he soon gritted his teeth and said:

"I don't regret it. Not for revenge."
"Then that's all that matters. Everyone living is the same. For their own goals, from worn-out adults to three-year-old children, all live only for themselves."

Regret has no value whatsoever.

We're just bastards, and everyone in the world is just a bastard.

"...Yes, I suppose so. Then, Venom, what are you fighting for? For that person you cherish?"
"Yes. But at the same time."

Venom pointed to the sky.

"I fight for the last hope I have left."

For a man who had lost everything, only that small glimmer of hope remained.

* * *

I was dreaming.

It was a strange dream. In it, Kyle was crying.

I wanted to wipe away his tears, but I couldn't reach out to him.

No, in that dream, that terrible lucid dream, I was disappearing. Experiencing annihilation beyond death.

Why was I dying there? Why was I dying and leaving him behind? I couldn't understand. I didn't want to understand. But an overwhelmingly strong sense of déjà vu told me:

This will definitely happen.

"......"

I woke from the dream. Covered in cold sweat, I looked to the side while lying in bed. There I saw Kyle sleeping.

Kyle was sound asleep. I, who had just experienced dying in front of him in my dream, reached out to him with trembling hands.

Feeling his body heat somewhat reassured me.

"Mmm... Yujin?"
"Oh, did I wake you? Sorry."
"No, it's fine. But... you look pale. Did you have a nightmare?"
"Mmm... it was nothing."

I didn't want to talk about the dream, so I brushed it off. Not wanting to sleep anymore, I got up right away.

"Kyle, you can sleep more if you want. It's still early."
"No, I'll get up too."

Kyle got up with me. We headed to the bathroom side by side and washed our faces. And then...

"Hmm... Kyle, you always kiss me every morning."
"Don't you like it?"
"No, that's not it."

In the morning, we're barely dressed, so kissing feels kind of sexy. Then I worry it might... get me going. If we do it in the morning, we'll be tired when we go to work.

Of course, if we're going to kiss, I prefer before eating or after brushing teeth.

"I'll make breakfast."
"Okay."

But sexy stuff is for nighttime. Ignoring Kyle's sulky expression, I started preparing breakfast. I also ignored the lustful gaze I felt on my back while cooking in an apron. No matter how you look at me, I won't give in, Kyle.

"Oracle seems to be doing something in secret these days."
"Oracle? But it's a secret even from you?"
"Yeah, I don't know why. Well, I'm sure it's important, that's why."
"Hmm..."
"Kyle, just in case, Oracle is someone we can trust."

Kyle doesn't trust anyone except me. I wanted to make sure he wouldn't distrust Oracle too.

"I might be able to trust her. But can we trust those around her?"
"You mean the city association? But the Sword Saint is the association president now."
"That doesn't mean we can trust him. He's not as straightforward as he used to be."
"Kyle."

Kyle's words aren't entirely wrong. Over the past three years, even if it couldn't be helped, the Sword Saint approved some rather unsavory policies. The worsening economy over three years... no, rather the global catastrophe was to blame.

Even if one criticized the Sword Saint for that, he wouldn't have much to say in his defense. But...

"Still, we shouldn't badmouth the person who pays our salary."
"Uh, umm..."

Kyle couldn't respond to my rebuke. It's awkward to say, but Kyle was basically a kept man with a salary.

The Lester family head was still healthy, so it would be a while before Kyle became the head, and most of the money coming into the household was what I earned or received as support for being a Seraphim.

Kyle was... just a Hero 1 without much recognition. The reality that heroes who aren't stars struggle to make money meant...

Wow! The villain I saved became my future kept man! Amazing!

"Well, it's fine. They say getting a salary is the most comfortable thing in the world. Let's let others make the annoying and difficult decisions."
"Yujin..."
"Besides, I don't care what you do anyway."
"......"

After saying such embarrassing things, I quickly finished my meal. Then I got ready for work. When I came out after light makeup, Kyle was also ready.

"Should I drive today?"
"No, I'll do it."
"I can do it if you want?"
"But..."

Kyle looks like a dejected puppy. Driving is one of his few pleasures.

"Pfft, I'm kidding. You drive."

Of course, I knew that and was just teasing him. Kyle brightened up as if he would wag his tail if he had one, and took the wheel.

Though actually... both Kyle and I can fly. Well, I enjoy watching Kyle drive too.

"Good morning, Hero Yujin!"
"Hello!"
"......"
"Hello to you too, Hero Kyle?"
"...Mm."
"Kyle, you should greet properly."
"...Hello."

Soon after, we arrived at the City Security Management Department. I greeted the security guards at the entrance and colleagues we met cheerfully.

Our reputation at work was quite good. For me, it's because I'm a Seraphim, but for Kyle, who would have struggled otherwise, I provided various kinds of support.

A small side effect was that female colleagues and juniors at work looked at Kyle with intense gazes... but I wasn't worried since Kyle wouldn't cheat.

"Hey, Kyle!"

Oh, today I heard a voice I hadn't heard in a while.

"...Jung Jihoo."
"Long time no see! I've been so busy lately."
"......"

It was Jung Jihoo. Having become a star hero after the terrorist incident three years ago, he had followed an elite path to become the most popular hero.

"Yujin, it's been a while."
"Reika, long time no see. Seems like you're doing well with Jihoo?"

And Reika was beside him. At my words, Reika's face turned red, but she nodded.

"Yes... You and Kyle seem to be doing well too."
"Well, I'm always the same. Haha."

Reika was still introverted, but perhaps because of that, she seemed to support Jihoo well. Jihoo had completely shed his frivolous demeanor from three years ago and had become a genuinely handsome man. Though not as handsome as Kyle, of course.

"Kyle, what kind of missions are you handling these days?"
"...None."
"Huh?"
"...I don't have any missions."
"Hmm... that's strange, didn't you deploy yesterday?"
"That was because it was an emergency."
"Hmm... I see. That's unexpected."
"......"

Meanwhile, Kyle and Jihoo were having such a conversation. Somehow... Kyle looked like someone meeting a highly successful former classmate at a reunion and feeling intimidated.

While I was thinking that, Jihoo continued with what sounded like boasting.

"I've been busy lately. There are so many fractures in the outer zones. I'm running around trying to keep them from reaching the cities or outskirt settlements."
"...I see."
"But why would someone like you... Ah, right. You're paired with Yujin."
"......"

Jihoo, who seemed a bit tactless, finally stopped talking. The reason Kyle appeared to be in a dead-end position was actually because of me. I had insisted on choosing Kyle as my Seraphim assistant. More precisely, Kyle wouldn't accept any other position anyway.

"...Anyway, Yujin, you seem to be doing well too."

Soon Jihoo looked at me and spoke. Ignoring the slight yearning in his eyes, I answered him.

"Yes, it's good to see you doing well too."
"Well, I'm always doing great."
"Haha, that's so like you. But why are you here today?"
"Huh? Come to think of it, I don't know. I was told to come here, so I did."

There was no reason for Jihoo, a star hero, to casually come here during his busy schedule. That's when:

"It's because emergency orders came down."
"Oh, Meiling?"
"It's been a while since everyone gathered like this. Ah, Alice is upstairs though."

It was Meiling. She was now the direct secretary to the association president. Which meant...

"There's a direct mission from the association president. Please follow me, everyone."

It looked like it was going to be a busy day.

Ch.67 - Chapter 67: Even If There Is No Salvation at the End
At the top floor of the Security Management Department headquarters, a small argument was unfolding in the Association President's office.

"We don't have time for this! I'm telling you we need to hurry and retrieve it!"
"This isn't something to decide so hastily. It's too dangerous—both attempting to retrieve it and bringing it into the city."
"Mr. President!"

It was Alice's voice and the voice of Jung Hyun-il, the Association President and Sword Saint. The sound of their argument could be heard from outside.

"Don't you understand why this matter is so critical?!"
"You think I don't know that? I'd like nothing more than to go get it myself! But as you know, I can't leave the city. The moment I do, both the demon forces and internal dissidents would act in concert!"

The argument was growing more intense. Meiling gestured for us to enter, opening the door.

"Excuse us, Mr. President."
"Ah, Meiling. I see everyone has arrived."
"It's been a while since we've all been together, especially Eugene and Kyle."

As we entered, both Alice and the Association President stopped arguing. The Sword Saint looked the same as always, but Alice, unlike three years ago, now had the complete appearance of a young corporate chairwoman. Of course, Chairman Crawford was still in good health, but Alice essentially handled all the practical matters.

"It's been a while, Alice. Is something serious happening? We could hear the shouting from outside."
"...Of course something serious is happening. Otherwise, why would I call all of us together when we're so busy?"

At the mention of being "busy," Kyle, who wasn't particularly busy, flinched slightly, but it wasn't an important issue.

"Alice, as you said, we don't have much time, so let's start with the briefing. Meiling, if you please."
"Yes, Mr. President."

At the Association President's command, Meiling immediately activated the hologram and prepared for the briefing. The hologram displayed a map showing the surrounding cities and recent news articles.

"As you know, the situation at the demon realm front line hasn't been good lately."
"That's right. There are too many rifts and gates appearing, and intercity exchange has essentially been cut off because external transportation has become too dangerous."

But if you asked whether the situation was extremely dire, it wasn't quite there yet. At least in military terms, there was still room to maneuver. They were continuing to close rifts and gates, and military cooperation was ongoing.

"At least no cities have fallen yet..."
"No, that's not true."
"Huh?"
"That information has been suppressed."
"Then...?"

When I asked Meiling with an anxious look, she sighed and changed the hologram. It showed a cityscape, or rather, what used to be a cityscape.

"Beiqing City has fallen."
"Beiqing... that's our neighboring city, isn't it?"

Of course, even though it's a neighboring city, there's a vast wasteland between us. But still...

"How could it be destroyed like that without anyone knowing?"
"It had to be that way. Beiqing's city functions are essentially lost, more than half of its ten million population is dead, and the rest have been effectively abandoned. The outskirts residents have also suffered casualties, and right now the place is probably being looted. Or people are dying trying to cross the wasteland."
"......"
"Since no one has come out alive, information control was easy. Whether that's something to be happy about, I'm not sure."

Everyone's expression hardened as they listened to Meiling's explanation. Alice already knew, so she was relatively calm, but even her expression wasn't particularly bright.

"How did this happen? How could it happen overnight?"
"Of course, even demons couldn't easily accomplish something of this magnitude. Cities are protected by suppression fields, after all. But that's only under normal circumstances."
"By normal circumstances, you mean this wasn't the case?"
"Yes. Unfortunately, it seems the demons have... created an unprecedented weapon."

The hologram changed again.

In the center of the destroyed city was a gate that appeared as a massive dome.

"For reasons we don't understand, this incident involved a massive gate that formed from inside. That shouldn't be possible normally. It's not easy to create a gate that penetrates the suppression field, and even if one forms internally, its size should be limited."
"But this one... looks big enough to destroy a city in one go."
"Yes, not only is it large in scale, but it's also emitting some kind of special wavelength. All we know is the name of the artifact they used to create this."

Beep—

The final hologram appeared.

It was something like a pitch-black crystal ball.

"This artifact, which we've named the 'Heart of Darkness,' is emitting intense wavelengths. We're 99% certain this artifact was used."
"......"

Hearing the name of that artifact, I felt frozen.

But regardless of my feelings, Alice continued speaking.

"Eugene, we need to retrieve that artifact."
"Retrieve that? Why? Didn't it destroy a city?"

Jung Ji-hoo objected to Alice's words. His point was valid. Why should we "retrieve" such a dangerous object? If we're retrieving it, that means bringing it into the city.

"That's exactly why we need to bring it back. Don't you see? This is a weapon that's threatening even when used outside the city. Before the demons recover it, we need to bring it back and analyze it! To counter it! To survive!"
"But..."

Humanity's weapon was adaptation. If the enemy had a powerful weapon, humans would somehow adapt and find a way to counter it.

In fact, it wasn't just humans—all animals did this. Species that failed to survive simply disappeared.

"Alice, calm down. I told you this isn't something to decide so hastily. Sending anyone to that city is already a difficult task. Even if they arrive, we have too little information about what's inside that gate."
"But if we don't, this city will be the next target. And that would mean the downfall of all humanity. You know who's in this city, Mr. President, don't you?"

With those words, Alice glanced at me.

The "who" she referred to was me and the Oracle. Humanity's last hope, the final angels.

As she said, the fall of this city, where the Oracle and I reside, would mean the downfall of all humanity.

"This has absolutely nothing to do with protecting stock prices or greed. Mr. President, I'll be going on this mission personally."
"Alice..."
"Eugene, it will be a difficult decision, but please support my opinion. If we don't do this, we'll just be sitting ducks."

It seemed the decision was up to me, since it was assumed I would be included in the operation.

Indeed, if the risk is too extreme (for example, deploying both the Sword Saint and the Oracle, the city's last line of defense), it makes sense for me to go instead of the Oracle.

And besides that, the most optimal force would be everyone gathered here, excluding the Sword Saint.

"I'll go."
"...I'm sorry for forcing such a difficult task on you."
"No, I would have gone even if you hadn't asked."

As I told Alice, I had to go for other reasons as well.

Heart of Darkness.

I already knew about it.

In the original story, it was the artifact that provided the crucial clue to killing the Demon Lord and purifying the world.

I couldn't miss the chance to get my hands on it.

The only thing that bothered me was... the scenario I knew had already been twisted beyond recognition.

The way the Heart of Darkness was obtained in the original story was completely different from the current situation.

In the original, the human alliance forces, led by Jung Ji-hoo, had counterattacked the demon realm and obtained it... but now it was the opposite. And in the worst possible way.

Why did it feel like the enemies were stronger and more resilient than in the original story?

