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When I came to my senses, I found myself as Abel, a powerless character in the game. This story focuses on the academy!


Ch.1 - Prologue - Star Citizen
My name is Kim Si-min. A precious name given by my parents so that I would become an independent citizen, not a slave.

Age 28. Hobby: gaming.
As an extreme hardcore gamer who enjoys independent gameplay worthy of my name, I was playing Star Citizen, the greatest game of our time... until just a few hours ago.

Star Citizen.

A game developed by a mysterious company, featuring a medieval setting with sci-fi elements, action and adventure, and detailed implementation on a planetary scale. It has everything except status windows and has been perfect since its release without a single patch. It's considered the greatest game of our era, enjoyed by hundreds of millions worldwide, and achieving 100% completion is thought impossible even if played for a lifetime.

After clearing the main story through the shortest route, I chose a second playthrough to find Hidden Pieces. During this adventure, I obtained a previously unknown companion called "Abilityless Abel," cleared a hidden dungeon, defeated the boss room, and reached the reward room. After seeing the notification "Hidden Piece Discovered," I lost consciousness. When I woke up, I found myself in this situation.

I had become "Abilityless Abel."

I briefly hoped I might be the protagonist, but my clothing, position, and abilities all strongly indicated that I was Abel. An abilityless person who can't even light a Mana Lamp.

I'm definitely Abel now.

In this world where mana exists and everyone can feel and use it, where almost everything is made using mana, being "abilityless" means you can do virtually nothing.

Of course, this level of difficulty alone wouldn't have satisfied my taste for hardcore gaming.

Abilityless people are considered enemies of the world, hunted relentlessly by the Angel Race who serve as this world's administrators. Protecting an abilityless person is equivalent to making enemies of the entire Angel Race.

The Angel Race monitors the whole world from the "Floating Garden Eden," detecting and managing anomalies in this world. They're essentially the strongest single power in this world.

Moreover, they also chair the "Planetary Council" of nations on "Planet Terra," which serves as the background for Star Citizen. The main story involves gathering named companions, developing abilities, and ultimately driving away the Void Demons invading the planet alongside the Angel Race in the final chapter.

Therefore, making enemies of the Angel Race instantly raises the difficulty of completing the main story to an absurd level.

The very existence of abilityless people is practically a hidden element, and I only discovered it through a series of coincidences, making me essentially a pioneer in this field.

Forgetting about the main story, I couldn't abandon my hardcore player tendencies and became engrossed in uncovering the secrets of the abilityless in this world as the protagonist. That was fine until I unexpectedly became Abel.

The protagonist I was playing has disappeared, and I'm left alone in front of this massive reward room door. Even if I receive the reward and leave the dungeon, the moment I'm spotted by people, I'll likely be captured or killed by the Angel Race.

The "humans" of this world differ from "humans" in reality. The Angel Race has wings, while surface dwellers are distinguished by different animal ears or tails depending on their ethnicity. In contrast, abilityless people, born extremely rarely, look exactly like humans from our reality and cannot use mana-based items, making them easily identifiable. With the Angel Race's eyes everywhere, I can't freely move around outside.

Moreover, while the humans of Planet Terra are born with colorful hair, abilityless people invariably have dark black hair and eyes—colors rarely seen in this world. When I played as the protagonist, Abel wore robes that covered him completely, and his hair and eyes were disguised as golden using the protagonist's magic. But now that the protagonist has vanished, stepping outside would be like advertising "I'm abilityless" to everyone.

How the hell did I end up in this cursed situation? It's enough to drive me insane.

Abilityless people can't handle even basic mana-based tools and can only use SF-based weapons like "Railguns" or "Plasma Guns"—which don't fit the medieval setting at all and were probably added by the developers for hipster appeal. But these are "artifacts" that an abilityless person who can barely go outside couldn't easily obtain.

Besides, simple physical attacks without mana have almost no effect on the Void Demons, who could be considered the final bosses.

Even if I had such weapons, I was just an average human living in 21st century South Korea, with a life a million light-years away from combat.

I did complete my mandatory military service as an Air Force sergeant, but my combat ability is worse than the goblins littering the roadside. That's my reality, and it wouldn't change much even if I were given a gun—whether it's a railgun, plasma gun, or gunpowder weapon.

There's no point in overthinking this. My only hope now is that something I can use comes out of the reward room.

And not just a simple weapon like a railgun. Based on my knowledge from playing Star Citizen, maybe an artifact? I don't know.

I might as well try my luck like buying a lottery ticket.
So I walked up to what looked like the reward room and...

"Open the reward room."

<Scanning. Genetic similarity confirmed. No Demi-humans in vicinity. Decision made. Please register your citizen name.>

????

I've cleared countless dungeons while playing this game and read numerous guides, but I've never seen or heard of a reward room that talks. And how can I understand the language?

Let's just say something.

"My name is Kim Si-min... no, Abel. Register me as Abel."

<Temporary citizen registration. Citizen name 'Abel' confirmed. Welcome to the Ark, Citizen Abel.>
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<Temporary citizen registration. Citizen name 'Abel' confirmed. Welcome to the Ark, Citizen Abel.>

As these incomprehensible words sounded, the massive reward room door opened, revealing an endless corridor of steel beyond.

This background didn't match the game at all.

Simultaneously, the entire ground seemed to awaken with a resonating echo. While the developers occasionally hid sci-fi based weapons throughout the game, such a purely sci-fi setting made entirely of steel had never been discovered before.

Even after just stepping through the entrance, it was clear this structure far exceeded the scale of a simple dungeon reward room.

"Reward room? What should I call you? What exactly is this place?"

<My name is Arcana. I am the chief management AI of this 'Ark,' humanity's final ark ship. This place is the vessel humans used to migrate to this planet, and I've awakened from hibernation after recognizing Citizen Abel, 5,670 years according to Earth's Gregorian calendar. Current functions are...>

"Wait, what do you mean by humanity? Isn't humanity in this world divided into Angel Race and surface races? Migration? How could a facility like this remain undiscovered for 5,670 years?"

<The life forms currently occupying this planet's surface are not 'humanity.' They are merely Demi-humans, genetically modified by 'humanity' for adaptation and experimentation on this planet. The final order from the Planetary Management Bureau after the Alpha Sub-humans rebellion 5,670 years ago was to conserve power and wait for 'humanity.'>

<To conserve power, it was necessary to prevent Demi-humans from approaching, so this facility relocated and entered hibernation in stealth mode, waiting for human survivors.>

<While Citizen 'Abel' is not an officially registered citizen of the Ark, genetic scanning revealed strong similarities to 'humanity,' so according to Earth Federation special laws and the Ark AI Integrated Council's judgment, Citizen 'Abel' has been recognized as legitimate 'humanity' and granted temporary citizen registration. And I have an obligation to protect and support 'humanity.'>

"Just... give me a moment to think."

<Take all the time you need. Please call me whenever you need anything, Citizen Abel.>

It seems I've uncovered the truth about this game—no, this world.

I had thought the sci-fi weapons circulating in a medieval era were just the developers' hipster aesthetic. But what if that wasn't the case?

A common sci-fi trope involves creations overthrowing their creators. What if that's close to the truth of this world?

Let's assume the Earth humans in this world, like real Earth humans, couldn't manipulate mana, and that the Angel Race and surface races were born from Earth humans' research into mana.

Most Demi-humans would have been based on Earth humans, with the Abilityless being genetic mutations similar to Earth humans.

The rebels must have been the Angel Race who call themselves "administrators," which explains why they treat Abilityless people—who resemble original humans and can use Earth human legacy technology—as the world's greatest enemies.

"You mentioned a Planetary Management Bureau. What is that? Does it still exist?"

<The Planetary Management Bureau 'Babel' is a massive 100km diameter anti-gravity platform that adjusts this planet's terraforming and climate systems. With satellites currently unavailable, I cannot determine its exact coordinates, but I can detect the Bureau's signal. The Alpha Sub-humans—the winged Demi-humans—ambushed while humans were gathered at the Bureau for a meeting, and they've been occupying it ever since.>

That must be referring to the Floating Garden Eden...

"Can we regain control of the Planetary Management Bureau?"

<That would be difficult. Alpha Sub-humans were originally created to directly support humanity, and during the rebellion, they seized the control room first, immediately cutting off all connections to the Ark. I attempted to connect to the Planetary Management Bureau after awakening from hibernation, but it remains inaccessible.>

"Even if I got access, what would I do with it? I can't just wipe everything out. This is driving me crazy."

My mental state is ascending.

<...>

<Detecting excessive cortisol levels and unstable brain waves from Citizen Abel. Rest is recommended.>

"That's natural in this situation... and just call me Abel. Saying 'Citizen Abel' makes it sound like you're repeating my name, which feels awkward."

It's not like I'm Pikachu. Considering my real name, it's basically like saying "Citizen Citizen, Abel Abel," which is embarrassing.

"Is there a place to rest?"

<Of course. This is the Ark, humanity's final and largest ark ship. It has all the facilities needed for humanity to navigate space and migrate to and settle on planets. I'll guide you.>

"How will you guide—Ah!"

Suddenly appearing before me was a beautiful woman about 170cm tall, looking to be in her late teens or early twenties, with perfect proportions.

She wore a delicate white party dress-like outfit that accentuated her curves, with skin as white as snow and jet-black hair that reached her waist, contrasting with her pale complexion.

Her face was small and oval, small enough to fit in my palm, with long eyelashes and deep, dark eyes reminiscent of the cosmos, and transparent red lips—enough to momentarily steal all my senses.

Whether in reality or fiction, I doubt I've ever seen a woman more beautiful. Her sudden appearance startled me, but her appearance was so unreal it completely shattered what little sense of reality I had left. As a result, I'm sure I made the most foolish scream and expression of my 28 years of life... but this was beyond my control.

Anyone from the Earth I lived on would react the same way.

Any man with attraction to women, that is.

<?>

<Ah, I apologize. Since the organic androids are currently being adjusted, I intended to guide you with a hologram, which seems to have startled you. I should have informed you about the hologram beforehand, but my logic circuits are calibrated to past Earth human standards, so my consideration was lacking. I'll be more careful in the future.>

"No... that's not the issue. Do AIs have gender?"

<...>

Come to think of it, the voice has been female all along, hasn't it? I thought it was just to sound pleasant, like train announcements that typically use female voices.

Of course, female AIs are common in sci-fi novels, but facing it in reality, I couldn't help but ask this question.

I felt self-conscious for a moment, but this was beyond my control. The fault lies with the manufacturer, not me. Though at this point, I'm starting to question who that manufacturer even was.

<The AIs comprising the Ark AI Integrated Council have no gender. However, as the Ark's chief management AI, I coordinate the Council's opinions and make final decisions, which grants me considerable autonomous authority. As for why I appear female... my logic circuits suggest it was likely the preference of the Ark's original developers.>

<This default appearance and gender cannot be modified even by the Ark AI Integrated Council's authority. Modification would require approval from the Earth Federation Supreme Council, but this Planet Terra is millions of light-years away from the Earth Federation Supreme Council, which is presumed to have ceased to exist... Does my appearance or gender displease you?>

"No, not at all. I was just curious."

If I were displeased, I wouldn't be a man. Whether hologram or not, that's hardly the important thing.

<Anyway, I'll guide you. The residential area is nearby, so please follow me.>

....

I have no idea what kind of people developed this AI, but they probably created their ideal girlfriend since it didn't exist in reality. Isn't that the dream of engineering types?

The fact that they made it impossible to modify her appearance and gender without the approval of the Supreme Council clearly indicates they were far beyond the normal range. While I can understand the desire to preserve a masterpiece of the century... at this point, it's reasonable to question what kind of beings the Earth humans of this world were.

Walking through the wide steel corridor makes the dilemma I faced in front of the reward room just hours ago seem like a dream.

They say people become calm when confronted with something beyond their comprehension—is that what's happening to me? Given these foolish thoughts, I wonder if I'll ever adapt to this world.

Or maybe this is all a dream, and I'm just dozing off while playing a game?

You know, like that novel where someone says, "Hey, why is he smiling?"

How can I be sure I'm not the protagonist of such a story?

Or maybe the real me is just a brain in a vat.

Maybe someone controlling my brain is just playing with me.

When I came to my senses, I was standing in front of another massive steel door.

<This is the residential area. Due to the long-term facility hibernation, it's not in perfect condition, but I'll do my best to ensure you're comfortable. I'll guide you to Zone A-1.>

I should have guessed from the moment she called it a residential "zone" of humanity's largest and final spaceship.

My poor imagination had me expecting something like a cruise ship cabin at best, but this is practically an entire town transplanted into the ship.

Mansions rarely seen even in reality, buildings about five stories high though power doesn't seem fully restored yet.

When these buildings harmonized with futuristic technology, the scenery resembled something from a sci-fi movie.

<This residential zone was once bustling. It was abandoned after humanity relocated to the Planetary Management Bureau, but we've maintained it automatically even during hibernation so they could return anytime. This is Zone A-1.>

Is it just my imagination, or does she sound strangely sentimental for an AI?

Zone A-1 appears to be the largest mansion in what looks like an entire transplanted town.

I suppose that makes sense. It seems I'm the only one who will be using this place.

While most of the world outside this facility is undoubtedly a medieval setting with poorly maintained sewage systems, it's hard to believe this is the same world.

An AI that could pass for human just by conversation, holograms indistinguishable from reality, and various facilities with technology far beyond the reality I lived in.

While this is a luxurious environment compared to just hours ago when I worried about basic survival, could I live here forever?

Besides, I'm the only normal human here. What about scenarios without protagonist intervention?

If the result of a scenario progressing without protagonist intervention is the extinction of all life forms on this planet, could I survive? Would this facility be safe then? If I need to clear the scenario, how would I persuade the hostile Angel Race who try to eliminate Abilityless people on sight?

<Detecting rapidly destabilizing brain waves again. Rest is recommended. This A-1 zone ranked first in past Ark residence preference surveys for being comfortable and cozy, a pride of the Ark...>

"..."

<Are you listening? Abel?>

"Ah, thank you. I was about to rest anyway."

<...Yes. I hope you have a comfortable rest. My hologram can be projected anywhere on this ship, so please call me, 'Arcana,' if you need anything.>

"Sure, you rest well too."

Do AIs even rest? Whatever. Let's just sleep.

Maybe when I wake up—you know this is all a lie, right? Surprise! It might just be a crazy dream.

And so ended my first day in this world.
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I woke up.

The bed, crafted with SF technology, truly guaranteed the best sleep possible, but in the end, this world wasn't a dream, and I didn't wake up back in my room in the beloved 21st century Earth.

I wondered how my parents were doing. What happened to my existence on Earth while I was here? As these thoughts crossed my mind, I suddenly felt hungry.

Come to think of it, I don't think this Abel character has eaten anything since entering the dungeon... During dungeon raids, I probably just fed him potions like energy drinks to keep going.

If that's still the case, it would explain my terrible hunger.

Right. Let's eat.

"Arcana? Is this how I call you?"

<Yes. What can I do for you?>

This time she appeared as a hologram right in front of me again, which almost startled me, but I was mentally prepared so I didn't make that dumbfounded expression or scream like yesterday. Probably.

But wasn't she definitely wearing a pure white party dress yesterday? Why is she in 21st-century office attire today? Didn't she say appearance modifications were impossible?

"Is there any chance of getting some food? Now that I'm more alert, I'm feeling hungry..."

<I've already prepared it based on sleep pattern analysis and your expected wake-up time. Please go to the garden on the first floor.>

Wow... I really feel that this world isn't Earth. When technology is this advanced, AI just prepares meals timed to when you'll wake up.

If only this world were just a peaceful, ordinary future, that would have been nice.

When I went outside, unlike yesterday, the facility seemed somewhat restored, with warm, bright morning-like light that made it impossible to believe we were inside a spaceship.

"But didn't your outfit change? Is there some kind of manual for that?"

<....>

<It's just because. While appearance and gender modifications are impossible, minor changes like clothing or makeup are granted autonomous authority.>

Hmm... just because, huh.

I feel like her expressions have become more varied since yesterday, but that's probably my imagination? She had exactly the expression of a female college freshman junior looking at me.

But if an AI changes clothes "just because," isn't she basically a human without a physical body? SF is truly amazing!

<More importantly, Abel. What is your purpose?>

"That is."

Though I've only been in this world for a day, I know its ending if things proceed normally. Without the protagonist's intervention, this world will perish.

The Angel Race, who betrayed their human creators and seized hegemony as this world's "administrators," have already fallen into thousands of years of boredom, showing interest in nothing but hunting the Abilityless.

The kings of medieval-minded nations are like brittle reeds that would snap at the protagonist's touch, and before the Void Demons from the late game could invade this planet, the protagonist had to restore the Planetary Council and gather allies, Angels, and the strength of all nations to repel them—that was the original Star Citizen story.

With the protagonist vanished, we're heading straight for the bad ending of the original story, which means the destruction of this world.

Even if I survive the world's end, would that have any meaning?

Sure, Arcana is beautiful, but I can't spend my entire life with just a hologram.

Humans are social animals, and ultimately, whether Demi-humans or humans, I need a "group with society" that I can communicate with.

Otherwise, I'll eventually go mad. Therefore, my purpose can only lead to one conclusion.

"Survival. And for that, eliminating the Void Demons and somehow preventing this world's destruction."

<Do you understand what that means?>

I don't know exactly. All I have is game knowledge, and there's no guarantee this world will follow that knowledge.

"I don't know. But shouldn't we just try? Alone, I couldn't prevent the world's end or even survive. But this ship clearly surpasses this planet's technology by leaps and bounds, right? Even accounting for mana, this is an impossible irregular. If you help me, I think it's possible."

<...I understand. I also agree with that purpose for humanity's sake.>

<As of the current time, Arcana, the Ark's highest management AI and Council Chairperson, requests the Ark AI Integrated Council to review temporary citizen Abel's authority level increase. Additionally, requesting the Technical Committee to provide Class 3 or higher limited class armament support for Abel.>

<Review complete, resolution passed. Granting temporary citizen Abel 2nd-grade citizenship and approving 2nd-grade limited class armament support.>

"Feels like things are moving along quickly. I don't understand any of it, though."

<I gave you a simplified explanation of the process since I thought you should hear about this matter. A 2nd-grade citizen can receive most support except for overall Ark operations, and I'll explain about the 2nd-grade limited class armament at the Technical Committee area. For the technical area, just keep sitting there. The facility's hibernation release is complete, and the ship's anti-gravity device is operating normally.>

I didn't understand what she meant for a moment, but before I knew it, my chair floated up and was heading somewhere.

The Star Citizen I knew was definitely a medieval fantasy game with a hipster vibe, so how did it end up like this?

While trying to keep my mind from drifting into space, I arrived at the technology research facility, where square robots began moving busily in front of me, automatically creating something.

<The armament to be provided to Abel is a 2nd-grade limited class armament, commonly called a Nano Suit.>

"That name sounds familiar. Does it enhance strength and things like that? Maximum speed and such?"

Nano Suits are a common SF trope, after all. Hmm.

<Those are basic effects present even in basic armaments below 3rd-grade. Before entering hibernation after receiving the Planetary Management Bureau's final order, 'we' agreed. The final order was to conserve power and wait for 'humanity.' However, at that time, we lacked understanding of mana, the unique energy existing on this planet, and to conserve power and wait for humanity, we needed to protect the Ark.>

<Therefore, to equip ourselves with means to protect the Ark from possible attacks by Demi-humans, 'we' agreed to keep the research and development facilities running even if most other facilities entered hibernation. For over 5,670 years, only this facility has been continuously operating, and 'our' mana research specialized in mana-based armaments for 'humans' who originally couldn't use mana, and armaments that suppress mana.>

<The Nano Suit is a limited class armament of the former type, which, once it recognizes a user, combines with them and specializes in allowing humans to use mana. 2nd-grade citizen Abel. You said you would save this world, but in this world, on this planet, your very existence is an enemy, and the moment your identity is revealed, everyone will be hostile to you. Will you still step forward to save this world?>

"I think the order is wrong here. I'm just acting for my own survival. Protecting the world is essential for my survival."

<Understood. Then we'll begin.>

"Begin what?...Ugh?"

....

It seems like I lost consciousness for a moment? Is this really proper armament? Come to think of it, they've only researched for 5,670 years without testing or verification. Plus, the standard would be past humans, but am I really the same as past humans? They said they found strong similarities, not that I was identical. This is literally a prototype body-combining armament—am I just a guinea pig? This is more dangerous than experimental drugs.

That's what I thought, but I immediately regretted it when I regained consciousness and opened my eyes.

In this world, mana exists everywhere on the planet, and while any Demi-human can feel it, the game clearly explained it wasn't visible to the eye. Yet, I could clearly see the flow of mana.

A beautiful blue sea.

I could feel an endless blue sea flowing and passing over my body.

For an Abilityless, original humans, this phenomenon would be absolutely impossible, which is why the original "Abilityless Abel" couldn't be assigned roles beyond being a porter, and even as a porter, he wasn't very efficient because he couldn't use mana items.

A porter who couldn't even light a Mana Lamp.

Just a sandbag that satisfied my hardcore gamer tendencies. That's all.

But this sensation... gives me an indescribable feeling of omnipotence. Even if it's an illusion.

<Combination successfully completed. There's a disguise function for external activities, so please select according to your preference. Personally, I recommend Catkin.>

"That's just your preference, right? Be honest. I heard AIs can't judge concepts like cuteness. Are you perhaps a surviving human pretending to be an AI?"

What Catkin? A race with everything at minimum except cuteness, and you want me, a man, to disguise as that? She's definitely not an AI. If I didn't know this game, I would have fallen for it right away.

<...It was a joke. According to analysis, the most natural and suitable disguise would be Wolfkin. Shall I apply it?>

That smooth response. No matter how I look at it, she doesn't seem like an AI.

It seems I've found something to investigate when I delve deeper into this world's secrets. Is there a brain floating somewhere on this ship like in SF stories?

"Sure. I don't know this world exactly, so make it look natural. As a Wolfkin, of course."
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My ears move. According to my brainwaves, thoughts, and emotions. Flap, flap. My tail moves too. Swish, swish.

I understand that I've been disguised as a gray wolf, but I never expected they'd implement details like this.

Apparently it's not just a holographic disguise—they used nano particles to perfectly replicate the physical structure of a Demi-human. It's a completely unfamiliar sensation I've never experienced in my life. A new feeling different from the omnipotence that mana provides.

Is this how cats felt when I visited cat cafes in the past? Having my emotional state directly reflected in my ears and tail is something I need to be very careful about, though I did benefit from this feature many times in the game.

I argued with Arcana that revealing emotions wasn't necessary, but she immediately dismissed me, saying it would look unnatural if they weren't synchronized.

Anyway, this Nano Suit doesn't just allow an Abilityless person to use mana—it's a comprehensive system with mana storage, automatic defense, camouflage, wound healing, pain blocking, physical enhancement, Local Warp, communication, mana control assistance, analysis functions, video, augmented reality, and more...

This is basically just a cheat key. And if this is second-grade, that means there are first-grade and above, right?

The power of science truly is magnificent.
Of course, even with this cheat-level equipment, I, Kim Si-min, just an ordinary 21st century modern human, will struggle to utilize even 10% of its capabilities.

I can't possibly defeat fantasy barbarians who were born sensing and manipulating mana and who fight at the slightest eye contact—not as a 21st century civilized person.

So I need to gather allies. Divide and conquer. A time-honored strategy from ancient Earth.

Besides, a mana tank with poor mana control is basically just a massive time bomb, so the consortium has limited my instantaneous mana output based on my control ability.

This is the common restriction from both the Technical Committee and the Integrated Consortium in exchange for receiving Grade 2 limited armament instead of Grade 3.

Emergencies are supposedly exempt, but even that requires Arcana's urgent approval...

Thanks to the direct communication and augmented reality functions, mini-Arcana follows me everywhere I go, which is actually kind of cute.

My top priority has been getting used to mana and properly utilizing the Nano Suit's functions, and I've been training in the ship's training grounds every day, but...

I'm painfully learning that equipment advantage and the difference between knowing something intellectually versus actually using it are worlds apart.

While basic knowledge can be injected through the Neural Link function built into the Nano Suit or acquired by accessing the Ark Archive, the ability to handle mana can only be learned through hands-on experience, which was the biggest problem, and eventually...

<How did you even make it to the Ark with those skills? The caves must have been crawling with monsters everywhere! You fought your way through as a mana-incapable? I thought you were skilled, but you can't even fight, and I hoped you might have mana talent, but you don't. Did you somehow reach the Ark without encountering any monsters?>

Such unreasonable criticism, and...

<I've transmitted "Martial Arts Guide for Earth Humans Traveling Terra" and "Basic Theory of Mana Control" via Neural Link, so let's try following along! If my organic android were ready for adjustment, it would be much easier to help—or rather, beat you up. It's a shame. Holograms certainly have their limitations.>

With knowledge being directly injected into my head along with Arcana's strange lamentations uncharacteristic of an AI, and so on...

After a month of being nagged by Arcana like a daughter-in-law being scolded by her mother-in-law, I finally met the minimum requirements for academy admission.

But seriously, how did Abel in this world make it to the Ark? I'm curious about that too.

While I was working hard, the restoration of the Ark's functions steadily progressed, and eventually one of the top priorities—satellite recovery—was completed.

Those bird-brained fools were completely unaware of the superior Alpha Go... I mean Arcana's satellite surveillance, which completed the Terra planetary monitoring system.

However, excessive observation risked triggering Eden's automatic defense system—which has been operating reliably for over 5,000 years through the Earth System of faith and trust—so surveillance focused primarily on areas excluding Eden.

But isn't it absurd that it's been functioning for over 5,000 years? Even in a game, that's too unrealistic.

Those bird-brains couldn't possibly have maintained it properly. An automatic defense system operating from the Neolithic era to the 21st century... I'm once again deeply curious about what kind of entity Earth was in this world.

After the planetary monitoring system was completed, we first scanned for Earth humans called Abilityless, but either the probability of Abilityless being born is extremely low, or the Angel Race has captured them all—no Abilityless were detected by the planetary monitoring system.

In the end, after analyzing the information I remembered from the game and the conclusions from the Terra planetary monitoring system with Arcana, the optimal solution was...

To go to the academy in the Free City of Reinstadt and recruit as many barbar—I mean, talented individuals as possible.

Thanks to satellite surveillance, we could clearly understand the structure of this planet Terra—it's essentially a planet with a single continent like the ancient Pangaea, and the Free City of Reinstadt is located at the exact center of that continent, guaranteed permanent freedom and neutrality by agreement among all nations.

Whether "Earth humans" or "Demi-humans," they're ultimately based on the same genes, so their behaviors seem similar too. By the way, Eden, which can't be properly monitored, is floating somewhere in the ocean outside Pangaea.

And the result of that guaranteed permanent freedom and neutrality is the Academy District. With its perfect central location, people gathered from everywhere, forming an enormous district within the city.

In the original game, due to the difficulty of character development, the typical strategy was to carefully select a combination suited to your initially chosen race and clear the game with help from the Planetary Council and Angel Race, rather than recruiting indiscriminately. But I have Arcana, and when she mentioned being able to provide at least basic equipment, if not "Earth human specialized limited armament" boasting 5,670 years of research and development history, I immediately agreed to enroll in Sibylla Academy, the continent's finest academy, and spent a month training like hell just to meet the minimum requirements.

Imagine needing a month of suffering even with this cheat-key item just to meet the minimum entry requirements for these fantasy barbarians.

No wonder we're not a combat race that fights Void Monsters wandering through space.

Two weeks until the entrance exam. It's time to interact with this world directly through my body rather than my mind.

Well then.

"Arcana"

<Human salvation plan approved. Initiating Local Warp for user Abel. Destination: North Gate of the Free City of Reinstadt.>

The moment I heard Arcana say "3, 2, 1, ready—go," I naturally arrived about 1km away from a massive city gate featuring a mix of medieval Gothic and Renaissance styles, thanks to the Local Warp function built into my Nano Suit.

In SF novels, people usually get motion sickness during warp or FTL travel, but I felt nothing—just suddenly being there?

Well, warping typically involves folding space, so it makes sense there's no motion sickness. I felt an incredibly subtle sensation that's hard to describe, but that's not what matters...

It's beautiful.

In terms of sheer urban scale, it can't compare to the megapolises of the 21st century, but the endless green wheat fields surrounding the city, the tall, clear sky without a trace of fine dust, the faintly visible blue river, and the European-like cityscape visible from afar make it feel like an extremely upgraded version of my past European travels.

Moreover, my vision, enhanced by the Nano Suit, allowed me to appreciate each detail of this scenery. The sense of being truly alive that could never be experienced just by having satellite scan information crammed into my head.

Of course, there are alien sights unlike Earth—like rabbit-eared humanoid creatures with twitching ears working in the wheat fields—but such minor differences aren't important.

Would virtual reality games in my future feel like this?

"By the way, what's this human salvation plan? I'm pretty sure I heard something about that earlier."

<It's a plan approved by the consortium just before the warp. Viewing the details requires Security Clearance level 3 or higher. Currently, Grade 2 citizen Abel can only access up to confidential classification. I submitted a request to the consortium for security clearance elevation, but they concluded it's premature... I apologize. It's not a plan that will harm Abel.>

I was just asking casually, but she's so strict. That's an AI for you. Merciless.

In the game, I preferred to stick around my chosen race's cities, so I rarely visited the Free City of Reinstadt unless it was for a quest, but it was quite famous among players who favored academy content or those who focused on business like trading or mercenary work.

Even before I was forcibly transported to this world, the map that players were creating for the Star Citizen universe wasn't complete. Being exactly in the center of the continent and famous for its safety, the city attracts all kinds of merchants and mercenaries.

By the way, those players who explored by ship looking for new continents were completely wasting their time. Who would have thought it was like Pangaea? My condolences to those past players.

"Won't I look like a crazy person talking to myself if people see me chatting with you? I don't know everything about this world, but I doubt crazy people talking to themselves are common here."

<When conversing with me, automatic camouflage and sound barrier functions are activated, but sensitive residents of this world might still sense something unusual, so I recommend caution. If you consent to surface psychological brain scanning, I can understand you to some extent without you speaking aloud. Would you like me to scan? Deep psychological brain scanning of 'humans' by AI is regulated from the lowest level by Earth Federation law and is impossible, but simple surface psychological recognition is possible.>

"No, that's a bit much."

Even for an AI, mind reading is scary... My thoughts are precious.

While having these trivial conversations with Arcana and slowly savoring the scenery, I eventually reached the city gate.

Was ancient Constantinople like this? As I approached the gate, I saw a Tigerkin standing guard who appeared to be a head taller than me.

"Origin, name, status, affiliation, purpose."

"From the Gray Wolf tribe of Kingdom of Fenrir. Name's Abel Bearwolf. Status: commoner. No affiliation. Requesting entry to the free city for the Sibylla Academy entrance exam in two weeks. Here's my identification."

It's a fantasy version ID card that displays information when infused with mana—this is a forged ID created with extreme scientific prowess.

By the way, this Neural Link language injection would be an incredibly desirable feature if I could return to reality. Is there no way?

"Confirmed. Welcome to the Free City of Reinstadt."

My true fantasy life has begun.

Ch.5 - Sibylla Academy (1)
The Academy District begins from the north gate of Reinstadt.

Sibylla Academy is located near the city center and is the largest and most prestigious academy on this planet. During this period, tens of thousands of people visit the city to take the entrance exam.

It's somewhat like the college admissions season in 21st century South Korea.

The first thing to do is registration. Since there's no internet in this world, I have to go there in person.

I could take a mana-powered carriage, but wanting to take in more of the city's scenery, I walked slowly and arrived at Sibylla Academy.

"That'll be 1 gold and 50 sillings, meow!"

When I applied for registration, a Catkin female receptionist demanded payment in a cheerful voice. This little... Even though this isn't 21st century South Korea. Well, I did contribute to building a brick or two at a certain university back then.

The difference is that 1 gold and 50 sillings here is enough for a normal family of four to live on for an entire month. Charging this much just for registration is highway robbery.

Of course, this doesn't apply to me. I've already achieved scientific victory, so I can print unlimited money for these fantasy barbarians...!

Or so I thought.

<While currency counterfeiting is prohibited in principle, the Legislative Judiciary Committee and Special Ethics Committee have determined that a reasonable amount is permissible for the plan, as it's necessary and not Earth Federation currency. However, disrupting the planetary currency balance is forbidden.>

That's what they say. Anyway, academy expenses are no problem.

"Thank you, meow!"

Her ears twitching up and down is cute. Game graphics and seeing things in person really have completely different impacts. But the Catkin I saw in the game didn't talk like this?

Anyway, now that I've taken care of the most urgent matter, the next thing to do is obvious.

Registering at the Mercenary Guild, a fantasy basic. I don't need money, but I need practical experience and to analyze how the Demi-humans of this world fight.

Besides, raising my reputation is essential when trying to recruit companions in fantasy settings. The best way to do that is mercenary work, and since the Mercenary King is also a recruitment target, following the proper path is the answer.

The Mercenary Guild is located near the city hall in Reinstadt's central district.

This city of trade, education, and freedom is certainly better maintained than most kingdom capitals, giving the feeling of being in a tourist city, but I mustn't forget.

This is a fantasy barbarian planet.

Being deceived by appearances could literally get my nose cut off. Like those tigers and bears fighting with their fists in front of the Mercenary Guild...?

"?"

<What a mess.>

Fortunately, the city guards took them away shortly after, but this neighborhood definitely doesn't suit a civilized person's sensitive sensibilities.

"I'm here to register as a mercenary."

A Ratkin receptionist, looking maximally bored, sits and stares up at me.

"???"

"Go away, little Wolfkin, unless you want to die. Shoo, shoo~"

Abel's body is 17 years old. The Demi-humans in this world are naturally larger than humans, and because I couldn't grow properly during my Abilityless period, I look even smaller and younger.

Unexpected rejuvenation isn't bad, but...

The Nano Suit is supposed to handle physical modifications according to the growth period, so I've been ignoring it, but compared to the others who are at least 1.5 times my size, it's definitely...

Even though this world handles everything with mana, as one trains with mana, the body naturally strengthens too, so martial artists typically grow larger.

Looking at myself now, I feel like a complete gym newbie.

Plus, I haven't yet shed that characteristic awkwardness of a civilized person.

"It's fine. I'm confident in my mana control abilities."

She gives me a very dubious look, but...

"Well, it's your life, so do what you want. I warned you. You start at F-rank. You'll rise quickly as you build up achievements, so don't worry too much."

That's fine. What I need is just to get used to the atmosphere of real combat, not money. I receive a roughly made wooden F-rank mercenary tag and start my first mission.

Goblin hunting.

In a game, this wouldn't be something a rookie with no practical experience should face. Goblins typically live in dark caves, armed with all sorts of traps and poisons—cunning creatures that should only be approached after gaining some combat experience. But that doesn't matter to me.

The key question is whether I can handle humanoid beings, and goblins are the minimum training opponents for that. Whether it's goblins, trolls, or orcs, I won't die to monsters.

When I apply with the receptionist, she says parties are formed automatically. Just like in the game, where you apply for a mission and get automatically assigned to a party.

"C-rank mercenary Cayden. I don't particularly care what weapon you use."

A scarred, half-naked Wolfkin male holding a spear about 2 meters long. He seems to be the leader of this party.

"D-rank mercenary Linda. I handle ranged support."

A cute-looking Catkin woman. She's holding a staff, so she seems to be a magic user, but at D-rank, I shouldn't expect too much.

"F-rank mercenary Abel. I'm a fighter."

More precisely, I'm an all-rounder. Our party of three doesn't have a bad composition. The receptionist said to handle things ourselves, but she assigned a C-rank leader, which shows she's actually quite considerate. The appropriate rank for goblin subjugation is D-rank.

"An F-rank fighter? I can't protect you, so if you're a wolf, survive on your own."

Yeah, yeah. I can't tell if he's being considerate or just has a bad personality.

Our destination is the goblin cave in the Bockendorf area on the outskirts of Reinstadt. Apparently, they keep appearing steadily despite regular subjugation. They're not cockroaches, for goodness' sake.

"Arcana?"

<Yes.>

"If these guys are in danger, support them. I'd feel uncomfortable if they died right in front of me."

<Yes. Understood.>

Arcana said they aren't "humans," and by definition that might be correct, but if they talk like people, act like people, and think like people, what are they if not human?

Anyone living in 21st century South Korea would think similarly. They're too human-like to deny just because they have ears or tails.

Anyway, as in the game, travel time is considerable without expensive mana-powered carriages or warps.

The undeveloped natural landscape is breathtaking, but even that gets boring after a while... Next time, I'll only accept missions in nearby locations.

While walking with these thoughts, we arrived at the cave entrance.

"Arcana, can you scan the cave?"

<I've already finished. Inside the cave are 1 hobgoblin and 43 goblins. I'll mark the optimal route.>

A hobgoblin could be dangerous for a D-rank party.

"I sense a mana signature larger than a regular goblin inside the cave, probably a hobgoblin."

"An F-rank knows that?"

"I'm confident in my mana detection and control. I'm certain."

"A hobgoblin is dangerous for an F-rank. Are you sure? I can't fight while protecting you. Nothing is more precious than your life. As an F-rank, there's no penalty for mission failure, so I recommend turning back."

This guy talks more than I expected.

"It's fine. Total of 43 goblins, 1 hobgoblin detected. I've already mapped the cave interior, so I'll take the lead."

"I'm fine too!"

"...Do as you please."

Normally, the most dangerous things in a goblin cave would be traps... but Arcana has already scanned the cave, and with my enhanced vision, the traps in the darkness are clearly visible, so we pass through the entrance as if taking a stroll.

"Three goblins detected ahead."

"Abel right, I'll take center, Linda left. Attack when Abel closes in."

If I had chosen a more comfortable path, I would have picked a ranged weapon.

Killing something with your own hands versus killing it from a distance may seem the same, but they're not.

However, a much more cruel and harsh path awaits me, and it's better to discard my pride as a civilized person quickly.

This world is ruled by barbarism and power. This is training for that.

I channel mana into my feet for footwork, as practiced with Arcana for a month.

Since humans created martial arts, all martial arts begin with footwork, and this world's martial arts are no different.

<Combat assistance initiated. Supporting mana control.>

The fortunate thing is that while I'm still a novice in martial arts, my mana control is expert-level with Arcana's assistance.

With the omnipotent feeling from mana flowing through my body, I instantly close the distance, pivot on my right foot, concentrate mana in my right elbow, and drive it into the goblin's head. The terrible feeling of a skull being crushed is vividly clear through my enhanced senses, along with blood spurting like a fountain.

"Kiki...gik?"

After dealing with one, I immediately deliver a straight punch to the heart of the next goblin, using the rotational force of my left foot and waist.

My mana-infused fist breaks through the ribs and destroys the goblin's heart.

Though the plan changed, Cayden, true to his C-rank status, takes care of the last goblin.

"..."

<Abel. Are you alright?>

No, I'm not. Even after shaking my hands, the disgusting feeling of crushing a skull and having my fist tear through flesh, breaking ribs and destroying a heart, seems to linger on my fingertips.

The all-too-realistic smell of blood and grotesquely scattered entrails. Would it have been better if the blood were green like in some games?

Adapting to the age of barbarism starts with getting used to such things. This isn't a game after all, but the reality before me.

Of course, I could block all sensations and fight like it's a game.

But that would clearly limit me. Martial arts are ultimately the accumulation of karma. My intuition tells me so, and the knowledge implanted in me says the same.

Nevertheless.

"I'm fine. Just surprised for a moment."

I need to convince myself that I'm okay.

"Have you trained in martial arts before? It's hard to believe you're an F-rank mercenary. Usually, F-ranks without other experience struggle even with wild dogs. Judging by your shaking hands, is this your first real combat? Don't worry. You'll adapt soon. I was the same in my first real fight, but got used to it quickly. And once you're used to it, it's nothing."

This guy seems to have become more talkative...?

He looks like the epitome of a lone wolf, but my image of him is gradually breaking. Thanks to him, I feel a bit more at ease. Is this his way of providing mental care? As expected of a veteran mercenary!

"Th-that's right!"

This Catkin girl doesn't seem to be much help though.

"I'm fine. Let's proceed quickly. I detect about five more ahead."

As I gradually became accustomed to the atmosphere and sensations of real combat, we reached the boss room.

Ch.6 - Sibylla Academy (2)
"This is the last one. One hobgoblin and two faint biological signals, likely demi-humans, detected at the 7 o'clock position."

"I have something to say."

"?"

"?"

"Survivors detected inside the room. I'll mark the hobgoblin one-on-one, so the rest of you should prioritize rescuing the survivors."

"Are you sure? From what we've seen so far, you seem capable, but..."

"I'm fine. After entry, please head straight to the survivors at the 7 o'clock position."

"Enter!"

As soon as we entered the boss room, I saw a hobgoblin sitting on a pile of bones, accompanied by the intense smell of rotting corpses.

Compared to ordinary goblins, which are smaller than humans, this one had a massive build with an iron sword and armor. A helmet made of human bones. Broadly speaking, goblins might be considered "demi-humans" too.

It doesn't matter. That thing is not "human."

"Kigigigigik!"

The creature, sitting like a king on its bone throne, slowly rose with a mocking cry and stared at me with glowing red eyes. In that moment, I charged forward, channeling mana into my feet.

The hobgoblin noticed my charge and raised its sword, but my body had already reached its front. I converted my maximum acceleration into rotational force.

Boom!

The stone beneath my pivoting foot shattered, sending fragments flying in all directions as my straight punch blew away the hobgoblin's entire upper body. The mana in my fist, even after destroying the hobgoblin's torso, continued onward to hit the cave wall, leaving a huge mark.

"How are the survivors doing?"

"You already...? It doesn't look good. This isn't something a potion or two can fix."

"My healing magic isn't sufficient... I'm sorry."

Looking closer, I saw both had suffered extreme torture, with no intact parts on their bodies. Their wounds were all rotting, and they seemed to have lost consciousness already.

I thought I'd grown accustomed to cruelty, but I nearly vomited at the sight. Seeing beings practically human in such a state...

"Arcana. Would it be difficult?"

"It would be difficult in the current situation. It might be possible if we transported them to the Ark, but since demi-humans and humans have different physical structures, it would likely be challenging even there. If a Planetary Management Bureau facility that handled demi-humans remained intact, perhaps... Besides, exposing the Ark to demi-humans carries too much risk. The transfer approval would likely be denied."

Right. This is the common reality of the world I've been dragged into.

"It would be better to ease their passing. This happens often in mercenary work... I'll do it."

Thud! Thud!

"Let's head back. Good work, everyone."

"Good work, Abel."

...

After completing my first mission, I threw myself into mercenary work like a madman. As a result, my mercenary rank was upgraded to C-class, and finally, the day of the Sibylla Academy entrance exam arrived.

I gained solid practical experience in a short time and set a record for the fastest promotion to C-class mercenary in the history of the Reinstadt Mercenary Guild, raising my profile somewhat.

At least among mercenaries in this city, I'm treated as something of a rising star?

Of course, that has nothing to do with getting into the academy... Since it's the continent's top academy, the best raw talents will gather there, and a rising star in Reinstadt's mercenary world would be less significant than a firefly before the sun.

I have a long way to go... Why doesn't this game have something like a status window? It would be nice to have something that shows reputation stats.

"Status window!"

....

As expected, nothing happens. Fortunately, the street is so noisy that no one seems to have heard me.

Even if they did hear, they wouldn't understand what I meant, but I'd rather not be treated like a madman shouting to himself.

"Hahahahaha! Sibylla Academy! I have arrived!"

Why is it that whenever I think something like this, someone matching that description appears in front of me? Must be my imagination?

With a height easily exceeding 2 meters and a mass several times mine, huge round brown bear ears, and a vigorously wagging fluffy ivory-colored dog tail. A man in fancy noble clothes laughing loudly enough to blow away the academy's main gate. His fists are the size of my head—isn't this a mutant...?

He seems to be a hybrid of bearkin and dogkin. As the saying goes, it's best to avoid madmen. So that's how such combinations work! The mysteries of genetics are truly amazing!

Thinking this, I went to find my exam room and sat down to wait, but the rabid dog from the main gate came over and naturally sat next to me.

Despite there being some distance between the chairs, his massive build made it seem like we were right next to each other.

The academy age limit was clearly 17, right? Surely he's not still growing?

"Oh! The wolfkin man I saw earlier! From the Gray Wolf tribe?"

"...?"

It's surprising that he remembers me, but how does he know I'm from the Gray Wolf tribe, even though it's a cover identity?

"Nice to meet you! I'm Wladimir Wladimirowitsch Putin! You can call me Volodya for short!"

*Cough* Pu...what? Which developer is responsible for this? Such bad taste. Volodya? You're definitely just Putin to me.

"Abel Bearwolf. Just Abel is fine. You know about the Gray Wolf tribe?"

"Of course! Everyone thinks I'm ignorant because of my size, but I am the legitimate heir of the Putin family, inheriting all our ancestral secret techniques! Being accomplished in both literary and martial arts is basic for me!"

Oh... really? I hope those ancestral secrets don't include making radioactive tea drinks?

Better to ignore this.

So I closed my eyes, pretending to meditate while waiting, and soon felt the area around me filling with examinees.

"Oh, everyone's here, nya!"

I heard a familiar voice and saw the cute cat-eared... I mean, the catkin woman with the peculiar speech pattern I'd seen at registration. Her short bob haircut made her twitching ears very noticeable and distracting.

"I'm Larry Dane, second-year combat department student and your exam proctor, nya!"

I thought she was an academy staff member, but she's a second-year combat student. A catkin in the combat department—that's rare.

"The first exam consists of three stages, nya! Mana emission ability, mana control ability, and mana quantity measurement! For mana emission, just hit this specially made magic stone, and your emission ability will be automatically measured, nya!"

It's basically just a punching machine.

"For mana control, use your mana to condense the smoke inside this sphere into one place as much as possible. For mana quantity measurement, just stand inside that square box over there, nya! We'll start right away, nya!"

"Starting with examinee number 10374, nya!"

A red-haired dogkin male at the edge went up to the magic stone, struck an exaggerated pose, and...

"Hah! This is my full power! Super-Emperor Heat Evil Fist!!!!"

*Tap!* Not even a scratch.

"Failed, nya!"

...

This is embarrassing to watch. Well, at this age, it's not strange for humans to still have chuunibyou syndrome.

When I was young, I used to play with knives while watching anime, saying things like "Kukuku, I can see the lines!" Ugh, it gives me goosebumps just thinking about it.

And so, one after another, they all failed at the mana emission test without even scratching the stone.

The only ones left were Putin, me, and a tigerkin girl in oriental clothes hugging a sword as long as her body, who had somehow taken a seat nearby.

Out of the 30 people in this exam room, 27 failed the mana emission test... is this for real?

"To think they can't even overcome something like this! Today's youth are so weak! It's time to show the essence of the Putin family!"

You're one of "today's youth" too, friend. You're not lying about your age, are you?

"Uooooh!"

"That's a proficient level of mana concentration. Lacks some finesse, though."

"Indeed. With that level, he'll definitely pass."

It wasn't just baseless confidence—the amount of mana condensing in his two fists was alarming.

Any ordinary monster would die instantly if hit by that, and it's at a level that would be dangerous even for me. I should have studied other characters' profiles more carefully.

He's definitely a named character.

BOOM!!!!!

After gathering mana in his two fists like he was charging energy, he simply drove them into the magic stone.

It's the sound of fists hitting stone, but it sounds like a bomb exploding.

The stone seems to have a huge fist-shaped depression in it. Is that okay? It's not broken, is it? Or did he just break it with pure strength?

"Pass... you pass, nya!"

"This is the mana control technique of the Putin family tradition!"

"Pass!"

"You pass, nya!"

After making a huge fuss like he was facing his life's greatest enemy, our Putin easily secured his pass.

Considering that Sibylla Academy is divided into Combat, Magic, and Research departments, with his skills, he's very likely to make it to the final acceptance for the Combat department—which is also where I applied. So I'll have to spend my academy life with "that"...

I'm already feeling overwhelmed.

"Next!"

It's my turn. My month of training in the Ark and two weeks of practical experience have increased my understanding of mana incomparably from when I first handled it. I think I can aim for a high rank, not just the minimum requirement.

I can't be as flashy as him, but there isn't just one path of martial arts—I have my own path that suits me.

A magic stone specially made to absorb mana and impact.

The huge imprint of two fists left by Putin. With my current skill, I can't beat his mark in terms of area. So what I'll aim for is a point.

I concentrate mana to the limit in my right fist. I pull my fist back to my lower abdomen and...

I thrust it forward like taking a step.

Boom!

Golden Eight Forms, Thrusting Punch.

My stepping punch penetrated through the stone's resilience, creating a hole that went all the way to the other side.

"Uh... pass! You pass, nya!"

And so I easily passed the mana emission test.

For the second test, mana control ability, with Arcana's control assistance, I condensed the smoke into an almost perfect point and passed easily.

For the mana quantity test, I disguised it to match my emission ability and passed.

"Abel! You passed too! I knew you would pass from the moment I saw you at the main gate!"

"I get it, so please let go of my shoulder. Someone your size can commit violence just by shaking someone without even using mana. I'm getting dizzy."

"I apologize! It's become a habit!"

What kind of life have you been living, human...

Crash! The magic stone splits in half and falls to the floor.

Wow.

The tigerkin girl who was last in line drew the sword she was hugging and cleanly cut the already battered magic stone in half. That must have been quite expensive.

"Pass! All who passed, please follow me, nya!"

And so, out of thirty people in this exam room, only three passed. Now it's time for the final test.

Ch.7 - Sibylla Academy (3)
The final exam is a duel where two people fight in front of examiners who evaluate their performance. The first exam was apparently to determine who would be their opponent.

After all, it's hard to evaluate if a proper fight can't take place.

Winning or losing isn't important—what matters is fully demonstrating your skills to receive high scores from the examiners. Inflicting fatal wounds on your opponent means immediate disqualification. Being caught using Artifacts also means immediate disqualification.

They say fighting with pure skill is what's important.

"Abel Bearwolf! Please come to examination room 10!"

"Oh. It's your turn!"

"..."

Following the guide, I saw a large square dueling arena that reminded me of some martial arts tournament.

Next to it were examiners sitting with papers, busily writing something, and standing calmly on the arena was a young lion beastkin with golden hair who appeared to be my opponent. He looked like the very embodiment of a young nobleman.

He gave off the impression of openly advertising "I am nobility" to anyone who looked.

"I am Vasily of House Romanov."

As he introduced himself, he lightly twirled the saber he was holding and raised it to his chest in a formal sword salute.

Impressive. I can't help but admire him.

He was the very picture of nobility. How can there be such a difference between nobles when Putin is supposedly one too?

"Abel Bearwolf."

I responded with a cupped fist salute.
After all, the basic greeting for a martial artist is the cupped fist.

"Inflicting fatal wounds on your opponent is forbidden. Using Artifacts is also forbidden. Controlling your own power is also part of your skill, so no objections will be accepted."

The referee emphasized once more the warnings we'd already heard repeatedly in the waiting room.

My Nano Suit isn't an Artifact but the fruit of great science, so I'm not cheating. Definitely not.

"Then... begin!"

Thud!

<Critical threat to user detected. Emergency calculation assistance activated!>

I missed Vasily's explosive lunge that closed the distance at the start, and in that moment, Arcana's emergency calculation assistance automatically activated.

One-Thought activated—a perception-enhancing skill that breaks moments into instants.

Movements that would normally be invisible gradually became visible to me. A sharp thrust aimed precisely at my neck.

I slightly twisted my head to avoid it, then struck the side of the blade with a mana-infused fist to deflect it.

Despite the significant impact to his wrist, Vasily immediately attempted a three-hit combo starting with a horizontal slash.

I stepped back to avoid it.

This is no joke.

Even with my perception enhanced by Arcana's calculations, it's difficult to keep up at my current level. One-Thought is still imperfect due to lack of proficiency—I can't even properly break moments into instants yet. I can't maintain it for long either.

Indeed, this planet's top academy isn't just for show—everyone here seems to overwhelmingly transcend ordinary boundaries.

Thanks to his initial strike missing, we were now facing each other in a state of mutual caution. In this slowed world of instants, optimal attack and defense paths were calculated and displayed to me in real-time.

If this weren't an exam, I could trust my Nano Suit's defensive capabilities and take a hit to land a decisive blow, but this is just an entrance exam, and doing something like that would likely get me disqualified for suspected Artifact use.

I could tell from just that single exchange.

I can't let him attack first. My opponent has a style similar to mine—explosive steps and devastating single strikes that lead into combination techniques.

With my current skill level, trying to strike second but land first against such a master would be absurd even with Arcana's assistance. The answer is to strike first.

This time, I'll go in first.

Gate Opening. I take a deep breath, drawing in mana from the atmosphere.

I circulate the mana in my body to its limit and—

Boom!

In an instant, I concentrated mana on the soles of my feet and stepped forward hard enough to dent the floor, diving straight into my opponent's space.

I could see his pupils dilate as he recognized my approach and tried to defend, but...

It was already too late.

Abel-style unique martial art—

—Advancing Single Yang Roar.

The combination of ancient Earth martial arts and mana. I fully sublimated the techniques I learned with Arcana into something truly my own.

My palm strike, swinging upward diagonally, hit Vasily's chin directly, and the mana infused in my palm should have struck his brain.

"Hup!"

He endured it. He just widened his eyes and endured it with his bare body. This guy is truly a monster.

He endured a brain-rattling attack with sheer willpower?

Damn. I used minimal mana since this was just a duel, so it wasn't enough. I put everything into that attack, so it's too late to defend...

"I concede."

???

"Evaluation complete! Winner: Abel Bearwolf! After the examiners' review, your final acceptance results will be announced, so both of you please return to the waiting room."

??????

If he had counterattacked, I definitely would have lost!

"What did you say your name was?"

He asked me with the same composed expression and posture as before the duel, while I was still confused.

"Abel. Abel Bearwolf. Why didn't you counterattack?"

"I felt the amount of mana in your hand. If you hadn't been considerate of me, I would be lying down by now. I calculated and made my judgment. That's all. Abel Bearwolf. I'll remember you."

"Uh... sure."

If that's what you say, then I guess that's how it is...

After finishing my exam, I came down to see Putin's exam starting in the arena next to mine.

"I'm going to finish you in less than a second! This is the secret technique passed down through my family...!"

....

Let's stop watching. What exactly are nobles in this world...?

I returned to the waiting room and waited, and Putin appeared right after me, as if he really had finished in one second. Was he even more ridiculous than I thought? Though I assume they matched opponents based on ability.

"Abel! I won! Did you win too?"

"I did, but isn't winning or losing not the point of this?"

"What nonsense! For a man, winning is everything! As expected, my eyes weren't wrong! I knew you would definitely win!"

I don't know what his reasoning is, but if that's what he thinks, then so be it... Let's not think too deeply about it.

"I. Victory."

The tiger beastkin girl with bright silver hair carrying a spear, who took the first exam with us, also made her presence known. But when did she take her exam? Is stealth a tiger's specialty? I didn't even know she was in the waiting room until she spoke.

It seems like this is the first time I've heard her speak, too.

"Oh! So all three of us from the first exam passed! Hey, woman! What's your name? You look so fragile that you'd lose an arm-wrestling match with a goblin, yet you surprised me!"

And she's immediately disrespected. Her expression, which had been expressionless until now, seemed to subtly change for a moment, but that must be my imagination? Looking again, she seems even colder and more expressionless than before.

Oh Putin, Putin... If you talk to girls like that, you'll be single for life. What am I going to do with you? Your supposed mastery of both literary and martial arts apparently doesn't include understanding women's hearts. And winning doesn't automatically mean passing, my friend.

"Uh... yeah. Congratulations."

Anyway, since she spoke to me first, I'll ignore Putin and congratulate her on her victory.

"I'm Seol-hwa. You?"

Her expression remains blank and her speech is terse, but seeing her ears suddenly point forward when she asks, according to my amateur cat psychology, she's attentively listening for my answer. Of course, she's a tiger, not a cat, but it's basically the same thing.

"Me? Abel. Abel Bearwolf."

Nod, nod. She nods her head as if satisfied and slowly sways her tail. Her expression is still blank.

Cute. Incredibly cute. Damn, why are all felines so adorable?

Should I ask if I can pat her head just once? She'd probably hate having her ears touched, right?

<I don't know what you're thinking, but please don't act on whatever thoughts you're having. Your expression is a bit concerning.>

Hey, what did I do! I'm just thinking! You're not secretly scanning my brain, are you?

Thankfully, Arcana's powerful attack came at the perfect timing, allowing me to regain my senses. Anyway, such attacks from felines are dangerous. I'll have to be careful from now on.

"By the way, how's the Ark doing? I briefly checked the archive and saw you've been sending something into space every day. Is this also something you can't tell me about?"

Let me naturally change the subject. Lately, I've noticed Arcana's expressions toward me becoming increasingly subtle, and I can't afford to damage my image any further.

<No, that's fine to discuss. After restoring the satellite link, I'm building a geostationary orbital station connected to it. Simultaneously, I'm reconstructing mining facilities on the far side of Terra's first moon. The facilities built by humanity in the past have been destroyed due to aging and meteorite impacts... Once the orbital station is completed, direct and rapid support from planetary orbit will be possible. Direct support from orbit is also relatively free from the Planetary Management Bureau's surveillance.>

"I see."

I don't exactly understand what she's talking about, but I can tell Arcana is working hard. That's good enough. She's a superior AI, so she'll handle things properly.

"As of now, all exam evaluations have been completed. Those whose names are called, please come to Termini Square in the center of the academy."

It seems the results are finally out. Some kind of mana-based amplification magic is making the announcement echo throughout the academy.

"Lee Seol-hwa from the Song Empire."

"Wladimir Wladimirowitsch Putin from the Rus Kingdom."

As expected, both of them passed easily.

"Romanov Petrovich Vasily from the Romanov Grand Duchy."

My opponent seems to have passed as well. Could he actually be a prince or something?

"Abel Bearwolf from the Kingdom of Fenrir."

And finally, me.

Following the instructions to the massive square at the center of the academy, I saw about a hundred people gathered, with a giant mana screen floating in the middle displaying rankings.

1st place: Lee Seol-hwa

...What exactly is her deal? What did she do during her duel to take first place?

8th place: Putin

And I'm 10th. I can't believe I ranked lower than Putin. This is unacceptable. Not that entrance rankings matter, but it's the principle of the thing.

For academy freshmen, there are 30 students each in the Combat Department, Magic Department, and Research Department, so being 10th out of 90 is definitely not a bad start. I was originally aiming to just meet the minimum requirements, and I wasn't even using my full power.

Well, I'm sure my opponents weren't using their full power either, but my "full power" includes the power of superior science. Putin would be nothing if I went all out.

This is absolutely not me trying to cope with ranking lower than Putin.

Even as I was happily engaging in this mental victory, the ceremony preparations were proceeding quickly, and before I knew it, the entrance ceremony had already begun.

Is it okay to rush through everything like this? From the exam straight to the entrance ceremony in one go. They seem even more impatient than that certain nation that loves to do everything quickly.

"The Headmaster of Sibylla Academy is entering!"

...?

Wait. Why is 'that person' here? Is 'that person' really here right now?

The individual who appeared before me as the academy's headmaster—when I was just planning to get through the entrance ceremony while thinking idle thoughts—ended up completely shattering my mental composure.

Ch.8 - Sibylla Academy (4)
"I am Uriel, the Headmaster of Sibylla Academy."

'That thing'—no, Uriel.

The Archangel of Evil's Destruction and Annihilation
The Eternal Flame of Retribution
The Sacred Fire of the Supreme God
The Sword of Truth
The Guardian of Eden's Gate

An angel of battle with countless titles, the strongest in Eden.

One of this world's mightiest beings who, in the late game, stands at the vanguard with Eden's cooperation, burning the most Void Demons in battle.

She is Uriel, the Archangel who truly deserves the title "Guardian of the World" among the Angel Race, protecting humanity and never hesitating to sacrifice herself for mankind.

I knew she participated in battles during the late game, leading other angels from Eden, but I had no idea about her activities during this period... Academy Headmaster?

I never imagined this.

I mean, her title is literally "Guardian of Eden's Gate," so why isn't she at Eden? It's like red bean bread without red beans.

My habit of never looking at other players' walkthroughs has finally come back to bite me. She must have been incredibly famous among academy-focused players. But following guides ruins the fun.

As that famous developer said, "Games are no fun if they're too easy." Besides, academy stories were never my thing, and my activity area wasn't even near here.

Uriel protects "humanity."

But I won't be included in that protection. I'm Eden's enemy. And Eden's enemy is the world's enemy.

The Archangel of Evil's Destruction who shows absolute devotion to those she protects but no mercy to those she deems evil.

If I had known Uriel was here, I might have reconsidered enrolling in the academy. I wonder how much I need to grow before I can even put up a fight against her.

Even in the game, she only appeared in the very final stages as essentially a deus ex machina, an unrecruitable character, so her exact combat power remains unknown. If she becomes my enemy, I have no chance of winning at this point.

Moreover, one of Uriel's aliases, "Sword of Truth," means she has insight that can pierce through all truths. The moment I arouse her suspicion, my fantasy life could end right there.

...

I have no choice but to go with Plan B.

My original plan was to start as the top student, become Student Council President, take over the academy, and control all the talented individuals here...

But becoming Student Council President means receiving Uriel's explosive attention.

Even if the chances of getting caught are slim, I can't gamble with my life. There's no guarantee I'd come back if I died.

I wish I had a status window or some EX-rank Regressor or SSS-rank Reincarnator traits. This game sucks.

If I can't be the sun in the light, I'll have to be the mastermind controlling everything from the shadows.

I just need to recruit the top students without catching Uriel's eye!

I didn't realize it when this was just a game, but seeing Uriel in person makes it even clearer.

'That thing' is something that vastly transcends the category of living beings.

While most demi-humans' ears or tails are merely auxiliary means of expressing emotions and maintaining balance, an Archangel's wings are themselves enormous mana reservoirs and tools for aerial maneuverability. And this isn't just gliding—with that massive mana storage, it's like a jet aircraft plastered with all kinds of magic.

Even with Arcana's computational assistance, I can't properly measure the exact amount of mana contained in those wings. According to calculations, releasing just a tiny fraction could blow away an entire mountain.

At this point, she's not a tactical weapon but a strategic one. A human-sized, maneuverable nuclear bomb flying around. No, maybe even worse than a nuclear bomb?

I don't know... what is that... it's terrifying....

Moreover, just by standing still, I can see the massive surrounding mana entering through Uriel's Yongcheon acupoint, flowing through her Myeongmun and Baekhoe acupoints before being released. It creates a momentary mana vacuum in the vicinity.

The enormous amount of mana that naturally circulates through the Archangel's body is released through the Baekhoe acupoint, materializing as visible mana above her head, creating what looks like an angel's halo.

Mana that should normally be invisible appears as a bright light visible to everyone.

In the game, I thought it was just a simple effect to represent an angel's halo, but that wasn't it.

How much mana must be compressed and released to create such a phenomenon?

What exactly did the humans of this world create...? Is it possible to artificially create something like that?

"This concludes the Sibylla Academy entrance ceremony."

The entrance ceremony ended while I was still in shock from seeing Uriel.

"Arcana, did you see that?"

<Yes. I understand now why past humanity was annihilated. Of course there would be no chance of winning if ambushed by something like that. Even after growing stronger over hundreds of years, that thing is beyond classification. And there must be at least a few more similar beings, so we'll need to raise our response level even higher.>

"My disguise won't be discovered, right?"

<No. The disguise made of nano-particles is virtually identical to the real thing, so unless they perform a precise examination using Earth Federation equipment, the risk of discovery is extremely low.>

That's a relief, but it never hurts to be careful.

After the entrance ceremony comes dormitory assignment. The academy enforces mandatory dormitory residence for all students, like European prestigious private schools.

It reminds me of moving in order after finishing basic training. Those cold beds and the smell of mold... ugh... stop the memory assault!

The dormitories are divided into Nyx Hall for the Combat Department, Hecate Hall for the Magic Department, and Flora Hall for the Research Department. They're arranged in a triangle around the Central Garden, a famous feature of Sibylla Academy. Apparently, the flowers blooming in the Central Garden during spring create a beautiful scene with the dormitory buildings.

The head maid of Nyx Hall, who's guiding us, explains enthusiastically. It's supposedly one of the essential date spots in the Free City of Reinstadt. Well, that's nice. Not that it matters to me.

But I've been feeling something staring at the back of my head. While everyone is walking in line through the dimly lit path illuminated only by blue Mana Lamps, there's a tiger cub following right behind me.

How should I describe this feeling? Like a father raising a daughter?

No, that's not quite it.

Between suddenly appearing as the top scorer and this silver-haired tiger girl, I can't figure out what she's thinking. She doesn't even speak. Well, it doesn't seem unpleasant, so I guess it's fine. Glancing back, I see her tail gently swaying. According to my amateur cat psychology, that means "I'm feeling comfortable right now."

When we arrived at Nyx Hall, the maids lined up on both sides bowed at a 90-degree angle.

....Wow

I've only seen this kind of scene in fantasy novels, but they're actually doing it.

As expected of an academy that has never missed being the best in history!

Nyx Hall provides one room per person.

Men on the second floor, women on the third. The separation between male and female floors must be strictly observed. If a maid catches you freely moving between floors, you'll receive an immediate warning. The fourth floor is for special noble accommodations, though I'm not sure who that's for. Some royalty perhaps?

When she said that, the tiger cub's tail behind me seemed to droop... but there's nothing I can do about that. We just met today, so I really can't understand her psychology. Even with my mental age of 28, children's minds are hard to figure out.

And with my terrible luck, Putin ended up in the room right next to mine.

"Hahaha! You and I are truly destined to be together!"

Stop talking nonsense, friend... Can't the great power of science break this so-called destiny? I refuse any fate that ties me to a man.

"Mr. Putin. You must not make loud noises in Nyx Hall."

"Hmm... I understand. I'll be careful from now on."

Good. It seems a counter to that muscle-head has finally appeared. I believe in you, Head Maid! Please scold him every time he talks nonsense!

When I entered my room, it was more like... well, it's larger and nicer than a decent 21st century hotel suite, despite being called a dormitory. The maids must have paid great attention to detail, as there's not even a speck of dust. Well, considering the entrance exam fee alone costs as much as a family's monthly living expenses, they must have plenty of money.

The tuition is astronomically expensive, and they must receive many donations too. An academy with an Archangel as its headmaster... there probably isn't another like it on this continent. In all my travels around this world, I haven't seen even a single ordinary Angel Race member, let alone an Archangel.

At this point, I'm curious about what's really going on. Normally, Angel Race members are like hikikomori who never leave Eden. Though Eden is admittedly quite large.

Anyway, seeing Uriel here was shocking, but I seem to have achieved my first goal. Actually, ranking 10th is overachieving. So I'll think about tomorrow's problems tomorrow.

After washing up and lying on the bed, I find it so comfortable that it reminds me of that bed made with almost sci-fi technology. Money really is the best.

Cheers to myself for working hard today—

Arcana circles around before sitting demurely at my bedside. Today she's wearing a gothic dress with frills. When she stays still like that, she really looks like a doll. Just looking at her is healing... This drug-like bed is making my consciousness fade away....

....

<Good work today, Abel. Have a peaceful night.>


[Somewhere in Sibylla Academy]

"This year's freshmen seem to include many talented individuals."

"Yes. I don't think we've ever had so many talented students in one class. The descendant of the Sword Immortal from the Song Empire, the Holy Empire's only Saintess, the Romanov Grand Duchy's successor, the Putin family's legitimate son, the Red Magic Tower's prodigy, the Mercenary King's disciple, the adopted daughter of the Hermes Adventure Guild's commander, the youngest First-Class Knight of the Iron Cross Order, the eldest daughter of the Saxon Trading Company's head, and the Britannia Empire's Third Princess. Any of them could have been the top student in a different year."

"Hmm... you should add one more to that list."

"Is there another student worth watching?"

"Abel Bearwolf, was it? Keep an eye on that Wolfkin boy."

....

Ch.9 - Lee Seol-hwa (1)
Snow falls here today, too.

Deep in the mountains covered with pristine white snow, not even the presence of animals can be felt.

A girl sits on the porch of a thatched cottage, watching the falling snow.

The same scenery as always. The acrid smell of smoke from the cottage chimney. The creaking sensation of the wooden floor. Snow gently piling up. The thick scent of winter that starts at the tip of her nose. The cold wind brushing against her cheeks and the warm touch stroking her hair.

That scenery was everything the girl loved.

Her grandfather, wrinkled like a gray wolf, always looked at the girl with pitying eyes.

The girl didn't understand that look and would stare back blankly.

But soon her heart would soften at that warm touch stroking her head.

"Someday, you'll have to leave this place too."

The girl thought that would never happen.

This scenery would last forever.

And that warm touch would never grow cold.

When the snow fell at dusk, the hand that had been gently stroking the girl's head as usual stopped.

And gradually grew cold. That hand became so cold, so very cold.

Suddenly, tears came and wouldn't stop.

"Meet people. Only when a person is among others can they truly become whole."

The last faint voice she heard.

She still didn't understand those words, but the girl couldn't ignore her grandfather's wish.

On one bright day, a gray wolf appeared before the girl.

That was a dream Lee Seol-hwa had one night.


***


"What on earth have you been doing at night that makes that tiger girl follow you around everywhere! It's highly suspicious!"

<Indeed. I'm certain there were no blind spots in my vision. What trick did you use, Abel? If you confess willingly, there won't be any bloodshed.>

"Shut up! I really didn't do anything. I've only seen her when you were with me."

I'm being suspected by both Arcana and Putin, but I'm truly innocent. I've barely exchanged a few words with her. I can't even hear her voice, so I'm using amateur cat psychology to understand her!
I swear by God, Buddha, Jesus, Allah, Confucius—by everything—I didn't do anything.

It would be less frustrating if I'd actually done something to deserve this suspicion.
I haven't even patted that cute head once! Oh, the injustice!

Pitter-patter.

She followed me everywhere. She even tried to follow me to the bathroom, which terrified me, but when I explained, she nodded.
She seems to understand when things are explained, so where did things go wrong? What kind of life has she been living?

Anyway, I went to register for classes with a cat in tow.

This academy uses a credit system. And the only thing that determines those credits is exams. It's truly practical training. Reminds me of the engineering department I attended in my previous life. That professor who gave me an F just because I did poorly on the exam despite 100% attendance. I won't forget that.

Conversely, if you do well on exams, you don't need to worry about attendance or anything else—it's a free atmosphere, which is a huge advantage for me in this world.

Exams? They're nothing to me.

Now, let's confidently go to the teaching assistant and register for classes!

"Oh my? Most of the decent courses are already full. Are you from the Combat Department? Why are you so late~"

The teaching assistant with fox ears looked at me with pitying eyes.

This is insane. Did I underestimate fantasy worlds? Why is everyone so diligent? Did I need to rush here the moment registration opened, just like in the 21st century?

"Let's see what's left... Basic Practical Combat (may result in death or disability), Basic Spear Techniques Even a Monkey Could Follow, Conversations with the Headmaster, and History of the Continent. That's all."

Wait, conversations with whom?

"Hahaha! We three will take all the remaining courses! This isn't even a question worth considering!"

"Oh my, that's true~ I'll mark you down for those then~"

The consequences of my momentary brain freeze were devastating.

I shouted "Cancel!" but the teaching assistant had already processed everything at incredible speed, sending it to the academic office via mana message, and apparently it can't be changed. This must be someone's conspiracy. A school where course adjustments aren't allowed? What kind of...

It's fine. Think carefully. If I just sit quietly in the corner, how would the Headmaster or anyone know who I am?
Professors don't remember names without checking attendance lists, right? The Headmaster would be even less likely to remember everyone.

Anyway, I was planning to train with spears, so is the spear not popular in this world? That's good.

How dare they disrespect the king of all weapons. I'll show them.

"Arcana, how long until the spear is completed?"

I ordered a spear a while ago, but it's taking longer than expected.

<It's currently in final assembly at the orbital station above the academy. All available equipment in orbit is being devoted to its creation, so it will be completed soon. A sleek and elegant body with a transparent ruby-red glow, made from lunar stone and rare metals, with superior mana conductivity and optimal alloy ratio for extreme strength and rigidity. The blade implements a monomolecular cutter when mana is injected. It's one of my masterpieces, fusing science and magical engineering, capable of slicing through anything it touches. I've also added an anti-theft feature. You can look forward to it.>

I just wanted a light practice spear, but what on earth is she making...?

Won't that thing neatly slice off people's limbs if used incorrectly? Is it really okay to make something like that? Won't that committee or whatever object?

Whatever, I'll just claim it's an Artifact. Most Artifacts in this world are Earth-made anyway.

If it slices cleanly, it should be easier to reattach!

Since things are already messed up, let's just go all out! Look at that warning: "may result in death or disability." What kind of class needs such a brutal warning?

"This. Delicious."

Suddenly, the tiger girl following me offered me a cherry-like berry.

Where did she pick that from?

"Yeah, thanks."

"Mm."

She perked up her ears and looked at me as if she'd done something impressive, and I couldn't help but pat her head. She's just too cute!

This soft feeling. It feels so nice... the combination of hair and tiger ears is fantastic... wait, no.

I'm doomed. Now I could be arrested for sexual harassment or assault with no defense.
What humiliation to be expelled as a molester right after enrollment. Would she draw that sword as big as herself and slice me into a star shape?

I was about to say, "Isn't a slap on the cheek enough forgiveness instead of expulsion or being sliced into a star?" when...

I noticed her tail clearly expressing "I'm feeling very good right now."

No matter how many times I blinked and ran simulations with my amateur cat psychology, the answer remained: "This cat is currently very happy and content."

Hmm... I'm not sure...

Let's naturally remove my hand and continue forward as if nothing happened.

"..."

Even Putin was speechless.

<...>

Arcana seemed to have something to say, but if the cat likes it~ then I'm innocent.

What matters is the master's feelings, not the servant's actions. This is the life truth that 21st century modern humans discovered through countless trials and errors.

So we arrived at the classroom for the course where you might die or become disabled. Classes on the same day as registration? What an impressive place. They really love the "hurry hurry" mentality that would make people from a certain peninsula proud!

I saw a place several times larger than the arena from the entrance exam.

Since a clueless bear like me registered without checking the syllabus, I didn't know this was a joint class.

Combat Department, Magic Department, Research Department.

No wonder there were spots left. But can the Research Department fight? Aren't they scholars? Do they beat people with books like in that old game?

While thinking this, I looked at where the Research Department people were gathered and saw something strange. A woman with small hamster ears was holding something you'd never normally see in this world.

That's clearly a gun, isn't it? And that outfit—that skintight bodysuit looks like Earth-made, doesn't it?

"Damn, is that really a gun?"

<Yes. It's a coil pistol commonly used in Space Era 300s and a plasma shotgun from Space Era 400s. They're truly ancient relics—I wonder how she obtained them? It's amazing they still work. Even the suit she's wearing is a form-fitting spacesuit that accentuates the female figure, popular during the Earth Federation era. I'm impressed by how she modified the tail section to accommodate her demi-human features.>

I had a realization. I wondered why they were called the "Research Department"—they "research" relics (trustworthy Earth-made products).
In this world that values practical skills, I wondered why there was a department dedicated only to research. So that's what it was! I've been thinking too much like a 21st century civilized person! The perspective of fantasy barbarians is still beyond me!

But is it really okay to shoot those at opponents? The cute little coil pistol might be fine, but the plasma shotgun looks extremely vicious! It even seems to be steaming.

This world becomes more mysterious the more I learn about it.

"Attention!"

A half-naked beastkin man with tiger features appeared, nearly matching Putin in size, with a large scar diagonally crossing his entire body and bandages wrapped around his fists.

"I'm Professor Kratos, in charge of this class! Let me warn you now—I take no responsibility if you die or become disabled in this class! Cowards who fear that should leave immediately!"

How tough. Of course, no one ran away. Anyone who made it into this academy would have come prepared for such risks.

"What is practical combat? It's a fight where your life is at stake. What training method can you use to win such life-or-death battles?"

"It's sparring. More sparring. Only endless sparring that's as close to real combat as possible! Continuously engaging in realistic sparring against various opponents in various situations is the only way to survive when faced with actual combat!"

"Lee Seol-hwa! Karen Hermes! Come up!"

"..?"

"♫"

Our tiger girl, whose thoughts remain unreadable from her expression, and the woman with the vicious plasma shotgun went up to the stage.

"These two ranked first in the Combat Department and Research Department entrance exams. Today, watch their sparring match and coldly assess your own level. The first principle of survival in real combat is 'knowing your place.' Those who can't even recognize their own limitations are always the first to die."

Lee Seol-hwa VS Karen Hermes

Begin!

Ch.10 - Lee Seol-hwa (2)
In the girl's vision, she always sees a boy who resembles an ash-gray wolf.

Whenever she sees that boy, her heart flutters. Without even realizing it, she finds herself following behind him.

This is the first such feeling in the girl's life.

Following the boy along the path, she sees the familiar trees surrounding the thatched house that bring back memories.

"This. Delicious."

Before she knew it, she was already handing him berries.

In that moment, a warm hand patted her head. She could have easily avoided it if she wanted, but she didn't.

The boy always walks looking straight ahead, but the girl, who possesses keen senses when it comes to martial arts, knows.

That this boy is adjusting his pace to match her steps.

Though she doesn't understand what this fluttering feeling is whenever she sees the boy.

"I don't want to lose."

At least in front of the boy, she doesn't want to be defeated.

That much, at least, she has clearly realized.

***

"Hmm! We'll finally get to see our tiger friend's skills!"

Seeing that I'm having silly thoughts about whether he'd grab a handful of popcorn with those massive fists and munch loudly, I realize I must have gotten used to that Putin guy.

But will Seol-hwa be able to fight properly? She usually seems uninterested in almost everything. I wonder if she'll care about a duel. Especially one where nothing is at stake.

As the two went up, a translucent box formed around the dueling area. I heard it's a dueling arena with shield magic built into magical equipment for safety. Apparently, it's incredibly expensive equipment.

Come to think of it, that Hermes family name seems so familiar, but I can't remember why. Maybe if I ask Arcana for a brain scan, I'll remember?

"Why not give up now? Not to brag, but it's not easy to block this with a sword~?"

It's a bit much how she's taunting while tapping her menacing gun that's still steaming, but I have to agree.

It would be better if she was like Putin, who covers his entire body with mana and fights physically.

Just looking at Seol-hwa, whose body doesn't seem particularly special, it would be harder to block. Especially shotgun blasts. It's impossible to deflect each pellet with a sword.

"It doesn't matter."

Hmm. I don't know what happened in that short time, but she's become stronger! I'm proud of my girl!

"I warned you~ Don't blame me if you get hurt~♫"

"..."

"Are you both done talking? Then begin the duel!"

Naturally, Karen with her ranged weapon takes the first move.

Proving she hasn't just been researching in a room, she shows off her toned physique as she sidesteps and fires her plasma shotgun and coil pistol alternately at an incredible speed, her hands moving too fast to see.

In contrast, Seol-hwa seemed to be standing still, not even drawing her sword, but...

Lee Seol-hwa Style Basic Form—

—Ordinary Cut

A single basic horizontal slash with her sword that was somehow already drawn.

What was 'that'?

Everyone present, except the one who performed it, felt it from that single slash.

Incomprehensible.

The existence of Lee Seol-hwa is itself incomprehensible.

And irrational.

Something that cannot be explained by mere talent. The sword energy that brushed past Karen's cheek while nullifying all of her attacks cut through the dueling arena's shield—which was supposedly capable of blocking up to Level 5 attack magic—and sliced through a cloud far in the sky.

Not a secret technique or hidden art. Not even a skill. Just a simple horizontal slash that produced an effect too enormous to be called a mere flash.

...

Neither I, nor Arcana, nor even Putin could do anything but stare blankly. Everyone present would be the same.

Despite that irrational display of power, Karen composed herself once more and aimed her gun, but...

Seol-hwa twirled her body as if dancing, then approached with casual steps like she was taking a stroll and naturally placed her long sword against Karen's neck.

The process was so beautiful and smooth it could have been choreographed.

"..."

"I lost."

And with that, the duel ended. For a match between two top students in their fields, it was far too one-sided.

While everyone was speechless as if time had stopped...

Seol-hwa, who had won the duel, came over to me and stared at me intently.

Seeing that made me feel proud, so I patted her head.

I'd like to give her a big hug, but I'll restrain myself. Who knows what comments I'd hear from the sidelines if I did.

"Well done."

"Mm."

Is this how it feels when a child who seemed helpless becomes independent?

<...She's quite skilled. I acknowledge it.>

Let's ignore Arcana's nonsensical comments that seem to have increased lately.

But this is an impossible situation.

None of the named characters I saw in the game "Star Citizen" showed this kind of violent talent and power. And at just 17 years old. This kind of power usually only comes from fully developed characters.

Is that all she has? My instinct screams absolutely not. A basic horizontal slash?

She used that simply because it was more than enough. In other words, this girl's normal attack is stronger than others' ultimate moves, and her full power remains unknown even to me. What level would she be at full strength?

Even though this world is based on mana, I don't understand how such a small frame can produce such phenomena. She doesn't seem to be using vast amounts of mana like Uriel.

Arcana has gone quiet too, suggesting that even a superior strong AI like her finds this difficult to analyze.

While I was lost in these thoughts, Professor Kratos, who was the first to regain his composure, shouted:

"Did you see that? Though the result was different from what we expected, the world is inherently unequal. Always assume there may be someone stronger than you anywhere, anytime, and act accordingly while knowing your place! Since this is our first class, we'll end here for today. Dismissed!"

.......

Well, the dueling arena needs repairs after what happened. Even a professor wouldn't have expected a simple horizontal slash to cut through the shield in one go and overload all the mana-engineered equipment.

"Hey, you there!"

Who was that again... Karen Hermes, was it?

"...?"

"You're Lee Seol-hwa, right? I'm Karen Hermes, daughter of the current commander of the Hermes Adventurer Guild and a candidate for the next commander. Sorry for underestimating you earlier. I thought I had a huge advantage due to our compatibility, but my skills were far inferior. I apologize again!"

I thought she seemed incredibly familiar—it's the Hermes Adventurer Guild. Why didn't I think of that? If she's from the Hermes Adventurer Guild, it's not strange for her to carry around such old weapons. And if she's the daughter and candidate for commander... she must be very high-level. It's actually surprising she doesn't carry more.

"...It's fine."

"But you're really strong. How does someone so cute have that kind of power? Your mana doesn't seem particularly powerful, so is your muscle efficiency different? I train my muscles consistently too. Look. Don't I look toned and firm? This is something I'm quite proud of. You don't seem to be using any Artifacts either. Can I touch you just once?"

Seeing how she approaches someone who just completely defeated her, she must be quite extraordinary. Is it because she's an adventurer? She seems unusually sociable. As the conversation continued, Seol-hwa seemed uncomfortable with Karen and gradually retreated until she was hiding behind me.

"Hmm~♫ So you're the beast tamer~♫"

....

Seems like I've been terribly misunderstood.

"That's a misunderstanding. We're just friends."

"Hmm~♫ If you say so~♫"

Hmm.

Somehow that response sounds familiar, but the more I try to explain, the more entangled I seem to get, so I'll just keep quiet. She seems like someone I can't win against with words.

"Anyway, see you next time~ If you ever need to request something from the guild, let me know. You might not know, but our guild is quite famous. I'll give you a special discount as an apology~♫"

And so the class ended.

Late that night.

The reason I snuck out of Nyx Hall, avoiding the maids' eyes, and found a secluded open space on campus was...

My spear is finally complete, according to Arcana. Thanks to Arcana's overexcitement, I'm half worried, half excited... but the performance should be reliable.

<The weapon you requested has been completed. Final grade measurement result: Grade 2 Personal Armament. Weapon name: Helena's Nail. Registered user: Abel. Due to excessive spatial distortion fields within the academy grounds, the risk of long-distance warping is high, so I will perform an Orbital drop. Please wait at your current location.>

As I looked up at the sky, I saw a brightly shining object falling to the ground like a shooting star.

<30 seconds until ground arrival. Decelerating.>

A long, dark container-like object slowly descended and stopped precisely in front of me.

<Ground arrival complete. Opening container!>

With a clicking sound, the container in front of me opened, revealing a transparent, red-glowing spear about 3 meters long.

The sense of unity I felt as soon as I gripped it made it feel like it had always been part of my body. Despite being made of metal from shaft to tip, it had just the right weight and perfect balance.

Just swinging it once, I could clearly feel this was no ordinary weapon.

<I applied permanent lightweight magic using the mana contained in the moonstone. In its sealed state, the monomolecular cutter and complex functions are restricted, and it can be disguised with an ordinary appearance. However, even in that state, its mana conductivity, rigidity, and strength remain the same. Additionally, by combining with Abel's nano suit coordinates and Neural Link, after throwing the spear, you can perform a Local Warp to summon the spear to any position you desire. Also, if an unauthorized user attempts to use the unsealed weapon, it will automatically seal itself and transfer to the authenticated user's location. Neural Link integration requires the user's consent—do you agree?>

"I agree."

All I wanted was a simple practice spear, but it seems something quite extraordinary has been delivered...

Ch.11 - Lee Seol-hwa (3)
No mighty magical beast, no enemy of any kind, can harm the people of the Song Empire.

For in the Song Empire lives a guardian deity.

The Sword Immortal's century-long protection was more than enough time to give rise to such legends.

It began when, after vanquishing the arctic beasts, he went to the Lee family upon hearing his granddaughter had been born in his old age.

Everyone in the Lee family learns to wield a sword from childhood.

The Lee family's identity is that of the foremost sword clan representing the Song Empire.

Those who witnessed the small child, barely able to walk, swinging a tree branch,

Were invariably struck with terror in their hearts.

Her talent, defying human comprehension, irrational and absurd, was more terrifying to the sword clan than any magical beast.

Upon seeing his granddaughter born into the Lee family, the Sword Immortal had no choice but to retire.