"But I want to hear everyone's opinion. I don't want to force anyone who doesn't want to go..."
"What are you talking about?!"

Jung Ji-hoo immediately objected to my words.

"Everyone's risking their lives, and you think I'd run away? Father, I'm definitely going, so don't try to stop me!"
"...Very well. If you go in my place, I'll be at ease."

The Sword Saint spoke with a look that suggested his once-disappointing son had finally grown up.

"Meiling, Alice, and Reika. You three especially could stay behind if you want, since it's dangerous."
"No, I have to go. I need to contact the local interim government to see what condition Beiqing is in. I should go along."
"Idiot, I proposed this operation, so I can't back out."
"J-Ji-hoo. I want to go too. You'll need a healer."

They all decided to come along. Though they each had different positions, they were all heroes willing to rush into the fire for the sake of their mission.

"Kyle, what about you?"

There was one last person who hadn't answered. Jung Ji-hoo asked Kyle directly.

"Why even ask? Of course I'm going. To protect Eugene."
"Hmph, I knew you'd say that."

Jung Ji-hoo smirked as if he'd expected that answer and offered his hand for a handshake. Of course, Kyle just stared at the hand without shaking it.

"Kyle, you should shake his hand."
"......"

Only after I spoke did he reluctantly take Ji-hoo's hand. That's right, good boy, our Kyle.

"So, is there a specific plan? How do we get to the city?"
"I plan to provide as much support as possible. Though I can't go myself, I'll support the strike team. Of course, the fastest means would be aircraft, but..."
"Aircraft would be too dangerous due to the high risk of being shot down, right?"
"Yes, I'm sorry. But I'll provide maximum satellite support. At least until you enter the gate, you'll be able to receive warnings about threats in advance."

The Association President seemed genuinely intent on providing all possible support. This was only possible because of the information control in place.

If people found out that we were bringing an artifact that had destroyed an entire city into our city, there would immediately be riots throughout the city.

No, perhaps there were already opponents within the Association itself. The Sword Saint was covering all of that while supporting us.

"By the way, Mr. President, what has the Oracle been doing lately? We haven't heard any news..."
"Ah, the Oracle is in the middle of a top-secret experiment and couldn't come. Of course, even if she could... she wouldn't be able to participate in this operation."
"That's right, the Oracle is humanity's last bastion."

But it was truly ironic.

The Heart of Darkness we were going to retrieve was, in the original story, the object the Oracle was going to sacrifice herself to use.

Of course, the original story had a happy ending. Jung Ji-hoo had "saved" her.

But in this already twisted world, it was uncertain whether such salvation was possible.

However, we could neither stop nor turn back. Even if there was no salvation or hope at the end of the path we were walking, we had no choice but to keep going.

Ch.68 - Chapter 68: The Power That Makes Humans Strong
Originally, places untouched by human hands should have returned to their natural state. Of course, that natural state might be a wasteland, but usually vegetation would grow.

So who created this vast wasteland between cities? The demons? The gates and rifts they create?

That accounts for about half of it, they say. And the other half? Ironically, it was caused by human hands.

"How did it happen? Well, there are various reasons, but the decisive factors were artificial soil improvement and artificial rainfall. There was once a severe food shortage, so these methods were widely implemented in the outer residential areas. Thanks to that, we secured a lot of farmland outside the outer residential areas. But the side effects are, as you can see, like this."

Vrooooom—

Inside the bumpy military armored vehicle, a soldier with a rough way of speaking gave a surprisingly kind explanation that didn't match his appearance.

"I never knew that."
"Oh? They didn't teach you that at the Academy? Ah, I guess they wouldn't, since it's the dark history of the city governments. Anyway, those government bastards are the worst."
"Hey, don't put strange ideas in the princess's head, you commie."
"Listen, I'm not a commie, I'm a warm-hearted socialist."

The Mobile Strike Battalion assigned by the Sword Saint was taking me and my companions across the wasteland toward Beijing City.

This vast wasteland, impossible for ordinary humans to cross without proper vehicles, was threatening not only because of nature itself but also because demons or demonic beasts could attack at any moment.

But whether it was because the journey itself was inevitably boring, or because even the Mobile Strike Battalion, whose main job was city defense, wanted to relieve tension, they kept making jokes.

Judging by their nervous energy, it was probably the latter. Perhaps they were even trying to act cute with me. With me, a Seraphim, humanity's last bastion.

"If I were just five years younger, I'd have made a move on the princess. Hey, don't glare at me like that, friend, I'm just joking."
"......"

Kyle glared sharply at the soldier who made the joke. He looked just like a guard dog protecting my surroundings, but I gently patted Kyle and responded with a joke of my own.

"Well, I might have considered it if Kyle weren't around. But unfortunately, I'm already taken."
"Haha, what a shame! I see now that you're not a princess but a queen!"
"Hahaha!"

The atmosphere became quite cheerful. Then the talkative soldier took out a photo from his pocket.

"Actually, I have a lover too, look here—"

BOOM!

At that moment, an explosion violently shook the vehicle. The vehicle's armor was torn off in an instant, sending fragments flying inside.

"We're under attack!"
"Get out! Get out!"
"Protect the VIP at all costs!"

I was also caught in the impact. But as soon as it happened, someone covered me. I felt a cold chill.

"Kyle."
"Are you okay?"
"I'm fine."

It was Kyle. He immediately wrapped around me and used his ice ability to create a barrier that blocked the flying fragments from the torn armor.

"Move aside, I need to help the others."

At my words, Kyle immediately moved away. He didn't say anything like "It's dangerous, stay inside." He knew that going out and neutralizing the enemies as quickly as possible was the only way to survive.

"Ah...."

But before leaving the armored vehicle, something caught my eye.

That man, the talkative soldier, was dead. It seemed he had died instantly during the collision. In his hand was the photo of his lover, soaked in blood.

Slap—

Seeing that, I froze without realizing it. I slapped my own cheek to regain my senses.

People are dying. Focus, there's no time to space out.

"Take care of the large monsters first! Leave the small ones to the machine gunners—"

Thud!

"Ugh, kack!"
"Commander!"
"Aaaah, you bastards!"

A fierce battle was raging outside. In the sky, demonic beasts with enormous wings, and on the ground, house-sized monsters and their smaller escorts were swarming in like a flood.

"Kyle, cover my back! We need to handle the air defense!"
"Leave it to me."

I immediately deployed the Seraphim's shining wings and flew into the sky. Kyle followed behind me using his telekinesis.

"The Seraphim has launched!"
"Cease anti-aircraft fire! There's a risk of friendly fire!"

The city government's elite Mobile Strike Battalion was by no means easy to deal with. Despite being outnumbered, they were fighting with well-coordinated fire. As soon as I took to the sky, they showed their sense by immediately stopping anti-aircraft fire and entrusting the sky to me.

Whirr—

SCREEECH!

Slash!

"I won't let any more people die."

Creating a sword of light, I flew around like a flurry of light itself, cutting down the numerous flying demonic beasts that filled the sky.

The flying beasts that tried to counter with sharp claws and wings were helplessly defeated by me in close combat.

In response, they began to keep their distance and retaliate by spitting acidic liquid and poisonous stingers.

Sizzle—

"Filthy creatures, fall and die."

But Kyle's ice shields circled around, blocking the attacks. At the same time, a shower of ice spikes created by Kyle tore through countless demonic beasts' wings, sending them crashing to the ground.

"Ground firepower is insufficient!"
"Leave it to us!"

Meanwhile, on the ground, the rest of our companions who had traveled in another vehicle joined the battle.

Slash, Whoosh!

"I'll handle the large beasts! Alice, burn the small ones!"
"Got it, Jihu! Meiling, support Jung Jihu!"
"Leave it to me!"
"Wounded over here!"

Jung Jihu sliced through the large demonic beasts with his sword imbued with sharp aura, while Meiling supported him by blocking threatening attacks.

Meanwhile, Alice's flame-type psychic powers incinerated the small demonic beasts that were too numerous even for the machine gun fire.

"The enemies are retreating!"
"We won!"

The demonic beasts began to withdraw. The battalion members cheered joyfully. But their commander didn't look particularly pleased.

"Thank you, Seraphim. Without all of you, we would have been defeated. We were supposed to escort you, but instead you helped us..."
"No, we won by fighting together."
"...Thank you for saying that."

The commander's expression improved somewhat after receiving the encouragement, but concern was still evident on his face.

It wasn't simply due to a sense of shame from feeling powerless or vague worry, but for tactical reasons.

"But the situation isn't good. We've suffered considerable damage from the recent attack. And this was just against what was close to a reconnaissance force..."
"Will we be able to reach Beijing City?"
"Getting there isn't the problem. The issue is..."

The commander pointed to one side. There was a vehicle engulfed in bright red flames.

"...The vehicle carrying our spare fuel was hit. We'll need to refuel in Beijing for the return journey, but as you know..."
"The Beijing City government has ceased to function, right?"

It was unlikely that the situation there would be good. Would it be possible to safely resupply in such a place? Even setting aside safety, it would be a disaster if resupply itself wasn't possible.

"Then the strike battalion can turn back here. If you're going to hold us back, it's better if we move with just the awakened ones."
"Kyle, there's no need to speak so harshly."

Kyle spoke coldly. Jung Jihu then reprimanded him. There was no need to speak harshly to soldiers who had fought so hard.

But Kyle wasn't wrong. From here, our party of six, including myself, could cross the wasteland. It would be extremely dangerous and arduous, but unlike ordinary people, it wasn't impossible for us.

If one coldly considered human lives, it might be the right answer for the strike battalion, with uncertain means of return, to go back from here.

"Indeed, what you say isn't wrong. But I must disagree."
"Look, if it's because of your mission to escort us, you really don't have to."
"Seraphim, it's not just for that reason. This is also for tactical reasons."

The commander began to explain why it would be better for them to accompany us.

"First, since we don't know the situation there, it would be problematic to send just you. Besides not wanting to abandon our mission, when you go to a place in anarchy, people are more dangerous than demonic beasts."
"...That makes sense. To be blunt, if we go alone, we never know when we might be stabbed in the back by the people we meet there."

Alice agreed with the commander's opinion. It was certainly a tactically valid point. Demonic beasts just need to be killed, but people can pretend to be friendly while plotting harm, and even heroes can't do anything against unexpected ambushes.

To put it bluntly, what if they attack while you're sleeping or poison your food?

"And for an additional reason, with us present, we can secure a retreat route while you carry out your mission, and we can maintain order locally, if only temporarily. We do need to secure fuel for our return, but surely a city that large must have some fuel?"

The following opinion was also reasonable. Beijing City, like other cities, was a massive metropolis with a population of 10 million, or at least it used to be. There was no way such a place wouldn't have fuel. The only concerns were not knowing where it was... and the potential riots that the local state of anarchy might bring.

"Then it seems best if we go together. But only if all the other members agree."
"We are soldiers. Soldiers follow orders. Our mission is to escort you all the way."
"I know that, but this is an extremely exceptional situation. If you follow us, I can't guarantee your lives. It might even be... close to a suicide mission. So please do as I ask."
"...If the Seraphim says so, we will comply."

The commander, with a somewhat gloomy expression, went to ask the remaining members for their opinions. He seemed to think that at least one person would hesitate. I felt the same way, which is why I didn't want to force them.

"Send the Seraphim alone and we return by ourselves? That's absurd!"
"Please let us complete our mission to the end!"
"Turning back from here would be making our fallen comrades' deaths meaningless!"

But both the commander's and my expectations were completely off. Not a single member wanted to return first.

"Amazing... In all my years as an officer, I've never seen such unity."
"...That's good. Then let's all work together to ensure everyone returns safely."

Though I said that, I probably couldn't guarantee all their lives. But I couldn't break their resolve.

So we headed toward Beijing City again. It took us a full two days to cross.

And what we saw there was a hell on earth.

Ch.69 - Chapter 69: Mercy in the Left Hand, Punishment in the Right.
"We'll be arriving at the outskirts of Beiqing City soon."

The commander of the mobile strike force announced our imminent arrival. I nodded but turned to Meiling who was standing beside me.

"Meiling, exactly how long has it been since Beiqing City collapsed?"

"We don't have enough field information to be precise, but it's been at least two weeks. If we include the period of chaos during the collapse, it would be even longer."

"...Then, let me ask one more thing. In a state where the city government has collapsed, how long could the people there survive?"

"That's...."

Meiling couldn't easily answer that question. Even though she was in charge of intelligence, she wasn't particularly knowledgeable about survival in situations where water, food, and security were all unstable.

"In my opinion, they could have survived in a normal state for at least 3 days."

The strike force commander answered instead of Meiling. As an experienced soldier, he could estimate survival probabilities in such situations.

"Three days... And after those three days?"

"Unfortunately... after that, considering various circumstances, resource shortages would have definitely occurred. Following that, extreme situations would have continued in succession. For instance, murder or looting..."

"...Then expecting the situation to be good after two weeks would be wishful thinking."

The commander nodded gravely at my words. But there was still some hope.

"The fortunate thing is that even without you, Seraphim, and the other VIPs, the strike force's combat capability is at full strength. Although we're short on fuel, we have sufficient ammunition, and everyone has exoskeletons with special close-combat equipment, which will help maintain security."

If that was the case, we could conduct indirect relief activities. We could enter the potentially dangerous city and provide aid by securing food. Of course, we couldn't stay in Beiqing City indefinitely.

"Let's think about that after we arrive at the city."

"Yes, Seraphim. We should be able to see the border district soon."

As the commander said, we soon saw the outskirts of Beiqing. Being a border district adjacent to the wasteland, it resembled a rural village. Of course, unlike the rural villages I'd seen on Earth, the buildings were more sophisticated.

"Commander, I can see the villagers."

"Surprisingly... they look fine?"

As the mobile strike force vehicles entered the village, people from the quiet rural village began to appear. Contrary to our expectations, they appeared to be in good health.

They were armed with small firearms, but not enough to pose a threat to the strike force. Still, the strike force commander ordered his men to keep their distance.

"Who is the leader here?"

"I am."

"Pleased to meet you. I'm the battalion commander of the mobile strike force from Hanul City."

"Oh, have you finally come to rescue us?"

"...We didn't come on a rescue mission. We do have a mission in Beiqing City, but... contrary to our expectations, this place seems... quite alright?"

When he pointed out that the situation was different from the chaos we had expected, the young man who had identified himself as the leader sighed and said:

"The city's condition isn't good. After the government collapsed... and supplies stopped flowing between areas, chaos quickly ensued. Looters are roaming around..."

"Then how is this place intact?"

"Well, this is a rural area. Fortunately, we had plenty of food. And being far from the city center, looters couldn't easily reach us."

"I see. That's fortunate."

Having his suspicions allayed by the young man's answer, the commander soon moved to shake his hand. Not just him, but other strike force members and several of our companions also seemed relieved.

"Commander, subdue all of them."

"...What?"

But I ordered the commander to arrest them.

"Right now, subdue them. This is an order as a Seraphim."

"W-wait a moment. Why are you suddenly doing this?"

"These people are looters. Or criminals."

"What? But..."

The commander looked at them again. Young men and women, all of whom seemed frightened after hearing our conversation.

"N-no, that's not true! We're not like that!"

"Commander, disarm and arrest them immediately!"

"I can't do that. Please at least tell me the reason!"

The commander still hesitated. I pointed at them and said:

"Don't you find it strange? With this many people gathered, there's not a single child. If it were me, I would have brought starving children first to demand food."

"...Huh?"

"All healthy-looking young men and women. None of them are wearing rings, so they're not married couples. And they're armed. Most decisively... there's not a single elderly person in this rural village. Even the so-called leader is young."

"......"

At first glance, it might not be obvious, but everything was suspicious. The commander seemed to realize this too, as he looked at the young leader again.

And that leader...

"Ah, what a shame. We've been found out."

He was smiling wickedly.

"Boys, attack."

Bang! Boom!

Bullets flew and anti-tank missiles launched from somewhere in ambush. In an instant, they were upon us.

"Ah, should have killed them with poison."

"Yeah, now the equipment is getting damaged."

"It's fine. That pretty-looking girl is definitely a hero, so she won't die and we can have some fun-"

Swish-
Slash!

"with...?"

The neck of the man who was about to spew vulgar remarks while looking at the thick smoke flew off. Jung Ji-hu had leaped out of the smoke and cut them down.

"Ha, this is outrageous. To think they were looters!"

"All units, counterattack!"

Their ambush was threatening, but Reika, Kyle, and I had defended against all the anti-tank missiles and bullets with our respective shields and ice walls.

Immediately after, Jung Ji-hu charged forward with supporting fire raining down.

"As much as I'd like to burn them all to a crisp... we need someone to interrogate, so I'll go easy on you."

Whoosh!

"Aaaaargh!"

Among us, Alice was undoubtedly the one who struck the most fear into the looters.

The reason was simple. The pain of burning is the most excruciating. And Alice, an excellent pyrokinetic, knew exactly how to burn someone in the most painful way possible.

"I-I surrender! We surrender!"

"...Speak. Where did you put the original villagers?"

"We already drove them all out! W-we didn't kill them, I'm not lying!"

As they surrendered in terror, Kyle interrogated the captured young leader.

"What a pathetic lie."

Crackle

"Huk!"

"You'd better speak honestly before your head freezes completely."

Kyle threatened the man who was lying by injecting psychic cold into his head. The sight of his head slowly freezing was enough to make even onlookers queasy.

"...Shouldn't we stop this? No matter what, torture is..."

The commander appealed to me. But I shook my head.

"We need to at least find out where they've hidden the people."

"What if they really did drive them out? We're searching, but so far we haven't found any civilians. Of course... they might have killed them and buried them somewhere..."

"...It's not that."

"Then...?"

They probably did something even more horrific.

Kyle revealed what it was through his interrogation.

"Let's think about what you might have done. Your claim that there was plenty of food because this is a rural area is a blatant lie. It might be partially true, but the amount this small village had couldn't have sustained this many looters for two weeks. It takes time for crops to grow in the fields. So you looters who took over the village must have been starving too. And you would have done anything to avoid starvation."

"Huk..."

As Kyle's interrogation continued, more than half of the looter leader's head was freezing.

"Tell me, where did you hide the people you devoured?"

"D-devoured? You mean these bastards..."

"...Why do you think there are no children or elderly here, Ji-hu?"

And why do they all look so well-fed with such good complexions?

...Such clues led to a horrific conclusion.

"N-no... I didn't do it... It was the underlings..."

"You have five seconds left. Until your head freezes and bursts."

"The cold storage! We locked them in the farm's cold storage! Please, please spare my-"

Crack-

The man's head froze and then exploded in a cryogenic burst.

It was a horrific sight, but no one paid attention to it.

"Fuck, run to the storage quickly!"

"Damn it, damn it!"

The enraged strike force commander ordered his men, and they ran off cursing. Shortly after, they returned, either indignant or in despair.

"...Most of them were dead. Treated like meat in a butcher shop... There were some survivors, but they're all in a devastated state. Both physically and mentally..."

"I'll kill you all!"

Some of the enraged strike force soldiers cocked their pistols and aimed at the looters. Their comrades tried to restrain them.

"Are you even human?!"

"S-shut up! W-we had no choice if we wanted to survive!"

"Don't make me laugh!"

Thud! Thwack!

The bound looters were beaten. No one tried to stop it.

"...Seraphim. I am the final authority here, but I believe you should make this decision. What should we do with them?"

The equally enraged commander asked me with a dark expression. With his military insight, what he wanted from me was perhaps for me, as a 'Seraphim,' to make the truly right choice in this insane situation. A choice that only a divine being, not a human, could make.

Whether it be judgment or mercy...

"In cases like this, what is usually done?"

"Even if they've committed war crimes, abuse and massacre of regular military and civilian prisoners are prohibited. But that only applies to regular military and civilians. For unauthorized insurgents or clear criminals, summary execution based on local judgment is permissible."

After hearing his explanation of the rules of engagement, I pondered for a moment. It wasn't important that it wouldn't be my responsibility. It was equally unimportant that Seraphim instinctively reject the killing of humans.

What mattered was how to use these individuals.

"They will die. But we don't need to dirty our hands."

"Then...?"

"Disarm them and let them go. Surely these aren't all the looters, and there must be others they're connected with."

No matter how much they had resorted to cannibalism, they couldn't have survived on that alone. They must have been looting in connection with others.

We could interrogate them to find out if such an 'organization' exists, but there's no need.

Once released from the village, they would naturally seek out their 'comrades,' and we would just need to follow them.

"As a Seraphim, I order you. Cleanse the chaos of this place."

In the angel's left hand was mercy, and in the right hand was punishment.

Ch.70 - Chapter 70: Three Saviors
"Wait, hold on. If you kick us out like this, we'll all die."
"Why should we care? Get out before we kill you ourselves."

The marauders who had controlled the village were promptly expelled, disarmed as per Yujin's orders. Considering the city was crawling with other marauders like them, it was essentially sending them to their deaths.

"B-but..."
"I'll count to three. One."
"...!"
"Two."
"W-wait a second!"
"Three."

Ratatatatata!

"Aaaah! Run!"

Of course, they had no desire to be shot by soldiers who held absolutely no goodwill toward cannibals, so they hastily departed.

"D-damn it. Those bastards... how could they do this to us..."
"What do we do now? Where should we go..."

Only after fleeing for quite some time were they able to catch their breath and think about their next move.

"...Let's head toward the city. I think it would be good to cooperate with those 'Cult' guys."
"Th-those guys? Aren't they dangerous?"

A female marauder expressed her concern at another marauder's suggestion. Though they themselves were quite ruthless, the cultists of the 'Cult' were truly difficult people to deal with.

"But they're our only option."
"Instead of that... what about hiding among refugees, pretending to be refugees ourselves?"
"And then what? How will we eat? Are you going to start living by stealing from others now?"
"......"

Everyone fell silent at the leader-like marauder's words. As he said, once they had become marauders, they could no longer live the life of the weak.

If they tried, this group would collapse. And that wouldn't be good for any of them. Being demoted from a group to individuals meant becoming weaker.

"Alright, then let's go find them..."
"No need for that."
"...!"

At that moment, people who had been hiding in the surrounding terrain appeared. They were wearing military uniforms, but their faces and clothes were painted with strange black markings. There was only one group like that.

"C-cult guys, how are you already here..."
"...We spotted you during reconnaissance. Weren't you the ones who took over a village? Why are you in such a state?"
"That's..."

The marauder leader hesitated to answer the soldier's question. Would it be better to speak honestly? No, if he made a mistake, they might just extract information and then abuse them.

"W-we were out on reconnaissance too."
"Without weapons? You look like you've been in combat."
"...We deliberately disguised ourselves this way. We were planning to infiltrate a refugee camp like this."
"Hmph, still as pathetic as ever, you lot."
"So, what are you going to do with us?"

*Click*

"Come along quietly. We'll bestow the Cult's favor upon you."
"D-damn it. Crazy bastards."

Things had gone wrong. But there was no way to escape the gun barrels pointed at them. They had no choice but to follow the fanatics.

"...They've joined another group. We'll continue tailing them."

And a bit further away, the strike team's reconnaissance unit was watching them.

* * *

"The reconnaissance unit's tracking is proceeding smoothly. At this rate, we should be able to pursue this 'Cult' group they've joined as well."
"The Cult... that's what the people in the nearby refugee camp call them, right?"
"Yes, they appear to be a pseudo-religious fanatical group that formed rapidly after the city collapsed. They seem to be mainly composed of soldiers, supremacists, and Awakened... it looks like they might be related to what we're searching for."
"By what we're searching for, you mean that artifact?"
"Yes, the artifact called the Heart of Darkness... it seems they worship it."

Hearing the strike team commander's words, I fell into deep thought. Were they merely an armed cult group taking advantage of the collapse of social order? Or were they... somehow influenced by the artifact?

While the former was possible, I couldn't rule out the latter possibility, given that this artifact had destroyed the city. There was no guarantee it only possessed destructive power.

"This might actually work in our favor. If that's the case, we could learn information about the artifact through them."
"That's possible. Then we'll prepare for an offensive. However, since many personnel are deployed in civil operations in the surrounding area, we'll need to keep our numbers as minimal as possible."

I nodded at the commander's words. I didn't want to interfere with the tactical aspects.

The raid was scheduled to begin at night, not immediately. This was partly for stealth, but also because we hadn't had any rest or maintenance since the morning.

Fortunately, there was a place where the water supply hadn't been cut off, so we could not only get drinking water but also wash up a bit. Though it weighed on my mind that we had to borrow a victim's house.

"Yujin."
"Huh?"

While I was outside looking at the night sky, trying to clear my troubled mind, someone called me from behind. I thought it might be Kyle, but it was someone else.

"Jihu? What's up?"
"I should be asking you that. Why are you outside when it's cold? We're about to deploy soon anyway."
"Well, we're heading out soon anyway, so what does it matter?"
"I guess that's true."

Jeong Jihu scratched his head a bit awkwardly and then said:

"Hey, I must have been really annoying to you in the past, huh?"
"Huh? Oh, no. I don't mind anymore, so don't worry about it."
"...You're not denying that I was annoying."

He sighed deeply at my response.

"But I'm not like that anymore. Now I have Reika too."
"When you say 'not like that anymore,' does that mean you still have some feelings?"
"Kyle would make a fuss if he heard this, but honestly, yes. But not in a weird way."

Jeong Jihu looked at the night view with somewhat nostalgic eyes and continued.

"...I wasn't like that before. I was a timid kid who was spoiled by my mother."
"......"
"My mother was a good person. She was very kind. That's why she took in Meiling and let her live with us. But... as you know, the Three Brothers Association did what they did..."

At this point, Jeong Jihu's eyes became filled with melancholy, fitting his handsome appearance.

"My mother died trying to protect me. Right in front of me. If I had been stronger, I could have protected her."
"...You were just a kid then, right? Even as an Awakened, that would have been impossible."
"Even so, the fact that my mother shielded me doesn't change."
"......"
"...It sounds like an excuse, but I think my personality became a mess after that. I couldn't bear not being nice to girls. It reminded me of my mother."
"......"

Jeong Jihu showed symptoms of PTSD. Even knowing the original work, I didn't realize his mind was that unstable.

If that was the case, the original novel was quite ironic and cruel. The Jeong Jihu who seemed so successful, happy, and smiling in that novel was actually just the manifestation of a compulsion created by a painful past.

The idol decorated with light had such a large shadow.

"Yujin, that's why I'm grateful to you."
"To me?"
"Yes, strangely, you... rejected me. Usually, people like me when I approach them like that."
"...Well, your face is nice. Even if your personality isn't."
"Hahaha... your personality is still the same. Anyway, thanks to you, I think I've come to my senses. Ironically... I changed because I wanted to look better in your eyes..."

His next words were bitter but seemed to hold no regrets.

"I probably don't have any more chances with you now. And I don't want to hurt Reika either."
"You really have changed."
"That's what I'm saying! Anyway, I wanted to tell you that."
"...I see."

I'm glad.

Jeong Jihu didn't shine like in the original work. He didn't become someone loved by all the heroines as in the original. But now, he seemed happier than the Jeong Jihu in that original work.

Yes, that's enough. In the end, everything is moving in the right direction.