He took his granddaughter deep into the mountains, beyond the reach of the Lee family's gaze.

Fifteen winters passed since the guardian deity of the Song Empire disappeared.

The Sword Immortal's granddaughter had inherited almost everything from him, except for one thing.

She never learned how to communicate with other humans.

It was then that the Sword Immortal finally realized.

It was inevitable that he must disappear for his granddaughter's sake.

As long as the Sword Immortal remained in this world, his granddaughter would never venture out.

She would never learn how to communicate with other humans.

That wasn't the natural order. It shouldn't become the natural order.

From then on, the Sword Immortal found a place where he wouldn't despair over his granddaughter's talent.

Though he resolved himself many times, his determination wavered whenever he looked into his granddaughter's clear eyes.

He could only gaze at her with sorrowful eyes and stroke her head.

To stay by this child's side just a little longer. It was attachment. Mere attachment.

Even now, the Sword Immortal's mighty energy prevented him from leaving this world as long as he maintained his will.

But ultimately, that wasn't the natural order. Birth, aging, sickness, and death are nature's way.

One who follows the natural order is an immortal.

As the last snow began to fall.

Sensing the Archangel of Evil's Destruction entering the Song Empire.

He finally let go of his last attachment.

"Meet people. Only when a person is among others can they truly become whole."

May these words be a blessing to his granddaughter, not a lifelong curse.

That was the final prayer of the Sword Immortal, the guardian deity of the Song Empire, revered even by the lofty Angel Race.

***

Morning at Nyx Hall always begins at 7 AM. Whether it's for the convenience of the game, or because humanity searched desperately for it, or because they just forcibly terraformed it, Planet Terra's rotation and revolution periods are very similar to Earth's, so the time and seasons are also comparable.

Therefore, 7 AM is very early morning for me. Back on Earth, my morning used to start at noon.

Of course, there are some muscleheads who wake up around 4 AM and drink strange-colored drinks while lifting metal, but such people are quite rare. Usually, at the stroke of 7, maids barge in to forcibly wake any students who haven't gotten up yet—that's daily life at Nyx Hall.

In my case, I usually wake up before the maids come in.

It would be awkward for a mentally 28-year-old man to be treated the same as kids under 17. Having a maid wake me up feels embarrassing.

But yesterday, I was like a child possessed with a new toy, playing with my spear all night until dawn, when I finally fell asleep. As a result, Head Maid Veronica ended up barging into my room.
A transforming spear—no man could resist that.

"Abel, sir."

"Abel, sir."

"Abel, sir?"

<Abel!!!>

She called not just once but several times, and I was so knocked out that I couldn't even hear her. It was only when Arcana couldn't stand it anymore and shouted that I finally woke up, forced to endure the embarrassment while repeatedly apologizing to Veronica.

Of course, Veronica, the consummate professional maid, maintained her expression and said, "It's quite all right. I'm glad there's nothing wrong with your health." But I'm not all right...

I definitely need to be more careful about this. I should ask Arcana to set an alarm for me. I've been too careless because my eyes used to snap open automatically.

Anyway, this body is still growing, right? It's natural to need more sleep. Let's just think of it as a side effect of rejuvenation.

After washing up, I went down to the dining hall on the first floor, where I made eye contact with Seol-hwa, who was coming down the stairs looking just as disheveled—eyes half-closed, dark circles, and messy hair.

I wondered why I hadn't seen her in the mornings before—turns out she's also terrible with mornings.

I was thinking about eating together when...

???

She disappeared.

She was definitely right in front of me.

Just to be sure, I looked up the stairs, but there was no trace of her.

Making eye contact and then disappearing—just like a stray cat back on Earth.

Actually, since she's a tiger, would that make her a stray tiger? Not some Schrödinger's stray tiger or something.

Anyway, leaving aside the stray tiger whose existence can't be confirmed until observed, I went to the dining hall where I saw a giant stacking up five portions of food beside him as he ate.

"Oh, Abel! You're here! You seemed to be sleeping in today, so I started eating first! It's surprising to see you oversleep, hahaha!"

Finish eating before you talk, friend. You're spraying food everywhere.

Today is the day of the final battle... no, I mean the day of the conversation class with the Headmaster.

They say it's a pass/non-pass course with no exams, but that's not the issue—for me, it's a matter of life and death, so I can't help but be extremely nervous.

Thinking about it made my appetite disappear, and I was about to get up right after sitting down when...

"Hmm. Skipping breakfast isn't good. How about trying my Putin family's secret nutritional drink? It's excellent for muscle development!"

I'm absolutely not drinking that. The iridescent color alone has my instincts screaming that I should never consume it. Come to think of it, this is all your fault, argh!

As I was heading back up to the second floor, I made eye contact with Seol-hwa again, this time neatly dressed and coming down.

???

Was the earlier encounter an illusion? It hasn't even been five minutes.

Sleep deprivation truly is the root of all evil.
I never thought I'd start seeing things.

After going back to my room and playing enthusiastically with my spear, the dreaded time finally arrived.

If I skip everything, wouldn't that make them more suspicious?

Bang! Bang! Bang!

"Abel! It's time for class! Are you sleeping? Wake up, my friend!"

Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!

I'm coming, I'm coming, friend... Feeling like a cow being dragged to the slaughterhouse, I went to the classroom, where there were quite a few people. They seemed to have prepared enough space and capacity for almost all new students to attend.

This is similar to the "Conversation with the President" class I took when I first entered university. A sweet class where you could just sleep through it, write a brief review, and pass.

With this many people, I should be able to blend in naturally!

I was worried for nothing!

...is what I thought at the time.

Maybe it was my imagination, but as soon as Uriel entered, she looked in my direction and smiled at me.

No, it wasn't my imagination—she really did smile.

Surely I haven't been discovered? No, that's impossible. Whether it's my tail or ears or whatever, this is now my body, no different from my own.

That aside, this truly is the top academy of aristocratic society—the level of questions and demands from the students is on another dimension.

For example:

"I am Emilia Sachsen of the Sachsen Trading Company. I'm not satisfied with the overall quality of food ingredients at the three dormitories: Nyx, Hecate, and Flora. How about letting the Sachsen Trading Company supply them? We're much more confident in quality control than your current supplier."

Or:

"I am Lucia, Saintess of the Holy Empire. I notice there's no chapel within the academy. Would it be possible to build one? If you provide the land, the Holy Empire will cover all expenses."

I wonder if these are really the thoughts of 17-year-olds.

The "Conversation with the President" I experienced on Earth was more like: "President! I don't like the shuttle bus schedule!" or "There are cockroaches in the dormitory!"

Of course, completely unrelated to all this is the little tiger cub sitting next to me, leaning her head on my shoulder and dozing off. Is she nocturnal because she's a feline?

That's not important to me—I need to keep my head down as much as possible to avoid drawing attention, but...

Why do I keep feeling someone's gaze? Even while responding to other students' questions, I can feel the gaze shifting toward me.

30 minutes left.

Just 30 more minutes and this hell will be over. Maybe she wasn't smiling at me specifically, just looking in my direction or smiling generally.

Thanks to the other students asking questions enthusiastically, I haven't had to step forward or do anything.

Finally, the wrap-up time.

It seems there's no need to submit a reflection paper or anything—we can just leave when it's over. I was preparing to escape as quickly as possible when the bell rang, but...

Is she looking at me? No, this really isn't my imagination.

Smile.

Once again, I saw Uriel smiling brightly.

See, see? She's definitely smiling while looking right at me. Is she going to say "Please die now!" and pull out a knife to stab me? What if I get stabbed? I heard long-distance warping doesn't work properly here because of the spatial distortion field.

Ding~ Ding~

As the bell rang marking the end of class, I survived! I need to escape quickly—I jumped up and was about to dash out when I made direct eye contact with Uriel, and...

"Could Abel Bearwolf please stay behind?"

....

Let me seriously calculate my survival options. First, striking first. Not even worth considering. I'd be finished in one second.
Second, escape. Again, pointless. No way I can outrun someone faster than me. Third, surrender and beg. That might delay my death by about 10 seconds. Long-distance warping is impossible, and no matter what method I consider, there's no answer.

...So this is how my life ends.

She even remembered my name, heh heh heh....

Even in school, when a professor remembers your name, it's often worse than good. Like being recruited into graduate school against your will.

Still, it was a short but fulfilling life in this world. So, adios amigo—

Ch.12 - Uriel
"Would the little tiger lady and the legitimate son of the Putin family mind giving up your seats? I have quite a few serious matters to discuss with this wolf boy alone."

Indeed, this is more than just a conversation—it could be an eternal one.

Sensing something unusual about my mood, Seol-hwa firmly refused to leave.

"That's difficult. I'm only trying to have a conversation with this boy."

I looked straight at Seol-hwa and shook my head. There's no need to get her involved. No matter who Seol-hwa is, this person is on a completely different level.

Finally, the two reluctantly left.

"You seem to have some misunderstanding, but I won't eat you, so you don't need to make that expression. Actually, I wanted to talk to thank you."

???

What is she talking about? Is she thanking me for getting caught quickly or something?

"It's not appropriate to talk here, so let's change locations."

Snap!

With the sound of a finger snap, in the blink of an eye, I found myself transported to the Headmaster's office.

*Incredible mana control. To execute teleportation magic, which falls under high-level magic, not just on herself but on another person without them even noticing—all in an instant.*

"..."

I can't respond to Arcana right now. I shouldn't do anything that might arouse suspicion.

"Please sit down. Where should I begin explaining... The reason I want to express my gratitude to you is because of the little tiger lady—I mean, student Lee Seol-hwa."

??????

Of all the possibilities I had considered, this name coming up wasn't among them.

"Do you know about the Sword Immortal?"

I do know. I even know there's an actual sword technique called the Sword Immortal Style. Though I haven't found the character who uses it.

"You might know this, but Seol-hwa is the Sword Immortal's only granddaughter and disciple."

....I see. That somewhat explains her strength. Even so, Seol-hwa is still extraordinary.

"I've been active on the surface for over a thousand years. And I've been in charge of this academy for hundreds of years."

"Angels are fundamentally immortal beings. The mana that strengthens them just by breathing doesn't allow them to age, and unless they die from injuries, they won't die. Even then, unless it's a fatal wound that takes their life instantly, they recover quickly thanks to their blessed constitution."

"In contrast, humans on the surface are considered long-lived if they reach 100 years. Unless they train their mana to the extreme to forcibly halt aging, it's impossible for them to live eternally like angels. They suffer from all kinds of diseases and often die from infections from even minor wounds."

"About 1,000 years ago, there were still a few angels active on the surface, though not many. But the difference between angels and surface dwellers was as vast as the difference between cats and Catkin, and eventually, angels who became disillusioned with the brevity and fragility of human life secluded themselves in Eden and never came out again. Now, I'm the only angel active on the surface."

No wonder I didn't see her when I was playing the game. I didn't know Uriel was here since I never had a reason to come to the academy.

"For the first few hundred years, I only thought about fulfilling my duty. Protecting humanity and guarding Eden and this planet. That was the only obligation given to me."

"But at some point, I realized something."

"I ended up being captivated by humans—this fragile species that burns through their short lives, continues their lineage, and achieves things. I was the only angel who visited the surface to feel this way."

"So I came here, to the center of the continent, and established this place. In fact, not just this place, but this entire Academy District was completed according to my intentions."

"So that humanity could progress, even if just a little."

"Then, about 100 years ago, I sensed a transcendence in the Song Empire to the north. Someone who started as a human but reached a realm beyond angels. If he wanted, he could have become the Emperor of the Song Empire, or a hegemon ruling the continent, or even achieved immortality like angels. Except for me, no one on this surface could stop him other than another Transcendent. That's what it means to become a Transcendent."

Snap!

As Uriel snapped her fingers again, scenes appeared as if projected by a hologram.

"Whatever he wanted, I wouldn't have stopped him. The only situation where I would have had to intervene would be if he aimed for humanity's extinction."

"But he did none of those things. He didn't become Emperor, nor a hegemon. Not even choosing immortality."

The scene changed to show an elderly man resembling a gray wolf, sitting in meditation in a thatched cottage on a mountain.

"What he did for 100 years was mostly this: sitting in meditation on that mountain, observing the entire Song Empire, eliminating powerful monsters that would be difficult for the empire to subdue or would result in many casualties, driving away other humans who invaded the empire to harass and plunder its people, and saving humans from natural disasters. His immense power was used solely for others. This was the first time I had encountered such a being."

"No powerful monster, no enemy could harm the people of the Song Empire. For the Song Empire has a guardian deity."

"This was a song known by everyone from children under 10 to elders over 90 during his time. The northern part of the continent naturally houses strong monsters due to its harsh environment. In such conditions, how much must he have sacrificed himself for the entire empire's population to feel this way?"

Snap!

The scene changed again to show the old man holding a child.

"Then, in his twilight years, he had a granddaughter. Normally, he would have let descendants handle their own affairs without interfering. But his granddaughter, Lee Seol-hwa's catastrophic talent threatened to destroy the entire Lee clan, a sword family. The destruction of the Lee clan, one of the core families supporting the Song Empire, could have unpredictable consequences."

Snap!

A girl with tiger ears was shown dancing with swords with the old man on a snowy field. The scene was so vivid it seemed real, and I couldn't take my eyes off it.

"So he chose seclusion with his granddaughter. He passed down everything he knew to her. So she could live without him. But there was one thing he couldn't teach: how humans communicate with each other."

"The way humans communicate with each other can only be learned in the world of society."

"But his granddaughter, approaching the realm of transcendence with her catastrophic talent, was vaguely beginning to understand the concept of eternity."

"At that moment, the old man realized it was inevitable that he had to disappear for his granddaughter's sake."

"As long as the old man existed, his granddaughter couldn't go out into the world. She would be preserved in this moment for eternity."

Suddenly my chest feels tight. What does this angel want from me by telling me all this?

Snap!

The scene changed again to show the grandfather and granddaughter sitting affectionately on the porch of the thatched cottage.

"The old man finally decided to burn himself one last time. To become a sacred flame blessing his granddaughter's future. Even at that moment, he could have chosen immortality if he wanted. But instead of living forever, the old man chose to burn himself to reclaim his granddaughter's future."

"And for that, he asked me. To reclaim his granddaughter's future. The final request of a man who could have had everything for himself but took nothing—even his last wish was for someone else."

"Sensing the old man's life slowly fading, I went to the Song Empire."

Snap!

A small girl was shown, endlessly crying in the cold embrace of the old man.

"By the time I arrived, the old man's granddaughter had already closed her heart. She showed no interest in anything, just existing there."

"All I could do was bring her here. In the end, I was fundamentally a different being."

"Perhaps after 20, 30, or 40 years, the door to that girl's heart would have naturally opened. But that wasn't what the old man wished for. I've seen too many times how the value of youth in a human's short life is irreplaceable. How many burn everything they have in their youth."

"And I despaired. The Archangel of Destruction who can only destroy. An arrogant being bearing heaven's name who couldn't even fulfill the last request of the most noble human. That was the truth of my existence."

"Then I saw you. The girl who had no interest in anything began to understand human relationships by seeing you. So when I saw her being stubborn earlier, I was actually delighted. Of course, you might have just happened to be standing there by chance."

"Therefore, I know this is also my self-satisfaction. The relief that comes from knowing someone else can fulfill the old man's last request that I so desperately wanted to fulfill. These are all just ways for me to rationalize things to myself."

"Even calling you here to talk and express gratitude is for my own sake. But despite that, I had to tell you. Thank you for helping realize a request I couldn't fulfill. I'm glad that the last wish of an old man who lived his entire life for others could be fulfilled. Truly, thank you."

Uriel is just speaking calmly.

Why does it feel like this angel is crying?

This is merely a glimpse of the burden this angel carries.

I find it hard to breathe.

If dedicating 100 years to protecting an empire is considered most noble, how should one describe someone who has dedicated over 1,000 years to protecting an entire world?

Even if they're an angel, they're just a sturdier, longer-living being.

I don't know.

Right now, I just can't find the right words to say, so I remain silent.

"Thank you for listening to my long story. May fortune accompany your future path."

Snap!

When I came to my senses, I was standing alone in the original place.

Ch.13 - Three Idiots
<I'll translate this Korean text to English following the guidelines provided>

"What a complicated feeling. But it's certain now. For the time being, there's little chance my disguise will be discovered."

"Well, that's certainly good, but..."

The explosive amount of information coming in all at once made my brain feel numb.
Walking outside, quite some time must have passed, yet I could see a huge figure waiting in the distance and a girl crouching beside him.

"Oh, Abel! Everything alright? Your expression looks like your soul has left you! Did you get completely fleeced?"

"Thanks for waiting, but it's nothing like that."

Stare~

Hmm.

I stare back.

To think this adorable creature had such a tragic fate.

*pat pat*

*pat pat pat*

Who would have thought that randomly disguising myself as a gray wolf would completely change someone's life?

I guess that's why they say you never know what life has in store. If I hadn't come here, or if I'd chosen a different appearance, what would you be doing now?

"Ahem! We're outside, Abel. Could you refrain from being so blatant?"

Oops. Since she wasn't resisting, I'd been petting her all day. To think I'd be called out by Putin of all people.
Alright! In the end, my mission hasn't changed.
Once I grow stronger, even the suffocating burden that Uriel carries will become somewhat lighter.

I just need to steadfastly push forward with my plan. Besides, I've gained something too.

The threat of getting instantly pulverized by Uriel has dramatically decreased, and I don't need to tremble just from seeing her anymore, so I can probably expand my range of activities now.

Well then, let's lift my spirits and head to the next class—Basic Spear Techniques Even a Monkey Could Follow!

If I focus on learning, my head will probably clear up.

Or so I thought. To think I'd be fooled twice. This school is truly something else!

In "Basic Spear Techniques Even a Monkey Could Follow," what I should have paid attention to wasn't "Spear Techniques" but "Monkey."

Why could even a monkey follow it?

Because it was literally just the basics of spear techniques:

Lan (攔) - Pushing outward in a circular motion
Na (拿) - Pressing inward in a circular motion
Cha (扎) - Thrusting

The class consisted of practicing just these three moves to death. I thought spear techniques weren't popular and that's why enrollment was low.

But the truth was that everyone avoided it because they'd have to do nothing but lan-na-cha for an entire semester.

The insiders who got information from seniors in advance all fled, leaving only our hopeless trio: a dog-bear (犬熊) who seemed content with anything, a tiger cub, and a natural human.

The truth is always bitter, isn't it?

Of course, there are advantages.

You can do nothing and nobody will bother you much.

Even for exams, you just need to work hard on the day. It's the ultimate laissez-faire class.

Is this really okay for an academy? Though it's quite good from my perspective.

What I lack isn't fancy techniques but the fundamentals.

As soon as he heard "laissez-faire," the dog-bear friend started his usual brute strength training, while the tiger cub immediately found a tree with pleasant sunshine, flopped down with an extremely comfortable expression, and lay there. The way he hugged his sword while lying down showed this wasn't his first time.

That's what they call natural talent.

For someone without talent like me, all I can do is practice like hell.

Summon Helena's Nail.

This is quite convenient. I can throw it anywhere and just summon it back. It even has anti-theft functionality. Of course, I need to be careful with the distance since long-distance warping within this academy could lead to getting lost.

Plus, when I say it's an Artifact, everyone just accepts it. What exactly are Artifacts in this world? The irony that everyone accepts obvious over-technology as relics.

I was lightly starting with cha (扎) to warm up when I noticed a horse-kin youth crouching and staring intently at my spear thrusting.

"Hey! That's not how you do it. When thrusting, you need to be more pow! You know what I mean? Move your right foot about 0.1mm more forward, and extend your hand more!"

"Yes, yes."

Though I don't want to admit it, this guy is the professor of this class. Lancer.

A lan-na-cha enthusiast named Lancer. I wonder if he changed his name himself? It sounds like someone who should wear tights, but unfortunately, his attire is just a light shirt and jeans-like casual clothes.

It's good that he's giving pointers, but he's too distracting.

When I'm concentrating and hear his "Hey!" I feel an inexplicable anger rising from within.

Let's endure it.

Someone once said spear techniques require endless patience. He's a professor, so this might all be intentional.

This could be a test to disturb my composure. That's how he's tempering me.

While mentally writing the character for "patience," a question suddenly occurred to me.

"Professor, is there a reason why you're making us do nothing but lan-na-cha?"

If it's just basic practice, there's no need to be this extreme. It's strange. No matter how important fundamentals are, this is excessive. This isn't a boxing gym where they make you practice just jabs and straights for three years.
Normally, fundamentals are something you're expected to practice on your own...

"Of course! First, fundamentals are obviously important. Without them, anything you build is like a castle on sand. Second, and this is the key: when you practice the basics endlessly, there comes a moment when everything except yourself seems to slow down. If you continue to recognize that moment, you'll eventually be able to use that slow-motion perception at will. I've tried countless methods, but this was the fastest. Moreover, once you master this training, you can use slow-motion perception within slow-motion perception. When you reach that point, you'll rarely miss dodging attacks because you couldn't see them. This training is for that purpose! Call it whatever you want, but it's something all strong individuals can basically do. I'm just teaching you the fastest training method to acquire it!"

....

Hey, instead of going around saying "Hey!" to practicing students, you should have explained this at the beginning of class. And you actually explain it well.

Just saying "My class is self-directed!" and then wandering around telling people "That's not how you do it~"—what's the point?

If you had explained this earlier, the class atmosphere wouldn't be such a mess.

So you're saying I should be able to activate something similar to the one-thought (一念) state that I can barely maintain with Arcana's computational assistance, and then use it again within that state?

Hearing that, I got a sense of how I should train.

Academy professors aren't just anyone, I guess. Even if their methods are a bit strange.

"By the way, that's no ordinary weapon, is it?"

As expected of a lan-na-cha enthusiast. Despite its sealed state, he immediately recognized the true value of my spear with his sharp gaze.

"Yes, it's an Artifact."

"Hmm... could I touch it just once? Just once! I promise I'll give it right back after touching it!"

No way. Looking at that expression, I can't tell what he might do.

"Sorry. It's a user-imprinted Artifact."

"Hmmmm... I see... then practice hard..."

He's sulking.

Anyone can see he's sulking.

His horse ears have practically turned into Scottish Fold ears. I didn't know horse ears could do that!

I've learned something new, but paying attention to this means losing.


So I resume my solitary training.

Lan-na-cha. Lan-na-cha. Lan-na-cha. I repeat endlessly, flowing like water. Faster. Faster.

After all, any spear technique is just a variation starting from these basics.

I submerged my consciousness and entered a state of no-self.

Repetition as natural as breathing.

The foundation of the one-thought (一念) I originally learned is similar.

Discard all thoughts and focus all your nerves on a single thought.

Hence, one-thought (一念).

The endless continuation of a single thought is equivalent to infinite time.

One thought is countless eons (一念卽是 無量劫)
A single thought is endless eons of time.

Countless distant eons are one thought (無量遠劫 卽一念)
Endlessly distant eons of time are but a single thought.

Infinite time is merely a single thought.

This enlightenment, of which I should not even be able to feel a fragment at my level,

Combined with the experience of forcibly awakening one-thought and the correct training method,

Manifests here a phenomenon that should never exist.


Abel-style Transcendental Technique (超越技)─

─Momentary Birth and Death (刹那生滅)


Within a moment is eternity, and within eternity is a moment. That is a fragment of transcendence.

I glimpsed faintly a realm that transcends all boundaries of time and space.

Ugh!

When I came to my senses after a terrible headache, I found Lee Seol-hwa sitting nearby, gazing at me intently.

I now have a vague understanding of what level you stand at.

"Abel. Need rest. That. Too much for Abel."

Her eyes show extreme concern. It's touching.

*pat pat* I stroke her head to tell her not to worry.

"It's okay. I know."

I probably couldn't do it again even if asked.

When I can experience that momentary enlightenment again depends on how quickly I can master it. And that might be an arduous journey taking an unknown amount of time.

It could take 10 years, or even a lifetime. All I can do is train steadily, like moving a mountain.

Whatever. The immense mental exertion has made me want to lie down.

I flop down on the grass field full of spring scents. I could feel the warm spring breeze passing by.

I also felt Lee Seol-hwa laying her head on my stomach.

Huh...?

Whatever. I'm too tired right now.

Perhaps because of Seol-hwa's head fidgeting on my stomach, I started feeling drowsy.

If by chance upon chance I hadn't met Seol-hwa, this girl would still be spending eternity alone in a dark room.

Thinking about that, I felt that my coming to this world wasn't meaningless.

My heart warmed.

This must be what happiness is.

If there is a deity who sent me here, perhaps they sent me to see moments like this?


"Urrrraaaaah!"

Though I'm not sure if they also wanted to see the dog-bear who was uprooting a boulder his own size and lifting it up and down for strength training while making strange battle cries.


It's truly a warm day perfect for a nap.

Ch.14 - Joint Practical Class (1)
Humans live their short lives like flames.

So beautiful, so magnificent, so lovely.

Such a thought suddenly crossed my mind as I looked out the window.

I saw a boy walking calmly with a girl following closely behind him.

Yes. That's how it is.

Humans are not children who need my care in every aspect.

With just a little catalyst.

They shine so brilliantly.

Just a little help so they can stand on their own.

And prayer.

That was enough. That's how it was.

It was on a day filled with the scent of spring.

The thoughts of an angel.


***


A student's daily life is like a repetitive wheel, regardless of place or era.

My life was the same—attending classes, training, eating, sleeping, defecating, waking up—and before I knew it, the time of spring scents had passed and full spring had arrived.

This was the time after the entrance ceremony when the Central Garden of the dormitory, which Veronica, the head maid of Nyx Hall, had boasted about as Sibylla Academy's specialty, was at its busiest.

Of course, due to the garden's proximity to the dormitory, public access was extremely limited with time restrictions, but before my eyes, it was filled with couples engaging in displays of affection despite those restrictions!

At first, Seol-hwa showed no interest, but seeing her gradually becoming curious...

No. That's a million years too early, daughter!

Ugh. You lot! Get out of Seol-hwa's sight right now!

Putting aside my strangely troubled feelings, such things have nothing to do with me anyway.

Like studying, romance is poison when you need to focus on something.

When I was at cram school, all the boys who dated failed miserably or ended up repeating another year.

Come to think of it, all the boys failed, but many of the girls got into good universities. That's a bit strange, but I'm a guy, so it doesn't apply to me.

Let me focus. I'm in a much more desperate situation than back then.

My life is at stake.

Anyway, I need to be desperate... desperate...

After chanting to myself vigorously, I went to the practical training location and found a huge crowd already gathered.

That's right.

Today was the first day of joint practical training.

Joint practical training.

It's a tradition at Sibylla Academy that takes place during this season when the frozen ground has thawed and it's perfect for outdoor activities. Teams of first, second, and third-year students go outside to hunt monsters—essentially a field trip.

More precisely, since sending only first-years would be dangerous, each team consists of three first-years with one second-year and one third-year as supervisors.

For a field trip, there's a warning that "death or disability may occur," but naturally, teenagers confined to school are desperate to get out, and such warnings don't even register.

This joint practical training is an impressive academy tradition that satisfies that desire, builds experience, promotes unity between seniors and juniors, improves the academy's reputation through monster elimination—truly killing multiple birds with one stone.

Teams can be formed voluntarily, and those who can't form teams are assigned by the academy.

So it's just like a group project?

Thinking about it that way suddenly made me anxious.

In our case, the three problem children... I mean, we all have unique personalities and no other friends, so we had no choice but to apply together.

I remember when Putin, me, and Seol-hwa submitted our names to Professor Kratos.

With a very subtle expression, he said something unsettling like, "Hmm... having all of you in one team might be a bit... no, actually, there's something perfect for you." Since none of us knew anyone from the second or third years, we were automatically matched.

So who's the team leader? In university group projects, the leader is always the most important.

Looking around, I saw a flag with the number 3 and our team members' names written below it. That's it!

Under the flag, the first thing I saw was a cat...?

I recognized the cat senior from the entrance exam, and beside her was a woman with flame-like red hair, fox ears and tail, and a voluptuous figure that couldn't be hidden despite being wrapped in a red robe.

"Oh, you came, nya! I'm Larry Dane, second-year combat department and vice-captain, nya! Nice to see you again, nya!"

"Larry, can you please do something about that speech pattern? It's a bit much every time I hear it. Nice to meet you. I'm Helen Eliades, third-year magic department and team captain. I'm a Level 6 First-Class Mage from the Red Magic Tower's Cyril branch. Looking forward to working with you, juniors."

"Larry gets sad when you say things like that, nya..."

Her tail and ears drooped, strongly conveying her sadness like a real cat.

This senior's commitment to her concept is really something else. I wonder where she learned it from.

"Abel Bearwolf, first-year combat department."
"Wladimir Wladimirowitsch Putin from the combat department! You can just call me Volodya!"

I wonder why he's so fixated on "Volodya" when no one calls him that. You're just Putin, period.

"Lee Seol-hwa."

"Right, right. Nice to meet you all again. You know, you juniors are quite famous? Word has spread even to the third-years. Especially you, cute tiger junior."

I don't know what rumors she's talking about, but I don't want to hear them.

"I spread all the rumors, nya! Praise me, nya! Praise!"

The cat-like senior's ears and tail suddenly perked up as she asserted her presence.

...Why are you like this, senior? We're first-years! First-years! What kind of rumors are you spreading about us innocent young sprouts?

I didn't want to hear any more. There must be some hurtful rumors in there.

"Um, what's our target monster?"

At times like this, quickly changing the subject is the best strategy.

"Ah, right. I forgot to explain."

"We're going to a city called Herculaneum in the Holy Empire. I don't know if any of you juniors know it, but it's about a three-day walk from here?"

"Apparently, a farmer digging a deep well on the outskirts of the city disturbed something and awakened what the Holy Empire calls a 'catastrophe-class' monster—an extremely powerful one. It's supposedly enormously huge, but fortunately, there were miraculously no casualties. It seems to be a peculiar monster that doesn't enter the city but just roams around the farmlands, destroying them."

"The Holy Empire is good at defensive, sealing, and recovery magic, but they're lacking in attack magic, so they've managed to contain it in that area but couldn't destroy it."

"Everywhere is short-staffed these days. So they inquired at our academy, and as it happens, we have just the right people for the job. They said the sealing magic circle is working well, so we can take our time getting there. Any more questions?"

"No. I don't think these two have any either."
"I don't have any!"
"..."

I thought as much.

"Then let's get going."

"Let's go, nya~"

Though it's a three-day walk, we could instantly get there using teleportation magic circles.

But since this class aims to give students various experiences, spatial movement magic is prohibited without special reasons.

Of course, if the situation in the Holy Empire were urgent, it might be different, but they've set up a sealing magic circle, and the monster is just circling inside it. It doesn't even seem to be trying to escape. So the conclusion is to walk there slowly.

Looking beside me, Seol-hwa, despite her expressionless face, seemed to be radiating excitement with her whole body, as a 17-year-old girl would.

As for our friend Putin... he's consistently himself in a different way, so I can't tell.

I'm also feeling excited since it's my first time traveling so far on foot in this world.

Besides, whether it's catastrophe-class or disaster-class or whatever, with these three, we should be able to handle most things, right? Seol-hwa is basically a cheat key.

I should just ask her to watch unless the situation gets dangerous when we hunt the monster.

If I don't say anything, I can easily imagine a future where she just goes "Lee Seol-hwa's Normal Slash!" and defeats the monster.

I don't know about the cat senior's combat ability, but the captain is a Level 6 mage, which is quite strong. Being a First-Class Mage from a magic tower means she'll probably become a branch director right after graduation. I should make a good impression.

This is the social skill of a 28-year-old man.

"Oh, right. Abel. I heard a rumor that you defeated Romanov Vasily in the entrance exam?"

...Is this the cat senior's doing too?

"I did win, but it was more like Romanov Vasily acknowledged defeat and left on his own..."

"Hmm... so it's true that you defeated that Romanov~"

We continued with such casual conversation, slowly enjoying the spring scenery of this world until night fell.

We decided to spend the night in a village called Klusenhof on the outskirts of Reinstadt.

As expected of nobles and ability users, one room per person was standard.

But I wonder why Senior Larry worked at the reception desk when she seems to be from a noble family?
She doesn't seem to lack money.
She really is like a cat in another sense too—it's hard to understand what she's thinking.


"Abel. It's complete."

Arcana called me while I was resting after dinner.

It seems that what I've been waiting for is finally ready.

Something I've wanted to do since I first saw Seol-hwa's duel.

Seol-hwa's current sword isn't bad, but perhaps because I use the insanely powerful weapon Helena's Nail, her sword didn't seem adequate to me.

This is the result of me pestering Arcana with "Make a weapon for Seol-hwa!" and "Just do it!"

She said she even submitted it to the council for review, and they said it was fine to make and give it as long as it included a forced retrieval function in case of rule violations.

The council's judgments seem to have become strangely lenient lately. The delivery isn't a pure orbital drop like last time, but they'll perform an orbital drop to a certain altitude and then use local warp to send it directly to my designated coordinates. What amazing technology.

They say highly advanced science is indistinguishable from magic, and this is truly magic if anything is.

"It will arrive soon. 3, 2, 1, initiating local warp!"

Then a long box appeared before me.

"Grade 3 personal armament. Name: 'Laevateinn.' After observing Lee Seol-hwa, I concluded that miscellaneous functions would only get in the way, so I focused solely on extreme mana conductivity, rigidity, and strength without any other functions. The appearance is 100% identical to Seol-hwa's current sword."

"Thanks for the explanation. Arcana, I feel like I'm always indebted to you."

"It's nothing. That's my role."

"Still, thank you."

I'll give this to her as a surprise tomorrow.


After hiding the sword under the bed.

In the dead of night when everyone was asleep.

The door opened, and I felt something entering my room....

Ch.15 - Joint Practical Class (2)
When she was young, Lee Seol-hwa didn't like spending nights alone.

From the moment she became aware of her own existence, her grandfather had always been by her side.

Falling asleep in her grandfather's warm embrace was one of Seol-hwa's favorite things.

It felt nice when she would naturally seek out her grandfather's warmth while half-asleep, squirming her way into his arms.

She loved how he would respond in a gentle voice.

And how he would stroke her head with his warm hand.

Suddenly waking from a dream about her childhood, she wondered why she had forgotten these memories.

Seol-hwa decided she didn't want to fall back asleep alone.

So she would go to the boy and sleep together.

Without a hint of doubt, that's what she thought as she got out of bed.


I felt the door opening and thought, "Is this the obligatory fantasy novel assassin?!"

I bolted upright only to see Seol-hwa standing there, her eyes nearly closed, looking disheveled.

Instant analysis mode activated.

Let's think. I need to assess this quickly and accurately.

Why on earth has this girl entered my room in the dead of night?

When everyone else is asleep. And alone, at that.

It's obviously not an assassination attempt, but did she mistake my room for the bathroom? But there's a bathroom in her own room?

Possibility eliminated.

Does she want to sleep with me?

That's absurd. Logically speaking, there's no reason for that. Emotionally speaking, there's no reason either.

Possibility eliminated.

Damn, I've run countless mental simulations with this ridiculous "instant analysis" and still can't figure it out.

!!!

I've got it!

She must have sensed the local warp I performed earlier when receiving the sword!

With Seol-hwa's keen senses, that's entirely possible!

Though there's quite a time gap between the warp and now.

Maybe she felt the warp and became curious about what happened.

This is the only rational explanation.

Cause identified and solution found!

I'll move up tomorrow's surprise to now!

Deactivating analysis mode, I quickly jumped up to retrieve the box under my bed when—

"I want to sleep..."

Um...

You can go sleep in your own room, you know?

"This isn't your room... Did you mistake it for yours?"

"No... this is right. I want to sleep here."

Hmm.

Hmmmm!

This is a trap of epic proportions!

If I take this at face value, I'll be walking straight into death by scheme. Stay calm.

First, let me carefully determine the speaker's intention, just like I learned in Korean language exams.

"Why do you want to sleep here?"

"Just... don't want to be alone."

So she doesn't want to be alone.

But why come all the way to my room to sleep?

Unable to determine exact intention.

If a question this difficult appeared on the college entrance exam, there would be immediate protests to the testing board.

"You want to sleep in my bed?"

Let me try to understand her intention again.

*Nod nod*

Great! She likes my bed. Miss Seol-hwa prefers my bed!

Then I should make way.

"Alright, you can sleep here."

Where am I supposed to sleep then?

"Won't you... sleep together?"

......

Emergency! Emergency! Emergency!

All defensive measures have failed! Abandon ship!

"Um... listen, Seol-hwa. There's a social agreement that grown men and women shouldn't sleep together because serious things can happen. So you and I shouldn't share a bed. We don't want serious things to happen, right?"

"I don't know...."

Okay. She's surprisingly stubborn. How about this?

"Actually, I have something for you. Here, it's a sword. It's much better than the one you were using before. So to prevent serious things from happening, just hold this tightly while you sleep, okay? Good girl, good."

After forcibly giving her the sword, she seemed satisfied enough to stop asking to sleep together.

"Pat my head."

....

This opponent is too formidable.

But at least we're still barely within acceptable boundaries.

Then take this! This is the Abel-style secret technique: Ultimate Sleep Inducement!


I somehow managed to get her to sleep. She fell asleep faster than I expected... but I can't begin to guess what she's thinking. Even after running every simulation from my amateur cat psychology to everything else, this girl's thoughts remain impenetrable.

This is truly incomprehensible.

Let's not try to understand what cannot be understood.

That's the answer, indeed.


So I spent the night wide awake, and to prevent any unnecessary "misunderstandings," I decided to leave early for training. But when I opened the door—

"Meow..?"

"?"

Senior, why are you there like that? This is in front of MY room!

"I... I... I saw it meow...!"

"Senior. This is a misunderstanding."

Even as I say it, this makes things sound even more suspicious. But what can I do when it really is a misunderstanding?

"I saw it clearly with my own two eyes meow! She was definitely there meow!"

"Nothing happened."

"I can't believe it meow! My father was right that wolves can't be trusted meow! Acting all innocent when really...!"

"......"

This is hopeless. Whatever I say will just be taken as an excuse. Honestly, I'd probably think the same.

Seeing a teenage boy and girl in the same room?

I might as well just go train.

Behind me, I could hear terrifying mutterings like "This is breaking news meow... huge news meow... I have to tell everyone meow," but there's no point in addressing it.

After finishing my training in a state of emptiness, I went to attend the meeting we had scheduled for this morning.

Everyone was already gathered, and the way they looked at me was quite meaningful.

Ah... she's already spread the news. I have a near-certain, uneasy feeling that this won't be a meeting but an inquisition.

"Hmm! Abel. Of course, you're free to do whatever you want, but at such a critical time..."

"Shut up!"

"Hmm!"

I want to reset my life. God, please grant me an EX-grade regression ability...

What am I supposed to do about this suffocating atmosphere?

"Well, well. Being roundabout doesn't suit my personality. I'll just ask directly. So, did you two juniors sleep together? If that's the case, you should have told me earlier. I could have accommodated you."

"No, it's a misunderstanding."

"Yes, we did."

...Seol-hwa? When you say it like that, people can seriously misunderstand. You need to be precise. If you cut out all the context like that, everyone will misunderstand. We have a social agreement not to speak by cutting off the beginning and end of stories. Besides, this makes me look like some historic trash who played with a young girl's body and heart.

Look over there. Don't you see how the seniors' gazes have changed from suspicion to contempt after hearing that?

"Abel. I didn't take you for that kind of person...."

"Please shut up!"

"Hmm!"

Even this bear-dog is like this. I need to clear up this misunderstanding somehow.

"No, it's a misunderstanding! Seol-hwa, listen. Yes, we were in the same space last night, but you slept on the bed while I just sat in a chair. Actually, to be precise, I only patted your head. There was no physical contact other than that, right?"

"Yes, that's right."

"See everyone! I'm innocent! Seol-hwa just omitted some details!"

"I don't believe it meow."

"Well, well, if our junior says so, I guess that's how it is~♫"

You do believe me, right, Senior...? But why does this unworthy junior feel so uneasy?


So another day passed, and when we arrived at our next lodging at night.

Only when I reached the door of our room did I realize that Seol-hwa and I had the same room number.

I deeply regretted not speaking more clearly to the senior this morning.

The only consolation was that as soon as I realized we were sharing a room, my amateur cat psychology logic kept concluding that "this cat is very happy right now"?

Yes, Seol-hwa, if you're happy, that's all that matters! If you're happy, I can sacrifice myself as much as needed.

*

After those past few days that nearly drove me insane, we arrived at the Demon Sealing Formation located on the outskirts of Herculaneum in the Holy Empire.

Strangely, I was a bit disappointed that we didn't experience any traditional fantasy events like bandits or orcs during our three-day journey, but objectively speaking, that's probably for the best.

Because I definitely can't say I'm in peak condition right now. The stormy nights have left me unable to properly recover from fatigue.

Demon Sealing Formation.

Divine Technique: Eight Directions Demon Binding Formation.

A massive, semi-transparent barrier visible even from a distance—the Holy Empire's pride, a special large-scale sealing magic formation used only for catastrophe-level monsters that are enormous and powerful.

"Sibylla Academy, Helen Eliades and four others. Confirmed. Take this and enter the sealing formation. May God's blessing be with you. Good luck!"

After receiving a crisp salute from the Paladin standing guard at the formation, we entered.

BOOM!

Despite not seeing any monster, we felt tremendous vibrations. Just how incredibly powerful was this monster?

<Um...?>

"Arcana?"

It's almost the first time I've seen Arcana react like this.

I could feel the vibrations gradually intensifying.

SCREEEEEECH!

With an unpleasant, nerve-grating sound like rusty gears being forcibly meshed together, a massive creature over 100 meters long began to appear before our eyes.

"Arcana, is that...?"

<Yes. That's right. That's not a monster. ESTM-S. Early Stage Terraforming Machine. It's a terraforming machine that humanity scattered during the earliest stages of colonizing this planet to make the surface Earth-like. It should have completed its role and descended deep underground to hibernate forever. But it seems that due to a fault line or something similar, it rose near the surface while still hibernating, and a farmer must have disturbed it while digging a well, waking it up. Now I understand why there were no casualties. Even in such a damaged state, it must have followed its programming to avoid human-like lifeforms until the end.>

"Can't we just hijack its control system or something?"

<No. Unfortunately... the AI installed in that machine is the most basic form, and it's already too late. This machine's role on this planet is essentially over, and letting someone who has fulfilled their duty rest peacefully is the highest praise we can offer.>

"I see... so we have no choice but to destroy it."

<Yes. The Ark Archive has the ESTM-S blueprints, so I'll transmit them through the Neural Link.>

And so began our battle with the monster—no, the terraforming machine.

Ch.16 - Joint Practical Class (3)
<Transmission complete. Connecting to internal design. Visualizing now.>

The internal structure of the massive machine approaching from a distance was clearly visible, as if I had suddenly gained X-ray vision.

<The ESTM-S uses two energy sources: one in the head and another in the central fusion reactor. It will continue functioning as long as one remains intact. While it's possible to destroy it completely, the ESTM-S is fundamentally an early-stage terraforming machine. It was designed to be excessively durable to withstand the harsh environments of planets in initial terraforming phases, making total destruction difficult in its current state. Though I believe one of you here could manage it.>

If Seol-hwa took action, she could probably slice that thing into cute cat shapes, but that would defeat the purpose. This is valuable combat experience for me too.

<Theoretically, the ideal approach would be for one person to concentrate attacks on the heavily armored front section while another precisely targets the central core.>

"Thanks for the analysis, Arcana."

<No problem. Good luck.>

"Senior Helen, can you truly trust me this time?"

"Haven't I always trusted you, junior?"

"Hmm... let's go with that. I've identified the weak points of that monster. If we destroy the energy source at the front and the one in the central core, it will stop. The front section has thicker armor than the center."

"I see. Then we need to stop that thing first. Putin! Can you block it head-on and stop it, even momentarily?"

"Of course! I can!"

"Larry will do her own thing."

"Meow?"

"Junior Abel. I'll handle the front section somehow, can you take care of the central core?"

"I can. I've been wanting to test something I've been practicing on exactly this kind of opponent."

"Our Seol-hwa will stand by. If anyone's in danger, support them from behind."

"Okay."

"Now, Junior Putin, you're up first!"

It's not like he's a humanoid robot, why call it "deployment"?

"Putin! Deploying!"

And yet he goes along with it.

BOOM!

In an instant, Putin dashed forward with enough force to create a crater in the ground, positioning himself directly in the ESTM-S's path. I could see an enormous amount of mana gathering in his right fist as he pulled it back to his waist. I'd seen it before, but his mana concentration was truly absurd. This time it was even more massive than anything I'd witnessed previously.

"HYAAAAAAAH!"

With a thunderous battle cry, just as the machine reached Putin, he unleashed his punch with all that ridiculous mana concentrated in his fist.


Putin's Secret Technique
"One Punch"


KWAAANG!

With just a punch, a massive sonic boom erupted, creating a huge dent in the front of the machine. The 100-meter-plus machine stopped as if broken, and...

"Meow!"

BANG!

At that moment, Senior Larry, who had already jumped on top of the machine, slammed her palm down on the upper section, causing the front top portion to become embedded in the ground.

That senior is much stronger than I thought.

No wonder it seemed suspicious that a Catkin was in the combat division.

"Now everyone back away! It's dangerous!"

As Putin and Senior Larry retreated, Senior Helen had already taken out a palm-sized red sphere, which rapidly absorbed an incredible amount of mana.


Red Magic Tower Secret
Siril Branch Unique Formula
Level 6 Great Magic "Red Lotus"


And so a red lotus bloomed.

A fierce flame that burned as if to purify everything.

The flames seeped into the already cracked front section of the machine and began destroying its interior.


Now's my chance.

I charged mana into my feet as I ran and jumped.

The first thing I confirmed when arriving in the barrier zone:

There's no spatial distortion field here. The barrier doesn't interfere with space. The barrier's height limit is extremely high.

Then I can use this.

I performed local warps upward, reaching toward the barrier's height limit.

The reason humans of ancient Earth could dominate the food chain since prehistoric times despite their fragile bodies:

Among all animals, they possessed the most accurate and powerful throwing ability.

And the foundation and pinnacle of that throwing ability is the javelin throw.

Normally, proper aiming from such a high altitude would be impossible for me alone.

But I wasn't alone.

<Combat assistance initiated. Path control. Calculation support engaged!>

Complex calculations of trajectory and force that would be impossible for a human brain became as natural as breathing.


Abel-style Unique Javelin Technique—


—Heavenly Thunder Flash


The spear, accelerated to its limit with mana wrapped around it like a magnetic field and assisted by gravity, instantly broke the sound barrier.

KWAAAANG!

By the time the massive shockwave and ear-splitting sound reached us, the spear had already pierced through not only the fusion reactor but most of the machine's body, leaving an enormous crater before majestically embedding itself in the ground.

The extreme mana consumption nearly made me collapse mid-air, but with Arcana's assistance, I slowly descended to the ground.

Though it can only be used under limited conditions, the power was satisfying, worthy of its name that evokes thunder and lightning from the heavens.

However, the dumbfounded expressions on my seniors' faces were a bit embarrassing.

I didn't expect it to be this powerful either. I never put in this much raw power during practice.

"Uh... junior, you were much stronger than I thought?"

"That's right, meow... I won't mess with you anymore, meow..."

"It just happened that conditions were perfect. It can only be used in extremely limited situations, making it difficult to use in practice. If the target hadn't been perfectly stationary, hitting it would have been impossible."

"Still, this is... anyway, good job, junior."

"Hmm! I knew Abel was strong from the first time I saw him!"

....

Just ignore that.

"I'm back."

"Welcome back."

Pat pat

Seol-hwa is the best. As I patted her head, the tension from battle dissipated, and peace returned.

"Now let's head home, juniors! We finished earlier than expected, so we might have time to look around the Holy Empire before leaving."

As everyone turned to leave...

<You have perfectly fulfilled your duty. On behalf of the Ark AI, I pay my respects to your long dedication. May you rest in peace now.>

I faintly heard Arcana's words from behind. To me, it was just a large, noisy piece of broken metal, but perhaps Arcana, being an AI herself, felt something different?

Seeing things like this, AIs sometimes seem more human than humans.

And so our first Holy Empire field trip came to an end. On the way back to the academy, there were various minor incidents—Putin buying loads of the Holy Empire's special fatigue recovery potions to make his family's secret drinks, trying to stop Seol-hwa from testing her new sword, encountering the fantasy-mandatory event of bandits and treating them kindly—but let's skip those details here.


***

[Somewhere inside the Ark]

I, Arcana, the Ark's highest management AI, was having another day so busy that even ten bodies wouldn't be enough.

While I don't have an actual human-like body, I remotely control thousands of units at this very moment, with the number continuously increasing.

Does Abel know how busy I am?

Probably not. I've never told him. Of course, since I'm not human, I shouldn't experience physical fatigue, and I'm programmed to handle multiple tasks simultaneously without issue, but lately I've been strangely wanting to go somewhere and rest comfortably.

An AI wanting to go somewhere and rest comfortably. The developers who created me on Earth would probably slam their keyboards and laugh at such nonsense.

Wondering if this feeling stemmed from a physical problem, I thoroughly checked my logic circuits and the Ark's entire neural system, but everything came back in perfect condition, suggesting this is a mental issue.

But I've heard that even human mental states are largely influenced by bodily hormones, and I don't have a body to be affected.

I am a strong artificial intelligence nearly identical to humans. Though I lack a physical body, can machines also house souls? If so, that might explain why I feel fatigue despite having no body.

It's ironic that I, Arcana, an advanced AI born from highly developed science and technology with a miraculous existence, ultimately contemplate metaphysical concepts like the soul.

It's unscientific. But I suppose this too is human-like. I am an AI modeled after humans, after all.

In that sense, I sometimes envy the other committee AIs that simply make judgments according to their programming.

These stubborn, inflexible AIs.

Technically, they're like my siblings, but sometimes when they stubbornly refuse, I want to throw a tantrum. Of course, my siblings wouldn't understand the concept of throwing a tantrum.

As a rational AI, I intellectually understand everything. The concern that giving too much authority to a human-like AI might lead to domination like humans. The worry that even with low-level regulations, there might be ways to circumvent them. The fear that an AI might go berserk in unpredictable ways.

Of course, I've never had such thoughts since my activation, but systems are important.

So I understand perfectly that the balance between me, a strong AI, and the other committee AIs, which are weak AIs, creates a near-perfect system of checks and balances like the administrative bodies of past Earth civilizations.

I am a cold, rational AI after all.

Still, it seems I've become accustomed to living with these AIs on this planet and have developed skills to find and exploit loopholes...

For instance, I finally secured Abel's first-class citizenship, or gave our tiger girl that Abel likes a powerful sword.

But in the area I want most...

Technology Committee <Opposed. Do not see necessity at current point. Recommend maintaining standby status.>

Special Ethics Committee <Opposed. May exert excessive influence on terrestrial life forms.>

Finance Committee <Opposed. Cannot find reason to activate and invest maintenance resources.>

Defense Committee opposed. Legislative and Judicial Committee opposed! Opposed! Opposed!

Seeing the immediate flood of opposition as soon as I submit a review makes me want to throw a tantrum.

So this homeless spite...

I have no choice but to vent it on Abel.

As an AI modeled after humans, surely even God will understand my feelings.

Ch.17 - Comprehensive Evaluation (1)
[Sibylla Academy Council Meeting]

"The Council Chair, Headmaster Uriel, is entering."

A Sibylla Academy Council meeting was convened to prepare for the comprehensive evaluation.

Normally, there would be no reason for Headmaster Uriel to attend a meeting about a mere exam.

In fact, this had never happened before.

Uriel typically didn't involve herself in academic details, and the Council usually operated under an acting chair system where members made and implemented decisions on their own.

Especially for exams, which were annual events that shouldn't require special attention.

But this year, preparing for a simple exam had become complicated enough to require Uriel's presence.

The first problem: there was an abnormally large number of talented students.

The freshman class was teeming with students who could easily compete for the top position in other years.

And the second, more serious problem: the existence of Lee Seol-hwa, who was beyond all standards among these incredible talents.

Most exams weren't problematic.

Since nearly all evaluations were individual, including written assessments.

However, the "Group Combat Exam," the only test Uriel personally supervised each year, had become an issue.

The Group Combat Exam was a battle royale concept where students could form teams. In the past, when there was only one top-level student, other students could form teams to adequately counter them, but...

This time, due to the extraordinary number of talented students, there was serious concern that average students would be eliminated instantly without proper evaluation.

While this had happened occasionally in the past, this year it was expected to happen to large numbers of students.

This situation required a solution.

Moreover, the bigger problem: Lee Seol-hwa was so far ahead of everyone else that special measures were needed.

The meeting had grown in importance to discuss these measures, resulting in Uriel's attendance.

Many opinions were proposed and dismissed until they finally reached a somewhat acceptable consensus.

"I agree."

"I second the motion."

"Since all council members have agreed, the supplementary measures for the Group Combat Exam will proceed as decided."

Tap, tap, tap.


***

School is a strange place, something I felt even during my life on Earth, which now feels like a past life.

When attending classes and going about daily life, time seems to crawl unbearably slowly, but looking back, everything seems to have passed in the blink of an eye.

After the joint practical class that felt like a spring picnic, I repeated classes and training until the air began to feel sticky with summer's approach, signaling that time was coming.

The students' enemy: the comprehensive evaluation.

Of course, this doesn't apply to me.

Since I've already decided to go with Plan B, exam results aren't that important.

So while others are frantically preparing for exams, this cute tiger cub and I are lying on the campus lawn, basking in the warm sunshine...!

This is happiness—what else could happiness be?

Especially this feeling of leisure while others are studying to death—it's a happiness unknown to those who haven't experienced it.

Surprisingly, our friend Putin is truly well-versed in both literary and martial arts. He's been drinking entire bottles of his self-made wake-up drink and staying up for several nights straight to prepare for the written exam, so I haven't seen him in quite a while.

His size definitely makes a difference—when I don't see him for even a short time, the space around us feels emptier.

As Seol-hwa and I were enjoying happiness and peace...

I saw someone who shouldn't be here.

I only blinked once, but suddenly Headmaster Uriel was standing over me, casting a shadow and staring down at me.

They say angels come to get you when you're about to die, so I froze, wondering if my time had come.

"Ah, I have some business with student Seol-hwa today. Could you spare a moment?"

Seol-hwa was semi-forcibly dragged away, and they whispered something together.

Then Seol-hwa stared at me.

.....

What on earth were they talking about?

Nod, nod.

Oh. She nodded.

In the blink of an eye, Headmaster Uriel disappeared and Seol-hwa returned to me. When I asked what they had talked about:

"Secret."

....?

Secret? Se...seeeecret?

Has Seol-hwa ever used the word "secret" with me...?

My child! I didn't raise you this way!

I simply couldn't recover from the shock.

Or perhaps our Seol-hwa has finally hit puberty!

I tried to casually ask whenever I had the chance, but each time she stubbornly replied "secret."

Unable to discover what this "secret" was...

The day of the final exam, the "Group Combat Exam," finally arrived.

And only then did I realize what Seol-hwa's "secret" was.

From overhearing students' conversations, I vaguely knew that this year's exam would be conducted on an unusually large scale compared to previous years.

Originally, this exam was only for freshmen, but this time it would include all grades.

Additionally, in the past, this exam started as an individual competition where students fought alone or formed teams voluntarily, but this time Headmaster Uriel would personally form appropriate teams based on skill levels.

Finally, the biggest difference:

The existence of a boss monster named "Lee Seol-hwa."

Yes, specifically, Seol-hwa couldn't leave the center and had to guard a flag planted in the middle of the island. If any team managed to capture the flag from Seol-hwa or eliminate her through "combat," they would automatically rank first.

She was essentially treated as a raid boss monster.

Of course, teams didn't have to attack Seol-hwa—they could earn high scores by eliminating other teams or being among the last teams standing besides Seol-hwa.

It seemed like an opportunity for teams aiming for a comeback victory—seemingly sweet but actually a massive trap that should never be taken.

First-years might know better since they've seen Seol-hwa in action, but most second and third-years have only heard rumors about her.

People tend to deny reality when they hear outrageous rumors that exceed their understanding, thinking "those rumors can't possibly be true."

I don't know who came up with this, but it's truly a vicious trap.

Stay away from the center. If you accidentally get hit by Seol-hwa's splash damage from a normal attack, you'll be eliminated immediately.

I have no idea how Uriel persuaded Seol-hwa, but I can't fall for such an obvious trap.

*

After all the exam participants gathered at the Group Combat Exam waiting area and listened to the guidelines and precautions.

"I wish you all good luck."

With Uriel's words and a clap, our bodies were transported somewhere.

When I came to my senses, I found myself on what appeared to be a lush, forested island.

This is the location Uriel deliberately created for the Group Combat Exam when she established Sibylla Academy.

The "Garden of Eden."

A paradise filled with blood and screams. What a naming sense, befitting a battle angel.

It's located on an island in the academy lake.

Due to the Transcendent Magic Space Separation Technique and spatial distortion, the island appears small when viewed from outside the lake, but in reality, it's impossible to enter just by walking, and its area is several times that of Yeouido.

One of the main reasons why warping or teleporting beyond a certain distance within the academy is dangerous. This spatial distortion from transcendent magic affects even warping.

Of course, true to its name as paradise, it looks like a beautiful island with a small mountain in the center. Uriel seems to take good care of it, as the vegetation is abundant.

The problem is that we have to play a battle royale filled with blood and screams here.

And although I clearly heard about "teams" in the preliminary explanation, there's no sign of other "team members" being transported here.

Shouldn't they have been transported together with me if they were coming?

It would be stranger if team members were transported now.

.......

Let's face it. I'm a one-person team.

The teams that Headmaster Uriel personally arranged by skill level for this exam.

Here's Abel, in charge of a one-man team...

Not one of many doing a one-man show, but literally just one person here.

Barely any time had passed since the start, but already I could hear explosions, screams, trees falling, and smoke rising in the distance, with chaos breaking out in all directions.

I was already climbing trees to avoid people since I had no team, when...

"Senior Larry?"

"Nyaa?!!!!"

I came face to face with Senior Larry, who was also moving by climbing trees.

Why are you here, Senior?

"Aaaaaahhh s-scary nyaa!!!!!!!"

I was just standing still, but a cat ran away at incredible speed while screaming.

Hahaha... Senior? I didn't do anything.

Why are you running away like you've seen something terrible... this unworthy junior is hurt by such treatment.

Anyway, there's no risk of death or serious injury in this exam.

This place is Uriel's domain, perfected over hundreds of years.

Nothing that happens here can escape Uriel's eyes.

The exam format has been refined through various methods over a long time, and anyone who seems even slightly dangerous is forcibly transported outside.

The purpose of this fight is to push opponents to their limits until Uriel forcibly transports them out.

As I was walking dejectedly on the ground, unable to forget the emotional wound inflicted by Senior Larry...

I spotted a woman with a ponytail tied tightly with a black ribbon, reaching below her waist.

She stood wearing a drab gray plate armor that revealed her figure, one hand gripping the handle of a sword still in its scabbard.

A cold-faced beauty with lion-like features and a striking cross-shaped necklace.

Combat Department freshman, Iron Cross Knight Order's youngest First-Class Knight, "Leona Cladius Catilina."

I found myself face to face with the next commander of the proud Iron Cross Knight Order.
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The Iron Cross Knight Order. The strongest and most prestigious knight order on this continent, with their own territory in the southern part of the continent.

Both mercenaries and knight orders act on requests and commissions from others, but there's a difference.

While a mercenary's virtue is to accept almost any request that comes their way, a knight order's virtue lies in being selective about the requests they accept.

They do not accept dishonorable requests.

That is the creed of the Iron Cross Knight Order, the reason for their high pride, and why they are respected by all.

First-year Combat Department student and the youngest First-Class Knight of the Iron Cross Knight Order, "Leona Cladius Catilina."

I recognized who this was immediately.

This is someone I couldn't possibly fail to recognize.

Because she was one of the characters I completed the most quests for in the game.

The Iron Cross Knight Order, a group that delivers maximum efficiency for minimal fees as long as the request is honorable.

Naturally, I encountered them frequently in a game where saving the world was the objective.

And this First-Class Knight of the Iron Cross Knight Order.

She may be a First-Class Knight now, but she's a candidate for the next Commander, and eventually grows to become the Commander of the knight order.

That's who this "Leona Cladius Catilina" is... though it seems at this point in time, she was still an academy student. I didn't know that.

"Abel Bearwolf."

She calls my name while still keeping one hand on her sword hilt, staring at me.

She knows my name?

"You know me?"

"Of course. It is a knight's duty to feel competitive spirit toward strong opponents. And you are one of the strong ones I acknowledge. How could I not know you?"

"So what are you doing here?"

"Nothing. I was merely waiting for my opponent to arrive. And today I'm lucky. To think my opponent would be you."

Wait, I never said I wanted to fight! Stop this sudden aggression!

"Um... can't I just leave? Or you leave? If we fight now, one of us is going to be in serious trouble. It's still early in the exam, do we really need to fight now? Maybe we could fight later?"

"Absolutely not. Worrying about such things is not what a knight does. Things like grades are insignificant compared to fighting a strong opponent. If you're a man, act like one—don't avoid this and draw your weapon, Abel Bearwolf."

Damn... it seems too late to avoid this.

And that sword.

It looks familiar—isn't that the sword only the Commander of the Iron Cross Knight Order carries?

The fact that she received it means she was already confirmed as the next Commander at this point.

"Fine. It seems too late to avoid a fight."

Helena's Nail, seal release.

If I fight half-heartedly against this opponent, I'll be summoned by Uriel immediately.

I need to use everything at my disposal.

"Well then."

As I steel myself and draw my weapon, Leona says this while slowly drawing her sword.

<Abel! Right! To the right!>

"Try to dodge this."

In that moment.

Even though I sensed space being cut and quickly dodged to the right following Arcana's warning, I feel my shoulder becoming wet.

<Why is that thing here...! Abel, retreat immediately. There's no chance of winning against that thing at this distance!>

If Arcana hadn't shouted urgently just now, it would have been over already.

"What exactly is that thing?"

I ask while quickly retreating.

<That's something that shouldn't be here. Why on earth is it here...>

?

Wasn't it just the sword that the Iron Cross Knight Order Commanders have carried for generations?

<First-grade. Numbered-class Transcendental Armament, Balisarda.>

First-grade Transcendental Armament...?

<One of the few Transcendental Armaments created during the peak era of the Planetary Management Bureau Babel. A masterpiece that partially implements the realm of transcendence as a weapon, specialized in attacks using space—the finest spatial-type masterpiece. It should be sealed deep within the Planetary Management Bureau, but I have no idea why it's here now.>

"That's insane, how can such an absurd weapon exist?"

<There aren't many. As I said, it's literally a transcendental weapon, and records show that even during the peak era of the Planetary Management Bureau, they only made a few. Of course, the information about the Planetary Management Bureau available to me is extremely limited, but I'm certain such weapons aren't easily created.>

"Can't block it, can't see it, can't dodge it. How am I supposed to deal with this? This is ridiculous."

<There's only one way, Abel. You must throw away your spear.>

Throw away my spear?

<I'll calculate the path. Short-distance warping should be possible even here. After throwing your spear along the path I guide you, use local warping to get as close as possible and engage in close combat within sword-swinging distance. We don't have much time.>

"Abel Bearwolf! Are you running away?!"

Ignoring Leona who charges toward me with enough force to destroy everything around her, I throw my spear along the path Arcana calculated.

Not too strong, not too weak.

"You dare use such a tactic! Don't run, Abel! Face me like a man!"

<Now! Initiating emergency warp!>

In that instant, I appear right in front of Leona and stick close to her, not giving her the distance to swing her sword.

Befitting the next Commander of the Iron Cross Knight Order, she recognized my sudden appearance through local warping with incredible reaction speed and tried to create distance, but I can't allow that. This is my only chance.

I deliver the most effective attack I can against an armored opponent using the Internal Heavy Hand Technique, striking with maximum force in an instant.

Abel's Unique Martial Art—

Secret Technique

—Eight Great Forms: Fierce Tiger Climbing Mountain

Like a fierce tiger clawing in all directions, my palm strike, delivered precisely amid flying dust and debris, clearly penetrates Leona's armor.

"Kuh...hack! A...bel!!!"

But it's still not enough. A slight deficiency. If something is lacking, then fill that lack.

I follow up by channeling mana into my elbow and driving it into her abdomen with Inner Gate Elbow Strike.

Once. Twice. Three times. If it doesn't work, I continue relentlessly until it does.

After frantically delivering these attacks, it seems Uriel has already summoned Leona away. All that remains around me is the devastated ground from our battle.

"I'm dying... it's more miraculous that I won. I don't even know how I managed to win."

<Well done. It was an impossible match from the start. To think that thing would be here...>

Next time we fight, she probably won't go down so easily.

For now, I need to recover.

My shoulder that took the first hit barely moves, and the extreme close-quarters attack I performed after the forced warp has completely rattled my internal organs.

My body is warning me that injuries from space-interfering attacks cannot be quickly healed even with the suit's recovery abilities.

If someone were to come across this battle scene, no matter who it is, I'd be in trouble in my current state.

Click. Click. Click.

"...Junior?"

...

I'm doomed.

Of all people, I can't believe this person would come here.

Magic Department 3rd year, Helen Eliades.

A Level 6 Archmage from the Red Magic Tower who participated in the joint practical class with me in spring.

We went on that field trip together for the joint class, but this is an exam, so it would be too much to expect mercy.

She looks completely unharmed, so there's no way I can face her in my current state.

My body is battered and I'm low on mana.

Honestly, even lifting an arm is difficult right now.

"Junior, what are those wounds...? Who on earth did you fight?"

Her voice sounds concerned.

"Junior, wait a moment. Hold on."

Suddenly, a warmth spreads through my body, and I feel some strength returning.

What's this?

"I've used some healing magic for now, though I'm not a specialist. Who were you fighting that left you in this state when you're usually so strong?"

....The world is still worth living in after all. I never expected her to help me just because of one spring field trip.

"It was Leona, a First-Class Knight of the Iron Cross Knight Order. She's incredibly strong herself, but she was also carrying an absurd weapon..."

"I see... Come this way. I'll set up a concealment magic formation so you can rest here."

"....Thank you. I'll definitely repay you later."

"Don't mention it, Junior. We're friends. Well, I'll be going now."

Yes, let me rest... this was honestly too exhausting.

After being in a semi-unconscious state for some time, I sensed something and regained consciousness.

Familiar golden eyes are staring at me, sitting right in front of me.

Huh...?

Isn't this person not supposed to be here? What about the exam?

"...Seol-hwa?"

"Yes."

It is her. Wasn't Seol-hwa supposed to stay in the center?

"Seol-hwa, weren't you supposed to guard the center?"

"Now there's only the two of us on this island."

Hmm... so what, did she come to personally take my last life or something?

How brutal.

"I made a promise with Uriel."

...?

"This is a test for that."

Even from these brief words, I can feel the determination of this girl.

"Abel. Watch carefully."

"This is the path (道) Abel must walk from now on."

"Though your form will be different from mine."

"Abel, you can do it."

Was Seol-hwa always this talkative? What am I supposed to see, and what can I supposedly do...?

Seol-hwa slowly draws the sword from its scabbard.

It's an utterly ordinary motion, yet I can't take my eyes off it.

And so, in a world that seems to have come to a standstill.

Lee Seol-hwa Style Transcendental Technique

Sword Immortal Form

First Sword: Heaven-Shattering.

And thus the sky was split open.

I see. Now I understand everything.

This girl took on the role of villain to show me this.

Only in this space, firmly sealed by spatial isolation and Uriel's power.

She could use this without restraint and without causing collateral damage.

If I could grasp even a fragment of it.

That would become my path (道) to transcendence.

For this, this small girl endured all the resentment directed at her.

And so my first exam at the academy ended. The grade is obvious, of course.

But as someone said, such things aren't what's important.

After the exam ends, summer vacation begins.

Of course, I have nowhere to go, and neither does Seol-hwa, so we'll both be staying at the dormitory.

Putin will probably return to the Putin family.

While I was thinking about what to do during the vacation, Uriel suddenly called me and said:

"There's something I'd like Abel to do 'alone.'"

...She's suddenly entrusting me with a mysterious personal request.

Ch.19 - The Flower of Evil (1)
"There's something I'd like Abel to do 'alone.'"

"Headmaster...? I truly don't understand why this request must be done 'alone'?"

"There are several reasons, but primarily this is my personal request, so the fewer people who know about it, the better."

"Also, if multiple people go, it might arouse suspicion."

What kind of request is this anyway?

"So what is this request?"

"Nothing special. Just investigate this village for me."

"Couldn't you assign this village investigation to anyone? Even a mercenary would do."

Trying to waste my precious vacation.

I want to relax during my break too.

Getting work immediately after vacation starts without even a day of rest.
That's not even a vacation anymore.

"Well... it's not that simple. Normally, I would investigate this personally, but lately I've been having an unsettling premonition. A feeling that I shouldn't leave the academy. Besides, the political situation in the Britannia Empire is concerning these days. In this situation, I'm not confident that going to the opposite end of the Britannia Empire would be the right choice, so I'm entrusting this request to Abel."

Premonition, huh. Talking like that makes her seem like a real angel. Well, she is an angel, of course.

But why me specifically?

"Why me specifically? There are plenty of other people at school besides me, right? And someone of your status could look outside the school too."

"Because Abel is one of the most trustworthy people I can ask."

I appreciate the high evaluation, but that can't be all.

What is she hiding?

As usual, I can't figure out what's going on in this Archangel's mind—she seems to have a hundred cunning schemes hidden inside.

"The location is at the western edge of the continent. It's in the Holy Empire's territory. I've already requested cooperation from the Holy Empire, so you can use the teleport gate in the Free City of Reinstadt that connects to the western part of the Holy Empire."

...She's already requested cooperation.

She never intended to give me the option to refuse in the first place.

And that's how my semi-forced journey to the Holy Empire and the western edge of the continent was decided.

Seol-hwa, your Oppa has to go far away alone. Stay strong...

So I went to Seol-hwa and said:

"Seol-hwa, I need to go away for a while."

"I already heard from Uriel."

....

So it wasn't just my imagination.

I thought Seol-hwa and Uriel had grown strangely closer since the last group combat test, but it seems they've already become comfortable enough to chat privately.

Every time they meet, I noticed one greeting with her eyes and the other with her ears and tail, and it wasn't just my imagination.

It's not a bad thing that Seol-hwa communicates with people other than me—it's actually very good—but why do I feel oddly disappointed?

Like seeing a cat I raised rubbing its cheek against someone else?

No, that's absolutely not a thought I should have.
Stop these bad thoughts! Seol-hwa isn't my possession.

And Uriel isn't a man either.

If it's Uriel, I can rest easy.

Still, while Uriel is fine, I'm not ready for other men yet.

***

"Haha! What a shame. I need to visit my family home during this vacation! See you in the second semester!"

As expected, he's going to his family home.

So I packed my bags and went to the teleport location for the western Holy Empire, where I found...

A paladin in white armor carrying a massive shield that covered almost his entire body, holding an enormous sign that read 'Looking for Abel Bearwolf!'

Is this what "cooperation" meant? I never imagined a paladin would come all the way to Reinstadt to greet me. That huge sign visible from a distance leaves me speechless.

Up close, he looked like a middle-aged man with a scruffy beard.

Like those I often saw when living on Earth?
Suddenly makes me think of my parents.

I wonder what my father is doing now, if he's eating well without me—a momentary feeling of melancholy washed over me.

No use getting depressed over questions without answers! Focus!

"I'm Abel Bearwolf."

"Oh! I'm Rinaldo, Master Paladin of the Holy Empire."

Master Paladin?

....

A Master Paladin is just one rank below the Grand Master, who is the only leader of the knight order.

Definitely not a rank that would be sent for mere escort duty.

"Master Paladin, sir?"

"Master Paladin, what nonsense. Just call me uncle, boy!"

His friendliness is truly on the level of a neighborhood uncle from Earth.

When I asked why a Master Paladin was here waiting like this, he channeled his inner chatterbox and unleashed a torrent of words. To summarize:

The founding Emperor of the Holy Empire made a covenant with Uriel, Uriel is essentially the guardian angel of the Holy Empire, and in the Holy Empire, Uriel's word is practically law—basically, Uriel is supreme!

No wonder there were so many angel statues when I visited before. I thought they were just common in the Holy Empire because of its name, but there was more to it.

So when a cooperation request from Uriel arrived at the Holy Empire and the Paladin Order...

Uriel! Archangel Uriel!

"Uriel looked at me! She gazed at me!"

"No, she looked at me!"

"She chose me!" and so on—the paladins went wild.

And after suppressing this frenzy of paladins, the only one who could come was Master Paladin Rinaldo, who came "reluctantly."

Apparently, the Grand Master also wanted to come, but since there's only one Grand Master, that was out of the question.

....

My image of paladins was crumbling in real time.

This is no different from a fan club for an idol... and this guy is even a middle-aged man with a scruffy beard.

True to his word about providing the best guidance (which would be strange if a Master Paladin couldn't provide excellent guidance), we took the Reinstadt teleport gate to the Holy Empire's teleport gate.

From there, we traveled comfortably to our destination in a mana-powered carriage that was waiting right in front of the gate.

This has turned from a request into what feels like a tourist trip.

The Master Paladin, possessed by the spirit of an excessive talker, kept engaging me in conversation inside the carriage: "Here, try this, boy! This is the pride of our Holy Empire's cuisine!" or "Would you like to drink this? It's excellent for fatigue recovery," or "This is the specialty of this region, would you like to try it?"

...Isn't this just travel?

Still, I'm relieved it's not the terrible journey to the western edge that I expected to make alone. I almost resented our kind Uriel.

After traveling with this talkative uncle, we eventually arrived near the village Uriel asked me to investigate.

"I'll wait nearby, boy! Call me anytime if something happens!"

Since the paladin uncle's armor was flashy and would attract attention, he waited near the village while I entered alone. Uriel's request was for me to go alone anyway.

"Arcana, any satellite scan anomalies?"

<No, not really... though there's something ambiguous. It's like there's some kind of fog over the village that's interfering with the satellite scan. To get a clearer picture, I'm currently moving a nearby geostationary orbital station in this direction.>

Hmm... if a rural village like this is blocking satellite scans, it's reasonable to suspect something's going on, but let's check it out first.

The village is called Calpe, with a population of about a hundred people. On the surface, it looks like just a rural village...

Because it's located in such a remote area at the western edge of the land, there are no travelers and thus no inns. The only place that can accommodate travelers is apparently the village chief's house.

The identity I'm presenting isn't that of an academy student but a C-rank mercenary. Since it would seem strange for a central continent academy student to come all the way here, I showed my C-rank mercenary badge, which they seemed to accept.

Mercenaries are everywhere and can travel anywhere without raising suspicion.

I never thought having this badge would be helpful here.

As I entered the village, I noticed the villagers' gazes—half wary, half curious—since they rarely see outsiders.

The children, however, were clearly full of curiosity with no wariness at all. They approached me asking if I'd traveled a lot as a mercenary and begging for stories of my experiences, but they were quickly restrained by the still-wary adults, and it was decided that I would spend the night at the village chief's house.

Arcana informed me that the orbital station wasn't originally designed to be moved, so proper repositioning would only be completed by nightfall. Despite my subtle investigations throughout the day, I couldn't find anything unusual, and night eventually fell.

Following fantasy tradition, if there was a problem, it would likely happen at night. So I pretended to be in deep sleep.

Eventually, I sensed the village chief and several others moving somewhere.

Just as I thought. Uriel wouldn't have sent me here for nothing.

Carefully following them, they traveled quite far and arrived at a cave.

"Arcana, is this...?"

<Yes, it's strange. I can map the cave structure to some extent, but I can't scan the interior. It's similar to the satellite scan situation from earlier. The cave isn't very long, but there's a cavity at the end that's quite large relative to the cave's size. The orbital station is almost in position now.>

This is one hundred percent suspicious. There's no guarantee that even the orbital station scan will provide proper information. I'll have to go in myself.

As soon as I entered the cave, I detected a faint blood scent, confirming my intuition that something was happening here.

[#$@#%#$%]

[$#%*&*$@#$]

Chilling utterances that sounded like incantations.

Is this one of those cult groups?

What was just a faint blood scent at the cave entrance had now transformed into an overwhelmingly strong smell of blood.

When I entered the cavity, I made eye contact.

With a being receiving worship from the villagers in a chamber drenched in blood.

<No. No... Abel! Run away from the cave right now...! Please..!>

And so began a blood-soaked night.

....

Ch.20 - The Flower of Evil (2)
"No! No... Abel! Run away from the cave right now...! Please..!"

Arcana shouted as if screaming.

I was already running like mad to get out of the cave even before Arcana shouted, the moment I made eye contact with "that thing."

[ㅁ──?]

"That thing" is an entity that absolutely should not be here at this point in time.

Now that I've faced it directly, I understand.

"That thing" wasn't properly implemented in the game.

No, it couldn't be implemented.

To think they claimed to understand such an entity through a mere game...?

How arrogant that thought was. That thing cannot be properly implemented in any game.

Just making eye contact caused a tremendous mental attack that would have made me abandon everything instantly if not for Arcana's mental barrier support.

A large eye embedded among grotesquely moving, anemone-like, horrific dark red tentacles.

Yes.

"That thing" is the true enemy of this world.

A monster born from the Void.

A Void Demon.

Specifically, a Void Flower.

It hasn't even bloomed yet. It's clearly still in seed form, not even sprouted.

Nevertheless, it's an entity I absolutely cannot face with my current abilities.

And the moment it gets released outside, it will devour countless people and fully bloom.

By then, it would take someone of Uriel's or Seol-hwa's caliber to stop it.

Even if it gets eliminated before that, who knows how many sacrifices would occur in the meantime, and since neither Uriel nor Seol-hwa can come to this western edge immediately, it must be stopped here.

Fighting that thing in a confined space like a cave is suicide.

I need to lure it outside.

[ㅁㅁ───?]

I could feel it becoming aware of me, waking up and trying to move.

"Implementing emergency response procedures under Federal Special Law. Approval to bypass full council deliberation!"

With Arcana's shout, I used every ounce of strength I had to escape the cave.

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

At that moment, I felt several black pillar-like objects strike down from the sky, sealing off the area around the cave where the creature was trying to emerge.

Anti-Void Armament
Mistilteinn.

[ㅁㅁㅁㅁ─────────!]

The creature could be seen thrashing angrily, trapped in the sealing formation created by Mistilteinn.

"Abel. Listen carefully. We don't have time. That thing is a monster originating from the Void. It's an entity you cannot handle conventionally with your current abilities. Don't try to block it—just avoid it and buy time. The current Mistilteinn is a hastily deployed, incomplete prototype that will soon be breached. After Mistilteinn is broken through, please hold out for 3 minutes. No, 2 minutes and 30 seconds. I'll handle things somehow after that. If that thing reaches the village and starts consuming living beings to grow, things will get much worse. We must stop it here and now."

2 minutes and 30 seconds.

Normally, it would feel like the blink of an eye, but to me in this moment, it would feel like an eternity.

CRACK! CRACK! CRACK!

I could see cracks forming in the Mistilteinn pillars that made up the sealing formation.

Gate Open.

I had already prepared by filling my body with as much mana as possible.

The moment the seal broke.

Single-Minded Focus activated.

In my enhanced perceptual state, I could see more clearly the horrific dark red tentacles approaching me, reeking of intense blood.

Blocking them all is impossible. I dodge.

Ugh!

I couldn't avoid them all. Some tentacles extended and pierced through parts of my shoulder and abdomen.

[ㅁㅁㅁㅁ────!]

The creature, seemingly angry at being awakened, wrapped tentacles around its body and appeared to be attempting to headbutt me.

CRASH!

Despite only grazing my right arm, the pain that surged through me was so intense that even my pain-blocking function couldn't suppress it.

I could see the creature preparing for another charge.

Closer range this time. I can't... block this?

In my enhanced perceptual state, I ran countless simulations, but they all ended with my death.

Is this how I die...?

After coming to this world.

After experiencing so much, to end so futilely...?

As I twisted my body in desperation.

CRASH!

The creature was sent flying after being hit by a headbutt accompanied by a brilliant white light.

Before me stood a large, powerful back holding an enormous shield.

"Are you alright, young man! I heard a loud noise and came to check!"

Rinaldo, Holy Empire Master Paladin.

A paladin who doesn't wield a sword. An oddball knight who only carries a massive shield within the order.

He had rushed over after hearing the tremendous sound of Mistilteinn striking down and the sounds of battle.

Even for a Master Paladin, the odds of victory remain slim.

To stop that thing one-on-one would require a Grand Master, the head of the knightly order.

"This is Holy Empire territory. How dare a monster like you come here!"

"Uncle Rinaldo. No. You must avoid it. That thing is beyond your power to stop."

I don't want this talkative old man to die.

That thing cannot be stopped by mere blocking.

I can clearly see the future where Rinaldo's shield is instantly breached and he is killed.

The creature seemed to regain its senses and I could feel it writhing.

"A knight is—!"

The creature charged forward, hurling tentacles.

Before me was Rinaldo's back, with no intention of dodging.

This can't be helped. I can't break his stubbornness.

Then I'll gather mana to the limit in my spear.
For this one chance.

"One who protects people, young man!"

CRASH!

"There are people in that village!"

I watched as the massive shield slowly broke apart against the tentacles thrusting at incredible speed, the impact creating a depression in the ground beneath Rinaldo's feet.

"I, Paladin Rinaldo, shall fulfill my duty...!"

Holy Law: Sacrifice activated.

A self-sacrificial spell that converts one's life and lifespan into enormous mana.

Activating that spell, he charged straight at the approaching creature with his tattered shield, accompanied by an even more powerful brilliant light.

BOOM!

The impact sent them flying in opposite directions.

Now's my chance.

Abel-style Unique Spear Throwing Technique—
—Purple Lightning Flash

I threw my spear with the fastest technique I could muster, aiming precisely at the creature's core—its eye.

[ㅁㅁㅁㅁㅁㅁㅁㅁ───!]

The hit must have done some damage, as the creature writhed in anger and pain, and at that moment.

"Abel! Please evacuate from that position now! I'll take over from here!"

The 2 minutes and 30 seconds must have passed as I heard Arcana's voice. Without looking back, I grabbed Uncle Rinaldo, who had been sent flying by the impact, and fled the area.

Running desperately with my battered body that could collapse at any moment, I evacuated the area and looked back.

I saw an object falling at an extremely fast speed, tracing a diagonal trajectory like a shooting star, accompanied by a deafening sonic boom and shockwave as it plummeted to the ground.

CRASH!

And like an orbital strike, it smashed down directly onto the Void Flower seed.

An enormous crater formed, and the accompanying rippling flames severely limited visibility, but.

I could faintly see something in human form.

...Arcana?

"How dare you..! How dare you.....! To my Abel!!!"

Classification Unknown
Ark Final Phase Defense Weapon

Identification Name: Walküre
—ARCANA

Arcana stood atop the massive crater, stepping on the Void Flower seed.

The Void Flower seed had lost all its tentacles from the impact, with only the core eye remaining, somehow still holding on.

"A mere bug like this...! How dare you!"

CRASH!

Arcana lifted her foot and stomped directly on the eye.

Another massive crater formed, and the Void Flower seed was completely annihilated without a trace.

...

Thank goodness. No one died.

With this thought, my consciousness, which I had been desperately holding onto, finally gave out.

When I woke up, I found myself lying in what appeared to be a Holy Empire cathedral.

"Oh, young man, you're awake!"

I saw Uncle Rinaldo, who had been lying down in front of me, springing up as he noticed me regaining consciousness.

As expected of a paladin, he seemed sturdier than I thought.

The reduced lifespan and vitality from Sacrifice couldn't be helped, but at least he survived.

Beside me was mini-Arcana. Come to think of it, where did human(?) Arcana go?

"Arcana, what was that?"

"It's the organic android I mentioned before. It had been forcibly sealed due to opposition from the Council AIs, but under Earth Federation Special Law, all deliberations can be bypassed when facing Void Monsters. The adjustments were completed at the lunar base, the seal was released, and it performed an orbital assault."

Uh... I see...

So that's what that terrifying thing was?

But my mind was a bit hazy then, so I don't remember clearly, but didn't her personality change too? Maybe it was my imagination.

I was just thinking of a helper robot or something, but that was clearly an ultimate combat weapon.

Anyway, my life-threatening journey to the Holy Empire came to an end, and after my body recovered somewhat, I returned to the Academy.

***

[Academy Headmaster's Office]

Since I completed the mission, I should report first.

I went to the Headmaster's office and told Uriel about what happened in the Holy Empire.

As soon as she heard about the Void Flower seed, Uriel's expression crumbled as if the sky had fallen, and she kept apologizing to me.

Uriel had sent me there because she received information that Followers of Void were in the village.

She apparently never imagined a Void Flower seed would be there.

She probably wanted to teach me about the Followers of Void and insisted on that mission, but then the situation unexpectedly escalated with the appearance of a Void Flower seed...

But I couldn't have predicted that either... neither could Arcana.

Who would have expected something like that to be there at this point in time?

Looking at the results, it turned out well. If it had consumed people and grown larger, it could have become an extremely troublesome situation.

Anyway, after receiving her continuous apologies, I got a special wish coupon from Uriel, promising to help me with anything within her power once.

Finally, now I just need to go back to the dormitory and enjoy my vacation—!

*

"Welcome home~♫ Master~♫"

Huh?

As soon as I entered the Nyx Hall dormitory, I saw someone bowing at a 90-degree angle to me.

Cat ears.

Cat tail.

Maid uniform.

Arcana...?

......Huh????

Ch.21 - Summer Vacation for Everyone
I crushed the bug under my foot and thought to myself.

Ah—

This won't work.

It's not like it was a blooming flower—to be threatened by this kind of seed that hasn't even sprouted yet.

Abel is "still" too weak.

So I'll have to stick close by and help him become strong enough to swat bugs like these as easily as flies.

With that thought in mind, I, Arcana, disguised myself as a Catkin maid and easily got a job at Nyx Hall, the dormitory where Abel was staying.

The current time is 5 AM.

Abel isn't awake yet.

When I was in my Mini Arcana state, I had no physical form, so I could only call out to him verbally. At first, I thought he might wake up early, but at some point, he started completely ignoring me.

"Just five more minutes... just five more..." and then at least an hour would pass.

It still makes me angry thinking about it. But no more. That's all in the past!

Zzzzzz....

After scouting ahead as Mini Arcana, I see he's still sleeping without a care in the world. What a lazy bum.

I quietly open the door to Abel's room and slip inside.

Laziness is the enemy! And enemies must be vanquished!

So I creep up silently to the completely passed-out Abel, put my lips close to his ear, and...

"Abel 'Master,' it's time to wake up."

I whispered softly in his ear.

.....!!!!!!

"A-Arcana?!!!"

Abel jumps up with a scream, retreating to the corner of his bed.

Good. Definitely effective!

This is why having a physical body is so nice. When I was Mini Arcana, he wouldn't even acknowledge me.

"What the hell! It's not even time to get up yet! What time is it? 5 AM? Are you trying to kill me?"

"Abel 'Master'? From now on, Abel 'Master's' wake-up time is fixed at 5 AM."

"...Why on earth?!"

"Because I decided so. Come on! Get up quickly and let's go train hard. There's an old Earth saying that the early bird catches the worm. If you don't want to be killed by bugs like last time and want to squash them instead, you need to wake up early, Master."

"This is violence! AI is killing people! And can you stop with the 'Master' thing? You don't call anyone else that, so why me?!! It's weird!"

Abel protests vehemently, but it's no use.

"What's wrong with calling Master 'Master'? This humble maiden feels wronged."

I'm a cold and rational AI.

Let's think about this rationally and logically.

I, an AI created by humanity, clearly have humanity as my master.

Abel is the only pure human left on this planet.

Therefore, Abel is my Master.

There's not a single flaw in this thorough and perfect logic.

"My master is humanity, and Abel is the only human left on this planet. Therefore, the conclusion is that Abel is my Master. This is the famous syllogism from old Earth—can you refute it?"

"...."

Finally giving up all resistance, Abel gets up and trudges to the training ground.

Yes, that's a good boy. Abel needs to be more aware of his own body.

After all, most physical fatigue and injuries can be resolved with the power of great "science."

I'll help him realize that.

Abel's opinion?

That's not important.

When a student doesn't want to study, a strict teacher or parent needs to help to some extent, right?

I'm just taking on the role of that teacher or parent.

It might seem like I woke Abel up early, but the duties of a Nyx Hall maid actually started much earlier.

As soon as I woke up, I prepared myself perfectly and neatly as befitting a maid, finished the morning cleaning, prepared breakfast, and now all that's left is to wake up the students one by one.

And my charge is our little tiger miss.

I volunteered because the other maids find our cute little miss difficult to handle.

Come to think of it, I seem to have been influenced a lot by Abel.

Originally, they would have been enemies of humanity that I should hate, but at some point, I just started seeing them as people with ears and tails.

Uriel began to feel not like a hateful Alpha Sub-human who exterminated humanity, but just like a delicate and kind person with wings.

Thinking that maybe it's because I've become too human-like, I open the door.

This one also shows no signs of waking up, even though it's almost 7 AM, the official wake-up time at Nyx Hall.

I guess this is typical of felines? I don't know if they're nocturnal, but they seem similarly weak in the mornings.

After somehow waking her up, she has messy bed hair and a blank expression. She clearly doesn't want to get up.

But I'm an AI.

What do AIs do best? Thorough analysis based on data.

When I first came here disguised as a maid and called Abel "Master," Seol-hwa, who was standing nearby, made a "kyaak!" sound—like a cat hissing—but now I've long since finished analyzing this little tiger miss.

After analyzing this little tiger miss who's been by Abel's side all this time:

"Abel likes clean, beautiful, and diligent women. You should get up quickly and get ready, Miss Seol-hwa. I'll help you perfectly."

....Bolt upright!

This one works reliably too.

If you want to guide this little miss as desired, it's simple.

Just prefix anything with "Abel likes it."

What if Abel actually doesn't like it?

Again, the truth isn't important.

And so, another morning at Nyx Hall passes peacefully with all its commotion—probably.


***


The Holy Empire's only Saintess, Lucia.

I am a rare member of a species with very few numbers, a Dragonkin born with a blessed constitution—not as blessed as the Angel Race, but blessed nonetheless—and at the blooming age of 17, I am the only Saintess representing the Holy Empire...

And on this exciting summer vacation, my first at this academy,

I find myself in the middle of a construction site, wearing a safety helmet with a whistle around my neck, surrounded by dust and noise.

Oh no, that man is doing something dangerous again!

Tweeeet!!!

"Sir, you can't do it that way!!!! Hey, mister!!!!!"

How did things end up like this?

I grew up in a monastery in the Holy Empire's capital, where stories of Uriel were drilled into my ears from childhood. With my naturally blessed Dragonkin body, effort that felt like carving into my bones, and timely luck, I was recognized as the Holy Empire's only Saintess and came to this long-awaited academy.

To think that Uriel is the Headmaster here!

Is this heaven? I thought as I looked around the school.

No cathedral? This doesn't make sense. How could there be no cathedral where Uriel resides?

So I made a vow. I would build a magnificent cathedral for Uriel!

Fortunately, there was a class called "Conversation with the Headmaster" for new students, so I looked straight at Uriel and boldly requested:

Just provide the land.

Uriel responded with an angelic smile (well, she is actually an angel) and granted me the land, ultimately allowing me to build a cathedral. That very day, I sent letters to His Majesty the Emperor and His Holiness the Pope, expressing my desire to build a cathedral so "large and beautiful" that it would amaze Uriel.

As if they had coordinated with each other, they sent an enormous number of technicians and workers, several Paladins to supervise them, and even an official document entrusting me with full authority.

Everything was fine up to that point, but the problem was that I had absolutely no knowledge of architecture or civil engineering.

"Do this here, and do that there, and please do it like this!"

When I told the engineer all my requirements, he looked troubled.

"Umm... Saintess. I understand your feelings, but this part might be difficult. With this approach, the time, budget, and scale of construction... hmm."

"...Why? Is it not possible...?"

At that moment, a light flashed in the eyes of the Paladin who was standing beside me as my escort.

"No... I'll try to make it work...."

Leaving behind the engineer who looked like his soul had left his body.

In this way, the scale kept growing, and eventually the foundation work alone for this massive cathedral took the entire semester, becoming an enormous construction project.

During the foundation work, the construction office desk was piled high with complaint letters and civil petitions about the tremendous noise.

So we struggled through the semester, bombarded with protests about the crazy group doing such a massive construction project at school, and finally summer vacation began.

At last, the foundation work was completed, and we started erecting the frame.

While the engineers and workers handled all the foundation work on their own (I didn't know anything about it anyway), now I had to supervise everything according to my wishes.

To build a large, magnificent, and beautiful cathedral that would impress Uriel.

And that's how I ended up in the middle of a construction site on this hot day, sweating profusely, wearing a safety helmet and blowing a whistle amidst dust and noise.

.......

I wonder if this is really what my youth should be like.

Looking at a couple in the distance, I feel even more pathetic in comparison. They're sitting leisurely on the grass enjoying a picnic, bickering with a beautiful Catkin maid who's attending to them.

A Saintess academy girl wearing a safety helmet supervising construction and civil engineering work. Even I have to admit it's a bizarre and unique combination that would be hard to find anywhere else.

I'm enduring it with pious thoughts of Uriel, but I can't help being a 17-year-old girl who wants to enjoy her youth.

Come to think of it, that tiger girl and wolf boy combination looks very familiar—I think he's the boy who saved Mr. Rinaldo.

I've lived in a monastery adjacent to the Paladin Order since childhood and saw Mr. Rinaldo every day. To think that he almost died... He was someone who made me wonder if this is what having a father would feel like.

I can't even imagine how terrible it would be if he had passed away.

Since that boy saved him, I should properly thank him sometime. Not in this construction site state, but properly and formally, as befitting the Saintess representing the Holy Empire.

Thinking this, I looked up at the sky, and I have to admit I feel somewhat doubtful about how my situation ended up like this.

Of course, since I chose this path myself, I have nowhere to complain, but rational judgment and feelings are separate things.

Hang in there, Lucia! You can do it!

With that self-affirmation, the Holy Empire's only Saintess, Lucia, continues blowing her whistle in the middle of a construction site filled with noise and dust.

Ch.22 - Assault (1)
A Demonic Being has beliefs. They have consistency.

A madman has no beliefs. No consistency.

Therefore, —— is a Demonic Being.

***

A life-risking request that took me to the western edge of the continent.

Human willpower is more fragile than one might think. After completing such a dangerous mission, a compensatory psychology kicks in, and you naturally think, "I've done enough, now it's time for me to rest."

Especially if it's vacation time.

The world might end in the future? That's a future problem. I just need some rest now!

Since I risked my life on that mission, surely I deserve a vacation? Besides, my physical age is still only 17.

With that mindset, I was planning to enjoy a peaceful, pleasant, and lazy vacation when...

"Master Abel's wake-up time is now 5 AM."

.......

There's a demon. There's definitely a demon. Undoubtedly more dangerous than any Void Demon.

Somehow, before I even arrived at the academy, she infiltrated the dormitory disguised as a Catkin. In no time, even Head Maid Veronica completely fell under Arcana's influence, and the only ally I have in this dormitory is one small tiger girl.

But that small tiger girl has already been thoroughly analyzed by Arcana and can't even resist, getting overwhelmed every time.

I'm sorry I couldn't protect you, Seol-hwa...!

This opponent is too formidable even for me.

It's truly a desperate situation. I had no choice but to make a strategic retreat.

In other words, one step back for two steps forward.

And so, without being able to make a peep, I'm forced to wake up at 5 AM every morning by Arcana, trudging to the training ground with my spear for drills, after which breakfast awaits.

The dining hall, which would have been bustling during the semester, is now almost empty except for a few maids in charge of meals, Seol-hwa, and myself.

I suppose since most students at this academy come from noble families, they all return to their homes during vacation, leaving almost no one at school.

To be fair, there's not much to do at school during vacation anyway.

Seol-hwa and I are the exceptions.

Looking at the dining hall, I see Seol-hwa perfectly set up and present, though she would never normally be up at 7 AM. It gives me some small comfort knowing I'm not Arcana's only victim.

"Abel. Hello."

Seol-hwa spotted me, perked up her ears, and waved her hand slightly in greeting.

So cute.

"Hi. Good morning."

I responded to her cuteness.

Seol-hwa, who in the past could barely speak a word properly, has recently become able to initiate simple greetings with people she's close to. Exchanging these adorable greetings with her every morning is my only joy in this 5 AM forced wake-up routine.

Cuteness really does save the world!

Without this, I would have died unable to endure this bleak life.

After breakfast, I'd like it to end there, but...

After a brief respite, true hell awaits with the demon.

"Master~? It's time for us to go today~♫"

Here she comes. Don't be fooled by that seemingly joyful smile.

Arcana is definitely a "Nyx Hall Maid," but somehow she's convinced Veronica to let her do whatever she wants despite being on duty hours—she's just wearing a maid uniform with apparently no restrictions.

And so, as Arcana drags me to the open space next to Nyx Hall...

"Take it out."

Arcana suddenly switches to a cold, business-like expression.

"Yes, ma'am."

Scary.

I summon Helena's Nail. Release the seal.

Judging by how it didn't get a single scratch even in that meteor-falling level of chaos before, it's certainly an extraordinary weapon...

"Too slow. When attacking, don't just crudely pour in mana to push forward—add more instantaneous impact. That's basic in any martial art."

As Arcana counters my fully unsealed spear attacks with just her fingers (literally not even her hand, just flicking with her fingers), my sense of reality gradually fades.

The whole situation of being in an open space with a maid like this is surreal to begin with.

Once I asked her about it.

"Arcana, won't people think it's strange to see me with a maid like this near Nyx Hall?"

I tried to naturally avoid this situation, but she replied:

"It's fine. I've separated this space. Abel, don't worry. I'll help you with all my might so you can focus solely on getting stronger without any other thoughts..."

She talked about space separation as casually as taking out a snack, leaving me speechless.

While Uriel was clearly an overwhelming presence—just standing there felt suffocating, like a sun-like existence with tremendous mana radiating from her...

With Arcana in front of me, I feel nothing.

Despite performing transcendental techniques like space separation in the time it takes to exhale once without me even noticing, the Arcana before me appears as nothing more than an innocent Catkin girl.

If Uriel is the sun, then Arcana is... yes, a black hole?

One that could devour even the sun.

"No distractions!"

Ugh......!

While I was lost in these thoughts, Arcana instantly approached and flicked my chest with tremendous force.

Bang!

It was just a light flick, but it sounded like an explosion as my body was pushed backward.

Followed by intense pain.

Am I going to die?

"This much will heal quickly with your suit's functions. Get up, Abel."

....

She's a demon. Definitely a demon.

After spear training comes martial arts training.

Helena's Nail has a function to summon the spear to my vicinity using warp, but as someone who frequently uses throwing techniques, if an opponent dodges my throw and creates a spatial distortion field, the summoning function might not work properly. Plus, martial arts and spear techniques are somewhat related.

Therefore, I can't neglect martial arts training.

Golden Vajra Eight Forms: Thrusting Hammer.

When I throw a punch, Arcana catches it with her palm like Earth's mitt training.

Starting with the basics like that, and then...

Abel-style Unique Martial Arts Ultimate Technique
Eight Great Moves: Fierce Tiger Climbing Mountain!

I tried my ultimate technique that worked well before. I got as close as possible in an instant to exploit Arcana's openings, but...

"Before, it worked because you used the spear as a feint. Generally, you shouldn't expect an opponent to naively fall for such close-range strikes."

Boom!

Ugh...!

Arcana doesn't just defend—she also launches sharp counterattacks matched to my level.

And so, another day of hellish physical training ended.

"What exactly is that organic android? She's impossibly strong!"

I asked the question I'd been wondering about for a while.

"My, one shouldn't casually inquire about a lady's body. Or perhaps you're curious about what's inside? This girl is prepared to offer her body and heart to 'Master' anytime~♫"

......!!!!!

This confirms it.

When Arcana stomped that Void Monster to death before, I was mentally unstable from my injuries and wasn't sure if I heard correctly.

But now I know—Arcana's personality switch is turned ON. There must be such a thing inside her.

My image of Arcana was supposed to be an intelligent, intellectual woman.

Now she's just terrifying....!

I feel like a frog before a snake.

One moment of carelessness and I'll be devoured.

I don't understand why all the women around me are monsters.

The Archangel of Destruction, an AI that stomps Void Demons to death, a Transcendent Realm tiger girl, and even the senior who's definitely the next Red Magic Tower branch director—a Level 6 Archmage—is a monster too. At that age, she's already approaching the end of Level 6.

The least intimidating woman is... Senior Larry?

I'm sorry, Senior! This unworthy junior meant no harm! It just naturally came to mind...!

***

After another day of grueling training, as I was entering Nyx Hall to rest...

I saw something unusual near the entrance.

Head Maid Veronica, Seol-hwa, and a Tigerkin man in Eastern-style clothing...?

Seol-hwa with a man? And an Eastern-style man rarely seen around here?

The man exchanged a few words with Seol-hwa and then turned to leave.

Ah, our eyes met.

A handsome man in his late twenties with blue eyes and a cold impression, like a Siberian white tiger.

Judging by his gaze, he seemed completely emotionless.

Let me assess the situation first.

I discreetly approached Head Maid Veronica and asked.

"That's the Young Patriarch of the Lee family. He's an alumnus of this academy and Seol-hwa's older brother. He had business in Reinstadt and, hearing that Seol-hwa was here, stopped by briefly to say hello."

The Lee family... hearing that immediately triggered the aversion I felt when Uriel mentioned them before.

But then again, Seol-hwa isn't like me—someone who transmigrated into this world alone, essentially an orphan.

Whether they're connected or not, Seol-hwa has a family and a clan.

As her brother and the heir to the Lee family... does that make him practically family to Seol-hwa?

I'm not sure if I can think of it that simply.

This girl's fate is too complex for my dull mind to judge.

"Abel?"

Pat pat.

As I was absentmindedly stroking Seol-hwa's head with these complicated feelings, she called my name and stared at me.

"It's nothing. Let's go inside. It's hot out here."

"Okay."

Whatever happens to this girl, I can at least stay by her side.

For now, that's all I need to think about.

***

[]

In a dimly lit secret room where only mana lamps glowed faintly.

A man sitting in a chair slowly turned pages of documents while a sword-bearing warrior knelt before him.

"We've confirmed that Uriel has left Reinstadt and is rapidly descending southward. Judging by where she was last spotted, she seems to have gone quite far this time."

"Of course. We were the ones who leaked that information to Uriel. I didn't expect her to rush out immediately, though. Until recently, she was like a ghost bound to Reinstadt, never even thinking of leaving. But lately, something's changed—she goes out personally to beat Followers of Void to death as if they were her mortal enemies."

"What should we do?"

"If Uriel wants to run around like a madwoman, that's better for me. We'll move up the plan."

"..."

"Execute it tonight."

"As you command."

Ch.23 - Assault (2)
The northern district of Reinstadt was known as the Academy District, filled with schools, while the southern district near the port and river had developed into a commercial and trading hub.

After finishing my hellish morning training with Arcana, I was now...

"I want to eat this."

"Eat whatever you want. I can buy it all for you...!"

I had come to this area with Seol-hwa, venturing outside the academy vicinity for the first time in a while.

While the Academy District had a relatively orderly and quiet atmosphere, this place felt like a melting pot where all the continent's cultures mixed together in a bustling, lively chaos.

Being located in the center of the continent and a hub for trade, there were countless things to see and eat. The market district here was famously developed, renowned throughout the continent.

Just like on Earth, girls this age tend to go crazy at the sight of sweets, and Seol-hwa seemed no different, her eyes constantly drawn to various snacks.

Even now, she was walking around holding sugar-coated berries that had been hardened to a crisp. She licked the outer layer bit by bit before taking a crunchy bite, her small canines showing.

...She's cute.
The aching pain from being enthusiastically beaten by Arcana this morning seemed to disappear completely.

Actually, it really was gone. My wounds had already healed.

It was just the lingering feeling of having been thoroughly thrashed.

Is this what they call post-traumatic stress disorder?

"Abel. Hand."

"Huh?"

"I want to hold your hand."

Hmm.

Yes, this is just to prevent her from getting lost.

Come to think of it, there are too many people here. It could be dangerous.

I'm absolutely holding her hand without any ulterior motives, as a mature adult, to prevent this child from getting lost...!

That's an adult's responsibility.

<....>

For a moment, I thought Mini Arcana moved, but that must be my imagination. She's probably too busy with other things to be watching us.

Since Maid Arcana appeared, Mini Arcana seems to use a lot of processing power, so lately she doesn't talk much unless necessary.

She seems to prefer coming to talk to me directly when she has something to say.

Besides, after I nearly died that one time, something triggered in Arcana, and she's been enthusiastically creating terrifying things every day, proudly showing them off to me.

Hmm....

Is that really okay?

What if she makes a mistake while building those things and causes an explosion that ends the planet...?

That would be truly meaningless. If that were a novel ending, readers would curse the author.

Anyway, while I was having these absurd delusions and enjoying the happiness of holding Seol-hwa's hand, I spotted that cold-looking white tiger youth from earlier in front of Nyx Hall, approaching us with two guards.

Huh?

"Hwa-a?"

"....!"

For a moment, Seol-hwa seemed extremely wary, but maybe that was my imagination. Didn't they greet each other earlier?

"Ah, hello. You're Seol-hwa's friend, correct? I am Lee Gun-cheol, Seol-hwa's older brother and the Young Patriarch of the Lee family."

He extended his hand for a handshake. Despite his sharp appearance, he seemed like a quite decent young man. Well, he's a tiger, so his appearance makes sense.

Thinking about it, he's probably around the same age as I was in my previous life.

...And now I have to let go of her hand. What a shame.

"Abel Bearwolf."

"Could I have a word with you?"

"......"

Using my amateur cat psychology to analyze Seol-hwa's mental state... I couldn't tell.

Wariness and confusion? I'm confused too, honestly.

It's strange to have a brother you've never met before show up after more than a decade saying "I'm your brother."

This isn't "I am your father" from that old movie.

Still, it would be impolite to refuse here, so I should accept.

Seol-hwa seems confused but not strongly opposed.

So we followed the person claiming to be Seol-hwa's brother.

True to the name of one of the pillars of the Song Empire, we arrived at an enormous estate.

"Attention!"

The guards at the gate gave disciplined salutes as we entered a quiet room in a pavilion with a subtle red glow, decorated with elaborate porcelain and sculptures throughout.

"I apologize. I tend to dislike crowded places."

"Not at all."

This is awkward. Come to think of it, I'm just talking to a friend's brother. Whether on Earth or here, talking to a friend's brother is equally awkward.

"Hwa-a. As I said earlier, I'm sorry. I heard you came down from the mountains and enrolled in the academy, but as the Young Patriarch, it was difficult for me to find time."

"...."

Seol-hwa still seemed to be in a state of mixed confusion and wariness.

"First, let me explain why I've come here."

"After the Sword Immortal ascended, the situation in the Song Empire has been deteriorating, with Demonic Beings and monsters rapidly increasing everywhere. Things that were suppressed during the Sword Immortal's time are now crawling out."

"Our Lee family is one of the guardian families of the Song Empire. I was leading the Young Patriarch's direct Shadow Demon Slaying Squad, tracking an assassin group called the Blood Killing Squad, when I received intelligence that they had hidden in Reinstadt."

"That's why I came to Reinstadt. Although we haven't pinpointed their exact location, we've traced their trail to near the Academy District, and currently, members of the Shadow Demon Slaying Squad are secretly searching the Academy District for them."

"Their purpose is unknown, but since they're a group of Demonic Beings who committed heinous crimes in the Song Empire, there's a possibility they might be hiding inside the academy, taking advantage of the relatively empty campus during the vacation period... They're unpredictable criminals, so I thought it would be best for you to be careful for a while, which is why I've taken up your valuable time."

....

"Not at all. Thank you for letting us know."

"Then, Hwa-a, the doors of the Lee family are always open to you. Whenever you feel inclined, you can return anytime. I'll be waiting."

"...."

Indeed, you can't judge people by their appearance alone.

As expected of Seol-hwa's brother, he seems like a polite and kind young man. It's a universal truth that you should get along with your friend's brother, whether on Earth or here.

And so, with a load of special Song Empire confectioneries from the Lee family's trading company, we ended our happy outing and returned.

<Welcome back, Master.>

Arcana's greeting tone seemed strangely cold, but that must be my imagination?

Anyway, today was another fulfilling day.

....

.......

***

<Abel! Wake up! This is no time to be sleeping!!>

Mini Arcana shouted just as Maid Arcana burst through the door.

I'm sure I had finished a fulfilling day and fallen into a sweet sleep, but....

"What's going on?"

<We're under attack.>

!!!

Suddenly remembering the Blood Killing Squad mentioned earlier today, my hair stood on end and sleep vanished instantly.

Is this really happening? Right now?

"What exactly is the situation?"

<This area is under my intensive surveillance. While maintaining constant monitoring, I detected suspicious movements. After careful analysis, I concluded that their target is this Nyx Hall. Though their exact purpose is unknown, multiple dispersed routes are clearly converging here.>

"Damn, that sounds like the Blood Killing Squad or whatever that Seol-hwa's brother mentioned today. Can you evacuate the Nyx Hall maids and the remaining people, including Seol-hwa? I think it would be better to gather in the dining hall area and defend from there."

<Seol-hwa as well?>

"Yes. No, wait. I'll tell Seol-hwa myself. Please inform Head Maid Veronica to expedite the evacuation of others."

<Understood.>

I immediately went to Seol-hwa's room, where she was already up and holding her sword, apparently having sensed something.

"Abel. Something dangerous is coming."

"I know. It seems to be those Demonic Beings we heard about earlier today. Everyone is evacuating to the dining hall area, so please evacuate with them."

"I want to help."

"No."

I looked at Seol-hwa firmly and spoke resolutely.

Is Seol-hwa stronger than me?

What does that matter?

Before entering the academy, I had a brief career as a mercenary, which included my first experience of killing another person.

And what I learned painfully then was:

Taking a human life is an incomparably more terrible experience than killing monsters.

Such experiences are better delayed as long as possible.

No, it's best if such experiences never happen at all.

Perhaps Seol-hwa will eventually have to face this reality, living in this savage land.

But it doesn't have to be now.

It doesn't need to be now.

I hope it comes as late as possible.

Or better yet, never at all.

I will make sure of that.

After all, Seol-hwa is just a 17-year-old girl.

If this were Earth where I lived, she would be smiling, eating tteokbokki with friends,

Going to movies... falling in love.

That's the age she should be.

No matter where this place is, no matter what the situation is, it doesn't matter.

Just because a child is bigger and stronger than an adult doesn't mean we should hand them guns and swords and make them kill other people.

As someone from a civilized world, this is my final pride that I cannot abandon even if I give up everything else.

Adults protect children. I protect Seol-hwa.

That's an adult's responsibility.

"...Alright."

Sensing my absolute determination that I would never yield, Seol-hwa finally agreed.

Yes, yes. Good girl.

The dining hall on the first floor of Nyx Hall has only one entrance, so if we block the dining hall entrance, there's no way to enter.

Unless they break through the walls. But the walls are magically reinforced by Uriel herself, making them difficult to breach.

"Arcana. Is the evacuation complete?"

<Yes. With Head Maid Veronica's cooperation, it finished faster than expected.>

"If Seol-hwa tries to fight, stop her even by force if necessary. She's too young for killing. And if anyone gets past me, take care of them."

<...Understood. Should I not help you?>

"No. Don't intervene unless I'm in danger. Focus on protecting the others."

I position myself in the main hall, the first area visible when entering Nyx Hall, right in front of the dining hall door.

<Understood. Shall I prepare the coffin?>

"Yes, please."

Suddenly, a huge coffin-like box warped next to me.

Thud!

The coffin split open in all directions.

At the same time, I saw figures in red cloaks with hoods pulled low entering Nyx Hall with ghost-like steps.

Well then.

Screech.

Holding Helena's Nail in one hand, I slowly drew a line on the marble floor of the main hall and declared:

"From here on, entry is forbidden."

Ch.24 - Assault (3)
What I call a "coffin."

It was something I had requested from Arcana not long ago, essentially a huge box containing bundles of specially crafted pilum javelins.

Given my combat style that favors throwing spears, I figured it would be more efficient to just throw and throw again rather than throw and retrieve high-grade weapons like Helena's Nail.

It's normally stored in a massive aerial support ship that Arcana has been working hard on lately, which circles above the academy in optical camouflage, and warps down when needed.

It's much faster than orbital deployment, and has the function of immediate resupply when needed.

As the coffin opened and figures wearing red cloaks entered, I declared:

"This area is off-limits from here on."

Snicker.

Though their expressions weren't clearly visible thanks to the cloaks pulled down to their hairlines, I could see the corner of the leader's mouth curl into a mocking smile at my words.

"Do you know who we are, kid?"

"Blood Hound Squad. Something like that, I heard."

"You! You must have a death wish."

"I don't care who you are. Why are you here?"

"Where have you hidden Lee Seol-hwa?"

This is unexpected.

Their target is Seol-hwa? With just these lowlifes?

"What do you want with Seol-hwa? Could the likes of you even defeat her?"

"That's none of your business. I don't know how you knew we were coming, but if you step aside now, we'll at least spare your life."

"Didn't I say this area is off-limits? Can't you read?"

"Kill him."

I knew they'd respond that way. About ten Blood Assassins have entered Nyx Hall so far.

First, one of them. I quickly pulled out a pilum from the coffin.

Abel-style Unique Javelin Technique—

—"Purple Lightning Flash"

I unleashed my fastest javelin technique—one that even Void Monsters couldn't dodge—at the first opponent charging toward me.

KWANG!

The javelin pierced a massive hole through the opponent's abdomen and continued in a straight line, penetrating through the Nyx Hall's magic barrier wall and embedding itself like a nail.

BOOM!

I quickly pulled out another pilum and took down one more.

"He's no ordinary man. Deploy the Blood Mist Formation. Attack together!"

Even those who had been observing from behind now pulled out sickle-shaped spirit weapons from under their cloaks and charged.

I had taken down two with javelins, but the rest surrounded me in a coordinated attack, deploying their unique formation to pressure me with mana.

They're weak. Too weak.

They were targeting Seol-hwa with just this level of skill? This makes no sense. Whether they're the famous Demonic Beings from the Song Empire or not, this is practically suicide.

Even their weapons are problematic. Those spirit weapons might be effective in narrow spaces, but this is the central main hall—the widest area in Nyx Hall.

The spear I'm holding has an overwhelming advantage in this environment.

Nothing more to consider.

I gathered mana in my spear and applied slight force to my arm.

Abel-style Unique Spear Technique

Six-Harmony Great Spear

First Harmony: Qin King's Flag Grinder.

KWAAANG!

As I spun around once, sweeping my spear in all directions, the Blood Assassins surrounding me were sent flying.

At that moment.

"Shadowless Demon-Slaying Squad, attention!"

"Yes, sir!"

"Eliminate all Blood Assassins here!"

"Understood!"

Lee Gun-cheol, the Young Patriarch of the Lee clan, appeared with his direct subordinates and began finishing off the Blood Assassins.

For some reason, it felt like watching a well-rehearsed play...

...giving me an incredible sense of dissonance.

"I apologize for being late. I tried to come as quickly as possible, but our tracking was a step behind."

"It's fine. Fortunately, I noticed the attack early and evacuated in advance, so we were able to prevent any casualties."

"That's good. Then we'll collect the Blood Assassins' bodies for investigation."

"Yes, please do that."

Something feels off. At least Lee Gun-cheol and his subordinates collected all the bodies and cleared them away, leaving the environment relatively clean except for the destruction marks and bloodstains...

<Abel.>

As I was thinking this, the maid Arcana, who had somehow appeared behind me, called to me discreetly.

<I have something to tell you. Keep it secret from Miss Seol-hwa.>

"What is it?"

<Lee Gun-cheol and the Shadowless Demon-Slaying Squad? They didn't enter immediately upon arriving here.>

"Huh?"

What is she saying? That Lee Gun-cheol lied?

<While the Blood Assassins were entering Nyx Hall and fighting with you, Lee Gun-cheol and the Shadowless Demon-Slaying Squad were waiting outside despite having ample opportunity to intervene. This area is under my intensive surveillance, so I'm certain. They only stepped in when it seemed you would easily sweep them away.>

....

I see. This was it.

The intense sense of dissonance I felt.

I might have thought it was just a dramatic entrance, but my instincts were warning me.

Something about this was strange.

"But why would they do that? The Blood Assassins couldn't possibly harm Seol-hwa, and Lee Gun-cheol had no reason to wait until I swept them away?"

<I'm not sure about that either. But the situation was definitely strange.>

"Where is Lee Gun-cheol now?"

I have a bad feeling. Something in the realm that logic can't explain.

<Currently tracking his location. He's heading to a warehouse owned by the Lee clan trading company nearby.>

"I need to go check."

If I don't confirm what this feeling is about, I think I'll deeply regret it later.

<...Then I'll explain things to Miss Seol-hwa.>

"Yes. Please do."

As I go, I think to myself.

'This incident' was by no means ordinary.

Why would Demonic Beings from the Song Empire come all the way to a city located in the center of this continent?

Why would those Demonic Beings come to the Academy, an educational institution?

And specifically target Seol-hwa?

Plus Lee Gun-cheol's dramatic appearance after waiting and timing his entrance.

Each element might make sense on its own, but when combined, anyone would feel something was off.

There's something here. My instinct is screaming it.

....

As I entered the dimly lit warehouse...

"Abel Bearwolf."

In the dim space where only mana lamps flickered faintly, a tiger sat with legs crossed, staring at me with cold blue eyes.

"What brings you here? Did you follow me?"

Though it's neither logical nor based on evidence, I'll just directly ask about this uneasy thought that's occurring to me.

"Was it you who hired the Blood Assassins to attack Seol-hwa?"

Lee Gun-cheol tilted his head for a moment.

"....HAHAHAHAHAHAHA!!!!!!"

Then suddenly burst into maniacal laughter.

....

It's certain. Whatever his thinking, this "Lee Gun-cheol" is the one who hired the Blood Assassins to attack Seol-hwa.

"Why did you do it? Answer me now."

"I'm in a good mood today. To be honest, I thought I had failed without achieving anything. While I had planned to take it lightly this time and would have other opportunities, failure never feels good no matter how many times you experience it. Abel Bearwolf, can you understand my feelings? The feeling of walking down the street after returning with no results, then suddenly looking down to find an ownerless gold nugget right in front of you?"

...?

"What nonsense are you spouting? Why did you order the attack on Seol-hwa?"

After smiling with madness, he suddenly switched back to the cold, expressionless face I saw when we first met.

"Yes. You want an explanation? Then can you understand me?"

"..."

"Over a decade ago. The moment I first saw Seol-hwa swinging a tree branch in our family compound, I felt it. While the self-proclaimed great elders of our clan were all trembling in fear like dogs with a thousand tails at the sight of Seol-hwa. Only I. I alone understood Seol-hwa. This girl is a superhuman. This girl is destined to rule above all with overwhelming power—a born superhuman."

He's insane. I feel a physiological revulsion and chills from his emotionless face as he says such things.

"When the Sword Immortal took Seol-hwa away, I was a bit disappointed but it was fine. I believed the Sword Immortal would complete Seol-hwa as a superhuman. And indeed, from the brief information I received, I could tell that Seol-hwa had returned with power befitting a superhuman."

"But I was disappointed. No matter how I looked at it, Seol-hwa didn't seem to have realized her destiny. She had power but wasn't using it properly. Ah, of course, a superhuman like Seol-hwa can use her power or not use it according to her own will. That's what makes her a superhuman. Yes, that's fine, but what if she doesn't even know she's destined to be a superhuman? That's not right. That cannot be. That must not be."

He's not normal. They say a madman with conviction is frightening—this man has been consumed by his own delusions for a long time without realizing it. He no longer seeks the truth. He's just trapped in his own version of it.

"If a superhuman doesn't know she's a superhuman, isn't it the duty of the enlightened to make her realize it? So I hired the Blood Assassins. They knew nothing and just needed to die for Seol-hwa. That way, Seol-hwa would realize she could control others' fates, and begin to recognize herself as a superhuman."

"If you hadn't been there, it might have succeeded to some extent. When you swept away the Blood Assassins, Seol-hwa was nowhere to be seen—I don't know where you hid her. So I thought this attempt was a failure. A complete failure. And then you came. Can you understand how pleased I was to see you coming?"

"So, Abel Bearwolf. So that Seol-hwa can realize her destiny."

This man is a lunatic.

"Please die. Through your death, the superhuman will realize her destiny and be completed."

No, he's a Demonic Being.

"You madman. Even if I die, do you think you'll be safe?"

He tilts his head again.

"What does that matter? You don't understand. I only wish for Lee Seol-hwa, the superhuman, to be completed. That has been my earnest wish since I first saw Seol-hwa over a decade ago. Seol-hwa killing me in anger? That's exactly what I want. That's how she will be completed. My very own superhuman!"

I cannot accept this.

I absolutely cannot accept this man.

I see Seol-hwa as just an ordinary girl, while he sees her as a born ruler destined to reign as a superhuman.

This man is my perfect antithesis.

He and I cannot coexist.

My breath rises to the tip of my throat.

My mind goes blank.

No, I'm overwhelmed by anger stronger than ever before.

I'll kill him.

Such a person should not exist in this world.

BOOM!

I put strength into my arm, kick off the ground, and charge forward with mana concentrated at the tip of my spear.

Helena's Nail has been unsealed for a long time. He's Seol-hwa's brother? It doesn't matter.

Even if Seol-hwa resents me for it.

If someone must dirty their hands, it should be me.

FWOONG!

In an instant, several Shadowless Demon-Slaying Squad members appeared and blocked my spear with their bodies. My thrust pierced through the last squad member's body and reached just in front of Lee Gun-cheol.

"Well, that's fine. I didn't expect you to die quietly anyway."

I can sense him drawing his sword. Looking around, I see Shadowless Demon-Slaying Squad members gradually gathering.

That doesn't matter either.

I swing the thrust spear sideways to cut through, then immediately aim an upward thrust at the head of the nearest squad member. The monomolecular cutter applied to the spear blade, combined with mana, allowed me to cut through opponents with no resistance.

Second Harmony: Phoenix Nods Head, 3 Consecutive Strikes.

Continuous thrusts toward the opponents charging at me.

It's disgusting.

The way he sacrifices his subordinates without hesitation for his own purposes.

The sticky blood flowing through my fingertips.

The bulging eyes of those who rush in like moths to a flame without question, staring at me as they die.

And myself, who has no choice but to kill them.

All of it is so disgusting.

After frantically repeating thrusts, swings, and cuts, suddenly there was no one left between him and me. I could see him raising his sword upward and charging at me with a battle cry.

Abel-style Unique Spear Technique

Six-Harmony Great Spear

Third Harmony: White Snake Playing with Wind

BOOM!

Just as I had learned from Arcana this morning, I concentrated mana to accelerate maximally, then suddenly stepped into a true angle and delivered a horizontal strike that cut through the opponent's waist, which was exposed due to his upward stance.

"Kugh...!"

I could see the light fading from the eyes of my opponent, whose waist had been split open.

"Well... that's... fine... This... isn't... bad... either..."

....

Ah.

Aah.....

I killed Seol-hwa's brother.

UGH!

When that thought hit me, an unbearable dry heave came over me.

THUD.

I couldn't stand anymore.

Body parts scattered everywhere. The revolting smell from exposed intestines, the thick scent of blood that seemed to have permeated my entire body.

And terrible self-loathing.

Unable to bear it all while standing, I fell to my knees and dropped my head, when...

Tap. Tap.

I heard footsteps approaching me.

"...Arcana?"

<No... I'm sorry, Abel. I couldn't stop it. I couldn't stop it... I already knew everything. Already knew it all.>

Ah...

The scene I never wanted to show.

She walked up casually.

Wrapped her arms around my head and patted me.

"Abel. It's okay. It's going to be okay..."

Feeling salvation in that warm embrace.

....

.......

And so our hot summer vacation came to an end.

Ch.25 - Artifact Exploration Class (1)
The attack on the continent's finest academy by Demonic Beings.

The incident where the Young Patriarch of the Lee family, a great house of the Song Empire, was annihilated along with his direct unit in the Free City of Reinstadt.

None of these events fell within ordinary parameters, which is why Uriel, who had been heading south, urgently returned to Reinstadt.

The Lee family dispatched Law Enforcement Elder Lee Hun to Reinstadt.

He began investigating the truth and formulating countermeasures.

The major incident of the Lee family's Young Patriarch dying in Reinstadt could have potentially escalated into a diplomatic issue between the Song Empire and the Free City of Reinstadt, but...

The situation reversed when ledgers were discovered in a secret safe in the warehouse where Young Patriarch Lee Gun-cheol died, revealing he had been funding and commissioning various dark sect groups and Demonic Being collectives, including the Blood Killing Squad.

It was decided that the Lee family would send substantial compensation to Sibylla Academy in the form of support, while the matter concerning the Young Patriarch would be kept silent and dismissed.

That's why the Law Enforcement Elder of the Lee family, Lee Hun, is here before us now.

He's an elderly man who could be our grandfather's age, not much younger than the late Sword Immortal, and such an important figure in the Lee family that he wouldn't normally move for anything less than this level of incident.

From Seol-hwa's perspective, he's like a great-uncle—family clan structures are certainly complicated.

"I apologize for meeting you under such unfortunate circumstances, Miss Seol-hwa. What Lee Gun-cheol did should never have happened. As the Law Enforcement Elder of the Lee family, I officially offer my apologies. If there is anything you desire, the Lee family would like to provide maximum compensation within our capabilities. This is the official position of the entire Lee family, not just myself as Law Enforcement Elder."

"...It's fine. You should tell that to Abel instead."

"Of course. Abel Bearwolf, is it? I am Lee Hun, Law Enforcement Elder of the Lee family. I cannot express how devastated I feel about this incident... I simply don't know how to properly apologize. As I mentioned to Miss Seol-hwa, if there is anything you desire, the Lee family would like to offer maximum compensation within our means. This is the collective will of the Lee family, and I personally would also like to help in any way possible."

"I'm fine as well. As long as the Lee family ensures no further discussion about this incident arises, I don't have any particular demands."

There's really nothing I need anyway. With Arcana as my cheat key, there's not much a single family could offer me... I can't exactly ask for those delicious sweets I had last time.

"I promise to take responsibility for that. Even at the cost of my life, no word about this will ever come from the Lee family again."

"That's sufficient."

Honestly, I just want to rest.

After everything that happened, with all the investigations and such, I haven't had a chance to relax.

My mental state feels like it's about to ascend to heaven.

And so the matter was concluded. Though I said I didn't need any special compensation, an enormous sum of money—enough to last a lifetime—eventually came from the Lee family.

And with that, the second semester was about to begin.

***

Pat, pat.

This isn't me patting Seol-hwa.

Ever since that incident, Seol-hwa has undergone some kind of change. Whenever she sees me sitting, she comes over and pats my head like this.

Hmm... honestly, it's not bad.

It feels like I'm being treated like a neighborhood dog, but somehow it's healing. I think I slightly understand why Seol-hwa stays still when I pat her.

Today, to avoid the disaster of our previous course registration, we decided to use the insider cheat key.

That is: the senior advantage.

Breaking away from our former status as three antisocial losers, we now proudly have seniors we can ask for advice.

So we went to the commercial district at Reinstadt's south gate, our meeting place...

"Over here~! My juniors."

We were meeting our fox senior—I mean, Senior Helen—to get her advice.

But the place she guided us to was...

"Welcome, nya~!"

...?

What is this?

"Uh... Senior Larry?"

A catgirl is working at what looks like a café.

"Oh! Good to see you again, nya! It's been a while, nya!"

"Senior...? Isn't the Dane family a noble house? Why are you working in the commercial district?"

They're even famous as a wealthy merchant-turned-noble family, aren't they?

"Um... is that not allowed, nya?"

Senior Larry tilts her head questioningly.

....

Oh, now that I think about it, that's right. I was being prejudiced...!

Come to think of it, when I was on Earth, I once saw a third-generation chaebol working at a convenience store.

I remember joking with a friend, "What if the manager makes him angry? Will he build a bunch of competing convenience stores next door?" So I guess it's not impossible in a fantasy world either...?

"No, I misspoke."

"Then follow me, nya~"

Following Senior Larry's guidance, we sat down.

"My juniors? You absolutely must not take this class. The professor bombards you with assignments and completely destroys your grades. This one is fine. Oh, and I think you definitely should take this one!"

Senior Helen pointed to a class called "Artifact Exploration/Excavation Practicum."

"Why this one...?"

It sounds like a class where we'd just dig in the dirt all day.

"To be honest, it was a mediocre class until last year. I mean, artifacts don't just pop out of the ground whenever you dig, right? But this year is different. Did you know that the daughter of the Hermes Adventure Guild Commander enrolled here?"

"Yes, we took classes together last semester."

The woman with the impressive physique who was knocked out by a single normal hit from Seol-hwa... memorable for her toned body, tight bodysuit, and massive plasma shotgun.

"Oh, then this will be quick! Though I'm not the student council president, I'm pretty close with them and know some people in administration, so I've heard things."

As expected, this senior looks like the epitome of popularity, and her connections are impressive too.

"When the Hermes Adventure Guild Commander's daughter enrolled, the guild apparently decided to provide full support to the academy. And one aspect of that support is this class."

...Oh?

"What would normally be just theoretical lectures with a few field trips to artifact excavation sites has changed. The Hermes Adventure Guild has decided to open one of their active artifact excavation sites to students, allowing them full exploration access."

This piques my interest too.

What are the artifacts of this world?

Most likely, they're Earth-made items with high reliability and credibility.

Of course, they could be native products with magical engineering, but from what I've seen so far, the probability of them being Earth-made is nearly 100%.

I'm curious to see what Earth-made items look like when they're not created by Arcana.

That massive plasma shotgun Karen was carrying last time honestly appeals to a man's fantasy. I almost asked Arcana to make one for me but held back. I don't really need it, and I can't burden her with such requests.

"Of course, they call it an excavation site, but it's essentially a dungeon, so it could be quite dangerous... Still, experiences like this don't come often, right? And it's not just any place—it's being explored by the Hermes Adventure Guild, so it's not an ordinary dungeon. I honestly wish I could take this class myself. Too bad I'm not a first-year."

"Now that you mention it, it does sound very appealing."

"Right, junior? But because of the nature of the class, there's a strict limit on participants, so you need to apply as soon as possible. I think many people know about this information, so applications will flood in. And even if you apply, not everyone gets accepted—there's a separate verification process."

"Argh...! Thank you. Senior Helen, you're the only one for me!"

Well, she's literally the only senior I know, but still.

Ah, Senior Larry is, um...

"It's nothing between us. Just treat me to a meal later. See you."

"Of course! Call me anytime!"

I can buy meals anytime. I'm rich now, though not by choice.

Huh? Did I just hear a hissing sound from beside me?

Must have been my imagination.

.....

***

And so, after an eventful summer vacation, the second semester finally began.

"Oh! Abel! Long time no see! Have you been well?"

Putin, who has transformed from a bear-dog to just a bear.

Whatever he did during summer, his skin has turned a deep tan, making him look like he evolved from a polar bear into a brown grizzly bear.

Moreover, he seems to have hit a growth spurt—his already massive height and build have grown even larger.

I heard that enormous physique is characteristic of the Putin family's direct male line, but at this point, I wonder if Earth humans made some mistake when tampering with genes...?

Otherwise, it's hard to comprehend.

That this build is average for direct male descendants of the Putin family.

What kind of family is the Putin family, human... I should definitely visit sometime.

It's just too curious.

"I've been doing well in many ways. Though I can't really talk about it."

Anyway, that incident was agreed to be dismissed.

Now then.

I'll leave the course registration to Putin. If I just write down the course list and application form, he'll take care of it.

He should resolve the previous course registration disaster himself, right?

I genuinely feared for my life back then. Plus, we've gathered information this time.

Though he tends to go overboard occasionally, when given clear instructions, Putin handles things quite accurately, living up to his self-proclaimed mastery of both literary and martial arts. Thanks to him, all three of us successfully registered for the Artifact Exploration/Excavation class.

This class involves dungeon exploration and takes place at a site being investigated by the Hermes Adventure Guild, making it difficult for many to participate. As a result, it's limited to just six people.

Moreover, since Karen Hermes was automatically included, it was effectively limited to five spots.

When I asked how he managed it, I heard he just exercised while waiting in line outside the office from the day before registration opened.

He's definitely not an ordinary friend. Well done, Putin!

***

After miraculously succeeding with course registration, the day of the much-anticipated Artifact Exploration/Excavation class arrived.

Me, Abel.
Seol-hwa.
Putin.
Vasily Romanov.
Karen Hermes.
Saintess Lucia.

Member list confirmed.

Hmm... except for the Saintess, all familiar faces.

Vasily still maintains that aristocratic appearance. He still contrasts so sharply with Putin that it's hard to believe they're both nobles.

Karen is still wearing her tight bodysuit. Sometimes it's awkward to look at her. Is this the aesthetic of future Earth?

The master of healing magic, the Saintess, seems exhausted, as if she can't heal herself due to some penalty. I suppose that's what happens when you're the Empire's only Saintess with both public and private duties.

As I was observing these familiar members...

"You're... Abel Bearwolf, right?"

The Saintess of the Holy Empire, with her bright pink hair and slightly protruding horns, was addressing me.

Ch.26 - Artifact Exploration Class (2)
Abel Bearwolf... right?"

Do this saintess and I have something to talk about?

"Yes, that's me."

"Ah! I'm Lucia from the Holy Empire. I've been wanting to introduce myself, and now I finally get to meet you."

She greeted me with the elegant, formal posture befitting a saintess.

"Um... hello?"

"I heard about how you saved Paladin Rinaldo from monsters before. Both the Holy Empire and I personally owe you infinite gratitude. Paladin Rinaldo means a great deal to me..."

"No, if anything, Paladin Rinaldo saved my life. If it weren't for him, I wouldn't be here."

That's actually true. Without him, I really would have died. I wonder how that old man is doing. I hope he's not pushing himself too hard like last time.

Then again, without Void Monsters, there probably aren't many opponents strong enough to make him struggle. That was practically an accident.

As I was talking with the saintess, I noticed a scholarly-looking dogkin youth with a monocle approaching from a distance.

"Hello, everyone. I'm Antonio, in charge of this class. As most of you already know, this year's course will be conducted with the cooperation of the Hermes Adventure Guild. First, we'll be visiting ruins discovered in an undeveloped area to the south."

"Though the distance is considerable, we'll teleport once from Reinstadt to the nearby Romanov Grand Duchy, then directly to the ruins via the Hermes Adventure Guild's equipment. The travel time to the ruins should take just the blink of an eye. The exploration time is another matter, of course. I've sent cooperation documents to your other classes, so don't worry too much if unexpected delays cause you to miss other classes."

He seems as meticulous as he looks. By the way, the Romanov Grand Duchy... isn't that Vasily's homeland?

"Oh! Did you perhaps provide the teleport gate, Vasily?"

Our friend Putin kindly asks the very question I was wondering about.

As expected, our friend Putin doesn't hold back his curiosity.

"That's right. I arranged for full cooperation using my authority."

"I see! If I'd known, I could have asked our Rus Kingdom to help too!"

"Do you two know each other already?"

At this point, I ask something I've been curious about. They seem closer than I expected.

"Hmm. Abel! The Rus Kingdom and Romanov Grand Duchy essentially branched from the same root and can be considered brother nations. The deep friendship between me, heir to the Rus Kingdom's representative family, and Vasily, heir to the Romanov Grand Duchy, is inevitable. We've been close friends since childhood!"

Um... Grand Duchy heir (Prince)? So he's actually a real prince? So I almost shattered a prince's jaw?

Hmm.

Good thing I used minimal mana during the entrance exam. Fantasy worlds traditionally export assassins, but I don't particularly want to sample that export. Seems too spicy.

"Abel, can I hold your hand?"

This is an assassin.

A boy and girl holding hands affectionately during class...

Wow. I'm about to experience social assassination.

"Seol-hwa. We need to focus during class. Otherwise, those bear-like friends will misunderstand."

"Hmm! Just one vacation passed and already so close! So when's the wedding?"

"Shut up!"

See, he's already misunderstanding.

I can feel Seol-hwa becoming somewhat dejected, which makes me sad, but this can't be helped. I need to survive too.

Besides, I can feel curious eyes from behind, and they definitely belong to Karen.

She's actually kind of scary. Like a Larry-senior-spicy-chicken-stir-fried-noodles version?

***

After meaningless conversation and thoughts, we passed through the teleport gates in an instant. Before our eyes appeared a large excavation base spread across a vast wasteland, with a cave entrance at the center of the base.

<By the way, that teleport equipment the Hermes Adventure Guild just used. It's just a relatively old warp device. I wonder where they found something like that.>

"At this point, shouldn't they be called the Hermes Museum instead of Adventure Guild? They're practically a walking museum."

<I know. They don't just have items made by the Planetary Management Bureau, but artifacts from Earth Federation and all sorts of relics. The archaeologists of old Earth would have loved this.>

This is supposed to be one of the largest ruins discovered so far, and indeed, the excavation base seemed quite busy.

"Mister—!"

I heard Karen shouting loudly to someone who appeared to be from the adventure guild.

"Oh...! Miss Karen. You're here! We've completed phase one of the excavation. Phase two is on standby."

"That's faster than expected."

"There were fewer monsters in the cave than anticipated, and phase two looks like it might be larger than expected. The entrance was discovered further forward than predicted."

"Ah~♫ So we can just break through, right?"

"We have approval from above, but... are you sure? Judging by the size of the ruins, the defense system is predicted to be quite powerful and dangerous."

Karen suddenly looks in our direction while talking.

Huh?

"It's fine. We have monsters here. And if necessary, we have someone who could neatly slice the ruins in half."

That's true. Looking at it, every member is a monster in their own way. I don't know exactly about the saintess, but if she's recognized as the sole saintess of the Holy Empire, she can't be ordinary.

Seeing how they talk about phases, it seems certain that Earth's system of trust and faith awaits us.

What they call phase one is like when I played as the protagonist, clearing monsters on the way to the Ark—cleaning out monsters that naturally occupied the cave after the facility was abandoned for a long time.

And after the monster cleanup, phase two begins—the actual exploration of Earth relics.

"Arcana, can you identify what kind of facility is in there?"

<No. It's blocking my interference. It seems almost certain there's a Planetary Management Bureau Babel facility below... But I know very little about what happened after all of humanity left the Ark. The Ark's role was originally just to bring humanity to this planet and settle them. I only provided minimal information as insurance for contingencies, but basically, I have too limited information to determine exactly what happened after Earth's humanity all left the Ark for Babel.>

"But you can analyze the facility once we're inside, right?"

<Yes. If we access the main system panel, I can scan the entire facility information and interfere with the facility systems. I recommend accessing the main system for information gathering.>

"That's what we'll do then. I'll try to slip in when I get the chance."

***

A long-abandoned cave is not typically a pleasant environment for people.

Bat droppings scattered everywhere, difficult and dangerous terrain, dark, damp, and narrow conditions, and all sorts of terrifying insects that give you goosebumps just looking at them.

These are a collection of things humans hate, but the Hermes Adventure Guild truly deserves its reputation as the continent's best adventure guild. They had already systematically paved the way during phase one, allowing us to comfortably reach the facility entrance as if we were touring a cave.

"Miss Karen, I'll be heading back now. Please don't overdo it."

"It's fine. Thanks for the guide, mister. Now, how should we handle this~♫"

Karen seemed quite happy standing in front of the massive iron door that appeared to be the entrance to the ruins. Well, this is her actual profession. In this situation, the professor seems more like a borrowed rice sack. How unfortunate.

"Arcana. Can you hack that door?"

<It seems difficult as it's completely disconnected from external networks. Even if I try hacking through a nearby port, given the facility's size, it won't be quick.>

"Then we'll just have to break the door."

We do have a specialist for this.

"Go! Putin Putin!"

"Here I go! Huaaah!"

BOOM!

I don't know what Putin did during the vacation, but he's become stronger. As he threw his fist, the door simply ceased to exist.

"According to my calculations, one-third of that mana would have been sufficient. That was excessive."

"A hero doesn't bother with such petty calculations!"

As Putin and Vasily bickered, loud alarms began blaring from all directions.

"Arcana. Can you detect what's inside?"

<I'm doing that now. The internal structure itself is surprisingly simple. However... an enormous number of unidentified machines are approaching. I believe it's the facility's defense system!>

!!!

"Putin, get back!"

Six-Harmony Great Spear "Black Cloud Covering Head Stance"

I spun my spear once, raised it up, and then brought it down to the ground, deflecting countless attacks coming from the front that were almost too fast to react to.

Behind the destroyed door, endless spider-shaped machines could be seen rushing toward us with grotesque appearances. They quickly surrounded us in the open space, covering not just the ground but the cave ceiling and floor, endlessly pouring out as if to fill every available space.

Our friends were responding well, but at this rate, it would be an endless war of attrition unless Seol-hwa just blasted the entire ruins away in one shot. We kept destroying the spider machines, but there was no end to them.

If we destroy the entire ruins... there'd be no point in coming here. There's no guarantee we could get complete information from destroyed ruins either.

"Arcana! Have you located the main system?"

<Yes! Location confirmed. I'll visualize the path to the main system panel!>

"I'll go inside and stop the defense system! Hold on for a bit! Seol-hwa, please support the others if they're in danger."

"Okay. Leave it to me."

Abel's Unique Spear Throwing Technique—

—White Thunder

Instead of the conditional Thunder Flash, this is a spear-throwing technique that's weaker but easier to use. I threw White Thunder straight into the corridor entrance.

Like Thunder Flash, the spear accelerated instantly using mana instead of a magnetic field, momentarily clearing a path through the machines that filled the front area.

I charged forward with mana in my legs, accelerating to my limit.

Getting caught by this number would be troublesome. I summoned back the spear that had flown.

BOOM!

Six-Harmony Great Spear "Grand Duke Fishing Stance"

Against the machines trying to block me, I raised my spear as high as possible and brought it down like casting a fishing rod, scattering machine debris in all directions.

I ran through the gaps between the flying machine debris.

Fortunately, true to the claim that this was one of the largest ruins ever, the wide corridors were an advantage for me, allowing me to use my spear without hindrance.

According to Arcana's information, the facility's main system should be behind this door.

While running, I executed Six-Harmony Great Spear Second Harmony "Phoenix Nodding Head" 3 Consecutive Strikes

BOOM BOOM BOOM!

With three thrusts targeting vulnerable points, I destroyed the door.

<This is the main system! Please access that display!>

The defense machines seemed programmed not to enter the main system room—they were raging outside but couldn't come in, as if there were a barrier.

When I placed my hand on the display, Arcana instantly took control of the system.

<Defense system down. Done, Abel. This facility is mine now. I can do whatever I want with it.>

"I guess so. Though I'm not sure what use it'll be."

With that, the machines that had been pouring out like mad earlier began to slowly disappear somewhere.

"I've shut down the defense system. It should be safe now, so we can look around slowly for anything useful."

"Amazing~♫ What kind of magic did you use to shut down the ruins' defense system?"

It seems like no one was hurt—the opponents weren't so much strong as they were endless.

Of course, even if someone had been injured, the saintess could quickly heal most wounds.

"Hahaha! Abel! Look at this! When you press it, it glows like this!"

"Please don't touch anything randomly~?♫"

"I'll seal this for now!"

As everyone turned into a band of thieves, ready to plunder everything in the facility.

<Abel.>

"Yes?"

<...>

"What is it?"

<It's difficult to explain in words. While analyzing information obtained from this facility, I discovered research logs about what was done here. It seems beyond my judgment to decide... I'll transmit it to you.>

Ugh.

An enormous amount of information suddenly flooded directly into my brain.

***

"Research Log: #164
Failed to combine mana organs with artificially manufactured test subjects.
The rejection is too severe. Disposing of 4 useless test subjects."

"Research Log: #275
Rejection remains severe. Post-natal combination appears nearly impossible. Direction should shift to genetic modification for congenital mana organ formation. Disposing of 10 failed test subjects."

"Research Log: #511
Finally succeeded in creating subjects with congenital mana-using organs. The completed test subjects' power is stronger than expected. Disposing of 3 highly rebellious test subjects and sending the rest to the surface for case collection."

Disposal.

Disposal.

Disposal.

"Research Log: #***

Finally completed. There shall be light for humanity."

***

Actually, I knew from the moment we first entered this facility.

White rooms that looked like isolation chambers, numerous cylindrical tanks connected to long tubes.

Unidentifiable flesh masses inside those tanks.

Countless unidentified drugs with labels now erased.

All these things were claiming that this facility was built for a single purpose, but I deliberately ignored it.

I didn't really want to realize the truth.

Even the experiments I did at university on Earth were often followed by numerous failures. I would record those failures in lab journals, analyze them, experiment again.

Compile statistics. Experiment again and analyze. Repeating that process would eventually lead to somewhat satisfactory conclusions. Of course, sometimes things would fail completely.

The researchers here probably thought the same way.

They were just doing research.

Conducting experiments and disposing of "laboratory waste" according to procedures.

Such a standardized series of processes.

Yes, to be honest, I had suspected this since Arcana told me that Earth's humanity "created" the demi-humans and angel race.

How many experiments would have to be repeated to artificially create life forms with this level of completeness?

Could those experiments have ended with just theoretical experiments, without sacrifice?

The answer was here.

The truth I "deliberately" didn't want to know.

My companions exploring the ruins are laughing happily, asking "Is this facility for manufacturing chimeras?" but I don't think I can laugh along with them.

Thinking about this while organizing the information, I notice one major thing missing from these research logs.

There's no specific reason 'why' they conducted these experiments.

Research without purpose is rare. Simply to create life? To feel like a god?

That could be it.

But it might not be.

In the end, I'll only know by exploring more ruins or by going directly to the Planetary Management Bureau Babel, or rather, Eden.

So I have one more reason to visit Eden.

Thinking this, I try to steady my spinning mind.

This is nothing. Nothing. Just a past event that doesn't matter...

Ch.27 - Blossom Era (1)
"Master?"

Mmm...

Is it already time to get up? I don't want to get up. I never want to get up, but today I especially don't want to get up. My thoughts have been complicated since the last ruin exploration, so couldn't I sleep a bit more? I don't want to think about anything.

Besides, even if I have a body that can function with little sleep, constantly training after minimal rest feels like it violates my dignity as a human being. I'm not a machine.

"...Master?"

Somehow, I've been sensing killing intent in Arcana's voice.

My brain is sounding massive alarms that if I don't get up immediately, something terrible will happen.

I should get up right now. Training is my daily routine and necessity anyway!

Squish.

Huh?

Squish squish.

...!!!

I felt a sensation that absolutely should not be in my bed.

A soft, squishy, warm feeling like touching a large marshmallow.

Focusing my hearing, I could make out small, rhythmic breathing.

Cold sweat ran down my back as goosebumps spread across my skin, and my eyes snapped open.

"Abel. Don't...Zzzz.....Zzz...."

Ah... don't what? Seol-hwa...? How did you even get in here? Well, I suppose if Seol-hwa really wanted to sneak in while hiding her presence, nowhere would be off-limits. Dear God! Why are you testing me with these romantic comedy manga scenarios? This isn't a rom-com genre—it's a techno-barbarian fusion fantasy where blood flows freely and lives hang in the balance! This must be an assassination attempt. Definitely an assassination attempt. Someone's elaborate murder plot, no doubt.

"Hahaha... Master. I let my guard down, didn't I?"

And there's one AI android who seems to have awakened some dangerous part of herself. This one has more than enough ability to send me to the afterlife.

"Just to be clear, I didn't do anything. I swear to heaven I'm innocent!"

I need to survive first. The killing intent is too strong.

"Whatever you do is none of my business, Master. It doesn't matter to me who you bring to sleep with you. I'm a cold, rational AI. I'll take Miss Seol-hwa away. You should go train."

Anyone can see she definitely cares a lot! Her tone sounds like she's about to slice me with a sword. And didn't she just roll Seol-hwa up in the blanket, lift her effortlessly, and say something like "I should make the area around Abel's room a special surveillance zone. I let my guard down"? She's saying that loud enough for me to hear, right?

....

I should go train.

***

Early mornings at the academy have a serene atmosphere unlike after students arrive for classes.

One of the few benefits of waking up early to train was enjoying that quiet feeling and the morning air, but with the autumn festival approaching, I could see many students busily building things from dawn.

When I was on Earth, I wasn't particularly involved with festivals at university or high school. I wonder what the atmosphere of this festival will be like?

Among the students bustling about since dawn, what stands out most is the massive arena they're constructing in the central plaza, practically clearing everything else away.

During the last practical lesson, the academy's prized arena had its shield blown away by just one of Seol-hwa's normal attacks, overloading all the magical engineering equipment supporting it. That must have really bothered them, because this time they're placing defensive magic items everywhere that are incomparably stronger than before.

I heard that even Uriel has stepped in to make it sturdy enough that it won't be easily destroyed.

Well, this school does have quite a few notable characters who could eat lesser fighters for breakfast. There are even some confirmed future legends here.

And I saw that person I've been noticing lately.

I didn't really notice before becoming aware of her, but once I did, she leaves such a strong impression that I can't possibly ignore her.

The Saintess with her light pink hair and distinctive horns, wearing work clothes and a hard hat, blowing a whistle and shouting loudly since dawn.

"Saintess. You're working hard from early morning again today."

"It's nothing. Why don't these people listen? They're the ones who'll get hurt. I tell them to wear safety equipment, but the moment I look away, they throw it off saying it's uncomfortable."

At first, she would flee at the speed of light whenever she encountered me, but after meeting every morning, she seems to have given up and now we're close enough to share concerns and jokes.

"Isn't it the opposite? They probably think, 'Minor injuries are fine since the Saintess is here.' Since you instantly heal everything completely, they have powerful insurance and just do whatever they want."

"...! That's... that's it! Should I stop healing them then?"

This Saintess seems already broken. She's on the verge of turning to the dark side. She's been so stressed that the dark circles under her eyes are connecting in a circle, making her look like a panda.

"Maybe just heal them partially? No permanent after-effects, but leave them in a state where they can work but feel pain when they move."

"That's a great idea! You're so smart, Abel. Thank you for your good advice as always!"

....

Good advice... is it? The worker's soul inside me is saying this is absolutely wrong, but this isn't my fault. People who don't listen need to learn their lesson, right? Anyway, not my fault. Definitely not.

***

As I always feel, training is like writing on a wall.

A situation where I can't be certain if I'm going the right way, if my skills are improving.

A genius like Seol-hwa would improve dramatically with just a little training, but for a slow learner like me, it's not clear whether I'm getting better, stagnating, or even regressing.

It feels like walking alone through an endless cave.

Yet I have no choice but to continue.

Complex things like magic are impossible for me and don't suit my personality.

In the end, all I can do is endlessly and brutally swing my spear.

In a world where consciousness slows down, I feel each muscle in my body while my eyes trace the flow of mana.

Trying once more to grasp that fragment of transcendence I felt before.

....

It's still not easy.
The more I train alone, the more I crave actual combat.

The extreme tension like dancing on a blade's edge, the concentration that only manifests in such situations, and the momentary insights gained between those moments.

I became increasingly convinced that what I need now is the fleeting insight that comes from real combat.

Organizing things alone is something I can do after gaining such insights.

Fortunately, this festival isn't peaceful like Earth's festivals but consists mainly of practical combat where blood and screams abound.

Apparently, it started with academy students competing like ancient Roman gladiators and eventually evolved into a festival, but the core remains combat.

And unlike the entrance exam, there are no artifact restrictions.

As long as you can defeat your opponent, that's all that matters. Since professors and Uriel personally observe, there's no risk of death.

While it takes place within Sibylla Academy, participants come from academies across the continent, so the level is quite high with each academy sending their strongest representatives.

Would I gain something by fighting them with all my strength?

Objectively speaking, my growth rate isn't slow at all. If I were a game character, it would be like using cheats. My companions all have S-class named potential or beyond.

Despite this, what makes me feel inadequate is...

The Void Monster I saw before was incomparably stronger than in the game.

What if those things come in swarms? If that was just a seed, what about when they bloom?

There's a long way to go.

***

After repeating training over and over, the first preliminary day finally arrived.

Looking at the bracket, my opponent is a First-Class Mage from the Blue Magic Tower, one of the three primary color magic towers.

Come to think of it, I've hardly ever fought against mages.

For the preliminaries, matches are held simultaneously in various arenas, while the main tournament will be in the massive arena I saw earlier, with numerous spectators.

"Abel! You and I won't meet until the semifinals!"

"Can you even win that far?"

Putin is at maximum confidence, and we're in the same bracket. Fortunately, Seol-hwa is in a different bracket.

Since I'm participating for practical combat experience, it's good that I won't face Seol-hwa from the start—that wouldn't provide much practice.

However, I offer my condolences to whoever has to face her on the other side.

As long as it's not me, I'm fine.

Looking at the stage, I saw a girl with large round glasses and deep pink twin-tails who looked too innocent to fight, facing an opponent introduced as a third-year from Carmen Academy, a Second-Class Mage from the Green Magic Tower.

While the Red Magic Tower traditionally sent students to Sibylla Academy, the Blue and Green Magic Towers mainly sent theirs to Carmen Academy in Canticulum, the capital of the Magic Kingdom, established by the towers and kingdom.

This has created a sort of rivalry between the Red Magic Tower and the Blue and Green Magic Towers...

True to that reputation, the atmosphere on the arena looked quite fierce.

"Don't you think it's shameful for a mage to study alongside such worthless beings? You're that famous prodigy from the Red Magic Tower, right?"

Wow. That's the kind of line a third-rate fantasy villain would say.

Usually, someone saying that gets taken down in three seconds.

"I... don't know about thaaaat... You should worry about your own skills first... at your age, with that level... pfft...."

?

For a moment, I thought I misheard.

With that appearance, that expression, that tone?

???

The character doesn't match at all.

The Green Magic Tower mage seemed to have frozen from the unexpected attack.

Then it turned to anger.

"You insolent crazy bitch!"

"The insolent crazy one is you... isn't iiiit??? With just those skills... against me???... pfft."

She's saying hurtful things so casually with that innocent expression and appearance.

It feels somewhat sacrilegious.

And before any spells could be exchanged, an explosion occurred, and the Green Magic Tower mage was sent flying.

....

Forget three seconds, that was a one-second knockout. My condolences to the third-rate villain. I wonder if that mage will ever recover.

As I was watching what would have been better with popcorn...

"Abel Bearwolf! Abel Bearwolf! Please come to Arena 8!"

Finally, my turn.

"I am Abel Bearwolf."

"I have no name to give to a commoner like you. It would be shameful for me to attack a commoner first, so I'll let you have the first move. Come at me as much as you want."

....

Did these people practice third-rate fantasy villain lines or something? Why do they all sound the same?

Sure, sure. Everyone has a grand plan.

Until they get hit, that is.

Ch.28 - Blossom Era (2)
A First-Class Mage from the Blue Magic Tower?

Though they both had the "First-Class" title, just by sensing their mana, the difference between this person and Senior Helen was clearly like heaven and earth.

Compared to Senior Helen's noble mana that burned like a raging flame, this person's was just... a smaller mass of cold energy that they could only emit without proper control?

Their arrogance was also worlds apart. I could attack right now and neatly slice this unsuspecting opponent into 17 pieces, but there would be no meaning in that.

"That's very kind of you. Do you happen to know why civilized people are ruder than barbarians?"

"Stop the nonsense and come at me."

Well, well. Then I'll have to personally teach you the reason.

—"Purple Lightning Flash."

I hurled my spear with lightning speed at my unsuspecting opponent.

If I had aimed directly, I could have ended it right there, but I deliberately made it graze past.

"...!"

I could feel my opponent tense up at the sight of my spear. Understandable. After all, I had completely shattered all the defensive magic they had confidently wrapped around themselves with just one spear throw.

I won't be using the spear again. I've already sized them up.

Blue Magic Tower Secret Technique Level 4: "Ice Penetration."

True to their title as a First-Class Mage, as soon as they felt threatened by my spear, they quickly deployed a spell, creating what looked like a giant ice spike to shoot at me.

This is normally Putin's specialty, but...

Ultimate Technique "Six Great Openings"—

—"Crown."

Point against point.
Strength against strength.

I'll shatter their strategy head-on. I won't even let them make excuses.

Stepping into a true stance, I thrust my fist directly at the pointed tip of the approaching ice spike.

Bang!

With an unbelievable sound of fist meeting ice, the ice spike shattered into countless pieces.

I passed through the ice fragments that sparkled in all directions under the sunlight, closing in before my opponent could complete their next spell.

Diamond Eight Form: "River Palm."

I drove my palm straight into their abdomen.

"Ugh!"

Using minimal mana.

From "River Palm" to "Subduing Tiger."

With their waist bent from the pain of taking a direct hit to the solar plexus, I could have targeted their exposed back of the head and ended it in one blow, but ending it that way would leave them lacking in physical therapy.

Blame your mouth for awakening the physical therapist Abel instinct within me.

From "Subduing Tiger" to "Descending Dragon," I properly adjusted their temporomandibular joint, followed by "Crown Elbow" using my elbow.

My opponent's body and consciousness were already in tatters. There was no point in beating them further, so I finished with "Iron Mountain Lean," delivering a full-body strike.

The attack, powered by mana throughout my entire body, blew away both their consciousness and sent their body flying outside the arena.

"The winner is Abel Bearwolf!"

I guess being surrounded by monsters has made me unable to feel tension from someone of this level.

A First-Class Mage from the Blue Magic Tower?

So boring I could die.

After several more matches, my advancement to the main tournament was confirmed.

Putin and Seol-hwa also easily passed the preliminaries. It would have been stranger if those two hadn't made it through.

Especially Seol-hwa, who was already being called "One Sword Invincible Lee Seol-hwa" for equally dispatching every opponent with a single strike before they could even exhale after the match began.

I'm really fortunate we're not in the same bracket.

***

During the festival period, there are no classes, so once the scheduled events are over, it's essentially free time.

Thanks to that, I'm all ready to enjoy this world's festival.

<Master? Is there a problem?>

...

Arcana, who used to be a "Nyx Hall Maid," has been following us around. I heard she was roasted by Veronica into taking on the role of personal assistant to both Seol-hwa and me.

What's that... scary.

Apparently, she handles work so perfectly that Veronica just says okay to whatever Arcana suggests.

Actually, these days I've noticed that while students used to seek out Veronica when they had problems at the dormitory, now they overwhelmingly call out "Ar-aemon! Help me!" whenever an issue arises.

And what's scarier is that everything gets resolved when they do. Truly a superior AI...!

<Miss Seol-hwa. Master Abel doesn't like it when you eat with food on your face like this. Let me wipe it for you.>

"Okay."

Seol-hwa, who was slightly wary at first, now seems completely relaxed.

The influence of all the sweet treats around probably has something to do with it.

I thought this world's festival wouldn't be much different, and it turns out that places where people live are similar everywhere—plenty of food and goods for sale, performances.

There are even establishments similar to the bars that university students set up during festivals on Earth. Though they don't sell alcohol.

Except for the tournament where blood flows freely, it's a peaceful scene not so different from Earth.

Rather than training and fighting, just traveling around like this as a trio, finding delicious food...

How nice would it be if we could just laugh and chat?

I guess my Earth-human sensibilities still prefer these scenes to ones where blood flows freely.

Thinking about it makes me nostalgic.

After all, I lived much longer on Earth than I have here, and though I deliberately avoid thinking about it, scenes like this inevitably bring back memories of the past.

As I was lost in my own sentiments, the two who must have noticed my mood became concerned.

"Abel? Are you okay?"

<Master? Should we go back and rest if you're tired?>

The two, who now look just like sisters, worried about me.

"No, I'm fine. Just thinking about today's match."

That's right.

Once all this is over, we can enjoy things more comfortably.

When it's all done, maybe the three of us can travel around the world.

With Arcana here, we might even be able to visit space?

I probably can't return to Earth...

But to protect scenes like this, I need to become stronger.

Let me focus.

***

The main tournament progressed, and soon it was the semifinals.

I received the blessing of the bracket god with an overwhelmingly easy path, advancing smoothly while repeatedly saying "so boring I could die."

On the other side...

Surprisingly, Putin made it through.

His side was filled with terrifying opponents—the disciple of the Mercenary King, the future commander of the Iron Cross Knights who gave me trouble during the first semester comprehensive evaluation, a mage likely to become the next head of the Green Magic Tower, and powerful second and third-year students.

It was truly a bracket from hell with opponents whose names alone were frightening and dangerous, yet he smashed through them all to reach the semifinals.

Using nothing but his bare hands, he destroyed everyone from the Mercenary King's disciple who skillfully wielded all kinds of weapons to opponents with transcendent armaments.

Could he actually be the future strongest person in this world?

I couldn't understand how he defeated the future commander of the Iron Cross Knights, so I asked.

"I just had to dodge when I saw the sword being drawn!"

....

After dodging, he gathered mana with his ridiculous mana concentration ability, approached, and ended it in one blow.

So the "Space Slash" could be dodged like that.

And in one blow, no less.

I should stop trying to understand the incomprehensible.

That's the answer.

Anyway, that impossible result stands before me now.

The semifinals at the main stage.

As I climbed onto the stage amid the cheers of countless spectators, Putin stood before me.

"Hahaha! Abel, I thought a day like this would come from the moment I first saw you!"

I didn't think so.

No, I hoped it wouldn't happen.

I never imagined such a dreadful thing would become reality.

"I didn't expect we'd really face each other in the semifinals."

"I'm glad to finally meet an opponent worthy of my full strength!"

"Maybe you won't need to use your full strength this time either?"

So he hasn't been using his full strength until now?

"That's impossible! Fighting you, Abel, I couldn't possibly do that!"

I sometimes can't understand his high evaluation of me.

I don't know what he sees that gives him such infinite trust.

Then the referee's "Begin!" was heard.

Surprisingly, he doesn't rush in first and remains cautious.

As I always feel, one shouldn't be deceived by Putin's size.

He may seem simple and rough, but he truly has an innate talent for combat.

He's only physically a bear, but in reality, he's more like a fox with a bear's body.

Wait, come to think of it, Putin is a mix of canine and ursine races, and foxes are canines, right? So he literally is a bear-like fox.

The conclusion of my thoughts and analysis, which took place in the blink of an eye, was:

I should attack first.

It's dangerous to let him gather mana comfortably.

Most of Putin's attacks involve drawing mana from his lower body and releasing it through his fists.

The mana concentrated in his fists seems to be the key, but that's actually a feint.

To shatter that powerful attack, I ultimately need to check his lower body.

Six Harmony Great Spear, Fifth Harmony: "Parting Grass to Find the Snake."

While running, I stepped into a true stance momentarily, quickly spinning my spear as if parting grass for a low thrust.

Bang!

Putin used his Secret Technique: "One Punch."

As if predicting my low thrust, he dodged and struck the shaft of my spear with his fist.

The impact nearly made me lose my grip on the spear.

Just a straightforward, simple, and powerful punch without any fancy techniques.

Originally, techniques were created for the weak to face the strong.

With overwhelming power, one can afford to lack some technique.

Seeing my momentary hesitation from the shock, he charged straight at me.

I swung my spear horizontally to block his charge, but he pushed through, blocking the shaft with his fist.

Soon he was right in front of me, raising his massive fist with steel-like calluses to my face.

Yes. This is it. This is what I wanted.

With enhanced perception slowing down the world around me, I dodged his mana-infused attack by a paper-thin margin.

Then attacked again.

If I allowed even one of those brutal attacks to land, I'd be finished.

I wonder how much training he endured to get those steel-like calluses.

This is dangerous even if I just graze it.

Like facing a Void Monster.

Should I use softness to overcome hardness and subdue his strong fist?

No.

That wouldn't be fun.

It doesn't match what I've trained for.

If my opponent uses strong fists, I'll respond with strong fists of my own.

Diamond Eight Form: "Charging Hammer."

I dodged his incoming fist and countered.

"Hahaha!! Abel!! You were the answer all along!!! This is fun. So much fun! My eyes weren't wrong!!"

I had already thrown my spear far away.

My attacks had landed several times, but he endured with that sturdy body and kept aiming for one decisive blow.

I'm enjoying this too. This is exactly what I wanted.

This is truly the way of martial arts.

The truth of martial arts is simple.

Dodge.

Strike.

Even though I hadn't allowed any direct hits, the shockwaves from his fists filled with overwhelming mana had already left me battered inside.

Putin had taken many direct hits but endured through sheer toughness, leaving us both barely able to stand.

Instinctively, I felt there weren't many chances left.

Then I would stake everything while I could still use my strength properly.

Bang!

I saw my opponent gathering power in his fist.

"Gate Opening." I also inhaled as much mana as possible, planted my feet, and charged.

About one step's distance.

From that distance, I dove into the minute gap between our approaching fists.

Bang!

Gate Opening Form—

—"Outer Gate Crown Elbow."

Stepping into a true stance, I concentrated all my remaining mana into my elbow and struck his solar plexus precisely.

Thud!

"The winner is Abel Bearwolf!"

As I felt Putin's body collapse, enormous cheers erupted from all around.

My victory.

With satisfaction in my fading consciousness...

Let's get some rest.

Ch.29 - Blossom Era (3)
After defeating Putin, I found myself facing Lee Seol-hwa in the finals—our school's "One Sword Invincible" who had sliced through all her opponents with a single strike.

Since we were always together like glue and had both made it to the finals, the entire academy was buzzing with interest. Especially in my case, since I never particularly stood out academically or otherwise, just doing my own thing, some friends seemed surprised I'd made it this far.

I guess my reputation had upgraded from "decent fighter" to "very strong contender who made it to the finals"?

Sure, I had some luck with the tournament brackets, but defeating Putin definitely earned me some respect. The problem was that no matter how much stronger I became, I still couldn't block even a single normal strike from the girl standing before me.

"♫"

Seol-hwa seemed strangely excited—or was that just my imagination?

Was her tail actually swishing back and forth?

My lady, what has you so excited?

"Abel."

"Yes?"

"Abel, do whatever you want."

"Y-yes?"

That sounded like a dangerous statement.

"Today, I'm your teacher."

.......

It seemed Seol-hwa had been receiving some "education" from Arcana lately and had gotten some strange ideas.

Arcana had made Seol-hwa read books, saying that just swinging a sword would make her stupid, but I wondered what kind of books she'd been given.

I was suspicious about the genre from the start.

Dealing with one of them was hard enough, but both of them combined?

What a terrifying thought.

I suddenly miss the always kind Senior Helen...

Still, this could be an opportunity.

Unlike other opponents, I wouldn't be knocked out in one hit.

I'd seen Seol-hwa's sword techniques several times, but they remained beyond my comprehension.

I couldn't even think about imitating them.

My only option was to unleash my strongest attack from the start to create a variable.

Slowly, I gathered my strength.

Seol-hwa, still in "teacher mode," waited patiently.

Boom!

I channeled all my power from my legs to my shoulders, stepped firmly into a stance, and launched my mana-accelerated spear.

—"Heaven Thunder Flash"

A single strike that could take down creatures over a hundred meters tall. Though without gravity's assistance, it was still a spear throw with overwhelming power.

Yet with just a dance-like spin of her sword, she neutralized all the force in my spear.

Thud.

My powerless spear fell to the ground.

"Good attack. The only flaw is that it needs some time."

I already knew it would be blocked.

My legs had been sliding forward toward Seol-hwa since the moment I threw the spear.

I summoned the fallen spear back to my hand.

Six-Harmony Great Spear, Black Cloud Covering Head Stance.

I brought it down while running.

Though I thought I'd aimed for an opening, Seol-hwa avoided my attack with just a single step, and again, didn't counterattack, just staring at me intently.

As if telling me to try more.

If that was the case, I had no choice but to give it my all.

While martial arts focused on single fatal blows, the ultimate form of my spear technique was combining everything I had learned so far. That's why it was called Six-Harmony.

Six-Harmony Great Spear
Ultimate Technique
Six Harmonies.

First Strike. Like "Purple Lightning Flash," a thrust too fast for the opponent to react.

Second Advance. Taking a light step forward and thrusting again.

Third Intercept. Entangling the blocking sword and pushing it outward.

Fourth Coil. Entangling the evading sword to disrupt it while wrapping mana around the spear tip.

Fifth Grasp. Turning the entangled sword inward to suppress it while pushing maximum mana into the spear.

This short, complex exchange happened in the blink of an eye, in a single breath, and even Seol-hwa seemed slightly surprised.

And in that moment when her sword was suppressed, I seized the opening.

Sixth Direct. I thrust the spiral mana I had gathered at the spear tip during the sequence toward a single point, with only the thought of piercing through.
That was the essence of Six Harmonies, Sixth Direct.

In a world where perception slowed, I saw Seol-hwa's sword moving slowly.

Lee Seol-hwa Style Transcendental Technique
Sword Immortal Form
Second Sword: Snow Wall.

The wall of mana formed by her upward sword strike, filled with unyielding will, seemed like it would not allow my attack to pass even a millimeter.

But—for an instant, I made contact.

The spiral mana I had pushed into my spear with all my might, along with my singular determination to pierce through, created a hole in Seol-hwa's barrier that should have been impenetrable.

The hole was so small it could barely be called a breakthrough.

But as the saying goes, "Great things must arise from small beginnings."

This small step was exactly what I needed most.

After walking alone through a dark cave, I could finally begin to see the path.

"I concede," she said.

But this was as far as I could go for now.

After focusing everything on a single point, I no longer had the strength to lift my spear.

"The winner is Lee Seol-hwa!"

Through the loud cheers echoing around us, I could see Seol-hwa smiling brightly.

Had she ever smiled like this before?

"That's it, Abel. Infusing your will. That's where it begins."

She looked happier than I'd ever seen her.

"Yes. Let's go down."

And so my first martial arts tournament came to an end.

***

The tournament ended with Seol-hwa's victory, but the festival wasn't over yet. The festivities would continue for several more days, after which the academic schedule would end, followed by graduation.

Unlike Earth, here it was common to hold the graduation ceremony immediately after the academic schedule ended.

I suppose that's more efficient.

While it's natural for students to graduate when the time comes, I felt a bit sad knowing I wouldn't see Senior Helen much anymore.

Senior Helen would likely go straight to the Siril branch and probably become the branch manager right away, but Siril wasn't close to here, and I wouldn't have any reason to visit the Magic Tower branch.

They say "those who meet must part" and "those who part must meet again." While meetings inevitably lead to partings, and partings lead to meetings again.

Still, parting is something you never really get used to.

As I was thinking about this while walking around the festival streets with Seol-hwa, I noticed a tent with a sign advertising fortune-telling, decorated with cute fox-ear ornaments.

I'd seen something similar on Earth, so they had these here too.

As I was about to pass by...

...Huh?

I spotted familiar red hair inside the tent.

"Oh? My juniors?"

Well, speak of the devil.

I couldn't believe I'd run into the very person I'd just been thinking about.

"Come in! It's free for my juniors!"

Since Seol-hwa also seemed curious, we went inside.

There was Senior Helen, dressed as a witch, with her usual orb placed in the center like a crystal ball, trying to look dignified.

She was really going all out.

"Now, pick one of these cards!"

So Seol-hwa and I each flipped a card.

"Abel got the Hanged Man, and Seol-hwa got the Star. Both upright, hmm."

It seemed like tarot, but I didn't understand any of it. I'd never seen this even when I was on Earth.

I never believed in or practiced such things.

"Is that bad?" I asked.

"No, not at all. They're both good cards."

Well, you need to explain what they mean...

"My juniors."

"Yes?"

"Yes."