"Well, I'm counting on you from now on. And keep an eye on Kyle to make sure he doesn't cheat."
"Eh, I don't think you need to worry about that."

Besides, Jeong Jihu, aren't you more likely to cheat? Kyle wouldn't do something like that, right?

"You never know. I know from experience, guys with faces as handsome as his can develop wandering hearts. As a man, I know better."
"What are you saying. I'm also... I mean, I see."
"...?"

I almost said I was a man too. But I couldn't just ignore Jeong Jihu's words. Certainly, handsome men who know they're handsome tend to be playboys... could Kyle be like that too?

"Anyway, I'm going now."
"Okay."

Jeong Jihu headed back toward the quarters where Reika was. There was still time before the night operation.

I looked bitterly in the direction he disappeared and spoke to somewhere:

"That's what he says, Kyle."
"...Yujin."

It was Kyle, who had been hiding nearby listening to the conversation. Though he was hiding... Jeong Jihu probably sensed his presence too. That's why he said those things, just to tease Kyle.

"Everything that guy said is nonsense."
"Hehe, is that so? But Kyle, you're definitely popular with women, right?"
"I only have eyes for you."
"All men say that."

Feeling playful, I stuck out my tongue as I spoke.

"...I won't even talk to other women. I won't even make eye contact."
"No, you don't need to go that far..."

But the teasing effect was too strong. Kyle expressed his determination with 100% sincerity. At this rate, he really seemed like he wouldn't speak to any woman except me.

"But I was surprised. That Jeong Jihu felt that way. You really can't judge people just by their appearance..."
"...Yujin."
"Yes?"
"As you probably already know, I'm the same. I..."

Kyle approached me. As he got closer to me, he spoke as if confessing.

"...I was broken."
"......"
"I hated everyone. All the happiness in the world seemed like mockery to me. To me, the world meant nothing except something to take revenge on. If I had stayed that way, I probably would have become a villain."
"Kyle..."

Surprisingly, Kyle had accurately perceived what might have been his future.

"That's when you came to me. You became the happiness I had lost, and a hope like the stars in the night sky."
"......"
"Yujin, you saved me."
"...Kyle."

After that, there was a moment of silence that felt very long.

But in that silence, we moved closer to each other.

"Thank you."

And we embraced each other. A fluttering feeling, a genuine feeling that no longer carried any resistance.

Ironically, I too was saved by him. This life was both atonement and salvation for me, who had experienced a lonely past life.

"Thank you too."

Kyle and I kissed.

Everything had ultimately led to the right path. I could only hope it would continue to do so.

Ch.71 - Chapter 71: Dark Future, Light Destiny
The once-thriving Beiqing City now lay broken and shattered.

Among those who survived in the ruins, some became survivors concerned only with their family's safety, while others turned into raiders who killed without hesitation to ensure their own survival.

Yet among them were those who stood out as particularly unique.

"We lived under the light but carry darkness within. False saviors may tempt us with light, but it is merely an illusion. O beings who harbor darkness, the time has come to return to Mother Darkness."
"Mmph! Mmph!"

Cultists.

These fanatics of an unidentified sect that emerged during the city's collapse were armed with dangerous doctrines. While others searched for food or victims to plunder, they sought sacrifices.

Of course, they were not unlike raiders in some ways, occasionally engaging in hostile symbiosis or cooperation with them. However, they were the kind who had no qualms about offering even raiders as sacrifices, as they were doing now.

*Shing*

"Mother Darkness, watch over us sinners."
"Hiiik-! Hik!"

*Thunk!*

The woman who lay gagged and bound on the crudely made altar had her chest split open by the cult leader's dagger.

*Thump! Thump!*

From the split chest, he removed her still-beating heart. The cult leader gazed at it in ecstasy, then offered the heart to the massive "darkness" visible behind the collapsed building.

The Heart of Darkness.

An unidentified artifact that had brought down the city in one fell swoop.

But to them, it was an object of worship.

And objects of worship tend to show "miracles" to their followers.

The cult leader untied the restraints of the woman sacrificed.

"Huh...? W-why am I... not dead...?"

The woman realized she wasn't dying, despite having no heart.

"Welcome, sister."
"W-what have you done to me?"
"The Heart of Darkness has bestowed its favor upon you; you are reborn as one without a heart."
"N-no. I... Wait? Who was I? I can't remember, I can't... Aaaah... Aaaaaaah...!"

The woman screamed. The cultists, likewise heartless, watched with satisfaction.

Meanwhile, the heart that the cult leader had removed and offered had vanished like a mirage. The object of his offering had been pleased with the heart.

"Mother Darkness is satisfied with your soul. Now you too must satisfy your hunger. Go, a feast awaits you."

"So... hungry..."

The woman who had once been a raider rose, driven by hunger. But this wasn't simply hunger from an empty stomach. It was a hunger for souls, for happy memories that make people hope.

She had lost all of these when her heart was taken. And now she sought to fill that void with those of others.

With those of worthless sacrifices not chosen by the heart.

"J-Jihyun! D-don't do this!"
"Delicious. Kyaaaaa!"

*Crunch*

"Aaaaargh!"

The woman, transformed into a form mixed with that of a demon, devoured the sacrifice who had been captured with her without hesitation. Though she craved souls and memories, from the outside it looked like nothing but cannibalism.

"This ritual was satisfactory as well."
"Well done, Leader."

A cultist of executioner rank handed a towel to the leader who had completed the ritual. The leader contentedly used precious water to wipe away sweat and blood.

"We must quickly take complete control of the city."
"The resistance is but a handful, so it won't be difficult."

Surprisingly, there were still "government forces" in the city. But their command structure had collapsed and they were isolated, unable to properly resist the raiders or cultists. Only the capable had survived, barely holding on.

The cultists, who were expanding their influence through "rituals," would easily subdue them. The executioner before them had once been a government soldier who had resisted.

"However, we have a problem. After interrogating a prisoner we captured for sacrifice, it seems that Hanul City has sent troops."
"From Hanul City?"
"Yes, their numbers aren't great, but their firepower shouldn't be underestimated. Above all... it's believed they have a Seraphim with them."
"A Seraphim..."

The cult leader's eyes gleamed at the mention of Seraphim.

"If we could get our hands on her, our long-cherished wish would be fulfilled. A world of eternal future would unfold."
"Of course. But the method..."
"There's no need to worry about methods. What they're after is obvious. They will target Mother Darkness's heart."
"...Indeed they will."
"Then let them have it. But they won't be able to handle it. Thus, they will offer their hearts willingly. We need only ensure they cannot escape."
"Indeed. They cannot possibly resist the abyss of darkness."

The followers were as confident as their leader. The massive darkness that had swallowed the city had shown more than just destruction.

It had breathed fanaticism into their empty hearts—a fanaticism that could never be doubted. It was the reward given to those whose souls had been taken.

"Go, go and spill blood. Until Mother Darkness is satisfied. And for Her sake, capture that woman."

The false savior of light.

The Seraphim.

* * *

"Two o'clock, fourth floor building. Enemy sniper spotted."
"High-speed grenade launcher ready. Fire!"

*Boom!*

"Move in! Move in!"

*Ratatatatat! Tatatat!*

After taking sufficient rest, they began their offensive toward the city.

Of course, the target of the offensive wasn't the city itself but the "cult"—those more commonly known here as "Cultists."

But the Cultists were better equipped than the raiders. Strangely, many among them were official heroes or soldiers of Beiqing City.

If there had been more organized resistance, breaking through with the current forces would have been difficult.

"Resistance inside the building is too strong! They have awakened ones too!"
"Move aside!"

*Boom! Rumble*

Such asymmetric forces could only be countered by similar asymmetric forces—heroes. Meiling ran toward the abandoned building where the Cultists were hiding and resisting, then drove her fist into the wall.

The psychic punch mixed with vibrations struck the building, causing it to collapse entirely. Naturally, the Cultists inside, awakened or not, were buried under the rubble.

*Screech!*
"They've mutated!"
"Don't aim for the heart! Shoot the head!"

But that wasn't the end.

The Cultists all shared one bizarre characteristic—they had no hearts. As their ability to live without hearts suggested, they were no longer human.

So even when they died, they weren't truly dead. If necessary, they transformed into various types of demons.

"There are too many of them!"
"Damn it, prepare for close combat!"

The battlefront was wide, enemies were everywhere, and allies were few. They were quickly surrounded and forced into close combat.

Allied morale was high, but a handful of light couldn't illuminate the darkness.

But if that was the case—

*Slash! Swish!*

"S-Seraphim!"
"Rise. And fight again!"
"Y-yes!"

I shall be a torch. A torch that burns itself to illuminate the darkness.

"For all who will live on."

Will became light. Light drove away darkness. Only light can drive away darkness; darkness cannot drive away darkness.

Yes, whether I like it or not, I've become light. So I'll do what light can do.

*Kyaaaa!*

*Slash!*

"Yujin! Don't go too far ahead! We don't have time to rest separately! I'll handle the small fry!"

But there were others who walked in the light with me. Jung Jihoo, who had cleared one section of the front line, joined in and opened a path.

*Grooowl!*

Yet despite this, the Cultists kept appearing as if sprouting from the ground. Among them were those who had transformed into massive demons. There were dozens of such threats, each capable of easily annihilating a full platoon.

Dealing with them one by one wasn't difficult with a Seraphim's power, but if time dragged on, more forces would gather.

*Crackle*

But here too, others appeared as if they had been waiting.

The large demons approaching threateningly were suddenly frozen solid by a chill that descended upon them.

"Now, Alice."
"Well done, Kyle! Let's burn them all!"

*Whoosh*

After Kyle froze the demons, they were engulfed by flames hotter than hellfire. Unable to escape because they were frozen, the demons were reduced to charcoal in an instant, making a mockery of their frozen state.

"Damn, they're so strong!"
"Executioner! We're outnumbered! We should retreat for now!"
"Kuh, fine. Retreat! After retreating, we'll—"

I had been listening intently to the sounds, and I caught the wavelength of the enemies' voices. I flew toward that wavelength in an instant.

"S-Seraphim! The Seraphim is—"

*Bang!*

By the time one of them detected me, the wave of killing intent had already extended. The wave burst him apart without mercy.

The Seraphim refuses to kill any human, but unfortunately, those who are "not human" don't fall under that restriction.

"Fire!"

*Dudududududu*

Bullets came flying. But they all hit the light barrier and fell harmlessly to the ground.

"I won't tell you to repent. It would be meaningless for you now. I'll simply end your miserable existence."
"Kuh, don't underestimate us!"

*Whip-crack*

The executioner extended an arm made of tentacle bundles toward me. Bizarrely, those arms weren't stopped by the light barrier. Those tentacles, tipped with blades instead of suckers, would have easily dismembered me had they made contact.

Of course, I wasn't about to let that happen.

*Flash*

"Huh? W-where did she go?"

*Stab!*

"Gah! H-how did you..."

Using Blink the moment the light flashed, I appeared behind the one called the executioner. Immediately after, I pierced his back with a sword of light.

Normally it would be a fatal wound, but since he had no heart, it wasn't quite lethal.

"S-save the executioner!"
"Charge—"

*Bang! Thud-thud-thud*

Other Cultists tried to save him, but they couldn't avoid the barrage of waves that followed and were torn to pieces.

Against non-humans, the Seraphim's power was formidable.

"K-kuh... I-indeed strong... U-using such power... so freely... means you no longer see us as human."
"...I'm sorry."
"Hehe, no, there's no need. Seraphim. If anything, we should be sorry. Oh, not for attacking you, of course. *Cough*!"
"Then why are you sorry?"

When I asked, he laughed maniacally despite coughing up blood.

"Hahaha! Because we know your foolish fate! We saw it in the darkness—humanity's salvation through consuming your flesh and blood!"

"O pitiful light, why do you seek to die for those who harbor darkness? For what do you bear the cross?"

"They will forget your sacrifice and commit the same sins, only seeking another sacrificial lamb."

...I had neither the rebuttal nor the will to counter his manic words, which were close to a curse. They were a curse but also words that seemed to pierce through the very reason for the Seraphim's existence.

"Beware, angel of hanging fate. That future is not far—"
"You won't be in that future, you bastard."
"...!"

*Bang!*

At that moment, his head exploded.

Through the spraying blood, I could see Kyle. He had killed the man with his telekinesis.

"Yujin, don't listen to the ravings of madmen."
"I wasn't really. More importantly... we're almost there."

I said, looking back. Not far away, a massive, abyss-like darkness could be seen.

There lay the Heart of Darkness. The unawakened light that could become the hope of this world, though no one knew it.

"Let's go."

I would advance into the darkness to obtain that light.

Yet despite my resolve, the executioner's final words wouldn't easily fade from my mind.

Ch.72 - Chapter 72: Fighting Against One's Own Darkness
"It's dark. I've never experienced such suffocating darkness before."

The realm of darkness. The terrible darkness pumping from the heart constricted us. Even as Awakened Ones who normally maintain some visibility in darkness, we couldn't see an inch in front of us.

"Reika. Let's turn on the light."
"Okay."

Whoosh—

Fortunately, Reika and I illuminated the area. As our white psychic light brightened the surroundings, the ruins of the city beyond the darkness revealed more than mere destruction.

"There are... tentacles extending everywhere."
"They're coming from the heart. How terrible. They've infected everything—people, buildings, all of it."

It was hell on earth, an abyss descended upon the ground. Collapsed buildings, parents embracing their children, people who had tried to escape—all were entangled by hideous tentacles extending from the darkness, as if bound to it.

The heart of darkness pulsated ceaselessly, as if trying to suck the vitality and resources from everything. Its dreadful beating could be felt even from a distance.