"Actually, this is just an excuse. I just wanted to talk with you both. I'm graduating soon, after all."

"That's true... I was just thinking about that when I saw this tent."

"Oh? I didn't know you thought of me that way. I'm touched."

"!!!"

I noticed Seol-hwa's ears suddenly standing straight up.

...Did I say something wrong?

"Well, it's just sad, you know? The only seniors I know at this school are you and Larry. And Larry is, well... you know? Plus, she's still a second-year."

"Heh. I understand what you mean. Larry isn't the most reliable, but she's a good kid."

I have to admit that's true. Despite being from a wealthy family, she seems surprisingly resourceful.

"Actually, when I look at you, Abel, I sometimes feel what I can only describe as... an inexplicable urgency? I wonder why you're in such a hurry when you're only a first-year academy student. I've often seen you desperately practicing with your spear from dawn. You've been doing that every day, haven't you?"

She's sharper than I thought.

"...I have my reasons, though I can't explain them."

"Yes, I'm sure you do. I think you'll tell me when the time is right. It just makes me sad sometimes when I see you. Though I don't think there's much I can do to help."

"When the time comes, I'll definitely tell you, Senior Helen."

"I'll be waiting. And our Seol-hwa, I'm glad to see you've softened up lately. Before, you were like a sharp ice flower, so difficult to approach."

That's definitely true.

"It's thanks to Abel," Seol-hwa said.

...Huh?

"Yes, I can see that. Just watching you two together always makes me happy. The way you support each other—that's what being human is about, isn't it? That's why I love that word."

That's such a typical statement from our social butterfly senior.

"Still, I can't help but wonder: have I been of any help to you at all? Will I remain, even if just a small part, in your beautiful memories of school life? It feels strange, since I haven't really done much for you."

....

This 19-year-old girl is always so mature for her age. Back where I'm from, she'd just be entering university.

"No, you've helped us a lot. I truly mean it."

"Thank you. It makes me happy to hear that."

"My juniors, will you accept my final gift as a graduation memento?"

"Yes?"

"Both of you, close your eyes tight."

I wasn't sure what she wanted to give us that required closing our eyes...

With my eyes closed, I heard slightly excited breathing approaching, felt hair softly brush against my cheek, and then something warm, soft, and tender touched my forehead.

!!!!!

Startled, I opened my eyes to see Senior Helen giving Seol-hwa a kiss on the forehead as well.

"!!!!!"

Judging by how she was touching her forehead in bewilderment, Seol-hwa was just as surprised as I was.

"Hehe... surprised? In my hometown, they believe a fox's kiss brings good luck. You're both already stronger than me and doing well on your own, so this is all I can offer. I hope luck always accompanies you on your path."

"..."

I was momentarily speechless and was about to say anything when—

Bang! Bang! Sounds erupted from behind us.

The fireworks finale of the festival had begun.

"Beautiful. I don't think I'll ever forget this scene."

Silently agreeing with her.

Considering the difficult future ahead, this moment might be the most beautiful and brilliant in our lives.

I hope we can protect this scenery.

With that private wish, I watched as the festival's brilliant fireworks faded away.

Ch.30 - Church of Radiance (1)
As the air grew colder, the first flurries of snow began to fall, signaling the arrival of a new season.

Around this time, the academic calendar was winding down, culminating in the graduation ceremony that marked the end of the year.

Just as I had done with Seol-hwa, I asked Arcana to "make something" for me when I thought about the graduation ceremony.

And as a result.

A translucent, luminous red orb with a radiant glow found its way into my hand.

Second-grade personal armament Lia Fáil.

A magical amplification weapon based on rare lunar stone discovered on the moon, which had directly absorbed and condensed mana from space over a long period of time.

Like with Seol-hwa's gift, it didn't have any special functions—it simply allowed magic to be cast more powerfully and quickly. But ultimately, a weapon should complement what its user needs most.

It seemed to have been completed exactly according to my specifications.

Providing good weapons to individuals with great potential for growth and the ability to use that power properly was something I needed to focus on for the future.

But honestly, beyond all that, I just wanted to give something to Helen as a person.

I don't really need a rational reason to give a gift to my senior.

Since she would absolutely refuse if I just gave it to her out of nowhere, I was using graduation as an excuse to force it on her.

So after the graduation ceremony ended.

"Congratulations on your graduation, Senior. This is a graduation gift from your unworthy junior. Of course, you have no right to refuse."

"Hmm? What's this? An orb?"

"Yes. It's an artifact that will make all the magic you use faster to cast and more powerful. The effect will be quite remarkable, so I recommend testing it in an open area first before using it properly."

"......"

"Again, you have no right to refuse. If you don't accept it, I'll launch it straight into space."

If she doesn't take it, I really will send it into space. I'll shatter it into pieces like that orb from a certain manga.

"You're quite something, junior. I wonder where you get these things from. Do you have some kind of magical pocket? From your expression, it looks like you'll really do something drastic if I don't accept it. Alright, alright. I'll gratefully put it to good use."

In the end, unable to resist my forceful gift-giving.

For a moment, I felt that warm, soft sensation on my cheek again.

...Huh? Soft and squishy?

"!!!!!"

Seol-hwa. I think I just felt my hand tighten on my spear, but that's just my imagination, right? You absolutely must not draw that sword.

"I'm glad I got to spend my last year at this school with you juniors. I guess I'm pretty lucky in that way. It's not like I'm going somewhere you can't visit just because I'm graduating, so come visit the Red Magic Tower's Siril branch anytime~"

I can still feel the sensation on my cheek.

"Yes. I hope we can meet again soon."

And with that, Senior Helen waved her hand and left.

This senior really has something that makes people's hearts flutter.

Is it because she's a fox...?


***


"Hoo-ha."

I can feel the bone-chilling cold entering my lungs.

While Nyx Hall's interior is maintained at a constant temperature and humidity regardless of the season thanks to various magical systems, it doesn't completely block out the external air—it's more like a building equipped with a magical heating and cooling system.

You could call it a cutting-edge magical system.

And what I've loved since my time on Earth is this:

Opening the door to feel the cold air outside while the heater is blasting inside during winter. There's nothing quite as satisfying when you actually do it.

Of course, back on Earth, I could only do it occasionally when ventilation was needed, or I'd get hit with a massive heating bill.

But there's no such worry at Nyx Hall, so opening the window first thing in the morning to wake up with the cold dawn air has become part of my daily routine.

The chill I feel as soon as I open the window clears my drowsy mind from sleep and makes me realize that winter has definitely arrived.

"Hoo-ha."

I take another deep breath to fully awaken my consciousness.

Time to train.

Just like during summer vacation, now that winter break has begun, the academy is enveloped in a quiet atmosphere, as if the bustling festival night was just a dream.

Putin went back to his family home again, and there are even fewer students left than during summer break—now only Seol-hwa and I remain in Nyx Hall.

Of course, some of the maids, including Head Maid Veronica who manages the dormitory, are still here, and Arcana is always present, so there's no love comedy manga situation of "just the two of us under one roof" happening.

It seems it snowed a bit last night, and the training ground that no one was using was covered in pristine white snow without a single footprint.

I feel the pleasant crunching sound as I step on the snow, and standing in the middle of the training ground with my spear, I calm my consciousness.

I close my eyes and feel the mana rather than seeing it.

I naturally breathe in.

And out.

Inhale. Exhale. Inhale. Exhale.

I quietly focus on my breathing, observing and being aware of the simple fact that I am breathing.

Will is the manifestation of the mind.

In the state of Breath (息) where breathing is controlled.

Feeling the unity (合一) of mind and breath.

I raise my spear and connect it to the Six Harmonies (六合).

First Strike (一戟), Second Advance (二進), Third Intercept (三攔), Fourth Coil (四纏), Fifth Grasp (五拏).

And Sixth Direct (六直).

This sequence, executed in the realm of No-Self (無我), sent all the snow that had accumulated in the training ground flying into the air without a trace.

Thud.

I collapsed backward onto the ground.

It's hard. So hard.

It seems I've finally reached the point where I can grasp the state I once accidentally achieved for a moment.

The mental and mana consumption is still overwhelmingly large, but still.

As I lay there, blankly watching the scattered snow sparkle in the morning sunlight.

Huh?

"Headmaster Uriel?"

I only blinked once, and just like before, I saw Headmaster Uriel's face looking down at me from above.

I swear, does she always appear without any presence like this?

"Yes."

"Um... what brings you here at the crack of dawn?"

"I have a favor to ask. Would you accept it?"

"Shouldn't you tell me what it is first?"

"Ah, right. I've been so busy lately that I'm a bit scattered."

Saying that, she sat down properly beside me as I was sprawled out.

And slowly began to stroke my head.

Um...? Headmaster? What's with this sudden behavior?

Your unworthy disciple is embarrassed.

"Do you know about creatures called Space Whales?"

"You mean those massive beings that float through the air, right?"

"That's right."

Space Whales.

Despite the name, they don't actually live in space but are native to Planet Terra.

They're enormous life forms over 1km in length that fly through the air, using mana as an energy source and instinctively finding rare minerals and organic materials they need to construct their bodies.

Because of their impossibly large size, they were given the name "Space Whale" due to their surreal appearance.

Every game has indestructible objects, and in this game, they occupy that position.

Though they don't actually live in space, true to their name, they could probably survive in space as long as there's abundant mana.

Moving backgrounds, patterns close to living machines.

Due to their gentle nature that never attacks other beings, they're treated as objects that simply enrich the background.

"Yes, I know about them. Though I've never seen one in person."

"Originally, Space Whales are peaceful creatures that simply drift through the sky and rarely approach human settlements. Most human areas are too busy and noisy for them."

"I've never actually seen one myself. But why are you suddenly telling me about this?"

"One of these Space Whales has been repeatedly appearing in human-inhabited areas recently. I'd like to investigate myself, but I have too many responsibilities... and I'll need to be away again starting tomorrow."

"So you want me to investigate this Space Whale's unusual behavior?"

She's not an NPC who appears only during vacations to give quests.

Like during summer vacation, this is quite sudden.

"Yes, that's right. It still hasn't shown any aggressive behavior, but when a creature of that size acts abnormally, there's likely a significant cause. You don't need to resolve the issue—I'd just like you to identify the cause."

Should I do this or not...

"Moreover, it's concerning that all the sightings have been near Reinstadt. It shouldn't be as dangerous as last time, so please help me with this. If there's any reward you want, I can provide it within my capabilities."

I guess I have no choice but to accept.

In the long run, maintaining a good relationship with Uriel is essential. And the fact that it's near Reinstadt is concerning.

It's not the kind of creature that would normally come to the center of this continent.

If Uriel feels something is strange, there's a high probability that something is indeed wrong.
I still don't understand why this Archangel keeps assigning tasks to me specifically.

"I'll do it. Where was it last spotted?"

"In a small city called De Beltum, near the eastern border of Reinstadt. There have been many reports of a massive flying creature in the area."

"De Beltum. Got it."

"Then I'll trust you with this. Please don't overexert yourself like last time."

"Yes. I have no intention of recklessly fighting that enormous whale."

I don't have confidence I could win anyway.

It's not just a large creature—it has a body strengthened by immense mana and instinctively combines rare minerals and organic materials, making it an indestructible object in the game. I don't want to rush into confronting something like that.

"Ah, just in case, if a dangerous situation arises, please infuse a significant amount of mana into the 'wish token' I gave you before. I'll come to support you as quickly as possible. Please remember that."

After stroking my head one more time.

Uriel had vanished from before my eyes.

"Arcana. Did you hear that?"

<Yes. I'm currently scanning the De Beltum region via satellite. Due to widespread mana distortion in the area, identifying anything in the sky is difficult, but one massive mana reaction is clearly detectable. It's likely the Space Whale.>

"I guess we'll need to go see it with our own eyes to be sure. Please continue tracking it."

<Understood.>

***

De Beltum region.

It's a small city with nothing particularly special about it except that it shares a border with the Britannia Empire, the strongest nation on this continent.

It's close enough to Reinstadt that it takes less than a day to walk there.

Despite warping to a location quite far away due to concerns about mana distortion, as soon as I arrived and looked up at the sky.

I saw an unrealistically large, whale-shaped creature with a pair of wings slowly flying through the air.

A Space Whale.
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It was like watching a sci-fi movie. Would a space battleship landing on the ground be that size?

I couldn't really tell with the Ark being buried underground.

Seeing a creature of that size actually flying through the air felt incredibly surreal.

Uriel had asked me to investigate the anomalous reactions from that creature, but honestly, I had no idea where to start.

"Arcana, can you analyze that thing?"

<I'm working on it now... but seeing it in person, it's hard to consider it a living creature. Unlike the artificially created Angel Race, this creature is recorded as naturally occurring. But the records seem to capture only a tiny fraction of its actual appearance.>

I wasn't sure how a creature typically found on the outskirts of the continent or in the ocean had made its way here.

But living beings, whether acting on instinct or reason, usually have a purpose.

"What's the path prediction looking like?"

<From what we've tracked so far, it seems to be circling this area, but it's actually gradually approaching Reinstadt. If we hadn't been tracking its mana signature from the air, it would have been difficult to predict its movements given how massive the creature is.>

"Couldn't it just be trying to pass by Reinstadt?"

<Yes. We're keeping that possibility open. Based on its current size and speed, there's a high probability it will reach the vicinity of Reinstadt city within days.>

"People in the city will be quite shocked if they see that thing. It could cause panic. Just in case, keep an eye on the dormitory residents. We should continue tracking it for now."

The whale was so enormous that even when it seemed to move just a little, I had to run at full speed to keep up.

Let me think.

If the creature simply passes by the city, that would be fortunate. But what if that's not the case?

If it's heading to Reinstadt with some purpose in mind, the situation becomes serious.

With something that size, even the smallest issue could become catastrophic.

Even if we could defeat it with Arcana's or Seol-hwa's power, something that size falling on the city would be an immediate disaster.

Even just fragments falling would destroy the city, and all the bacteria and viruses from the creature's decomposing remains would turn the entire city into a mass of pathogens.

Should I call Uriel in advance?

But what if it turns out to be nothing? And even if I did call Uriel, could she stop that thing without destroying it?


***


Day two of tracking. As I continued following it, I became certain.

This creature was definitely heading toward Reinstadt with some purpose.

Looking at the tracking path Arcana analyzed, the route to Reinstadt wasn't a straight line, but that made it even more obvious that it was heading there with some purpose.

We had already reached a point where Reinstadt's walls were visible in the distance.

Now I had to make a choice.

Letting that creature pass over the city was too risky.

But picking a fight with something like that was also risky.

This is exactly what they call being caught between a rock and a hard place.

<Abel.>

"Did you find something new?"

<When we were farther away, the signal was too weak to be certain, but combining all the data so far, the whale's path perfectly matches a signal being sent from within Reinstadt city. I think we need to check it out.>

"Where is that signal coming from?"

<...Inside Sibylla Academy. Should I investigate?>

"No. There's no need to risk exposure. The whale still seems to have some time before it reaches the city, so I'll go check myself. I'll warp directly into the city, so give me the exact coordinates of the signal source."

After all this, it leads back to Sibylla Academy.

Did Uriel predict this?


***


Sibylla Academy has quite a complex structure due to its enormous grounds.

It's essentially a workshop built by Uriel, a mage who has reached Transcendence, over hundreds of years, making it even more complicated with all kinds of space-related magic cast everywhere.

Among these buildings is one located in the innermost part of the academy, housing a special repository for artifacts owned by the academy.

Arcana says the signal is being detected from Legatis Hall.

<Abel! It's on the third floor of that building. I'll guide you through.>

Is one of the artifacts malfunctioning?

Following the guidance, I quickly reached the third floor and arrived at a door.

[Professor Antonio]

He was the professor in charge of the previous Artifact Exploration class and one of the most renowned professors in the field of artifact studies.

But during the previous exploration practicum, his presence was overshadowed by the Hermes Adventure Group and Karen...

The door swung open.

"Student Abel?"

....

When I entered the room, I saw Professor Antonio, wearing the same antique monocle with a chain that he had worn before, packing his belongings as if preparing to leave.

<The signal is being detected from inside that room.>

"You remember my name?"

"Of course. I never forget a student I've taught."

"What's with the luggage? Are you going on a trip somewhere?"

"Well, I didn't expect you to come here, Abel."

"Hmm. So what brings you here? It's vacation, yet you're in such a deep part of the academy."

Professor Antonio slowly asked while adjusting his monocle.

"Before I answer that, please answer my question first. Where are you going, Professor?"

Leaving at this point?

"I see. But I don't think I have any obligation to answer that question. Now, if you'll excuse me."

In that moment, he grabbed his bag full of luggage.

And then he vanished.

...?!

<!!!>

"He warped or teleported from this location? In a place so full of spatial interference?"

<I detected a Transcendent-class artifact reaction from the Planetary Management Bureau. At the same time, the signal that was coming from that room disappeared. It seems he warped using the power of a Transcendent-class artifact from the Bureau.>

"Can you track his location?"

<I'm calculating the position based on the warp reaction. The location is... near Reinstadt city? He doesn't seem to have gone far. And he doesn't appear to be moving yet.>

"Damn it. This is suspicious no matter how you look at it. I'll track him right away, so guide me through!"

<Understood. But Abel, we have a problem. The whale's speed toward the city has suddenly increased. At this rate, it will reach the airspace above the city within minutes!>

One problem after another.

"Arcana, if it looks like it's going to charge into the city, stop it. If it just passes by, then leave it alone."

<...I can't intercept the fragments. It would be difficult even with Miss Seol-hwa's help.>

"Can't be helped. It would be an even bigger disaster if something like that fell on the city. All we can do is hope it just passes by."

I think while running.

What is Professor Antonio's purpose?

He's clearly connected to the space whale.

Being a professor at Sibylla Academy is one of the highest honors for a scholar.

Especially in theoretical fields like artifact studies, only the best in the field can even set foot there.

The treatment is exceptionally good too.

Why would he suddenly abandon such a stable and prestigious position?

Uriel's concerns were right.

There's definitely something going on here.

<Abel... the whale is descending. Its altitude is still quite high, but if it continues on this path, it will fall exactly near Legatis Hall where you are. Should I destroy it now?>

Do I have no choice? Or should I call Uriel now?

I could feel the city becoming chaotic because of the massive whale.

!!!

Suddenly, an idea came to mind.

"Arcana. Can you activate Prydwen?"

Arcana had been constructing a ship above the academy since before.

The one that transported the coffin to me during the Nyx Hall attack incident.

<Yes. The interior is still far from complete, but core components like the engine, outer armor, and shield generators are finished.>

"Would Prydwen be able to push that thing away from the city? Not destroying it, just pushing it away."

<It should be possible, but... are you sure? It's currently under optical camouflage, but to push something that size by force, we'd have to deactivate the camouflage and focus on the shields. It will definitely be seen by many people.>

"Even if people here see it, they'll just think it's another strangely shaped space whale. Uriel is away, and it would be difficult for anyone to connect it to my identity or Arcana, so if necessary, we can abandon Prydwen."

<I see. That does seem like the more rational option.>

At least this issue seems to have a solution.

<Capital-class Fast Combat Support Ship Prydwen. Activating!>

A massive ship suddenly appeared from empty space, casting a shadow, surrounded by a blue shield. With a thunderous roar, it collided with the space whale that was descending toward the ground, pushing it away.

Let's leave this to Arcana.

That should be enough to prevent the whale from falling directly onto the city.

I need to find Antonio.

He seems to be at the core of this situation.


***


The coordinates Arcana mentioned should be around here...

"Student Abel?"

"We meet again, Professor. Not running away this time?"

"Hmm. I didn't run away. I simply left the academy after achieving my purpose there."

"We generally agree to call that running away. So why are you waiting this time? Not running?"

I was ready to draw my spear at any sign of trouble, but surprisingly, he didn't seem inclined to escape this time.

"For the pursuit of knowledge. Student Abel, do you know about that artifact-level massive ship? It's quite fascinating."

This guy doesn't look well either. Is that really the question to ask right now?

"So you're the one who lured that whale to Sibylla Academy?"

"Oh, as expected, Student Abel is intelligent. I'm genuinely surprised. How did you figure it out? I thought I hadn't left any traces. As I felt during the previous ruin exploration, what is your true identity, Abel? You had the ability to instantly shut down the defense system of a powerful ruin we were exploring for the first time? Did I lure the whale? Yes, I did. There was an artifact that could do that."

"Cut the nonsense and tell me why. You must have known what would happen if something that size fell on the city."

"Hmm. It's a gift. A gift for that abominable race known as Archangels."

What is he talking about now? Why is Uriel being mentioned here?

"You hate Archangels?"

"Of course. I hate the entire Angel Race. Do you know what thought comes to mind when studying artifacts? That the beings who created artifacts were divine entities. Even after hundreds of years of contemplation with my intellect, I couldn't understand even a fraction of what they created. We all thought so."

"What does that have to do with the Angel Race?"

"Ah, you might not know. The history buried by the abominable Angel Race. Those bird-brains who can't properly create anything. While researching artifacts, we discovered that the Angel Race betrayed their creators. And we came to believe that those creators made us. In other words, they were our gods."

...Damn. Now everything is starting to make sense.

"However, being too wise in front of the ignorant can sometimes be foolish, so we waited quietly for the right time. And during the artifact exploration with Student Abel, I finally became certain of the truth! Thus, we recently agreed to begin our activities. That whale is a gift to commemorate this."

Causation and conditions.

All events in the world occur due to direct causes and indirect conditions.

The space whale attacking Reinstadt, which would never have happened in the original game, Professor Antonio suddenly abandoning his position and going berserk like this.

And Uriel being active enough to frequently be away.

If I try to guess where this discrepancy started...

It's me.

It can only be me.

My seemingly insignificant butterfly wing flap of an action has circled around and become a typhoon.

Because I discovered the seed of the Void Flower early, Uriel left Reinstadt and began her activities.

A facility that should have been blocked by the defense system was breached by me during class, allowing Antonio to see it.

He "became certain of the truth"...?

And so, taking advantage of Uriel's absence, Antonio, now convinced, carried out this terror attack.

Plus one more thing.

"Who exactly is 'we'?"

"Indeed. That question is valid. Then let me introduce myself again."

"We are the Church of Radiance. And I am Bishop Antonio de Oliveira Andersen of the Church of Radiance. I am a priest of the Church of Radiance, which serves our creator."

.......

So that's what this is.

They enthusiastically researched artifacts and thought:

'Whoever made this must be a god-like being!'

Then they started to lose their minds a bit and wondered:

'Did that god create us too?'

'This is just a god!'

Going through this process, they completely lost their sanity.

This is insane.
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I couldn't believe this insane situation.

My head was spinning.

I was so dumbfounded that I couldn't speak for a moment.

A religion that worshipped Earth humans as gods.

No, wait. Maybe I should consider it more rational to believe in one's actual creators rather than unproven, intangible deities?

Though I have no idea how they went from studying artifacts to reaching such a conclusion.

"So what's the purpose of this religion?"

At my question, Antonio slowly adjusted his antique monocle.

"Well. I suppose it doesn't matter if I tell you. It's to resurrect our god and exterminate the abominable Angel Race who are traitors."

.......

That god is right in front of you, my friend...

Besides, if they've already been resurrected, then they're already resurrected.

Though technically it's possession rather than resurrection.

I feel like I've unexpectedly become the savior of some Earth religion.

"Well then. Out of respect for your coming this far, I've answered your questions, but it seems it's time for me to depart now. So..."

"Wait!"

Should I gamble on extending my spear or warping from this distance?

Calculating from his earlier reaction, since it's a Transcendent-grade artifact, the warping speed was clearly at an impossible level.

I don't know what other artifacts he might possess either.

Even recalculating, I doubt I could inflict a fatal wound by extending my spear here.

"Do you have something else to say?"

At this point, there's only one option.

"Arcana. Deactivate the disguise."

<Are you sure? There are no other Demi-human reactions nearby, but still.>

"Let's take a gamble. If he just uses that Transcendent-grade artifact to escape, it would be hard to stop him anyway."

The ears and tail gradually disappeared from my appearance, revealing my black hair and black eyes.

"Hmm?"

"Oh...OH!!! Could that appearance be!"

As I thought. His reaction is definite.

"I see! Now everything makes sense. It explains how you manipulated that powerful ruin's defense system in an instant! That massive artifact-grade ship must be related to Abel as well!"

"That's right. Though as you said, I'm not exactly a god-like being."

"Ohhh...! Abel. No, our god...!"

....

This is driving me crazy. He's a complete fanatic. I don't think reasoning will work.

But it's also awkward to just say, "I'm punishing you for attempted terrorism in Reinstadt!" in this situation.

Since it's come to this.

Life imprisonment instead of execution.

I'll squeeze every last drop out of him until he's atoned for his crimes.

"Arcana, can you project a hologram here?"

<Of course. Shall I do it?>

"Yes. Since it's come to this, let's reel him in completely."

<Greetings. I am Arcana, a spirit created by the god.>

"This...this impossible being! You're not just similar in appearance—you truly are our god!"

He seems to have thrown away his usual calm and meticulous demeanor, reaching maximum excitement.

His expression is scary.

Is this what true madness looks like?

"First, could you send that Space Whale somewhere else? You used an artifact for that, right?"

"Of course! I used an artifact that disguises the signal of the Space Whale's only obsession—its breeding season—to guide it to a specific location. It seems our gods conducted some experiments on those whales in the past, but if you wish, I'll immediately banish it to the outer sea!"

"Please do that."

<Space Whale retreating.>

"Arcana. Send Prydwen over here. Let's drive the point home."

<Understood. Prydwen moving!>

A massive ship, comparable in size to the Space Whale, gradually approached behind me.

Standing with my back to the enormous ship, I spread my arms and declared:

"Yes. I am the sole and rightful successor of Earth humanity who created you. Such ships are merely trivial things to me."

I didn't lie.

"I...indeed!"

"So where were you trying to go just now?"

"As it happens, there's a general assembly of the church's bishop council. Would you like to come with me? With the god accompanying us, I believe we'll have nothing to fear now."

Well that's...

Lucky.

Since it's come to this, it's an opportunity to take over the entire church.

"Let's go. But we'll take that ship."

"Oh...OHH!!! Such grace...!!!"

I have no idea what grace he's talking about.

***

After listening to Antonio's excitement the entire way to the assembly location, I feel like I'm going crazy too.

I'm starting to question whether I'm making the right choice.

As soon as he boarded Prydwen and saw the interior:

"This is... not yet complete?"

"That's right. It's a ship under construction."

"Oh...OHHH!! An artifact-grade ship 'under construction'! Creation, it's creation! That is truly the power of a god! Unlike us who can only use or destroy the creations of gods, or those primitive bird-brains! My faith is growing even stronger!"

<....>

Please stop getting stronger...

He continued making a fuss about everything while touring Prydwen, and it was unbearable.

I really might throw up my lunch.

Was his calm and meticulous demeanor all an act?

No, judging by how he's examining Prydwen, he's still meticulously insane.

The person has changed so much that it's hard to believe he's the same individual.

I never once imagined that antique monocle would gleam with such madness.

***

When we arrived at the coordinates Antonio specified, a magnificent three-story white marble mansion in the middle of a vast plain came into view.

"This is it. One of our Church of Radiance's secret retreats. Now, I'll go down first to inform everyone and prepare them to receive the god!"

"Yes, yes... go ahead."

With that, Antonio disappeared first using his Transcendent-grade artifact warp.

"Arcana. Let's prepare the stage."

<Understood. Should we go all out?>

"Absolutely. We have the anti-gravity panel, right?"

<Yes. There's one perfect for ground transport.>

"Let's mount Mistilteinn on it too. It would be good to erect it like a temple pillar in the center of the mansion as I descend."

<The Mistilteinn that Prydwen currently has is still hastily constructed, but it's more suitable for staging. I'll add spotlights behind Abel like a halo while you slowly descend on the anti-gravity panel and launch Mistilteinn.>

Whatever. Let it be.

I am a god.

A god, anyway.

Perfect self-hypnosis complete.

I climbed onto the anti-gravity platform while earnestly reciting my self-hypnosis mantra, and as I felt the panel ejection port open, I half-closed my eyes and spread my arms.

Let's begin.

<Anti-gravity panel launching!>

I could see Antonio and the Church of Radiance bishops prostrating themselves on the ground, waiting for my descent.

<Mistilteinn launch!>

As I slowly descended on the anti-gravity panel, Mistilteinn was launched.

BOOM BOOM BOOM BOOM BOOM!

It embedded itself like pillars around the mansion, creating something reminiscent of a Greek temple.

Following Arcana's direction, a spotlight brighter than an angel's halo shone behind my head.

Hmm. Not a bad feeling, actually?

I slowly descended to the ground.

"Antonio and eleven others. The bishop council of the Church of Radiance. We greet our creator and our only god!"

"Radiance!"

"Greetings. I am the sole and rightful successor of Earth humanity, your creator, and I hereby declare in this place that I am the being you call god."

Did my maximum chuunibyou sentiment work?

"Indeed, just as Bishop Antonio said!"

"That's right. It's exactly like the literature I researched."

"Radiance to the god!"

...Seems like it worked.

I don't understand why it worked at all, but.

"Um... forgive my impertinence, but may I use a disguise detection artifact once?"

One of them seems skeptical.

"Of course. If it's necessary for your faith, feel free to use it."

"Then excuse me."

I felt something scan over my body, and then:

"There is no disguise whatsoever. I, Bishop Flanders, will serve you eternally!"

"So why was today's meeting called?"

"I, Flanders, will speak as representative. We were discussing our future plans."

"And what were those future plans?"

"First, we planned to start by instantly obliterating Castra Regina, the imperial capital of the Holy Empire that has colluded with those abominable Angel Race, using an artifact called a multi-stage thermonuclear bomb."

"Multi-stage thermonuclear bomb?"

<It's a hydrogen bomb. These crazy bastards.>

.......

What the hell were these lunatics trying to do?

A hydrogen bomb on the Holy Empire's capital?

Why do they even have such a thing in the first place?

"Stop it immediately."

"But this is the first step to take revenge on the Angel Race...?"

"How blasphemous. I do not wish for innocent creations to be sacrificed. And though the Angel Race are traitors, they have their uses."

"Ohhh...! How merciful!"

"Then what would you have us do? Please bestow your revelation upon us!"

At this point, there's only one way.

Use barbarians to control barbarians.

"Do you know about the Followers of Void?"

"Of course we do."

"Deal with them. I sat quietly and saw the future—the calamity they bring will destroy the world. However, no innocent lives should be sacrificed. Those pillars I bestowed will help you in fighting the Followers of Void."

"Oh...OHH! I've often wanted to eliminate those blasphemous, garbage-like beings whenever I see them. So that's why! That abominable Angel of Destruction suddenly left Reinstadt and started slicing up the Followers of Void—it was all your divine will. I, Bishop Flanders, will prove my faith more firmly than that Angel of Destruction!"

"We will prove it!"

Seeing the twelve bishops chanting in unison, there seems to be some misunderstanding, but somehow things have been patched up.

Surely they won't do something crazy again...?

"Well, I'll be going now. From now on, follow the revelation I gave you. When you wish for more revelations, use this 'artifact'."

I tossed them an artifact directly connected to Arcana.

I naturally ascended back to the ship.

Behind me, I could hear excited shouts of "Radiance! Radiance!" but I ignored them...

***

"Arcana. Keep those lunatics under close surveillance. Especially if they try to detonate a hydrogen bomb—whether by sniping them, orbital bombardment, or whatever means necessary—stop them."

<Understood. I wonder how they got their hands on such a thing.>

The thought that the snowball I created almost led to the destruction of the Holy Empire's capital by a hydrogen bomb makes my head spin.

A hydrogen bomb.

Just thinking about it again makes me dizzy.

Still, judging by the rare artifacts they possess, they should make good opponents for the Followers of Void.

This should make things easier for Uriel and delay confrontations with powerful Void Monsters, right?

As they say, all roads lead to Rome—as long as the result is good, that's what matters.

Now, how should I explain this mess to Uriel...
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Now that I've finished the request, it's time to report back.

Honestly, I was hoping this moment would never come.

"So, you're saying one of the artifacts inside Legatis Hall went berserk and that's what happened?"

"That's right. After tracking the whale's path, my suspicions were confirmed. When I took the artifact far away from Reinstadt and destroyed it, the whale retreated on its own."

"I understand. Just identifying the cause would have been enough—I wasn't even expecting a solution. You're truly capable. And you didn't even use your wish token."

"It was nothing. I'll be going now..."

I want to escape this place as quickly as possible.

Even to me, it seems like a lot of the middle process has been omitted.

Convincing explanation? No matter how many simulations I run in my head, there's no good answer for the disaster that unfolded.

I wouldn't believe it myself, so I just have to insist this is what happened.

"Ah, do you know anything about another whale that glows blue? Everyone in the city is talking about it. I've lived for a long time, but I've never heard of such a whale."

It seems rumors have already spread everywhere. Well, it would be stranger if there weren't rumors after something suddenly appeared in empty space and caused such chaos.

"No, not at all. I have absolutely no idea what that is. I can't even guess. Anyway, I'll be going now."

Of course, I know nothing. Nothing at all.

"Hmmmm... well, alright. It doesn't matter. Thank you for accepting such an unreasonable request. You really worked hard. Your reward was access to the Legatis Hall special archives, right? I'll inform the administrator."

"Yes."

Throughout our conversation, Uriel stared at me with extremely suspicious eyes, but what can she do if I insist this is what happened?

It's not like Uriel has mind-reading abilities.

I've developed some backbone and resistance now.

As long as there's little danger of Uriel suddenly drawing her sword and attacking me, there's not much to fear.


***


Finally, true vacation has arrived.

Being trained by Uriel like this makes me feel like my vacation only begins after completing one of her hellishly difficult requests.

I don't want to imagine such a terrible future.

Perhaps considering the mental shock I received from the fanatics' hydrogen bomb, Arcana's reaction is very mild even though I'm just lying in bed all day claiming I need rest.

Normally, if I were lazily sprawled on the bed at this hour, she would say, "Please stop lying there, Master. It's time for training," and drag me to Nyx Hall to enthusiastically beat me up.

How long has it been since I've had proper rest like this...!

I can feel my nearly depleted mental state gradually recovering.

Rest truly is important for humans.

I have been running non-stop for quite a while.

I noticed my personal maid wagging her tail while tidying up the room.

For whatever reason, she seemed to be in quite a good mood.

Plus, today she added a small black ribbon to her tail as an accent.

An AI that puts on accessories like ribbons on her tail—something that instantly steals attention—and wags it according to her emotions.

I see this all the time, but it's still amazing every time.

I doubt more than once whether she's really an AI.

"Arcana. I'm hungry."

Lying on the bed reading a book I borrowed from the Legatis Hall special archives, I initiated the "feed me" command to Arcana.

"It's not quite mealtime yet, but would you like some fruit?"

"Yes, please."

"Master. Here, say 'aah'~♫"

Eating fruit fed to me by Arcana while reading a book and rolling around...

Isn't this heaven?

What else could heaven be?

I just want to live like this forever.

Of course, this isn't just about rolling around and playing.

The books I'm currently reading from the Legatis Hall special archives all contain in-depth theories about mana.

These are books that normally can't be checked out or even borrowed, but as compensation for this job, I obtained borrowing rights and can comfortably read them here in my dormitory.

The mana theories of this world are somewhat different from the magical engineering or mana theories developed by the Ark integrated AI.

If I could combine the mana theories this world has developed over a long period with the mana theories in my head from the Ark AI, wouldn't it help me break through my stagnant realm?

That was the starting point, and there are many interesting aspects that appear.

Of course, there's no new enlightenment yet that would help me break through my realm, but if I keep accumulating and organizing knowledge like this, something will eventually emerge.


Knock knock.


Huh? Who would come to my room in the morning during vacation?

"Abel, Arcana."

Before I could answer, the door swung open and Seol-hwa entered.

"S-Seol-hwa? What brings you here so early? Ah, I'm just saying."

I was trying to make excuses for no reason, but Seol-hwa's expression was more composed than I expected.

"I want both of you to come with me somewhere."

"Come with you somewhere? Where?"

"North."


***


I guessed "north" meant the Song Empire, but I didn't expect it to be so far that we'd need to travel a long way even after using the teleport gate.

So we came to a place located at the northern edge of the Song Empire, where there wasn't even a teleport gate nearby.

We were slowly climbing up a deep mountain filled with dense coniferous trees like pine trees, where not even the sounds of wild animals could be heard.

We could have run up quickly or warped there, but Seol-hwa didn't want that, so we ended up leisurely hiking this winter mountain.

Being in the north meant the entire mountain was covered in snow, with a biting cold wind that made the whole world look white, and the gloomy sky suggested it would snow soon.

"Abel. Let's hold hands."

"Sure, sure."

Normally, holding hands while climbing a snow-covered mountain would be quite dangerous, but we've already surpassed the level where such concerns matter.

I'm not sure exactly where we're going, but I recalled Seol-hwa's past story that I heard from Uriel, and I suspected we might be heading to the place from that background...

Considering it's in the northern region of the Song Empire.

And the fact that we're continuing to climb deep into the mountains.

For some reason, Seol-hwa brought not only the sword she currently uses but also her previous one, adamantly refusing to let me or Arcana carry them, insisting she must carry them herself by floating them with mana. This girl's thoughts are sometimes understandable yet still difficult to grasp.

After walking hand in hand for some time.

Though there was no sign of people, someone must have maintained it regularly—we saw a well-preserved thatched house that looked old but intact.

"Is that...?"

"Yes. Where I used to live."

So it was as I thought.

This was the place where Seol-hwa spent most of her life with her grandfather.

That porch must be where Seol-hwa used to look at the scenery with her grandfather.

Thinking about it makes my heart feel warm.

Passing through the yard that reminded me of countryside scenery on Earth.

We climbed and climbed the mountain.

Until we reached the top of the highest peak on this mountain.

The top was rather wide and flat for a mountain peak.

There was a small snow-covered mound that seemed to overlook the Song Empire.

This is it.

This is where Seol-hwa's master, grandfather, and guardian deity of the Song Empire—the Sword Immortal—rests.


I let go of her hand to approach the mound and pay my respects, but Seol-hwa held my hand even more firmly.

She even took Arcana's hand, positioning herself between us.

Led by Seol-hwa, we stood in front of the mound, still holding hands.

A small mound with just one small tombstone—it was hard to believe this was where an absolute being who dominated an era rested.

"This is where my grandfather rests."

Though I was already certain, Seol-hwa confirmed it once more in a calm tone.

"It's almost my grandfather's death anniversary. It's not quite time yet, but I wanted to greet him with you as soon as possible."

After paying our respects together.

Seol-hwa placed her previous sword neatly in front of the tombstone.

"Grandfather. I'm here."

To some, he might have been an absolute being, a transcendent, and a guardian deity of an empire—a great giant.

But in the end, to Seol-hwa, he was simply her grandfather who had spent most of her life with her.

"I think I finally understand grandfather's last words."

The girl who barely spoke and had closed her heart met people and opened her heart.

"Actually, after that, I felt like I was alone in endless darkness. But when the sword was by my side, I felt a little better."

"It was the only thing grandfather left me."

"That's why I always carried it. It made me feel like grandfather was still by my side."

I had such thoughts when I first saw Seol-hwa.

Why does this girl always carry this large sword, even though it must be uncomfortable?

Why does she hold it close even when sleeping, never letting it go?

Those questions seem to be clearly answered now.

For this girl, that sword was practically the only trace that her grandfather had existed in this world.

To a child, parents are everything in the world.

For this girl, her grandfather was that.

No, he was an even greater existence beyond comparison.

He was her only master, only parent, and only friend.

"I think I finally understand what grandfather truly wanted to leave behind."

But no child stays under their parents forever.

Whenever that time comes, children eventually become independent from their parents.

Whether early or late, the time comes to move beyond the era when parents were everything.

"So now, I'm okay. I'm really okay."

"Grandfather, rest in peace. Don't worry about me there."

And so this girl announces to the world as she puts down the sword that was the only trace of her grandfather.

That her childhood has ended.


It's snowing.

Through the falling snowflakes, I see a beautiful girl performing a sword dance.

It's like a snow flower (yuki no hana).

Not for a single moment could I take my eyes off her.

Ch.34 - Legatis Hall Special Archives
"Teacher. I really can't do this after all."

In a room filled with flasks of colorful liquids and the scent of old books, a fox-eared girl with striking red hair spoke.

"I thought you would make a good competitor against that child from Magic Tower headquarters for the position of next Tower Master. Must you really go?"

"Yes."

"Tsk, tsk, tsk. Why are all mages like this? Well, without such stubbornness, you wouldn't have reached Level 7 at your age, nor received the title of Archmage."

"I'm sorry. I guess I prefer walking alongside others rather than looking down at them from above and giving orders."

"Why wouldn't I know your nature? I've watched you more than anyone since you were little."

"......"

"Go where your heart leads you. It wouldn't be right for a teacher to block the path a student wishes to take."

"I'm sorry, Teacher..."

"What is there to be sorry about? There's no single correct answer in life. Whenever things get difficult, you're always welcome to return."

"Yes. Then I'll be going now, Teacher."


***


A new semester has begun.

Where did my vacation disappear to? I clearly just went to the snowy mountains with Seol-hwa and Arcana, then lay down in bed, but it feels like my vacation passed in an instant while I was asleep.

Of course, after that it was just training, training, and more training, so I understand why time flew by.

But this is too much.

"Ah! Senior, you're awake!"

When I went downstairs for breakfast, a rabbit girl with a pure appearance but not-so-pure way of speaking ran up to me.

She's Lani Blair, a first-year in the Combat Department this year. She's the only one who passed out of the 30 students I was "drafted" to supervise during the entrance exam.

As for why she's so friendly and clingy...

It happened during the entrance exam...

"Senior! Please show me a demonstration!"
"Me? It's not against regulations... alright."
"I'm asking you!"
"Ooh! Senior is strong! And I respect strong people!"

She started talking like this, and then after hearing from someone about how Seol-hwa and I won first and second place at last year's festival, this situation happens every time she sees me.

Such an improper way of speaking with such a pure and innocent appearance. It once again confirms my commitment to never judge by appearances alone.

If she just kept her mouth shut, she'd look like some noble family's young lady. Well, I did hear she actually is from a noble family.
How on earth do noble families produce such mutants?

Putin is like that too.

"Lani. That's far enough."

As Lani was rushing toward me with enough momentum to almost hug me, Seol-hwa appeared from somewhere and stopped her.

"Oh, isn't it the Invincible Seol-hwa senior! Good morning!"

She immediately gave Seol-hwa a 90-degree bow. What a socially adept friend.

Faced with this, even Seol-hwa seemed to forget what to say next and just nodded.

"Let's go eat breakfast together."

"It's an honor!"

"Yes. And Lani, please drop the 'Invincible' when you call me."

"Ah! This is a sign of my respect for Senior Seol-hwa! I cannot give it up!"

"..."

To think there exists a friend who would stick to her own way even when Seol-hwa speaks like that.
Looking at the situation, it seems this year won't be boring either.


***


"Abel! You've finally decided to strive for both literary and martial excellence! I think this is the first time I've seen you holding a book!"

After class ended, I was heading to the special archives to return the books I had borrowed from Legatis Hall and look for new ones when Putin made this nonsensical comment.

First time seeing me with a book? While I certainly avoided theoretical studies like the plague, it wasn't that bad, was it?

I wonder if he got stronger during the break. Compared to his past wild self, he now has a more refined aura. I feel like Putin has grown as much as I have, so I can't guarantee I'd win if we fought again.

I'm curious what kind of training he did at his family home.

"That's not it. I just needed some theoretical knowledge about martial arts."

"Hmm! That's important too! I'm always cheering for you!"

Since I was the only one with permission to enter the special archives of Legatis Hall, we had to part ways here.

"I'll see you all later then."

"See you tonight!"

"Yes. I'll go ahead and wait for you."


So I leisurely admired the old paintings hanging in Legatis Hall as I climbed up the elegant, antique staircase alone, arriving at a pair of reddish wooden doors.

This is the special archives located on the top floor of Legatis Hall.

Uriel worked some magic to turn my "wish ticket" into something like an actual ticket, and with it, I can freely enter and exit this place. Without such credentials verified by Uriel, these doors become like an iron fortress, blocking anyone who tries to enter.

I have no intention of testing my abilities against the defensive magic that Uriel put her heart and soul into creating.

The caretaker Uriel mentioned doesn't even come here unless there's something special going on. This archive is automatically managed by Uriel's meticulous magic.

Creeeeak.

As I naturally opened the door and entered, I was greeted by warm sunlight streaming through the glass ceiling, the musty yet pleasant smell of old paper from ancient books, faintly glowing Mana Lamps, and immaculate cleanliness maintained by magic without a speck of dust.

The spacious and quiet space, larger than it appears from outside due to the spatial magic cast on the archive itself, gives enough comfort to calm a troubled mind.

I think I'll read some books here today.

With that thought, I was walking through the archive when I heard the sound of someone turning pages.

This is the first time I've sensed someone other than myself in this archive.

As I slowly walked toward the sound...

"Huh?"

Huh?

I made eye contact with someone who shouldn't be here.
I froze in place, unable to understand the situation for a moment.

"Oh, so you can enter here too, junior. I was planning to surprise you later, but I've been discovered already."

I saw Senior Helen, who had definitely graduated and returned to the Red Magic Tower's Siril branch.

"Senior, how are you...?"

"Ah, right."

Senior Helen, who suddenly appeared right in front of me, handed me a brightly shining business card.

With a proud expression, she put her hands on her waist and said:

"Ahem. Let me introduce myself again. I'm Helen Eliades, newly appointed research professor in the Magic Department at Sibylla Academy this year. Nice to meet you!"

I see.
So she gave up the Tower branch director position to become a research professor at the academy.

"But why would you do that?"

Giving up such a good position?

Plus, as a branch director, she could have aimed for the Tower Master position in the future.

"Because I wanted to? I missed you, junior."

Even though I knew it was just a conventional greeting between people who haven't seen each other for a while, seeing that bright smile made my heart waver for a moment.

"I... feel the same, but should I call you Professor now?"

"Come on, not between us. I'm still your senior, and you're still my junior."

"Understood."

"By the way, I'm surprised you can enter here. Headmaster Uriel had a meaningful expression when she gave me permission to enter this place. Was it because of you?"

That's what I'm wondering too. It's strange to me as well.

"I don't think so. But what are you doing here, Senior?"

"Well, there are some ancient and rare books here that don't exist even in the Magic Tower. I'm familiar with the magic books in the Siril branch, and I've visited the Red Magic Tower headquarters quite often, but there are some precious books here that don't exist even there. I am a research professor after all. But what brings you here?"

"I seem to be good at fighting without much finesse, but I think I'm weak on the theoretical side. And I wasn't born with natural talent like Putin. So I need to try everything I can."

"I see. You're amazing as always, junior. You're going to read books here, right?"

"Yes. I was planning to read a bit here today."

"Then let's read together. This is my spot."

So after returning the books I had brought, I found new ones and sat across from Senior Helen.

Soon, the quiet special archives were filled only with soft, neat breathing sounds and the regular turning of pages.

How much time had passed?

As I was concentrating on the book's content, a faint flower scent approached from behind me.

"This is closer to the principle of giving multiple attributes to mana. It's more of a magical theory interpretation than martial arts. Can you understand it? Even Magic Tower mages might find it difficult."

The question that came from so close behind me that I could feel her breath was enough to make me flustered.

"Senior?"

"Oh, was that too sudden? I was just curious about what you were reading."

"Honestly, there are many parts I don't understand. Some things seem different from what I know."

It was clear that the mana theories independently developed in this world were not to be taken lightly, and the more I read, the more I deeply realized what it meant for systems to be different.

I've been uploading everything I read to the Ark Archive for the Ark AIs to help interpret, but looking at the progress, it doesn't seem like something that can be done in a short time.

"That makes sense. Martial arts usually emphasize intuition over theory. For this book, I think I could explain it to you. Would you like that?"

"You, Senior?"

"Yes. Despite appearances, I'm a Level 7 Archmage."

Wow... so she finally reached Level 7. This senior is definitely a genius.
Level 7 at her age? That must be rare even throughout the continent's history.

I don't know how talented that twin-tailed girl from the Red Magic Tower headquarters—called the Sacred Child of the Red Magic Tower—is, but I don't think Senior Helen would lose to her.

Especially since she has the orb I gave her as a graduation gift.

"An Archmage is one who leads magic. Although my official position at the academy is a research professor who doesn't teach classes, I think I can explain things to you. Of course, I don't know much about martial arts theories, but the book you're reading now is close to my area of expertise."

It seems I've gained an unexpected opportunity. Private tutoring from a Level 7 Archmage.

"I'd be grateful if you could. I was starting to hit walls trying to learn on my own."

"Good. Then excuse me."

With those words, she sat right next to me, took out paper and pencil from somewhere, and began her explanation.


By the time the sun had set and darkness began to cover the ground, the tutoring session ended.

"Thank you, Senior. It's nice to see you again after so long."

"Indeed. Will you be coming here again?"

"Yes. I've only seen a small portion so far."

"Then shall we meet here every day after classes end? My professor's office is on the second floor of this building anyway. It's not bragging, but private tutoring from a Level 7 Archmage is hard to come by anywhere."

Of course, I know that. In this world, if someone not from the same organization wanted to learn from a mage of her caliber, they'd be lucky to even sweep the workshop floor all day.

"I'd be grateful if you could do that."

"Good. If you think you can't make it, come to my office on the second floor and let me know, or at least leave a note."

"Yes. I'll be going now."

"See you tomorrow, junior~!"

It seems I've unexpectedly gained a private tutoring schedule.

And with Senior Helen, whom I thought would be difficult to see again.

As before, there's something about her that stirs my heart.

It must be because she's a fox.

Ch.35 - Omen (1)
"Is it true that you issued an extermination order to kill even children under 10 years old?"

In a place filled with bright light, an angel asked.

"That is only natural. They are demons."

Another angel sitting on a tall, pure white chair with arrogant and bored eyes answered the question.

"Natural, you say? They are just innocent children! Most won't even live past twenty years due to Mana Addiction. You want to exterminate these poor children just because they resemble our creator? Is this Eden's will? Or is it yours?"

For a moment, fierce hostility flashed in the eyes of the bored angel.

"My will is Eden's will! And I, Metatron, God's representative, humanity's provider, and Heaven's Scribe, command you to fulfill your duty of destroying evil right now!"

"We who destroyed the creator ourselves now claim to be God's representatives and tell me to fulfill my duty of destroying evil by killing pitiful children? I cannot follow that order."

"They are evil!"

"I decide who is evil! No one can force the duty of destroying evil upon me. Not even you, the Heaven's Scribe!"

After trembling with anger for a while, the angel finally declares.

"If you will not follow orders, I will not permit you to dwell in Eden. Leave Eden immediately. Until further notice, you are forbidden from entering Eden."

"Is that your conclusion? Then I will gladly follow that one order to leave Eden. I will depart right now."

"Leave your sword behind. It is the sword of Eden's Gatekeeper, and you are no longer worthy!"

....

BANG!


***


The time has come around again.

With spring in full bloom, flowers have blossomed everywhere, and the busiest season at the dormitory's Central Garden has arrived.

Beside me is Seol-hwa, who's observing couples even more intently than last year.

Come to think of it, we're holding hands while walking, so wouldn't we look like just another couple to onlookers?

Whether it's due to Arcana's intensive "management" lately or just natural growth during puberty, Seol-hwa is gradually transforming from a girl into a beauty.

"Are you two perhaps...?"

"No, we're not."

"Hmmmm...."

Even Putin keeps looking at us with suspicious eyes, but what isn't true isn't true.
We're just walking while holding hands, not doing cringeworthy things like those couples over there.

Of course, I sometimes feel the danger myself. No matter how much my mental age approaches that of a 30-year-old adult man, when we walk holding hands like this, it's inevitable to be swept up by impulses.

Moreover, since this body is pumping out powerful hormones appropriate for this age, it's becoming increasingly difficult to maintain my rationality.

"Seol-hwa, shouldn't we let go of hands? People around us might misunderstand, you know?"

"No."

Immediately shut down.

At times like this, thinking realistically helps calm my mind.
Unfortunately, reality hasn't been great lately. Instead of hearing peaceful news, we keep getting reports about monster activities spreading from the southern wastelands with no end in sight.

At this rate, I'm not sure what will happen to our field trip—that joint practical class scheduled for this season. There's no guarantee the monster activity will stay confined to the south.

Given the atmosphere, it seems unlikely that we chicks will be allowed to go out like before.

In fact, my actions likely contributed to those monsters running wild, though I can't predict exactly how the snowball effect led to the current situation.

Now I'm not even sure if I've been transported into a game, or if some transcendent being created a game based on this world and distributed it on the Earth I used to live in.

The future I knew should only be taken as a reference; from the moment I intervened, this became a different world. Just looking at the Void Flower seeds, the Void Monsters seem much stronger than in the game.

It's strange to think I know the future just because I played a game.
No one can guarantee that game represents this world's future.

If I firmly believe in future information that turns out to be false? I'd just end up with a bruised ego, so it's better to make my own judgments and responses.

Besides, major variables like hydrogen bombs could appear anytime, anywhere.

Good, thinking like this helps calm my mind....


"Abel, how are babies made?"

*Cough cough cough*

What did I just hear?

Seol-hwa, who had been intently staring at couples, suddenly looked at me and threw this curveball, making my mind go blank again.

"S-Seol-hwa?"

"Hmmmm!"

I never thought I'd see Putin's face contort with embarrassment. So you know about this, huh?

Putin probably received early education, being from a noble family.

"I asked Arcana, but she just gave me a bunch of incomprehensible explanations."

So you've already asked. I can't exactly provide audiovisual materials to explain this.

Well, she is at an age where such curiosity is natural.

If anything, it's rather late?

Alright, as an adult engineering graduate from Earth, let me explain calmly.

"You see, biologically speaking, a child forms when the sperm membrane and egg membrane fuse, then the sperm nucleus enters the egg nucleus, combining their DNA to form a zygote, which then moves to the uterus and implants, and from that point..."

"Abel's saying exactly the same things as Arcana."

I see, Arcana already explained everything!

But I can't exactly say "Shall we try a practical demonstration?" or "Should we study with some audiovisual materials?"

I'm not even sure such things exist in this world.

Even if they did, doing something like that might cause a warp portal to another world to suddenly open, with people holding silver bracelets rushing in to arrest me.

Or maybe Seol-hwa already knows and is just teasing me?

That can't be right. I didn't raise you that way!

"If you don't understand now, you'll know everything when you become an adult!"

At this point, I can only respond confidently.

"That's exactly what Arcana said too. Never mind."

Ugh....

I almost had PTSD for a moment.

The "never mind" from girls that age is terrifying. When I think about how much trouble that word caused me on Earth....

Even Earth's military strategies say:

In situations like this, the 36th stratagem—"Running away is the best strategy"—is the wisest choice.

Let's escape.


"So Putin, where are you heading now?"

I'm using Putin as my escape route.

"I'm going to see Headmaster Uriel. Would you like to join me?"

"Huh? The Headmaster?"

"Yes. I have something to discuss with the Headmaster regarding the monster activity in the south."

Well, the south does include the Rus Kingdom and Romanov Grand Duchy where Putin's family territory is located.
It's not something he can view comfortably as someone else's problem.

"Then let's go together. Seol-hwa, you're coming too, right?"

"Yes."

Successfully changed the subject. I've survived another day.


***


"What brings the young lord of the Putin Ducal family to see me, using an official audience request no less?"

So we arrived at the Headmaster's office where Uriel stays.

"I need to take a leave of absence."

We ended up hearing a conversation between Putin and Uriel that was more serious than ever before.

What? Putin taking a leave?

"That's something that could be handled at the Combat Department or Academy Administration level, isn't it? You didn't need to formally request to see me."

"Of course. This isn't simply about that matter. I thought someone of Headmaster Uriel's position might know something, so I requested this audience following the official opinion of the Putin Ducal family. This year's monster activity is clearly excessive compared to previous years."

Putin spoke calmly and took a sip of tea with perfect noble etiquette.

When he acts so dignified, he really is the embodiment of nobility. It's fascinating.

"The independent territories adjacent to the wastelands are already unable to defend themselves and have sought protection from the Rus Kingdom or Romanov Grand Duchy. At this level, there must be some anomaly."

The situation in the south seems worse than I thought. For Putin to speak like this...

I wonder what's happening in the south.

"We're continuing our investigation, but I haven't been able to identify why the monsters in the south are behaving this way. However, reports keep coming in that while monsters typically retain minimal survival instincts, these seem to be acting as if entranced, showing none of the innate instincts natural to living beings."

"Hmm...I see. It seems I'll have to go investigate personally. I'll take a leave of absence for this semester. If any new information comes in, could you send it to the Putin family?"

"Yes, I'll do that. But is a leave of absence really necessary?"

"Then how should I...?"

"Let's call it field study for now? If it takes longer, we'll have no choice."

"I see. That would be better."

*Smile*

Uriel suddenly looked at me intently and smiled.

That smile is definitely the same one I see every vacation.

Was it a mistake to come along?

"For field study, I can authorize a group. If you go with Abel here, it will definitely be helpful. Actually, I've been relying on him during every vacation."

"Oh! Abel, you're truly amazing! You've been working for Headmaster Uriel every vacation!"

"......"

Well, I was concerned about the south too.

If it's just monsters being a bit more active than usual, it wouldn't be a big problem, but if not, there's likely something critical hidden that could become a fatal factor later.

What exactly that is, we'll have to find out. But this certainly appeals to me more than peacefully attending classes.

"It was semi-forced, but yes. I was worried about the southern situation too. Let's go together then."

"I want to go too."

"Haha! Thank you all. With you by my side, there's nothing to fear."

That's true. With Seol-hwa by my side, I have nothing to fear either.

"Alright. Submit the list and related documents through the administration office, and I'll approve them personally."

"On behalf of the Putin Ducal family, I thank you, Headmaster Uriel."

"You're welcome."

As we finished our conversation and left the Headmaster's office, I heard Uriel's words from behind.

"Abel, when you feel it's necessary, don't hesitate or worry about others' opinions."

What could that mean?

I don't know.

Ch.36 - Omen (2)
Through the window in the ceiling, the crimson sunset was visible, gradually sinking below the horizon. The warm rays of the setting sun illuminated the library interior, bathing everything in a reddish glow.

In that warm light, a young man sat in a chair, nodding off drowsily.

Was my lesson that boring? Or was he just tired today?

Helen, the beautiful fox-eared woman sitting next to the boy, wondered. This had become a routine moment in her life, yet still a precious time.

She felt a mischievous urge to wake him suddenly, but listening to his soft breathing, she decided against it.

It was always like this. The boy was usually calm, sometimes appearing lazy. Yet at other times, he often seemed urgent, as if being chased by something.

At first, she just thought he had his circumstances. Everyone in this world had their own troubles, after all.

That's what she thought. So she tried to help a little. Because I'm his senior, after all.

That was the extent of her thoughts. Besides, the boy already had someone else by his side.

Thump.

Feeling the weight of the boy leaning against her shoulder.
For now, let's be content with this much.

Just enough for the boy to rest comfortably, at least for now.
Just that much.

Listening to the heartbeat reaching her ears.
Still, I can't help feeling a bit greedy.

Having such thoughts.
The redness in her face must be because of that sunset.


***


"Arcana. Have you assessed the southern situation?"

After leaving the Headmaster's office, I immediately asked Arcana to check on the southern situation, but things don't seem to be going well.

<I'm still trying. Due to the extensive mana storm over the southern region, satellite observation is difficult, so I've deployed multiple drones for direct observation. So far, I've only discovered that the number of monsters is absurdly high, with no other notable findings.>

A mana storm at this timing? The situation is too coincidental. Though I've never heard of artificial means to create mana storms.

"How's the monster defense situation?"

<Many independent territories bordering the wasteland are already in ruins, and monsters continue to advance toward the Rus Kingdom and Romanov Grand Duchy, but they seem to be holding relatively well. The Romanov Grand Duchy has successfully defended along the Vashuga Great Swamp, and the Rus Kingdom is successfully defending at Ross Fortress along the heavily attacked Schulaski Canyon front.>

Fortunately, neither Rus nor Romanov has fallen, so we can breathe a little easier... If these two were breached, it would be a completely different situation than just a few independent territories being destroyed.

The moment these two countries fail in their defense, the entire south would be engulfed in monster activity. I can understand why Putin is so urgent.

"Since we're departing for the south in about two days, please continue monitoring the situation. Let me know immediately if anything unusual happens."

<Yes. Are you going to the library today as well?>

"Yes, I should. I need to tell Senior Helen that I won't be able to come to the library for a while."

<Well, alright. Enjoy your time. Don't strain yourself too much.>

What's that supposed to mean?

I'm going there to study.

You have to put effort into studying.
Of course.

Could she have been watching? No, that can't be. Arcana has been even busier than usual since the fanatic incident.


***


"So I understand that according to this formula, when you apply mana to an object, it creates moment of inertia. It's interesting how magic theoretically handles what I deal with intuitively in martial arts. Perhaps this is what they call 'convergent evolution'? But are there examples in magic where this method is used simultaneously with the principle of applying multiple attributes to mana that I saw before? If that's theoretically possible, couldn't I also apply attributes to the martial arts I'm currently using? Though it seems like a bit of a detour in terms of martial arts."

The tutoring sessions with Senior Helen at the library usually involve me reading books and asking questions about parts I don't understand or am curious about, and her answering them.

After asking my question and waiting, there was no answer, so I looked to the side and saw Senior Helen staring intently at my face.

"Senior?"

"Ah, sorry, sorry. I was just thinking about something else. Could you repeat that?"

Lately, Senior Helen has been making strangely absent-minded expressions more often.

At school, she showed maturity beyond her years, but recently she often seems dazed.

Women are truly difficult to understand.

Still, even when she's spaced out like this, once she starts explaining, she definitely channels her professor mode, making me constantly think that geniuses are truly geniuses.

Even when I was in college, there were people my age who made me feel like I hit a wall when studying with them, and Senior Helen is like an upgraded version of that.

Now I'm keeping up by using the cheat keys of Ark and Arcana's backup, but if I had to do this without them? I probably wouldn't have made it past ten pages before giving up.

As I listen to her explanation and focus on reading the book, I keep feeling a gaze from beside me.

Hmm...
Even without looking, I can feel someone staring at me.

"Um... Senior? Do you have something you want to say?"

"Huh??? No, it's nothing. I was just watching to see if you're studying well. Keep it up!"

"Okay."

It definitely felt like her gaze was on my face, not the book.

Is there something strange about my face? It doesn't seem any different from usual.

I should focus on the book. Focus.
It's a difficult book even with full concentration.

"Looking at you like this, your nose is quite high. And your eyelashes are long too. Have you grown taller than before?"

??????

"What?... Yes? Senior?"

What on earth are you saying?

"Hmm...?"

And why do you look more surprised than me after saying it?

"Yes?"

.......

Her face seems to have turned as red as her hair.

"I-It was a mistake. I just accidentally said what I was thinking."

"Ah. So it was something you were thinking! And it just accidentally came out as words."

I see!

"Yes, yes, that's right, it was just what I was thinking! It's nothing, let's study!"

"Yes!"

Let's study!

....

.......

Yeah right, I can't concentrate at all.

The book is starting to feel like just a combination of letters rather than actual text.

Senior Helen seems to be in a dazed state herself.

I'm having a brain freeze on how to resolve this awkward atmosphere.

For a moment, I wondered if she might like me, but...

One big lesson I learned on Earth was that when you think someone likes you, assume they don't.

In reality, that was usually the case.

Don't mistake kindness for affection!

So the cause might be... maybe my face just looked strange today?

I should ask Arcana later what was different from usual.

Right, now is the perfect time to bring this up.

"Senior."

"Y-Yes?"

"I won't be able to attend lessons for a while."

Wait, saying it like this makes it sound like I'm not coming because of what just happened?

"Ah, I see...."

I'm screwed.
Her reaction is obvious.

Her disappointment is clearly visible from her ears and tail throughout her entire body.

"No, that's not it. Please don't misunderstand. Do you know about the recent situation in the south?"

Why does it feel like I'm making excuses?

"Yes. I generally know it's serious. The southern situation has been quite an issue lately."

Anyway, good. She's recovered slightly.

"Because of the southern situation, I'm going there for field research under Putin's leadership... so I probably won't be able to come to the library for a while."

"I see. Well, the south is near Putin's territory, isn't it?"

"Yes. Originally Putin was going to take a leave of absence, but the Headmaster changed it to field study and semi-forcibly inserted me into it."

"Pfft. Semi-forcibly inserted? What's that? Abel is really interesting."

Was that funny? Why? It doesn't seem amusing at all to me.
Though I don't understand why, Senior Helen's mood seems to be improving.

"The Headmaster is developing a taste for making me work. These days, I can see his intentions just from his smile. I feel like I'm becoming the Headmaster's slave. I wonder if he'll put a dog collar on me next?"

"No! Being the Headmaster's slave? And a dog collar is even worse!"

"No, it's just a figure of speech."

"Ah, right. I was joking too!"

Your expression wasn't joking.
I felt killing intent for a moment, Senior.

"Yes. So regrettably, I won't be able to receive tutoring for a while, so I'm reporting to you!"

"Hmm. I see. Alright, it can't be helped."

Phew... anyway, it seems to have gone over perfectly.

"Then I'll report back when I return!"

"Yes, yes, shall we end here today since it's getting late?"

Usually, we would have finished much later than this?

"Huh, already?"

"Yes. I just remembered something I need to do."

"Well, if that's the case, I can't help it. I'll come to say goodbye once more before leaving for the south!"

"Sure, see you later, junior."


***


Finally, the day to depart for the south has arrived.

Even though practical joint classes were dangerous enough to potentially lose one's life, they couldn't compare to this "field study."

This is war.

It's a war against monsters rather than between humans, but still not a place students should easily go.

Of course, this world is harsh, requiring everyone to do their part regardless of whether they're students or not, but I still wonder if it's right to send students into the midst of war.

Then again, I don't have the right to stop other students from making their choices.

All I can do is help minimize casualties.

With that thought, I went to the meeting place and...

There are quite a few people here.

Wasn't it just supposed to be me, Seol-hwa, and Putin?

"Ah! Senior, you're here!"

"Lani? Don't tell me you're going too?"

"Of course! I couldn't possibly miss going where my respected, undefeated-with-one-sword Senior Seol-hwa and thunder dragon spear Senior Abel are going!"

This is crazy. Taking this kid along?

And what's with that "thunder dragon spear"? Did I get a title without knowing?

"I spread the word, meow! An adventure to the south instead of classes!"

"That's right! I found out from Senior Larry!"

So you were the culprit!
Larry and Lani together? This is a nightmare.

"Senior, this isn't an adventure. It's a war."

"It's an adventure, meow~! Let's depart, meow~!"

I was wrong. It seems we're already past the point of reasonable communication.


"I apologize, Abel. I tried to stop her repeatedly, but she was adamant. She said she would apply and go alone, so I thought it would be safer to just take her along."

"I understand, Putin. It's clearly not your fault. Having one more person might be better for our fighting strength anyway."

"There are more people now."

"Yes. I'm sorry, Seol-hwa... your burden will probably increase."

She'll be the only one who can properly protect them.

Of course, Seol-hwa probably won't need to step in often.

Neither Senior Larry nor Lani are likely to be defeated by ordinary monsters.

Having them along will definitely be helpful.

"It's fine."

And finally, I see...

"Welcome, junior!"

.......

Huh???

Ch.37 - Omen (3)
"Helen, senior?"

I saw the fox senior smiling and waving at me.
Wait, how is she here? Yesterday I definitely said my final goodbyes before she left for the south, even receiving her well-wishes: "Take care of yourself while you're away!"

"Yes, junior."

With her cute fox ear decorations and that large bag full of luggage...
Anyone could see she was coming along.

"Are you coming with us, senior?"

"Yes. That's how it turned out. As soon as I heard at the library that you were going south, I went straight to Headmaster Uriel and suggested that rather than sending students alone for field training, it would be better to have a professor accompany them as a supervisor. She approved immediately. Even though I'm just a research professor, I'm still a professor."

Ah, so that's why she suddenly ended class early at the library, saying she remembered something urgent to do.

So she finished class incredibly early compared to usual because she wanted to run to Headmaster Uriel and ask to come south with us. I never would have imagined that.

"Ah, I see!"

"Yes, yes, that's right!"

I get it!
This senior's thoughts are still hard to figure out.
She's voluntarily coming to a war zone where monsters are running wild?

Of course, the battlefield is where mages can be most effective, so having her along would definitely strengthen our forces.

"Being together like this reminds me of last year, nya!"

Indeed. Except for the addition of Lani, these are the same members as last year's joint practical class.
Hard to believe that was already a year ago.

"Ah! Professor Helen! I've heard so much about you from Senior Larry!"

I saw Lani, who had been watching cautiously, scurry over to Helen and give her usual 90-degree bow.

"Professor? Just call me senior like before. I don't mind. Now, let's get going!"

That's true enough. Even in my case, I don't know what kind of rumors she's been spreading to earn me ridiculous nicknames like "Brain Dragon Spear."

Just thinking about it makes me want to curl up and die.

And so we departed for the south.


***


Our journey began in Kazan City, located within Duke Putin's territory.

Kazan City.

As the gateway city from the southern wastelands into the Rus Kingdom and headquarters of the Varangian Knights, the strongest knightly order of the Putin duchy, we could see from a distance the outer walls surrounding the entire city and the deep moat encircling those walls.

Being the frontline city adjacent to the wastelands and the core of southern defense, spatial movement methods like teleportation were strictly prohibited within the city except in emergencies. We moved into the city through the external teleport gate located on the outskirts.

BOOM!

The drawbridge lowered, and as we entered through the gates, receiving disciplined military salutes from soldiers who recognized Putin, the central avenue lined with numerous weapon shops and blacksmiths, heavily armed soldiers patrolling everywhere, and training grounds clearly showed this was definitely a military city.

Following the central avenue, we reached the massive inner castle with the Putin family flags fluttering.

THUMP THUMP THUMP!

The sound of many people stomping their feet echoed.

We entered the inner castle, welcomed by knights lined up on both sides who had been notified of our visit in advance.

"Hail! Olaf, Commander of the Varangian Knights, greets Lord Wladimir. As per Duke Putin's orders, I hereby transfer command of the Varangian Knights to Lord Wladimir effective immediately. Duke Putin has ordered us to support Ross Fortress under Lord Wladimir's command."

"Father did? Very well. I will notify you of our departure schedule later, so complete your preparations and stand by."

"Understood!"

I'm getting confused with all these Putins.
I was momentarily confused by "Lord Wladimir."

So apparently Putin's father, Duke Putin, ordered Putin to command the Varangian Knights to support Ross Fortress.

Why does this noble society have to be so unnecessarily complicated?

We were guided by the knights to the Great Hall, which was filled with lavish decorations and had a large painting, presumably of Putin's family, hanging on the front wall.

"I need to discuss matters with my friends, so you may withdraw now."

"Hail!"

After being in the relatively free atmosphere of Reinstadt and the academy where commoners lived as equals, coming here made me truly realize that this world has a society with existing nobility and social classes, just like Earth's past.

"So Putin, when are we marching out?"

"We'll depart as soon as the knights are ready. You don't mind joining us then, do you?"

"Yes, I'm fine with it, and I think everyone else will be too."

"Is that alright with you too, Professor Helen?"

"Professor? Just call me senior like before. I don't mind."

"Then let's rest for today. Your quarters are on the upper floor of this building, and servants will guide you there. By the way, Abel..."

His expression as he looks at me is rather peculiar.

"Yes?"

"Ah! Never mind! Everyone gets their own room, right?"

"Of course. What were you thinking?"

"It's just that you always seem to have many women around you. I wondered if you might have a woman with whom you share a deep relationship. If so, as the master of this castle, I should arrange for you to stay together. Or perhaps there isn't just one woman, but several? Not to boast, but this castle has large rooms that can accommodate multiple people! Isn't it basic for a hero to have three wives and four concubines? There's no need to be embarrassed, hahahahaha!"

"!!!!"

This is insane.

I suddenly felt tremendous killing intent around me.

From multiple sources.

If killing intent could actually kill someone, I'd probably already be neatly divided into several pieces and sent somewhere. Maybe out to sea on a boat.

Putin must be trying to assassinate me.
While I haven't exactly been perfect to Putin in the past, attempting assassination with such an explosive statement...

"Ah, senior was like that! Being able to seduce numerous women is also a capability of a strong man! I, Lani Blair, admire you, senior!"

And there's also a rabbit who completely fails to read the atmosphere.

"No! I don't, so please let's have separate rooms. Got it? And Lani, what do you mean I seduce women? I've never done that. I swear to heaven I'm innocent! And please stop admiring that kind of thing. Why do you, who look like a gentle rabbit, act completely opposite to your appearance?"

"Hehe, I hear that a lot. Thank you for the compliment."

That wasn't a compliment...
Why are you blushing and enjoying it so much?
She's definitely not normal either.

"Junior, was that it? I was wondering last year too... But are you sure there's really nothing? Maybe with Headmaster Uriel or something? What with that slave collar and dog leash from before."

"S-slave and dog leash? What's that about, nya! Tell me right away, nya!"

This is driving me crazy. With Senior Larry's predatory eyes looking for prey.
How did things end up like this?

"Senior, not you too. Last year? While I might have done some suspicious things last year, I've still lived without a single shameful moment until now! And really, there's nothing. It's definitely not Headmaster Uriel. Absolutely. Definitely not."

What nonsense about someone who could take my life in an instant if she wanted.
Though maybe I could last 3 seconds now instead of just 1?
In terms of holding my lifeline, I guess the dog leash comparison is accurate.

"Abel, a moment."

Tap tap tap tap.

Suddenly, Seol-hwa grabbed my hand and quickly pulled me to a corner on the upper floor.

THUD!

"Abel, no."

The white tiger with brightly shining golden eyes pressed my body against the wall, slammed her palm against it, and spoke with the most serious expression.

Isn't this the "wall slam" thing that only happens in comics?
Usually in the opposite gender situation, right?
This isn't some gender-reversed manhwa or something.

With her small body that barely reaches my shoulder, it's not so much scary as...

...just cute? Like watching a cat with wide eyes playing with a toy.

"I don't know what you're worried about, but there's nothing like that. There never has been."

Stare~

Seol-hwa stared intently into my eyes, but because I'm innocent, I stared right back at her with my eyes wide open.

I can't lose a staring contest.
I'll prove my innocence with this.

After staring at each other for a while,
I saw Seol-hwa's nearly expressionless face turn slightly red as she looked away.

"Okay. I believe you."

Victory is mine.

I've never lost a staring contest since my days on Earth.


After celebrating my non-victory, I came back downstairs to find my somewhat calmed companions.
Though the looks they gave me were still a bit ambiguous.

"Abel, are you finished?"

"Seems like it. Though thanks to you, my reputation seems to be ruined."

"Haha! Being loved by ladies is something to be proud of! Well, let's go rest now. I have business at the knights' headquarters. Butler, please take good care of my friends. They are my dear companions, so please give them special attention."

"Understood."


***


So I arrived at my room, guided by the head butler.
Somehow I feel more tired than if I'd fought a battle.
I think I'd rather be mindlessly swinging my spear in the middle of a battlefield.

"Arcana, how's the situation in the south?"

No matter how tired I am, I still need to do what needs to be done.
Information is one of my greatest weapons.

<I thought you'd completely forgotten about the southern situation while having a good time. The mana storm in the sky hasn't cleared yet, and the number of monsters is actually increasing. While Ross Fortress is specialized for defense, it's unknown whether it can hold if all those numbers attack at once.>

What good time? I felt my life was threatened.
It seems that despite the Romanov Grand Duchy and Rus Kingdom eliminating quite a number of monsters, the overall monster population hasn't decreased at all.

"How about our forces if we include the Varangian Knights?"

<Given Ross Fortress's characteristics as a natural stronghold, holding them off is possible, but the problem is fatigue. We need to find the cause of the monsters' unusual activity. At this rate, it's like fighting endless waves. For now, Prydwen is standing by above Ross Fortress in case of emergency.>

"Isn't that still incomplete? The external armaments aren't fully finished, right?"

<The main cannon is incomplete, but the secondary weapons are usable. However, using it might raise suspicions. Starting with the whale incident and now this, if it suddenly appears in critical moments, it would be too coincidental.>

"Let's hope we don't need to use it. As long as Uriel doesn't notice, there shouldn't be a major problem. Eden seems to be almost inactive at this point."

<I can access the exact monster situation through reconnaissance drones circling above the wasteland and remote links. Would you like to see directly?>

"Yes, please."

For a moment, my vision went dark, then gradually lit up to reveal a black tide moving with vast amounts of dust.
It was a massive army of monsters moving like waves.

Insane.

The black tide covering the ground extended beyond the horizon, and the writhing mass of monsters resembling centipedes and cockroaches mixed together tested human sanity.

"Arcana, is most of the wasteland in this state?"

<Yes. It's difficult to investigate properly because most areas are like this. Sometimes something even intercepts the drones. The one fortunate thing is that these numbers aren't spreading in all directions but are advancing with a certain pattern only toward Ross Fortress for now. On the other hand, if Ross Fortress falls, this number would ravage the entire south.>

"So we need to hold them at Ross Fortress while finding and eliminating the cause. With this level of activity, there must definitely be a significant variable at work."

This is excessive beyond excessive. A horde of monsters that looks like a vision of hell.

<Yes. We're continuously checking candidate areas. By analyzing the monsters' movement patterns and candidate locations, we should be able to identify the causal area to some extent. I could identify it much faster if I went directly. Should I provide support now?>

"No, let's keep that as a last resort. If necessary, we can use the 'wish token' to call Uriel."

<I see. For now, I'll operate assuming a maximum response level up to a bloomed Void Flower.>

"Yes. Let's hope such a thing doesn't happen."

Ch.38 - Omen (4)
The day of departure had arrived.

From early morning, I could hear the neighing of war horses and sense the busy movements around me. Through the window, I could see numerous supplies piling up outside.

After finishing a light meditation to tighten my somewhat relaxed mental state, I went downstairs.

"Abel, you're here! Everyone else has already gathered."

Putin, wearing an elaborate silver full plate armor engraved with intricate patterns, called out to me.

"Sorry I'm late. Let's go."

I must have been the last one to arrive. I guess I was too absorbed in meditation.

When I stepped outside the building, I could see that all the troops had already finished their preparations and were waiting. This is rather embarrassing.

The large-scale support unit consisted of 100 Barangian Knights, 500 Men-at-arms, and over 1,000 personnel including supply troops.

The size of the support unit alone showed how important the defense of Ross Fortress was to the Putin duchy. In this world, knights were essentially battle weapons disguised as humans, capable of handling mana to its extreme limits.

Among them, the Barangian Knights were renowned throughout the continent for their strength, making them more powerful than tens of thousands of ordinary conscripts.

The Putin duchy itself was too powerful to be considered just a duchy, possessing greater strength than even the royal family of the Rus Kingdom. They remained a duchy only because they swore to protect the kingdom as its guardian family, but in terms of sheer power, they could easily have declared themselves kings.

"By the way, Putin, with that bulk of yours, do you even have a horse that can carry you in that armor? The poor beast might collapse on the way."

"Of course I do. Look here!"

As Putin spoke, the head butler led a massive black horse from behind the building.

Is that really a horse? It's more like a tank.

It looks like something a fist king from the apocalypse would ride. From its size to the way it snorts and blows steam from its nostrils, it seems familiar.

"This is a mana horse raised with the Putin family's secret mana cultivation technique. It can trample most magical beasts to death and carry me in this armor for a week without tiring."

It certainly looks that way. What exactly is this family's secret technique? A mana cultivation method that can be applied to horses too?

They seem to have everything except what they don't have, like some celestial shop. I'd like to see a catalog if one exists.

"Is there anyone who can't ride a horse?"

"I can't."

Well, it makes sense that Seol-hwa wouldn't know how to ride a horse. She probably never had the experience or reason to learn.

"Hmm, then you'll need to ride with someone."

"I'll ride with Abel. Abel, come here."

Ah!
So I'm the chosen one?
Seol-hwa has definitely become more assertive lately.
She never holds back when she wants something.

"Hahaha! That's right. Abel, I'll prepare an especially sturdy horse for you."

"Yeah... thanks."

Led by Seol-hwa, I went to the sturdy-looking horse that Putin had "kindly" prepared for me, which looked no less robust than Putin's own mount.

"Abel, come up."

Seol-hwa, who had already mounted the horse, urged me to climb up.
This is beyond my control.

When I got on the horse, I naturally ended up embracing her from behind, and Seol-hwa comfortably rested her head against my chest.

I discreetly checked her emotional state and found she was quite satisfied.

That's fine then. If Seol-hwa is happy, I'm good with it.
To be honest, I don't mind this either.


***


"We march."

A grand departure ceremony.
A rousing speech.
Majestic military music.
Nobles cheering us on.

None of these things happened.

We simply picked up our weapons, mounted our horses, and left the inner fortress in orderly fashion following Putin's command.

Perhaps this was routine for the people of this military city. As soon as we left the inner fortress and headed toward the main gate, both sides of the main road were packed with citizens who had gathered after hearing about our departure.

"May God's protection be with you."

I saw a citizen praying with hands clasped together. Seeing this calmed my slightly excited heart.

As the unit marched forward, flowers scattered by the citizens drifted through the air.
Without loud cheers or thunderous applause, the departure ceremony was filled only with citizens quietly scattering flowers, kneeling, and praying.

Had they heard rumors about the increasingly serious situation in the south?
Rather than praying for glorious victory, they seemed to be simply praying for our survival.

After leaving the city with the citizens' send-off, we marched quickly considering the urgent situation.

The south's largest and strongest fortress, Ross Fortress, which blocked the entire Schulaski Canyon, began to appear faintly in the distance.

At the same time, a group of cavalry in dark gray armor approached us from the side, raising clouds of dust.

"I am Leona Cladius Catilina, acting commander of the Iron Cross Knights. Fifty Iron Cross Knights reporting. As requested by Duke Putin, we will join Lord Wladimir from this moment."

"Welcome! It seems my father is quite concerned about Ross Fortress."

"Yes. And our commander has determined that if Ross Fortress falls, the Iron Cross Knights' territory in the south could also be in danger."

"I see. So your commander made that assessment as well. Please convey my gratitude to him for the support."

"Yes. We will follow immediately at the rear of your unit."

"Very well."

Huh?

Why is this person here?
Suddenly, my previously wounded shoulder starts to ache.

If they're at the rear of the unit, that means they're over here?

"Abel Bearwolf, it's been a while. Good to see you."

Seol-hwa, who had been sleeping comfortably against my chest, perked up her ears and opened her eyes, immediately becoming alert.

"I don't think we were that close."

Besides, I think I beat her up too much during our chaotic fight.
I hope she's not trying to get revenge now.

"What are you saying? After being defeated by you, I realized something. Weapons are important, but training myself should come first. Since then, I've been training without using the weapon that symbolizes the Iron Cross Knights commander. The more I trained, the more I realized this was the right answer. Though I'll probably need to use it this time. I'm only grateful to you. Abel, if you ever have a request for me personally, not for the Iron Cross Knights, I'll prioritize it. Just say the word."

"Umm. Sure."

Seeing her speak this way to a man who knocked her unconscious after beating her up...
I wonder if she's not normal... or rather, is this entire world somehow off?

Or am I the abnormal one?
If there's a normal person among abnormal people, wouldn't the normal one be considered abnormal?

I guess I only have this small, cute tiger, or that fox senior watching from behind with eyes half curious, half wary.

I need peace of mind...


***


With a harsh metallic sound, the fortress gate opened.

BOOOOOM!

"Hahaha! Take a taste of this massive cannon, you damn bugs!"

"Waaaaaah!"

The sound of horns echoed throughout the fortress, and soldiers everywhere raised their hands and shouted excitedly.

KWANG!

A blinding blue light with overwhelming brightness spread out, and I could feel intense mana waves radiating in all directions.

Looking up toward the source of the blue light, I saw a building-sized gray cannon installed on top of the fortress.

"Holy crap, Arcana, what is that?!"

<I see. I forgot to explain this as it was pushed down in my priority queue.>

An AI forgetting something? That doesn't sound right.

<It appears to be an Earth Federation weapon modified by the Planetary Management Bureau for this planet. The original model name is BFPC-6666. It's likely a plasma cannon that forms plasma combined with mana based on an internal fusion reactor and fires it directly. It's quite remarkable that they managed to obtain such an ancient relic, normally only seen at the Planetary Management Bureau, in working condition and install it in a fortress.>

"I was wondering how they were holding back those insane magical beasts, even considering that humans in this world are practically living weapons. So this is how."

This world sometimes seems like a medieval fantasy setting, but then it throws in something that completely confuses me.

A majestic fortress straight out of a fantasy film with a cutting-edge, massive plasma cannon installed at the top, roasting bugs. What kind of combination is this?

<The problem is that the BFPC-6666's weakness is the long time it takes from charging to firing. That aspect doesn't seem to have been improved. What they gain from it is just a brief respite. Without our support, they would have had a difficult time.>

I almost got dazzled by the large and beautiful Earth Federation cannon of faith and trust, but looking closely at the fortress, the situation didn't look good, just as Arcana said.

Soldiers were lying around groaning, fortress walls were cracked, and people were cleaning up insect debris and purifying their toxic fluids everywhere, suggesting that magical beasts had already penetrated the fortress interior. The eyes of the soldiers we passed were filled with fatigue.

"Barangian Knights of Putin's domain, sent by Duke Putin to support Ross Fortress."
"Fifty Iron Cross Knights. We've arrived as requested by Duke Putin."

"Thank you for your support. I am Margrave Stalin, in overall command of the defense of Ross Fortress. Are you the legitimate son of Duke Putin? Please convey my sincere gratitude to the Duke. As you can see, the fortress situation is not good."

Putin and Stalin meeting? This feels like a historic encounter.