"What's their game? There aren't any enemies blocking our way."
"Don't let your guard down, Jihu. Anything could appear at any moment."
"Let's move while surrounding Yujin."

There was no time to admire the destroyed city. We needed to move quickly, not knowing how much longer we could remain in this sticky realm of darkness.

After walking for a while without encountering any enemies, we eventually reached a distance where we could see the beating heart.

"Is that the heart of darkness? It's... smaller than I expected."
"Strange. It's an artifact creating all this darkness, yet it's shining like a star."
"That doesn't matter. Our mission is to take it. Yujin, can you seal it as planned?"
"Yes, but... I don't think it will let us take it easily."

That's when enemies that hadn't appeared until now showed themselves. Five shadows draped in darkness.

"Who are they...?"
"Damn it, what is this? This isn't a joke."
"What a nasty sense of humor, if this is the artifact's will."

Everyone made a comment while staring at them.

They recognized them too, but I knew them even better through my knowledge of the original work.

Heroes corrupted by darkness.

The Dark Saint, the Blood Sword Ghost, the Witch of Hell, the Cursed Death Ghost, and...

"Fallen Angel."

There was also an angel with black wings who looked exactly like me. This one was an original that wasn't in the original work.

"They're all us. Tainted by darkness..."
"Just one person is missing—Kyle."
"That's fortunate. Kyle, we outnumber them by one. Your role is crucial."
"...You don't need to tell me."

Kyle concentrated to manifest his psychic power. Normally he would levitate daggers, but in the current environment, there were better weapons available.

Whoosh, whoosh, whoosh—

Debris of various sizes from the shattered ruins all around.

They flew mercilessly toward the enemies before us.

Boom! Boom! Boom!

Concrete fragments rained down like thunder. But when the dust cleared, what appeared was a black barrier.

Kihihihihi—

The Dark Saint laughed unpleasantly. Simultaneously, the Blood Sword Ghost charged to the front.

Clang!

"Get out of my way, you bastard!"
—.......

Clash! Clang! Clang!

Jihu blocked him. In an instant, the Sword Ghost and the Son of the Sword Saint exchanged dozens of blows.

Slash!

"Ugh!"
"Jihu! Fall back, you need treatment!"

The Sword Ghost seemed to overwhelm Jihu and cut him. In that moment, Kyle's daggers assaulted the Sword Ghost, allowing Jihu to retreat.

"Get a grip. How could you lose to your fake?"
"Tch, lucky you don't have a fake to deal with."
"Both of you, stop this childish bickering in this situation!"

Reika scolded Kyle and Jihu as they exchanged barbs, healing both of them. Meanwhile, I had taken to the air.

I wasn't just flying up to observe.

On the opposing side, the Fallen Angel with black wings faced me, positioned exactly as I was. If I moved, she would surely move as well.

But this stalemate wasn't good. It meant I couldn't support my comrades in their fight.

Of course, since Kyle had no doppelgänger, it was a 4:5 fight, but surprisingly, the battle wasn't going in our favor.

"I'll burn you to ashes."
—Ahahahahahaha!

Alice's red flames collided with the ominous green hellfire. The two flames were evenly matched in intensity, but the other side introduced a variable first.

—Kihihihi
—Uuuuu....

The Dark Saint smiled with a whimper as she cast some curse on the Cursed Death Ghost. The Cursed Death Ghost rushed toward Alice's flames that were holding back the hellfire, like a moth drawn to a flame.

Soon, the Death Ghost was consumed by Alice's flames.

Whoosh!

"What?"

At the same time, Alice's body caught fire.

"Huh? Ahhh...! No! The fire..."
"Calm down, Alice! I can put it out!"

Alice fell into uncontrollable fear as her body caught fire she couldn't control. Reika desperately tried to extinguish the fire with her healing and purification psychic powers.

But the fire couldn't be extinguished unless the "Curse of Vengeance" was removed.

Kihihihi—
Crack!

"That laugh is disgusting."

The Dark Saint's neck was snapped by Meiling, who had somehow approached and ambushed her. Only then did the fire on Alice extinguish.

—Kihihihihihi!

"No...!"

But the Dark Saint revived, laughing grotesquely. The sight of Reika's lookalike with her neck twisted unnaturally, laughing, was enough to make Meiling freeze in horror.

Whoosh!

"Ugh...!"

In that moment, hellfire engulfed Meiling. It was an ambush during the delay after Meiling killed the Dark Saint, leaving no time to dodge.

Crackle!

"You're all pathetic. Can't you focus?"
"Sorry, Kyle."

Fortunately, Kyle raised ice to shield her from the flames.

This chaotic battle continued. Despite our numerical advantage, the enemy's bizarre and unpredictable patterns put us at a disadvantage.

Finally, I made a decision.

"Try to stop me if you want."
—.......
"I'm going to fight."

I spoke to my fake, my doppelgänger, my darkness.

The Fallen Angel just watched me silently.

Ignoring her, I dove down like an angel descending to earth.

Swoosh!

—Kiiiit...!

My first target was the Dark Saint. I needed to prevent her from casting difficult curses and providing support.

The Dark Saint's head was severed by my light sword in one stroke, but even the severed head continued its whimpering smile.

Thud—

"I'm sorry, Reika."
—Kiit?!

Bang!

But when I grabbed the floating head and released a wave of light, the head turned to dust without a trace. The Dark Saint with nine lives was "annihilated" in one go.

—...! Uooooooooo!

When the Dark Saint died, the Blood Sword Ghost went berserk. He pushed aside Jihu, who had been fighting him, and charged at me in a blind rage.

"Don't think you'll escape...!"

But Jihu quickly regained his stance, pursued him, and slashed his back.

Slash!

—Ooooo...!

Yet even with his back cut, he didn't stop.

"Damn it, are you insane?!"

Stab! Slash!

Even with a sword embedded in him and his entrails spilling out, the Blood Sword Ghost didn't stop. With blood-red eyes, he rushed forward, intent only on cutting me down.

"I'm sorry, Jihu."

Swoosh—

—...!

A single flash of light.

In that momentary flash, the protagonist of an unsaved future met his death.

"You're next."
—...!

Immediately, I moved again with lightning speed. When I reappeared, I was behind the witch.

Stab!

"In your next life, may you find happiness."

The girl who would have burned herself to achieve her goal was split by my sword. That makes three... now what remains...

"Yujin, watch out!"

"...!"

Creak—

Like a jiangshi, the Cursed Death Ghost—Meiling's dark fate—who had been moving despite being horribly burned, grabbed me from behind.

—Ahahaha!

Boom!

At that moment, the Witch of Hell, whose upper and lower body had been separated and who was facing death, cast her final spell. Intense flames that seemed capable of burning everything engulfed me.

"Yujin...!"
"Kyle, don't approach. Yujin is safe..."

I heard Kyle and Reika's voices. As Reika said, I was safe. But I had to use considerable energy to block the recent ambush.

"...So this is the gap between a Seraphim and us. Damn, who's protecting whom here?"
"Haa, haa... There's still one left."

Jihu and Alice looked at me with exhausted expressions.

No, more precisely, they were looking at the Fallen Angel who had descended before me.

She, who resembled me perfectly, was also looking at someone with her empty black eyes.

It wasn't me. She was looking at Kyle.

"Don't be ridiculous, I'm your opponent."
—.......

What she wanted was Kyle. But I had no intention of allowing it.

However...

Thud— Boom!

"Urrrgh!"

...she seemed to have no interest in negotiating through dialogue.

The dark sword barely touched the ground before releasing a wave of darkness that easily shook everyone.

Whoosh—

"No...!"

Clang! Slash!

"Ugh!"
"Jihu!"
"No, don't come."

At the same time, she appeared behind Jihu, who was furthest away, at a speed I couldn't match, and cut him down. Reika hurriedly tried to save him, but she would only become the next target.

Clang!

"Don't touch them!"
—.......

I hastily intercepted the Fallen Angel and blocked the dark sword. But the Fallen Angel disappeared again and reappeared in front of Alice.

"Ah..."
—.......

Alice froze, unable to react.

Slash!

The dark sword cut her mercilessly. Seeing the red blood spray, my mind went blank.

"Alice... snap out of it..."
"Meiling...!"
"I-I'm fine..."

It was Meiling who had shielded Alice. Though she didn't lose her life, the blow had enough power to cut through a strengthened body user's defenses.

"Look at me, fight me!"
—.......

I rushed to confront her again. But completely ignoring me, the Fallen Angel flew up into the sky.

I flew up to try to hold her back, but the Fallen Angel targeted someone at a speed faster than mine.

"No!"

That person was Kyle. Despite being targeted, Kyle didn't dodge but stared at her.

Stab!

"Kyle!"

The dark sword pierced his heart. Seeing that, my vision blurred. It felt like everything within me was breaking.

"...Kuh, hehe... So you think you're Yujin? How ridiculous."
—......!

Thud—

Kyle's heart had been pierced by the sword. But his body was transforming into dark matter. It was growing as if trying to devour the sword that had stabbed him. The Fallen Angel tried to retreat with a surprised expression, but Kyle wouldn't let her go easily.

"Yujin, now!"

I didn't miss the opportunity Kyle created.

Swoosh—

Light cutting through darkness severed her neck.

—...I love you, Kyle.

The faint voice I heard at the end was something I had to deliberately ignore.

Ch.73 - Chapter 73: Despair and Hope
"Kyle, are you okay?"

After killing the fallen angel, rather than dwelling on the sentiment of having killed the darkness within myself, I turned toward Kyle, who had clearly been stabbed in the heart.

"I'm fine. It's nothing."
"That's a relief..."

No, is it really a relief? Looking at the dark matter rippling through Kyle's body, I worried whether his condition was truly okay. While it was fortunate he hadn't suffered physical trauma... somehow Kyle seemed to be consumed by that darkness.

"Eugene. There are no enemies left. We just need to take that."
"The Heart of Darkness..."

Kyle spoke while trying to control his chest, which was rippling with darkness. He looked as if he had no heart at all.

"Go get it. I'll wait here."

Perhaps he had taken some damage. Kyle sat down, staggering slightly. Not just him—the rest of our companions were in similar states, showing how fierce this battle had been.

"...I'll be right back."

I flew toward the Heart of Darkness pulsating at the center of the darkness. As I approached the throbbing darkness, it pulsated more violently, as if reacting to light.

I drew upon the power of the Seraphim to seal the darkness. A pure white light surrounded the Heart of Darkness.

At this rate, I could easily seal and take it away.

-Eugene.
"...!"

But that clear whisper from the darkness made me momentarily lose my concentration.

And in that moment, the darkness swallowed me briefly. Simultaneously, my consciousness went dark for a moment.

* * *

"Please be my friend! I really want to be friends with you!"

When I opened my eyes again, I was looking at myself. That is, a younger version of myself from when I had just possessed this body in this world.

That version of me was speaking to a young Kyle. I was exactly as I remembered—desperately craving affection after being abandoned by the world.

The natural question of why I was seeing this led to an intuitive guess. This was being shown to me by the heart. I couldn't tell whether these were fragments of time shown by the heart for manipulation, or memories contained within the heart itself.

"...You'll be ostracized too."
"Let them. I don't want to be friends with those kinds of people anyway. So let's be friends."

Either way, why was it showing me my past? I wondered. But soon, in the rapidly flowing time, I began to feel a strong sense of dissonance.

The me I saw before me had clearly become friends with Kyle. Kyle hadn't become twisted because of it. The trigger for him becoming a villain had disappeared, just as I had intended.

But Kyle wasn't the only one who had changed.

"Your rank is C-grade. Well, it was impressive, but that's normal for a supporter. Don't be too disappointed."

What had changed was none other than me.

The original 'Eugene.' A Eugene who wasn't even mentioned in the original story. The other me I saw before me was clearly a possessor, but her abilities were quite ordinary.

This is strange, she's different from me? What's going on?

I had such doubts, but at the same time, I felt this version seemed more correct. Come to think of it, wasn't my situation unusually different from the original story for no apparent reason?

"We're in different classes now! Well, of course! Make lots of friends without me!"
"I..."
"Hmm?"
"No, it's nothing."

Was it because I was different? Kyle was also different from the Kyle I knew. He wasn't quite twisted enough to become a villain, but his abilities seemed weaker than now, and he had more darkness in his personality.

Perhaps because of that, he never confessed to me. On top of that, he seemed hesitant around me in many ways.

"I'm worried about you. If you ever need help, just tell me. Even if we're in different classes, I'll help you however I can."

Perhaps because of this, that world's version of me seemed to pay more attention to Kyle. For whatever reason, she couldn't leave Kyle alone and interfered as much as possible according to the original storyline. For Kyle's benefit.

That wasn't so different from me, but there was one problem.

"Eugene!"
"...Kyle?"
"Why, why did you do that!"
"Umm... everyone was in danger."
"Ahhh..."

This Eugene, unlike me, lacked even the power to protect herself. Yet she jumped into the twisted world's scenario for Kyle's sake, and because Kyle didn't become a villain. Naturally, she could only be swept away by the torrent of twisted fate.

She lost sight in one eye trying to save Kyle.
She increasingly overexerted herself trying to protect not just Kyle but others who had become her friends. At some point, her left arm stopped responding.
She awakened the power of the Seraphim, but her power was too weak. Nothing was healed. She was a broken angel.
Alice died. She blamed herself and began to mentally collapse.
Ji-hoo Jung fell into darkness instead of Kyle. She blamed herself.
Reika committed suicide, and Meiling was killed by Ji-hoo. Only a few people remained by her side.

It was a terrible irony, but something I had prepared for. I already knew there might be distortions from saving Kyle. Of course, I didn't know how it would shake the original story, nor did I know about the trauma Ji-hoo had.

If I had known, I probably wouldn't have intervened at all. I wouldn't have dared to touch a world that was already somewhat twisted from the beginning.

No, would that really have been the case? Even if I had known, I would have tried to save Kyle.

Because I didn't like a world where someone had to be unhappy for others to be happy.

But that was arrogance. For someone to be happy, someone else had to be unhappy. Sadly, happiness was not an infinite resource but a finite one.

Eventually, Rachel died. Eugene became the last Seraphim. By her side remained only one person. Kyle Lester, the person she wanted to save. The person saved by her.

"...That was me, Eugene Frey."

The heart didn't show what happened next. Blocking that memory, a black man appeared in the mental world.

"So it was Kyle. I thought so."

The black man. The Gnostic terrorist known as Venom.

When I met him before, I felt a strong sense of dissonance from him. A familiar yet different presence.

It couldn't be helped. He was the Kyle from the world I had just witnessed.

"This heart is my heart. A fact no one in this world-line knows."
"So these are your memories... But I don't understand. Why did you become like this?"

In those flashbacks, Eugene saved him to the point of her own ruin. But the Kyle before me was complete darkness. A darkness so deep its end couldn't be felt.

"You, no... Eugene tried to save me. But what truly needed saving was herself."
"...What happened after that?"
"You don't need to know or see. Eugene Frey, just throw off all your shackles and fly wherever you want. That's the only advice I can give you."
"Shackles? What do you mean by shackles?"
"Everything you want to protect, every being that binds you, and even the existence of the Seraphim that forces it like a malignant mental illness. You had no reason to bear any of it. Right? You're not originally from this world anyway."
"...!"

Kyle spoke with a hardened expression, as if he already knew I was originally a possessor.

"If you don't, people will eventually make you into something less than a caged bird. Those you tried to protect will betray you and stab you in the back. I hated that. So I twisted everything."

But his following words were filled with madness. Madness—the infinitely sad appearance of someone who has lost everything yet still searches for the one thing that remains.

"I said I would save you even if it meant plunging the entire world into hell."

And that appearance was only a paper-thin difference from my own.

There was little fundamental difference between me, who wanted to save Kyle regardless of how the world twisted, and him, who wanted to save someone even if it meant throwing the entire world into a fiery hell.

"Kyle... I can't do that. I can't run away now."

But I couldn't take his advice, similar as we were.

I couldn't run away. No, I still didn't want to run away or give up. The reason was absurdly simple.

Hope.

That's what hope is. Something you can't let go of even when you know it's hopeless. That's the essence of hope.

I still believed I could save everyone. Kyle, and everyone else who was just as precious. The salvation of all that the Seraphim whispered about.

"So you make that choice again. This time too."
"......"
"Then, take it. But I won't give up either. Just as you don't give up."

He said the same words as me, but they weren't born from hope. Rather, they were the opposite—the last struggle of someone with nothing left but despair.

That similarity made our fates diverge.

That was the end. The mental world disappeared, and I emerged from the darkness.

"Eugene! Are you okay?!"

I heard Ji-hoo calling out with a worried voice from below, but I looked at the sealed Heart of Darkness before me.

It was no longer in the shape of a heart, but had transformed into a cube that shone brilliantly like obsidian.

I carefully collected it. As I did, the dark area spreading around us disappeared as if it had been a lie.

"Eugene. What happened in there just now?"

When I returned to the ground, Kyle asked first. I strongly felt that Kyle somehow knew with certainty that I had seen something in there.

"...Hope. I saw hope."
"Hope? Not despair."
"That too. But it's a meaningless distinction. Hope belongs where despair exists."

Light belongs not where it's already full of light, but in darkness. Only light can drive away darkness.

"Is that the heart? I can't believe it... I feel some mysterious power. Something powerful yet somehow fragile..."

I had obtained the heart. Even knowing its true nature, nothing changed.

"Alice, analyze this when we get back."
"Oh, of course. Perhaps it could be the power to save this world."
"It surely will be."

Even if it might be a power that could plunge the entire world into hell.

I'll stop that from happening. To finish what I started.

For the sake of those I love dearly.

Ch.74 - Chapter 74: The Savior and Those Who Refuse Salvation
The return was a quiet affair.

There was no grand victory ceremony, as it would draw too much public attention, and officially, they hadn't achieved any remarkable victory. Rather, it was another defeat, having lost Beiqing City.

Before returning from Beiqing City, they had barely managed to patch up the order there, but since they left it as it was, the city had likely fallen back into chaos. Though they had armed the "interim government" as much as possible, it probably hadn't held out for long.

"Oracle, why didn't you tell me in advance?"

After returning to Hanul City, I was finally able to face Oracle again. And she appeared quite emaciated.

Oracle no longer looked like a young girl. She greeted me in the form of a very exhausted woman.

"Well, if I said it was because I was worried about you... that would be pretentious."
"I was worried."
"Yes, you would have been. But I didn't tell you about the research for a different reason."
"What reason is that?"

Whirr- Whirr-

The place where she and I were talking was a laboratory where experiments were being conducted after the Heart of Darkness had been sealed with four layers of protection. Through the reinforced glass, I could see Alice analyzing the dark matter emitted by the Heart of Darkness.

"Dark matter... how much do you know about it?"
"I know it's the fundamental substance that makes up psychic power."
"At the same time, it's the power used by demons. Isn't that contradictory? Psychic power also applies to angels. Yet it's the same as the power of demons."
"That means nothing. Power is inherently value-neutral."

Just as science can be used for good or evil, psychic power has no inherent morality. Not just science or psychic power, but all forms of power are the same. There is no good or evil in any dynamics.

"You could think that way. But those words are a double-edged sword. It means that the power of us angels, the Seraphim, can also be used for evil."
"......"

At Oracle's words, I recalled the fallen angel I had seen there. Though that fallen angel was no longer a Seraphim, the original form of that corrupted power was probably the same as mine.

"Well, I didn't call you here to play twenty questions."
"Do you have something to tell me?"
"Of course. But I'm not sure if telling you this is the right thing to do."

Oracle sighed deeply and looked at the Heart of Darkness through the glass.

"I am called Oracle because I am a prophet. And for a long time, I have seen one prophecy."
"...You've already told me about it."

The prophecy of doom.

Everything covered in darkness, the end of all things.

The prophecy seen by the final Oracle was the destruction of humanity and the world.

"Yes. But that prophecy was both right and wrong. The prophecy didn't end there."
"...There's more? But you said you saw destruction?"

The idea that something exists after destruction is almost contradictory. Of course, in the original story, Oracle's prophecy becomes a "false prophecy." In the original, destruction didn't happen.

But the fact that the prophecy itself had a continuation was news to me.

"Yujin, what do you think exists after destruction?"
"I don't know."
"It's simple. Rebirth."

Oracle said this and took my hand. Then her vision of the prophecy was transmitted to my mind.

"The Heart of... Darkness."
"Yes, that's it. That's the darkness I saw in the prophecy. It contains the destruction of all things and the birth of all things. The primordial darkness, and the primordial light."

Only then could I put all the pieces together. The Heart of Darkness was a kind of black box. A black box containing the birth and destruction of countless space-times.

"The prophecy I saw wasn't destruction, but eternal future. That's why birth follows destruction."
"Then this research..."

There was only one thing Oracle could do with the Heart of Darkness she had discovered through her research on dark matter and her prophecies.

"...The rebirth of the world."
"That's right."
"Is that really possible?"
"It is. If the conditions are met."
"What are those conditions?"
"......"

Oracle didn't answer that question immediately. But I could guess even without her answer.

"Destruction, is it?"
"Yes. Destruction. And what destruction means is surprisingly simple. The destruction of light, which means..."
"...The Seraphim must die."
"That is the final trigger that activates the cycle of rebirth."

The complete extinction of light.

When not a speck of light remains in the world, light is born again from darkness. The final ritual for the rearrangement of the world.

"Yujin. I cannot do it. My power has already waned."
"Oracle."
"I will give you my last power. Without leaving a single speck."

Oracle took my hand. Her body was glowing white.

"You'll disappear. Without leaving even a soul behind."
"I will. But compared to the burden I'm placing on you, how trivial is that?"

Oracle pressed her forehead against mine and spoke as if sincerely confessing her sins.

"Through countless times, you have repeated this fate. Unable to break the entangled loop."

I'll save you even if it means sending the whole world to hell-

At that moment, for some reason, I recalled what he had said.

"So, Yujin, choose. Either repeat endlessly or break the cycle of evil."
"Oracle..."
"...I'm sorry, my disciple."

With those final words, Oracle dissolved into a speck of light. That light settled within me, whispering only the final duty.

"Miss Yujin."
"Sword Saint."

I heard the Sword Saint's voice from behind me, though I wasn't sure how long he had been there.

"...I'm sorry."

There could only be one reason for him to ask for forgiveness.

"For the sake of the world, please sacrifice yourself."

He knelt down and begged me for forgiveness and mercy. The man who would have cut down anything without hesitation for the protection of the world could do nothing at this moment.

"I will gladly do so."

And I did not avoid that fate.

* * *

Thud, thud.

"......"

After returning to the city, Kyle felt puzzled. What had Yujin seen in the heart? What were those suspicious "fakes" he had seen when approaching the Heart of Darkness?

And why wasn't there a "fake" of himself among those fakes?

The answer to that question came to him without him needing to search for it.

"It was you."
"......"
"You, your identity... was me."
"The me of this timeline isn't so stupid. No, perhaps not..."

Swoosh-! Grab!

"...!"

Whoosh!

'Venom' appeared in front of Kyle before he could react and grabbed him by the collar. Then he slammed him against the wall of the back alley.

"You fool, how could you just let Yujin go!"
"...So that's it, they're using Yujin again. They are."
"You knew?"
"I vaguely saw it. A future where Yujin is being used."
"Then why did you send her? Why?!"

Venom always asked him this.
And he always heard the same answer.

"...Because she wanted it."
"......"

Dozens, hundreds, thousands of times, starting over only made the situation worse. The power of the Seraphim grew stronger, and Kyle, another version of himself in time, became more influenced by her light.

Such versions of himself, while agonizing over her sacrifice, eventually accepted it. It was impossible for someone saved from darkness to go against the will of light.

But Venom was different. He alone was the only one who hadn't been saved. Kyle who became a villain, and simultaneously the one who remembered Yujin when she wasn't a Seraphim.

"Are you going to just accept it even if it means losing Yujin?"
"......"
"Everyone in the world will eat Yujin's flesh and blood and be saved. But who will save Yujin herself?"
"......"
"Will those who are saved know her grace? No, absolutely not! In the end, they will commit the same sins and seek the same sacrifice each time they face destruction!"

Wham!

Kyle punched Venom in the face. His breathing was rough and disturbed.

"What do you want me to do? I... I want to save her too."
"...Then what are you hesitating for?"
"Yujin is all I have. I can't do anything she doesn't want."
"Are you serious? Even if you could save her, will you really leave it like this?"
"...No."

Under Venom's pressure, Kyle finally spoke his true feelings.

"I want to save her. Even if it means burning the whole world. She wouldn't like it? Who cares? If it weren't for her, I'd probably be playing the villain somewhere anyway. Then I might as well act like a proper villain."

Do villains care about the feelings of their victims? Absolutely not.

"...So help me. Let's drag the world into hell."
"That choice is also quite consistent."
"That sounds like we've been failing all this time."
"You understand correctly, my self from countless times."

So are you going to give up?

"Never."
"Never."
"Heh."
"Hehehe... hahahaha..."

The two men who uttered the same words laughed like madmen. Because this situation seemed insane, and the things they were about to do seemed insane as well.

"Even after all that, you haven't given up. You really are lacking in intelligence."
"Look who's talking. You're the one insisting on walking straight into hell."
"Kekeke..."
"Hehehe..."

It was raining. A truly wretched night rain.

But for a day like today, it was a perfectly fitting weather.

"So."

Thump-

"Let's properly fail this time."

What they intend to do is not salvation.

It's to kidnap the saint who wants to save the world, plunge the world into hell, and let the saint grow old and die.

To do this terrible deed, one man looped through a terrible time, and the other man made the same choice in countless timelines.

Both were unparalleled fools. Fools who knew only one person.

The funny thing is, all of this happened because of that one person, Yujin.

"Well then, do it well. Without mistakes."

Venom's form became blurry. The darkness he carried was being absorbed into Kyle. As Kyle absorbed that darkness, he felt countless versions of himself included within it.

Just from that, he felt what it was like to transcend numerous timelines.

"Hey, is the conversation over?"
"It's over. Is Lost Child ready?"

Lewis, the leader of Lost Child, appeared in the back alley. The man who had become both Kyle and Venom asked. Were they ready to ruin the world?

"We're ready. All the 'items' have been brought in. The moment they're activated... the gates of hell will open. The Demon King will descend."
"Good."

Kyle looked at one place.

In the center of the city, the tallest place known as the Tower of Light. The place where the Seraphim once gathered to emit the light that protected the city.

Yujin is there.

"Let's go, for our end."

Ch.75 - Chapter 75: Repentance
"Are you all ready to be bastards?"

Lewis, the leader of Lost Child, asked. In response to his question, the Lost Child members answered.

"We've always been bastards, boss. Abandoned bastards."

Lewis snickered at the member's response. It was truly so.

"Right, then let's go do something bad like the bastards we are."

It would be worse than any bad thing they had done so far.

Because they were going to destroy the city.

They headed straight for the broadcasting station.

"Please place your belongings at the metal detector."

As they entered the broadcasting station, security guards were following procedures. The security seemed stricter than usual, suggesting the city government had sensed something was amiss.

Not that it would matter anyway.

Beep-

When the metal detector detected metal in the luggage they had put down, the guard approached Lewis with an annoyed attitude.