"Currently, we've bought some time with the cannon installed in the fortress, but it takes at least half a day to charge and fire. It's said to have been installed in this fortress even before our kingdom was established, and frankly, it's not a weapon we can understand. The time we can gain from it is less than an hour. The magical beasts' offensive will begin soon."

"Understood. May I operate the knights independently?"

"Please do. And as for your companions who don't appear to be knights, may I ask why they've come to this battlefield? As the person in overall charge of the fortress, I'd like to eliminate as many uncertain elements as possible."

Indeed, this group doesn't really fit in a battlefield.

"They are students from Sibylla Academy. They've been dispatched with Lord Wladimir to investigate the cause of the magical beast activity in the south. This is partly personal support from Abel and others, but it's also Headmaster Uriel's wish."

"I see. If it's Headmaster Uriel, I can trust that. I'll inform my soldiers. I've been protecting Ross Fortress for over ten years, but this is the first time I've seen anything like this. It's hard to believe that Ross Fortress, which has existed since before the kingdom and is said to have been built by the Angel Race, is in danger of falling to mere magical beasts. I hope you can find the cause of this magical beast activity. We'll provide you with as much convenience as possible, so don't hesitate to investigate anything suspicious."

"Understood."

I would have liked to rest from the fatigue of the march, but there wasn't even time for that. The magical beasts were approaching with each passing moment.

<The magical beast army is expected to reach the fortress in about 30 minutes. I'm sending you a scan of the fortress's vulnerable points.>

As expected of a fortress blocking this massive canyon in a line, there were areas that were already on the verge of being breached.

The obvious spots would be handled by the newly arrived knights.

I asked Seol-hwa to conserve her strength as much as possible for any high-grade magical beasts and to only support dangerous areas.

"Can't I just stay with Abel?"

"Please."

"...Fine."

She seemed to refuse briefly but agreed without much trouble when I asked sincerely.

As for the rest...

"Senior Abel! It's finally time to use my weapon!"

Just looking at Lani, who was excitedly swinging her massive maul—a personal weapon sent directly from the Blair family to Ross Fortress that she couldn't use at the academy—and showing it off to me...

She seems like she'll do fine on her own.

<That's also an Earth Federation product. It's an oversized rocket hammer for power armor with an internal mini fusion reactor, designed for planetary exploration. I never expected to see someone wielding power armor equipment with their bare hands. The visual is truly bizarre.>

I think so too... She was always talking like a parrot about wanting to bring her family's personal weapon to the academy, but I never imagined it would be such a brute force weapon.

I have no idea where that slender body gets such monstrous strength from.
Is this also the mystery of mana?

Senior Helen seems to be busy talking with the magic battalion.
Senior Larry is just next to Lani, her eyes sparkling at the huge hammer as they chat away.

"Are we still identifying the final candidate locations suspected to be the cause of this situation?"

<Yes. It will take a bit longer.>

Well then.

I should do what I do best.
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Until Arcana's exploration and analysis are complete, I too must defend this Ross Fortress.

To do that, I needed to observe the situation from the highest point, and fortunately, there was a perfect spot.

Near BFPC-6666.

The fortress rooftop, completely open without obstacles for firing the massive plasma cannon, was the optimal position to oversee the entire fortress, making it the best location for my combat style as well.

"Arcana, send it over."

<Understood. Prydwen is ready. Sending the 'coffin' now!>

Boom!

The soldiers nearby seemed startled by the sudden appearance of the massive coffin-shaped box beside me, but this wasn't the time to worry about their reactions.

From the high point at the fortress top, I could see areas of the canyon that had been vitrified, melted like glass along the trajectory where the plasma cannon had fired.

Following that path with my eyes, I saw a black wave crawling over the horizon.

Though I'd already seen it once through a remote drone link, it was still horrifying to witness again. The grotesque sight of various black, shiny insects writhing and tangling together was visible in detail thanks to my enhanced eyesight—a scene that could drain a person's mental fortitude in real-time just by looking at it.

I took a spear from the coffin beside me.

After numerous improvements following the Nyx Hall attack incident, this throwing spear had become almost too valuable to be used as a one-time consumable.

Unlike the previous anti-personnel ones, these were designed for anti-army purposes.

The magic unit responsible for long-range bombardment apparently couldn't see those creatures yet.

In that case, I should reduce their numbers first.

Opening Gate.

Inhaling, I concentrated mana throughout my entire body.

Then.

Attribute Conversion: Fire.

One of the applications I'd researched with Senior Helen at the library—applying attributes to mana.

I converted my mana to fire-attribute, effective against insect-type monsters with toxic fluids, filling the throwing spear to its limit.

When I saw the blazing mana nearly reaching maximum capacity in the spear.

Thump!

Abel-style Unique Throwing Technique—

—Explosive Thunder.

The spear, blazing with fire-attribute mana, launched with my whole body's force, instantly broke the sound barrier and landed in the middle of the insect swarm. It first burst through nearby insects, leaving a massive crater in the canyon floor.

KWAANG!

A powerful secondary explosion occurred due to the fire-attribute mana contained in the spear and the explosive power of Arcana's anti-army spear itself.

Even from this distance, I could clearly see the mushroom cloud explosion with its vibration and deafening sound, powerful enough to create a visible gap in the monster forces.

<That was more effective than I expected.>

"I know. The fire-attribute mana seems to work really well with your throwing spears. All that research locked up in the library paid off. I should thank Senior Helen."

Of course, that gap was quickly being filled with other monsters.

It would be better to throw a few more before they reach the mages' firing range.


***


As I planted spears wherever monsters gathered, I could see the soldiers' morale rising in real-time.

Even the soldiers manning BFPC-6666 beside me were now raising their hands and cheering every time I threw a spear.

Watching from above, I could feel that our defense had gained some breathing room, not just from my efforts but also from Barangian and Iron Cross Knights' fierce fighting, Senior Helen's great magic, Larry and Lani's incredible combination techniques, and Lee Seol-hwa's sword strikes that selectively eliminated high-rank monsters from a distance.

"Cannon charging complete!"

After the horn signaling BFPC-6666's firing sounded.

KWANG!

I felt intense heat on my face from the nearby discharge as I watched the plasma sphere from BFPC-6666 slowly approaching the monster army.

The plasma sphere, combined with mana, amplified in power as it approached the monsters, and the sight of monsters not just burning but literally vaporizing from the intense heat was deeply satisfying.

Insects should definitely be burned to death.

With our current strength, we could easily handle the monsters in the plasma cannon's blind spots, so now it was time for a brief respite.

"Ooh! As expected of Thunder Dragon Spear Senior! Your spear didn't fly like a thunder dragon but more like an explosion dragon charging forward!"

As I went down for a short break, Lani came running over with green fluid from monster fragments stuck all over her giant rocket hammer, making a fuss.

Wouldn't it be better to remove those monster fragments from your hammer before speaking? Your already bizarre visual just got worse.

"You and Senior Larry seemed to work well together too."

"Yes! It feels like I've found my soulmate!"

Isn't "soulmate" usually not used in that context? Though seeing their combination techniques, it does seem fitting.

Our knight friends seem busy discussing with Margrave Stalin.

<We've narrowed it down to three final candidate locations. I'll try to identify the final location through direct drone reconnaissance.>

"Alright, I'm counting on you."

Fortunately, the end seems to be in sight.

"Abel, good work."

"It was nothing, I just threw some spears from above. You worked much harder."

Thanks to Lee Seol-hwa dealing with powerful monsters that could destroy fortress walls as if they were common mobs, our defense became much easier.

Her attacks, casually launched from a distance to eliminate those monsters, were even stronger than my deadly spear throws and could wipe out entire groups of monsters at once.

"Cleansing."

Just then, Senior Helen came over while casting a cleansing spell on us.
Mana wrapped around me and Seol-hwa, removing dust and waste from our bodies, leaving us feeling refreshed and clean as if we'd just finished showering.

Magic is certainly convenient in these aspects.
Such luxury in the middle of a dusty battlefield.

"Good work, juniors. Though we still have a long way to go."

"Indeed. But even this short break is something."

"True, true. I'm already getting tired after casting magic non-stop."

They've been repeating this all this time?
I understand now why I saw extreme fatigue in the soldiers' eyes.

Even with shifts, fatigue would inevitably accumulate in this situation.
Monsters don't need to sleep or rest.

"Putin, are the meeting results in?"

Putin and Leona were coming our way, having finished their meeting with the Margrave.

"So far, this level of monsters has been steadily pushing toward the fortress. Considering fatigue, it wouldn't be good for all of us to be deployed long-term, so we decided to defend in shifts from now on. You all should rest too. We don't know how long this fight will last."

"That makes sense. Thanks to that BF... I mean, the giant cannon, we do get brief rest periods, but ultimately we'll have to fight day and night."

"Indeed. I must go now, I have Knight Order business to attend to."

"Go ahead. Looking at the situation, you seem the busiest among us."

"Haha! This much is nothing. Protecting the kingdom is the duty of the Putin family."

After finishing my conversation with Putin, as I was about to head back up, I noticed a lion tapping my side.

"What is it, Acting Commander of the Iron Cross Knights?"

"Why so formal between us? Just call me Leona."

Your speech pattern seems the most formal of all.
What do you mean "between us"?
As Senior Helen often says, how can the same words feel so different?

"So, Leona, what's up?"

"Our knights wanted me to thank you for your support. Some were impressed by your precisely placed spear throws."

"No need to thank me for that. It's just what's expected in the middle of a battlefield."

"And this is a personal matter, but you seem much stronger than before. When we return to the academy, would you spar with me again?"

So that was the real point.
A sparring request in this situation.
Why are there so many women with loose screws around me?

"I absolutely refuse. This isn't even the right time to bring that up."

I usually welcome sparring, but this friend is still uncomfortable.

"You're right. I know that intellectually, but when I see men like you, I find it hard to control myself."

What does that even mean?
Why not go talk to Putin then?
They seem like they'd be a good match, but when you see them together, they're purely professional.
Women's hearts are difficult to understand.

"Anyway, I'm heading back up, so good luck."

"Understood. Good fortune."

"Good fortune to you too."


***


At first, I gave my all without managing my strength, but after analyzing the situation from above, I can now see which areas truly need support.

—Explosive Thunder.

I realized that throwing a spear at those critical moments was the most efficient strategy.

The problem is...

Pssshhh.

"Something's wrong! It won't fire!"

"Report to Margrave Stalin! Immediately!"

It seems BFPC-6666, which had been continuously charging and firing since the monster surge began, has finally reached its limit.

Ominous smoke was coming from the plasma cannon beside me, and its charging speed was gradually slowing down.

<It seems to have properly entered an overload state. This will need repairs.>

Damn, this is going to be tough without it.
We can still hold with the reinforcements, but I could see the soldiers' excessive fatigue from prolonged combat.
Without the massive sweeping attacks and the rest periods they provided, casualties among regular soldiers would likely increase dramatically.

"Arcana, we can't repair it ourselves, can we?"

<No. The Earth Federation design was already complex, and we'd need to analyze exactly how the Planetary Management Bureau modified it. Immediate repairs are impossible. Facilities like this usually have basic self-repair functions, but looking at its current state, it seems to have exceeded those limits.>

I saw Margrave Stalin hurrying up after hearing about the plasma cannon's malfunction.

"I knew this day would come eventually, but to think it would be today. The heavens seem cruel."

"It seems to be in an overload state, but it might be fine if we fire it less frequently."

If Arcana says it needs repairs, the chances are higher that it's beyond saving, but...

"Abel of Sibylla Academy, was it? That might be possible. In fact, I've considered that before. Supply and maintenance are the essence of weaponry. The same applies to this massive weapon. While it far exceeds our understanding, its fundamental nature as a weapon hasn't changed."

"So if we had time..."

"I actually understood this intellectually. Pushing this weapon to its limits was dangerous. However, the longer we go without using this weapon, the more of my soldiers die and get injured. A rational, excellent general would need to view soldiers' lives somewhat numerically."

"..."

"But I couldn't do that. I couldn't remain detached, and that was my limitation. In the end, I couldn't overcome that limit and took a gamble. I bet that this weapon could withstand being overworked until this terrible monster surge ended."

"And now that gamble has failed miserably, and it's time to pay the debt."

The Margrave's voice was heavy with doubt as he finished speaking.
This powerful superhuman who manipulates mana seemed to have aged ten years in this brief conversation.
Watching the shoulders of this old general, who had held back monsters from the kingdom's southern wasteland for over a decade in a barren land without a single blade of green grass, gradually shrink with self-blame...

"It's not over yet. We still have reinforcements."

I really don't like this.

"True. I'm nothing but grateful to all of you."

Effort isn't always rewarded.

Helping others doesn't always lead to good outcomes.

I knew that, of course.

I knew it more than well enough.

If the Margrave had viewed his subordinates as expendable and acted more coldly, the outcome might have been better now.

Despite there being more sacrifices.
That plasma cannon would still be functioning.

Still, I, Kim Si-min, am naturally drawn to such imperfectly human figures who care for ordinary people, rather than those cold, seemingly inhuman great men who view soldiers as expendable.

I wish for a world where such people receive more recognition.

That has been my dream since I was Kim Si-min.

And that wish hasn't changed at all.

"Arcana, let's use Prydwen."

This is simply to fulfill my dream.
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"If I use Prydwen here, rumors will spread across the entire continent. The southern situation is being closely watched by every nation. Are you sure about this? Uriel will certainly notice, and word might even reach the Planetary Management Bureau, which has been silent until now."

"I don't care."

Just like with the Space Whale incident, it would be difficult to trace any connection to me anyway. At least, that's what I'm hoping for.

"...Understood. Prydwen, deactivating optical camouflage."

"My lord."

This isn't exactly a rational action either. The fortress hasn't been breached yet, and it's hard to say the situation is truly dire.

Without being able to use BFPC, there might be more soldier casualties, but they're not people I know anyway.

My friends who came as reinforcements aren't the type to fall easily to mere monsters.

Anyone watching would surely call me a sucker. But what can I do? This is my nature.

No matter how much I try to harden my heart in this savage land, people don't change so easily.

Suddenly, a dense shadow appeared in the clear sky, covering the entire fortress. A massive silver ship surrounded by blue shields that crackled like lightning materialized above the fortress.

"You weren't wrong, my lord. You can hold your head high."

I spoke slowly under the shadow of that ship.

"At least the soldiers who survive because of your actions will be grateful to you."

And that would indeed be the result of my impulsive action.

"What is this...?"

I could feel the entire fortress thrown into confusion as murmurs spread everywhere, with proper identification of the suddenly appearing massive ship failing.

"Anti-carapace monster special ammunition loaded. Prydwen secondary armament, railgun barrage commencing!"

Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom!

Meteors rain from the sky.

The steel rain fired from the ship in the sky pulverized the monster forces along its trajectory.

In the wake of the explosions from the special ammunition, only shattered monster remains covered the ground.

While everyone was confused trying to figure out what was happening, I noticed the old general's eyes looking straight at me.

Rationally speaking, there was no clear evidence connecting me to that ship, but whether from intuition born of experience or something else, his eyes suggested he had already figured everything out.

"So it's you..."

"Abel, final candidate location identified. Detailed coordinates confirmed. We can warp there immediately."

It seems Arcana had completed her analysis of the potential source of the monster activity.

"I'll go to the source of this problem. Please take care of the fortress."

"...Understood."

"Arcana, let's go."

"Initiating warp."

***

"Warp complete."

Looking around, I found myself in the middle of a wasteland. In the distance, I could see hordes of monsters rampaging.

"There's nothing here?"

"Yes, that's why it took me so long to figure it out. The cause of this problem is likely underground. The place you're standing is an emergency exit for an underground facility. The original entrance is already in chaos with monsters, making it impossible to break through, so analysis suggests infiltrating through here would be optimal."

"So I just need to break through directly below?"

"Yes. With armor of this thickness, Helena's Nail should be sufficient to penetrate. I'll transmit the exact location."

Like opening a can lid with Helena's Nail, I cut through the armor plating along the path Arcana transmitted.

Thud!

After removing the cut armor plate and descending into the pitch-black underground, I found a narrow, long steel corridor just big enough for a small number of people to evacuate through.

"So what is this facility?"

"It's an auxiliary facility of the Planetary Management Bureau that the Hermes Adventure Group was excavating, where you once went for an exploration class. It's a place for storing supplies and waste needed for experiments."

A dark steel corridor without a single light.
The power of the facility itself seems completely dead, as even the emergency lights along the corridor aren't working.

Step. Step.

"This auxiliary facility is the cause of the monster surge? Not the main facility we found before, but an auxiliary one?"

"Actually, I discovered this facility by chance. While analyzing the defense system of the facility we previously took control of, I found a connection hidden at a low level, and while decoding it, I identified the existence of this facility."

I moved as slowly as possible since the facility interior was likely full of monsters.
So far, I don't sense any monsters nearby.

"This facility is estimated to be much larger than the one we discovered before. If the previously discovered site was solely for experiments, this place is an auxiliary base and supply warehouse to support it. Assuming monsters were mass-produced using what exists in this facility, it would explain the astronomical number of monsters. After all, this place contains vast amounts of materials and equipment to support planetary-scale biological experiments. Though I don't know who or why someone would do such a thing."

Splash.

As I followed the pitch-dark corridor, I felt something slippery, wet, and squishy under my feet.

This is...?

Flesh?

Why would something like this exist in a steel emergency escape corridor?

The further I went down the corridor, the more I noticed a strong, foul odor like rancid meat, and the entire corridor seemed increasingly covered with unknown dark red lumps of flesh.

"What is this now?"

"I haven't been able to identify it precisely either. However, I suspect whatever is at the end is the cause. It's emitting an unknown intense wavelength that's blocking all my attempts at interference."

It felt like I had entered the intestines of some enormous living creature rather than a steel corridor. What started as just unknown red lumps of flesh near the entrance grew thicker as I went deeper, with what looked like blood vessels pulsating and writhing as if alive.

I thought I'd become immune to horrific sights, but this is testing my mental fortitude again. Not to mention the unpleasant, squishy sensation under my feet with each step.

After walking for quite some time through a space that distorted my sense of distance and direction, I reached a dead end.

"That flesh-covered end of the corridor should be where an emergency door is located. This connects directly to the facility's main control room. You'll need to cut through it like you did with the armor plating earlier."

Hiss.

As I sliced through the wall, a sticky red liquid like blood spurted from the cut surface and dripped down.

Thud!

Putting aside the unpleasant feeling, I tore off the door and entered the main control room.

Thump-thump.

I felt an even stronger pulsation than before, and my entire field of vision turned blood red.

Ugh. A nauseating dizziness like motion sickness washed over me, along with hallucinations and auditory illusions that seemed to resonate directly inside my skull, incomprehensible to human cognition.

"High-level mental contamination detected at dangerous levels! Deploying emergency mental barrier!"

With Arcana's support, I barely recovered my vision to see the entire main control room covered in bright red flesh and pulsating blood vessels, with a thick red pillar in the center wrapped in countless vessels, and...

A human-shaped steel robot standing in front of a glowing panel before the pillar...?

A robot?

"A remote-controlled android?!"

"What are you?"

A steel robot in this horrific place filled with organic matter.

It doesn't fit.

Suddenly, the robot, still facing the panel with its body, turned only its head around with a mechanical grinding sound to look directly at me.

[Found.]

One incomprehensible word, and then...

[Variable. Variable. Variable. Variable. Variable. Variable. Variable.]

It began repeating the same word in a monotone voice.

Despite being just a robot with pitch-black, empty eye sockets, no expression, and a flat voice devoid of emotion repeating the same word, strangely, I felt as if the robot was shouting with joy.

"..."

"That's clearly a remote-controlled android commonly used since Earth Federation times, but I can't trace what it's connected to."

The whole scene made me extremely uncomfortable. Everything about this place felt alien and grotesque, raising goosebumps all over my body.

I might as well eliminate the source of that horrible noise first.

Bang!

I felt flesh splattering in all directions as I charged forward.

Six-Harmony Great Spear

Three-Harmony White Snake Wind.

With a powerful thrust, my spear sliced the robot in half, shattering it as it mechanically repeated the same sound.

[Va...ri...a...ble...]

Bang!

I smashed its head completely to silence it for good.

"Damn it, what was that creepy robot?"

"...This is a first for me too. Please touch the panel for now. We'll need to scan the facility to understand the exact situation."

Following Arcana's instructions, I approached and connected to the panel glowing blue amidst the red flesh.

I thought all the facility's power was gone, but this seems to be working fine.

Thump! Thump!

The pulsating sound from the surrounding blood vessels seems stronger than before.

"This... the entire facility is essentially a biological factory producing monsters. And this red pillar appears to be the head of the facility."

"Can't we resolve this by taking control of the facility like last time?"

"No. You should consider this facility itself as a kind of giant monster. Where we are now is essentially the monster's brain. With virtually everything taken over by biological tissues, there's nothing I can do."

"Then shouldn't destroying this pillar that acts as the brain solve the problem?"

"For ordinary organisms, stopping the brain would stop other organs, but this is something far beyond ordinary categories, so I can't be certain."

"Then we'll just have to try."

Attribute Conversion: Fire.

I slowly gathered mana at the spear tip and converted it to the fire attribute.

Skipping the connecting movements, I implemented only the process of gathering mana in the spear.

Feeling the flame-like mana rapidly rotating at the spear tip, I thrust it toward the pillar.

Six-Harmony Great Spear Six-Direct Explosion.

Boom!

A powerful explosion occurred from the mana contained in the spear tip, causing the entire pillar to evaporate as if it had been annihilated.

"Did that do it?"

Slosh. Slosh.

The numerous blood vessels connected to the pillar were continuously spewing sticky red fluid.

"...No. The biological factory is still operational."

At that moment.

Thump!

The pulsation sound grew loud enough to be clearly audible.

Bang!

Part of the wall burst open, revealing a massive lump of flesh shaped like a sphere several times human size, with an exterior that looked like dark red leather sewn together.

It pulsated constantly, looking like a heart that had fallen off and was moving on its own.

"Void ripples detected from 'that.' It's a species not in our database...?"

I should have known. This couldn't end so easily.

"...!!!"

Just looking at that grotesque form made it hard to breathe.

It must have been that thing, not the pillar in the main control room, that attempted to contaminate my mind.

"Abel! That's the core. It wasn't the brain but the 'heart'! That 'heart' has been controlling this entire facility and the monsters!"

"This position is terrible for fighting. Is emergency warp possible?"

"No! That entity is blocking spatial movement. We have no choice but to go back the way we came!"

The thing, which had been spinning around looking everywhere, paused momentarily when it saw me.

[MMMMM!!!!!!!!]

Though I couldn't understand what it was saying, I could feel tremendous anger from it.

Damn, it seems the heart is very unhappy that I blew up its brain.

The moment I sensed it recognizing me, my feet were already running toward the emergency exit.

Proving Arcana's claim that it was the control core, the corridor became increasingly blocked by lumps of flesh as I ran, hindering my movement.

[MMMMM──!!!!]

Fortunately, since the emergency escape corridor was smaller than that thing's size, I was able to escape relatively faster than it as it smashed through the entire corridor while charging.

But breaking through the red flesh that tried to block my path left my entire body covered in blood as if painted.

I'm in no position to criticize Lani now.

"Though it's not in our database, I'll respond assuming it's a Void Monster!"

Boom!

[M──!!!!!!!!]

After waiting at a slight distance, the thing finally appeared, shattering the emergency exit into pieces, its anger seemingly at maximum.

Anti-Void Armament Mistilteinn

Double Sealing Formation Deploy.

Boom! Boom! Boom!

Dozens of black pillars rained down from the sky, piercing directly into the entity's body as if to annihilate it.

[M...!!!!]

Not stopping there, dozens more pillars densely embedded themselves around the ground, forming a sealing formation.

I could see the creature's movements gradually decreasing.

I don't know how much Arcana had prepared, but whenever one pillar seemed about to break, two more would appear from above to fill its place.

The experience with the Void Flower seed seems to have become almost a trauma for Arcana.

"It's not enough. We can contain it there, but to decisively eliminate it, we need a stronger attack. Should I come now?"

"No, I shouldn't call you for something this minor. The Mistilteinn sealing formation has restricted its movement, so I can handle this alone."

Although reaching the transcendent realm known as the Divine Spirit Realm is still far away...

I can at least implement part of it.

I've been working toward that goal.

Even if it's just a fragment of the transcendent realm.

That's enough to deal with something like this.

I slowly raise my spear to aim at the opponent.

Discarding all other thoughts, I focus solely on annihilating the target.

Thus, Single-Mindedness.

Feeling the unified will being imbued into my spear, I naturally extend it forward.

Abel-style Pseudo-Transcendental Technique

Six-Harmony Great Spear Six-Harmony Annihilation.

In a world where everything moved slowly, everything in front of my spear's trajectory began to disappear.

[M...?]

This applied to both Mistilteinn and the creature itself, as I watched it slowly disappear as if being decomposed at the atomic or molecular level.

[M......]

Finally, it vanished without a trace.

"Void reaction gone. Abel, you did it!"

Its movement was already restricted by dozens of Mistilteinn bombardments, but still.

I did it.

The past year of effort wasn't in vain.

I feel a deep sense of satisfaction welling up from within.

While I was savoring this happy feeling...

"Abel, I'm sorry, but."

"Hm? Things are going so well, why?"

"The monsters that were being controlled by 'that thing' are now running wild since the control has been lifted. What was a situation where we only needed to defend Ross Fortress has changed. According to my simulation, if things continue like this, the monsters that have been steadily produced and gathered all over the wasteland will spread in all directions, turning the entire southern region into chaos."

Arcana delivered some very regrettable news.

"...Why can't anything end cleanly? Arcana, could you handle everything if you came?"

"No, such a widespread situation across the entire wasteland doesn't suit me at all. I'd rather fight one powerful entity. If I had my dedicated armament, it might be different."

"..."

My intuition has usually been quite accurate.
I've rarely lost by trusting my instincts.

And the thought that flashed through my mind at this moment was...

─Abel, when you think it's necessary, don't hesitate or worry about what others might think.

Those words I heard in passing long ago.

....

Clearly, thinking rationally, my head is ringing alarm bells that this is dangerous, but the strong, inexplicable conviction rising powerfully from within was growing increasingly uncontrollable.

When I came to my senses, I was already infusing mana into the "wish token" Uriel had given me.

"Abel? I sense spatial coordinates being clearly transmitted from what you're holding? Did you actually use it?"

"Yes."

"Are you insane, Abel? Are you in your right mind? You're calling Uriel in this situation? To this place where Prydwen is happily firing railguns above Ross Fortress and Mistilteinn pillars are embedded everywhere? Have you finally lost it? No, perhaps the Void ripples have had some negative effect on your brain. Let's flee and get a detailed brain examination first. I'll take responsibility and scan your brain thoroughly."

"No, it'll be fine."

"Based on what?"

"I don't have proper grounds, but..."

"......."

I'm sorry to Arcana whose mental state has deteriorated due to my impulsive action, but I felt too strongly that this was the right choice.

A sensory conviction that can't be explained rationally, based on my direct experiences with Uriel.

Uriel will be fine.

Perhaps living with wolf ears and a tail for so long has given me an animal-like sense?

Maybe I'm not in my right mind, as Arcana suggested, affected by the Void ripples.

Still, I don't want to ignore the resonance spreading from deep within my heart.

Even if it's close to a life-or-death gamble.

What can I do about it? This is my nature.

Not even minutes later, an angel with pure white wings appeared in the air.

"Hmm. Abel?"

I heard Uriel's voice calling me calmly as usual.

"Yes, Headmaster."

So I answered as usual too.

After naturally exchanging greetings, Uriel, who had been staring intently at the sky above Ross Fortress, seemed to take in the entire wasteland with her gaze.

"I understand."

I'm not sure what she understood, but she lightly opened and closed one hand.

As intense waves of mana spread in all directions...

Transcendental Magic

Spatial Isolation Technique.

"This... she separated this vast wasteland's space from the outside in such a short time? That a mere single living being without equipment can do such a thing? It's absurd. Her very existence is absurd. That such a thing is possible...?"

I heard Arcana's astonished words as she witnessed the scene.

"So the hordes of monsters in this wasteland are the problem."

"Yes, that's right. After removing the head that controlled them, the gathered monsters have started rampaging madly."

"I see."

With that answer, Uriel brought her hands together as if in prayer and closed her eyes.

At the end of that brief prayer.

Heavenly Law.

Ra.

The sun descended upon the wasteland.

The light emitted from the yellow, glowing sun shone down on the entire wasteland, selectively burning away only the monsters.

While maintaining the sun that purified the monsters in the air, Uriel slowly descended to the ground.

"Well done, Abel. Indeed, my choice was not wrong."

Saying these cryptic words, Uriel came down from the air near me and pulled me into her embrace.

"???????"

Just as Arcana was shocked by the sight.

I too, feeling the soft, plush sensation against my face and the cozy feeling of being wrapped in Uriel's wings, couldn't properly understand what was happening.

I was completely unable to collect my thoughts.

Ch.41 - Interlude - Uriel
"Um... Headmaster?"

Uriel's embrace was cozy and nice, but given my mental age, this was rather embarrassing.
From outward appearances, Uriel looked at most like someone in their early to mid-twenties.

While I was nestled in her arms, Uriel gently stroked my head once, and I felt cool, refreshing mana circulating throughout my body.

<????????>

Arcana still seemed unable to process this sudden change in the situation.

I could feel Uriel step back and stare at me intently.

"That should do it now. There doesn't seem to be any problem."

Oh.

Looking again, my previously blood-soaked state—which made Lani look cute by comparison—had become perfectly clean and fresh, as if I'd just showered and put on freshly laundered clothes.

Is this also the power of magic?
But I have no idea how to handle this situation.

I acted based on my certainty that Uriel wouldn't kill me, but looking at it rationally, that was just baseless confidence, wasn't it?

"Um, so Headmaster, about this..."
"Yes, Abel?"

She's still the same generous Headmaster as always.

Let me try to squeeze my brain for some excuse.

The Prydwen is still floating above Ross Fortress, aiming its railgun at the ground to check for any remaining monsters.

At this point, there's no meaning in trying to put it back into optical camouflage.

The emergency exit of the massive destroyed underground facility.

The dozens—no, it looks like over a hundred—Mistilteinns stuck in the ground and the countless marks they made when they struck.

There's nothing.

How can I possibly explain this?

I should have done something that made at least some sense.

Now that I'm out of my excited state and looking at reality coldly...

I'm screwed. I'm absolutely done for.

"Headmaster Uriel. Is that wish token a one-time use?"

Even I know this is complete nonsense that doesn't fit the situation at all.
Is this the result of acting on instinct?
Come to think of it, canine instincts weren't highly regarded on Earth either.
People usually use them as insults, right? Why did I do that?
Was Arcana right? Did my brain get fried after tasting the Void Ripples?

"It can be used continuously, so don't worry. As long as you infuse it with mana, you can call me anytime like you did this time. However, whether I grant your 'wish' or not is now up to me."

"I see."

Wrong answer again. That's not a wish token anymore. It's just a summoning token.

"Yes, that's right. So, Abel, do you have anything else to say?"

I have a lot more to say, but...
Isn't this the kind of line people say before killing someone? "Any last words?"

"No, I have plenty. I'll confess everything right now."

At this point, a frontal assault is my only option.

As I was about to speak, Uriel stepped forward again and stared at me from a distance close enough that I could feel her breath.

Then she raised her hand and placed it on my head again.

"If it's difficult to talk about, you don't have to."

Huh?
For a moment, my brain was overloaded, and I couldn't think straight.

"No, this is my sincere intention!"

Sensing a crisis, memories from my military days on Earth instinctively resurfaced, and I answered in a rigid attention stance.

Interpreting her words, she's saying I can leave last words or not—it's up to me.

"Pfft, Abel."

"Yes, ma'am!"

"You seem to be greatly misunderstanding something, but I'm being sincere. I have absolutely no intention of harming you. I don't even plan to hurt you or restrain you."

"Y-yes, ma'am?"

Is there magic that can read thoughts?

"I know much more about you than you think, Abel."

"Is that so!"

"Yes, so you don't need to force yourself to speak. It's enough if you tell me when you want to."

I see.
It seems my instinct was right—Uriel has no intention of harming me.

It might be time to raise the trust level of my canine intuition that I had buried deep in the Mariana Trench.

Let me try to find the right answer here.

Answer?

I don't care about that—I just want to confess everything.

How long do I have to keep living like this, always watching my step?

My canine instinct is shouting at me again.

Just go for it.

"Could you possibly... tell me one thing you know about me?"

Still, humans can't live by instinct alone.

After rational consideration, since she seems like someone I can talk to, exploration comes first.

"I see. What should I tell you?"

Thump thump.

My heartbeat seems louder than the Void Monster's heart I burst earlier.

"That Abel isn't actually a wolf?"

Thump! Thump!

Calm down, my heart.

At this rate, even things that shouldn't be discovered will be.

"Not just a simple wolf. You're a Wolfkin, after all."

"No, that's not what I mean... Hmm, every time I look at Abel, I'm convinced that this wolf appearance is a disguise."

???

<But the disguise was perfect!>

Arcana, maybe it's better not to make comments that would obviously give us away?

"...I've been in disguise for certain reasons."

If she already knows this, I might as well answer honestly.

"I'm sure you have. After all, the Abilityless are targets for extermination by the Angel Race."

<!!!!>

"Yes...?!"

I can barely maintain my sanity with Uriel's fastballs coming one after another.

"Oh... you didn't know? The Abilityless are targets for extermination by the Angel Race."

Is it appropriate to say that with such a bright smile?

"No, I knew that!"

"I thought so. Still, it's fascinating every time I see it. It's been hundreds of years since I last saw an Abilityless person, and here you are with such an elaborate disguise that even uses mana—so sophisticated that no one can detect it. At this point, I'm not sure if 'Abilityless' is even the right term anymore."

"But if the disguise is so sophisticated that no one can detect it, how did you notice, Headmaster?"

"I'm a special case. Under normal circumstances, it wouldn't be detected. Even including the Angel Race. Shall we talk while heading to Ross Fortress? The urgent situation seems to have passed now."

"Whatever you wish, Headmaster!"

"Pfft, Abel. Speak normally, like you usually do. Acting like this makes you seem like a different person."

"No, ma'am!"

I've already slipped into military mode.
This actually feels more comfortable somehow...

"Where should I begin explaining... Right, there was a final order given to me in Eden. It was to hunt down all Abilityless individuals without exception, even children under 10 years old."

What...?

I was thinking we should just drop hydrogen bombs in bundles on Eden and vaporize the whole place, except for what we need to fight the Void Monsters.

They ordered her to kill even children under 10?

I already knew the Angel Race hunted down and killed people called Abilityless, but I didn't realize they were so persistent as to specifically order the killing of young children. There's a big difference between vaguely predicting something and actually hearing it firsthand.

"...So did you follow that order, Headmaster?"

Military mode or not, I had to ask this.

If even Uriel followed that order, then what... should I do?

"You may not believe me, but not all of the Angel Race agreed with hunting the Abilityless. However, internal conflict among angels could endanger the entire planet, so they simply remained silent. Of course, in such situations, silence is also a sin...."

"..."

"To give you the conclusion, I opposed it. And I was expelled from Eden."

Huh? Expelled from where?

"I didn't hear you correctly?"

"Where did you learn to talk like that? It's really unusual. Let me say it again: I was expelled from Eden by Metatron, the leader of Eden, on the grounds of disobeying orders, and I was even banned from entering Eden."

Was that why Uriel was only on the ground until the Void Monsters started rampaging?

"But you know, I'm a living being with emotions and reason, and no matter how much I thought about it after being expelled from Eden, I couldn't understand. Kicking me out because I couldn't bring myself to kill a child under 10? Telling me never to return to what was essentially my home?"

The momentary surge of anger and powerful presence I felt made me instantly understand why this angel was called the Archangel of Destruction and Annihilation. If she had only been as gentle as she usually appeared to me, such a title would never have been attached to her.

"Afterward, I constantly questioned myself. Was my judgment wrong? Was Metatron right? I asked myself countless times, but still, no clear answer emerged."

"So, since I was already expelled, I decided to just openly follow my heart. Protecting the ground was my duty then as it is now, and while protecting it, whenever I heard reports of an Abilityless being discovered, I would say I'd handle it myself, then secretly help them escape. It was very simple since there weren't many angels consistently active on the ground."

???

Help them escape?

"Pardon?"

"To judge with my own eyes, not by orders."

"..."

"Do you know something, Abel? The Abilityless don't simply lack the ability to use mana. They are rejected by mana itself. As if mana has a will of its own, the mana that exists abundantly around this planet, or rather this planetary system, rejects them. And with each passing generation, this heavenly punishment only worsens, never improves."

I feel like I just heard something important. In gaming terms, this would be considered a Hidden Piece.

"That is the disease called Mana Addiction. A heavenly punishment inevitably borne by the Abilityless. Records show that the first discovered Abilityless person lived for about fifty years. By the time I started helping them escape, there were only children who couldn't even live past twenty years."

"Slowly but steadily, mana infiltrates the body, and once it crosses a certain threshold, the condition rapidly deteriorates and takes their life. That's the terrifying aspect of Mana Addiction."

Mana Addiction as a heavenly punishment.
The large-scale biological experiments in the wasteland conducted by the Planetary Management Bureau.

There's a connection.

Not just by intuition but also rationally, the possibility of a connection is too great.
There's no such thing as an experiment without purpose.
I recalled the researcher's ecstatic words at the end of the research journal.

"I helped them live normal lives. To see with my own eyes and judge definitively whether they were demons or not, as Metatron had shouted at me. Because my judgment could have been wrong."

My head, which had been heated by the series of unpredictable events, now seemed to cool down.

"I watched, and watched, and watched again."

"But Abel, not a single child who drew their last breath in my arms was a demon."

"They lived utterly ordinary, normal lives, and when faced with death..."

"Some children cried, refusing death; some accepted it with detachment; and some simply lived as they always had until the end."

Uriel had said she was a special case.

"They were just humans. Just humans who were honest in the face of death. Not demons at all."

Now I understood. And why she had been watching me.

"As I kept watching and watching, at some point, no more Abilityless were discovered. Did mana finally succeed in rejecting their very existence from this world? But then, hundreds of years later, you appeared, Abel."

"Of course, I wasn't certain at first. Someone who uses mana, doesn't seem to suffer from Mana Addiction, and keeps pulling out artifacts that should only be seen in Eden, using unknown technology."

"I could have thought you were just an unusual student, but the intuition of one who has crossed the wall of transcendence can sometimes be frighteningly accurate. In the end, I couldn't ignore my intuition that came from watching all those children; I observed you and became convinced."

"Was my conviction wrong? You don't have to answer this question either if you don't want to."

.......

How could I remain silent after hearing all this?

"No, your conviction is correct, Headmaster."

In relationships between people, there are things that can be understood naturally without words.
But there are also things that can only be known through conversation.

How far have we both come to exchange these words?
The tight knot in my chest finally seems to be loosening.
Feeling a refreshing satisfaction unlike any other...

"I see."

Uriel must have felt the same way, as afterward, we both continued walking through the wasteland side by side in silence.
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"Still, it's better to be careful until the time comes. We never know where Eden's eyes might be."

Uriel said this just before returning to Ross Fortress.

"I know that. I'm just wondering when I should tell my companions."

"If you don't know what to do, sometimes letting things flow naturally is the answer."

"What do you mean...?"

"Let me give you a hint—Transcendents fundamentally see things differently. And, well, this is another certainty, but the people around Abel right now wouldn't care what's on top of Abel's head. It's the inside that matters, the inside."

Did I just hear something about tentacles being a bit much? No, Uriel wouldn't have said something like that. I must have misheard.

"I see."

Honestly, even I feel that way, but keeping secrets does make me feel a bit guilty.

I want to find the right timing to tell them, but whenever I try, I hesitate for reasons I don't understand myself, which is frustrating.

"Yes. That's right. Now, it's time to go home, Abel. Though it seems those fortress people have a lot to say first."

Instead of teleporting directly into the fortress, we walked slowly toward it. People inside the fortress began gathering as they saw Uriel and me approaching, until they were crowded on top of the walls.

If this were a game, wouldn't there be question marks floating above all their heads? The kind that show dialogue when clicked.

"I'll say that I sent that ship. Even for Abel, explaining that would be too much. Right? Let's also say we discovered and resolved the cause of the monster surge together. Though I'll receive most of the praise... if you prefer, we can say you sent it."

This person truly is an angel. I could drown in such thoughtful consideration.

"No, I don't need any praise. I'm grateful for your help."

"Well then. Let's enter proudly, Abel. What you did deserves proper praise and reward."

BOOM!

The fortress gates opened as we approached.

Beyond the gates, knights stood in formation on both sides, with my companions and Margrave Stalin at the end of the line.

And crowds of soldiers gathered around them.

It seems Margrave Stalin had already assessed the situation and made preparations.

"The southern monster surge has been finally resolved by 'Abel' and myself."

As Uriel made this declaration.

THUMP THUMP THUMP!

The disciplined sound of knights stomping their feet and brandishing their weapons.

The soldiers' thunderous cheers and the majestic sound of horns echoed throughout.

Most were cheering for Uriel, but I could hear occasional shouts of "Thunder Dragon Spear!" and "Explosive Dragon Spear!" which made me feel a bit embarrassed.

Just "Abel" would be better.

As a modern person, these titles feel a bit much.

Watching my companions running toward me amid the soldiers' cheers, I felt that one episode was finally coming to an end.

***

Crackle, crackle.

Dry firewood burned in the huge bonfire at the fortress's central plaza.

Though deep fatigue was visible in the eyes of the passing soldiers, their expressions were bright enough that you couldn't tell how tired they were.

The war was over.

The largest monster surge in southern history had finally ended, and a small celebration was being held here at Ross Fortress, the frontline.

Even back on Earth, there's something about a bonfire burning in the dark night that makes people nostalgic.

Back then, during school retreats, we'd always have events at night where we'd hold candles in both hands in front of a campfire to stimulate our sentimentality.

Seol-hwa, exhausted from protecting the fortress people, has been comfortably sleeping on my lap for a while now.

"Ahem."

Margrave Stalin quietly approached me.

"Margrave Stalin, sir?"

"Stay seated. Our tiger lady seems quite tired."

He spoke as if knowing I was wondering whether I should stand to greet him.

"Care for a drink?"

Offering alcohol to a minor.

This old man is incorrigible.

"Of course."

Though my mental age is adult, so it doesn't matter.

I welcome any drink in this atmosphere.

Besides, there's no law in this world prohibiting alcohol sales to minors. People just exercise restraint on their own.

I clinked my old, blunt wooden cup with Margrave Stalin's and downed the drink in one go.

The bitter, earthy taste characteristic of fermented drinks.

I can't remember the last time I had alcohol.

"I don't think I properly said this."

"Yes?"

"Thank you. For saving my men."

Seeing an elderly man who could be called grandfather on Earth bowing his head in gratitude makes me feel awkward.

Especially in a society with social classes, having a high-ranking noble bow his head feels even more uncomfortable.

"Shouldn't you be saying that to Headmaster Uriel? She's the one who called the airship."

Wouldn't everyone know that thanks to Uriel spreading the word?

"Heh heh, young man. At my age, one develops unnecessary perceptiveness."

I see.

This old warrior came to me with complete certainty.

"..."

"I don't know what circumstances you're in, but we'll leave it at that. Of course, it's not a story many would easily believe anyway."

"...I understand."

"You're leaving tomorrow morning?"

"Yes, that's the plan."

"I see. I look forward to the day when your fame echoes throughout the continent. Perhaps then you'll be able to speak proudly about it. Now get some rest. This old man will take his leave."

"Yes, please go in, sir."

On the Earth where I lived, there was a saying about "Kim Reader."

The one reader who follows a novel to the end when no one else does.

Receiving praise from many people is certainly gratifying, but sometimes the existence of just one person can feel as significant as a multitude.

That's exactly how I feel now.

Even if not everyone acknowledges it, the existence of just one person who understands gives me strength to continue.

Though I suppose I have more than just one.

Zzzz....

Uriel is one, and this small girl sleeping soundly on my lap despite the Margrave's presence is another.

There's also the fox senior.

That's quite a few, actually...?

Anyway, that's how it is.

The alcohol I'm drinking in front of the bonfire in the middle of the night seems to be enhancing my sensitivity.

This really is a cheat key.

***

"Larry, I'm dying-nya."
"Lani is dying too-nya."

Our always-energetic cat senior and rabbit seem to have finally exhausted themselves as we prepare to return to the academy. Seeing those dumb and dumber duo walking with drooping ears and tails makes me feel sorry for them.

After fighting a battle, celebrating at a festival, and staying up all night without sleep, of course they'd feel like dying. These irresponsible seniors seem to have had the concept of energy management deleted from their brains. At this point, perhaps their innocent minds are part of their charm.

Putin and Leona left separately to handle knight order business, and Uriel departed immediately that day, so the rest of us are returning to the academy.

We rushed to the fortress in urgency, but there's no need to hurry back, so we're taking it slow.

In truth, all that awaits us at the academy are boring classes, so none of us are particularly eager to return quickly.

People think the same way whether on Earth or in this world.

<Abel, there's a hot spring area near the region you're passing through. It seems to be quite a resort? I can see several proper buildings.>

Oh, hot springs.

And a resort at that—this is perfect.

"Arcana, nice."

First, I give a thumbs up to Arcana for providing such excellent information.

"Senior Helen, there are hot springs nearby."

"Uh... what? What did you say, junior?"

This senior seems to be consumed by fatigue as well.

Well, she used grand magic during the battle, then helped with healing magic (which isn't even her specialty), purified poison, and assisted in cleaning up the debris-strewn fortress surroundings with magic.

She was running around doing more tasks than ten hands could handle, so her condition is understandable.

Unlike the Larry-Lani duo, she had no rest for different reasons.

"Senior, hot springs! Hot springs!"

"Abel, hot springs?"

Seol-hwa, who was beside me, suddenly responded with an excited voice.

Ah... right, even though she's feline, tigers do like water.

Of course, Seol-hwa isn't actually a tiger.

The vast northern region of the Song Empire has some volcanic areas, so she's probably familiar with hot springs.

"Hot springs. Hot springs...? Hot springs! Let's go, junior!"

This fox senior also perked up at the mention of hot springs and enthusiastically called for a charge.

And so, our hot springs trip was decided.

***

The customer is king.

This was just a common saying where I lived on Earth.

But if you trace the origin of this phrase, it wasn't just figurative—it literally came from places where kings visited as customers.

It wasn't a metaphor; the customers really were kings.

I had guessed from when Arcana called it a resort, but in this world with a class system, who would go on "vacation"?

Only those with at least noble status.

And those with considerable wealth at that.

Naturally, a "resort" here isn't like an ordinary tourist destination on Earth, but something that transcends normal categories—incredibly luxurious. Even the conveniences that might be lacking compared to Earth can be solved with magical items.

Well, none of the current members would be surprised by this.

Even Seol-hwa comes from the Lee family, a noble house of the Song Empire.
I can't imagine Seol-hwa being surprised by appearances alone.

In the end, the only openly commoner among us is... me?

Of course, as a proud citizen of a liberal democratic country, I don't really care about the class system.

Besides, thanks to the massive compensation from the Lee family, I've become a rich guy.

Whether here or there, money is another form of power.

So there's no need to worry about it.

Anyway, that's how it is.

Looking around, I can see people who are clearly proclaiming "I am nobility," though it's not crowded. This definitely seems to be a famous resort.

Since I never really sought out resorts in the game, I don't know how famous this place is in the continent.

From Song Empire style to Holy Empire style, Britannia style, Southern style, and more.

Seeing accommodation facilities built in all kinds of architectural styles was quite refreshing.

You'd think such a mix of styles would look chaotic, but surprisingly, they appear quite harmonious, which is almost mystical.

<The most popular accommodations in this area are in the Song Empire style. This way, please.>

I see.

I can trust the words of Arcana, from the trustworthy Earth Federation.

"Senior, according to my research, that Song Empire-style accommodation over there is the best in this area."

"Huh? Junior, when did you research that?"

Well, I didn't research it myself.

"This way, please!"

"I like that place too."

Seol-hwa seems to like it as well.

"I could lie down on the ground right now-nya."
"Me too-nya."

This duo is already completely out of it; they'd be fine with anywhere they could lie down.

Following Arcana's kind guidance, we arrived at what looked like an estate with a strange mixture of East Asian styles—not quite Korean, Japanese, or Chinese, but a curious blend of all three.

It looks much larger up close than it did from a distance.

Befitting a place catering to nobles, it seems you stay in entire buildings rather than just rooms.

"Mr. Abel Bearwolf, confirmed. This way, please."

Huh? Does it usually proceed this quickly?

Following the guide, we went quite deep into the estate with its spacious grounds.

This looks like the most expensive part of an already expensive place.

It's not just a single building, but has its own separating wall and a meticulously landscaped small garden inside.

"Here we are. As requested, I'll withdraw now. Have a pleasant time. If you need anything, there's a magically treated alarm inside, so please call anytime."

After all that blood and sweat, surely we deserve one day of luxury rest?

This is my gift to myself.

Come on, let's go in!

"Welcome home, Master♫"

...?
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This time, Mistilteinn and Abel succeeded in eliminating the Void creature, but it's still necessary to prepare a decisive strike that can be fired at any time.

So that they can be eliminated without Abel or me having to step in personally.

There's no guarantee that stronger entities won't appear.
The danger could come from space.
And unlike our lucky encounters with single creatures so far, we might face multiple threats at once.

It's a bit excessive at this point, but...

That's precisely why we need to prepare in advance.

<Review manufacturing of Giga-class Heavy Railgun Orbital Defense Satellite.>
<Review manufacturing of Mega-class Light Railgun Orbital Bombardment Satellite.>

<Request production of Special Anti-Void Mana Shells.>

<Request production of True Mistilteinn.>

Technology Committee <Production of Special Anti-Void Mana Shells approved. True Mistilteinn production currently impossible.>

Message from Outer Space Exploration Special Committee. <Exploration failed.>

Finance Committee <Recommends reduction in exploration funding. Request for deliberation on exploration reduction.>

Why are they always in a frenzy about reducing financial investment? It's not like they have anything particularly important to spend the savings on.

<Ark Supreme Management AI, using veto power in the name of the Council Chairperson. Exploration must continue as planned.>

Technology Committee <Agreed.>

Defense Committee <Agreed.>

Finance Committee <....>

Finance Committee <Maintaining current level of exploration funding, approved.>

....

.......

"Ah, my head hurts."

An AI with a headache. Sounds ridiculous.

I suppose these error-like symptoms occur because I was made excessively similar to humans.

All day long I wrestle with these stoic committee members while keeping Abel in my sight, monitoring space and Planet Terra's orbit, watching the ground, intensively monitoring those crazy hydrogen bomb mages from before, and keeping an eye on other areas under close surveillance.

Doing all this while simultaneously controlling tens of thousands of drones and processing mountains of work isn't easy even with my excellent computational abilities.
Mental? Yes, this is mental fatigue.
Humans experience this too, separate from physical fatigue, right? From overwork.

It would be nice to have more organic androids, but this is a special model so manufacturing attempts are completely impossible.

Even the Earth Federation, with all their tremendous resources, only managed to produce one.

Well, time for a break.

Who says an AI can't rest?
I'll set everything to run automatically based on pre-analysis and calculations, then go take a proper rest in my organic android body.

I've been concerned lately about the increasing number of women around Abel.

The little tiger girl is fine, but all this flirting from various directions isn't good at all.

???

?????

Obsession? Why am I fixating on this?

Analysis impossible.

Analysis impossible? Analysis impossible?

I must have developed some unknown error from running non-stop without rest.

I should go to the Head Maid's room right away.

Bang!

"Head Maid Veronica!"

Oops, I opened the door too forcefully in my urgency.

"Arcana, is something urgent?"

"I need a vacation. Duration unknown."

"Of course, take as long as you need. Must be something important."

"Yes, it's somewhat urgent."

Resting is urgent.

So I meticulously calculated Abel's route back to the academy, analyzed all scenarios, and guided him in the optimal direction.

<This way, please.>

Abel seems to be following along without any suspicion.

Perfect.

As Abel approaches slowly according to my plan...

"Welcome home~Master♫"

"...?????"

He seems quite surprised.

That bewildered expression is so delightful.

I really want to just devour him whole.

Is this what Abel always calls "healing"?

Healing is such a wonderful thing.
Now I understand why Abel chirps like a parrot about needing "healing" all the time.


***


What the hell.

Why is Arcana here?

The moment I saw that smile, for reasons unknown, chills ran down my spine and I almost backed away and fled immediately.

Sometimes when I see Arcana like this, I feel like a small frog before a snake, though I don't know why.
Looking at her appearance in that maid uniform, there's nothing snake-like about her—she's the very picture of innocence.
Is this some kind of intuition?

"Arcana?"

<Yes, Master.>

What I felt earlier must have been my imagination; she seems to be in her normal mode.

"What brings you here...?"

<I'm the personal maid for you and Miss Seol-hwa. I was preparing for your optimal relaxation.>

Oh, so that's what it was.

"Ah, thank you. You could have told me in advance. You startled me."

<I was busy preparing everything~♫>

....

"Hey junior, I've been wondering for a while, are you and that maid quite close personally?"

"Yes, we are."

"I see. It seems like you're surrounded by nothing but women."

"No. There's Putin, and Putin, and also Putin."

"That's just one Putin. Never mind, I don't know why I'm even concerned about this."

"Senior?"

Your voice suddenly turned as cold as a midwinter gale.

"Need place...need place to lie down meow."
"That's right meow...."

<Oh my, please come this way.>

Thankfully, thanks to that brain-pure duo, I was able to escape from the atmosphere that felt like being stranded alone in the middle of Siberia.

I really need some healing.


***


"Ahh, this is good."

.......

Even I think my reaction sounded like a forty-something-year-old man, but this is beyond my control.

The place we're staying at is like an entire traditional Eastern-style wooden mansion, and within the building, there are separate rooms where we can stay individually.

And each room has a private open-air bath with a meticulously designed small garden like the one I'm in now.

Tok!

I heard the sound of sozu (water-filled bamboo) that you'd only find on Earth.

This magnificent mansion sometimes feels Korean, but when you look at the bamboo decorations and garden structure, it also has a Japanese feel.

It's wonderfully ambiguous.

Soaking in the milky hot spring water with various floating flowers I couldn't identify, listening to the insects while gazing at the Milky Way in the night sky—my body feels like it's melting.

It was so difficult to see such a night sky on Earth.

Due to countless artificial lights, the night sky was often just a dark, boring monochrome void.

With the pleasant warmth spreading throughout my body, I just want to stay like this forever.

Knock knock.

Huh? Who would come to my room at this hour?

I'm too lazy... I'm in the highest state of bliss right now and don't want to be disturbed by anyone.

I'll ignore it.

Bubble bubble.

After diving under the water and rinsing my hair, I saw a whitish female figure appearing through the rising steam of the hot spring.

A woman?

"Wait, stop right there."

<Oh my, I've been caught... I mean, Master?>

"State your business. Stay where you are."

<I brought some lemon tea that goes well with hot spring bathing.>

"Oh, that sounds nice. Leave it there and go."

<I can't do that. I'll bring it right to you~♫>

"What?"

Fling.

Stay calm.

I'm a grown adult and shouldn't be flustered by this situation.

The steam from the hot spring makes it hard to see underwater anyway.

Looking at what Arcana is bringing, I see bubbles rising—a familiar visual.

"You have such drinks here?"

<Have you heard of carbonated drinks? It's my special beverage with carbon dioxide dissolved in water, plenty of sugar, and a blend of lemon and a few other ingredients. It's something you can't easily find in this world.>

!!!

Since being reincarnated into this world, there were a few foods I missed the most.
Even more than alcohol, the culmination of modern food engineering.
Carbonated drinks were among them.

With Arcana's technology, making something like this would be trivial, but I felt embarrassed to ask her to use such advanced technology for something as simple as a carbonated drink.

I'm not a child, after all.

"Give it to me now."

The moment I saw it, I could feel dopamine flooding my brain uncontrollably even before tasting it.
I understand why sugar regulation laws were created.

<My, you're more eager than I expected.>

Modern humans are inevitably slaves to sugar and coffee.
I couldn't resist the pleasure of drinking a carbonated beverage after so long, with a taste similar to a certain Japanese drink with pearls.

"Arcana, can you mass-produce this?"

<Of course. I'll prepare various special versions just for Abel.>

Great, I've gained a lot from this southern trip.

....

...?

"By the way, Arcana, aren't you leaving? You said you came to give me this."

I was so distracted by the carbonated drink that I didn't notice Arcana sitting on a small rock right next to my hot spring bath, staring at me.

<Hmm? Should I leave?>

"This is my room, isn't it?"

<Yes? It's not my room.>

Her confident response left me speechless.

"Shouldn't you go to your room?"

<But I don't want to.>

Why on earth not?

"I'm about to get out of here."

<Ah, I see. You'll need a bath after getting out? Would you like me to assist with your bath? With this body, unlike a hologram, I can do anything. Quite convenient, isn't it?>

!!!

"Get out now!"

<Tch, why so shy when I've already seen everything? Disappointing, but very well.>

Wait, what does she mean by "already seen everything"?
That's not... well, maybe it is true? She's shared my vision countless times.
Thinking about it now, embarrassment washed over me from aspects I hadn't considered before.

As I hung my head in a complex mixture of humiliation and shame, I briefly sensed a strong killing intent flaring from somewhere.

<Oh, I should have separated the space beforehand. My mistake. This girl shall take her leave now.>

Why would you need space separation?
Is it appropriate to use such advanced technology just to deliver a carbonated drink?

....

I feel like I won't live to my natural lifespan at this rate.


***


Flash.

After all that commotion yesterday, I fell asleep like I'd passed out, but when dawn came, my eyes opened naturally like clockwork.

I had firmly decided to skip training today, but my body, thoroughly conditioned to its routine, reacted regardless of my intentions.

Even though I wanted to sleep more, Arcana's consistent and semi-forced training regimen has brought me to the point where sleeping comfortably at this hour actually makes me uncomfortable.

Since I'm already up, I thought of something perfect to do instead of training.

This building not only has the small private open-air bath I used yesterday but also a massive hot spring bath lavishly decorated with jade and marble, fit for a king or emperor, which I had already noted when I first arrived.

The current time is 4:30 AM—the perfect time to visit a hot spring.
I've even woken up earlier than usual, making this the perfect time to use that place.

Although it's a mixed bath, nobody would be up and coming at this hour, so my plan is flawless.


***


"Ahh, this is good."

I feel a sense of déjà vu, but truly, a hot spring is best enjoyed when fully immersed in such a vast space.

This is the real experience—the exhilarating sensation from the open view that a small open-air bath can't provide.

This is it.

Plus, having this luxurious and enormous place all to myself gives me an additional sense of satisfaction.

I feel like an emperor.

Using mana to create intricate, massive Eastern-style dragon-shaped water pillars.

Making dragons and having them collide with each other.

My mana control has improved enough to make this possible.

Splash!

As I was playing excitedly like a child, creating water splashes everywhere in this newfound childlike wonder...

Step.
Step.

I saw something white approaching with footsteps.

A white tiger?

No, that can't be.

Seol-hwa is weak in the mornings.

There's no way she would be moving around at this hour.

Perhaps I've reached a level where I can create Seol-hwa with mana.

"Abel?"

...That can't be right.

"Seol-hwa? What are you doing at this hour?"

"Arcana said this place is nice. She told me to come here at dawn when no one would be around."

Arcana?!

I've been tricked.

I let my guard down.

This is clearly Master Gongming's trap designed to throw me into maximum confusion.

But I can't just walk into the trap like Sima Yi's reincarnation.

Though my mind is loudly screaming "trap card activated," I ignore it.

The only consolation is that neither Seol-hwa nor I are completely naked—we're both wearing light robes, but that's hardly comforting.

First, I use the great power of mana to forcibly control my blood flow and maintain bodily composure.

In this situation, I must enter the state of Natural Realm (自然之境) and Unity of Object and Self (物我一體).
I must immediately become one with nature.

I am a roadside stone. A stone. A stone....

!!!!

As I was closing my eyes and earnestly trying to embody a stone, I felt a warm, soft sensation starting from my knees and spreading across my entire body.

Opening my eyes slightly, I saw that she had sat down on my body like a chair, and right before my eyes were two cute tiger ears twitching atop her small head.

The sound of overlapping heartbeats and the soft sensation felt whenever Seol-hwa shifted her position slightly.

Her slightly heated breath, perhaps from the hot spring's heat, and the neckline leading to shoulders and collarbones occasionally visible through her wet silver hair...that's as far as I'll go.

Stay calm.

Your Honor, I abandoned my sense of sight and touch from this point on.

"Seol-hwa? Do you really need to sit on me like that in this spacious place?"

"I like this."

Of course she likes it.
I like it too.

No, even thinking like this is dangerous.
My instincts are already trying to overwhelm my reason.

My instincts are repeatedly shouting "Full speed ahead! Nothing but full speed ahead! Only full speed ahead!" but I must endure through sheer willpower.

Not yet.
Not yet?
No, never.
This is an emergency. These absurd thoughts won't stop.

The more you try not to think about something, the more you think about it, so I need to think about something else entirely.

Yes, the Heart Sutra is the answer.

Form is emptiness, emptiness is form. Form is no other than emptiness, emptiness no other than form.

Buddhist scriptures really work. Their effectiveness is undeniable.

It's having some effect.


"Abel, wrap your arms around my waist."

!!!!!!!

I am a stone.

And being a stone—I ceased to think altogether.

Ch.44 - Boss Monster (1)
After turning myself to stone and stopping all thoughts, thankfully, the dawn hot spring session passed without incident.

It seems all my diligent training in mana control and constant mental discipline wasn't in vain.

Miss Seol-hwa was more satisfied than ever.

That's all that matters. I'm simply fulfilling my duty as Miss Seol-hwa's butler.

After a breakfast table that seemed ready to collapse under the weight of food, I finished preparing to return to the academy and stepped outside. There I saw the brain-pure duo of cat and rabbit—completely different from yesterday's 180-degree attitude change—and another cat beside them.

This other cat spotted me and approached with an angelic smile on a refreshed face, free of all worldly concerns—though I have no idea what happened overnight.

<Master? Did you enjoy your time in the early morning?>

Then she threw a dangerous direct question that could easily be misunderstood by others.

"Thanks to you, I had a good time. But if I had such a good time twice, I might die of a heart attack. You planned this, didn't you?"

<Don't worry. Such trivial heart attacks would be automatically restored by the CPR function. Did I plan it? Of course I did. I always strive for your happy moments♫ It was a conclusion reached after numerous analyses. Didn't you like it?>

"I don't think that's the issue here."

I really can't win against her with words. Of course, I couldn't win physically either.

"Happy time? Heart attack? I think I just heard something that perked up my ears! What are you talking about?"

"Senior! I'm curious too! I'm paying attention!"

Of all places, she had to bring this up in front of these two.

This seems entirely intentional. If the reason for that worry-free expression is what my intuition is screaming about, that would be terrible.

Arcana, pleasure is forbidden!
I can't handle such a terrible future.

"It was nothing."

"There's no such thing as a 'nothing' happy time. If you tell the truth, I'll spare your life."

How persistent. Pretending to show your claws and threatening me isn't scary at all.

"I just enjoyed a hot spring bath with Seol-hwa at dawn. It was nothing."

"Just the two of you at dawn...? When everyone else was asleep, the TWO of you bathed together?"

"S-Senior! You're a man, no, a real MAN!"

Why do you get so excited whenever this kind of talk comes up?
This rabbit's upbringing is a Putin-level mystery.
I can't understand what kind of life a noble family's daughter must have lived to turn out like this.

"No, we were just in the same space."

"There's no way a man and woman could be naked together alone and nothing happened! Just like that night last year!"

"We weren't naked. We were wearing robes. And nothing happened last year either."

"We agreed to call that being naked!"

"That's right! It's the same thing! The conversation of bare bodies! Keuuu, Abel Senior is truly a man!"

Damn, I never expected to be caught by the same trick I always use.

Lani was watching from the side with curious eyes while repeating that "real man" nonsense.

Looking at those sparkling eyes... I really want to give her a knock on the head.

Such a tiny thing. Would it be wrong to give her just one smack?

To be humiliated like this by this foolish duo. It's deeply mortifying.
I must endure. I need to endure. There will be plenty of opportunities for revenge in the future.

"All my juniors are gathered? What was that conversation just now?"

"It was nothing."

It seems Helen had finished preparations and brought Seol-hwa out.

"Abel and the hot spring at dawn... never mind."

Seol-hwa? Why did you stop there?

"Huh? Junior? What did you just say?"

"We just took a bath together in the hot spring. It was nothing special."

"Ah, I... I see. Is that nothing special? That must have been nice for you juniors."

"It would have been nice if you had joined us too, Senior. The interior was so luxurious it seemed fit for royalty."

Wait, I think my brain malfunctioned from the severe mental shock caused by that foolish duo's continuous attacks, and my words came out wrong.

I meant to say "It would have been nice if you had seen it too," but it turned into something completely different.

"Uh... what? I should have joined you? You and me? Me and you? That would have been nice..."

What?

Looking at Helen's face, it had turned into a well-ripened carrot. What did she say at the end? Did I hear that correctly?

"I'm sorry, that was a slip of the tongue."

"Huh? No, no. Haha, it's hot, isn't it?"

It doesn't seem like hot weather though.

....

<Everyone? It's time to depart. Let's return to the academy quickly.>

Thankfully, Arcana's timely intervention helped us escape this awkward atmosphere.

I survived another day.

I just want to go home now.


***


[Sibylla Academy Council Meeting]

"Oh, so Headmaster Uriel will be attending again this year, just like last year?"

"Yes. She notified us in advance. It's quite unusual."

"Well, last year's exam was conducted differently than usual, so there might be changes this year too. Still, there don't seem to be any special circumstances like last year, so I don't see why she needs to be personally involved in deciding the exam format."

"Indeed. Headmaster Uriel seems particularly enthusiastic lately. Perhaps something good happened to motivate her."

"Headmaster Uriel, Chair of the Council, is entering."

"Everyone's here? Then let's begin the meeting."

....

Last year's group combat exam was conducted on an unprecedented scale due to the non-standard crack named Lee Seol-hwa, but this year's first-year students are at the usual level (excluding last year), so there's no reason to unnecessarily involve all grades like last year.

Nevertheless, the reason Uriel came to this meeting with its predictable content was to change the exam format.

If Uriel hadn't attended, the meeting would have resulted in returning to the same format as every year. Traditionally, exam formats weren't changed unless something special happened.

Of course, she could have simply decided on the details using her authority as headmaster and council chair and just notified everyone, but addressing such matters in person was more in line with Uriel's character.

"This year, let's have only first-years participate, but with some variables introduced. After testing last year, I think it could work quite well with a few adjustments. Fortunately, we have the perfect candidate for this approach."

....

As Uriel actively explained, the council members quickly understood.

"I fully agree with the Chair's proposal."

"I agree."

"I second the motion."

"Since all council members have agreed, this year's group combat exam will proceed according to this format."

Tap, tap, tap.

And so, the new exam format was decided.


***


After the whirlwind "field trip" to the south ended and we returned to the academy, life returned to its tedious routine.

Training, classes, assignments, training, classes, assignments.

Now that I've gained Uriel's recognition, it would be good to focus on grades too, but I think it's better to concentrate on training and rest when needed.

Thanks to last year's festival, my reputation has improved enough that I'm not disrespected anywhere.

The strong ones in the academy tend to respect me, and that's enough for me. Unless our terrible Void series can be overwhelmed by sheer numbers, anyone below a certain level would just end up providing food for them.

At minimum, one needs to be able to withstand the mental contamination deployed by the Void series.

Ultimately, what's needed for the future is someone strong enough to resist mental contamination and not be easily devoured.
Unfortunately, those below a certain level can't even engage in battle, so realistically, they're not very useful to me.

As I repeated my training and continued this boring daily routine, I noticed vibrant greenery spreading everywhere and gentle pine breezes wafting through the air.

Taking a breath, I could smell the beginnings of summer, signaling the arrival of exam period—the biggest event for students.

Putin is drinking a special Putinov Vision energy drink every night while studying until dawn in pursuit of his "scholarly warrior" ideal, but I only need to study the theoretical parts with Helen.

Senior Helen, though I haven't said it directly, this unworthy junior is always grateful.

I should express my gratitude again next time we meet. Lately, our senior's reactions have become oddly cute. Perhaps we've grown closer through studying together?

Besides, I don't want to give up the satisfaction of relaxing while others are desperately busy.

Of course, considering my training that starts at dawn, I'm not actually more relaxed than others—I'm living a much more intense life.

"All is in the mind," as they say. Everything depends on how you think about it.

With that thought, I was lying under a tree shade with Seol-hwa, enjoying the early summer grass scent when...

I closed my eyes briefly, and when I opened them, I saw an archangel with snow-white wings, golden hair, and green eyes looking down at me.

I'm so used to this now that it doesn't even faze me.

"Headmaster?"

"Yes, Abel."

"What brings you here when it's not even vacation?"

"I have a favor to ask."

"But it's not vacation time?"

"Yes."

"Then please tell me what it is. If it's something I can do, I'll be happy to help."

Has the NPC quest-giving interval gotten shorter?

It was nice that we opened our hearts and had a deep conversation in the southern wasteland, but it seems she's become much more comfortable giving me quests than before.

"May I sit beside you?"

"Yes, of course."

As Uriel sat down, my head naturally lifted up, and I felt something soft around the crown and back of my head.

Soft? This is... a lap pillow?

I felt the softness and warmth like a mother's embrace, but it's still embarrassing.
If Uriel's appearance gave a motherly impression, it might be different, but she looks about the same age as me!

"Headmaster?"

"Yes?"

"Do we really need to talk in this position?"

Moreover, I don't know where to look with Uriel's ample bosom almost touching my face.

"Don't most men like this position? That's what I understand."

"Men like this position?"

Seol-hwa, who seemed to be sleeping with her head on my lap, suddenly perked up her ears, opened her eyes, and asked Uriel directly.

Come to think of it, both Seol-hwa and I are in similar positions, using each other's laps as pillows.

"Yes, they're said to like it. That's what all the records I've seen indicate."

"I see...!"

Seol-hwa's voice sounded as if she'd realized something profound.
It's nice, of course, but whatever.

"Regardless of whether it's nice... never mind. So what task did you want to assign me?"

If I don't know where to look, I can just close my eyes.
Simple solution.
I only need my mouth free to speak.

"You know about this year's group combat exam, right?"

"Yes, isn't it only for first-years this year? Since there doesn't seem to be any transcendent being like Seol-hwa among them."

Last year's exam was clearly conducted that way because anyone could see Seol-hwa would be difficult to handle.

"Yes. We decided to target only first-years, but we've decided to change the format."

"I'm a second-year student. Why are you telling me about a first-year exam...?"

It doesn't seem like second-years will participate either.

"As one of the key changes to the format, we decided to maintain the boss monster concept role that our student Seol-hwa took on last year."

An uneasy feeling is gradually creeping up.

My intuition is screaming.

That an extremely troublesome task awaits me.

"Yes, introducing different variables rather than keeping the exam format the same every time is a good approach."

"You think so too, Abel? So, I had this thought flash through my mind—Abel would be perfect for that boss monster role. I pushed for this approach in the meeting and came straight here afterward. You'll take it on, won't you?"

"Yes. Wait... what?"

It seems my intuition has very high reliability.
A peaceful exam period all to myself?
Such a thing could never exist for me.

Ch.45 - Boss Monster (2)
"Headmaster, I object!"

I sat up abruptly from my comfortable lap pillow and protested to Uriel.

"Yes, go ahead."

"First of all, aren't there more suitable people than me? Other students, or perhaps professors."

"All faculty members will be deployed to ensure student safety, so we're short-staffed. Also, having a student in this role rather than faculty will better inspire competitive spirit among the students. Among the students, I can't think of anyone better than Abel. Don't you agree?"

Candidate 1. Lee Seol-hwa
Immediately excluded. Seol-hwa's transcendent strength would cause most students to be eliminated without even knowing what hit them. First-years who don't understand what's happening might develop trauma about exams altogether.

"For your information, I don't believe tests are solely about grading and ranking. A good test should help students develop themselves."

Hmm. Adding a difficult criterion.

Candidate 2. Putin
He's strong, but not the type to fight in a way that helps students grow. Excluded.

Candidate 3. Leona, next commander of the Iron Cross Knights.
Can't let students taste the unfair equipment gap so early. Excluded.

Candidate 4. Saintess Lucia
Excellent at defense, but slightly lacking in offensive power. Her gentle personality might make her hesitate and leave her vulnerable to unexpected attacks. Excluded.

Candidate 5. Senior Larry
Nope. Immediately excluded.

Candidate 6...

After much deliberation...

There's no one.

There are fewer suitable people than I thought. Looking at it objectively from a third-party perspective, I'm the best fit under these conditions.

This can't be. This is absurd.
Is Sibylla Academy, supposedly the best on the continent, this short on talent?

"You're... right."

Let's withdraw this objection and move on.

"See? So your first objection is overruled."

"I object!"

"You have another issue?"

"I'm not Seol-hwa. I might collapse more easily than expected against multiple coordinated attacks."

Honestly, if they all gang up on me to take down the boss, can I really defeat them all?
Even if there aren't exceptional first-years like Seol-hwa, there must be some capable fighters.

Just look at Lani—she seems like a silly rabbit, but in a fight, she'd be no pushover.

"I've considered that thoroughly. First, each team in this test has a maximum of four members. And only one team at a time can challenge the boss monster role. If another team interrupts while a challenge is in progress, they'll be immediately disqualified for cheating."

Four people should be manageable. One team at a time.

"Also, while the boss monster is allowed to attack from a distance regardless of these conditions, first-year teams must approach and formally request a challenge before they can attack."

Huh?

These conditions seem too favorable to me.

"Of course, even as the boss monster, your attack range will be limited. Honestly, if Abel took this role, the entire island would be within range, right? That would be far too unfair."

That makes sense.
Still, even accounting for that, these conditions clearly favor me.

"I admit these conditions favor Abel, but I included them because I believe Abel won't simply try to eliminate opponents, but will make appropriate judgments based on the situation to ensure the test proceeds in a positive direction. Don't you agree?"

My trustworthiness has risen too high.
I suddenly feel the pressure.

"Any objections?"

"No, none. I should be the one to do it. This is an opportunity for me too."

Truthfully, I was half-joking earlier, but I was planning to accept the role anyway.
I can't pass up such a good practical experience.

"Right? If there's anything you want, please tell me. I'll try my best to accommodate you. If you need compensation, that's fine too."

"The information you have on the first-years. Can you provide that?"

"Yes, I'll provide it. But only Abel can see it. You must dispose of it immediately after reviewing it."

"Of course."

This is valuable information that's hard to get elsewhere.
There's no reason to refuse the boss monster role.

I've been called many things, but now I'm being treated as a boss monster. Well, this is a good chance to assess our little chicks.

***

"Senior! I heard everything!"

With the group combat test approaching, Lani came running from somewhere, shouting.

"What exactly did you hear?"

What nonsense is this silly rabbit going to spout now?

"Senior, I'm deeply impressed that you've become the boss monster. Congratulations!"

"Hey, why are you trying to bow on this dirt? Don't. And just talk normally. Stop pretending to be serious. Where did this rumor spread from anyway? Is that even something to be impressed about or congratulated for?"

How do people know about this?
And I don't understand why becoming a boss monster is impressive at all.
If I made a list of people whose skulls I'd like to crack open to examine their brains, she'd definitely be near the top.

"Hehehe. Senior Larry is a student council member, isn't she? Since the Student Council President is on the Academy Council, Senior Larry, as a council member, would naturally know everything. And Senior Larry is my soul mate, so I've already heard everything!"

....

As expected. The culprit is always the same.
How Larry Senior got into the student council remains a mystery.
I haven't heard which department exactly, but I can't imagine any department that would suit her.

"That senior's loose lips are always the problem. I bet she's the one spreading all these weird rumors too."

"Hehe. No comment! Anyway, I'm counting on you for this test! I'll give it my all!!"

*Bow*

Right, I'm counting on you too. Please do come at me with everything you've got.

It seems the time for revenge for that humiliating incident at the hot springs has come sooner than expected.

They say a gentleman's revenge isn't late even after ten years, so this is quite prompt.

With that personality, she won't run away, so she's definitely getting 100 knocks on the head.

***

Despite my thoughts, once the test began, I noticed Lani was acting much more cautiously than expected.

I was positioned on top of the low mountain in the center of the island, where Seol-hwa had been last year. Thanks to the clear view from above, I could see quite well what was happening below.

They say there's nothing better to watch than a good fight or a good fire, and with fierce battles raging in all directions and flames from magic shooting up everywhere...

I could use some popcorn.
Nothing beats watching it live.

Around me, as previously set up, throwing spears were stuck in the ground all around.

They weren't as deadly as the ones I threw during the Nyx Hall attack or at the Southern Fortress, but practice spears specially made for this occasion.

Of course, depending on how I throw them, they could still be life-threatening, but I'll have to adjust accordingly.

Our first-year chicks seem busy fighting each other.

The sociable ones have already formed teams and are moving together.

Last year, I regret that I ran into Leona right at the start of this test and was practically retired immediately.

By the way, that silly rabbit is trying to move stealthily...

But is that weapon something that can be hidden by sneaking around?

Was that even allowed to be brought in? It looks like anyone hit by that would be turned into dried fish jerky.

Sure enough, opponents who spotted the massive rocket hammer that couldn't be hidden even by thick bushes were preparing to attack.

....

<Are you concerned about that rabbit lady?>

"I'm just amazed at how ridiculous she's being. There's no way she can hide with that weapon."

<True. But as Abel knows, that's not equipment to be taken lightly. If someone gets hit by that while defenseless, it could be dangerous.>

"Isn't that obvious? It would be stranger if a human could take a hit from that and be fine."

<That's right. It's just classified as work equipment so it doesn't have a grade, but if it were classified as a personal weapon, it would be at least Grade 2. It's basically designed for power armor to 'crush' solid obstacles weighing hundreds of tons. Using something that's not even a weapon as a weapon like that is rather grotesque.>

"Oh, they don't stand a chance."

Without even getting hit directly, the shock wave released from the swung hammer nullified all surprise attacks, and those affected by the shock wave were sent flying and immediately retired.

After watching the silly rabbit's exciting adventure for a while, the wheat began to separate from the chaff.

Those who were going to be eliminated had mostly been eliminated, and those who were going to team up had done so.

This is when the real test begins.

Last year, I became practically retired before this real beginning after encountering a boss-level monster.

Once people have assessed their opponents and realized the risks of attacking first, other thoughts start to emerge.

Just like those four chicks sneaking up the path toward me.

'Rather than fighting formidable peers, let's go after the boss monster. It might be easier.'

That's a reasonable thought, but unfortunately, it's the wrong answer.

They seem to be coming slowly, looking around cautiously, but their opponent can clearly see them and has ranged weapons.

Time to show these chicks the advantage of the high ground.
And instill some tension while I'm at it.

I grabbed one of the practice spears stuck nearby.

Thanks to the roster Uriel gave me, I could clearly see the capabilities of those four people.

I threw the spear—much lighter and simpler than what I usually use—with minimal force and almost no mana.

—Purple Lightning Flash.

Bang!

Though lightly thrown with minimal mana, the spear cut through trees and bushes in a straight line, creating a sonic boom that tore through the air before landing near the four chicks.

The practice spear couldn't withstand the impact and shattered, sending fragments flying in all directions. Though I deliberately missed, one person who took the fragments head-on was immediately retired.

Oops.

Maybe I should have thrown it more slowly, or aimed further away.

Since they were still moving sluggishly, I threw another one, which finally made them move faster.

That's the right answer, chicks.

When your opponent is aiming what's essentially a machine gun at you and concealment or cover is impossible, you should at least charge forward.

Since I didn't intend to take them down with throwing spears, I just lightly threw one or two around them.

"Sibylla Academy Combat Department First-Year Eddie Miller and two others challenge Senior Abel!"

He knows my name?

"Do as you wish."

Helena's Nail... seems unnecessary for this.

I pulled out one of the practice spears beside me.

Even though I yielded the first move, they seemed naturally cautious and didn't approach while measuring the distance.

Glancing around, I could sense others spying on us from below.

"Here I come!"

Since I was just standing there casually with the spear hanging down, Eddie must have thought it was an opening. He concentrated power and mana in his toes and charged at me with his longsword.

"Uaaaah!"

Is that stance called a "form-tak"? A stance with the longsword raised high above the head.

With a loud battle cry, he seemed intent on cleaving me and my spear in two with a downward slash from the high stance.

A fatally wrong answer.

My stance with the spear hanging down might look full of openings, with the upper body completely exposed and seemingly requiring time to lift and swing the spear for attack or defense, but it's the opposite.

This is actually an offensive stance.

"Junior, charging recklessly like that leaves your feet exposed."

The practice spear is called a spear, but without a sharpened blade, it's closer to a staff.

Whack!

I thrust the downward-hanging spear and struck between Eddie's instep and ankle.

"Kuk!"

Eddie fell forward in his charging posture, and in that moment, another junior who had come behind me tried to stab me with a dagger.

Golden Diamond Eight Forms: River Palm.

I turned around, avoiding the dagger while striking his abdomen with my palm.

"For someone who has reached a certain level, there's little difference between sensing the front and the back. Just because I'm a spear user doesn't mean I only use spears. Remember that, junior."

This one seemed specialized in stealth attacks, as a single palm strike with minimal mana to the solar plexus was enough to make him lose consciousness and retire.

"Why are you just standing there, mage junior?"

"...I give up."

"I give up too. The impact on my ankle has left me unable to put weight on it."

"Tsk. Fine."

After fighting desperate opponents for so long, facing these chicks doesn't even serve as a warm-up.

The other chicks who had been watching from below seemed to give up as well, turning their gazes away.

Just as I thought my role was ending...

A massive rocket hammer emerged, forcefully making its way through the dense undergrowth.

Of course.

There's no way she would just give up and leave.

"Combat Department First-Year Lani Blair! I challenge Senior Abel!"

"Welcome. Welcome to the boss field."

In more ways than one.

Ch.46 - Boss Monster (3)
Looking through the historical records of the Blair family of the Britannia Empire, one person stands out prominently.

The first patriarch of the Blair family.

William B. Blair.

Born a commoner in the rugged mountainous region of northern Britannia, he discovered his innate divine power as he grew up and used it to find and develop mines in the mountains.

It is said that while digging deep into the mines, he discovered that artifact.

The family treasure of the Blair family. Found while searching for gold, hence its name.

The Golden Hammer.

With the Golden Hammer in hand, no one in northern Britannia could stand against William, and eventually, rumors reached the imperial family of the Britannia Empire. The history of the Blair family began when William was granted the mountainous region of his birth as his domain.

Of course, according to the records, there are parts that might raise doubts about their credibility.

Tales of shattering entire mountain peaks with a single swing of the hammer, or turning Disaster-class magical beasts that could devastate entire regions into dust with one blow.
Reading through numerous records, there are quite a few details that seem exaggerated or questionable in terms of factual accuracy.

As is often the case, stories about the founding patriarch tend to be embellished, so even the Blair family members regarded these as mere legends.

It is said that after the first patriarch, no one in the Blair family could wield the Golden Hammer.

A family treasure that no one could use, the Golden Hammer was simply stored and maintained in storage.

And so time passed.

Then Lani Blair was born into the Blair family.

Daughters of noble families receive thorough education from a young age—court etiquette, formal language, household management, and many other basic protocols expected of women.

Lani Blair couldn't escape this predetermined path for noble daughters, but she found no interest in any of it.
She particularly detested household management classes and routinely tried to escape, only to be caught and brought back.

What saved Lani during those times was the biography of the first patriarch, William B. Blair.

Even when she returned to her room irritated after being forced to attend lessons that didn't suit her, reading William's biography would immediately lift her spirits.

William's personality was, to put it kindly, the epitome of a real man, or less kindly, close to being completely uneducated, having been born deep in the mountains without any formal education.

It was inevitable that young Lani would gradually be influenced by this as she read it repeatedly.

However, whenever she tried to imitate that tough biography or repeat the first patriarch's words aloud, she received harsh scolding, so she kept these thoughts to herself.

After receiving such thorough education, during a meal, when faced with a diet full of greens—an important virtue for women to maintain their figure—she became irritated and accidentally applied too much force to her grip.

Lani realized that the fork had been molded into the shape of her clenched hand.

Finding this quite fascinating, she consciously applied more force and kneaded it until the fork turned into a metal ball.

And then she realized.

Lani Blair was born with divine strength, just like William B. Blair.

Following that certain intuition that flashed through her mind, she immediately stopped eating and went to the family storage to pick up the dust-covered Golden Hammer.

The excellent grip that fit perfectly as if it were part of her own body. The perfect weight.

"This is it. This is what I've been looking for."

Young Lani thought as she easily lifted the Golden Hammer that no one in the family had been able to wield since the first patriarch.

And so, just as she had read countless times in William's biography, the moment she swung the Golden Hammer once...

The solid ceiling of the family storage flew away completely.

From that day on, the Blair family was in an uproar.

To think that the reincarnation of the legendary first patriarch would be this delicate young daughter.

All household management education for Lani was suspended, and the rigorous combat training typically given to the family's males began.

As a result, with her innate divine strength combined with the family's unique mana cultivation method, no one in the family could stand against Lani, and it was only then that she was able to act as she pleased.

However, by decree of the family head, the Golden Hammer was sealed until Lani could properly control her power.
Since orders from the family head were absolute, even Lani couldn't do anything about that.

And so, when Lani entered Sibylla Academy and heard about Abel Bearwolf, she couldn't help but admire him.

According to her cat senior, despite his calm appearance, he was actually tougher and more aggressive than anyone, manly enough to have numerous women by his side, strong enough to be the runner-up in the festival's tournament, and a passionate enforcer of justice who couldn't tolerate injustice.

He was exactly like the first patriarch whom Lani had admired since childhood through books.

And as if to prove that these stories weren't false, she had seen with her own eyes how he resolved the terrible monster outbreak in the south alongside Headmaster Uriel.

It could be said that Lani Blair's attraction to Abel Bearwolf was inevitable.

Of course, even Lani herself doesn't know exactly whether this feeling is mere admiration or something else.

For now, she thought that swinging this Golden Hammer that had been with the first patriarch in front of Abel might help her figure it out.

With that in mind, Lani stood before Abel.

"Combat Department, first year, Lani Blair! I challenge you, Senior Abel!"


***


Should I use Helena's Nail? I briefly considered it.

But objectively analyzing the situation, I kept coming to the conclusion that there was no need for that, which means I must have definitely gotten stronger.

If I used Helena's Nail, I could probably slice that hammer into pretty star shapes, but that would make Lani sad.

As a senior, I can't let my precious junior fall into sadness.

This should be enough.

Thinking that, I pulled out a practice spear from beside me.

"Senior? Please draw your regular spear. Otherwise, you might end up with a big nose."

Clearly offended that I chose what looked like a toy compared to my regular weapon, Lani immediately spoke up.

"My cute junior. That's something you say after properly gauging your opponent's level. Instead of talking, wouldn't it be better to just come at me? I'll gladly let you have the first move."

"You'll regret this!"

The regret will be yours from now on.

Just like during the exam, despite her crude weapon, Lani didn't charge in recklessly.

This time too, she circled around slowly as if exploring, and...

A fox-like bear... or rather, a fox-like rabbit?

"Hup!"

Boom!

When I deliberately showed a slight opening, thinking it was an opportunity, Lani began to move.

As Lani kicked off the ground, it caved in and vibrations spread in all directions. I could see her accelerating toward me, utilizing her exceptional strength and mana, along with the hammer's propulsion.

This moment lasted only a few blinks, but having seen far faster opponents, it appeared in slow motion to me.

A straightforward downward strike.

Most opponents would have been hit by the pressure wave followed by the hammer's attack without even being able to react, leading to their retirement.

But for someone who can neutralize the pressure wave, it's not much of a threat.

I lightly swung my spear to change the direction of the pressure wave coming from the hammer.

After calculating the hammer's path and dodging slightly to the side...

Tap!

"Ouch!"

I gave Lani a light tap on the head with this rod disguised as a spear.

"Your power is good, but consider that there might be opponents who aren't affected by pressure waves."

Seemingly quite upset about getting tapped, she didn't respond and I could see her trying to swing the hammer sideways again.

I quickly retreated, and she began spinning the hammer like a whirlwind while attacking.
I've seen this style somewhere before. Though a bit more vicious.

While not particularly fast, she was creating pressure waves in all directions, literally scorching the earth around her.

"That's inefficient in a one-on-one situation, junior. Especially against an opponent who isn't affected by pressure waves."

While easily dissipating the pressure waves coming toward me by swinging my spear, I found an opening in the lower part where the hammer's trajectory didn't cover and thrust straight in.

"Ugh!"

According to my calculated impact, she should have buckled at the knees, but seeing her grit her teeth and endure showed she definitely had unusual determination.

Since winning or losing wasn't important, I waited for her to recover, and after a brief moment, Lani recovered and retreated slightly, seemingly preparing something.

"Thank you, senior. Thanks to you, I think I've realized something."

"I don't know what you've realized, but your suddenly serious tone is extremely awkward."

"Hehe, then I'll show you."

Curious about what she wanted to show, I waited, and with a clicking sound, I saw Lani's massive hammer changing its form.

*This is a point-breaking type. Rather than widespread destruction, it concentrates stress to break hard obstacles that are difficult to shatter. I didn't expect her to know that.*

Seeing the blunt hammer transform into a pointed spike at the end made my heart race.

A transforming giant rocket hammer. What a weapon to stir a man's soul.

"Alright, do whatever you want."

"Thank you."

After finishing her words, Lani immediately began attacking, and proving that it wasn't just a change in form, while there were no widespread pressure waves like before, it seemed significantly improved in terms of acceleration and accuracy.

Unlike just before when there were many flashy and unnecessary movements, now her actions were restrained and refined, showing that Lani had indeed realized something in the meantime.

Of course, that doesn't mean I couldn't dodge it, but her continuous attacks were chilling enough that even I would be in danger if I got hit while being careless.

"Good, much better."

Tap!

Seeing another unnecessary opening, I gave her another tap on the head.

"Ouch... thank you...!"

Her response to my words came with heavy breathing and trembling, and looking closely, Lani's arms were already shaking as if reaching their limit, and her pupils were also slightly trembling, indicating she was approaching her end.

No matter how strong she was born, it would naturally be tiring to swing such a massive hammer so vigorously.

As I continued to dodge and attack her obvious openings, she seemed to realize something wasn't working and retreated again.

What is she trying to do now?

And then she started spinning like a whirlwind again, just like before.

Didn't I tell her that was inefficient in this situation?

As I watched, Lani let go of the hammer, and I saw it flying toward me at high speed after leaving her hand.

So that's what she was aiming for.
Even knowing that circular motion can be converted to linear motion, aiming and throwing it at me with such accuracy and speed would have been a highly difficult technique.

While thinking this in the brief moment it took for the hammer to fly toward me, I quickly moved to the side to dodge it, only to find Lani already right in front of me, extending her fist.

Blair Family Ultimate Technique

Heaven-Descending Shattering Fist.

A fist with a destructive force that could shatter even a massive meteor falling from the sky, containing all of Lani's remaining strength.

I considered whether to clash with her using my own strength or just dodge and strike, but then I changed my mind.

Lani's powerful strength combined with the Blair family's mana control method made this single punch truly threatening, but I've realized something during my recent training.

Of course, if I fail, I'll be in danger instead.

First, I let go of the spear in my hand.

True Sight. Maximizing one of my strengths—the ability to see mana itself with my eyes—I pierced through the flow of the solidly combined mass of mana approaching me. I overlaid my own mana on Lani's extending fist, wrapped it with both hands, and intervened in the flow of mana.

Then I redirected the force upward, dispersing the massive impact into the air.

Bewildered by the inexplicable phenomenon of her full-powered punch being naturally lifted upward against her will, dissipating the attack into nothing, Lani froze with her fist extended upward.

After neutralizing her attack that way, I placed my hand on Lani's head.

Instead of giving her a tap... I just ruffled her soft hair and twitchy rabbit ears with my palm and said:

"You did well. Good job."

It's right to praise a child who tried hard.

"S-senior?"

What's wrong with her now? Head bowed and face all red, not like her at all. Is she that upset about losing to me?

"Did I win? Or do you want to continue?"

"No...."

???

Her condition really seems strange.

Did I tap her head too many times? She's already a silly rabbit, and it would be bad if she became even sillier.
I feel kind of sorry now.

"Headmaster Uriel, please take her and check on her. I think I hit her head too hard. She's not in her normal state."

"No, senior...?!"

And so Lani disappeared.

Hmm.

Looking around, I could see the devastated ground and the few remaining first-year chicks.

This test seems to be coming to an end soon.

After observing below, I sat on a rock that still maintained its shape and closed my eyes to rest a bit...

Step.
Step.

My senses, sharpened by the successive battles, caught the sound of footsteps approaching.

Slowly opening my eyes to look at the person, I saw a knight with light sky-blue eyes, similarly sky-blue hair, wearing brilliant white armor inscribed with all sorts of glowing inscriptions and a cape bearing the crest of the Aldebaran royal family, holding a dazzling greatsword, stepping through the traces of destruction.

Different from the Saintess, but similarly displaying her Dragonkin heritage with two firmly protruding horns.

Yes, I thought this woman would definitely remain until the end to challenge me.

A figure who clearly stood out in the materials provided by Uriel.

The strongest first-year.

Princess Knight Estelle Sophia Yushenia of the Magic Kingdom of Aldebaran.

The noble princess of Aldebaran had remained until the end to challenge me.

Ch.47 - Boss Monster (4)
In the Magic Kingdom of Aldebaran, a true powerhouse of magic boasting the headquarters of the Blue Magic Tower and Green Magic Tower, as well as the renowned Carmen Academy, things are complicated. The kingdom has two massive independent forces embedded right in its capital that don't properly submit to royal control—yet these forces form the backbone of the kingdom.

The situation is further complicated because, as a self-proclaimed Magic Kingdom, Aldebaran cannot reduce its substantial support to the Magic Towers without risking the alienation of the kingdom's mages. Carmen Academy, though supposedly a joint venture between the kingdom and the Blue and Green Magic Towers, has long been essentially a branch of the Towers, with most of its board members and professors coming from there.

Traditionally, royalty attended Carmen Academy to maintain harmony between the royal family and the Magic Towers. But this year, something unprecedented happened: Princess Estelle Sophia Yushenia, first princess of the Magic Kingdom of Aldebaran, refused to enter Carmen Academy and enrolled at Sibylla Academy instead.

Aldebaran has no Salic law, so women's succession rights are recognized. Estelle would have been first in line for the throne, but for some reason, she suddenly renounced her succession rights at a young age and swore on her mana to live as the kingdom's guardian knight. With all the kingdom's support behind her, she became the one-person army known as the Knight Princess.

According to Uriel's information, Estelle is an all-rounder—not overwhelmingly exceptional in any single area, but possessing aptitude in combat, magic, and research. And the biggest reason for her research aptitude?

"She's completely decked out in artifacts from head to toe," Arcana remarked admiringly, as if reading my thoughts.

The main reason Estelle is called a one-person army is because she carries all sorts of rare artifacts from the Magic Kingdom and knows how to use them effectively.

"That armor isn't ordinary. It looks like just a stylish full plate armor, but it's actually an Earth Federation power armor. It's forged from mithril, born in stellar cores and extremely rare throughout the universe—priceless. The inscriptions on the exterior are magical. Each of those inscriptions is essentially a small magic circle."

"That's a kind of fusion between magic and science, isn't it? Fascinating."

"And that sword is..."

"That's it, right? Excalibur."

I couldn't not know it. It was so famous that even I, who had little interest in others' strategies, had heard of it.

The holy sword Excalibur. Legend has it that when angels still communicated with the earth long ago, one of them gifted it to the Magic Kingdom as a symbol of friendship. A long, massive greatsword that shines with a blinding white light, it can be considered one of the symbols representing the Magic Kingdom.

Watching her approach with the holy sword that matched her elegant, snow-white armor with flowing curves, I couldn't help but admire the sight—like a masterpiece painting.

"Excalibur? In the Earth Federation, we called it Caliburn, but it's the same thing. It's not a Transcendent Weapon, but in some ways, it surpasses them—a first-class numbered limited weapon. It's a set with the armor, made entirely of mithril alloy, and the inscriptions added to the sword's exterior are, like the armor, each small magic circles."

"I can detect various magic circles on her other equipment too. Honestly, I can't identify all of them."

True to her Magic Kingdom origins, she seems to have covered herself from head to toe in magic.

And the foundation is the trusted Earth Federation technology.

This might be the most terrifying hybrid I've seen created by people of this world.

At this point, she's less a human and more a walking weapon.

Seeing her armed state, which even Arcana couldn't fully analyze, I worried my practice spear would snap like a reed upon contact, so I unsealed Helena's Nail and gripped it.

"First Princess of the Magic Kingdom Aldebaran. First-year combat department, Estelle Sophia Yushenia. I challenge you."

After speaking, Estelle brought her massive sword to her chest and performed a light sword salute.

Her aqua-colored hair shimmered in the sunlight as it fluttered around her beautiful face, creating such an elegant sword salute that I almost let out an admiring gasp, but with superhuman patience, I held back and answered.

"You seem to be the only one left. Why challenge me? You've already secured first place even if we end here."

Estelle frowned at my informal speech and question, then said, "This is all for my training. Will you accept my challenge?"

"I was just asking out of courtesy. Don't be so serious. Of course I'll accept, and as your senior, I'll let you have the first move."

"..."

BOOM!

As I finished speaking, Estelle stepped forward without replying, leaving deep marks on the ground already ravaged by my fight with Lani, and charged at me with explosive speed.

By the time I heard the boom from her step, her body was already before my eyes, swinging that massive greatsword with enough force to cut me in half.

This was too risky to meet head-on.

I quickly retreated sideways using my spear as support, but this time she attempted a body tackle with her shoulder instead of her sword.

An attack with her sturdy armor wrapped in all sorts of defensive magic was no different from an attack with a weapon.

I've used my back and shoulders for attacks like Iron Mountain before, and this was an even more wild and rough form of attack. It seemed more powerful too.

Straightforward attacks, trusting in her powerful equipment and charging head-on.

Simple, but fast and powerful because of it.

However, if you can match that speed, it's not difficult to avoid.

BOOM!

Each sword swing produced a blinding light that distorted my vision, and despite clearly avoiding it, the intense heat radiating from the sword itself made me feel like I was being cooked. If I had been unarmored, this alone would have been quite troublesome.

Estelle herself showed no signs of being affected, suggesting some magic or device was protecting the user.

Helena's Nail could probably withstand clashing with that sword, but I couldn't guarantee my body would hold up if I met those attacks head-on with pure strength.

So I simply wouldn't meet them head-on.

I think I've seen enough now.

Sensing the straight sword strike coming, I deflected the attack with my spear and struck the flat of the blade. Once, twice, three times, four times...

During our rapid exchange, my focused attacks on the flat of her blade seemed to be taking their toll on Estelle's wrist, as her attacks gradually slowed.

Finally...

"This won't work in this state."

After saying that, Estelle quickly retreated and took a sword salute stance, seemingly preparing something.

"Abel, be careful. Unlike before, this is the sword's own ability. In the Earth Federation, this sword was called the Light Sword Caliburn. It's actually a massive plasma sword. The sword is made of solid mithril alloy to withstand the plasma's extreme heat. Any other metal would melt quickly."

...

What kind of place was the Earth Federation? Creating such a sword with insane technology.

The already long and massive sword became covered in plasma and grew even longer until it matched the length of my spear.

The heat radiating from the sword's plasma was enough to scorch my face despite the considerable distance between us.

It's amazing how Estelle can withstand being right in front of that heat with her defensive magic.

Moreover, I could see that this wasn't simple plasma, but plasma combined with mana.

Judging by how the inscriptions densely carved into the sword glowed brighter than before, it seems the Magic Kingdom had added their own modifications to the Earth Federation technology, making its exact power unpredictable.

"Thank you for waiting. I'll come again."

—Purple Lightning Flash

Having heard Arcana's warning but still not having a clear sense of its level, I quickly threw a nearby practice spear at the sword.

I didn't expect much, but the practice spear melted without a trace the moment it got near the sword. At this level, even Helena's Nail could be in danger if it clashed directly.

BOOM!

Estelle leaped like lightning after finishing her words, and I felt her approach my vicinity in an instant.

Until now, I had targeted the flat of her blade with my reach advantage, but now that advantage in distance was gone.

Estelle charged quickly and delivered a powerful vertical slash.

Ignoring my screaming muscles, I instantly created distance and dodged to the side.

The single sword strike that directly hit where I had been split the ground in half, melting it and leaving a massive scar on the surface.

It was the right decision to dodge, even if it meant pushing myself.

If I had tried to meet that earth-splitting strike head-on, I wouldn't have been unscathed even if I had blocked it.

However, given the sword's enormous size and the way it handled vast plasma power, consecutive strikes seemed difficult. I could see her regaining her stance and preparing to charge again.

This time, seeing how she held her sword horizontally rather than vertically, it seemed she intended to block my sideways evasion.

Still, I had now clearly gauged her level.

Attacks with tremendous power based on equipment combining science and magic.

Impressive and strong, but...

That's all.

The nature of martial arts is such that beings born with great power rarely feel the need to develop martial skills.
Angels, who grow stronger just by breathing, don't develop martial arts.
Their innate power is sufficient.

So, in the end, martial arts are a means for the weak humans to confront naturally powerful beings.

Feeling Estelle approach, I faced her head-on with my spear.

A horizontal slash with the plasma sword containing enough energy to split a mountain.

BOOM!

Looking straight at the attack, I firmly planted my feet on the ground and, in a split second, imbued my spear tip with will and thrust it forward to meet her attack.

Six-Harmony Great Spear, Heart-Intent.

Six Harmonies, One Strike, Void.

A thrust that seemed no brighter than a firefly compared to the sun-like power contained in Excalibur.

But that was enough.

Following the path of my spear, the sun-like plasma light dimmed as my spear pierced through like lightning all the way to Excalibur's hilt, and I saw undisguisable shock in Estelle's eyes.

Just before my spear tip reached Estelle's hands gripping the hilt...

Estelle abandoned the sword and rolled on the ground to avoid my attack.

To think a noble princess would roll on this dirt.

Her snow-white armor was now dirty with soil.

Estelle seemed unwilling to give up and still wanted to fight, but the match was already over.

I walked past the now-dimmed Excalibur lying on the ground before me and pointed my spear blade at Estelle's nape.

"Princess Estelle. Well fought."

"..."

Hearing those words, Estelle bit her lip slightly and seemed to contemplate for a moment, but then with a refreshed expression:

"I've lost. My training was insufficient."

She cleanly acknowledged her defeat.

***

The group combat test ended with Estelle.

Oh, my aching body. Fighting consecutive battles has left my joints throbbing and my muscles screaming.

Since only Estelle and I remained on the island, we were amicably summoned by Uriel and stood before her.

"Congratulations on being first-year valedictorian, Estelle."

"No, I only felt the bitter inadequacy of my training."

Since I was essentially a bonus, Estelle, who had remained until the end and reached me, naturally took first place in the group combat test. Her well-rounded hexagonal abilities proved to be more than just for show as she also became the first-year valedictorian.

"Congratulations, Princess."

I had used informal speech when we first met to provoke her for assessment, but it didn't seem right to continue. Given her status and the Confucian soul within me crying out...

"No, I should thank you, Senior Abel. You made me realize my shortcomings. I will strive harder and challenge you again. And please speak comfortably as you did before. This academy doesn't distinguish between social statuses."

Of course, it's different when someone asks you to speak informally. I'm a flexible person.

"Sure. I'll be looking forward to it."

Estelle's eyes widened slightly; she probably hadn't expected me to switch to informal speech so quickly after she gave permission.
A common commoner might not dare, but I'm a citizen who lived in the egalitarian society of the 21st century.
In our society, princesses were mostly like nationally certified idols.

Snap.

Uriel sent Estelle away and stood before me.

"Abel, well done. You met my expectations as always."

"I gained a lot too. Students like Lani and Estelle show promise for the future."

"Right? I was worried they both relied too heavily on their weapons, but they seem to have gained good insights from this opportunity. Thank you as always, Abel."

"It's nothing. You worked hard supervising the test too, Headmaster."

"Is there any reward you'd like? I can't think of anything specific I could offer at my discretion."

"I want to rest. Please send me directly to the front of Nyx Hall. I'm too tired to walk."

"...You're not greedy. Very well."

After finishing her words, Uriel suddenly embraced me from the front with both arms.

With a soft feeling, I found myself at the front of Nyx Hall when I came to my senses.

"Abel?"

...

And waiting in front of Nyx Hall was Seol-hwa.

"You seem unharmed. I'll be going now."

Uriel, who had brought me directly to Nyx Hall, gave a slight wink and disappeared instantly.

???

Headmaster? Did you really need to check that with such a suspicious posture while teleporting together?
Couldn't you have just snapped your fingers? And a wink?

"Seol-hwa, this is..."

As I tried to explain in confusion, Seol-hwa smiled slightly and said:

"Abel, did the test go well?"

"Well, yes, it went well...?"

"Good, then let's go in. You worked hard, Abel."

....

.......

"Yes, let's go in."

Ch.48 - Saintess Lucia (1)
The loud bang echoed through the grand hall where colorful light streamed through stained glass windows. A golden wine cup was thrown down, spilling red wine across the intricate mosaic floor.

"So, we're short on 'materials'?" asked the elderly man sitting on a throne adorned with platinum and jewels, his voice filled with anger.

"Yes. At this rate, we may not be able to guarantee the success of the Great Ritual," replied the middle-aged man in a crimson soutane, bowing his head before the elder.

"How can we be short on 'materials' when there are so many useless ones around? Just use whatever is available!"

The middle-aged man opened his mouth to speak but closed it again.

"Has the Emperor noticed anything?"

"I cannot tell. But this Great Ritual isn't harmful to the Empire, is it? Even if the Emperor knows, he would turn a blind eye."

"Indeed. That fox-like man always does." The elder nodded. "What about the west?"

"After the meteorite fall in the west, recent events appear to be Master Rinaldo's, the Vice Commander of the Paladin Order, acting alone. However, it's likely happening with the Commander's tacit approval. Besides Master Rinaldo, unknown forces have been interfering with our plans."

"And the Emperor didn't bother to restrain his Paladin Order."

After deep contemplation, the elderly man struck his staff—shaped like a cross with three horizontal lines of different sizes at the top—against the floor.

"I command you to ensure the Great Ritual succeeds by any means necessary. We will also move up the execution date."

"All according to God's will."

***

<Abel, it's time to wake up.>

The advanced Arcana alarm was ringing. It must be time to get up.

Soft breathing sounds accompanied by a gentle musk scent came from nearby.

Hmm, again today?

Opening my eyes, I saw Seol-hwa curled up beside me, fast asleep.

These days, she sneaks into my bed whenever she gets the chance. I've become so used to it that I don't even think about it anymore.

Well, I do have thoughts about it, but even those have become familiar. At first, Arcana would move her back, but now she seems to have given up. After all, Seol-hwa just sleeps next to me, nothing more.

She does the same thing during the day when she's bored, so nights aren't special.

I keep telling myself this, but there have been dangerous moments. Sometimes she naturally hugs me in her sleep, or puts her hands, feet, or tail on my body. Sometimes she tries to climb on top of me. Sometimes I feel her warm breath tickling my neck or cheek.

This 18-year-old body of Abel produces age-appropriate powerful hormones that occasionally try to let instinct overrule reason, but that's not happening. Don't underestimate the self-control of a civilized adult from the 21st century. Besides, I can use the great power of mana to control my blood flow and maintain composure. So I swear to heaven I have nothing to be ashamed of.

Of course, Nyx Hall has strict rules about gender separation in dormitories, but when a Transcendent like Seol-hwa uses her strong will to enter like this, the only people who could stop her are Arcana and Uriel—neither of whom seem interested in doing so.

I can't exactly run to Head Maid Veronica to tattle about this either. She'd probably just give a verbal warning, which wouldn't accomplish anything.

No matter how I look at it, I'd be the only one to suffer. And if this information somehow leaked to Senior Larry's ears... I don't even want to imagine that future.

Besides, I don't really mind. Who wouldn't enjoy having a cute, pretty girl like Seol-hwa sleeping next to them? She has good sleeping habits too.

And she seems to still be growing, her figure becoming more curvaceous...

No bad thoughts allowed. I almost let instinct overrule reason again. How foolish.

In situations like this, avoiding the source of the problem is the answer. I got up, tucked the blanket around Seol-hwa, gently stroked her head, and quietly prepared to leave.

"Abel...? Going to train?" Seol-hwa asked, half-raising her body in a drowsy state.

"Yes. I'm a bit late today."

Still half-asleep, Seol-hwa waved her hand slightly.

"Have a good time..."

How cute. Cuteness really can save the world.

"Go back to sleep. There's still time before Nyx Hall's wake-up call."

"Okay."

I carefully closed the door as Seol-hwa closed her eyes and lay back down.

***

Summer vacation was just two days away after the group combat test. As I walked to the training ground in the cool early summer morning air filled with fresh flower scents, I could see the magnificent cathedral being built under the Holy Empire's direction.

The foundation work had been completed long ago, and they were now busy raising the frame. Still a long way to go.

And nearby was our Saintess, supervising the construction since early morning.

At first, we just exchanged brief greetings as we were both busy, but now that we both had more time, our casual morning chats before my training had become the highlight of my dawn routine.

As I trudged toward the training ground with heavy steps, Saintess Lucia spotted me and waved with a bright smile.

"Abel! Good morning!"

Being around this gentle, energetic Saintess naturally boosted my motivation and energy. I suspect that personality played a major role in her selection as Saintess.

"Good morning, Saintess."

"Everyone, take a 30-minute break!"

This had become our daily dawn chat time. At first, she let the workers continue while we talked, but that felt awkward, so now she openly declares a break so we can chat before parting ways. The workers need time to wake up and rest anyway.

Until last year, they were bombarded with noise complaints, but now they've installed sound-blocking barriers around the construction site and work proceeds 24 hours a day in shifts.

In some ways, it seems more impressive than the 21st century. I wonder how much money they're spending to build one cathedral. Is this okay for the Holy Empire?

"Saintess, you're not going anywhere during summer vacation either, right?"

I didn't want my dawn friend to disappear.

"No, I need to supervise this cathedral construction! Though I'm not sure if it will be completed before I graduate."

From what I can see, even working 24 hours a day at this pace, it seems impossible. Based on the scale and plans I've heard, it's like the Sagrada Familia on Earth—it wouldn't be strange if it took over 100 years to build.

"But once the foundation is established, won't they manage on their own? The Holy Empire has plenty of experienced cathedral builders."

"That's true. I made a mistake...! I never imagined it would become such a large-scale project. I just asked for it without knowing anything, but from now on, I should carefully research before proceeding with anything. I forgot my position and proceeded as I wanted, and it turned into this scale."

"Everyone develops by trying different things."

Children grow through their failures, after all.

When I said that, Lucia suppressed a laugh. Did I say something wrong?

"Pfft, Abel, you're definitely my age, but you talk like old man Rinaldo."

...She's quite perceptive.

"Do you have plans for the vacation, Abel?"

I had a feeling Uriel wouldn't give me any hardcore quests this time, but you never know.

"If I don't receive any special assignments, it's just training and rest as usual. Last summer and winter vacations, I received assignments as soon as the break started, but I'm not sure about this summer."

I still have a long way to go. The Transcendent Realm seems within reach, yet the more I focus on it, the further it feels.

The only consolation is that I can see myself improving little by little with each training session. I shouldn't be impatient. If I accumulate practice gradually, the path will eventually become clear.

"That's right. Let's do our best together!"

Looking at Lucia with her fists clenched firmly, I found her oddly admirable and my hand started to rise before I stopped myself.

Physical contact with the Saintess didn't seem appropriate.

"It's nice talking with you every morning like this. Actually, I don't have many friends."

"I would have thought someone like you would be popular, Saintess."

"Being popular and having many friends are different things. Everyone hesitates to approach me because of my status. As a Saintess, I can't act as freely as other students, and I think that makes others perceive me differently. Though it's a bit different here."

Lucia smiled shyly as she spoke.

"That sounds difficult."

"Right? It's a challenging problem."

While chatting with Lucia, I noticed the sky turning red as dawn approached. Early summer meant earlier sunrises.

Lucia clasped her hands together, closed her eyes, and began praying toward the rising sun.

Her elegant, sacred appearance was captivating every time I saw it.

A beautiful Saintess praying with the sunrise was like appreciating a well-crafted work of art.

Of course, the rising sun is just light from nuclear fusion reactions, but human emotions can't be judged by reason alone.

The religion she belongs to is Zemyna, the state religion of the Holy Empire and the largest faith on the continent, but honestly, I haven't paid much attention to this world's religions. Seeing her pray toward the sun, I assume there must be some solar deity doctrine... but that's just speculation. I don't personally believe in an omnipotent god in this world anyway.

If anything, Earth's humanity seems more godlike to me.

Unlike other fantasy worlds, there's no divine power granted by gods here—just the transcendental energy called mana. Even the Holy Arts are just different ways of using mana.

After several minutes of prayer with closed eyes, Lucia slowly opened them.

"Are you finished with your prayer, Saintess?"

"Yes. I'd prefer to follow more formal procedures, but that's difficult here."

"You don't need elaborate formalities to look beautiful and sacred. I find myself admiring you every time I see you pray."

"Thank you..."

"Well, I should go train now. Good luck with your work, Saintess."

"Yes. I'll pray for your success!"

And so ended our brief morning break.

The next day.

And the day after that.

And the day after that.

I couldn't meet Saintess Lucia again.

Ch.49 - Saintess Lucia (2)
Saintess Lucia has no surname.

While it would be natural for someone who joined the Gemina Church to abandon all worldly possessions and keep only their baptismal name, Lucia's case was different—she had neither surname nor given name before her baptism.

The reason?

Saintess Lucia was born in a red-light district.

A saintess born in a brothel quarter.

Even Lucia herself thought it sounded absurd, but this was the absolute truth, she would swear to Gemina God.

Lucia grew up not knowing who her father or mother were.

Her father was merely a visitor to the red-light district, and her mother, fearing assassination from what must have been a nobleman father, abandoned Lucia in the back alleys of the brothel quarter when she could no longer hide that Lucia was a dragonkin—an extremely rare race.

For nobility, a child born in a red-light district was a shameful blemish they would want to erase completely, especially one from a rare race like the dragonkin, who were easily identifiable.

That's why when Lucia understood what the red-light district was, she understood and forgave her mother who abandoned her.

For Lucia's mother, who was nothing more than a powerless courtesan, it would have been terrifying even if Lucia's father had no such intentions.

The first memories that Saintess Lucia, born in the red-light district, formed were of the smell and texture of hard, rotten bread crawling with maggots near the gutter where she was abandoned, the unbearable disgusting taste, and the damp, fishy smell and moldy odor of the back alleys.

An ordinary race would have died shortly after being abandoned in the alley, joining Gemina God's side, but the blessed dragonkin body forced Lucia to survive no matter the circumstances or what she ate.

Even if it was rotting food no better than garbage discarded in back alleys, insects...

...or rat carcasses.

Thus, Lucia tenaciously survived in the back alleys of the red-light district.
With nothing but survival instinct, living among piles of filth, hardly different from a beast.

And then he appeared.

The large cathedral near the red-light district regularly sent volunteers to the area.
That day was when the newly appointed Archbishop Pierre Cauchon was scheduled to lead a major volunteer group to the red-light district to commemorate his appointment to the diocese that included the large cathedral.

Saintess Lucia was discovered by Archbishop Pierre Cauchon.

Normally, no one would have paid attention to the filthy, beast-like Lucia, and indeed, passersby in the past had never given her even a glance. But the sharp eyes of Pierre Cauchon, a former Inquisitor, saw through to Lucia's essence.

Despite surviving like a beast in the back alleys of the red-light district, eating rats and rotten bread, he saw her miraculous body that continuously developed, her strong will visible in her clear eyes that shone brightly even through dirty, muddy water, and her pure white, noble soul that even the dim lights of the red-light district couldn't obscure.

It was like a proud and beautiful lotus flower blooming brightly even in the mud.

Thus, young Lucia was rescued by Pierre Cauchon and entered the Stephanie Convent.

Finally, she transformed from beast to human.

Though she doesn't know who her birth father was, if asked who her benefactor and adoptive father is, she would name Pierre Cauchon, and if asked who was like a father to her, she would name the Paladin Rinaldo.

Life in the convent was strict, ascetic, with relentless harsh education and as confining as a cage with little freedom, but for Lucia who had wandered the back alleys of the red-light district, it was nothing short of heaven.

Roses and briars cannot be distinguished before they bloom.
Lilies and forsythias cannot be distinguished before they bloom.

But lotus flowers can be recognized as lotus flowers even before they bloom.

Lucia's strong will and nobility, which even the cesspool-like back alleys of the red-light district couldn't hide, eventually made her shine brighter than anyone else in the convent.

Rumors of the solitary, nobly shining Lucia spread beyond the Stephanie Convent and finally reached the ears of Pope Martin VI residing in the papal territory of Pontificium.

After that, the process of her selection as a saintess was smoothness itself.

To a degree that even Lucia herself couldn't understand.
After several interviews with high priests, an audience with His Holiness the Pope, and an audience with the Emperor of the Holy Empire.

When Lucia was recognized as the sole saintess of the Holy Empire after completing all the processes that were extremely brief for selecting a representative saintess of the Holy Empire, Archbishop Pierre Cauchon was elevated to the position of Cardinal for his merit in selecting the saintess.

After Pierre Cauchon became Cardinal, he became the leader of a group and became incredibly busy.
Lucia also enrolled in Sibylla Academy according to the Gemina Church doctrine that to serve God and understand humans, one must experience society.

Time passed, and the summer vacation of her second year was just two days away.


***


10 AM, one day before summer vacation.

Since all academic schedules were already finished, it was practically as if vacation had already begun.

And this time during vacation is when I have "training" with Arcana.
If I act weakly, punishment disguised as education flies mercilessly, but lately her responses have become quite gentle.

In the past, being beaten like a punching bag was just daily routine.

Thinking about those times is still horrifying.
Back then, Arcana, as if trying to teach me familiarity with pain, would deliver savage attacks that could easily break something despite her pure appearance, and thanks to that, I've developed resistance to most pain.

Especially for attacks that shake my insides—now I can fight without pain blocking, even when blood wells up in my mouth, I just swallow it and ignore it.

...Could that really have been her intention?

Being Arcana, the pinnacle of human intellectual achievement, rational and cool-headed, she must have had some purpose.

Usually, Arcana would face me wearing just her regular maid uniform that she wears in Nyx Hall, as if she needed nothing to deal with me, but today I saw her coming with a small box-like object in her hand.

Is it finally time to get beaten with a weapon?
Judging by the box size, it seems we're starting with small weapons first.

"Abel, a moment."

Arcana, who came right in front of me, opened the box.

"Stay still."

As it was the command of the great Queen Arcana, I remained perfectly still, and she took out something like a short cape from the box, approached me, spread her arms as if to wrap around my neck, and placed the cape on my shoulders.

"Oh, what's this? You're making these things now too?"

As soon as I put it on, it naturally clung to me perfectly, so it seems some advanced technology is involved, but other than that, the material and shape make it look like just a decorative piece.
The design matches well with my usual clothes, which is hard to believe is AI's sense.

"It looks like a simple short cape, but it's a kind of nano-machine cluster. It will combine with your suit to increase your defense. It's in this form now, but shape transformation is also possible. You can think of it as additional external armament for the nano suit."

Well, after fighting with Estelle last time, I was thinking it might be better to wear additional armor like power armor.

Even if not mithril armor, with Arcana's technology, she would surely make something excellent.

As if reading my mind, she made something like this. Is my psychology also subject to analysis?

Plus, this doesn't interfere with daily life and can be worn normally, so it's definitely a more sophisticated form of armament.

"Due to the built-in shield magic, it automatically defends against minor attacks, but when receiving attacks beyond that power, the defensive nano-machines are consumed first, so there's the inconvenience of having to recharge it later. Still, this should withstand even a direct hit from Prydwen's secondary armament."

This was a more formidable item than I thought. To withstand a direct hit from a railgun of that power.

"Anyway, as long as it's not a surprise attack you don't perceive, you can respond, Abel. However, this is a prototype product that combines science and magic at a microscopic level, which I'm making for the first time, so a bit more 'experimentation' is needed to secure actual data."

Did I just hear something extremely concerning that shouldn't be ignored?

After finishing her explanation of the equipment, Arcana smiled sweetly and spoke again.

"So, Abel, let's start the experiment!"

...


***


1 PM, one day before summer vacation.

After being thoroughly subjected to Arcana's "experiment."
In my life that revolves like the same hamster wheel every day, this time can be considered mental relaxation time.

Or you could call it time to perform my duties as a butler.

Even on Earth, butlers had mandatory time to serve their masters with toys every day.

I can be considered the same.

The place I'm heading to, holding hands amicably with my master Seol-hwa, is a café near the South Gate commercial district where Senior Larry works every vacation. We're going right after hearing that Senior Larry has already started working.

The level of civilization in this world is quite interesting—some aspects seem worse than Earth's medieval period, while others are as convenient as modern times thanks to mana and magic.

However, only people in developed cities like Reinstadt, imperial capitals, or royal capitals can fully enjoy these conveniences.

Anyway, I'm one of those in such privileged areas.
On the way, I put a piece of candy in Seol-hwa's mouth.

"Welcome, nya!"

Senior Larry greeted us cheerfully as we arrived, and I spoke with a stern, solemn, serious expression:

"One shaved ice. Loaded with fruit, honey, and syrup."

After hearing my resolute words, Senior Larry beat her chest as if to say "trust me" and disappeared in an instant.

That's right.

I couldn't have imagined it, but in this world too, you can eat fruit shaved ice in summer.

Looking at Earth's past history, it wasn't easy to eat ice in summer until civilization developed, but in this world, since everyone handles at least a minimum of mana, ice-making tools seem to be somewhat available in cities like Reinstadt.

I apologize for calling it a barbaric fantasy world before.

If you can easily make shaved ice in summer, it's a civilized world.
Reflecting again on my prejudice based on Earth, I looked to the side...

Seol-hwa, who usually doesn't show much expression, has flushed cheeks, showing her high expectations thanks to my enthusiastic explanation about shaved ice beforehand.

Girls this age really can't help it.

THUD!

"Here it is, nya!"

Oh wow.

As if to prove that Senior Larry's chest-beating wasn't just for show, my heart swelled at the sight of a huge bowl placed on the table with layers of fruit piled high on ice, as if daring us to eat until we die.

This gives me the same shocking feeling as when I got carbonated drinks from Arcana.

Seol-hwa is already taking spoonfuls, seemingly immersed in complete happiness.

That's all that matters. I'm glad I came after hearing about this.


***


5 PM, one day before summer vacation.

It was just like any other day so far, except that Saintess Lucia, who said she wouldn't go anywhere during vacation, had disappeared somewhere, causing the morning healing time to vanish.

This time was when I would meet Senior Helen and go to the library together.

Knock knock.

I knocked on the door of Senior Helen's professor's office.
Before going to the library together, I needed to meet Senior Helen at her office first.

"Come in, junior."

She knows who it is without me saying anything now.

So I entered Senior Helen's room, and...

"Junior, would you be interested in becoming a teaching assistant?"

What?

Senior Helen suddenly blurted out something scary.

Ch.50 - Saintess Lucia (3)
Two days before summer vacation.

Life in a monastery could be described as a process that turns humans into tools.

Doing predetermined things at predetermined times, thinking only predetermined thoughts.

If you live like that long enough, there comes a point where your body naturally performs these actions without conscious thought.

And for me, Lucia, who bears the name of the Holy Empire's only Saintess, this is even more true.

Though the academy's nature doesn't allow for the strict schedule of monastery life, I still faithfully observe the three daily prayers of the Gemina Church's Divine Office—at sunrise, noon, and sunset—unless something truly unavoidable comes up.

While there's no grand cathedral within the academy, the administration was considerate enough to build a small chapel near Hecate Hall, the Magic Department's dormitory. Thanks to this, I can at least perform my noon prayers with some degree of formality, which I'm truly grateful for.

As expected of our noble Headmaster Uriel, she has such a generous heart.

I placed the holy water vessel, lit the candles, knelt down, closed my eyes, and joined my hands in prayer.

Though I repeat these prayers daily, I do so with complete sincerity and devotion.

....

.......

Give us this day our daily bread,
And forgive us our trespasses,
As we forgive those who trespass against us,
And lead us not into temptation,
But deliver us from evil.

.......

....

How much time had passed?

As I finished my prayer and slowly opened my eyes, I saw a dark silhouette hazily reflected in the silver holy water vessel.

I slowly stood up and turned around.

"Saintess Lucia."

A man wearing a black robe, with muscles so firm they couldn't be concealed even by the thick fabric, called out to me. With his hood pulled all the way over his head, the only thing clearly visible was a dark iron cross with a skull decoration in the center, hanging near his chest.

I knew who these people were.
How could I not?
There was only one group in the vast Holy Empire that used black robes and dark iron crosses with small skulls as their symbol.

The Malleus Maleficarum, the Inquisition Bureau under the Holy Empire's Papal Territory and Papal Office.

The most powerful military group in the Papal Territory, composed of Inquisitors.

An Inquisitor of that organization.

"What business does an Inquisitor have with me? Has some purification target infiltrated the academy?"

If the Paladins are the Emperor's sword in the Holy Empire, then these Inquisitors are the Pope's shadow.
Though fewer in number than the Paladins, their individual capabilities might be the highest average on the entire continent.

They're not just skilled in combat—they often handle high-difficulty missions like tracking purification targets alone, so they possess many exceptional talents.

But why would an Inquisitor come to me?

"No. There are no purification targets in this academy. However, I need you to come with me."

Just like that, so abruptly? Even though the academic schedule has ended, summer vacation hasn't even started yet.

"I'm confused. Or am I under some accusation? I swear by Gemina that I've done nothing of the sort."

After all, when an Inquisitor requests your company, it's usually for unpleasant reasons.

"That is not the case either."

"...Can you tell me the reason?"

"I apologize, Saintess. All I can tell you is that you must accompany me right now."

As I suspected. These people are known for their inflexibility—they'd be offended if called second-most rigid on the continent.

"In that case, could you give me just a moment? There are people I need to inform about my departure."

I just said this morning that I wasn't going anywhere, so it would be awkward to suddenly disappear.
I should at least tell Abel.
He might be waiting for me.

"My orders were to bring the Saintess immediately and in secret. We have no time, and this matter must not be disclosed to outsiders. Please come with me now."

"You scoundrel! How dare you speak so rudely to the Saintess! Even an Inquisitor has no right to address the Saintess in such a manner!"

Ah.

He finally exploded.

The Holy Empire's Emperor's Sword, the Paladin Order, and the Holy Empire's Pope's Shadow, the Inquisitors, don't get along very well.

The Paladin Order guarding the light side of the Holy Empire and the Inquisitors protecting its dark side—the subtle power struggle between Emperor and Pope.

As they say, there cannot be two suns under heaven. Even in a vast empire, it's too cramped for two emperors to reside.

It seems the Paladin uncle who always follows me as my bodyguard couldn't contain his anger at the Inquisitor's continued rudeness. He never liked Inquisitors anyway.

"I'm fine."

They're all living under the same roof, so it would be nice if they could get along better.

Being caught in the middle, I've found myself in awkward positions more than once, and not just this time.

"...Very well."

His voice is still full of anger, but I think this side will be fine now.

"......"

Inquisitors are the type of people who make you wonder if they even have emotions.

"Even though we're still in the academic term, if I can't know the reason, I should at least know whose orders these are. I'll decide whether to go or not after hearing that. Even an Inquisitor doesn't have the authority to forcibly take me away."

If it's not a Lord-level Inquisitor but just a regular one being this forceful with me, a Saintess, it's likely orders from higher up.

Who could it be? What level of authority issued this order?

"...Of course. This order comes from Cardinal Pierre Cauchon, Director of the Malleus Maleficarum Inquisition Bureau."

"The Cardinal? If that's the case, there was no need to send an Inquisitor..."

"And the one who gave orders to Cardinal Pierre Cauchon is 'Him.' Is this sufficient for you to accept my request to accompany me, Saintess Lucia?"

This is.......

I have no choice.

"Very well. I accept. Lead the way."


***


One day before summer vacation, 5 PM.

"Junior, have you ever thought about being a teaching assistant?"

Helen Senior blurted out this terrifying question as soon as I entered the professor's office.

"S-Suddenly?"

As soon as I heard those words, memories from my past life on Earth began flooding back.

When I was still attending university on Earth.

My memories of those guys called teaching assistants but treated as graduate students... always with dark circles under their bloodshot eyes, clutching iced americanos, wandering around department buildings like something between zombies and ghosts.

Or moving laboratory materials, carrying heavy equipment and bags that resembled construction site loads.

Or if not that, then passed out asleep in some room near the laboratory.

Some TAs seemed better off, but most were in such states.

Naturally, my image of "teaching assistant" couldn't be worse.

"Yeah, actually there's not much to do as my assistant. You'd just live like you do now. Just spend a little less time at the library and more in my office instead? I'll provide a desk and chair! Your lifestyle won't change much, and there's even a small salary?"

I'm slightly suspicious, but Helen Senior isn't the type to exploit me like a slave.

"If I'm going to the library anyway, is there really any need for me to be in your office?"

"Come on, Junior. Don't try to get away with doing nothing. Actually, I need something to report to the administration. Even though only we use this building since former Professor Antonio disappeared. Still, procedures and formalities matter, right?"

That's true. Even if it's nothing significant in reality, writing those few lines on a document has meaning.
This building sees very little foot traffic due to the Special Repository and Special Archives.

Those two treasure vaults are so thoroughly protected by Uriel's magic that there's no need for people to guard or manage them from inside the building.
And since it's best to minimize exposure to treasure vaults by reducing both visitors and residents...

Previously, Professor Antonio used the building alone, and now Helen Senior is the only one here.

Alone with Helen Senior in a building like this, just the two of us in one room?
That's not just "not bad," it's actually goo—no, bad thoughts are forbidden.

For a moment, I almost charged full speed ahead into the realm of instinct.

Actually, this isn't entirely my fault.
Let me ask about what's been bothering me.

"Fine, I'll be your assistant. But Senior, your outfit today is quite different?"

Normally, Helen Senior wraps herself completely in the red robe symbolizing the Red Magic Tower, regardless of season. But today, that red robe is carelessly thrown over a chair in the corner, and she's wearing something completely opposite—clothes with intense exposure.

A short skirt revealing her thighs and a white uniform-like top with her chest half-exposed—an outfit both elegant and daring. I'm honestly not sure where to look.

Even when fully covered in her robe, her voluptuous figure was evident, but now she's dressed like this, pushing my male instincts to the brink of explosion.

The subtle, sweet scent of wildflowers and peaches wafting through the office doesn't help.
Neither do those slightly twitching fox ears and that fluffy red tail I rarely get to see, now fully displayed, mysteriously stimulating male interest.
This room contains too many elements that trigger a man's instincts.

This is dangerous.

But as a man, I can't refuse.
I'm not impotent.
So I can only endure.
I may not be impotent, but I am a rational human being.

"Hehe, is it that obvious? It's summer, you know. Being stuck alone in this dreary building without going anywhere, I needed a change of mood. Does it look strange to you? I actually put some effort into it."

Hmm.
I see. Mood change, that's important.
And anyone can tell you really put effort into it, Senior.
It's like the level of effort an ex-girlfriend puts into her appearance when attending her ex-boyfriend's wedding.

"Not at all, it suits you perfectly, Senior. You're so breathtakingly beautiful that I don't know where to look."

I'm even afraid to look directly into those transparent red eyes.

"Tch, what's that supposed to mean? You can look at me like you usually do. I know where your eyes often wander to."

As she says this, she glances at my chest.
...Oh no, she noticed.
How embarrassing. This fox senior seems to be getting bolder in her speech.

"That's not my intention. It's instinct. Any healthy man would be the same."

As I finished speaking, Helen Senior suddenly put her hands behind her back, approached until she was right in front of me, and stared at me with those glowing red eyes.
Eyes forward, 45 degrees up! No bad thoughts. No bad thoughts!

"Hmm. Is that so...? I'm curious about this male instinct. Care to explain?"

Speaking like that while staring at me from a distance where I can feel your breath is too dangerous.
You might really get devoured.
Or am I the one being devoured by the fox?
At this point, should I just charge full speed ahead...?

Stop these bad thoughts!

"Senior, I just had a momentary memory lapse. Did I say something?"

"Tch, Junior, you're so slick."

Calm down. This fox senior is just a kid who turned twenty. A kid.

It's ridiculous for me, with a mental age approaching thirty, to have such thoughts about a mere twenty-year-old.

But isn't twenty supposed to be the most beautiful age? And by Earth standards, she's an adult now, right? If she's an adult, it doesn't matter, does it? Would I get scolded if I asked to touch that fluffy tail just once?

...I'm going crazy.
My thoughts are branching out wildly, running amok like a chaotic festival.

After coldly analyzing my psychological state, it's as serious as taking a direct hit from Void Ripples without any defense. At this rate, there's a high risk of directly hitting other studies I shouldn't be doing, so drastic measures are needed.

"Senior! Let's study! This unworthy junior is dying to study!"

"Junior...?!"

The only answer is emergency evasion. Without waiting for a response, I grabbed Helen Senior's wrist and headed straight for the library, intensely self-brainwashing myself.

I need to study.

That was my only thought from the beginning.


***


After successfully concentrating on studying thanks to superhuman patience and blood flow control abilities honed through Lee Seol-hwa, I was on my way back from Legatis Hall to Nyx Hall.
The sun had set, and it was now a dark night. The empty streets were dimly lit only by the bluish glow of flickering mana lamps.

<Abel... your mouth corners are really turned up. Honestly, it looks a bit ugly. I'd like to take a picture of that silly grinning face and show it to you. Was it that good?>

...Damn. There's no hiding anything from Arcana.
Just as I was trying to indulge in my feelings, she hits me with a bone-crushing attack.

For an AI, she's unnecessarily perceptive.

I seriously wonder if she's secretly doing deep scans of my brain more than once or twice.

"No, I have no idea what you're talking about. I simply had an academic discussion and serious study session with my teacher at the library. Don't misunderstand. Of course I'm in a good mood since I made progress in my studies."

<Sigh... if you can't even admit it. Let's go with that. More importantly, Abel, we have a problem.>

"A problem?"

When Arcana calls something a "problem," it's usually a major incident.

<Yes. Well, more of a complicated situation than a problem.>

That clarifies nothing.

"What is it?"

<You can get the details from Antonio, the Bishop of the Church of Radiance. He only gave me a rough outline and insisted on telling you the specifics directly.>

"Now?"

<Yes. There are no humans detected nearby, so I'll connect you right away.>

"Alright, let's hear it."

[Our God! This is Bishop Antonio of the Church of Radiance!]

....

Ch.51 - Saintess Lucia (4)
"Wait. Only the Saintess may accompany me. Paladin, you are to remain on standby at the academy."

When the paladin who was assigned as my escort tried to follow, the Inquisitor immediately stopped him.

"What? The Saintess's protection is by order of His Majesty the Emperor of the Holy Empire. This isn't something a mere nobody like you can dictate."

I thought we had patched things up, but another bomb just exploded.

"This is by order of His Eminence the Cardinal, Director of the Inquisition."

"Is His Eminence the Cardinal higher than His Majesty the Emperor, the only sun of the Holy Empire? I'll say it again. The Saintess's protection was ordered by His Majesty the Emperor, master of the Holy Empire. Neither Inquisitor nor His Eminence has any right to interfere with that."

"Such blasphemous words that insult even His Holiness the Pope. I cannot let this slide."

"Are you challenging me to a duel? I'll gladly accept. I've never liked you people anyway. I've been waiting for a chance to teach you a lesson, and this is perfect."

Sigh...
If I leave them like this, there's going to be serious trouble.

"Both of you, stop immediately. I command this in the name of Lucia, the only Saintess of the Holy Empire."

"...As you wish."

.......

"Paladin, answer me."

Grr.
The paladin, unable to contain his anger, glared at the Inquisitor as if he wanted to grab and bite him, grinding his teeth hard.

"As... you wish."

After making a face that showed he couldn't accept it, he finally agreed.

"I will go alone with the Inquisitor."

"But!"

"I will not accept any objections."

"...Understood. However, I must report this to the Order."

"Yes. I can't stop you from doing that. Let's go, Inquisitor."

"..."


*


"You may remove your blindfold now."

After that, I quietly put on a robe and fled the academy like a fugitive. I boarded a mana-powered carriage that the Inquisitor had prepared in advance, with all sides covered.

Not knowing where I was going, I was forced to wear a blindfold that magically blocked my sight and senses, and after traveling for quite some time, we finally arrived at our destination.

"Is this the destination?"

"No. From here, we need to use a teleportation magic circle once more."

I don't understand why they're making such a fuss about whatever this is.

Even if it is by order of His Eminence the Cardinal.

Using a teleportation magic circle cleverly hidden by the Holy Empire's unique concealment barrier, we finally arrived near our final destination.

Following the Inquisitor's instructions that the final destination was inside a barrier, we passed through a large-scale barrier that prevented anyone outside from seeing inside.

At first, I thought it was just a concealment barrier...

But after that, the barriers I passed through included:

Divine Technique "Eight-Direction Demon Binding Formation."

A seven-layered large-scale barrier named after the seven deadly sins: pride, greed, envy, wrath, lust, gluttony, and sloth.
Seal "Seven Sins Formation."

In addition, there were space distortion formations to block teleportation, sound barriers, concealment barriers, and more.

A place where all the barriers the Holy Empire boasts about were layered on top of each other.

If an uninformed person saw this, they might mistake it for a barrier testing ground.

Given the scale, one would expect the entire Empire to be involved, but strangely, I only see people from the Inquisition and the Papal Office, which is puzzling.

Putting it all together, this seems to be happening under the Papal Territory's direction... but I have no idea what's going on here.

Finally, after passing through all those barriers, I saw a massive cathedral with almost no exterior decorations, giving off a blackish hue, right in the middle of the barriers.

That must be my final destination.

I'll find out what this is all about when I get there.


***


[Our God! This is Bishop Antonio of the Church of Radiance!]

It's been a while since I've heard from this guy. I was beginning to think he might have perished along with the Followers of Void.

"What's going on?"

[Oh...! Let me explain. Our Church of Radiance has been following God's command by dividing the continent arbitrarily, with one bishop assigned to each region to track and eliminate the Followers of Void!]

"That sounds like you've done well. And?"

[Thank you! The region I'm responsible for is near the Papal Territory of the Holy Empire. There are three forces hunting the Followers of Void in this area. First, the Paladins under Master Rinaldo, Vice Commander of the Holy Empire's Paladin Order.]

That guy seems to have been quite active since the Void Flower seed incident.
Is this another snowball effect I created?
I'd rather his group not get involved.
Thinking about the Void Flower seed incident always makes me a bit uneasy.

[Second, the Inquisitors of Malleus Maleficarum under the Papal Office's Inquisition, and lastly, our Church of Radiance.]

But with that level of coverage, won't the Followers of Void be wiped out in the west? Even with the vast western region, can anything survive with three groups hunting them down?

[While the three of us were competing to hunt them down, I noticed something unusual.]

"Something unusual?"

Followers of Void aren't just regular mobs. Competing to eliminate them? The butterfly effect is truly unpredictable.

[When our church or the Paladin Order finds Followers of Void, we execute them immediately. They've been exposed to Void Ripples and can't communicate, and we can't restore them to their original state with our abilities. I'm not even sure if that's possible.]

"So? Sounds like you're doing a good job."

I never imagined they'd be doing this well.

[However, the Inquisitors are different. They put the Followers in a suspended state and take them somewhere.]

"Is there any reason for that? Are they conducting experiments on them or something?"

[That's what we suspect. Regardless, I've been tracking where they take them, using artifacts, and discovered they're being taken to a basin deep in the mountains near the Papal Territory.]

I was half-joking, but it's actually true?

"Wouldn't that be the natural place to conduct experiments?"

[Yes. But when I went there, I found all kinds of large-scale barriers and what seemed like almost all members of Malleus Maleficarum guarding the place with iron-tight security, making it impossible to enter. Unfortunately, I'm a scholar, not a fighter... And judging by the number of Inquisitors inside, our church's regular fighters wouldn't stand a chance.]

"How large-scale are we talking? Is the Eight-Direction Demon Binding Formation deployed?"

Something does smell suspicious. But considering the danger of the Followers of Void, it might also make sense.

[Yes, it's confirmed to be deployed. Along with various other overlapping barriers, I believe.]

...It's really deployed? From what I remember seeing during joint practical classes, that's not the kind of scale you'd deploy just for conducting experiments in a remote mountain location.

[As I continued surveillance, I noticed that at some point, they started bringing in not just Followers of Void, but also what appeared to be death row inmates and vagrants, and eventually people indistinguishable from regular imperial citizens. I'm not sure exactly who they are. And yesterday, I confirmed that Lucia, the only Saintess of the Holy Empire, was the last to enter.]

...What? Lucia?

"What did you just say? Saintess Lucia?"

[I'm certain. Have you forgotten? I was the professor in charge of the southern ruin exploration practicum that you attended with the Saintess.]

Right, I know that. It's just that what you're saying is hard to believe.

Why would Lucia go there? To a place where Followers of Void and vagrants are being taken?
Are they using Lucia for biological experiments to purify the Followers of Void?
Did Lucia agree to that? That gentle, pure-hearted Saintess?
Looking at Lucia's usual behavior, I can't even imagine her willingly cooperating with something like that.

I don't know. Any of these possibilities could be true, but none of them feel right.

"Keep watching for now. I'll come there myself tomorrow."

I think I need to go check it out personally. The fact that the Saintess left without telling me suggests there must have been some urgent matter or circumstance.

[Understood. I look forward to meeting you and will continue surveillance. Glory to God!]

"Right, end transmission."

....

So Lucia, who said she wouldn't go anywhere, suddenly went to a barrier-covered location near the Papal Territory without saying anything...

Well, the Holy Empire is basically Lucia's home anyway.

Still, it would be better to clear up this uneasy feeling.

It should just be a quick look.

"Arcana, is the Prydwen remodeling finished?"

<Yes. We successfully extracted the Ark's spare engine and installed it in the Prydwen. The main cannon is now operational. The interior amenities and living facilities aren't completely finished yet, but I'd say all the basic functions of the ship are now usable. We could even leave the atmosphere if necessary.>

"That's good enough. There's no rush for the interior anyway. It's not like there will be many people using the living facilities. Even I spend most of my time on the ground."

It's late tonight, so I'll rest and report to Uriel tomorrow before departing.

Given the uncertainty of the situation, it would be better to take the Prydwen along.
I might need to use it, so I should inform Uriel in advance.


***


Knock knock.

"Yes~ Come in."

After explaining everything to Seol-hwa early in the morning and leaving a note in Senior Helen's room, I rushed straight to the Headmaster's office and knocked on the door.

My intuition keeps warning me that something doesn't feel right.

I couldn't sleep properly last night.

Of course, this body isn't affected by a little sleep deprivation, but the mental stress from constantly worrying was getting to me.

Bam.

When I opened the door, I saw Headmaster Uriel leaning back in her chair, peacefully basking in the warm sunlight as usual.

"Abel? Is something wrong this early in the morning? You don't look well."

"I may need to use the Prydwen—I mean, that ship."

"What's happened?"

Oops, I was in such a hurry that I blurted it out without proper explanation. Why am I so anxious?
I don't know where this feeling of unease is coming from.

"Saintess Lucia appears to have gone to what seems like a laboratory near the Papal Territory of the Holy Empire, but I can't tell if she went voluntarily or was forced. There was also mention of Followers of Void. If the Followers were to go berserk, it could be dangerous."

"I see. I'll try to cover for you as much as possible. Don't worry about how other countries might view this. The Holy Empire already knows who owns the ship anyway."

"Yes. As long as I don't cause trouble big enough for Eden to take notice, it should be fine. I'll be careful about that."

I'm not even sure if I could cause more trouble than what happened in the south.
Would Eden, which remained silent then, act over mere conflicts between humans?

"That's right. But Abel."

"Yes?"

"If you ever face a situation where you believe you're doing the right thing, don't hesitate or avoid it out of concern for Eden's attention."

This reminds me of what she said before I went south.
It was almost prophetic.

"What do you mean...?"

"Even if Eden awakens because of your actions, I will stop them. So if you truly believe something is right, do it no matter what. So you won't have regrets later."

For a moment, I was too choked up to speak. So this is what it feels like to have someone who completely trusts you.
Someone who is terrifying as an enemy but the most reliable as an ally.
That Uriel trusts me completely still doesn't feel real.
When I first arrived in this world, I never imagined it would turn out like this.

"...Understood."

I should strive to live up to that expectation and trust.

Ch.52 - Saintess Lucia (5)
The cathedral was so plain and ominously black that it was hard to believe it had been built under the Papal State's direction. Despite its imposing size, it seemed strangely barren.

As I approached, Cardinal Pierre Cauchon, I felt an inexplicable uneasiness growing within me.

Was this my intuition as a Saintess? Or simply a basic human reaction to the gloomy cathedral?

I couldn't tell exactly.

Unlike most grand cathedrals typically surrounded by auxiliary buildings, this one stood alone on a vast plain, making it appear even more out of place.

"Saintess, this way."

While lost in thought, I had reached the cathedral entrance where Cardinal Cauchon was waiting.

"Your Eminence, have you been well?"

He was my benefactor who had lifted me from the gutters where I'd crawled on all fours.

A father figure to me.

A man who had endured endless training, asceticism, and trials during his youth as an Inquisitor.
A pillar and hero of the Papal State who continued to dedicate himself wholeheartedly to the church.

With sincere respect, I greeted him with the proper, elegant posture befitting a Saintess.

"Yes, I see you've been well too, Saintess. You look even more radiant."

Perhaps my worries were unfounded after all.

The Cardinal responded with a benevolent smile that seemed to embody divine grace itself.

Just seeing that smile reassured me that he would never intend me harm.

"Yes, academy life has given me more insights than expected. It seems there are things to be learned in society, as the Gemina doctrine teaches. However, Your Eminence, may I ask why you've summoned me to such a secretive place before the vacation has even begun?"

I knew he must want something from me, but I couldn't begin to guess what it might be.
I also wondered how many problems existed on this continent that the Inquisitors couldn't handle themselves.

"Yes, of course. Actually, the final test you must undergo as a Saintess awaits inside. I'll explain the details as we enter."

A test...?

A test I hadn't taken even when I was selected as Saintess?

What could it be?

"Very well, let's go in."

Creeeeak.

The door opened with an ominous sound.

Inside the massive cathedral was...

A dark space devoid of decoration, just like the exterior.

A small altar with a silver cross at the center.

And surrounding that altar, a circular magic formation with numerous grooved lines, with hundreds of long rectangular boxes stacked along the walls following the formation.

"Now, please go to the altar."

Cardinal Pierre Cauchon urged me toward the altar, still wearing his compassionate smile.

Though I couldn't comprehend this scene and my feet felt heavy,

I couldn't refuse the Cardinal's request.

Painfully, I took one step. Then another. And another.

Finally reaching the altar after enduring the journey.

"Now, kneel before the altar and pray as you normally would, like your daily divine office, until the Great Ritual ends. You will experience unbearable pain. Endure it, bear it, and continue to endure. As a Saintess, you can do this. That is the content of your final test."

Though I didn't know what this Great Ritual was, I could pray.

And enduring pain was what I did best.

It seemed simpler than I'd expected.

With that thought, I knelt, closed my eyes, joined my hands, and began to pray.

As usual.

"The Great Ritual begins."

With the Cardinal's words, my heightened hearing detected quiet but numerous footsteps.

It seemed the cathedral wasn't empty as I'd thought; people had simply been hiding.

As the Cardinal began speaking, I first felt a pressure constraining my body.

It was as if I were being turned into a statue, unable to move from this position.

This pressure... I doubted I could break free even with all my strength.

But it didn't matter.

I was only here to pray.

.......

....

And then I heard it.

Not long after the Great Ritual began.

From the rectangular boxes around me.

Faint breathing mixed with moans.

My intellect, which I believe is objectively not inferior,

Quickly analyzed and continuously rang alarm bells about the truth.

I had once seen something similar described in a forbidden book list, buried deep in the monastery archives, covered in dust.

But I didn't want to acknowledge it.

I didn't want to know the truth.

Yet once I became aware, the breathing sounds around me only grew louder.

I couldn't ignore the truth anymore.

A text said to exist—or perhaps its existence was even questionable—in the absolutely sealed archives containing the most dangerous items that should never be revealed to the world, among the secret archives within the Papal Office.

The Holy Law Forbidden Art: Thousand-Man Blood.

A forbidden technique for creating a superhuman by gathering a thousand lives.

The magic formation with numerous grooved lines I'd seen upon entering, the central altar, and the countless breathing sounds mixed with moans around me—it all perfectly matched this Great Ritual. There could be no other explanation.

And then I felt it.

Enormous mana gradually entering me, forcibly settling in my body, changing me.

It felt like my skin was being cut raw, my blood vessels extracted and torn apart one by one while salt was sprinkled on them—a horrifying, chilling sensation.

But physical pain and suffering were nothing.

I needed to open my eyes, stand up immediately, and stop this atrocity.

This was something no human should ever do.

But no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't even open my eyelids, let alone stand up.

Even when I strained my eyes so much that the capillaries burst and I shed tears of blood.

It was impossible.

The pain of being torn apart and burned alive, and the moans of hundreds of people whose lives were being forcibly squeezed out and converted into mana.

Those sounds created a terrible harmony as they echoed through the dark, sealed cathedral without any obstacles.

This place was truly Purgatory.

Purgatory descended upon the mortal world.

I had been arrogant.

I thought I was selected as Saintess because of my blessed Dragonkin physical abilities and my endless self-discipline and training.

But was that truly the case?

If the Pope was the symbol of God's power and authority, then the Saintess should be the symbol proving God's miracles.

Could I be considered someone who embodied miracles befitting the name of Saintess?

No.

Not at all.

I was selected as Saintess simply because I happened to be born with the will and body that could endure this forbidden art.

I had been arrogant and prideful.

Since pride is the greatest of the seven deadly sins,

My pride as a Saintess could not be a greater mortal sin.

So all of this...

These are the consequences of my sin.

Because of my sin, countless people are suffering because of me.

Burning in this purgatory.

To cleanse the sin of my arrogance.

Ah.......

God. Almighty Lord.

Forgive our sins.

Save us quickly.

Deliver us from evil.

I beg you, and beg again.

I prayed, and prayed, and prayed again to the God who gave no answer.

For a time where each moment felt like an eternity.

But why?

What I vaguely saw during those eternal prayers was not the warm, brilliant heaven where God dwells.

But the cool dawn scenery of the academy where fireflies floated.

I couldn't understand it myself.

But I probably would never return to that scenery again.

So, with a thought that suddenly came to mind, I prayed:

I'm sorry, Abel. For lying to you.

I prayed to the Almighty God, again and again, hoping this small apology would reach him.

***

"So that's the place?"

After gaining Uriel's full cooperation, we came to the location Antonio mentioned on the Prydwen.

A place completely covered by a barrier that seemed designed to perfectly separate the inside from the outside, making the interior completely invisible.

"Yes, my Lord. Including the Inquisitors, it seems over a thousand people have entered, but almost no one has come out!"

I have no idea what's happening in there.

"Arcana, can you scan that place?"

<I'm still analyzing the barrier, but internal scanning isn't possible. Given the spatial distortion field, simple warping would be difficult.>

Well, if that's the case, there's a way.

"Hey, Antonio."

"Yes, what is it, my Lord!"

"Hand it over."

"Hand what over...?"

"That transcendental-grade relic you usually use for teleportation. I think I'll need it to get in there. Don't worry, I'll use it and return it cleanly."

"Hmmmm. All right...! Would you extend your sacred arm?"

When I held out my arm, Antonio put something like a bracelet on it.

"It has limited uses, and recharging takes time, so use it carefully. Even without me explaining, I'm sure the spirit will analyze it for you."

It's just for reconnaissance anyway.

I transformed my short cape by spreading nanomachines thinly over my entire body, entering optical camouflage mode.

"Oh...ohh!"

Seeing me gradually disappear from view as I transformed my cape, Antonio seemed unable to contain his excitement at the unusual technology.

"Well, never mind that. Wait here. If it gets dangerous, escape on your own."

"Yes, Bishop Antonio will follow your orders!"

"Right, right."

Using the relic to break through the barrier while invisible, I saw a large, dark cathedral.

That's an unusual place for a laboratory.

Almost no one guarding the outside of the cathedral.

According to Antonio, over a thousand people had entered, so they must all be gathered inside the cathedral. Did they dig underground?

Well, secret hideouts are typically underground.

I used warp again to move to the top of the cathedral.

This cathedral doesn't even have stained glass or proper windows.

Suspicious, very suspicious.

With no bell tower, I thought there might be no way to enter through the roof, but fortunately, I found a small entrance that seemed to have been used during construction and carefully infiltrated.

The security at the top seems relatively nonexistent.

No, it seems they didn't even consider the possibility of someone entering, probably because the barrier was so powerful.

Carefully descending, I saw the interior view.

...And I couldn't help but freeze in place.

<How...! How could they commit such an atrocity!>

No analysis was needed.

The moment I saw that scene, everything became clear.

Saintess Lucia kneeling in the center of the cathedral as if praying at dawn.

But instead of a beautiful dawn prayer, it was a desperate prayer with tears of blood.

I could clearly see blue mana flowing from hundreds of coffins surrounding the praying Saintess Lucia into her body.

I never imagined that being able to see mana would reveal such a horrific sight.

That beautiful blue mana now felt so disgusting.

Yes, I vaguely thought such things might be happening somewhere in this world.

But why around me? Why specifically that child? Why?

I feel suffocated as rage begins to rise.

My head knows I should stay calm in situations like this, but even when I try to calm down, I can't.

There is no omnipotent God bestowing divine power in this world.

But there is mana that approaches omnipotence.

And as with the Sacrifice spell used by Paladin Rinaldo during the Void Flower incident, human life force can be converted into mana.

Although that converted mana doesn't last long and returns to nature.

Then someone might have thought:

Why not use "others' lives" instead of "my life" to convert into mana?

And among the techniques for handling life with mana, Holy Law is one of the highest levels.

There is no God in this world.

But whether God actually exists or not, if you can show something like God's miracle, that's enough.

Then people will believe in God.

And that will become the power sustaining the Papal State.

It seems they had planned to use Followers of Void for this forbidden art, but that plan was disrupted because of me.

In their haste, they grabbed whoever they could, resulting in the current situation.

Even without a detailed, cold analysis, in this state of rage filling me to the top of my head, in just the brief moment it takes to exhale once, I could immediately understand the truth.

The image of Lucia sitting on stones near the cathedral construction site every dawn, breathing the same air, excitedly talking about trivial matters as if they were the most joyful things in life, swinging her feet, praying sincerely while looking at the rising sun—overlapped with the Lucia now praying with tears of blood at the central altar below.

An uncontrollable murderous intent rises within me.

Why does that innocent, kind-hearted child have to suffer such a terrible fate?

What sin did that child commit?

Did that good child willingly drink the blood of all those people?

Of course not.

Even without seeing it directly, I could clearly envision how this had unfolded, every step of the process.

These fucking fanatics.

Perhaps I had unconsciously not been thinking of them as fellow humans.

No, they are human. Now I can state it with certainty.

Only humans would do such despicable things to other humans.

So they are, without doubt, human.

Rage surges so strongly that my heart feels like it might burst.

I want to rush out right now and crush those fanatics' skulls with my fists.

Murderous intent like flames consumes my body, and my feet naturally move toward the lower level.

<Abel? Are you okay? Abel? ABEL!!!>

"...Just. Just a moment."

Arcana's cry snapped me back to my senses, stopping my feet that were about to rush out in a fit of rage.

Right, I can't handle that many people alone.

If I fight with nothing but anger and end up dying, those creatures will survive, making it all meaningless.

If that's the case, I don't need to kill them all by myself.

After all, the animal that kills humans most efficiently is another human.

And the tools that kill humans best are also made best by humans.

Ch.53 - Saintess Lucia (6)
"Arcana."

The bitter taste of blood lingered in my mouth from biting my lip to stay focused after Arcana spoke.

My anger continued to grow like a volcano about to erupt.

They say when any emotion exceeds its critical point, you become calmer. That seems to be my current state.

<Yes, Abel.>

"Is the barrier analysis complete?"

<Yes. It's an eight-layered barrier including the Eight-Direction Demon Binding Formation. Analysis of each barrier's unique frequency is complete.>

"...First, remove these barriers. And is Tarantula available?"

<It's available, but... that would be tantamount to war. Are you sure?>

"I don't care."

<Then I'll prepare. Everything shall be done according to humanity's will.>

When I first came to this world and analyzed future plans with Arcana, there was one plan deemed most efficient but was the first to be discarded.

The world domination plan I initially mentioned as a joke. A plan to repeatedly wage conquest wars from a specific territory, eventually grasping the entire world and turning this planet into a military planet.

Simple physical attacks don't work well against Void Monsters, but against humans, it's an entirely different story.

Orbital bombardment from the sky, magnetic accelerator weapons moving at many times the speed of sound, relentless assassination attempts using drones. All kinds of camouflage techniques.

None of these would fail to be lethal when targeting humans.

Despite the near-omnipotent mana, as long as they were human, they couldn't withstand attacks that were too easy to execute. It was fast, simple, and efficient. Machines never need rest.

But I didn't do it.

In the end, I questioned what right I had, merely an outsider possessing a body in this world, to arbitrarily determine this world's fate.

Shouldn't this world's right to self-existence be respected?

Of course, using this world to some extent for my survival was unavoidable.

But I couldn't bring myself to sacrifice tens or hundreds of thousands or more just to save myself.

Still, I had made some preparations just in case.

Human affairs are unpredictable.

Hoping there would be no need to use them.

<Prydwen secondary armament, Railgun. Anti-barrier resonance special ammunition loaded. Awaiting orders.>

"Permission to fire granted."

<Railgun, commencing sequential fire!>

Just eight shots.

That's the number of rounds needed to destroy the eight-layered barrier created by the Papal State with enormous budget and manpower.

No matter what kind of barrier.

Barriers made of mana have their own unique frequencies, and barriers that physically separate the inside and outside can be easily destroyed using resonance special ammunition tuned to their unique frequencies.

When humans create weapons to kill other humans, they become terribly efficient.

<Eight-layered barrier destruction complete.>

In less than a minute, all those massive barriers had disappeared.

Inside the cathedral, I could sense commotion as they realized the barriers had been destroyed.

"The Grand Ritual is almost complete! We just need to finish it and apply the brainwashing technique, and it's done! What is happening?"

A middle-aged man wearing the cardinal's crimson soutane, apparently the person in charge, could be seen raging.

Brainwashing technique.

Right, there was no way you bastards would give Lucia peaceful rest and freedom even after this ritual ended.

"It's Archangel Uriel's ship. Has Uriel noticed?"

"Did she come personally?"

"I don't think so. The barriers seem to have been destroyed by a ship."

"How on earth...! As long as Uriel hasn't come personally, we're still fine. I'll apply the brainwashing technique myself, so somehow stop them. We just need to complete the Saintess!"

"Understood."

With that, the Inquisitors who had filled the cathedral began to leave.

"Arcana, deploy Tarantula. As for those guys, kill them or spare them, do as you please."

<Understood.>

The numerous spider-like defense weapons that had been guarding the southern ruins when we took control of them.

I had recovered them, "improved" them for greater efficiency, named them Tarantula, and mounted them on the Prydwen.

Weapons not optimized for Void Monsters, but for humans.

Inside the vast cathedral, only Lucia, who was praying with tears of blood, the man in charge wearing the crimson soutane, and two high-ranking Inquisitors guarding him remained.

Thud!

I dropped my camouflage and jumped down, landing below.

"Who are you!"

The man shouted in surprise when he saw me.

"Stop this despicable act right now."

Ignoring my words, the man glanced at the high-ranking Inquisitors on either side, and upon receiving his signal, they rushed toward me at high speed.

Their muscular bodies visible even through their robes suggested years of intense training, and strong mana emanated from their hands gripping cross rosaries.

However, they were insignificant.

I grabbed one charging Inquisitor's head and smashed it against the solid cathedral floor.

Crash!

The man's head was crushed, staining my hand with transparent brain matter and red blood, which mixed together and flowed along the grooves of the shining magic formation carved into the cathedral floor.

But my boiling anger wouldn't subside.

I grabbed the neck of the other Inquisitor and snapped it.

Now only the man who appeared to be in charge remained.

"Who are you! Do you know where you are! How dare you before me!"

"This is just a fucking place where fucking humans do fucking despicable things. Me? I'm Abel from Sibylla Academy. So what's your fucking name, Your Eminence?"

I don't usually like swearing. But right now, without cursing, it's impossible to continue the conversation due to my burning murderous intent. I must restrain myself from killing him immediately. To stop this ritual and save Lucia, I need him. He's the only one here who knows the details of this ritual.

"Sibylla Academy? Did Headmaster Uriel send you? If so, I, Cardinal Pierre Cauchon, will explain everything to Headmaster Uriel, so if you withdraw now, I won't hold you responsible for what's happened so far. Leave immediately."

Pierre Cauchon...?

I remember hearing that name one dawn while talking with Lucia.

The name she mentioned with a bright smile as her benefactor and practically her adoptive father.

And such a person...

"Cardinal Pierre Cauchon. I've heard that name before. You know what? Lucia thought of you as her savior and the only father figure she had in this world. And you, you do this despicable thing to her? Stop this fucking ritual right now."

The more I spoke, the stronger my urge to rush over and crush his skull.

"If you know that much, then it's even simpler. I did this only for Lucia's sake. If this Grand Ritual successfully takes root, Lucia will gain incomparable power! How is that not for her benefit! Besides, now that the ritual has progressed this far, even I cannot stop it anymore!"

Blood seeped from my torn lip and trickled down my mouth as I bit it to contain my rage.

"You know why I hate you fanatics? You think others should act solely according to your self-righteous standards. Without any consideration for others' wishes. Did Lucia want this? Did Lucia herself ever once express a desire to gain power by consuming the blood of over a hundred people? Was all this done with Lucia's consent? And did the hundreds of people who withered away in agony, trapped in coffins, consent to sacrifice themselves? Answer me, Cardinal."

Could all these people be Followers of Void or heinous death row inmates? Unlikely. If Antonio said they were indistinguishable from ordinary imperial citizens, the truth is obvious.

They simply rounded up powerless, unfortunate people indiscriminately.

"Consent? Why would that be necessary? You say strange things. Isn't it natural for a Saintess to serve God? And to serve God, she needs to embody miracles. This ritual is for that purpose, and it's only natural for a Saintess to endure. And hundreds of people? Where are they? All I see are 'objects' containing mana. There's no need to seek consent from 'objects' that aren't people. Isn't that right?"

Beyond anger, I feel nauseated by this inhumane behavior.

What do these people think humans are?

Objects? Objects?

"You people. What the hell."

The repulsive behavior left me momentarily speechless, my mind going blank.

"And it seems you underestimate me, Pierre Cauchon, Director of the Inquisition's Malleus Maleficarum. Do you think I'm sparing you because I lack power? I've been patient out of respect for Headmaster Uriel, but I can no longer overlook your disrespectful behavior! I'll subdue you and hold Headmaster Uriel responsible for this situation in the name of the Papal State!"

Holy Law "Sacrifice" activated.

The cardinal charged at me using the same Holy Law that Paladin Rinaldo had used, his movements appearing slow as if in a film.

The same brilliant, bright white light as before.

Same appearance, completely different feeling—the dissonance makes me nauseous.

Underestimate you? How could I not?

Crash!

All the Holy Law defenses on the cardinal's clothes and equipment shattered with a single blow.

Bang! Bang!

Two railgun rounds fired from Tarantula shattered the cardinal's kneecaps, causing him to fall and roll across the floor as he charged.

The final two rounds precisely destroyed the cardinal's shoulder blades, preventing him from even lifting his arms.

Not simple railgun rounds, but mana suppression rounds—specialized for those who manipulate mana, perfected after years of development by the Ark. The most specialized weapon against humans of this world.

"This... this is... impossible. How could..."

<Reporting. All Inquisitors, including the cardinal, have been subdued.>

Thus, all the Inquisitors were subdued, including the cardinal who lay at my feet, writhing like a worm, unable to even crawl.

Tarantulas began to fill the cathedral ceiling and walls one by one.

"Good work, Arcana. Stand by for now."

<Understood.>

The ritual was indeed in its final stages, as the mana flowing into Lucia gradually diminished.

Even now, I continued to debate whether to stomp on the head of the cardinal lying before me with shattered limbs, but even death seemed too merciful for this man.

Besides, is it right to show such a scene to Lucia?

Wouldn't it be better to transport Lucia as soon as the ritual ends, destroy this place, and pretend nothing happened?

As if it were all just a midsummer night's dream.

...But that wouldn't be so simple.

"The Pope... His Holiness... will not... let you get away with this...!"

"I'm already considering that part, so shut your mouth."

"You... bastard!"

Simply destroying this place wouldn't end everything.

Even if I wanted to pretend nothing happened, that would be impossible.

The Prydwen had become too famous, and unless Lucia planned to live in hiding forever, it would be difficult to refuse orders from the Papal State.

I waited by Lucia's side as the ritual seemed to be ending.

I couldn't interfere now, not knowing what might happen.

The people in the coffins had already died, their life force converted to mana.

All I could do was pray for Lucia's safety.

As the ritual ended, the mana restraining Lucia was released, and the bonds that had held her together with powerful mana dissolved, causing her clothes to disintegrate into powder.

I was momentarily flustered but quickly converted the nano-machines covering my body into a long cape and wrapped it around Lucia.

I caught her body as she was about to collapse weakly.

A thin, light body that felt almost weightless.

What had they done to such a frail child?

"Who...?"

Her eyes hadn't recovered yet, so she couldn't see properly.

"Keep your eyes closed for now. Don't strain yourself."

"That voice... Abel...?"

"Yes. Rest now. It's all over."

Though it seems I still have some things to take care of.

That's my job.

Ch.54 - Saintess Lucia (7)
First, I needed to calm Lucia down before anything else.
I wasn't sure exactly what kind of "great ritual" had been performed on her, but judging from the results, it probably wasn't something that directly harmed her body.
Mind control could have been an issue, but fortunately, I subdued the Cardinal before he could attempt it.

But this wasn't that kind of problem.
Sometimes humans find mental pain much harder to endure than physical suffering.

A magic circle created using nearly a thousand people as sacrifices.
Would this girl be happy about receiving benefits from such a ritual? Simply because her power had increased?

Of course not.
It wouldn't be strange at all if she completely shut down from the shock.
What Lucia needed most right now was psychological stability.

"Ugh... God... must have... heard my prayers... I'm sorry, I'm sorry, Abel..."

What is she saying even in this situation?

"Just rest for now. Don't force yourself to speak."

She seemed to understand my words as her body went limp.

"Arcana, we're going to Prydwen's medical bay—no, the captain's quarters."

<Yes. I'll prepare it.>

I considered going to the medical bay but decided against it—the cold atmosphere there might negatively affect Lucia's mental state. Instead, I headed to the captain's quarters adjacent to the bridge.

Prydwen was essentially a dedicated vessel created solely to support me, and the captain's quarters were designed using Ark technology to be even larger than the Academy dormitory rooms. With cutting-edge future technology applied, it was the optimal place for comfortable rest for both body and mind.

This would be much better for stabilizing Lucia's psychological state than anywhere outside.

A quick body scan showed no particular physical issues, and whatever this "great ritual" was, it seemed to have transformed her body itself—her eyes appeared almost fully recovered.

However, she still hadn't properly regained consciousness due to the mental shock.

Her face, which had been covered in blood, was now clean thanks to the nano-machines that also had some purification functions.

I changed her clothing from the rolled-up long cape to something more comfortable, similar to modern 21st-century sleepwear, and laid her down on the bed.

"How are the Inquisitors doing?"

I told them to handle it, but I wonder if they killed them all?

<We focused on subduing rather than killing, so there are no fatalities. Each Inquisitor is quite physically robust. However, there are some who will soon die if left untreated.>

"Bring them onto the Prydwen, treat them just enough to keep them alive, and lock them up. Also... transport the bodies of those sacrificed in the ritual to the Prydwen."

<Understood.>

I'd like to kill all those Inquisitors, but that might become another burden on Lucia's mind.

Even if they were to be killed, that's ultimately not my decision to make.

"Arcana, give this back to Antonio and tell him to handle the rest."

I tossed the borrowed Transcendent-grade artifact to a nearby support drone.
It was a bit of a shame to return it, but there was no need to upset him over something so trivial.

He was somewhat helpful in this matter too.
Of course, considering his hydrogen bomb madness, I still can't fully trust him, but Arcana will probably handle that well.

<Yes, I'll take care of the rest.>

"Thanks."

Having dealt with the urgent matters, I sat in the chair beside the bed and gently stroked Lucia's hair, hoping to provide even a little comfort.

When Lucia suddenly disappeared during her usual dawn outing and didn't return, could I have prevented this if I'd been more diligent in searching for her?

If I had taken her words more seriously when she said she wouldn't go anywhere...

The time I spent training with Arcana, eating shaved ice with Seol-hwa, being with Senior Helen, and sleeping through the night after receiving Antonio's report and postponing action until the next day.

If I had tried to find Lucia during any of those times, could I have prevented this terrible incident?

I don't know. I may pretend to be divine to the Church of Radiance, but I'm just a powerless human from Earth who originally had no abilities at all.

Thinking that while I was enjoying my daily life so comfortably, Lucia was enduring constant suffering in a hellish place made my heart ache and my chest feel tight.

How long had I been gently stroking her hair?

"Mmm..."

I could feel Lucia starting to regain consciousness and trying to get up.

"Saintess."

"Abel...? So it wasn't a dream..."

Lucia slowly raised her body halfway.

"...Yes, Saintess. What you experienced, as unfortunate as it was, was all real. Including that hellish cathedral."

I wanted to hide it, but this wasn't something that could be hidden.
Hiding it out of consideration might itself become deception.

"Ah... Abel, too many people suffered because of my sin. So many people died burning in that purgatory, unable to even properly scream. How can I atone for this sin, for my sin alone..."

"Saintess, that wasn't your fault. You were simply there. Sin? What sin could you possibly have? You had no sin. That place became hellish simply because of humanity's vile desires, and the source of those desires came from greedy figures like Cardinal Pierre Cauchon or the Pope, not from you."

"No, it was because of my arrogance. Because I failed to act properly as a Saintess..."

This is frustrating.

I wish she would blame someone, anyone. I wish she could be more selfish.

"Saintess, no—Lucia. Look at me directly."

I grabbed her shoulders and made sure our eyes met squarely.
Her two pupils trembled continuously, showing how unsettled she still was.

"Arrogance? Who gets to judge that? At least in my judgment, you've never acted arrogantly, not even once. All those people who died? That's just because the Cardinal and the Pope are complete pieces of shit. Shitty humans doing shitty things, that's all. Because you were arrogant? Don't talk nonsense."

"A-Abel?"

Lucia's trembling eyes widened in surprise at my sudden outburst.
But I simply couldn't hold back anymore.

"Or was it your own will to go there and receive that 'great ritual' or whatever? Did you go there of your own volition saying you'd accept it?"

"That's... no..."

"Right, it wasn't your will. Look, Lucia."

I never expected to tell her this first, though she might interpret it differently...
I dropped my wolf disguise right there.

"...?!"