"Please raise your hands and cooperate with the inspection. Do you have any metal objects on you?"

Lewis snickered at the guard's question. Metal? I have plenty.

Flap-

"What the...!"

As he opened his coat, various guns and grenades were hanging inside.

Bang!

"Te-Terrorist!"
"Emergency! Emergency! We need backup-"

Ratatatatata!

Starting with shooting the guard who was hurriedly trying to draw his pistol, all the Lost Child members took out automatic weapons and killed the surrounding guards without the slightest hesitation.

There was no guilt. Many more would die in this city anyway. In some sense, bleeding here might mean dying less.

That's why there was no hesitation. The simple security guards couldn't overcome the overwhelming firepower difference.

"They're terrorists! Hurry!"

But soon the hero squad stationed at the broadcasting station appeared. They counterattacked while responding to the shower of bullets with psychic powers.

Whoosh!
Tatatatatang!

"Ugh! Yuriko! Are we there yet?"
-Almost there.

The Lost Child members were momentarily pushed back by the hero squad's firepower.

"Good! Push them back-"

Slash!

"Huh...?"

A hero's neck was suddenly cut by a strike from behind.

Yuriko, who had somehow circled around to the upper floor, had struck them from behind.

"Enemy at the rear-"

Zzzap!

Following the disintegration lightning, they turned to dust without even being able to resist.

"Good. Let's move in. Quickly secure the broadcasting room."

Having subdued all the security forces, Lewis proceeded to occupy the broadcasting station without hesitation.

"P-Please spare me!"
"Stay still! We don't intend to kill you."

There were unarmed civilians, but there was no need to kill them too. Of course, whether they would survive what was about to happen was another matter.

"Boss, broadcast preparations complete!"
"Start immediately."

Lewis began broadcasting as soon as preparations were finished. Soon his image was being transmitted throughout the city.

-Greetings, citizens of the city. I am Lewis, the leader of the anti-government organization Lost Child. Today I've come to bring you the worst news.

When his image appeared on the large screens in the downtown area, everyone going about their daily lives paused for a moment.

"Today your city will be destroyed. All the arrogance and selfishness you've enjoyed will disappear in just one minute. I've come to warn you. Those who survive after the gates appear, leave the city. Flee to the outskirts and beg the residents there for mercy."

With those words, Lewis pulled out a trigger. It was a device to activate the gate generator installed in one part of the city. It was an artifact provided by demons, smuggled in by bribing corrupt city government officials.

Like this, the city government was essentially a house of cards that could be attacked and destroyed at any time.

"Welcome to a world where destruction has arrived."

Click-

At that moment, the entire city was swallowed by darkness.

* * *

Boom!
Aaaahh!
Help us!

"Kuhehehehe! This is fun! Nothing's as fun as killing humans!"

The large gates that had appeared throughout the city continuously poured out demons from the demon realm. As if their forces were trying to capture the city, even Death Crown, who had once terrorized this place, was among them.

While clown dolls were slaughtering and exploding people, Kyle watched them indifferently.

Have I come full circle to become a villain after all? Something like self-loathing arose, but he felt sorry only for Eugene, not for those people.

Thanks to Eugene, he hadn't become a villain before, but now he was undeniably a villain cooperating with villains.

"Stop this pointless act and open the way to the tower."

Not out of conscience, but he commanded Death Crown, the demon corps commander who was focused on the massacre. However, Death Crown slightly frowned his clown-like face and said:

"Hey, who are you to give orders as a newbie villain? I'm a corps commander, you know. Isn't this too much insubordination?"

"......"

"Oh my, how scary. Don't glare at me like that. Tch, fine. We need to attack the tower anyway... even if it's to save that Seraphim girl, your lover. Kyahaha! A human trying to kill a Seraphim and a demon trying to save that Seraphim, what a masterpiece!"

Death Crown laughed even more excitedly. Kyle disliked it but said nothing. He wasn't in a position to be righteous right now.

"Don't retreat! We can't let the demons invade the tower!"

Soon they reached the defense line formed by heroes. Though outnumbered, the heroes were fighting against the demon horde without backing down.

-Come here and let me embrace you.
"...! Behind us!"

Boom!

Whoosh!

Slash!

Papapat!

"Uhehehehe! The heroes are dying like garbage! This is exactly what I wanted!"

It was a fairly solid defense line, but the opponent was too formidable. Death Crown, who controlled murderous clown dolls, specialized in group battles, making him difficult to counter with ordinary tactics.

"Now, who's next-"

Slash!

"Huh...?"

But even such a clown's luck eventually ran out.

"The clown show is over."
"The, the Sword Saint...!"

Crunch!

Death Crown recognized the Sword Saint's existence even as his neck was cut. The Sword Saint responded by stepping on and crushing his head.

"Kuhuh, it's still useless! I have plenty of other dolls!"

But Death Crown could simply transfer himself to another doll. However, to someone like the Sword Saint, that was an extremely meager trick.

"Those dolls you mean?"

Swish-

"Then I'll cut them all down."

Swoosh! Sliceslicesliceslice!

The Sword Saint's figure disappeared.

High-speed movement too fast to be seen.

Every time he passed by, the clown dolls were executed without exception. It took less than a minute for all those numerous dolls to be neutralized with their necks cut.

"I-Impossible!"

Death Crown was genuinely shocked for the first time. He had transferred to the last remaining doll, but there was no time to create new ones. The Sword Saint had approached right in front of him.

"H-Hey, help me-"

Slash!

He tried to ask Kyle, who had disappeared somewhere, for help, but the Sword Saint mercilessly killed the clown.

"Is this what you wanted, Kyle Lester? To betray humanity and let people die?"

When the Sword Saint spoke as if reciting, Kyle appeared from the darkness where he had been hiding.

"What about you? Is this what you wanted? To make one innocent girl bear the sins of all humanity and sacrifice her?"

"...That was an unavoidable greater good. It was the only way for more people, more lives to be saved."

"No."

Kyle glared at the Sword Saint with cold eyes and said:

"It was a way to perpetuate more sins and deception. You would always create another Eugene to nail to the cross."

"Kyle...."

Swish-

Slash!

The Sword Saint immediately rushed at Kyle and cut him. Kyle was bisected without time to dodge. But what he had cut was just dark matter that disappeared like a mirage. Kyle had already appeared elsewhere.

"I cannot allow that. I will save Eugene even if I have to drag you all to hell."

"Is that your will, Kyle Lester? Then you'll have to break me first."

The Sword Saint, recognizing there was no more compromise, raised his sword.

In his eyes, he could cut down Kyle. Though Kyle was enveloped in an unidentifiable power, he intuitively felt he could do it.

"Unfortunately, you have no more chances."

"...What?"

"In countless regressions, I have lived only for today."

It wasn't Kyle speaking. It was Venom remaining inside him.

After taking over the Gnosis organization and operating covertly among villains and demons, what he had finally accomplished was-

Whoosh!

"......!"

"Sword Saint, you said you wanted to save humanity."

Black distillate appeared from Kyle's body. That distillate soon became a massive darkness taking form. The Sword Saint could recognize it.

"There was never any promised salvation for humanity to begin with."

"Demon... King...!"

It was the Demon King. The being that Venom had finally devoured after countless regressions and gathering power.

Even after devouring that being, the world didn't change. The salvation humanity wanted could only be achieved by devouring the light that protected them.

The darkness that longed for light merely rejected that.

-GROOOOOOOOOOAR!

"No!"

The manifested Demon King unleashed a psychic scream. The massive psychic power swallowed the city, painfully killing tens of thousands of people at once.

"You! Do you know what you've done?!"

"Of course I do! I know exactly! I'm killing the ugly hypocrisy you all spout!"

In countless attempted regressions, in countless worlds he had seen, not once had he seen humanity make a different choice.

Even if it wasn't the Sword Saint before him, humanity had pursued and tried to sacrifice Eugene with vicious determination under the pretext that sacrificing just one Seraphim would save everyone.

Venom had sometimes prevented it, but there were times he couldn't.

Each time, he had watched Eugene smile as she vanished before his eyes. Each time, he had shed tears of blood.

"Witness your sins in hell."

"Ah...."

Kyle disappeared, leaving his final curse.

The Sword Saint had no time to chase him. He had to confront the rampaging Demon King before him.

But only then could the Sword Saint feel the karma of what he had done.

"So that's it. Were we wrong?"

He, the people, had not wanted salvation. They had not wanted a savior.

They had only wanted a sacrificial lamb to avoid destruction.

And that karma had come across time and space.

"Yes, if this is the burden we should have carried."

The Sword Saint gripped his sword firmly.

"Then we must carry it."

It was a belated repentance.

Ch.76 - Chapter 76: Return of Light
"-We're under attack! Need backup! Need back-—SCREECH-"

Jeong Ji-hoo stood at the top floor of the tower, in the celestial zone, gazing at the crumbling city below.

The city that countless people had tried to protect, and for which many were still bleeding to defend, was being destroyed.

Yet strangely, he didn't feel angry about it. Rather, he felt ashamed, as if he was witnessing the ugly, bare face of hypocrisy being exposed.

Is it right to sacrifice one innocent person to save all the hypocrites, or is it right to cast all the hypocrites into hell and save that one innocent person?

Ji-hoo couldn't deny that his heart leaned toward the former. After all, he too was someone who wanted all this tragedy to end.

-Are you listening?
"Father."

Just as his thoughts reached that point, a communication came in from his father, the Sword Saint.

He was fighting humanity's nemesis down below. What should have been a noble hero's battle now resembled nothing more than the ugly struggle of a hypocrite.

-You already know. He's heading your way.
"Yes. He's coming."

To cast the world into hell.

-I won't tell you to stop him.
"...Why not? We need to save humanity."

What difference would it make now? Neither Yujin's terribly twisted fate nor Kyle's rage would change.

-Forget about humanity. Such things no longer matter.

These words contradicted the lifelong beliefs the Sword Saint had held. He had dedicated his entire life to humanity. Even when Ji-hoo's mother was killed by a human villain, he remained steadfast.

-Do what your heart tells you to do.
"Father..."

That was the Sword Saint's final message.

KUOOOOOOO-!

Soon, an enormous explosion occurred, accompanied by the Demon King's ear-splitting roar. The area where the Sword Saint and the creature had been fighting was completely devastated.

His sacrifice hadn't killed the Demon King, but it had temporarily neutralized it. The Demon King could no longer threaten the tower.

Before the Demon King could move again, the fate of the world would be decided.

"Are you telling me to choose?"

Whether to kill a friend to save everyone.

If so, Ji-hoo had only one choice.

He turned away from the window, his resolve seemingly hardened.

"Ji-hoo..."
"Reika."
"Don't go. Let's just leave the city. Let's go somewhere far away."
"..."

For a moment, he felt the urge to follow her suggestion, but quickly dismissed it.

Perhaps his former self would have made such a choice.

"No. I can't do that. I don't want to."

He didn't want to run away. If this truly was a battle of sins, he wanted to face those sins head-on.

"Reika, if I fail, leave the city without me."

With those words, he kissed her forehead and set off toward his final battle.

* * *

"He's coming! Concentrated fire-"

SLASH!

Viscous darkness brutally dismembered those who had remained in the tower as defensive forces. Kyle, who had created that darkness, glared at them with chilling eyes from within the undulating shadows.

"Damn it! Fire! Fire everything you've got!"

RATATATATATA!

Bullets rained down. All kinds of psychic attacks flew at him. Every anti-psychic measure was being deployed.

THUD- THUDTHUDTHUD-

But Kyle, merged with the darkness, simply endured the attacks. Each time bullets hit his body, the darkness merely dispersed like a mirage.

Some attacks weren't completely nullified, as blood occasionally sprayed. Nevertheless, Kyle silently reached out toward them.

TICK- TIKTIK-!

"H-he's freezing them!"
"Damn it, run-"

CRACK!

Those who stood in his way froze. Then they exploded in a cryogenic blast.

Their frozen, fragmented bodies scattered. Each one of them had been a hero, faithfully protecting the city.

Yet he felt no guilt. Obstacles were simply to be removed.

"Ugh..."

Though he had broken through the final section leading to the tower's celestial zone, Kyle wasn't in good shape. He had endured terrible attacks to get this far, and while he had neutralized them using Venom's ability, the damage had accumulated.

He was regenerating using dark matter, but even that regeneration was becoming slower. Judging by the dark blood he was coughing up, some of his organs seemed permanently damaged beyond regeneration.

-All units, converge on the tower! The highest-risk target is heading toward the Seraphim! I repeat! Stop him from reaching the Seraphim!

CRUNCH!

"Just a little further."

Kyle crushed the radio transmitting the support request under his foot and continued forward, dragging his staggering body.

"Stop."

Someone stood in his way. It was Alice.

"Don't move. If you move, I'll blow this whole place up. You won't have time to dodge. And of course, you won't be able to save Yujin either."
"..."

Kyle looked at her with blood-soaked eyes. Then he spoke softly.

"You're afraid."
"No. I'm not. You think I can't do it?"
"You can't. You're hesitating. You don't want to sacrifice Yujin, do you?"
"..."

Alice couldn't answer. Her hands, which had been focusing psychic energy, were now trembling.

It was truly paradoxical. She was the one who had researched the Dark Heart, who had discovered how to reshape the world.

Yet she herself wanted to save Yujin. A terrible contradiction.

"Stop!"

Kyle began to move forward again.

"Please stop! Why won't you stop? Why do you keep fighting?"

While analyzing the Heart, Alice had learned everything. That Kyle, who had experienced a terrible loop, had never once stopped. Not once had he ceased trying to save Yujin.

Why? Why? Yujin would have wanted to save you too. Why do you keep moving forward, even as you're torn to pieces!

"Because I can't stop."

As long as Yujin was there, he would keep moving forward.

Even if the chance of saving Yujin was just one in a nayuta, he would start over again.

Even if there was no salvation at the end, he would continue forward simply because she was there.

"If you want to stop me this time too, Alice, then do it. If that's truly your choice."
"...!"

Alice felt chilled to the bone seeing that Kyle's eyes held absolutely no lingering attachment. He could genuinely endure that eternal hell-like loop as many times as necessary.

In contrast, how many times had Alice stopped him? How many times had she driven Yujin to her death?

Realizing this, Alice could no longer stand in his way.

Kyle passed by Alice, who had collapsed in tears, and entered the warp elevator heading to the celestial zone.

"Thank you."
"...Just go. You fool."

The elevator closed and ascended to the top floor's void space.

BOOM!

An explosion was heard afterward. Kyle closed his eyes briefly, then opened them again.

Soon, the doors to the top floor opened.

There, one last person remained to block his path.

"So you've come, Kyle."
"You."

SHING- THUNK!

"...!"
"I won't waste words. Give up, Kyle."

Jeong Ji-hoo's sword pierced Kyle's heart. It was too fast to dodge.

"...I refuse."

GRAB-

He grabbed the blade. The area where the sword pierced his heart and the part his hand gripped turned black with corrosion. Ji-hoo mercilessly infused his aura into the sword.

"Then I'll cut you down until you give up!"
"...!"

Remarkably, the aura swept away the dark matter. Ji-hoo's awakened, clear mind had produced an aura pure enough to drive back the corruption.

SLASH! SWISH!

He cut off Kyle's hand and slashed his throat.

Crimson blood poured out. But Ji-hoo didn't stop. He stabbed Kyle's slowly regenerating heart again and infused it with aura, grinding it to pieces.

"I will stop you! Even if it's an unforgivable sin!"

Light cut through darkness. Just as only light can dispel darkness, darkness could only be cut endlessly.

But no light is eternal either.

"Then I will simply keep moving forward."

The sword's light began to fade. Like rust spreading on the sticky darkness.

It wasn't that light was weakened by darkness. The darkness was simply there.

The darkness was just so profoundly deep that light couldn't dispel it.

As Kyle said, he simply kept moving forward. And Ji-hoo blocked him each time.

The darkness, blocked countless times, merely accumulated. Until the day light could no longer break it.

He had simply repeated a futile loop. And finally-

THUNK!

"Kuhak..."

Darkness drove out the light.

"Your first defeat."
"Ha, haha... strange, I don't remember ever beating you. Cough..."

Black corruption pierced Ji-hoo's abdomen. Kyle could have delivered a fatal blow next, but he didn't. Ji-hoo also stopped fighting.

"Kyle. You'll save Yujin, right?"
"...Of course."
"Then do it properly. Half-hearted men are despised. So-"

Save her, no matter what.

That's what he wanted to say at the end.

Would it have been better if he had said it earlier?

"No...!"
"..."

By then, Reika had rushed to Ji-hoo. Though he was still breathing, it was meaningless. There was no one left to stop Kyle now.

So Kyle had no reason to kill Ji-hoo either. He took his final steps toward the place he had never been able to reach.

The very end of the tower built by hypocrisy.

Yujin was there.

She was floating in complete light.

"Yujin."
-Kyle.

Yujin's voice returned. Not as a physical voice, but as a wave that seemed to resonate.

"I've finally reached you."
-I've been waiting. But it would have been fine if you hadn't come.

Staggering, Kyle embraced Yujin as if collapsing into her. Light and darkness intermingled. Life and death, creation and destruction, birth and extinction mixed together.

The world can only be maintained with both. The world could only continue with both of them.

"I didn't want to lose you."
-I didn't want to lose you either.

So I tried to save you. The two of them, while moving on parallel paths, strangely had the same goal. Perhaps that's why their parallel lines eventually met.

"Shall we leave like this?"
-Hehe, where to? Do we have somewhere to go?

With the world burning, talk of leaving for somewhere else seemed idle. Yujin wouldn't want that, and Kyle wasn't serious either.

"Somewhere... anywhere is fine. As long as you're there."

Truly, anywhere would be fine. But now it was time to choose.

Whether light should disappear, or darkness should disappear. And Kyle's choice was naturally the latter.

"But I probably won't be there."
-Kyle.

The return of light, where the beginning is the end.

Kyle had repeated endlessly to achieve this.

-Don't do this. I can't be without you. Don't disappear. Stay with me.

Kyle intended to erase himself. Knowing this, Yujin desperately pleaded with him.

"Goodbye."

But Kyle said.

"We'll meet again someday."

As if they would truly meet again.

With that final word, Kyle stabbed the Dark Heart.

At last, darkness died and light lived.

Ch.77 - Epilogue
Darkness died, and light survived.

The balance between light and darkness crumbles. An unbalanced world is reborn.

The return of light. The death of darkness.

At last, darkness could accept its own death.

"Could it truly accept it?"
"...No. That's impossible."

Kyle answered Venom's question immediately.

"Then do you regret it? Dying for her?"
"No. I don't regret it."
"Do you regret being saved by her?"
"No."
"Then what do you regret?"
"I regret leaving Eugene alone."

It was a foolish regret.

After sacrificing everything to save her, what he actually regretted was leaving her alone. Wasn't that what he had prepared himself for from the beginning?

"Eugene will surely never forget me."
"That's the kind of delusion commonly held by rejected men."
"Perhaps. But I feel that Eugene will... I just have that feeling."

That's why he felt regret and worry. In a world without him, Eugene would remember him and live bound by something.

"You're worrying needlessly. This is the end for you and me. Do you think there's any need to worry about Eugene?"
"...Right, I suppose not. Maybe it's just my selfish desire to be remembered."

Kyle revealed the feelings nestled in a corner of his heart. Perhaps he truly didn't want to be forgotten.

Perhaps that's why he didn't want to make this choice. But he didn't hesitate.

"Because this is the right choice."
"......"
"Just as Eugene saved me, it was time for me to save Eugene. So I have no regrets."

Of course.

Of course, if he could meet her again.

If so, he would want to reach out and touch her.

But now he was destined to disappear into darkness. He was about to become an existence erased from records by the light.

Though sad and despairing, Kyle decided to accept it gladly. He consoled himself that since the time spent with her had given him joy and happiness, it was now time to return the favor.

"...Yes, that's enough."

Venom extended his hand to Kyle, and Kyle took it. Like a final retreat for the two of them, they were slowly breaking apart and disappearing.

* * *

"Kyle."

It felt like a nightmare.

No, it truly was a nightmare. It was a painful and longing reality that had become a terrible nightmare.

"I... I really did return."

I examined my body as if to confirm. A girl's body, the 'Eugene' I remembered. Only my hair was snow-white, like when I was a Seraphim.

Why? If I had truly returned, shouldn't I have returned to my male form from Earth?

Not that I wanted that. My identity as a male had almost completely faded away by now.

I just tried to guess the reason. And I could easily surmise it.

"This return... was the first time."

In the countless returns that Venom, no, Kyle experienced, I had only returned once. The rest were all just me, from Earth, possessing that world.

That meant I had always died. As a sacrifice to save the world, or as a savior.

Kyle had risked everything to save me. Going through countless returns that must have eaten away at his very soul.

And then he disappeared. After saving me just once.

As if that alone satisfied him.

"Why... why did you do that...?"

Realizing this fact, I wept bitterly, tears soaking my blanket as I continued to cry sorrowfully.

Did you think that would make me happy? I would have been content if you had just been happy.

It was a terrible contradiction. We both acted for each other's sake, but the result was so extreme.

How did it come to this? Looking back, I had simply spoken to a lonely, sad boy.

That snowballed into something enormous. But... even if I could go back to that moment, I think I would do it again.

"Maybe... if that's the case..."

When my thoughts reached that point, I realized that perhaps it was too early to despair.

Although this was a reconstructed world... I thought that Kyle might still exist somewhere.

Of course, reason whispered to me that it wouldn't be so. Kyle had used his existence as collateral to make me return.

But my heart refused to accept that. And I had a reason to be certain.

So I decided to look for him.

The method was vague, but surprisingly, there was a clue.

In this world, there were no more dangerous monsters or broken worlds, but all the friends I remembered were here.

Jung Ji-hoo, whose mother and father were alive and living harmoniously, and Meiling and Reika, Ji-hoo's childhood friends. They could be seen bickering over Ji-hoo every day.

I met all the people I knew from the previous world, but no one remembered Kyle. Only Alice was somewhat different.

"Kyle Lester? I've heard of the Lester family, but..."
"The Lester family... you know them?"
"Yes. They're as famous as our Crawford family. But they're a foreign family, how do you know about them, Eugene?"
"Somehow. More importantly, could you find out if such a person exists? He should be the child of people named James and Karin..."
"Hmm, it's not difficult, but investigating another family is a bit..."
"Please, I'm begging you."
"...Since you're asking so earnestly, I can't refuse. But you owe me one later."

I found a clue.

I waited for news with excitement.

I felt elated at the thought that we might meet again so easily.

If we met again, what should I say? Should I hit him for being so foolish?

No, maybe he wouldn't remember me.

If so, what should I say? How would Kyle, who doesn't remember our memories together, treat me?

He might reject me, I thought. That made me feel depressed.

But if that happened, I would still be happy in a way. It would mean he was safe. And it would mean he was doing well without me.

Apart from feeling hurt, I thought that if he was happy, that would be enough.

-Eugene? I looked into what you said, and there definitely were family members named James Lester and Karin Lester. But there was no one named Kyle Lester. They only had a daughter.
"......"
-Eugene, are you okay? I think I hear you sniffling...
"I'm... fine. Thanks for your help. I'll treat you to something later."
-...Okay, let me know if you need anything else.

...Perhaps my expectations were too high.

That made the disappointment all the more shocking.

It was close to wishful thinking. There was... no guarantee that Kyle remained in this world.

"No, no. That's not it..."

But I denied it. There was no rational logic left, but my heart still couldn't accept it.

Though no trace of the Seraphim's power remained, it felt like that power was still whispering to me. That Kyle still existed. That he hadn't been erased from the world.

*Slap* *Slap*

Yes, get a grip. It's too early to give up.

One thing is certain: Kyle is no longer Kyle Lester.

But that doesn't guarantee that Kyle doesn't exist at all. At least it's not 0%.

He might exist with a different name. Somehow, I had that feeling. Who knows, just like how I possessed different worlds each time, Kyle might have done the same for some strange reason.

If so, I thought that perhaps I could meet Kyle at places with memories.

Even if he was a different person with a different name, I might recognize him when we met... it was too vague a thought.

But there was no other way. So I just started walking aimlessly.

Since it was a reconstructed world, it wasn't exactly the same as the previous world, but it wasn't impossible to search.

I visited Kyle's house where we had stayed together, the park where we always walked, and our date spots. I even went to the theme park, which didn't hold many good memories, and somehow managed to visit the Lester family abroad. I had to get Alice's help again...

But Kyle was nowhere to be found.

As I visited each place of memories one by one, I felt my heart breaking little by little.

"This place..."

The last remaining place was where I first spoke to Kyle. Where I had asked the gloomy Kyle to be friends.

Everything had started there.

What began as a small act of compassion had now grown into something enormous.

But that feeling had lost its destination.

"It's hard..."

I collapsed and cried. My appearance was probably exactly like Kyle's when I saw him back then. Like someone abandoned in the world, with nowhere to lean on.

They say people in love grow to resemble each other; that saying had become a bitter truth.

"Me too."
"...?"

As I was crying for a long time.

"If you cry like that, my resolve wavers, Eugene. Really..."

I turned to where that voice came from.

He was there.

"Really, you have a talent for stirring people's hearts."
"Kyle!"
"Oof-"

I ran to him. And embraced him.

"You idiot, moron, wimp... why did you only appear now?"

And I vented all my frustration on him. Now that I was just an ordinary girl, my hitting strength was pathetically weak.

"Well... because I felt sorry. After saying those things, if I appeared again, it would be a bit..."
"You idiot!"

This time I genuinely gave him a knock on the head. Kyle seemed to be in pain as he smiled bitterly, but soon he stroked my head.

"I'm sorry."
"If you're sorry... do it properly this time..."
"Yes..."
"...But how did this happen? How did you come back?"
"That..."

Kyle's face hardened. Did I ask something I shouldn't have?

"...He sacrificed himself. Venom. No, my original self."

Kyle spoke of what happened with a stiff expression.

In the collapsing darkness, as Kyle's hand was breaking apart, he grabbed it but then pushed Kyle away.

-Go. To Eugene. One person is enough to fix the world.

Kyle and Venom.

The two personalities separated in the twisted space-time seemed the same, but they were ultimately two different entities.

Therefore, only one of them needed to be sacrificed. Knowing this, Venom decided to sacrifice himself.

-You... why...!

Kyle couldn't understand. Since he didn't know, he could have made himself the sacrifice and left. But Venom didn't do that.

-How could I with that face you're making. You fool.
-...!
-Tell Eugene.

He threw Kyle into the light and left his final words.

-Tell her I was happy to be saved by her.

...It was a terrible irony.

Despite suffering so much because of me, he said he was happy.

That fact made me feel solemn.

"Eugene."
"...Yes."
"I'm still an inadequate man. I'm no longer a rich young master, and I have nothing. So... someone better than me-"
"No."

Knowing what Kyle was about to say, I wrapped my arms around his neck and spoke.

"It has to be you. So don't think about running away again."
"......"
"Promise?"

I spoke firmly just to be sure. Kyle looked dumbfounded for a moment but soon couldn't hide his joy as he replied.

"Yes."

No sooner had I heard his answer than I kissed him.
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