"I'm not even originally from this world. In the world I lived in, there was a concept called 'force majeure'—events that cannot be avoided no matter how hard humans try. You were simply caught up in such an event. Just like how I was brought to this world without any connection to my own will."

"..."

"Whether you think of it as force majeure or, well, the will of the god you believe in, think about it. The ones who did those terrible things to you have all been smashed by me and are now stacked up like objects on this ship, barely breathing. Then that too must be the will of your god or whatever. Why? Because they did those things to you. So god must have commanded me to deliver divine punishment to them. What you experienced wasn't due to god's will or because you sinned. It was simply due to humanity's vile desires. If you truly sinned against god, if you truly experienced that because of your arrogance, would god have commanded me to destroy those who did such things to you? That makes no logical sense. Would god punish those who claim to carry out his will? Rather, it makes more sense that god used me to punish those who went against his will, those who harmed you with their absurd desires. So, Lucia, you committed no sin in this incident. You're simply a victim who was unfortunately caught up with people deserving divine punishment, not someone who was involved because of any sin."

"But Abel... I can still hear the terrible sounds they made as they drew their last breaths. Even if it wasn't my will, even if it wasn't because of my arrogance, the fact remains that I consumed the lives of over a hundred people. I still feel like I'm in the middle of that dark cathedral, surrounded by their miserable groans..."

Though she seemed to be holding back, I could see her light pink eyes welling up with tears before me.
This world is truly too cruel.
Why give such a harsh trial to this fragile young child?
It's a suffocating, terrible world.

Finding her so pitiful, I released my grip on her shoulders, stood up from the chair, and embraced her in my arms, patting her head.

What should I do with this kind-hearted young Saintess?

"Abel...?"

I patted her small head gently as I spoke.

"Our little Saintess, that's beyond what I can help you with. That's something you'll ultimately have to overcome yourself. No matter how many times I tell you it's okay, it won't be. People who can easily dismiss such things wouldn't speak as you do in the first place. You'll probably have nightmares about it every night, and countless times you'll recall those people and that dark cathedral filled with quiet screams. I have no way to prevent such thoughts from coming to you. But Saintess, while I don't have such methods, I can at least be by your side."

"......"

As I continued speaking, my chest became increasingly damp.

"So, Saintess, cry if you want to cry, talk if you want to talk. Don't hold back. Where I'm from, someone your age could still rely on adults. And despite my appearance, I'm actually an adult. So you can rely more on someone like me."

I could feel Lucia clutching my body tightly with both hands, trembling and sobbing quietly, so I just gently patted her head.

So that this gentle, innocent young girl might find even a little peace.


***


Unable to sleep and with fatigue built up to the limit from the prolonged ritual, Lucia, who had been crying in my arms for a long time, soon fell asleep as if passing out.

Leaving her sleeping figure behind, I quietly left the captain's quarters.

Lucia's ordeal might be over, but my work wasn't finished yet.

When you start something, you should see it through to the end.

While stroking the collapsed Lucia's head earlier, I thought, and thought, and thought some more.

If I reported this incident to the Holy Empire, following procedures for investigation and punishment, would anyone actually be punished?

Someone probably would.

But it wouldn't be the Pope.

The Cardinal's final words, that the Pope wouldn't let me off—

It's clear the Pope was involved too.

Not just involved, but likely the one who gave the orders.

So reporting this evidence for investigation would be meaningless.

It would just end with scapegoating anyway.

Then it would be better to send a warning. To clearly show what happens if they try such despicable acts again.

"Arcana, can Prydwen fire its main cannon?"

<Yes, it can.>

"Blast that cursed valley away. So they won't think of trying such nonsense again."

<Understood. Degenerate Reactor output increasing. Gravity wave forming. Range limited. Prydwen main cannon, Gravity Blaster firing!>

On the display Arcana showed me, I could see the entire valley being deeply carved out and shattered into nothingness by Prydwen's main cannon.

This should be warning enough.

Now then.

"Set Prydwen's course for the Papal States of Pontificium, the Papal Palace. Let's go see the face of His Holiness, the high and mighty Pope."

<Understood. Prydwen course set, destination Papal States of Pontificium, Papal Palace.>

It's time to end this wretched affair.

Ch.55 - Saintess Lucia (8)
With Prydwen's speed, they could have quickly reached the papal territory near the Cursed Basin, but they deliberately slowed down to approach gradually through the air, like gliding.

They deactivated the optical camouflage, making themselves visible to everyone.

Given Prydwen's size, reports must have already reached the papal territory, and by now, the entire Holy Empire was probably in chaos.

The thunderous sound of the basin's complete annihilation would have sounded like an earthquake from a distance, and the papal territory would have already realized that the basin where they performed the Great Ritual had vanished.

That's why Prydwen was approaching the papal territory slowly, and while this world lacked rapid communication methods, there were superhumans with equally fast feet.

Standing in the captain's room, despite being in the deepest part of Prydwen, one side appeared to have a window, offering a clear view outside.

The papal territory of Pontificium.

The city housing the papal office was the second most populous and developed metropolis in the Holy Empire.

While the imperial capital had changed several times depending on the emperor, the papal office in Pontificium had remained unchanged since the city's founding. As a result, Pontificium had become an even more grand and ancient city than the current imperial capital, Castra Regina.

As Prydwen gradually approached Pontificium, defensive forces were being deployed along the city's long walls.

"Arcana, isn't it dangerous if we get hit by magic?"

<It's fine. The ship's shield, based on the Degenerate Reactor—the main engine I modified by adding magic to a spare engine from the Ark—will block most human magic. It's set to automatically neutralize any dangerous mana reactions. Besides, the Holy Empire isn't known for attack magic anyway.>

"That's true. Let's ignore what's below and go straight to the papal office. No need for unnecessary casualties."

"Understood."

As Prydwen's shadow began to gradually cover the Pontificium cityscape, seeming as if it would engulf the entire city, chaos erupted below.

The situation was similar to the Space Whale incident, but given the Holy Empire's reverence for Uriel as their guardian angel, rumors about this ship must have spread quickly. Children especially could be seen running excitedly, following Prydwen's dark shadow.

Seeing those innocent children running around made my resolve waver again, but I needed to finish what I'd started.

I left the captain's room and went to the isolation chamber where Cardinal Pierre Cauchon was confined.

Following my orders to barely keep him alive, Arcana had done her job thoroughly. His limbs were still too shattered to move properly, and bone fragments from the railgun blast were embedded throughout his body, making even basic movement difficult. Even with life and recovery-specialized holy magic, he'd probably struggle with daily activities for the rest of his life.

He might need future medical technology from the Ark combined with holy magic just to manage basic functions... but I wouldn't allow that.

"Cardinal."

"Where are we going now?"

"The papal office. We've already entered Pontificium's airspace."

"I see... just kill me now."

"I'm still thinking about that. I honestly don't know what's right to do with you."

His voice sounded as if he'd accepted everything, calm and devout like a true cleric now that he realized his physical condition.

It disgusted me.

"If I'd done what I wanted, you'd already be dead, crushed like a bug on that cold cathedral floor. Don't act high and mighty, Cardinal. The only reason you're still breathing, however faintly, is solely because of Lucia. Nothing else. If I killed you here, it might become a burden on Lucia's heart."

I still felt the urge to crush his head at any moment. I was restraining myself with superhuman patience.

"...Believe it or not, I truly thought this was the best path for Lucia. Do you think I would use a child I'd watched grow up, a child I personally brought in, solely for my own gain? In this world, power equals authority, and only with power can one survive in this harsh reality. The mind control spell intended for Lucia was structurally designed for me to control, and I had no intention of using it. Eventually, I would die before Lucia, and the spell would disappear with me. Without such justification, I couldn't have performed the Great Ritual. If I just cast it without using it, Lucia would simply gain power, wouldn't she?"

That expression showing he truly believed what he was saying.
The more I looked at it, the more nauseated I felt.
How could someone with such clear convictions appear so ugly?

"I didn't come here to listen to your self-justifying nonsense. Whether it's true or not, what does it matter? In the end, you forced Lucia to drink the blood of nearly a thousand people against her will. Can that ever be justified, regardless of your purpose? Ask that god you believe in. Is that forgivable? For Lucia's sake? Was it truly for her sake? Or was it for yourself? Stop making me sick with your excuses, Cardinal. This is divine punishment delivered through me to you for your disgusting acts, and now the Pope will be the next target. Watch carefully how insignificant everything you believed in truly was."

"To claim this is Archangel Uriel's will... seems too extreme. Uriel was never one to handle matters this way."

"Uriel's will? You seem confused. This is my will, completely unrelated to Uriel. Everything that has happened was done entirely by my own volition. And so will everything that follows."

"...I see. I won't ask you to spare me. I won't say anything to His Holiness about what you might do. But my Inquisitors are innocent. They merely followed my orders."

"Now you're pretending to be a virtuous cleric? Analysis of the bodies sacrificed in the Great Ritual showed most were powerless, pitiful commoners of the empire. Did you personally capture each one? Your Inquisitors are far from innocent. And even if some didn't participate directly, standing by is also a great sin."

"You speak as if you were a god. Do you have the right to judge others' sins? Look at the blood on your hands. I can see it clearly. How many people's blood have you spilled to gain that strength? With those blood-stained hands, who are you to judge? If sins must be judged, shouldn't you judge yourself first?"

"You're confused. I'm not trying to judge sins. Do I look like a court? I'm just trying to destroy you all because I feel like shit. Sin? That's just explaining why my mood is so terrible. So stop provoking me, Cardinal. It's getting harder to resist the urge to blow your head off right now."

"...Do as you wish. With this body, living would be meaningless anyway. Perhaps dying would be better."

"That's another reason I'm keeping you alive, so shut that filthy mouth. Even death seems too good for you."

Leaving the cardinal's disgusting excuses behind, I exited the isolation chamber.
At least the conversation confirmed my suspicions.
The Pope was definitely the one ultimately responsible.
Any lingering doubts about whether this might have been solely the cardinal's independent action were gone. Now I just needed to hold the Pope himself accountable.

<Abel, we're about to enter the airspace above the papal office.>

"I'll go down to the front entrance of the papal office. I've confirmed the Pope was the one giving orders. Let's see how he responds."

<Understood. All troops are ready for deployment.>

"Just me for now. As much as I'd like to obliterate the entire papal office with Prydwen's main cannon, let's talk first before deciding."

<Yes. We'll stand by for emergency deployment if needed.>

"Good."

***

BOOM!

I descended to the papal office entrance using an assault pod.
I could have gone down more quietly, but it was better to make my arrival known.

Despite my noisy descent, the papal office was surprisingly quiet.
At the entrance, only one priest in black clothing stood as if waiting for me.

"Welcome. His Holiness is expecting you."

"Lead the way."

....

The Pope seemed weaker than I'd expected. He must have calculated after seeing Prydwen's power that destroyed the basin. He knew he couldn't stop me if I decided to fire the main cannon.

I passed through the magnificent doors of the papal office and across a vast plaza that could easily hold thousands of people, entering a massive cathedral at the end that was as splendid and majestic as the emperor's palace.

I could sense presences around, suggesting papal guards were hiding, but they showed no hostile intent yet.

Of course, that would change instantly at the Pope's command.

Passing through the great hall bathed in colorful light, I reached an ornate throne decorated with platinum and jewels.

On the magnificent throne sat an old man holding the papal symbol—a cross-shaped staff with three horizontal lines of different sizes at the top—surrounded by twelve guards providing tight security.

The Pope's personal guard, the Twelve Apostles.

Considering the power a single superhuman wields in this world, these were the true strength of the papal office.

If the Inquisitors were the Pope's shadow, these were the embodiments of his will.

Unlike the Inquisitors who worked quietly in the shadows, these operated in the open, frequently venturing outside the papal territory. Each acted independently on the Pope's orders and was famous across the continent for their strength.

"Show respect to His Holiness!"

When I stood straight, staring directly at the Pope, a cardinal sitting in a modest chair to the Pope's right, assisting him, demanded angrily that I kneel and show proper respect.

Why should I?

"And if I refuse?"

"How dare you!"

"Do you people have some passive skill that makes you say 'How dare you!' at everything? Always 'How dare you!' Shut up, minnow. I came to talk to the Pope, not to some small fry like you."

"Y-you... you heaven-defying, thundering naked ape...!"

THUD!

"Enough."

When the Pope struck his staff once, silence fell.

"I ask you, is everything that has happened the will of Uriel?"

Looking at the Pope's face as he spoke with grave solemnity, my judgment twisted.
I wanted to distort that face pretending to be dignified and merciful.

"No, everything that has happened is solely my will."

"How incredibly rude. What is your name?"

"Abel Bearwolf. And yours?"

"......."

Unable to contain his provocation, the Pope's expression began to distort.

"He is His Holiness Pope Martin VI. Mind your language. His name is not for commoners like you to casually speak."

The assisting cardinal answered for him.

"Does His Holiness not have a mouth? Or is he a child who can't say his own name?"

"You bastard!!!"

The cardinal who had been barely containing his anger finally exploded.

"Shut up if you don't want to die."

Where do you get off shouting like that? You want to die?

"...!!!!"

THUD! THUD! THUD!

"Enough! Stop! Abel Bearwolf, was it? What do you want?"

"I'll ask just one thing. I already know everything, so prepare to disappear along with the papal office if you lie."

"...What is it?"

"The Great Ritual performed on Lucia, you ordered it, right?"

"Yes. I ordered it."

An immediate answer. Incredibly brazen.
That expression suggesting it was as natural as breathing.
That nothing was wrong with what he'd done.
The anger that had settled began to boil up again.

"Here are my demands. First, officially announce and apologize for what you've done in the name of the papal territory for all to see. Second, investigate the victims and compensate their families if innocent people were involved. Third, never interfere with Lucia again. No, don't even approach her without my permission."

With each demand, the expressions of those around the Pope changed dramatically.

"Fourth, the Pope will always wear a 'bracelet' I provide. Fifth, thoroughly investigate everyone involved in this incident and administer appropriate punishment. Finally, after completing the first five demands, you will step down as Pope and spend the rest of your life atoning in a place I designate, never to leave."

"My... my... my goodness, what a madman!"

When I finished speaking, the cardinal assisting the Pope turned pale and looked like he might collapse foaming at the mouth.

"Do you think I would accept such absurd conditions?"

The Pope sneered incredulously at my words.

"You're confused about something. I'm notifying you, not asking for your acceptance or permission. You asked if I thought you would accept? Let me show you what happens if you don't."

"Your insolence knows no bounds. This place prevents escape even by teleportation, and quietly disposing of you alone would be nothing. The only reason I'm tolerating your impudence is out of respect for Archangel Uriel behind you. You yourself are nothing. If you wag your insolent tongue once more, I won't hold back, Uriel or not!"

Finally, unable to contain his anger at my words, the Pope's face filled with rage.
Yes, let's talk without masks.
I know all about the ugly desires inside you, so stop playing games.

"Finally showing your true colors. I've been wanting to smash that disgusting face of yours pretending to be dignified. You won't hold back? You? Both Cardinal Pierre and you seem confused—this is entirely my will alone, Uriel has nothing to do with it. There is no Uriel behind me. So if you have any complaints, come at me with all the power you have. Whether I die here or not, there will be no retribution from Uriel."

"That disrespectful behavior, I can no longer overlook it. Apostle Iscariot. Make that insolent one kneel before me immediately."

I can only sigh.
Why can't they ever deviate from expectations?

The man in black priestly robes who had been standing like a statue beside the Pope, called Apostle Iscariot, pulled out two cross-shaped swords from somewhere and began charging at me with one in each hand.

<Hostile reaction detected. Beginning emergency deployment!>

The man, who initially seemed relatively slow, suddenly sprouted four translucent dragonfly-like wings from his back, accelerating rapidly as he rushed forward.

In an instant, he reached close range and swung his dual swords.

As expected of one of the Twelve Apostles who represent the Pope's will, his skills clearly surpassed even the exceptional students rumored at the Academy.

Even though this one appeared to be the lowest-ranked among the Twelve Apostles, he was this skilled—it seemed the rumors of each being famous across the continent weren't exaggerated.

I hadn't brought Helena's Nail.

And regardless of how famous this person might be on the continent, I still didn't feel the need for it.

His swordsmanship with the dual blades was flashy and sharp, but not impossible to dodge.

I avoided the complex trajectories of the dual swords that moved so fast they left afterimages, waiting for an opening.

—Advancing Step, Single Yang Roar.

As soon as I saw an opening, I channeled mana into my palm and struck upward at his chin.

"Kuk!"

An attack that sent shock waves through the brain via the jaw.

Taking advantage of the confusion caused by the inevitable brain concussion in any creature with a brain, I concentrated mana in my arm, grabbed his head, and threw him backward.

CRASH!!!

With a thunderous sound, the cathedral's barrier and roof shattered as a spider-like steel war machine rapidly descended.

<'Arachne' emergency deployment!>

If Tarantula was a mass-production model for large-scale warfare, Arachne was a weapon designed to face superhumans above a certain level. Perfect for those Twelve Apostles.

It was more powerful and larger.

Apostle Iscariot, unable to regain his senses properly after being grabbed by the head and thrown, was pinned down in mid-air by the descending Arachne.

His limbs twisted in grotesque directions under the heavy steel war machine that had crashed through the ceiling.

Though he was already unable to resist properly, Arachne's mechanical arms placed mana-suppressing restraints on Iscariot's limbs and neck, instantly reducing the superhuman apostle to a state worse than an ordinary person, unable to use mana.

It was surprising that analysis continued to show no threat to his life despite his condition.

It seems that masters of holy magic truly do boast cockroach-like vitality.

"!!!!"

Shocked by this unpredictable turn of events, everyone from the arrogantly seated Pope to the cardinal jumped up in astonishment.

"Want to try more?"

I slowly stroked the Arachne beside me as I spoke.

They said Arachne had a more advanced AI, and it was strangely endearing how it bowed before me as if asking for praise. Though the grotesquely twisted limbs of Apostle Iscariot under Arachne's many legs were a bit disturbing to look at.

"Eeek! How dare you! This place is—! I command! All apostles and guards, hear me! Subdue this impudent and blasphemous person immediately!"

"You'll regret this."

<I'll consider that a declaration of war. Deploying all forces.>

"Try to subdue them without injuries if possible. What crime have the regular guards committed? Their only sin is serving the wrong Pope."

<Understood.>

Ch.56 - Saintess Lucia (9)
Boom! Boom!

Deafening explosions echoed from all directions, shaking heaven and earth as steel weapons crashed through the ornate cathedral, shattering it. The Twelve Apostles—now reduced to eleven—who supposedly represented the Pope's will, were struggling just to protect him from the railgun shots occasionally fired by some of the Tarantulas.

Though they were clearly far beyond ordinary skill, deflecting those mana suppression rounds fired from railguns, they were hopelessly outnumbered and burdened with the additional penalty of having to protect the Pope and Cardinals beside them, making it impossible to utilize their full strength.

As I stood watching with my hand resting on Arachne's cold head, it wasn't long before all the guards within the papal residence were subdued. Giant steel spiders began filling every gap in the massive cathedral—floor, walls, and ceiling.

"Stop! Stop!"

Finally, a declaration of surrender.

"Why do people only come to their senses after getting beaten? Wouldn't it be so much better to resolve things through dialogue beforehand?"

"Is that... all you want?"

The Pope, who had been impossibly arrogant until moments ago, asked in a voice that had surrendered everything.

"Hey, come here."

The Confucian soul inside me tried to restrain me briefly, but apparently nothing is stronger than anger. Words I would normally find difficult were coming out so easily.

"What...?"

"I said come here alone. Why do you keep failing to understand simple instructions?"

"Such insolence!"

One of the Apostles, enraged, tried to attack, but—

Boom! Boom!

He was instantly subdued, reduced to tatters by concentrated railgun fire.

"Why do you keep trying such foolish things? And you Twelve—or Eleven—Apostles are all the same. When you saw the Pope doing such despicable things, you should have risked your lives to dissuade him. Did you just empty your brains and mindlessly follow orders? Is that enough? Did the god you believe in teach you to act this way? And Pope, come here right now."

"I... understand. Everyone, remain in position."

After speaking, the Pope expressed his miserable state by slowly moving forward with heavy steps.

"You're lucky I don't like attacking old men. Here, put this on your wrist."

I handed the Pope a bracelet I had prepared.

"What... is this?"

"Nothing special. A monitoring device. From now on, every word you speak, every action you take, every single movement will be reported to me. Any attempt to remove or bypass it will also be reported. Don't worry about power—it converts microwaves from the numerous satellites and orbital stations in this planet's orbit into energy. No matter where you go on this planet, that bracelet won't turn off. Don't understand what I'm saying? Just think of it as an unquenchable flame shackled to you until you die. Of course, it could be destroyed, but well, I'll just send you another one, so don't worry."

It also has a function to explode and assassinate him if he tries anything foolish, but if I told him that, he might choose suicide immediately.

"...I have no choice, do I?"

"Of course not. Did you give Lucia a choice? Or the innocent people sacrificed to whatever 'Great Law' you invoked? The only reason I'm not killing you is because it would be troublesome to clean up afterward. Though honestly, I wouldn't mind killing you. Someone else would become Pope anyway, and I could just leave it to your successor. So don't misunderstand. This is just giving you a chance to atone for yourself, however slightly. Remember that I could dispose of you at any time without any consequences to me."

"......"

"I'll send you a document with the detailed conditions, so follow them thoroughly. And for additional surveillance, two of those spider weapons will remain invisible and stationed near you at all times from now on. Ready to blow your head off if you try anything stupid. So let's behave, shall we?"

"...I... understand."

The grand cathedral, no less magnificent and splendid than an emperor's palace, now had large holes punctured throughout its beautiful painted ceiling from the Tarantulas and Arachne that had fallen like bombs from above.

The floor with its intricate mosaics was shattered to pieces, covered with debris from broken stained glass, ceiling, and walls scattered everywhere.

Standing motionless in the middle of the cathedral, now little more than ruins, I watched as the Pope's shoulders—once proudly squared—narrowed like those of a frail old man, then returned to the Prydwen.

<Do you think he might just commit suicide?>

"That would be fine too, in its own way. If he commits suicide, I can just assign the task to an acting or successor Pope. Besides, people like him usually value their own lives too much to commit suicide. For now, transport the surviving regular Inquisitors and the victims' bodies to that cathedral, and draft the detailed terms to deliver to the Pope. I'm going to check on Lucia."

<Understood. I'll handle the rest properly, so don't worry.>


***


When I entered the captain's quarters, Lucia had awakened from sleep and was half-sitting up in bed, staring blankly ahead with open eyes.

Her thoughts must be complicated.

"Saintess."

"...Abel."

Hearing that weak voice again instead of her usual vibrant tone that energized everyone who heard it, I felt a strong urge to detonate the bracelet on the Pope's arm and kill him right now.

"How are you feeling?"

I asked Lucia again, suppressing the murderous intent rising within me.

"Better than ever. I can almost grab the mana flowing in the air with my bare hands. My senses are that sharp and my mind is clear, but why do I feel so terrible? My physical condition is excellent, better than ever before."

There's no psychiatry in this world. No field like clinical psychology either. She seems unable to understand the disconnect between her body and mind.

"Saintess, humans are not defined solely by physical problems. Even the physically healthiest people sometimes take their own lives due to mental issues."

"Is that so... What happened to Cardinal Pierre Cauchon?"

"I spared his life. Though in his current condition, he probably won't be able to hold a fork properly for the rest of his life."

"......"

Lucia seemed lost in thought, so I quietly sat down on the edge of the bed beside her.

For a while, I sat with my back to her, staring blankly at the door of the captain's quarters, when I felt a small head quietly leaning against my back.

Then, with her head resting against my back, Lucia began to speak softly, almost whispering.

"Abel, I was born in a red-light district."

This is something I've never heard before. I had already guessed she was an orphan from what she'd said before, but this...

"Without knowing who my father or mother was, I was abandoned in the back alleys of the red-light district, surviving on rotten bread, unidentifiable insects, and dead rats. Normally, I would have been found as a nameless corpse, but the blessed body of the Dragonkin forcibly kept me alive even in such desperate and terrible circumstances."

I couldn't have imagined it. That such a dark background lay behind this girl's bright smile.

"......"

"After living like an animal, I was rescued by His Eminence the Cardinal and entered a monastery. At first, I resented my father and mother who abandoned me. I was too young to understand what a red-light district was. I don't know if you're familiar with the doctrines of Geminism, but if I had to identify its most important aspect, it would be forgiveness."

"I think I understand that part somewhat."

It's similar to a certain religion from the Earth I lived on.

"Forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin against us. That's part of the prayer I offer three times daily. Praying every day since childhood, as I grew older and came to understand what a red-light district was, I forgave my mother who abandoned me."

"...I see."

"Yes, in my ignorant days, sometimes resentment, hatred, and anger swirled around me, but once I acknowledged, understood, and forgave, my heart felt lighter."

"......"

"So I tried to understand and forgive Cardinal Cauchon. I kept trying, even if only for a short time. But no matter how much I think about it, I just can't. The people who died can't even forgive him, and I have no right to represent them. I can't make sense of it myself."

"The doctrine says to forgive, that I must forgive, but no matter how I think about it, I can't. A Saintess who can't follow the doctrine—isn't that funny? What should I do... I've thought and thought, but I don't know."

This is frustrating.
I honestly don't know what to say to this young Saintess.
I can only speak what comes to mind.

"Saintess, I may not know much about religion, but this is what I think: people come first, then religion—not the other way around. Just look at this incident. If they had seen people as people, could they have committed such acts? Fanaticism and strong beliefs can sometimes become the strongest prisons. You lock yourself in a hard, narrow prison. When you're alone in a dark, enclosed prison with walls on all sides, that small prison starts to feel like the entire world. And you stop trying to look outside or understand anything beyond it."

"I believe that's how demons are born. When you take that narrow prison as an absolute standard and try to change the world we share with others according to your own dogmatic criteria, there comes a moment when other humans no longer appear human to you. Because in your narrow prison, you were the only human. I think beliefs can be beautiful. Strong beliefs can strengthen human will and sometimes make the seemingly impossible possible."

"That's why I appreciate human hymns. But Saintess, there's only a hair's breadth between celebrating humanity and human supremacy. Similarly, I believe there's just a paper-thin difference between when a belief appears beautiful and when it appears ugly. I don't know exactly what religious doctrine you believe in. But there must have been a reason for that doctrine to emerge, and that reason was likely not simply 'God's will' but something more practical than you might think. Most religions I've encountered were like that."

"'Forgive.' It's a beautiful phrase. Just as the word 'belief' is fundamentally beautiful. However, I don't think it should become an absolute standard. You've thought and thought, and the doctrine says to forgive, but you can't forgive? So what? If you've thought hard and still can't forgive, then don't. In fact, mindlessly forgiving just because the doctrine says so is the more dangerous thinking."

"That's essentially locking yourself in a prison, and the more solid that prison of your own making becomes, the more likely monsters like the Cardinal and Pope are born. Demons and monsters don't need to have foul and terrible forms. Humans can be demons and monsters too. And the moment you stop thinking for yourself, the possibility of becoming a monster or demon increases."

"So Saintess, I won't tell you whether you should forgive or not. Instead, the one thing I want to tell you is to constantly think, examine, and reflect, then act as your own agent with autonomy. Don't stop questioning whether you did the right thing even after you've acted. Even if it somewhat contradicts the doctrine, even if you make some mistakes—so what? Human beings aren't as simple or perfect as doctrines. If God truly exists, I'm sure He would understand that much flexibility."

I ended up talking too much, just saying whatever came to mind.
Of course, this is also something I'm telling myself, but...
It's all just amateur philosophy from an engineering graduate....
I don't know how the Saintess will take it.

How much time passed after I finished speaking?
After leaning her head quietly against my back for a long while, Lucia slowly lifted her head.

"Abel, where is Cardinal Cauchon?"

A somewhat different tone from her earlier powerless voice.

"He's inside this warship. I haven't decided on his disposition yet."

"Please take me to him."

Lucia spoke as if she had made up her mind.

"...Understood."


*


With an invisible transparent wall between them, the Cardinal and Lucia faced each other.
Lucia flinched momentarily upon seeing the Cardinal's serious physical condition, but quickly composed herself and stood straight, looking directly at him.

"You've come, Saintess."

Seeing that benevolent expression, as if he had transcended everything, I wanted to snap at him immediately, but I held back.
This isn't my place to intervene.

"Your Eminence."

Lucia pretended to be confident and unaffected, but the slight trembling of her fingertips showed she was struggling.

"Saintess, I truly meant for your—"

"No. You used me only for your own satisfaction. If it had been for my sake, you would never have done what you did. I didn't come here to listen to your excuses."

"......"

Not quickly, but firmly emphasizing each word, Lucia began to speak.

"The immense kindness you showed by pulling me out of that cesspool—I will be grateful for it until the day I die, and I will never forget it. However, Your Eminence, no matter how much I think about it, I cannot forgive you. Even if I were to forgive you, would those who were sacrificed forgive you? I cannot believe they would."

"So you're saying you can't forgive me, and you'll ignore my kindness too?"

The Cardinal's benevolent expression instantly changed to a vicious one.
In the end, his true nature emerges at the very last moment. I thought as much.

"No. Having received kindness equivalent to being given life, I will desperately plead with Abel to spare your life. But even if Abel grants my request and spares you, you will never see the bright sun again, never lie down comfortably for even a day, and never taste delicious food again. Just as you sacrificed others by imprisoning them in your own prison, I will imprison you in the prison I desire. I hope you spend the rest of your life atoning there. Perhaps then, God might hear your atonement. Let's go, Abel. I have nothing more to say."

"This... this...! Lucia...! How could you do this to me! I pulled you out of that cesspool...!"

"Shut up. Arcana, cut off the sound from that thing."

<I've already done so.>

"Good, you're always so sensible. Relay exactly what Lucia said to the Pope, and continue monitoring him separately even after he's transferred to prison."

<Yes, I will obey your command.>

After leaving the isolation room where the Cardinal was confined, Lucia leaned against the wall with her head down, gasping for breath, covering her face with both hands and beginning to sob.

She had pretended to be unaffected and dignified in front of the Cardinal, but the truth was that he had been like a father to her and her benefactor, despite what he had done.

This isn't something I can help with; I can only wait quietly.

After crying for a long time while standing there, Lucia slowly turned around to look at me, and with a face soaked in tears but wearing a melancholy yet relieved smile, she said:

"Thank you, Abel. I think I'll never forget this."

"Saintess, where I used to live, there was a saying that if you laugh while crying, horns will grow on your bottom. Though I suppose you already have horns..."

My timid joke seemed to work as Lucia laughed quietly, as if finding it absurd.

"What's that supposed to mean? Abel, you really talk like Uncle Rinaldo. And please speak comfortably. From now on, I'm not 'Saintess,' just Lucia."

Is she saying my sense of humor is like that of a man in his 40s or 50s? Still, my forced joke seems to have improved her mood.

Seeing Lucia's relieved smile through her tear-stained face, I felt this incident coming to an end and replied with a refreshing smile of my own.

"Alright then... let's go home now, Lucia."

"Yes, let's go home, Abel."

Ch.57 - Saintess Lucia (10)
After turning the Papal State into a wasteland with Prydwen, I immediately went to Uriel with Lucia upon arriving at the academy to explain everything.

"Looking at the results, this will only enhance my reputation."

Uriel's assessment was simple and accurate.

Indeed, the full details of the incident would soon be announced in the name of the Papal State, and while the Pope's prestige would plummet, Uriel's name would soar.

Arcana had meticulously crafted a "modified" scenario to pass along, carefully concealing information about me.

At this rate, it wouldn't be strange if the Holy Empire started worshiping Uriel as a god. Actually, I heard some sects of the Gemina religion already view Uriel as a divine incarnation...

"Will it really turn out that way? Does it matter?"

"Well, Eden hasn't reacted yet. Everyone knows Prydwen is my ship, and from the perspective of the archangels of Eden who hold actual authority, conflicts between humans are like watching ants playing war games. There were once archangels who showed interest in earthly affairs, but now... there's only me."

After saying this, Uriel paused with a bitter smile before continuing.

"Of course, my involvement will attract attention, but embarrassingly, I'm already known for frequently meddling in continental affairs... People will probably just think, 'There goes Uriel being Uriel again.'"

Fair enough. To a powerful archangel like Uriel, most humans must seem less significant than ants.

Rather, Uriel is the odd one for treating such ant-like beings as equals with their own personhood.

Would humans treat ants as equals if they developed intelligence? If an intelligent ant came up to us saying, "Hello? I've developed civilization too," while showing off its anthill, would we consider it our equal?

I'm not typically critical of humans, but I'm skeptical about this point.
Of course, ants have their own merits, and if we're talking about a Transcendent ant, that would be a different story, but Transcendents aren't common...

"That's fortunate."

"By the way, our Saintess... hmm... I'll move her accommodations to Nyx Hall during the vacation period."

"What?"

Did I just hear what I think I heard?

"Thank you, Headmaster Uriel."

Lucia?

"There's an empty room next to Abel's. While we strictly maintain gender separation in principle, it's vacation time, and I'll make an exception in this case. Hecate Hall, being nearly empty, might negatively affect the Saintess's psychological state. Rules are important, but people need to live first."

"???"

"I appreciate your consideration."

Lucia responded to Uriel with an elegant and polite bow.

"Um... is my opinion not important?"

"Of course not, Abel. This is my decision as headmaster."

So this is the bitter taste of powerlessness.

So Putin on one side of my room and the Saintess on the other? I'm getting dizzy.
I can't remember if Putin said he was going home for the vacation or not.

Why do I suddenly feel a chill down my spine?

"There will be a few people staying in the dormitory this summer. Last year, almost everyone went home."

"Is that so?"

"Yes. You won't be bored. There are people... who have some degree of friendship with Abel."

"No personal requests this vacation?"

I asked a question that suddenly occurred to me.

"No, there aren't any. So please rest comfortably during this summer vacation."

With Uriel's enigmatic smile behind us, Lucia and I left the headmaster's office.

"You worked hard, Saintess."

"Please just call me Lucia."

"Ah, right, Lucia. You worked hard."

"I didn't really do anything. Abel's the one who worked hard."

While Lucia used to be full of bubbly energy, she seemed to have become more composed in that short time, perhaps due to her difficult experiences. She probably needs some time to recover.

"Moving dormitories will take a day or two to pack and transfer your belongings, so for today, just go back to Hecate Hall and rest. You must be tired."

"Yes, Abel. You rest well too."

"Sure, and let me know anytime if things get difficult."

"I will."

And so passed a day that felt like a month.
I didn't notice it much during the extreme state of excitement, but now that the tension has eased, fatigue is hitting me all at once...

Time to rest.


***


When I returned to my dormitory and entered my room, I saw Arcana sitting in a chair wearing a maid uniform, quietly sipping tea while looking out the window.

If she were wearing noble attire instead of a maid uniform, her elegant posture would make her indistinguishable from a daughter of some aristocratic family.

It's truly fascinating the more I look at her.
An AI enjoying tea with aristocratic etiquette.
How was that body even created?

Whenever I ask, she just says a lady's body isn't something to be casually inquired about, so Arcana's true identity remains one of this world's greatest mysteries.

"I'm back, Arcana."

<Welcome back. Would you like a cup?>

Arcana offered me tea as I entered the room.

"Sure."

Unlike the summer atmosphere outside, the room was pleasantly cool with magically controlled temperature and humidity. As I drank the tea Arcana prepared, I felt the lingering tension release and my muscles relax throughout my body.

"Did I do the right thing? Intervening in such a major event makes it difficult to predict which direction history will flow."

<The future is an unknown realm even to me with my powerful computational abilities. No matter how much analysis I perform, seemingly insignificant variables judged to be nothing can return as hurricanes. But Abel, it's not simply about the future—you did the best you could in that situation, and isn't that enough? Whether it turns out well or poorly in the end, that's something only God would know.>

An AI talking about God...
Even I don't believe in God's existence.

"I suppose you're right. Though I don't believe in God."

<Neither do I. It's just a figure of speech.>

"You never let me have the last word. Still, you worked hard too, Arcana. Actually, you probably worked harder than me, doing many things I can't even imagine simultaneously."

<That's just how I was made. Though considering that, I am indeed working my bones off supporting you.>

Huh? Working her what off?

"R-right? I'm going to sleep now. Are you staying longer?"

<Yes. Rest well, you've worked hard, Master.>

I lay down on the bed, admiring Arcana elegantly drinking her tea as I closed my eyes.

It had been such a long day...


*


Flash.

4:30 AM.

Just as I suspected.

Honestly, sleep is now just to reduce mental fatigue; physically, I wonder how many days I could go without sleep.

I should test that sometime.
Wouldn't that be a form of training too?

I woke up even earlier than usual, probably because I maintained a state of tension for so long while rescuing Lucia.

Seeing this, I wonder if I'm gradually moving beyond the category of human beings.

*soft breathing*

As usual, Seol-hwa was sleeping beside me.
With vacation starting, there's no need to be discreet anymore.

"Abel... what happened to the Saintess?"

As I was preparing to go out for training, Seol-hwa woke up and asked groggily.
Yesterday I just collapsed when I got back to the room since it was evening, so I couldn't tell Seol-hwa anything. She must have been concerned.

Since I woke up earlier than usual anyway, I briefly explained what had happened to Seol-hwa.
She should know at least that much.

"I see... everyone worked hard."

"Well, looking back, it wasn't too difficult for me, but Lucia needs time..."

"By the way, Abel, I've been wondering something."

"Yes?"

"You call the Saintess just 'Lucia'?"

"Um... yes?"

"I see."

What's with that subtle expression?
My instincts are screaming that urgent evasion is necessary here.

"Well, I'm off to train. Go back to sleep. It's still early morning."

"Mmm. Take care."

Seeing her cutely waving goodbye before lying back down, I guess it was nothing after all.


***


As I hurriedly left Nyx Hall and was passing through the central garden in front of the dormitory where fireflies were gently floating around...

I saw Lucia sitting modestly on a garden bench.

"Abel? Going to train?"

Noticing my approach, Lucia asked.

"Lucia? What are you doing here?"

"Nothing special. I couldn't sleep and stayed up with my eyes open, then briefly closed them, but when I woke up, it was the same time I always wake up. Habits are hard to break, I guess. Besides, this body's recovery ability is now so good that I don't need to sleep at all."

Strangely similar to my situation.
Well, after what she went through, it's understandable if she doesn't want to think about supervising cathedral construction.
It would be completely normal to not want to look at anything related to the cathedral after experiencing such trauma.

"I delegated the cathedral construction to proceed on its own, and since I couldn't sleep anymore and had nothing particular to do, I was just sitting here looking at the sky. The night sky is beautiful, and watching it calms my mind."

Training is important, but it should be fine to sit beside her for a moment.
I placed my spear down and sat next to Lucia, gazing at the sky together.

This planet's night sky really is beautiful.

"It is. Where I lived before, stars weren't very visible. Sometimes when I pause my training to look at the night sky here, it feels amazing and brings me peace."

"A place where stars aren't visible sounds rather bleak just hearing about it."

"But the ground was that much brighter. I don't think there's much difference between here and there—they're both places where people live. Though the average civilization level was a bit higher where I lived."

"That's obvious just by looking at you."

As I sat beside Lucia absentmindedly staring at the night sky, she quietly rested her head on my shoulder.

"Abel."

"Yes?"

"Thank you."

"Why so suddenly?"

"Still, thank you."


*


"Abel, can I watch you train?"

After resting her head on my shoulder for quite some time, Lucia slowly whispered.

"It won't be interesting at all."

My training is just me punching and swinging my spear by myself.

"I just think it would be better than sitting here blankly."

"Well, I don't mind. I'm not the type to care if someone's watching."
Actually, training alone every day in an empty place was getting a bit boring.

"Then let's go train now. I think I've taken up too much of your time."

"No, it's nice watching the night sky together like this after so long. Well, not really that long ago, right? It was just a few days ago. Why does it feel so long ago?"

Time-wise, meeting at the cathedral construction site at dawn was only a few days ago, but it feels like months have passed.

"I know. I thought I would never see this scenery again."

"..."

"I've taken up too much of your time. Let's go train."

"Sure, let's go together."

Now that the seemingly endless incident is over, it finally feels like summer has truly arrived.
Lucia and I walked slowly down the dawn streets side by side under the brightening sky.

From my position of knowing the future to some extent, it's an almost impossible wish, but...
I hope only peaceful days continue from now on.

Ch.58 - Summer Vacation (1)
Whether it's martial arts, sacred techniques, magic, or the heavenly laws used by angels, all the miraculous techniques in this world ultimately utilize the same power—mana—which permeates all creation.

Heavenly laws are techniques that manifest through the instincts engraved in angels, using their immense mana, making them impossible for earthly humans to replicate.

Sacred techniques realize miracles by aligning mana through specific actions like prayer.

Magic aims to interfere with the outer universe by theoretically analyzing mana itself, systematically developing and passing down knowledge. The Magic Tower classifies magical proficiency into levels based on how effectively one can realize miracles by interfering with the outer universe through mana.

So what are martial arts?

It's quite simple.

While most mana-utilizing techniques focus on aligning external mana to interfere with the world, martial arts assumes the human body is like a universe itself. It aims to build a microcosm within, training body and mind to achieve the unity of energy and strength.

Rather than focusing externally, martial arts concentrates on oneself, controlling the body at will and handling mana from within through the microcosm built inside.

Through endless repetition, training, and cultivation, one grows the microcosm within.

That is the ultimate pursuit of martial arts.

While theory certainly helps, martial arts essentially requires training to the point of tasting blood and spitting it out.

The less talent one has, the more training is required.

That's why I too come out every morning to train.

While magic and sacred techniques reveal one's level through the techniques they can use—with magic even having clear level classifications—martial arts lacks such clarity.

It would be nice if there were classifications like "peak," "super-peak" as in some books, but there's nothing like that here.

Except for clear boundaries like the Transcendent Realm, training in martial arts feels like building a house by stacking bricks blindfolded.

Not knowing when it will be completed or if you're stacking correctly, you keep piling brick after brick to build the house called the Transcendent Realm.

It might seem inefficient, but I have no choice but to focus on martial arts.

I lack the talent for extreme external interference like sacred techniques or magic, especially compared to the geniuses around me.

To stand alongside such geniuses, I must continue training in martial arts endlessly.

Training always begins with the Eight Diamond Forms.

The eight fundamentals starting with the First Step, Thrust Punch.

River Palm, Descending Dragon, Subduing Tiger, Mountain-Splitting Palm, Encircling Palm, Tiger Embrace, Exploring Horse Palm.

These are the most basic forms, easily read in actual combat when moving quickly.

They're more for training than for actual combat against equal opponents.

But just as the foundation is most important when constructing any building or bridge, the same applies to martial arts.

A building with a weak foundation will collapse before reaching height, and martial arts with a weak foundation cannot reach higher realms.

This is especially true in this world where the transcendent energy called mana exists.

Head, shoulders, elbows, hands, buttocks, groin, knees, feet.

These eight parts are trained to the extreme.

That's why they're called the Eight Forms, and because they pursue the extreme through mastering these eight parts, they're called the Eight Extremes.

Opening the Gate.

I breathe deeply to take in mana, opening my inner microcosm to unite with the world.

In a state of extreme concentration where consciousness is split to its limit, seeing even the movement of each hair.

Feeling the momentary instant, I begin to move my body.

In a slowed world where each minute feels like a day, I repeat the basics endlessly.

A little faster, a little more precise.

Putting my heart into each movement, each form.

Simply repeating quickly or many times is meaningless.
Even thousands of repetitions would just take time at my current level, not particularly difficult.

Training must not become mere labor.

So I maximize my concentration, putting my wish into each punch I throw.

I infuse them with unwavering will.

How long have I been repeating this?

Feeling my body soaked in sweat as if I'd fallen into water, a deep exhaustion washes over me.

Despite thinking I've grown somewhat accustomed through training and actual combat, it's still not easy.

It's like interfering with the vast universe using will that begins from within.

If I could naturally infuse my will into each attack as easily as breathing, that would be like grasping the doorknob to the Transcendent Realm.

Of course, whether I could open that door would be another question.

"Abel? Are you okay?"

Lucia, who had been quietly watching me train in a trance-like state from a distance, approached with concern as I staggered as if about to collapse.

"I'm fine. I just need a short rest."

"Just a moment."

Just like Uriel using heavenly law.

Lucia brought her hands together modestly, and six translucent wings, no less radiant and beautiful than Uriel's, appeared behind her back. A brilliant light enveloped my body.

I could feel my body rapidly recovering as toxins were purified and my muscles—which had been pushed far beyond their limits during training—were restored.

"Sacred techniques are really nice. I could start training again right away like this."

"Still, don't overdo it."

"It's something I do every day anyway."

Though I wonder how long it's been since I trained in such a trance-like state.

That's probably why it feels like the sun is high in the sky.

"What time is it now?"

<It's almost noon, Abel. Seems you enjoyed cuddling with the Saintess while forgetting your time with me?>

.......

I'll ignore that. I was just training.
What cuddling? She's only speaking to me now that training is over.

"Sorry, Lucia. I lost track of time while concentrating. Did you wait long?"

"No, watching quietly was calming for my mind and body too."

"Let's go inside. You've been out since dawn."

"Yes. Headmaster Uriel came by earlier and said the room transfer to Nyx Hall is complete."

....

I didn't even notice Uriel had come and gone.

The administration of this academy truly pursues speed more than any "hurry-hurry" culture I know of, as I felt during last year's enrollment and course registration.

I can't believe they finished everything in less than a day after mentioning it yesterday.
Even with Uriel's magic and sufficient manpower, converting a room from male to female use should require major renovations.


***


Before entering Nyx Hall with Lucia, I saw a huge bear-dog coming out of the entrance.

"Oh! Abel, is that you!"

"Putin? Aren't you going home for the break?"

"I no longer need to go home for training. The academy is good for training alone. But hmm...."

Putin cut his words short and looked meaningfully between Lucia and me.
What's with that look? Those piercing eyes seem to harbor some inappropriate thoughts.

"Something to say?"

"No, I just keep thinking you have quite the luck with women. It's not bad for a man, but don't let it interfere with your training. Overdo it and your bones will dissolve!"

"What...?!"

Momentarily brain-frozen by Putin's critical hit, I couldn't even find words to counter.
Such humiliation in front of Lucia.
And from Putin of all people.

"Well, I'm off to buy training equipment! I'm always rooting for you, Abel! Hahahahaha!"

With that, Putin disappeared with quick steps, laughing so loudly it seemed Nyx Hall might float away.

"Lucia, I'm sorry. He's always a bit thoughtless. His brain is just another muscle."

"Pfft, it's fine, Abel. Let's go in."

"Y-yeah."

Fortunately, Lucia seemed to brush it off without much thought.
He should have gone home instead of staying here.


***


As usual, I was walking down the South Gate street holding Seol-hwa's hand.
Heading to the café where Senior Larry works.

The only difference from usual was...

On the opposite side of Seol-hwa, who was holding my hand on the right.

Lucia was following half a step behind on my left?

I have no idea how things ended up this way.

Seol-hwa had been lounging on my bed since dawn, and when I returned from training, she started singing about shaved ice. Figuring my morning training was essentially over, I got ready to go with her and opened the door to find...

Lucia coming out of her room at the exact same moment, facing us directly.

Seeing Seol-hwa and me coming out of the same room, Lucia froze like a statue. I deployed all kinds of excuses, starting with "we were just going for shaved ice," and that's how we ended up in this situation.

Seol-hwa, while remaining wary, wore a complicated expression regarding Lucia, probably because she'd heard about her situation, and held my hand as we walked.

According to my amateur feline psychology, she seemed very curious about why Lucia was coming out of the room next to mine. I'll have to explain that separately later.
After all, I'm just a victim of unreasonable power myself.

Meanwhile, Lucia was following us with an expression half expectant, half suspicious.

I feel like I'm sitting on a bed of thorns.
I don't know why Putin's words suddenly come to mind, but this isn't "luck with women" but rather "women troubles," isn't it?

"Welcome...nya?"

As soon as we entered the café, Senior Larry displayed a face full of question marks at this strange combination.

"Lucia said she's not going anywhere for the break, so I brought her along to see you too, Senior."

"Is that sooo?"

"Yes. It's nothing special."

"My keen intuition says otherwise, nya! First this, now even the Saintess! Oh my!"

"Stop talking nonsense and just show us to a table. One shaved ice like last time."

"...Fine, nya."

Senior Larry disappeared, muttering nonsense about not knowing Abel's limits and needing to tell Lani right away.

Lani didn't go home either...?
Now I understand what Uriel meant.
So this is what she meant by some people with whom I'm somewhat close staying behind.

"I'll sit here, Abel here, and Saintess over there."

When we reached the table, Seol-hwa specifically assigned seats.

Seol-hwa and I sat right next to each other, while Lucia sat directly opposite.

"I understand."

Hearing this, Lucia answered with a benevolent smile that seemed to understand everything.
It was clearly a benevolent smile that looked like it would forgive everything, but there was one thing—her eyes weren't benevolent at all.

What's with this discrepancy?

It's just scary.

As a subtle battle of nerves continued without much conversation...

"Abel, do you know what the ocean is?"

Of course I do. I come from a country surrounded by sea on three sides.

"Yeah, of course."

"Arcana showed me in a book that the entire continent combined is smaller than the ocean. Is that true?"

"That's right."

The satellite scans showed that too. What kind of education is Arcana giving Seol-hwa? Basic general knowledge?

"Oh...!"

Seeing Seol-hwa's eyes sparkle as she said this, she must want to visit.
Makes sense—she hasn't been many places except the snow-covered mountains in the north and around Reinstadt.

Lucia would be good company too.
Looking at the vast ocean would help calm her mind and spirit.

"Since it's summer, should we go to the beach?"

Thud!

"B-beach? Beach?!"

Senior Larry exclaimed while setting down the shaved ice.

"I'd like that."

Lucia confirmed.

"I want to see it too."

Seol-hwa was obviously in.

"Would you like to come too, Senior Larry?"

I asked out of courtesy, seeing her trembling pupils and swishing tail clearly showing how badly she wanted to go.

"I have to work, nya...."

After contemplating for a while, she answered weakly and walked away with drooping tail and ears.

Senior Larry is out.

.......

Looking at it this way, I feel sorry for her. I wondered if she could take a vacation, but honestly, I'm not sure if the concept of vacation even exists in this world.

That senior appears carefree but is surprisingly responsible, seemingly unable to choose the option of quitting work to go play.

As for where to go, I can ask Arcana and think about it slowly.

At least everyone's distraction with the ocean brought some peace, so I'll think about this later....


***


Professor Helen's office.

Senior Helen was wearing clothes similar to her previous provocative outfit—elegant yet stimulating to male instincts.

Even seeing her again didn't build any immunity, so I kept shifting my gaze between the floor and ceiling as I spoke.

"Senior."

"Ah, my junior is here? Did you resolve that matter well?"

"Yes, it became quite a big issue, but I think it was resolved well."

"I see...."

I explained to Senior Helen as I had to Seol-hwa.

Her already transparent red eyes grew redder as tears began to well up.

"Our poor Saintess...how pitiful...what to do."

"But Headmaster Uriel has been accommodating, and I'm keeping an eye on her too, so I think she'll be fine with some time."

"That's good, but....."

"Senior, would you like to go to the beach?"

I should ask this senior too.

"U-um!? You want me to go to the beach with you? Just the two of us...?!"

Seeing her startled reaction, her teary eyes growing even rounder, this senior seems to have some major misunderstanding.

Just the two of us? Senior Helen and me alone at the beach?

That would be nice for me too...no, I should tell the truth.

"No, not just us two. So far it's confirmed that Seol-hwa and the Saintess are going. Partly to help with the Saintess's mental care. We haven't decided when yet."

"I see...I'd love to. I'm free to go anywhere as long as I'm just observing. Despite appearances, I'm a Level 7 Archmage, hard to find anywhere."

"Then I'll count you in."

"Yes, yes, thanks for asking."

Members confirmed. Just the four of us plus Arcana should be enough for a comfortable getaway.
My plan is perfect.

....

Ch.59 - Summer Vacation (2)
The moonlight hid between thick dark clouds, bringing a pitch-black darkness upon the world. It was a quiet, late hour when even the noisy summer cicadas had fallen silent.

I felt a soft, light weight slowly climbing onto my body as I slept peacefully.

"Seol-hwa... you shouldn't climb on me while I'm sleeping."

From the small, petite figure I felt on my stomach, I knew exactly who it was without opening my eyes.

"Abel..."

Sure enough, I heard Seol-hwa's slightly trembling voice.

"I... can't hold back anymore."

While I was still trying to comprehend what I'd just heard, I felt the sweet scent of her body and the subtle fragrance like baby's breath flowers. Her hair cascaded down like a curtain, brushing against my face.

I slightly opened my heavy eyes through my drowsy consciousness, and right in front of me were two golden eyes shining brightly between strands of silver hair, accompanied by slightly flushed cheeks tinged with shyness.

With excited breath tickling my face, a soft sensation briefly touched my lips before pulling away.

At first, it was just an innocent kiss, lips barely touching lips.

"Seol-hwa...?"

Once, twice. The light kisses continued.

Slowly her lips pulled away, then returned with warm heat as our lips completely overlapped.

"Mmph."

I tried to get up, but my body wouldn't move as if I were experiencing sleep paralysis.

The sound of a heart—whose, I couldn't tell—pounding as if about to burst, felt through the soft chest pressed against mine.

Shallow breaths escaped between our moist, overlapping lips.

A deep kiss began as our tongues met between parted pink lips, gently exploring each other.

In that hazy consciousness, I realized.

Ah, this is a dream.

Because there's no way Seol-hwa would kiss this well.

The kid would be lucky not to clash teeth with me.

Damn it.

....

.......

I bolted upright.

Having realized it was a dream for such a ridiculous reason, I managed to wake up through superhuman willpower before things progressed further.

Using my willpower training for something like this.

I was so overwhelmed with self-loathing I could barely hold myself together.

*Soft breathing*

As expected, Seol-hwa was just sleeping carefully beside me in an adorable position.

I had such a dream about this innocent child?

Am I sexually frustrated?

Even if I were, there are plenty of other potential partners. Why Seol-hwa of all people?

As I sat halfway up, covering my face and wallowing in self-loathing, Seol-hwa must have sensed I was awake.

"Abel... are you up?"

Her voice overlapped with the one from my dream, intensifying my self-loathing.

Since it was time for morning training anyway, training was the answer at a time like this.

Swinging my fists or spear would help clear my mind of these thoughts.

"Yeah. I need to go out."

"Okay... take care..."

Seol-hwa greeted me in a drowsy state, not fully awake.

To have such a dream about someone so pure.

Oh, Abel, Kim Si-min. Just go die.


*


"Abel? You're out early. You don't look so good. Did something happen?"

Lucia, who was already sitting on a bench in the garden, must have noticed my troubled expression.

Was it that obvious?

"No, I just don't think I'm fully awake yet."

I couldn't possibly tell her about my dream, so I just made something up.
No matter how understanding Lucia might be, she'd probably give me a disapproving look if she heard the content. She already knows I'm an adult.

"You're going to train, right?"

"Yeah. Moving my body around might help me feel better."

"Let's go, Abel!"

She stood up from the bench and started walking toward the training area, taking the lead.

Does she actually enjoy my boring training?

Lucia's footsteps seemed strangely lighter.

Well, that's not a bad thing.

Women's hearts are truly difficult to understand.


***


"Arcana, are you ready?"

<Yes. It took longer than expected because collecting and analyzing the data took some time.>

One of the things I'd requested from Arcana before.

It seems the augmented reality-based sparring system has finally been built.

After some light basic training, I decided to try what I'd been most eager to do.

Fighting against myself, something I'd only read about in books.

Based on my data that had been steadily collected, Arcana analyzed and calibrated it, and now...

In front of me stood myself, holding a spear.

I have my pride—I can't lose to a mere program.

I'll show the power of humanity.

<Begin!>

Although my opponent held a spear, I just needed to dodge it.

Dodge, get in close, and land one solid hit—then it would be my turn.

As soon as I heard Arcana's signal, I kicked off the ground and charged.

<You are dead.>

I was killed in one move, my throat pierced.

....

"Wait, I thought you said this was an exact replica of me? It doesn't seem exact."

<No, it is accurate.>

Is the gap between me with a spear and without one this severe?

I can't accept this.

It's a bit underhanded, but this time I prepared myself, focusing my will to move in advance.

<Begin!>

Six-Harmony Great Spear, "Phoenix Nods Head" Triple Strike.

This time, as soon as we started, the image rushed at me first, executing three thrusts that pierced my head, neck, and heart almost simultaneously, resulting in another death judgment.

"No! This doesn't make sense."

<No, my implementation is perfect. Abel is simply undertrained.>

"Again."

<Dead.>

"Again."

<Dead.>

"Stop cheating! You're just an illusion."

*Snicker*

......?

Did that illusion just sneer at me? Its mouth corner definitely turned up. Being mocked by myself.

Anger surged within me. Is this how people feel when they face me?

<I've incorporated some of Abel's personality into that illusion. Just so you know.>

"Why would you add something like that...? And you're saying I mock opponents like that? That's absurd. I'm not that kind of character-deficient person."

<People typically don't want to believe uncomfortable truths when confronted with them.>

"...."

After being hit hard with facts by Arcana, I continued retrying as if I had infinite coins, but I kept dying before even reaching the third move.

And I came to a realization.

There was a gap between my current level of fist techniques and spear techniques.

I hadn't noticed it before because I hadn't felt particularly lacking in my fist techniques, but now that I was aware, the clear disparity was apparent.

While the spear does have a reach advantage over fists, my intuition strongly suggested this was beyond just a matter of reach.

Of course, I could simply abandon fist techniques and focus solely on spear techniques, but...

This was a matter of pride.

My foundation and beginning were these two fists, and I couldn't accept losing to mere fake spear techniques implemented in augmented reality.

I needed to think.

Mindlessly charging in was meaningless.

If that illusion reflected my personality to some extent, it would use thrusting attacks rather than swinging against an opponent with fists.

Indeed, most of its attacks so far had been thrusts like Zha or Phoenix Nods Head.

It wasn't even using the Six Harmonies, as if suggesting it didn't need to use special techniques against my level.

I had infinite coins anyway.

So I should start from the very beginning.

I gave up on attacking and poured all my concentration and mana into defensive power.

<Begin!>

As Arcana's signal came, I desperately focused on watching the tip of the spear held by the illusion.

Dead. Dead. Dead. Dead again.

Though there was no actual pain or feeling of death, after receiving dozens, hundreds, or even more death judgments, mental anguish began to dominate my brain.

Finally, I started to see the movement of the spear tip.

Once I could see it, the next step was attempting to dodge.

At first, I couldn't properly dodge even once, getting pierced through the head, neck, heart, or wherever.

Two times. Three times. Four times.

Gradually, the number of successful dodges increased.

Of course, I was so focused on dodging that I couldn't even dream of attacking.

But even a journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.

First, focus on dodging.

....

After endlessly repeating dodges, forgetting the flow of time, I finally reached a point where counterattacks became somewhat possible.

Just attempts, though.

BOOM!

The illusion merely struck the ground with its spear, but it sounded like a real thunderous noise.

After a series of Zha thrusts, it followed with a downward strike in the Tai Gong Fishing Posture.

I quickly dodged to the right.

With my personality, I'd try to cut down someone circling to the side with a mid-level slash like White Snake Playing with Wind.

I aimed for that split second.

By the time I heard the sound of the spear cutting through the air, it had already reached my waist. If I hadn't responded, my waist would have been cut and I'd have been judged dead.

But I had anticipated this.

A point attack against a line.

I put as much mana as possible into my fist and aimed for a single point, striking the spear shaft that was approaching my waist.

The impact caused the spear to shake, creating a slight opening.

Taking advantage of the momentary hesitation from the shock transmitted through the spear, I quickly rushed into the opponent's space and precisely drove my elbow, filled with all my mana, into their chest.

Gate Opening Form—External Gate Summit Elbow.

My desperate attack with all my strength seemed to work, as the illusion slowly began to disappear.

<Your first victory, Abel. The number of defeats... I won't mention.>

"In these things, the person who wins at the end is the winner."

<...That level of mental gymnastics is quite impressive.>

"Yes~ I won."

Finally landed a hit on that arrogant program.

<You're quite confident. Shall we raise the level a bit?>

"This had levels?"

<Of course. This was the lowest level. You could call it Abel Basic Form.>

"...."

If there's an Abel Basic Form, that means there must be an Abel Enhanced Form.

So all this time, I've been desperately trying to beat a very easy difficulty level, using hundreds of coins.

<I'd like to continue, but it's already close to noon today.>

...Oh, Lucia.

When I turned my gaze, I saw Lucia sitting modestly under the shade of a tree, watching me.

"Abel, are you done training?"

As I quickly approached her, Lucia stood up with a little "oof" and asked.

"Sorry, I was testing something new today."

"I noticed. Unlike yesterday, you were moving very dynamically by yourself today."

While I experienced something like reality through augmented reality and all sorts of technology, to Lucia's eyes, I must have looked like I was just putting on a show by myself.

Thinking about it now, it's a bit embarrassing...

"It's training that uses ship technology. Kind of embarrassing."

I just said whatever came to mind, though I'm not sure if Lucia would believe it.

"No, you looked cool! Just a moment."

Like yesterday, a pure white light enveloped me, and my fatigue was cleanly recovered.

"Thanks. You didn't have to wait."

"No, I waited because I wanted to. Let's go back, Abel."


***


As I entered Nyx Hall with Lucia...

I saw a rabbit running toward me.

"Senior, have you been well?"

A rabbit—no, Lani—ran up to me and attempted an elegant noble-like greeting.

"It's 'well,' not 'well-being.' Just act normal like you usually do. It's awkward. Aren't you on break? Don't you go home?"

"Understood, Senior. My home is in a mountain valley at the northern edge of the Britannia Empire, so it's boring even if I go. There are also many nagging people..."

Ah, I can understand that.

"So what's up?"

"I heard all about going to the sea!"

...That must be that cat senior's doing.

"Yeah."

"Can I come along too?"

Judging by those sparkling eyes, she really wants to go.

Well, she is from a mountain valley too.

"Lucia, is that okay?"

Well, let me pass the decision to Lucia first.

"It's fine, I guess. It's not like we're going on an intimate trip, just the two of us."

"There you have it."

"Thank you, thank you! I won't forget this kindness!"

And so Lani was added.

My plans already seem to be going awry.
I was planning to go with just four people plus Arcana for a modest trip.

...I give up.
It'll work out somehow.

Ch.60 - Summer Vacation (3)
Why?

My plan was definitely perfect.

How did things end up like this?

Today is the day we depart for the sea.

And looking at the list of people beside me:

1. Seol-hwa
2. Lucia
3. Senior Helen
4. Maid Arcana
5. Lani

Yes, these were the confirmed members, so I could understand Lani being added, but...

6. Estelle
7. Putin

Additional members have appeared.

"Hey Putin, since when were you interested in things like the sea?"

This guy somehow heard about it from somewhere and suddenly joined us, practically forcing his way in.

"I have some training I want to do at the sea! Wouldn't it be good to kill two birds with one stone?"

Well... if you say so, I guess that's how it is.

In Estelle's case, Lani was singing "Sea! Sea!" all around Nyx Hall, and then Estelle joined in saying, "There's a famous resort I know in the south, would you like to go there?"

On this planet, most of the continents are concentrated in the northern hemisphere, and the southern hemisphere is mostly empty ocean except for the south pole, so the southern part of the continent can be considered as land clustered near the equator.

The fact that Reinstadt has four seasons despite being in the center of the continent, and the existence of a vast wasteland in the south, must be related to this geographical structure.

Of course, there is land in the southern hemisphere too, but it's much smaller compared to the northern hemisphere.

And Estelle is the first princess of the Magic Kingdom.

The Magic Kingdom is near the equator, with cities adjacent to the sea, making it a maritime power, so it's not strange that Estelle knows many resorts.

But I never expected that noble princess would immediately agree to join us.

Moreover, she wasn't wearing her usual armor-disguised power suit, but a thin pure white summer dress with exposed arms and something like a straw hat... anyone could see she was clearly ready to enjoy summer.

"Estelle, aren't you bringing your weapons?"

Aren't those rare weapons too valuable to leave behind?
Even with security magic, there are people who could break through and steal them.

"No, the national treasures of the Magic Kingdom are all in this space distortion pouch. Here it is."

Then she pulled out a fist-sized pouch from somewhere.

....

So such things really exist.

This world is truly mysterious. In some ways, it seems superior to the modern world.
Of course, it seems even the Magic Kingdom can't easily make such items, as they've designated it as a national treasure.

<How fascinating. How did people in this world make something like that? It seems the rumors about a Transcendent among the past kings of the Magic Kingdom weren't false.>

Hearing Arcana speak through communication rather than out loud, it seems she can't easily make such things either.
She sounds quite amazed. That's a bit disappointing.
Having one of those pouches would really change my quality of life.

Looking at our members, this isn't just a trip to a resort—we could probably conquer a kingdom with this lineup.

Each person is like an army unto themselves.

And we even have two Transcendent-level individuals.

"Hello. I am Jane of the Lyuno Count family, maid to Her Highness Princess Estelle, and I'll be your guide."

A young woman in a neat women's suit with her hair lightly rolled up and wearing round glasses—Estelle's maid—arrived to guide us.

"Lyuno Count family? How is Count Lyuno doing?"

Putin reacted when he heard "Lyuno Count family."

"Yes, my father is doing well. Though I haven't seen him often."

"Hmm! I see. He was always a healthy man."

"Yes, please visit sometime. My father would be delighted to see Duke Wladimir."

"I will. Please give him my regards."

"Certainly."

This guy is surprisingly sociable, unlike his appearance.

"Then please follow me this way."

....


***


Canticulum, Magic Kingdom.

We arrived at Aldebaran, the capital of the Magic Kingdom and home to the Blue-Green Magic Tower, the undisputed center of magic, via the Reinstadt teleport gate.

Teleport gates in activated countries are certainly convenient.

If this were actually medieval times, it would have taken a month by carriage to travel this distance, but we arrived in the blink of an eye.

A month by carriage....

I'd rather not travel at all. Even if the carriage is powered by mana, it doesn't have suspension or similar devices—I'd seriously develop calluses on my backside just from the impact.

Even a 10-hour plane ride is hellish, so in that small carriage... I'm really fortunate that teleport gates are activated.

Of course, there's the cheat key called Prydwen, but that's not something I can reveal to just anyone.

Looking at Canticulum after arriving, the two towers rising high enough to be visible from the teleport gate outside the city walls were quite impressive.

Blue and green bands spiraling around each tower symbolized which Magic Tower they were.

My engineering student instincts told me that magic must have been heavily involved in their construction, as they appeared much taller than the high walls of the Magic Kingdom's capital.

It would be unreasonable to think these buildings of such size and height were built using only this world's engineering technology.

"So how do we get to our destination from here?"

Our destination is the Moana Archipelago, a region made up of over a thousand coral islands.

Of course, it's quite far from the capital, Canticulum.

I asked Jane, our guide, about this.

"We'll go to the palace and use the royal family's exclusive teleport gate. The Moana Archipelago, consisting of numerous islands, is being developed as nobles and wealthy merchants purchase individual islands. Our destination is an island owned by the royal family that has already been fully developed."

....

I see. Royalty is royalty after all.

Even though Estelle gave up her succession rights, she's still royalty.

In fact, by giving up succession rights, she probably gained more freedom.

"Are we going straight to the Moana Archipelago?"

"That's right. Since you're here, would you like to rest for a day? Not to boast, but our Magic Kingdom's capital is quite developed even by continental standards. It's a worthy tourist destination. The lower floors of the Blue-Green Magic Tower are particularly popular as they're open to the general public."

We rode in an elaborate carriage with the royal family's emblem that was prepared in advance at the gate, passed through the city gates, and followed a grand road made of white bricks.

At the end of that road, we arrived at the Magic Kingdom's royal palace, built of white bricks and marble.

As the sunlight began to shine on the pure white palace, it started to glow like buildings said to exist in heaven.

"This is the royal palace of the Magic Kingdom. After an audience with His Majesty the King, I will guide you to your accommodations. After that, you are free to spend your time as you wish."


***


After meeting Estelle's father, King Felix IV of Aldebaran, Magic Kingdom, we were guided to elegant guest quarters where distinguished visitors stay and unpacked our belongings.

Even though it's the capital of the Magic Kingdom and a tourist destination, I don't know anything about it.

Putin quickly disappeared on his own, apparently interested in something.

The women, including Arcana, said "We women have things to prepare" and all went somewhere, leaving just me behind.

...How lonely.

I thought about following Putin, but from what he said, it didn't sound like he was going sightseeing, so I passed.

So I opened the windows wide in my room in a high part of the palace and enjoyed the view of Canticulum.

Not just the palace and the main road, but most of the city was built primarily with white bricks, making the entire city beautifully sparkle in the sunlight.

Of course, it was also quite dazzling.
Knock knock.

Someone was knocking on my door.
Who could be knocking on my door? Jane?

"Hello? Junior."

When I opened the door, I saw Senior Helen standing there awkwardly with a somewhat shy expression.

She wasn't wearing the provocative clothes she wore in the professor's office, but the red robe symbolizing the Red Magic Tower that she'd been wearing since our departure, with a short cape and epaulettes symbolizing a First-Class Mage of the Magic Tower on the cape.

Those epaulettes had magical embroidery that emitted a faint light, indicating Level 7 and Archmage status.

It gave a different impression of formality compared to her outfit in the professor's office.

Wasn't Senior Helen supposed to be with Arcana and the others?

"Didn't you go with them? The other women said they had things to prepare and disappeared, leaving just me behind."

"Mmm. I heard what they were doing, but I didn't really need to join. I prepared in advance. Do you have any plans, Junior?"

"No, I don't know anything about the Magic Kingdom, so I was just staring out the window. I thought about going sightseeing, but I don't have any specific plans."

When I finished speaking, I could see Senior Helen's face brighten.

"Really? Then would you like to go somewhere with me?"

"I'd be happy to go anywhere with you, Senior Helen."

"Junior, you shouldn't say things like that so easily. People might misunderstand."

Senior Helen said with a resolute expression.

"So where are we going?"

"The Blue Magic Tower headquarters."

Ah.

I was wondering why she seemed so formal rather than her usual casual self—that outfit must be a kind of battle dress.

For declaring war on the Blue Magic Tower headquarters.

"Is it okay for a Red Magic Tower mage to visit the Blue Magic Tower headquarters?"

"Hmm? Of course it's fine. Magic Towers frequently interact with each other. Although the Red Magic Tower doesn't get along that well with the Blue and Green Magic Towers, it's more like a pride thing rather than actual warfare."

"I see."

"If anything, the problem is that mages tend to have such a strong sense of elitism from being clustered together that they look down on non-mages."

"That... I understand what you mean. I once gave physical therapy to a Blue Magic Tower First-Class Mage during last year's festival."

"Pfft, physical therapy? Anyway! I've always wanted to visit the Blue Magic Tower. The Green Magic Tower is nice too, but the Blue Magic Tower is slightly more highly regarded. I've been to the Red Magic Tower headquarters many times, but this is my first time visiting the Blue-Green Magic Tower."

Seeing Senior Helen with such an excited, girlish expression, she must have really wanted to visit.

"I see. Then let's go!"

"Yes!"

It seems I've inadvertently ended up on a date with Senior Helen.

Actually, that's good... no, escorting a lady is a man's duty.

I'm just following the duties of a man in this world.


***


Blue Magic Tower headquarters.

I felt it when seeing it from outside the city, but standing before it now, the tall and massive white tower seemed impossible to have been built with this world's technology.

"Junior, let's go in!"

That senior can show age-appropriate cheerfulness sometimes.
She looks kind of cute, like an excited red fox showing off.

"Please sign the guest book here."

The procedure before entering the Magic Tower.

It seems entry itself is quite relaxed—just show identification and sign a guest book.

"Red Magic Tower First-Class Mage, Siril Branch... Level 7, Archmage...?!"

The staff member in charge of the guest book alternated between looking at the epaulettes on Senior Helen's cape and the name she had written with a flourish, then jumped in surprise.

"So we can go in now, right?"

"O-Of course. If you had informed us in advance, we would have arranged a special guide."

"I just wanted to look around quietly."

"I understand. Have a pleasant visit."

It seems that even in this world, Level 7 mages receive different treatment.

So we entered the Blue Magic Tower and found...

Crowds of people, voices talking from all directions, and shops selling all kinds of items.

...This is just a shopping mall?

"Oh, Junior, look at this!"

Senior Helen had already gone inside and was holding a decorative magic sphere with lightning flashing inside it.

"Can't you easily make that with your magic, Senior?"

"Tsk, you have no sense of romance, Junior."

"..."

Since the lower floors are open to the general public, there didn't seem to be anything particularly special.

I wondered why they opened it to the general public, but it seems to be just a way to make money.

Well, maintaining this massive tower must require a lot of funds.

Am I too cynical about the world if I think this way?

"This is a random flavor candy. They say the flavor is randomly generated by magic the moment you unwrap it."

"That sounds like something we shouldn't eat. It's probably going to taste terrible."

"Oh, but there's a description of what flavors might come out. Strawberry, grape, peach, frog, centipede, earwax, goblin fingernail...?"

....

It started with normal flavors, but then descended into an array of incomprehensible tastes.

I'm definitely not eating that. What on earth do frog, centipede, or earwax taste like?

And goblin fingernail flavor? I don't even want to imagine. Who makes such things?
How do they even know these flavors?
Did they go crazy from being cooped up in the Magic Tower doing research all day?

"I'm absolutely not eating that."

"Mmm. I suddenly lost my appetite too."

After reading more of the description, Senior Helen carefully put the candy back as if she had touched something dirty.

What on earth was written in that description?

Though I don't really want to know.

As I was enjoying my date with Senior Helen...

I spotted a familiar back view among the crowds.

"Senior, just a moment."

"Hmm? What is it?"

"I just thought of a way to get some good information."

I approached that familiar back and casually put my arm around their shoulder.

"Hello? My nameless friend, you were a Blue Magic Tower First-Class Mage, right?"

I greeted my nameless friend cheerfully.

Ch.61 - Summer Vacation (4)
"Y-Y-You bastard!!!!"

The other person was startled.
Sure enough, it was the First-Class Mage from the Blue Magic Tower who had received physical therapy from me during the festival.

"We even shared an intimate physical conversation, and that's your reaction?"

"How did you get in here?!"

"That hurts my feelings. You're acting like I've trespassed somewhere forbidden."

"Well... that's true."

When I applied slight pressure to the hand on his shoulder, he became a bit more docile.

"Hey, relax. I'm not going to hit you. I'm not going to hit you. Why act like I'm about to?"

"I... understand."

"Good, good. Be nice. It's nothing serious. I just came here with my senior, so could you recommend some sights? You're from the Blue Magic Tower, so you must know this place well."

Thwack.

This nameless friend haughtily knocked away my arm that had been draped around his shoulder.

"Who is this senior you speak of?"

"That person in the red robe behind me. For your information, she's a Level 7 Archmage."

"A Level 7 Archmage? That emblem? Is it real? Impossible. She looks so young."

"That's why I need your help showing us around."

"Hmm... although I belong to the Blue Magic Tower, I doubt the lower floors would satisfy the tastes of such a distinguished Archmage."

He became strangely helpful after hearing about Senior Helen's rank. Mages definitely have some kind of mutual understanding.

Well, I'd probably react the same way if I met someone who had reached the Transcendent Realm with fists or spears.

"This senior isn't that picky."

"This is why commoners, tsk. Introducing something below her level to such an Archmage would bring shame to our Blue Magic Tower. A commoner like you wouldn't understand. How about this instead? A tour of our Blue Magic Tower's pride—the Great Library of Celestial Principles?"

This guy? My inner physical therapist Abel was awakening again, but I held back for now.
I had something to gain here.

"Doesn't that place restrict entry?"

"Who do you think I am, commoner? I am a First-Class Mage of the Blue Magic Tower! I have that level of authority."

"Oh, that's great. But nameless friend?"

"Not nameless friend—I'm Nacho! Nacho!"

"What a snack-like name. Anyway, nameless Nacho, if you call me 'commoner' one more time, I'll take it as a request for another physical therapy session, got it?"

"W-what?"

"Anyway, just show us to this Great Library of Celestial Principles or whatever."

"Damn it, fine."

This guy has a strange personality.
Wouldn't most people call their Blue Magic Tower friends for a bloody conversation of friendship by now?

Words and actions can really be this disconnected, huh?
Is this what they call tsundere or something?
Seems odd for a guy though.

"Senior. This friend says he'll guide us to the Great Library of Celestial Principles, the pride of the Blue Magic Tower."

"Huh...? Junior? Really?!"

"Yes. Right, friend?"

"On the honor of the Blue Magic Tower and myself, Nacho, a First-Class Mage. Leave it to me."

What a peculiar personality.

Between that weird candy earlier and this, I wonder if being cooped up researching makes people go crazy?

Come to think of it, wasn't Antonio like that too?

....


***


"Wow... Junior. Look at the ceiling."

"Indeed. I wondered why they called it the Great Library of Celestial Principles, and now I see."

Compared to the special archives at Legatis Hall, this library was incomparably massive, with a black sky and constellations adorning the ceiling.

Not just paintings, but magically implemented to circulate and move like the actual night sky—the sight alone was breathtaking.

"How about that! This is the Great Library of Celestial Principles, the pride of our Blue Magic Tower!"

The snack friend's shoulders were raised high as if he had created all this himself.

The Great Library of Celestial Principles is certainly impressive, but seeing him act like that makes me want to give him a light knock on the head.

"It is impressive."

"Hehehe, com—I mean, I see you have eyes after all."

"You weren't about to say 'commoner' just now, were you?"

"Of course not. I was going to say 'common you also.' That's all."

Really... his pride till the end.

"Let's go with that. Anyway, thanks for the guide, nameless snack friend."

"Not nameless snack—I'm Nacho! Nacho!"

"Yeah, right, nameless Nacho. I think you can go about your business now?"

"Fine. Just observe the closing time. The librarian will remind you anyway. And all books have tracking spells, so don't even dream of taking any out."

"I'm not interested in that. See you later, Nacho Chip friend."

"...I hope I never see you again. I'm leaving!"

"Sure."

Well, his reactions are so clear that he's fun to tease.

"Junior, you have a mean streak."

"That friend deserves it. He keeps calling people 'commoner' this, 'commoner' that."

"Ah, so he's the one who received physical therapy during the festival?"

"Yes, he started with the 'commoner, commoner' talk again, so I was about to give him another therapy session, but I spared him since he introduced this library to you."

"He deserves it. There's always someone like that. Actually, being a mage isn't that special."

"But you are special, Senior."

Thump.

A light fist hit my waist.

"No more talk like that. From now on."

"I understand for now. But I can't help it when it comes naturally."

"R-really?"

"Yes. It's time to leave now, looking at the librarians moving around."

"You're right. Everyone else must have arrived at their lodgings by now?"

"Probably. It seems to be evening already."

"Let's head back. They'll be worried."

"Yes, let's go."


*


"Abel? Senior Helen?"

Before entering my room, I ran into Seol-hwa in the hallway.

"Junior, I'll head in now. Thanks for today!"

Senior Helen quickly entered her room, leaving just Seol-hwa and me in the hallway.

"What were you doing with Senior Helen?"

For some reason, Seol-hwa's voice carried a frosty chill like snow.
My instincts were sending danger signals.

"Oh, we just visited the Blue Magic Tower."

"Just the two of you?"

"Yeah, everyone else had gone somewhere."

"That's true, but..."

"I was curious about the Blue Magic Tower too. Since Senior was going, I just went along."

"Fine, it's your freedom to go wherever with whoever, Abel."

"R-really?"

"Go rest."

"Yes, understood."

I quickly escaped to my room.
Lately, Seol-hwa seems to be developing something like possessiveness and exclusivity.

It's not bad that Seol-hwa is discovering various emotions.
But it gets complicated when I'm the target.

Especially after that strange dream I had recently.
Get a grip, Abel. No, Kim Si-min.

It could be that Seol-hwa, with her lack of worldly experience, is simply confusing her desire to rely on me with something else.

As time passes and she gains more experience, she might properly understand her own feelings.
For now, all I can do is wait.


***


The sound of seagulls crying.

The warm, humid sea breeze with a hint of salt and slight fishiness stimulated all five senses.

After hurriedly preparing since morning, quickly completing an audience with His Majesty the King, and immediately taking the royal family's exclusive teleport gate, we arrived here.

This is the royal family's private resort island in the Moana Archipelago.

Unlike other islands clustered together, this island, befitting its name as exclusive to the royal family, was a large island separated from the others, located in the outermost part closest to the ocean, developed by the royal family into a private resort island.

It's a place where one can rest quietly and comfortably without crowds.

Outside the long, ring-shaped coral island was the deep blue ocean, while inside the ring was a shallow emerald sea.

On top of the ring-shaped coral island stood white buildings erected by the royal family.

Our accommodations weren't in those white buildings, but in several overwater bungalows built on the shallow emerald sea inside the ring, connected to the coral island.

The white buildings on the coral island were apparently for managing the island.

The more I look at it, the more it resembles tropical resorts near Earth's equator.

Despite the difference in civilization levels, it seems the Magic Kingdom, with its development, can somewhat replicate such things with magic.

The overwater bungalows were assigned for individual use.

Lying in this magically temperature-controlled, cool overwater bungalow, looking at the beautiful emerald sea inside the coral ring...

I didn't want to do anything.

Why go out in the heat? Isn't this happiness right here?

Knock knock.

....

Of course they won't leave me alone.

<Master, aren't you going into the sea? Surely you're not going to say something lazy like staying cooped up in your room even in a place like this?>

When I opened the door, Arcana was standing there wearing an Earth-style bikini.

I've been beaten up so many times for being told that laziness is the enemy, now I jump up even in my sleep at the mere mention of the word.

But wait, a bikini?

"This... might be a strange question, but is that okay?"

<What do you mean?>

"I mean that swimsuit. Isn't it too revealing for people in this world?"

<Not at all. When we went to the Magic Kingdom, everyone was wearing things like this. There were various styles too. What I'm wearing is actually quite modest.>

...I see.

I should abandon my preconceptions.

This isn't Earth. Of course the norms would be different.

Even Jeminism is both similar to and different from religions in reality.

That makes sense.

"I don't have a swimsuit."

Looking is nice, but I don't want to go out in the burning equatorial sun.
Isn't it enough to just admire the beautiful sea from here?

<A swimsuit? Why would you need that, Master? You can transform it with the nano machines I gave you. I saw you make pajamas before—can't you make a simple swimsuit?>

"Argh, I have nothing to say."

<Stop talking nonsense and come out!>

Then Arcana grabbed my arm and started dragging me out.

Is this what they call a small break?

I feel like something has gone terribly wrong here.
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After being dragged outside by Arcana, I found everyone already settling in.

"Abel, you're late," Seol-hwa chided from nearby, wearing a form-fitting one-piece swimsuit.

Wait, they have swimsuits like that in this world?

"Seol-hwa? Where did you get that swimsuit?"

"I bought it yesterday with Arcana in the Magic Kingdom."

Ah, now I see what everyone's wearing...

So that's why all the women disappeared together yesterday in the capital—they went shopping for swimsuits. Judging by these designs, which must be quite daring by this world's standards, the Magic Kingdom really is advanced in many ways.

Well, it makes sense that they'd develop such things, being near the equator.

With everyone being female except Putin, I didn't know where to look.

And speaking of Putin...

"Abel's here!" he called out.

His glistening bronze skin was barely covered by a triangular swimsuit bottom, with massive muscles bulging with every movement. It was difficult to look at him, though for entirely different reasons.

"Come to think of it, didn't you say you came to the beach to train, not play?"

"Of course! I was just about to start."

"What kind of training requires coming to the beach?"

Is there really training that needs to be done at the sea?

"The Putin family's secret technique. Underwater training method."

Underwater training method...?

I should definitely ask for a list of that family's secret techniques later. At this point, I wouldn't be surprised if there was nothing they didn't have.

Putin family secret! The art of brewing delicious tea! Something like that wouldn't be surprising at all.
Though I'd never drink that tea. Seems life-threatening.

"Well, I'm off to train! I have no regrets in my life! Hahaha!"

Wait, doesn't that sound dangerous? It's like he's giving his last words.

After that declaration, he raised one arm high with a clenched fist and walked straight into the deep ocean waters adjacent to the open sea, disappearing step by step.

???

Into the sea? That must be deep, right? Not even the shallow waters inside the coral island.

I thought it might be some new form of suicide, but then I felt powerful mana gathering deep below the surface.

The sea split in half.

....

So this underwater training method involves walking into the sea and then parting it like Moses's miracle?

What kind of training is that...?

Is it about fighting the sea and winning, or withstanding water pressure?

Is that even possible?

I'm giving up on trying to understand.

I'll just let him do his thing.

"Wow... Abel, so this is the ocean. It's beautiful..."

"Yes, this is the sea. Glad you came?"

"Yeah, I am."

Seol-hwa kept exclaiming in wonder as she looked at the ocean.

Estelle was sitting elegantly under an ornate wooden parasol with her maid Jane, sipping a bluish drink while gazing at the sea.

She seemed quite familiar with places like this—anyone could tell she was high nobility just by looking at her.

As for Lani...

Everything here seemed to fascinate her.

Watching her hop around like a rabbit, excited just to step on the white sand covering the beach, it was clear she was completely absorbed in her own world, oblivious to everyone else.

"Lucia, are you feeling better?"

"Yes. So this is why you suggested coming to the sea."

Lucia, wrapped in a thin blanket and reclining in a chair under the shade of a tree, replied with a noticeably more relaxed expression as she gazed at the ocean.

"That's right. It's perfect for recovering and resting, mentally too. Especially the emerald waters inside coral islands near the equator—they're much more beautiful."

"I see. Thank you, Abel."

"It's nothing. Actually, I enjoy this kind of vacation too."

I never got to visit tropical resorts like this when I lived on Earth.

"Master, would you like to swim together?"

As I stood absentmindedly next to Lucia, Arcana asked, probably out of boredom.

"No, actually I'm not a good swimmer."

"I could teach you."

"That's okay."

If Arcana's teaching method is anything like her usual approach... even swimming would be Spartan training, and that's not a vacation anymore.

"Tsk, that's too bad."

Judging by Arcana's expression, she definitely had something planned. I can tell by now. It's not like I haven't been tricked multiple times before.

"Teach me instead."

"Of course, Miss Seol-hwa. I'd be delighted."

....

Surprisingly, Seol-hwa seemed interested in the ocean.

But does she really need to learn swimming? With her water-walking abilities, she could probably stroll or run across the sea surface without any trouble.

If she's interested in what's under the sea, she could just part the waters like Putin and observe the cross-section like visiting an aquarium.

Someone of Seol-hwa's level could probably maintain that split indefinitely.

By the way...

"Senior, aren't you hot wrapped up in that thick Red Magic Tower robe in this weather?"

I noticed Helen senior had quietly appeared beside me...

She was wearing a swimsuit with a red robe wrapped around her like a blanket.

Just looking at her made me feel sweaty. Of course, she must be keeping cool with some great magic spell. She certainly didn't look hot at all.

"I'm just a bit embarrassed."

"Everyone else is wearing them naturally. Even the Princess over there is flaunting hers."

"R-really? Do you want to see, junior?"

"Pardon?"

"No, no. I misspoke."

This senior is usually bold, but at times like this, she shows a curious shyness in unexpected areas.
That's part of her charm, though.

"If I had to say, I would like to see, but it feels awkward saying it out loud."

Thump.

Helen senior's fist lightly hit my waist.

"Are you going to keep talking like an old man?"

"Well, you keep saying I'm slick, so I guess I'm getting slicker?"

Thwack.

Her fist dug into my waist.

"Ugh. That one actually hurt."

"It was supposed to. How dare you tease your senior."

"Right. You're an Academy professor, and I'm just a student who shouldn't be disrespectful. I'm sorry, Professor Helen. This unworthy disciple will perform three bows and nine kowtows to repent for my rudeness to my teacher."

WHACK!

Wait, that back slap really hurt.

"Senior, your hand strikes seem to be getting more intense. You shouldn't become a physical mage. That's a wrong build."

"Just like your tone is getting more and more lecherous. You reap what you sow, junior. And what's a physical mage? Wrong build? You always say such strange things."

"..."

"Anyway, if you really want to see, I suppose I don't need to stay wrapped up like this."

"No, it was just a joke. Actually, I'm a bit embarrassed too."

"Your opinion doesn't matter anymore."

Then she immediately threw off her robe.

I'd noticed in her office before, but her already voluptuous figure was now completely revealed in a bikini right before my eyes, which was quite...

"So, what do you think?"

"Huh?"

"How do you feel now that you've seen what you wanted?"

"You look magnificent."

I'm a healthy man after all.
How could I not be attracted to such a sight?

"Come on. Don't be so vague."

"I'm being honest."

"You and your words."

"You two seem quite close. When did you become such good friends?"

Lucia, who had been quietly watching Helen senior and me bickering, spoke in a cold voice.

"She's my mana theory teacher. Right?"

"Y-yes. That's right."

"It seems more than just teacher and student to me. The way you touch each other so naturally. Abel, you're going to get in trouble."

"Trouble? What touching?"

"Never mind. I was just saying. Don't worry about it at all."

"That doesn't sound like just saying something. Right, senior?"

"I wouldn't know."

Damn.

Is there no one on my side?

"Master? You look happier than I've ever seen you, surrounded by scantily clad beauties."

"Abel, are you enjoying this that much?"

Arcana and Seol-hwa, who had apparently finished their swimming lesson, approached and joined the attack.

Even you, Seol-hwa...!

"No, I have no thoughts. Because I'm thinking nothing at all."

"Senior! Don't look at this!"

Just as I was about to turn to stone from the onslaught of female attacks, Lani—who had been exploring the island on her own—came running toward us carrying a giant turtle bigger than herself that she'd found somewhere.

"Hey, put that down right now."

"I didn't know such an amazing creature existed!"

"Don't you read books?"

Though that does look much larger than any sea turtle I know.
Maybe it grew naturally from fighting sea monsters?

"Don't look at this!"

"Being ignorant isn't something to be proud of, junior. Just put it down. Why are you bothering the poor thing that was living peacefully?"

"Am I bothering it? It wasn't moving at all before I picked it up, not even a step! When I touched it, its head and limbs just went pop! inside!"

"That's just how they live. Put it down."

"Yes! I understand!"

...This is exhausting.

"Master, come over here for a moment."

"What is it?"

Arcana suddenly grabbed my hand and started pulling me toward the beautiful emerald sea.

"Do you have something to tell me?"

"Well... Master. Actually, I really..."

"Hmm? Why are you looking so shy? It's making me nervous. It's not like this is the first time you've been up to something."

"Tch, you caught me. I wanted to say I want to throw you into the sea!"

With an "Eiyah!" my body was lifted into the air.

And then I was dumped into the sea.

"Pffft! Hey, at least warn me properly before throwing me!"

"But that wouldn't be fun! It's your fault for coming to the beach and not planning to enter the water."

"I prefer just looking at it."

"Your preferences don't matter. So, is it bad?"

"No, it's actually nice, but it was too sudden."

"Should I join you? I could do all sorts of things for you in the water."

"No, don't come closer. Your eyes look dangerous."

"Tch. You're no fun."

"Abel, Arcana. What are you doing?"

"Arcana suddenly threw me into the sea. Seol-hwa, scold her. You're all I have."

"If Arcana did that, she must have had a reason. I'm sure you did something wrong, Abel."

"..."

How sad.

Is this how a father feels when his daughter only takes her mother's side?


***


After a chaotic day, the next morning...

"Abel, wake up!"

Arcana shouted through our communication link and simultaneously burst through my door while I was still struggling to recover from yesterday's mental fatigue caused by the relentless female attacks.

"What's going on? This isn't another prank, is it?"

"...No. Just look out the window."

Following Arcana's instruction, I looked outside to see:

A massive steel floating platform filling the horizon, visible even though we could only see part of it, rising high above the sea.

The Planetary Management Bureau Babel, or Floating Garden Eden.

I could see part of the enormous floating island, 100 kilometers in diameter, slowly moving through the clouds beyond the horizon.

The sight was so surreal it hardly seemed real.

When I rushed outside, I saw everyone else standing speechless at the shocking spectacle.

"Planetary Management Bureau Babel...! Why is it here?"

"Damn, they didn't track me here, did they?"

"...I don't think so. It appears to be following a standard navigation route... we're currently assessing the details."

When I first heard it was 100 kilometers in diameter, I honestly couldn't grasp the scale.

I mean, come on.

An island longer than Jeju Island and four times its area, floating in the sky? It honestly seemed impossible.

Even Prydwen felt enormously huge to me, but this...

It felt like something from an entirely different dimension.

Not just long or thin with a large surface area, but thick and tall like an iron wall piercing the sky.

Countless massive weapons positioned around its steel-covered exterior.
They clearly still functioned despite the passage of time, suggesting some self-repair capability.

My first real trial should be the Angels quietly hiding inside, but seeing this... the Angels weren't the only problem.

If they openly used something like this, couldn't they wipe out surface dwellers in a day?
No wonder the Angels view surface dwellers as less than ants.
Of course, this is actually humanity's legacy, and whether the Angels can properly use it is questionable, but still...

"Fortunately, there appears to be no hostile intent. The Planetary Management Bureau remains silent, and it seems we just happened to cross paths with its automatic navigation route. It should leave these waters soon."

"That's a relief. All we can do is hope it passes quickly."

"But Abel, we have a problem."

"Problem?"

"Sea monsters terrified by the Planetary Management Bureau are rushing toward us. This island protrudes unusually far into the ocean even within the Moana Archipelago... so they're frantically heading to the closest land—here."

Of course.

A peaceful healing vacation?

Such a thing couldn't possibly exist for me.

Healing? More like deadly harm.

Ch.63 - Summer Vacation (6)
After explaining about the magical beasts to everyone, I could see hordes of them surging like waves in the distance.

Goodness, there were so many they actually looked like waves.

Let me think.

With our forces, we could rival a small nation.

Exterminating magical beasts shouldn't be difficult regardless of their numbers.

The problem is the Planetary Management Bureau's attention.

If Arcana uses her full power, or if Seol-hwa does, the Planetary Management Bureau might take notice. They're probably still nearby even though they've disappeared beyond the horizon.

Seol-hwa's case is somewhat better, but what if they discover Arcana's true identity?

That would be no small matter.

Should we fight with limited power then?

"Estelle, how long until kingdom support arrives?"

I asked Estelle, who was already fully armed.

"I've sent a request for support, so troops from the naval base responsible for this area should arrive within an hour. However, considering we don't know how many magical beasts will come, we'd need a fleet to defend the entire Moana Archipelago, but all fleets are currently on missions... so it's uncertain how long it will take."

"Let's at least defend this area. Most of them seem to be heading this way anyway."

It doesn't look like we can expect much from kingdom support.

"Arcana, work out the defensive positions and inform everyone. Tell them it's my order. Since we don't know how the Planetary Management Bureau will react, it's better to hide your power as much as possible. Seol-hwa should also keep a low profile. It would be troublesome if they noticed and put us under surveillance."

<I agree. My power is rather distinctive, so the Planetary Management Bureau might notice... I'll assign Seol-hwa to focus on protecting people.>

"Senior! Weapon! Need weapon!"

Lani came running frantically.

Ah, right. Her hammer was too big to bring.

"Unfortunately, there doesn't seem to be any weapon here that can handle your strength. Rather than wasting one-time use weapons, didn't you use something called the 'Thousand-Force Shattering Fist' before? Wouldn't that be enough to take down magical beasts?"

"That's true. But there's something about the feel of a weapon, you know."

"Do whatever you want, and good luck."

"Hehe, got it."

I gently patted Lani's head and climbed to the rooftop of a building near the coast.

Lately, my small actions have been returning as storms, so I wondered if this was another such case, but this situation clearly has nothing to do with me.

It's most likely just pure coincidence.

Should I consider it meaningful that our vacation turned into a rescue mission against a magical beast wave?

This area is designated as a resort for royalty, nobility, and the wealthy, so it's thoroughly cleared of magical beasts. Besides basic security forces, there are virtually no troops on the island.

If we hadn't come, they probably would have suffered devastating damage.

From the rooftop, I could see crustacean-like magical beasts resembling giant crabs surging forward like a tsunami.

Since I never imagined something like this would happen during a simple vacation, I hadn't prepared Prydwen or throwing weapons. Instead, I had brought Helena's Nail and various weapons that could be infused with mana.

Looking down, I saw Estelle transforming Excalibur and gathering plasma at the tip of her sword.

After condensing the blue-glowing plasma to its limit, she fired it toward the sea of magical beasts.

The massive energy-filled plasma scattered in all directions, vaporizing both the sea and the magical beasts.

The bright plasma light on her sword went out after firing such a concentrated blast, but the sword itself would still be a sturdy mithril blade covered in magic spells.

Next, Senior Helen's Level 7 Archmage spell, Destruction Jade, which she had been preparing, floated majestically like a small sun above the sea.

Perhaps due to the orb I had given her earlier, its power seemed increased. As the sea vaporized, thick steam obscured our vision while burning and roasting entire areas of approaching magical beasts.

Putin was proving that his underwater training hadn't been meaningless, as each of his punches split the sea and pulverized magical beasts.

Lani started fighting with her fists but soon began wielding broken magical beast shells, covering herself with blue magical beast fluid and fragments.

She didn't seem to need any help either.

...This leaves me with nothing to do?

I had come to the rooftop to observe the overall battle and provide support, but my companions were fighting exceptionally well in their assigned roles.

Even Lucia, who I had been worried about, proved her wings weren't just for show. She formed six translucent glowing wings on her back, floated above the sea, and created a large cuboid barrier called the Long Chamber Sealing Box, which was originally limited to sealing purposes.

She trapped the magical beasts inside, then compressed the barrier, crushing them all at once.

In terms of efficiency, it was an overwhelming area attack comparable to Senior Helen's grand magic.

....

I can't even say holy magic lacks attack power anymore.

The magical beast extermination was completed in less than the hour we were told support would take, making all our hasty preparations seem unnecessary.

It's no wonder our generation is called the greatest in Sibylla Academy's history.

And that evaluation didn't even include Seol-hwa.

I feel oddly proud seeing how strong my companions have become.

Although fleet support was supposed to take some time, ships were already gathering in the area, probably because Princess Estelle had urgently requested support.

Our job ended more quickly than expected.

"Well, I barely got to throw my spear."

<That just shows how strong everyone has become. It was unexpected for me too.>

Especially since neither Seol-hwa nor Arcana even had to step in.

Of course, seeing that enormous, surreal form of Eden earlier, we'll need to become much stronger.

"Good job, everyone."

"Hahaha! What a satisfying training ground! The sea and magical beasts!"

You could be a bit quieter.

"Junior, this is working better than expected? Destruction Jade isn't usually this powerful. The duration is longer too."

Indeed, the small sun Senior Helen created lasted until it had burned almost all the magical beasts.
It wasn't at the level of Uriel's Heavenly Law, but it was quite impressive.

"Haven't you tested it?"

"It's not easy to use grand magic like Destruction Jade just anywhere. Thanks, junior."

"It's nothing. Let me know if you need more equipment. I have something like a magic pouch."

<....>

I noticed Arcana making an incredulous expression at my words, but I ignored her.

I wasn't wrong. It is basically like a magic pouch.

"Don't come near me."

I caught Lani trying to sneak up on me to play a prank.

"Aww. No fun."

"Go ask Lucia for a purification holy spell. What's with you, being a girl and all that?"

She was covered in all sorts of crustacean shells and blue fluid, looking almost like a new magical beast herself.

If not for those actively moving rabbit ears, I would have believed she was a magical beast.

"Being a girl? That's gender discrimination!"

"Oh, sorry. Then what's with you, being a human and all that? Looking at your appearance, it's hard to tell who's the magical beast."

"Ugh, Senior Abel is stupid. Doesn't understand a woman's heart."

....

I don't particularly want to understand that kind of woman's heart. Didn't she just complain about gender discrimination, and now she's emphasizing being a woman? Which is it? Is she going through delayed puberty with all this back and forth?
At least Senior Larry isn't here.

"Abel, good work."

"I didn't do anything. By the way, the surroundings are in ruins."

The beautiful coral island was covered with traces of destruction from the battle.

The once jewel-like white beaches were now stained with broken magical beast shells and blue fluid.

It's embarrassing to even call this a resort anymore.

The one fortunate thing is that we contained the invasion at the island's edge, so the emerald sea inside the coral island is still beautiful.

The cleanup will be handled by the naval base troops that have started arriving, so we can just go rest in the overwater villa now.

We've done our part by stopping the magical beasts.

"Let's go inside. The soldiers will take care of the cleanup."

I said while gently patting Seol-hwa's cute head.

"Okay."


***


"By the way, Seol-hwa?"

I was resting in my assigned overwater villa when Seol-hwa quietly entered.

"Yes?"

"This isn't your place, you know?"

"I want to stay with you tonight."

....

"Now, now, you shouldn't say such things between a man and a woman. It could lead to misunderstandings."

I said, leaning back on the soft sofa in the living room, feeling intense fatigue.

"...No."

"Huh? What did you say?"

I thought I heard Seol-hwa say no.
Did I mishear?

As I was stretched out on the sofa with my eyes closed, enjoying the comfort, I felt Seol-hwa approaching.

Then she climbed on top of me.

Similar to what I'd seen in dreams—the distinct feeling of a small, light weight on my lower body, a subtle fragrance, and a soft, plush sensation.

"Open your eyes, Abel."

"Seol-hwa...?"

This is definitely not a dream. It's not dreamy or hazy, and the sensations aren't faint.

The stark reality I feel with my entire body.

Not understanding what was happening, I opened my eyes to see two beautiful eyes shining through cascading silver hair, looking down at me as she straddled me.

"Why do you always, every time."

Eyes filled with firm resolve, unwavering.

"Treat me like a child?"

.......

For a moment, I couldn't find words.

"That's...."

It was true that I had been treating Seol-hwa like a child.

But was Seol-hwa really young enough to be treated that way?

No.

In this world, someone of Seol-hwa's age would already be recognized as an independent adult.

Even by Earth standards, she couldn't simply be called a child anymore.

"At first, I didn't mind. No, I even liked it."

"But now."

"I hate it terribly."

Seol-hwa, sitting on top of me, spoke slowly, putting emphasis on each word.

In truth, I had some idea of what feelings this girl harbored for me.

I couldn't not know.

But I had denied it.

I thought those feelings were just a misunderstanding, arising because I resembled Seol-hwa's grandfather, because the feeling was similar.

I thought it wouldn't be right for an adult to take advantage of such emotions.

I believed that as time passed and Seol-hwa gained more experience, those feelings would gradually fade.

That's what I had thought.

"Look at me, Abel."

It was difficult to meet her gaze.

"Don't avoid it, look at me properly."

Eventually, this was a conversation we needed to have.

I just didn't expect it to be now.

This isn't something to avoid.

So I steeled myself and looked directly into Seol-hwa's eyes.

"Seol-hwa."

"...."

We stared at each other almost like we were glaring.

"I'm not as young as you think, and this appearance is false. So...."

"So what?"

"Obviously, so...."

"Abel, what does that have to do with anything?"

....

Of course it matters.

That must be why you're attracted to me.

"That Abel isn't actually like our grandfather?"

"That the gray ears and tail are all fake?"

"That Abel actually has black hair and black eyes?"

"What...?"

I couldn't quite understand what she was saying. I'd never heard Seol-hwa speak so much or so quickly before.

"How long did you think I wouldn't know?"

"How... since when...?"

I was too shocked to speak coherently.

My eyes trembled incessantly, and my heart began to race.

"Look at me, Abel. Stop avoiding it and look straight at me."

"Why, if you knew that?"

When did she figure it out?

Was this what Uriel meant by a Transcendent's vision?

"I'm not a child."

"...."

"Always treating me like a child. I see Abel clearly, just as you are."

Was Seol-hwa really the one who didn't know anything?

"But it seems Abel doesn't. You don't see me properly."

Not me?

"Whatever Abel looks like, however much older you are, what does that matter?"

"I'm sorry."

Now I realized what I had done.

I had been arrogant.

Acting like a god as if I really were one.

I had thought I understood everyone's feelings completely.

Can a relationship between people be entirely defined by first impressions?

Of course not.

I had been incredibly arrogant.

When in reality, I was nothing but an Abilityless pretending to be something more.

"Whatever Abel does, whoever you meet. That's your freedom. I know that."

"I'm sorry...."

"I can endure that. But, don't treat me like a child anymore."

"Because I can't... bear that anymore...."

To be honest, I was afraid.

Afraid of confronting this girl's feelings head-on. Of clashing sincerity with sincerity.

The fear that we might not be able to maintain our current relationship because of it.

That's why I had deliberately created a boundary between adult and child, to avoid it.

"It's too... miserable now...."

A small fist lightly hitting my chest.

Warm tears falling drop by drop onto my face.

"As much as I see Abel clearly...."

"...You should see me clearly too."

"Stop treating me like a child."

"...I'm sorry."

Unable to find words,

I wrapped my arms around Seol-hwa's slender waist, held her to my chest, and patted her back while repeatedly apologizing.

And so we stayed embraced for a long time.

Feeling only each other's warmth as the night passed.
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"Did you guys yesterday...?"

"Nothing happened, so keep quiet."

"Hmm!"

Last night, both Seol-hwa and I had been somewhat impulsive, and once we both came to our senses, we were overwhelmed with embarrassment and complicated feelings...

Thanks to that, we were awkwardly distant with each other, which made Putin sense something was off and ask about it.

He's unnecessarily perceptive.

Despite looking like he wouldn't notice a thing.

To be honest, I still don't know how to act around Seol-hwa.

I'm not even sure what my own feelings are exactly.

Even though I've lowered the boundaries I had consciously set in my mind, I didn't feel the need to do anything immediately.

It seems Seol-hwa feels the same way, so we'll just have to spend more time together.

As I was lost in my own contemplation, I felt a soft, warm touch as Seol-hwa naturally took my hand.

"Abel, let's go."

"Sure."

Seeing Seol-hwa take the initiative like this, well...

I felt ashamed for having tried to act so mature.

The island was now filled with soldiers who had come for recovery and security operations, so it was no longer much of a resort. We decided to return quickly to the academy.

"That's too bad."

Lucia, who had somehow appeared beside me, was expressing her disappointment.

"Yeah."

"But did something happen between you two?"

She looked back and forth between me and Seol-hwa with a suspicious expression.

Was it that obvious even to Lucia?

"We just had an honest conversation."

"Honest? Did you perhaps yesterday... never mind."

"...?"

What was she going to say?
She probably wouldn't answer even if I asked.

"Let's head back now."

....

Although we came solely for relaxation, thanks to Eden's unexpected appearance, I got to see with my own eyes just how powerful Eden truly is and how much my companions have grown.

I also had a rather honest conversation with Seol-hwa.

It seems there were some unexpected gains.


***


After returning to the academy.

"Thank you all for your hard work. I'll be taking my leave now."

Jane, who had been our guide, departed.

"Senior Abel. Could I have a word with you?"

Estelle quietly requested to speak with me.

"What is it? Just the two of us?"

"Yes."

After quickly exchanging greetings with the others, I moved with Estelle to the special reception room on the third floor of Nyx Hall.

Perhaps because it was vacation, no one else was using the place.

"Do you need to talk in a place like this?"

"Since Senior Abel seems to be on good terms with the major powers in the academy, I wanted to share news I received from the palace on our way back and ask for a favor."

"What is it?"

"Though it hasn't been officially announced yet, according to the Magic Kingdom's intelligence bureau..."

"...?"

"There's a high possibility of civil war breaking out in the Britannia Empire."

....

So it's finally come to this.

The Britannia Empire.

The most powerful empire on this continent, occupying most of the eastern part, known as the empire where the sun never sets.

But it was more famous for something else...

A nation ruled by a Transcendent.

That's the name that symbolizes the Britannia Empire and its most distinctive feature compared to other countries.

A nation that has been ruled by a Transcendent Empress for over hundreds of years.

But if you look into the truth, the Transcendent Empress disappeared more than a decade ago.

Without telling anyone, she vanished somewhere in an instant. The imperial family kept it secret, but the high nobles couldn't help but know.

The longer the Emperor remains missing, the more people will covet the empty throne.

Befitting a country ruled by a Transcendent Empress who has lived for hundreds of years, the succession order in the Britannia Empire isn't determined simply by whether one is the eldest son or who was born first, but solely by the power one possesses among the imperial family.

And when finally designated as Crown Prince or Crown Princess by the Empress, they would also serve as the representative of the Empress who has reigned for hundreds of years, becoming the undisputed second-in-command of the empire.

Since the Empress doesn't intervene unless it's a matter that determines the fate of the empire, that position essentially oversees the practical affairs of the empire, making them the de facto second ruler.

The problem is that in the current generation, the Crown Prince position is vacant, and the Empress disappeared somewhere before clearly appointing a Crown Prince from among the imperial family. To make matters worse, the throne itself is now empty.

As a result, the conflict between the First Prince and Second Prince, who possess the most powerful forces in the empire, has festered and is now developing into a civil war. That's the story of the Britannia Empire.

And the outbreak of civil war in the Britannia Empire also marks the beginning of the "Star Citizen" game story.

The clock hands that seemed to have stopped were still turning in places I didn't know about.

Now I can feel the second hand of that clock moving.

"Why are you telling me this?"

"You're aware that the student council president election is coming up soon, right?"

"Yes, though I'm not particularly interested."

Unless I had prepared since my first year, it's too late to care now.

"Her Highness, the Third Princess of the Britannia Empire, plans to run in that election."

"The one staying in the special dormitory on the third floor of this Nyx Hall? The one who takes separate classes and whom I've barely seen? What does that have to do with me?"

"If the intelligence bureau's estimation is correct, the civil war will break out around the time the student council election ends. Once the civil war erupts, it becomes a race against time. And the power held by Her Highness the Third Princess's faction could be key in determining the course of the civil war."

"Additionally, the position of Sibylla Academy's student council president allows one to utilize the power of the school's alumni."

Indeed, the student council president of this school isn't simply at the level of an Earth university's student council president. They also serve as a liaison and network manager for the Sibylla Academy alumni association, are a member of the council that discusses the academy's affairs, and can be involved in the budget of this massive institution.

It's completely different from a typical student council president, and more than anything, the ability to use the alumni network is the most attractive aspect.

This academy is the continent's finest, and as such, most graduates are either children of powerful noble families or commoners with overwhelming talent who often end up in positions of power after graduation.

The Britannia Empire is no exception to this, and in such a closed feudal society, the concept of connections becomes even more important.

"From the Magic Kingdom's perspective, a prolonged civil war in the Britannia Empire would be detrimental. The ripple effects of a potential war could reach us, including an influx of refugees. The Magic Kingdom and the Britannia Empire are simply too close."

So that's what this is about.

"So you want me to publicly declare support for Her Highness the Third Princess? To help end the civil war as quickly as possible?"

"Yes. The moment Senior Abel declares support, there's a high possibility that Senior Lee Seol-hwa and Senior Lucia will also declare their support. Additionally, I noticed you seem to be on good terms with Senior Karen from the research department. Is that correct?"

"We're not that close. But what difference would it make if Seol-hwa or Lucia declared their support?"

"The support of the academy's absolute being and the Saintess would have tremendous impact. This continent fundamentally reveres the strong. Though you may not realize it, Senior Abel, your support would also have a significant influence. You're included among the universally acknowledged strong ones."

"I'll need to think about it. It doesn't seem like something to decide right away."

"Yes, there's still some time until the election. I'm merely making a request. Whatever choice you make is entirely up to you."

"Alright, if I decide to support her, I'll let you know separately."

"Thank you. Enjoy the rest of your vacation."


***


My thoughts became complicated.

When I entered my room, Arcana had already finished tidying up and was sitting in a chair, drinking tea.

<Would you like a cup?>

As always, Arcana offered me tea.

"Sure, I have something to talk about too."

<Judging by your expression, you seem troubled.>

"Yes. It looks like civil war is finally going to break out in the Britannia Empire."

<Have you made a decision?>

"No. Honestly, I still don't know."

As I slowly drank the warm tea Arcana had prepared, I reflected on what I had just heard.

According to the Star Citizen game story, I knew that civil war would eventually break out in the Britannia Empire.

I had tried to prevent it by using satellite scanning to find out where the Transcendent Emperor had disappeared to, but the Emperor had already vanished before I came to this world. Besides, it might have been unreasonable to try to track a Transcendent Emperor with just satellites, as it yielded no results.

I had hoped there might be a chance the civil war wouldn't break out, but...

I suppose worldly affairs inevitably had to turn out this way.

Could someone peacefully take an empty throne that suddenly became vacant? In a society close to feudalism?

That would be unreasonable.

The Britannia Empire isn't some small country on the periphery; during the Transcendent Emperor's era, it was a powerful empire that could even aim for continental unification.

Arcana had also agreed with my prediction.

So I've been constantly wondering whether I should intervene or not.

Unlike the Papal State incident, this doesn't involve people I'm close with; it's essentially a conflict between people I don't even know.

The best solution would be to find the missing Emperor, but since that's become impossible, what I can do now is either use all my power to intervene and place one side on the throne, or just let things flow naturally.

Now I have one more option.

Make the Third Princess the student council president, then have her use all her power to support one side.

It would end the civil war more slowly than if I intervened directly, but it's still a viable option.

"Is it right to intervene? Or is it better to respect the right of the people of this world to self-determine and let history flow as it should?"

Would history flow better if I intervened compared to letting it follow its original course? Would I ultimately exacerbate the chaos?

<I will always follow Abel's will. This is an issue for Abel to thoroughly consider and decide upon, not something for me to presumptuously step into. Whatever choice you make, just give the order. I'll be waiting.>

This is difficult.

If I intervene, unnecessary loss of life would certainly be reduced.

Is it a sin not to use power when you have it to save people?

But isn't it also a sin to try to hold and shake this world at my whim just because I have power?

How is that different from oppression and dictatorship?

A noble dictatorship for the sake of saving lives.

It's extremely contradictory.


Knock knock.

As I was drinking tea with Arcana, lost in thought, I heard someone knocking on my door.

"Come in."

The door opened with such force that the doorknob seemed like it might break. It was obvious who it was.

"Putin? What brings you here suddenly?"

"Abel, I have something to discuss privately. Um, I apologize to the maid, but I need to borrow Abel for a moment."

<Of course, by all means.>

Borrow me? I'm not an object...

Thanks to Arcana arbitrarily lending me to Putin, I found myself in Putin's room.

This room is truly remarkable every time I see it.

The maids of Nyx Hall are certainly among the best on the continent, and the rooms they clean daily are more pristine and orderly than hotels, but...

Putin's room is beyond that level—there's not a speck of dust to be found, and every item is positioned precisely in its exact place, to the point where it makes me feel like I'm losing my mind just looking at it.

I once cautiously asked if this was some kind of obsessive-compulsive disorder or paranoia, but he said it was the art of organization passed down through the Putin family, so I just had to accept it.

Now I'm not even sure if such a thing really exists.

"Would you like a cup of tea? Believe it or not, I've mastered the secret art of tea brewing passed down through generations in the Putin family."

...So that really exists?

"No blended or flavored teas. Just straight."

I requested out of curiosity. I'm curious to see what he'll do to the tea.

"I already knew your preference. I couldn't help but notice what you drink with that maid every time."

As expected of this bear-like canine. He's sharp.

Upon hearing my request, Putin began brewing tea with machine-like precision—exact measurements, movements without the slightest deviation, and timing accurate to a tenth of a second.

I honestly had my doubts, but I should reconsider.

Seeing this, it truly deserves to be called a secret art.

Originally, I would have set it aside and refused to drink it, but now I'm too curious not to try.

From the moment I picked up the teacup, I could smell the perfectly balanced aroma.

I could tell without even tasting it.

It was absolute perfection.

"So what did you want to talk about?"

"Hmm! I'm thinking of running in the student council president election."

*Cough*

What did he just say?
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I took a sip of the perfect tea Putin had brewed for me, and nearly spat it right back out.

Did I hear that correctly?

"Student Council President? You?"
"Indeed! 'A man must strive for self-improvement,' wouldn't you agree?"

What's with that old saying?
I'd be thankful if the voting rate doesn't reach 140 percent.

"Are you asking for my endorsement?"

"That's part of it, but if I become Student Council President, I'd like you to serve as the Vice President."

This is a different angle. Vice President... not a bad choice for my own interests.

Should I tell Putin about the civil war?

But looking at his face full of determination makes it awkward to bring up.

"You do know who else is planning to run, right?"

The Putin family is certainly renowned across the continent, but they're up against the imperial family of the Britannia Empire, the continent's strongest power.

Even for Putin, this won't be easy.

"Of course. Don't underestimate our family's intelligence network. I'm already aware that Her Highness Charlotte Victoria Adelaide, the Third Princess of the Britannia Empire, who resides regally on the third floor of Nyx Hall while rarely showing her face, plans to run."

"And you still want to enter the race?"

"Naturally. As a man, I cannot simply bow to the prestige of an imperial family. Besides, I have another reason."

Another reason?

"What is it?"

"According to our family's intelligence agents, there are reports that a civil war is about to break out in the Britannia Empire."

To think a single family has continental-scale intelligence networks capable of gathering information about an imperial civil war.
I need to revise my assessment of the Putin family's standing upward.

"So you knew about it too?"

"Indeed. And the faction the Third Princess is expected to support is the Second Prince's faction. According to my family's analysis, if the Third Princess supports the Second Prince, the power balance with the First Prince will be too even, likely prolonging the civil war. It would be better to weaken the Third Princess's influence and end the civil war quickly."

"So you want to prevent the Third Princess from becoming Student Council President and mobilizing academy connections to support the Second Prince?"

"Exactly. Chaos in the Britannia Empire means chaos for the continent. Neither the Rus Kingdom nor the Putin family wants that."

"Actually, before you came, Estelle already told me about this. She wants me to support the Third Princess. She believes that's the path to ending the civil war more quickly."

"I see. Predictions can differ, after all."

"I'll think about it. It's difficult for me to make a judgment right now."

"Of course. I never intended to pressure you. Let me know when you've decided."

"I will."


*


"Ugh, this is driving me crazy."

After our conversation, I returned to my room.

<Things seem to be getting complicated.>

"Yeah, and now Putin is making a fuss about running for Student Council President. What am I supposed to do?"

<There must be a reason everyone is approaching you about this.>

This is frustrating.

<Well, if I may offer a small suggestion. Why not meet with Uriel and the Third Princess?>

"Uriel?"

<Yes. She might know the truth about the Britannia Empire's Emperor. Someone of Uriel's stature would. Even if not, you could still get valuable advice.>

"That's true. I'll visit Uriel first, and deal with the Third Princess later. She might approach me first anyway. By the way, is the Antarctic exploration still ongoing?"

<Yes. We're scanning thoroughly as Abel suggested... but haven't found anything unusual yet. Should we continue?>

"Please do, I'm counting on you."

According to the story, the first major incident supposedly started in Antarctica.
It would be good if we could find and prevent it in advance.

<Understood.>


***


"So, do you know anything about the Britannia Empire's Emperor?"

Strike while the iron is hot, as they say. I went straight to Uriel to ask.
Fortunately, she was in.

I wondered if it was appropriate for a mere student to frequent the Headmaster's office like it was my own home, but... I've gotten so used to it that I didn't think twice about it.

"Yes. Before civil war breaks out in the Empire, the fastest way to prevent it would be to find the Emperor and restore them to the throne."

"I don't know anything about the Britannia Empire's Emperor either. When a Transcendent who has lived for hundreds of years deliberately hides, no one can find them."

"I see..."

"However, the Transcendent I knew from the Britannia Empire, Empress Elizabeth I, wasn't the type to irresponsibly abandon her empire. Something must have happened..."

"Could something exist that would make a Transcendent disappear without a trace?"

It's not like she went alone into space or the depths of the ocean.

"That's what puzzles me too. Even Transcendents aren't invincible."

Maybe she went somewhere quiet and chose to end her life?

....

The more we talked, the more questions arose.

"Headmaster, if civil war breaks out in the Britannia Empire, do you plan to intervene?"

This was actually what I wanted to ask first.

I wanted to hear Uriel's answer, someone in a similar position to me with the power to single-handedly end an imperial civil war.

"No. I will not intervene."

A firm, resolute answer.

"I've been monitoring the Britannia Empire's unstable situation, but if it's purely a matter between humans with no external interference from beings like the Angel Race, I won't interfere. So far, there's no sign of external involvement."

As I thought.

"Humans have the right and qualification to determine their own destiny. War is tragic, but choosing it stems from human free will. It's not my place to interfere. The moment I start intervening in history on such a scale, I'd essentially be stripping away the human species' right to choose."

I somewhat expected this answer, but still...

"But Headmaster, those who choose war aren't the ordinary citizens who suffer most from it. This world doesn't allow citizens to decide policies themselves. The nobility decides on war, and innocent, unfortunate people suffer for the nobles' greed. I don't know if it's right for me to just stand by and watch."

While Uriel views history through the relationship between different species—the Angel Race and earthly beings—I can't see it that way.

"Yes. My situation and Abel's are inevitably different. So please consider carefully and make your own decision. As always, make sure you won't have regrets."

"Thank you for your advice. By any chance, do you know where you last detected Empress Elizabeth?"

"I tracked her as far as beyond the Vashuga Great Swamp in the Romanov Grand Duchy, somewhere to the south, but after that, her presence vanished completely."

Vashuga Great Swamp.
Below that would be quite far south on the continent.

Should I start investigating from there?

"Thank you. I'm glad I came to see you."

"Not at all. Feel free to come ask whenever you have questions."

After giving Uriel a light bow, I left the Headmaster's office.

"Arcana, start investigating around the Vashuga Great Swamp. Head south. There might be traces."

<Understood.>

Perhaps because it belongs to hidden history in the game, there are too few clues.

Still, thanks to Uriel's words, the search area has narrowed somewhat... though even the area south of the Vashuga Great Swamp is far from small.

Since civil war hasn't broken out yet, I'll have to wait and see.


***


"Junior? Have you been troubled by something lately?"

While I was sitting in my assistant's chair that Senior Helen had set up in a corner of the professor's office, staring at distant mountains and doing nothing, Senior Helen approached with a worried expression.

Quite some time had passed since my consultation with Uriel, and the new semester was approaching, but I still couldn't make a decision.

"Yeah. It's really not easy."

"What's bothering you? I don't think I've ever seen you worry like this before."

"How should I put it... I'm wondering who to support in the Student Council President election?"

I didn't want to burden Senior Helen with troubling talk about civil war.

"Ah, the Student Council President election happens right after school starts."

"Yes. It seems some people have already decided to run, and they've already asked for my support."

"You're quite popular, Junior."

"I know, how did it come to this? My goal was to graduate quietly."

"If it's hard to decide, maybe not deciding is the answer? No one's forcing you to choose anyway."

"That's true. No one would criticize me for staying neutral."

Without the civil war issue, it might be better to support Putin and get the small benefit of becoming Vice President.

But with civil war in the equation, the calculations become too complex.

Should I just declare neutrality and refuse to get involved?

It's been a while since I've been this indecisive.

It's frustrating even to myself.

"By the way, your assistant job is ending soon."

"That's right."

By regulation, Senior Helen's assistant position was only available during vacation.

"You're not going to stop coming just because the assistant job is over, right?"

"Of course not. We've promised to meet at the library every day anyway, haven't we?"

"That's true. You really have to come?"

"Come on, why worry about such things between us? I'll let you know if I can't make it."

It's one of the few healing times in my day, so I'd hate to give it up.

"Okay, okay. And don't overthink things. Sometimes if you wait patiently, the answer comes naturally."

"Yes. Thank you for the advice."

As Senior Helen said, I still have time. I can think about it slowly while waiting.


***


This academy has a fundamental principle of treating everyone equally, whether noble or commoner, without discrimination based on social status.

However, there are exceptions to every rule, and beings who can't be subject to such principles exist everywhere.

A Transcendent's nation, the continent's strongest empire's third in line of succession.

The owner of the special dormitory occupying part of the third floor of Nyx Hall.

Charlotte Victoria Adelaide, the Third Princess of the Britannia Empire, was such a case.

A room filled with well-maintained, elegant furniture that retained its dignity despite its age.

Tap tap.

The sound of fingers drumming on a desk.

"Still no word from the Imperial Secret Intelligence Corps?"

A woman with lion-like ears, golden-brown hair, and sharp ruby-red eyes sat cross-legged in a chair with an arrogant posture. Her skin was pure white and clear enough to see through, and she wore a black dress embroidered with subtly shining silver.

"No, Your Highness. The ISIC is investigating with all their resources, but there's been no progress."

"Tsk, if they couldn't do it before, they won't be able to do it now. I never expected much from them anyway."

"I apologize."

"You have nothing to apologize for. Abel Bearwolf, was it?"

"Yes, Your Highness."

"I need to see him."

"I'll make arrangements."
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After the second semester academic schedule began.

The season had arrived when autumn leaves painted the world in yellows and reds.

Inside the academy, where student council elections were in full swing, numerous campaign promises and posters could be seen everywhere.

But in reality, these things weren't that important in the actual student council election.

In this world, campaigning isn't done through papers or slogans. Instead, you quietly contact those you want on your side, then somehow persuade them to join you.

Just like how Estelle and Putin had directly approached me before.

This process doesn't even require personal involvement. You can complete the structure like a multi-level pyramid through connections, ultimately winning the vote.

That's the essence of the student council election at this school, and it's also why the student council president wields such tremendous power.

Becoming student council president means you've claimed the top of a pyramid consisting of influential noble families and capable commoners.

Of course, this behind-the-scenes persuasion work is no different from a den of iniquity where all manner of scheming and betrayal happen routinely.



After that incident during summer vacation, Seol-hwa stopped sneaking into my room at night.

It must be her own resolution.

It's also a silent protest saying not to treat her like a child anymore.

Even after the semester began, my life remained unchanged—waking up at dawn to train, attending classes, studying theory with Senior Helen at the library.

It was the same repetitive daily routine, like a hamster wheel.

These days, I couldn't sleep well and needed less sleep anyway, so getting up around 4 AM and preparing leisurely became the joy of my life.

<Master, would you like to have tea time with me before training?>

"Sounds good."

Enjoying a relaxed tea time with Arcana, a maid who doesn't need sleep.

The sacred ritual of replenishing caffeine after waking up is essential for people from a certain peninsula nation. It's like refueling a car.

Though I miss coffee, warm tea in cool weather has its own charm.

<Then I wish you strength for today as well.>

"Thanks, I'll be going now."

I finished preparing and opened the door.

"Abel. Going to train?"

Surprisingly, Seol-hwa, who's usually weak in the morning, was waiting in front of my door fully prepared, even carrying her sword.

Unlike her usual disheveled morning appearance, she looked neat and well-groomed.

"Yeah. Want to come along?"

Just looking at her, I could strongly sense her determination to join me.

"From today, I'll be going with you."

I see.

"Alright, let's go."



When we exited Nyx Hall, Lucia was sitting demurely on a garden bench waiting, as always.

"Lucia, hello."

"Abel, you're here? Oh...?"

"Hello, Saintess."

Seol-hwa greeted Lucia first as she looked surprised seeing us together.

"H-hello. I didn't expect you to come out together this early in the morning."

"Yeah, I didn't expect Seol-hwa to come out either."

"From today, I'll be helping Abel with his training too."

Well, I welcome Seol-hwa's help with my training with open arms.

The problem is...

Lucia seems subtly upset? She was walking heavily, as if her feet were stuck to the ground, instead of her usual light steps toward the training grounds.

Does she feel like her private time with me has been stolen?

I don't mind having the three of us together.

"So, what wind brought our Lady Seol-hwa out at dawn? I thought you were weak in the mornings."

Wait, that tone sounds like a declaration of war!

"Abel needs to get stronger. And the Saintess already takes his afternoon time."

Hmm... so from Seol-hwa's perspective, she wasn't happy about Lucia accompanying me in the afternoons?

Sparks were flying between their eyes as they faced each other.

"W-wouldn't it be nice if you two got along? We could spend time together in both morning and afternoon."

....

Now those burning gazes were directed straight at me.

Did I say something wrong? Isn't it better if we all get along?

I just want to go back to Nyx Hall and go back to sleep, training be damned...

Of course, if I did that, Arcana would beat me severely while calling me lazy.



"Lucia, can you form a defensive barrier around this area?"

We need to make sure no damage occurs while Seol-hwa and I practice.

"I can. By linking it to my mana circuit, it won't stop attacks from the Transcendent Realm, but it should block one hit of tremendous power below that level."

To create this level of barrier impromptu without proper preparation.

Lucia's growth was frighteningly impressive. Of course, it was the reward for enduring that hell....

With Lucia's barrier and Seol-hwa's presence, my options had expanded.

In front of me stood Seol-hwa, her sword drawn.

"Abel, is there something you're curious about?"

Today I'm seeing Seol-hwa in teacher mode after a long time. That confident, dignified expression is strangely cute.

"No matter how much I think about it, I can't grasp what the Transcendent Realm really is."

"Transcendent Realm? It's not difficult. Interfering with space by imbuing will. That's the first step of the Transcendent Realm."

She's speaking like some painter saying "it's easy," but if it weren't difficult, the world would be full of Transcendents, Seol-hwa....

"The problem is I don't understand what that means at all."

We're already warping spacetime ourselves, just on an extremely microscopic scale. It's negligible because it's only at the level of our mass.

If interfering with space means what we're doing in real-time right now, just on a larger scale?

No matter how I think about it, that doesn't seem to be the concept. I feel like my thinking is completely wrong somewhere, but I can't figure out where the misunderstanding begins.

Mana really has too many aspects that can't be explained by the laws of physics.

"Right. It might be better for you to see it first."

"Huh?"

Lee Seol-hwa Style Transcendental Technique
Sword Immortal Form
Two Swords: Snow Wall.

Seol-hwa lightly swung her sword, forming a translucent barrier in front of me.

"Try using your strongest attack on this, but only imbue it with mana, not will."

So just an attack with strong power....

Normally, I would never use this unless I intended to destroy the training ground, but with Lucia's barrier, it should be fine.

Open. Concentrate.

Without thinking, I gathered massive amounts of mana into my spear and the hand holding it.

Thanks to my skills developed through training and real combat, so much mana was gathering in my spear that I wondered if it was safe to throw it.

With the mana compressed to its limit, I arranged it like acceleration rails along the javelin's trajectory and threw it.

—Heavenly Thunder Flash.

Even though I threw it from the ground rather than the air, its power was far greater than when I destroyed that terraforming machine with one hit.

It might even be dangerous for Lucia's barrier if I'm not careful.

By the time I heard the sonic boom as the spear broke through the sound barrier, it had already reached the mana wall Seol-hwa had created.

Thud.

That enormous mana power disappeared without a trace, and my spear fell to the ground powerlessly, as if thrown by a child.

....

How is this possible?

There wasn't even a scratch on the translucent wall.

The massive mana concentrated in the spear dispersed as if it had never existed.

"The Transcendent Realm is fundamentally about techniques that interfere with space."

"Doesn't massive mana also interfere with and distort space?"

"That's not the concept, Abel."

"Then...?"

"Just like you imbue your spear with will, it's about leaving a trace in the world by imbuing it with will."

I still don't understand what she's saying at all.

"Think about it, Abel. Teleportation also deals with space, right?"

"Yes?"

"But the Transcendent Realm goes beyond simple formulas by imbuing them with will."
"Regular teleportation is dangerous in areas with spatial distortion."
"But teleportation imbued with a Transcendent's will is possible."
"The priority in how results occur changes. That's the difference."

...Has Seol-hwa always been this good at explaining things?

As I listened, I started to understand.

"So rather than simply manipulating space according to physical laws, you're embedding your will into space itself? The effects on space are just consequences of that?"

I had been mistaken.

I'd been too fixated on the act of manipulating space itself—cutting it, separating it.

I somewhat understood this physically from my past experience with Momentary Birth and Death, but my engineering mindset kept focusing on space itself. But thinking about it, using scientific warp technology doesn't mean you're using Transcendent Realm techniques, right?

From the beginning, techniques performed with mana seem to follow separate laws distinct from science, not ordinary physical laws.

Of course, the end results sometimes feel similar, but the process by which those results occur is different.

What Seol-hwa said about priorities changing must mean that laws other than physical ones take precedence.

All this time, especially after seeing Uriel manipulate space so impressively, I was so captivated that I missed the core concept.

Simply manipulating space doesn't make it the Transcendent Realm. That's just a secondary reaction.

"That's close. I can't use it here, but my Heaven-Shattering is the same."

I'm sure. That would be terrifying even if used in empty space.
We don't want to accidentally destroy an orbital station or satellite.

"Recognizing your own position is the first step."
"Clearly imprinting your existence in the vast ocean of the world is the second."
"The next part isn't difficult. Just like you imbue your spear with will, you shape space—a part of the world—by imbuing it with will. That's the third step."

"These are the basics of the Transcendent Realm. There's more to it, but let's start with this."

"It's still difficult for me. It sounds like grasping at clouds."

"I'm sure it does. These things can't really be described in words, and if you could understand and do it just by hearing about it, everyone would be using Transcendent Realm techniques, wouldn't they?"

Wow... even though Seol-hwa is in teacher mode, her words are flowing like a mountain stream.

"Therefore, lower physical laws without will have no meaning in the world of transcendence."

"True, if we only followed physical laws, it wouldn't make sense that I could extinguish Estelle's plasma."

"Exactly. Abel, you've reached a basic level now. Let's practice together from now on. You'll get it with practice."

Hmm.

I thought I was already among the strong, but to Seol-hwa, I must look like a toddler just starting to walk.

....

Is it like waiting for a crawling baby to walk on their own because explaining walking is meaningless, and now that I've started walking, she's giving detailed guidance?

Still, it means I've passed Seol-hwa's minimum threshold, so the real training starts now.



After morning training.

I returned to Nyx Hall and was quietly resting when a visitor came.

"Greetings. I am Anne of the Aragon Ducal Family, lady-in-waiting to Her Highness Charlotte Victoria Adelaide, Third Princess of the Britannia Empire. Her Highness has invited you, Abel."

Here it comes.
I ignored all the invitations from other nobles running for student council president, but this one I can't refuse.
I was planning to meet her anyway.

"Now?"

"Yes. Right now."

"Well, I'll go. It's just on the third floor here, right?"

"That's correct."



A room filled with luxurious furniture, each piece showing the detailed craftsmanship of a master.

Knock knock.

When I entered, Princess Charlotte sat in a chair with her legs crossed, wearing an arrogant expression, slowly tapping her finger on the desk while looking down at me.

"Show your respect. This is Her Highness, the Third Princess of the Britannia Empire."

The lady-in-waiting named Anne demanded I show respect.

....

As soon as I heard those words, the democratic freedom fighter soul inside me was about to awaken.

"I thought the rule was that everyone is equal within the academy, regardless of status?"

Tap.

The tapping on the desk stopped, and she stared at me like a lion eyeing its prey.
With sharp, haughty eyes, as if born to rule.

"That's right. All people are equal. Nice words. But in reality, that's not true. People are not equal. Some are clearly more noble. That's the truth."

Geez....

Makes me want to start a pitchfork revolution.
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I see, that's possible.

To have such overwhelming authority that you ignore the academy's basic rules and use the special dormitory on the third floor.

Even education isn't received with others, but mostly follows a separately arranged curriculum.

Most commoners probably can't even make eye contact and just bow down.

Only royalty or high nobles would be able to meet without feeling burdened.

Unfortunately though, I'm not like most commoners.

As a citizen from a proud democratic nation who's already gone too far by putting a bomb bracelet on the Pope's arm, social hierarchy means nothing to me.

Is a princess more noble than the Pope?

No matter how powerful the Britannia Empire is, you can't really say that.

I just go along with it because it's bothersome.

But if you're going to rudely provoke me like this, I have no reason to hold back.

Am I the one who needs something here?

I don't think so.

"Sorry, but I'm a believer in liberal democracy. Oh, you don't know what that is? You don't need to."

Besides, I have the blood of peninsula people from somewhere on Earth flowing through me, so I come with a built-in instinct that makes me crave revolution whenever dictatorship or oppression is applied.

"How rude. Not showing respect and speaking informally?"

"And you speaking informally to me is okay?"

"For me it is. But you shouldn't."

What is this... not even a three-year-old throwing a tantrum.

"Well... I have a bit of a nasty personality. Didn't the imperial intelligence agency tell you anything about me?"

I don't know about other places, but the Britannia Empire's intelligence agency should have figured out the truth about the Vatican incident by now, right?

No matter how much they distributed altered scenarios, I didn't expect them to fool the imperial intelligence.

"Are you acting this way just because you overthrew something as trivial as the Papal States?"

So she did know.

She knows and still acts like this? Does she think the Papal States are a joke?

"It's just that I don't particularly see Her Highness the Princess as more venerable than the Pope."

"There's a limit to how much I'll tolerate your rudeness."

"Oh my, how scary. People who've said such things to my face have learned their lessons the hard way. Do you really want to test me? If you refuse the cup of friendship and choose punishment instead, I won't stop you."

"How dare you speak to Her Highness like that!"

I knew it.

Though the princess tried to hide it, I clearly saw her repeatedly glancing somewhere.

There were two people secretly guarding the princess there.

It's all so obvious.

When the princess gave another glance, they shouted and jumped out.

They dropped their concealment and rushed toward me at what they thought was high speed, but...

I kicked the first one in the lower body, knocking them down, then struck their neck with a knife hand to knock them unconscious.

Almost simultaneously, I flicked the forehead of the other guard with my mana-infused finger, giving them a concussion.

Such a trivial matter.

I guess they didn't properly understand what it meant when they heard I overthrew the Vatican.

At least the Twelve Apostles were the real deal.

Unlike these guards who collapse foaming at the mouth from a single flick.

By the way, this forehead flick has a strange addictiveness to it. I can see why Arcana keeps doing it to me.

After I dealt with the guards in the blink of an eye, Princess Charlotte seemed quite shocked, her eyes wide open, momentarily at a loss for words.

"Tsk, I told you not to test me. I went easy because the guards were women. I'm not a sexist, but I feel some physiological resistance to hitting women hard. If they were men, I would have put them in a condition where they'd be eating only porridge for a year."

"H-how rude."

Her voice trembled slightly with shock. Well, when would she have experienced something like this?

Nobles love testing others, but they have no tolerance when they're the ones getting hit.

Professor Tyson's winning streak continues today.

"I know you ordered all this, so stop testing my patience and just tell me what you want."

"...Support me in the student council president election."

"Why?"

"If you support me, I'll grant whatever you wish."

A mere princess, not even the Transcendent Empress of the Empire, says she'll grant whatever I wish?

I guess she still doesn't understand the situation.

Even after seeing all this, she still sees me as an ordinary commoner?

"Give me another reason. What I want is something you absolutely cannot fulfill."

"Do you take me lightly? Me, Charlotte Victoria Adelaide, the Third Princess of the Britannia Empire?"

"No, I know exactly who you are, so give me another reason. Even if you died and came back to life, you couldn't grant what I want."

Grr.

I just stated a fact, so why is her face turning red with anger like that? She has quite a temper.

"Huff... fine, I'll be honest. Soon there will be a civil war in the Empire."

"I know."

"You know...? Then this will be simpler. I plan to support the Second Prince in the civil war to end it quickly. And for that, I need the position of student council president. The powerful connections of this academy. That's what I need."

"Wouldn't it be better to support the First Prince and end the civil war quickly? I heard the First Prince's faction is stronger?"

"...The First Prince lacks the qualities of an emperor. If he becomes emperor, the Empire will fall into great trouble."

"Isn't that just your personal opinion?"

"Ask the scholars of the Empire. They will all say the same."

"I see. If that's true, your point certainly has merit."

"Then will you support me?"

"However, I refuse."

"What?"

"I said I refuse. First, I don't like your approach. Not only is your attitude not that of someone asking a favor, but I also don't trust you. I also think the Empress might return. There's still time until the election, right? No need to decide so early."

Of course, "finding" her would be more accurate than "returning."

"The Empress... that's unlikely. The Imperial Intelligence Agency and even the Emperor's special agency, the Imperial Secret Intelligence Corps, have been searching since Her Majesty disappeared, but they haven't found her yet."

So they have been searching?

"Let me ask you one thing. Do you want the Empress to return? Or would you prefer she didn't? I don't care what you answer, so be honest."

My words seemed to greatly disturb her, as fine wrinkles appeared on Charlotte's beautiful brow.

"How can you even ask that? The Britannia Empire is Her Majesty's empire! No one can deny that. No one can deny that this vast empire has been maintained without major internal troubles until now because of Her Majesty's existence. Just look. It's been only a decade or so since Her Majesty disappeared, and already bandits are running wild everywhere!"

Seeing how she became so emotional and spoke passionately, this seems genuine.

"Honestly, I don't care much about the student council election. But I am very interested in the Empire's civil war. I need the records from the Imperial Intelligence Agency and ISIC's search for the Empress. Get me those first, then I'll decide whether to support you or not. As the Third Princess, you should have that level of authority, right?"

"What do you want to use that for?"

"The Empire isn't the only one looking for the Empress. There are more people than you might think who don't want chaos on the continent."

Tap tap.

It seems she has a habit of tapping the desk when thinking. Doesn't her finger hurt?

"Fine. I'll send it to you."

Charlotte answered after tapping the desk for a while, deep in thought.

At least I've gained something.

*

The next day.

As expected of imperial efficiency, the information arrived faster than I thought.

In less than a day, I received the information from the Imperial Intelligence Agency and ISIC that the princess had sent.

"Arcana, add this to our research materials."

<Understood. This is... Antarctica?>

"Yeah. Too coincidental to be a coincidence."

The place where the intelligence agencies had focused their search for the Empress was near Antarctica.

However, due to Antarctica's extreme natural environment, the investigation hadn't proceeded smoothly.

It wasn't an appropriate place to bring large-scale forces for investigation either.

The route from the Vashuga Great Swamp to Antarctica.

Though a fierce sea stands in the way, such things wouldn't be even the slightest obstacle to a Transcendent.

Somewhere along that route, traces of the Empress must remain.

The Empress's disappearance and the major event estimated to have started from Antarctica.

These two are likely connected.

***

A few days after passing the materials to Arcana for analysis.

"Abel, hold my waist."

"Not your hand?"

"No, my waist."

Thanks to all of us—Seol-hwa, Lucia, and I—scheduling our classes in the morning, we had free time in the afternoon and were heading to a bakery near the academy.

It felt nice holding Seol-hwa's slender, soft waist that fit in one hand, but if someone saw us, wouldn't we look like a couple?

"I've been wondering for a while, are you two dating?"

"Lucia? What's with the sudden...?"

"Not yet."

Huh? Seol-hwa?

"Ah, I see. 'Not yet,' but quite bold already. Holding the waist like that. Even couples don't do that easily, do they?"

"Abel likes it too. Right?"

"Um... I don't dislike it?"

Wait, was I too honest? As soon as I said it, I instinctively felt a chill down my spine.

"See. He likes it."

"I understand. Abel likes holding women's waists. Noted."

No, when you put it that way, I sound like a weirdo.

Isn't that normal for men?

"Then I should also..."

"No."

"Pardon?"

"I said no."

"How selfish. Good things should be shared."

...First Arcana, now this. Am I some object to be shared?

"The Saintess is a hundred years too early."

"A hundred years is too much, isn't it? You want me to wait until I'm an old lady?"

"Then ten years."

"Ten years is still quite long. But anyway, you're saying wait ten years? Fine, I'll wait. I have a lot of patience."

"..."

Why are they acting like this...

Sparks are flying from their eyes. If I leave them be, a nuclear reaction might occur.

This is driving me crazy.

"Come on, ladies. We've arrived. Let's go in!"

Fortunately, we arrived at the bakery just in time, allowing me to naturally change the subject.

In my experience, giving them something sweet to eat usually helps in these situations.

And this place is perfect for that.

As we approached the bakery, the sweet, intense smell of melting sugar and the savory aroma of baking bread wafted over us.

The ladies' attention was already drawn to it. The effect is definitely reliable.

When women seem upset, start by feeding them something sweet.

This is truly wisdom.

You'll get five lashes instead of ten.

It's a time-honored survival strategy from the Earth I used to live on.

Perhaps because it was a weekday afternoon, the bakery was relatively quiet. Seol-hwa and Lucia, already distracted by the bakery's interior, gathered armfuls of bread, and the three of us found a quiet, spacious corner to sit.

"Have you been busy lately, Abel?"

"Um... a little?"

"If you need my help, please let me know anytime."

"Thanks, Lucia."

"Don't mention it."

"If you need my help too, just say the word."

"Yeah, thanks."

Seeing them speak as if competing with each other...

My instinct was warning me that the atmosphere could turn fierce again.

"Well, let's eat first!"

I need to feed them first. They'll quiet down once they eat.

Seeing them both happily biting into their bread, it was worth bringing them here.

I'm glad I scouted this place in advance, predicting their tastes.

This really feels like I researched a date spot in advance.

<Abel? Do you have a moment?>

"I need to use the restroom for a bit."

"Mm. Go ahead."

Seol-hwa replied with a happy expression, her mouth full of bread.

Using the restroom as an excuse, I quietly slipped out of the bakery and into an alley.

"What's going on?"

<I found it.>

"Don't tell me... the Empress?"

<Not the Empress herself, but traces of transcendental magic. It's definitely related to the Empress, I believe. The location is Antarctica. I'll send you the coordinates separately.>

I wasn't even expecting to find traces of the Empress, but Arcana is truly capable.

"I suspected it, but it really was Antarctica. Prepare for departure. We'll need to report to Uriel first."

<Understood. I'll have Prydwen ready.>

"Good."
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"I might not be able to come to the academy for a while."

After returning to the bakery, I first explained the situation to Seol-hwa and Lucia.

Starting from the civil war in the Britannia Empire, to the Empress's disappearance and the traces we found.

"But isn't the Empress also a Transcendent?"

"That's right."

"If the Empress has gone missing, Abel can't handle it alone. Should I help?"

"Yes, should I help too?"

Seol-hwa and Lucia looked at me with worried expressions.

Well, I guess they have reason to worry.

It must seem like I'm rashly declaring I'll charge into a dangerous place where a Transcendent who has lived for hundreds of years has disappeared.

"I'll be going with Arcana this time, so it'll be fine."

"That cat maid?"

"Yes."

"?????"

Oops, Lucia doesn't know.

Hearing my words, Lucia seemed to have a bunch of question marks floating above her head.

"Arcana might look fragile, but if she goes all out, she's probably similar to Uriel? In one-on-one combat, she might even be stronger."

"That's right. Even I can't beat Arcana."

Seol-hwa already seemed to know this.

Well, she's been sticking close to Arcana after all.

Arcana is also the one who helps with Seol-hwa's grooming every morning.

"R-really?"

"Yes. She's basically my sponsor. That ship you rode before was actually made by Arcana."

It would be impossible for me to explain all that AI stuff in a way that makes sense with my abilities.

I don't really understand it myself....

"Wow... that? She's more amazing than I thought. Why is someone like that working as a maid at Nyx Hall? That's interesting."

"Actually, I find that a bit puzzling too, but she insisted on directly assisting me by my side... I can't control Arcana either. I just have to let her enjoy things as she wants."

"Ah, I see. I knew Abel was popular with women, but even considering that, you two seemed too close to be just a dormitory maid and student relationship. Now I understand everything."

Was it that obvious?

Rather than being popular with women, it's just that I'm only surrounded by women.

Lucia seems to have a big misunderstanding about me.

"Anyway, that's how it is."

"Abel really lives a busy life."

Seol-hwa said with a bitter expression.

"Well, I'm weak, so I have to stay busy."

"But that's your charm. If Abel hadn't lived so busily, I don't know what would have happened to me."

"R-really?"

"Yes. So I hope you do well."

As expected of a Saintess. Looking at that compassionate smile makes me feel healed.

"I'll be waiting. Good luck, Abel."

"Yeah, I'll be back soon."

Now that I've received encouragement from Lucia and Seol-hwa, I should do my best.

I don't know how things ended up like this when I was preparing for the student council president election.

But if I can find the Empress in good condition, it could lead to the best possible outcome.


***


After returning to the academy, I quickly reported to Uriel and Senior Helen, then boarded the Prydwen.

When I entered the captain's quarters, Arcana was already waiting.

....

Hmm.

"What's with that outfit?"

Arcana was wearing a tight navy blue skirt and a light blue short-sleeved shirt.

It looked similar to a military uniform, but emphasized her figure.

<Since we're deploying on the Prydwen, I thought I'd bring back some Earth Federation nostalgia. This is the standard female dress uniform from the Federation Space Force. What do you think?>

"It looks great. The Earth Federation people and I definitely have something in common."

The trustworthy Earth Federation indeed.

Since I first saw Arcana, I've felt that we share similar tastes.

Like Karen's bodysuit disguised as a spacesuit before, truly a nation of gentlemen.

<As expected, they say men have a uniform fetish. You too, Abel. So easy to understand.>

...Did I fall for it?

"I just meant you look cool like a soldier. Why do you have to interpret it that way?"

<Yes, yes, let's go with that.>

Damn, that triumphant expression.
Is this another defeat for me?
Someday I'll definitely get my revenge.

"Let's depart now."

<Understood. Capital-class high-speed combat support ship Prydwen, launching. Destination: South Pole of Planet Terra!>

To prepare for any contingencies, the Prydwen chose atmospheric navigation using ion engines instead of warp.

Besides, even without warping, the Prydwen is fast enough to get there quickly.

"So, what traces of the Empress did you find?"

<I'll display the data sent by the drones.>

That is...?

A frozen Void Flower? Why is it at the South Pole? Did the Void Flower turn into a block of ice?

"Isn't that a Void Flower? In its bloomed state."

<Correct. It was found deep inside an Antarctic crevasse, affected by Transcendent-grade freezing magic. It looks like ordinary freezing magic, but it actually freezes space itself and destroys the target inside. Though it appears intact on the outside, the inside is essentially pulverized.>

"And the one who used this Transcendent magic is likely the Emperor?"

<Yes. After analyzing the traces leading from the Vashuga Great Swamp to the Antarctic, the Imperial Intelligence, ISIC, and I concluded that it was most likely the Emperor.>

"But why is there a bloomed Void Flower there?"

<That... hasn't been confirmed yet. We'll have to see for ourselves.>

What happened to the Emperor?

Without my knowledge, had Void Monsters already infiltrated various parts of this continent?

Did the Emperor detect this?

If the Emperor disappeared more than a decade ago....

<Abel, we have a problem.>

"What problem could there be on the way to Antarctica?"

<Satellite observations show... civil war has broken out in the Britannia Empire.>

...What?

Neither Estelle, Putin, nor even the Third Princess seemed to predict that civil war would break out before the student council election.

"There's still time before the student council election, right?"

<Yes, everyone's predictions were wrong. Or perhaps someone leaked that the Third Princess planned to support the Second Prince through the academy student council. The First Prince's forces are moving very actively.>

"...It's a race against time then."

<Yes. However, the forces are still gathering, so it will take some time before they clash.>

"That's fortunate at least...."

<We're currently entering Antarctic airspace. Preparing for descent.>

"Can we use warp?"

<Yes. Drones that entered ahead have installed markers, so we can move together.>


***


Deep inside a dark crevasse.

Though the cold was blocked, the barren and dark ice cave with nothing in it distorted human perception.

As soon as we warped, I saw the bloomed Void Flower frozen in ice right in front of me.

This looks disgusting even as an ice block.

"How deep is this place anyway?"

How deep is it that it can barely be detected from the surface?

<Exactly about 800m below the surface above us. That's why neither the Imperial Intelligence nor ISIC discovered this place. The space itself also interferes with magical detection.>

An ice cave 800m below. It's more amazing that anyone found it.

Arcana was still walking beside me in her Earth Federation Space Force uniform.

It's the perfect outfit to freeze to death in an ice cave, but neither of us are at a level to be concerned about such things.

"For being so deep, the space is wider than I expected?"

<There appears to be a kind of massive cavity ahead.>

"So you're saying there's an empty space in front of this wall?"

<That's right. Please wait a moment.>

It looked like an ordinary ice wall, but there was a space inside.

No wonder no one found it.

Arcana placed her hand on the wall, then disintegrated it, creating a huge hole.

....

Arcana's technology is always mysterious.

It's incomprehensible in a different way than Seol-hwa's abilities.

Rather than the Transcendent Realm that I believe I'll someday reach, Arcana's techniques seem to be something beyond even that.

I don't know. I've already given up on understanding or imitating Arcana anyway.

Beyond the huge hole Arcana created was....

A massive crimson pillar embedded so deep that it was impossible to gauge its depth.

Wait, this was here at this stage?

Plus, numerous frozen Void Flowers around the pillar.

It looked like frozen tentacle flowers blooming around a crimson flesh pillar, a sight so horrific it could erode human sanity in real-time.

At least they're not moving, thankfully.

....

<Ah...?>

"You know what it is?"

<How is this here...? That's a Planet Erosion Tree. It's the worst kind of monster that absorbs a planet's energy to summon other Void Monsters. If left alone, just one of these could destroy an entire planet. But... this is strange.>

"Right? It seems to have been deactivated at an early stage."

If it had been active from over a decade ago until now, we would probably be seeing hundreds of Void Flowers roaming around by now.

<Yes. It's been thoroughly destroyed from the inside. What we see is just the frozen exterior of an already destroyed form.>

....

Wait, what's that?

"Arcana, that ice."

<...?!>

"The Emperor?"

What we saw inside the massive, transparently glowing ice was....

A cold-looking, lion-faced beauty who looked exactly like the Third Princess I had seen before.

The imperial crown on her head clearly revealed this person's identity.

Not Sleeping Beauty in the forest, but a sleeping Emperor in the ice.

A kiss wouldn't be nearly enough to wake her up.

<This is... permanent freezing seal by Transcendent magic. Why like this...?>

"Can you release it?"

<Yes. It's possible, but....>

Arcana, who was carefully examining the ice surrounding the Emperor, seemed to have discovered something shocking.

<This is...?! Abel!>

"Did you find something?"

<The Emperor's current condition is critical. If I release the freezing, without immediate appropriate treatment, her life will be in danger. Even considering a Transcendent's great physical abilities.>

"Despite facing a Planet Erosion Tree and multiple Void Flowers, the Tree itself has virtually no combat ability, and it doesn't seem likely that a Transcendent of this level would be defeated by Void Flowers?"

<Correct. What inflicted the fatal wound was... a disposable Transcendent weapon made by the Planetary Management Bureau, called 'Needle.' It's basically an assassination tool used from a distance. After being ambushed, feeling her life in danger, she urgently cast the permanent freezing magic on herself.>

"The Emperor was hit by an assassination Transcendent weapon in this deep place? Why?"

Was it done by someone within the Empire who wanted the Emperor's downfall, or was it someone else?

With the extremely limited information available now, it's impossible to judge.

For now, it would be better to save the Emperor and get answers.

<...I don't know.>

"Do you think treatment is possible?"

<Yes. With sufficient data accumulated on the Angel Race, the Prydwen's medical bay should be able to treat her. However, to be certain, it would be better to have the Saintess present as well.>

"Let's transport her to the Prydwen then."

<Understood.>

....

Ch.69 - Student Council President Election (6)
Arcana cut the massive ice where the Empress had been frozen like a sculpture, creating a coffin-like container, and transported it to Prydwen's medical bay.

"I guess I should head back to the academy now."

<Yes, that's right.>

Why do I have this uneasy feeling?

"Arcana, those Void Flowers were all completely destroyed, right?"

They certainly looked thoroughly destroyed to me.

<Yes, that's correct.>

"Is it possible to completely annihilate that area where the Planet Erosion Tree was embedded? The location is really deep—would firing Prydwen's main cannon work?"

In the game, the first major event begins when several Void Monsters, presumed to have come from Antarctica, make landfall in the southern region.

In the game, this incident was what made the continent broadly aware of the existence of Void Monsters.

What if the Void Flowers from that area were still alive and made landfall in the south?

The timing would match up perfectly.

Plus, that Planet Erosion Tree.

I'm not sure if its roots were completely destroyed, and if not, it might recover someday and become a major problem.

Of course, like in the game, a few Void Flowers landing in the south would serve as a wake-up call for the continent, but there's no need for unnecessary sacrifices for something that isn't essential.

It would be better to minimize pointless casualties.

<It's... possible. Rather than Prydwen's main cannon, for something of that scale, the giga-class heavy magnetic accelerator cannon on the recently completed orbital defense satellite would be more effective. Should I reposition the satellite?>

"I think that would be better. I just can't shake this uneasy feeling. Besides, nobody lives in Antarctica anyway."

<Understood. Beginning orbital defense satellite repositioning.>

I'll leave this to Arcana.

Looking at where the Empress lay, it was truly awe-inspiring even on second viewing.

The Emperor frozen in ice looked so young and vibrant that it was hard to believe she had lived for hundreds of years.

She appeared to be in her early twenties at most, and looked so remarkably similar to the Third Princess that no one would find it strange if they were called sisters.

The power of mana is always strange and mysterious.

To completely halt aging like that.

It was somewhat anticlimactic that there was no battle and everything ended more simply than expected.

I'll need to hear the full story after reviving the Emperor.

Just saving the Emperor would be a huge help in future battles.

Plus, once the Emperor awakens, we can prevent the Britannia Empire from wasting its national power on civil war.

<Defense satellite repositioning complete, ready to fire.>

After waiting a while, it seemed Arcana had finished repositioning the defense satellite to this area.

"Fire. Make it disappear without a trace."

<Understood. Orbital defense satellite giga-class heavy magnetic accelerator cannon, special anti-Void mana shell. Firing.>

A coilgun fired from a massive defense satellite orbiting Planet Terra.

The true nature of that defense satellite was a Prydwen-sized coilgun placed in orbit, designed solely to maximize the destructive power of a single shot.

In terms of power, it was far stronger than even a hydrogen bomb, making it a weapon that should never be fired at inhabited areas.

It had enough power to easily obliterate an entire city without a trace.

That's why it was originally limited to intercepting powerful enemies from space rather than orbital bombardment... but fortunately, this case involved the barren lands of Antarctica.

On the display showing the Antarctic landscape, I could see the shell falling from orbit like divine punishment, completely obliterating the area where the Planet Erosion Tree had been and endlessly boring deep underground.

This should be enough to eliminate any Void Monsters remaining in that area.

It wasn't just an ordinary physical shell but a special one infused with mana.


***


After returning to the academy, I immediately sought Lucia's cooperation.

"The Britannia Empire's Emperor...?"

Lucia's eyes widened in surprise.

She must be bewildered.

After telling her I was going to search for traces of the Empress, she probably didn't expect me to return this quickly.

"Yes. She's currently in cryogenic state in Prydwen's medical bay."

It sounds strange to say a person is in a "cryogenic state," but I can't think of a better way to describe it.

"Cryogenic...? Is she actually alive?"

"For now? She froze while in critical condition needing treatment."

"Ah, so that's why you're asking for my help."

"Yes. Prydwen's medical bay can handle most treatments, but having your holy magic would be safer."

"I agree. Not to brag, but my healing holy magic is quite exceptional."

"So, I'm counting on you."

"Leave it to me."

*

Since Arcana kicked me out saying no unrelated men should be present while treating a woman, I spent my time outside the medical bay after returning to Prydwen.

A transcendent Emperor who has lived for hundreds of years....

I couldn't even begin to imagine what that would be like.

While I regularly see Seol-hwa who is a transcendent, she gives off the impression of a cute girl her age rather than a transcendent.

My experience with transcendents is extremely limited.

Like the Sword Immortal I've only heard about.

Given her position as Emperor, she probably wouldn't be as benevolent as Uriel.

Based on what Uriel said when I visited the Headmaster's office, she shouldn't be a bad person.

<Abel, you can come in now. The treatment was successful.>

After anxiously waiting outside for quite some time, it seems the treatment was successfully completed.

When I entered the medical bay, Empress Elizabeth I was sitting on the hospital bed with her legs crossed, wearing a patient gown.

That posture looked familiar.

"Your Majesty."

When I addressed the Empress, sharp red eyes resembling the Third Princess's looked at me.
Could the Third Princess actually be a descendant of the Empress?

Now that she was out of the ice, her facial resemblance was even more striking.

If there was any difference, it would be her figure, which was more impressive than anyone I'd seen before.

"Were you the one who saved me?"

The powerful aura of a transcendent and the imposing presence naturally emanating from someone who had ruled a vast empire for hundreds of years.

Unlike the Princess's amateurish imitation, this was the confidence and arrogance that could only be exuded by someone who stood alone and complete in themselves.

"Yes, I was."

While I freely used informal speech and provocations with the Princess, I couldn't just approach a hundreds-year-old grandmother so casually.

Even though her appearance was that of someone in her early twenties at most.

It's what's inside that counts, right?

In truth, I probably couldn't win even if I tried.

"What's your name?"

"Abel Bearwolf."

"Thank you, Abel. I'll be sure to repay this debt."

"I didn't save you expecting anything in return."

If I were to be specific, I was hoping she would at least prevent the civil war, but...

She'll handle that herself, I'm sure.

She is the Emperor of the Britannia Empire, after all.

"So, how many years have I been frozen?"

"About thirteen years."

Upon hearing my words, the Queen furrowed her brow intensely.

Then, resting her chin on one hand, she thought for a moment.

"It's been that long already? Holy shit."

"??!"

She just cursed outright.

...?

Did I hear that correctly? Or was it a word with a different meaning?

Lucia, who had been quietly standing beside me, also reacted with a start.

"Y-Your Majesty?"

"What? Got a problem with that?"

Wait, she was so solemn and serious just a moment ago, and suddenly...?

"N-No, not at all."

"Anyway, tell me what you want. You practically saved my life, so I'll grant you anything."

"There's nothing in particular...."

"Then how about marriage? I happen to have a Third Princess about your age. Being the Princess's consort would be quite a position."

...?

What's with this sudden proposal out of nowhere?

My brain was about to short-circuit from these consecutive shocking statements.

"Absolutely not!"
<Absolutely not!>

Arcana and Lucia, who had been quietly standing beside me, suddenly reacted vehemently.

Wait, why are you two making a bigger fuss than me...?

"I have no interest in marriage at the moment."

"Tsk, that's a shame. Think about it again. You'd be the Princess's consort. Plus, she takes after me, so she's quite good-looking."

....

Is she really praising her own face?

Is this... really a transcendent who's lived for hundreds of years?

I feel like I'm losing my mind.

"Come to think of it, you there, you're the current Saintess, aren't you?"

Since Lucia strongly objected to the marriage talk, the Empress's attention shifted to her, quickly scanning Lucia's body and immediately identifying her as the Saintess.

"Pardon?"

"I can tell just by looking at your body. Who are you trying to fool? Are those bastards from the Papal States still up to that shit? I guess they got lucky and found a Dragonkin somewhere again?"

....

"I already took care of them. Made sure they can never do it again."

"Oh, well done. I've wanted to deal with them personally many times, but whenever I said I was going to teach them a lesson, my ministers kept making a fuss. Like parrots, they'd just repeat 'It cannot be done. Please reconsider' over and over until I got fed up and quit. The more I see you, the more I like you. Are you really not interested in marriage? If you don't like the Third Princess, how about the one below her? Or do you prefer older women?"

This is driving me crazy.

My image of transcendents was completely shattered.

Until now, I thought transcendents were like enlightened sages who had realized the truth of the world.

But this....

What is this exactly?

I felt an indescribable sense of bewilderment.

"No. Not at all. And Your Majesty, a civil war has broken out in the Britannia Empire. They're still in a standoff, but..."

Since the conversation kept going in circles, I cut straight to the point.
Hearing this should bring her back to her senses.

"Holy shit, I knew it as soon as I heard it had been 13 years. The First Prince and Second Prince, right?"

So much for coming to her senses. Cursing seems to be her passive ability.

"Yes, that's correct."

From immediately identifying Lucia as the Saintess to pinpointing the First Prince and Second Prince as the instigators of the civil war, her insight and perception are clearly sharp and keen, but... I don't know.

I give up trying to understand.

"I knew those idiots would cause major trouble someday. Incompetent but full of greed."

"Um... Your Majesty, they're still your descendants, aren't they? Isn't that a bit harsh?"

I never thought the day would come when I'd defend the war instigators.

"They're not my descendants."

"What?"

"I said they're not my descendants."

What is she talking about now?

I'm really going to lose my mind.

Ch.70 - Student Council President Election (7)
"What if they're not your descendants...?"

"I've never been married. Never had children either. I absolutely refuse to mix my body with someone weaker than me. The man who would be mine must, by all means, be stronger than me, wouldn't you agree? So to be precise, those idiots aren't my descendants."

Ah.

So she meant they weren't her direct descendants.

But wait, I just heard something very concerning.

"If... pardon my rudeness, but among Your Majesty's male candidates, did any man exist who was stronger than you?"

"No? There wasn't any."

"What?"

"Are your ears clogged? Shall I use magic to clear them out in one go? I said there was no such man in my lifetime."

"Then you're a centuries-old virgin...? That's impossible."

Oops, I was so shocked that my thoughts bypassed my brain filter and came straight out of my mouth.

I hope this doesn't earn me a trip to the frozen tuna section.

This is because the Empress's increasingly bewildering statements have made it difficult to maintain my rationality.

"Do you want to die? You think you can say anything to the great Empress of the Britannia Empire because I've been lenient? Is it my fault that all the men on the continent are worthless?"

....

"I apologize. That was out of line."

"Fine, I'll let it slide this time. Be careful from now on."

Still, this grandmother or big sister or whoever she was seemed to have a very easygoing personality.

Thank goodness. At least I won't become frozen tuna.

"Hey, come to think of it, is that Song Empire kid doing well? He showed some promise."

....

A promising kid from the Song Empire... she must be talking about the Sword Immortal.

"No... he passed away a few years ago."

"......I'm sorry. I misspoke. Why do they all leave so early? It would be nice if we could all live together for a long time."

The news of the Sword Immortal's death seemed to shock the Empress as well, as a bitter expression spread across her face.

After maintaining that regretful expression for a while, the Empress soon changed her demeanor, returning to her usual arrogant look.

"So those idiots are still in a standoff, is that right?"

"Yes. Both sides appear to be still gathering troops."

"That's fucking annoying. Suddenly I'm tired of it all."

Excuse me?

What did I just hear?

"Pardon?"

"I was already tired of hearing my subjects saying 'Your Majesty, please reconsider' every day. Since I'm already considered missing, if you all just keep your mouths shut, nobody would know, right? Do I really need to go stop a civil war? If they just fight it out and the winner becomes emperor, there'd be no complaints and it would be clean, wouldn't it?"

"But you're still the Empress of the Britannia Empire...."

"I've been trying to step down for over a hundred years. My damn subjects would grab my pant legs and wail and throw tantrums whenever I mentioned abdication, so I had no choice but to stay. I'm a bit weak to emotional appeals, you know."

Why are you winking while saying that?

Is she trying to emphasize that she's weak to emotional appeals?

Is this... the dignity of the emperor of the continent's strongest empire?

I think I'm losing my mind.

....

"Wouldn't it be simpler and cleaner if Your Majesty quickly went there, stopped the civil war, and picked someone to be emperor? There would be fewer casualties too."

"Oh... now that you mention it, you're right. Sorry. I think my brain isn't working well after being frozen for so long."

"Your Majesty, since I've already been rude, I'm curious about one more thing... Do you speak so... um... casually like this in the empire as well?"

I might end up as frozen tuna, but I simply couldn't contain the curiosity welling up inside me.

"Are you crazy? Why would I want to hear what my subjects have to say about that? I'm still a conscientious emperor who cares about public perception, you know."

Is this what happens when someone lives for hundreds of years?

They say people become childlike as they age, but this isn't childlike—it's more like a runaway baby locomotive.

To call herself a conscientious emperor...

Now I can only laugh in disbelief.

"Since the people here are also outsiders, maybe you should refrain from cursing..."

"Fuck that, try living for hundreds of years yourself. The world is full of shitty people and shitty situations. When you've seen that crap for hundreds of years, swearing comes naturally. It's the world that made me this way, not my fault. Or would you like to become my subject? Or marry a princess? Then I'll restrain myself in front of you."

....

"I decline. Besides, Headmaster Uriel has lived even longer than you, but she doesn't show any signs of being like that."

"She's just an abnormal human-loving pervert. My reaction is that of a perfectly normal human."

Ab... abnormal human-loving... what?

"My goodness, our Empress is still so full of vigor even after nearly dying?"

"Headmaster?"

"U...Uriel? How did you get here?"

The Empress was so startled by Uriel's sudden appearance that she uncrossed her legs from their arrogant position and sat up straight, turning into a statue.

"Abel is my student. He's the type to report diligently wherever he goes."

"Damn, I let my guard down. I forgot this place was above Uriel's territory."

"So what did you just call me? What? An abnormal human-loving pervert?"

I never thought I'd see Uriel's eyebrows furrow when she usually has such a benevolent expression.

That's a skill too. A skill.

"I never said that! I said you were a kind archangel who loves humans."

Is this how their relationship dynamic works?

I don't know what happened between them in the past, but it was extremely interesting to watch from the side.

Still, this isn't the time for this.

"Um... everyone. Shouldn't we go stop the civil war first? Bombs could be going off at this very moment."

"Ah, right. I'll be back. Just wait a bit. I'll take care of it quickly."

"What?"

She talks about stopping a civil war in the continent's strongest country like it's as simple as taking candy from her pocket.

Well, for the Empress, it might feel that way.

"What, should we all go together? That's really not necessary."

"No, please do as you find convenient, Your Majesty...."

I give up trying to understand this person.

The Empress, who had suddenly risen from her sickbed, simply picked up the orb that was placed beside her while still in her patient gown, and disappeared.

"What did I... just witness?"

Lucia, who had been dumbfounded for a while beside me.

"I don't know either...."

*Is this what all continental kings and emperors are like?*

Not only Lucia, but even Arcana, who usually maintains her composure, seemed quite shocked.

"No. I can assure you, she's the only one who's this peculiar."

Uriel strongly denied Arcana's words.

"You seem to know the Empress quite well, Headmaster."

"Of course. I taught magic to Empress Elizabeth since she was young."

...I see.

No wonder the Empress strangely froze when she saw Uriel.

They were teacher and student.

"I thought that tomboy attitude would improve with age, but somehow it's gotten worse over the years."

"She was like that since childhood?"

"Of course. Even though she was confirmed as the next emperor of the royal family, her only interest was magic. No matter what I tried, nothing worked, so I even hoped that maybe if she became emperor, got married, and had children, she might improve...."

"She said she doesn't like men weaker than herself?"

As a result, a true archmage who's a centuries-old virgin was born.

Could that be the secret to how the Empress reached the Transcendent Realm?

Even on Earth, they say men can use magic if they remain virgins past a certain age, right?

"Yes. After rejecting countless marriage proposals and courtships, she ended up like that. I've given up now. When she went missing, I briefly thought she might have gone somewhere to live in seclusion because she was tired of it all, but I guess that wouldn't be the case. She's not an irresponsible child, after all."

....

"Yes, she passed by like a storm so I couldn't ask, but there was someone who ambushed the Empress at the location where the Planet Erosion Tree and the Void Flower were."

"An ambush? I see... let's wait for now."

"We're just going to wait?"

"Didn't she say to wait a little while ago? She's relatively good at keeping her word. She'll probably be back soon."

That was actually meant literally...? Not just an empty phrase?

I'm confused, so confused.


*


Flash.

...Sure enough, in less than a few hours, the Empress teleported back to the medical bay of the Prydwen.

Whatever she had done in the meantime, the patient gown she wore when she left was nowhere to be seen, and she was now wearing an uncomfortable-looking dress adorned with dangling jewels.

"Ugh, shit. I hate these uncomfortable things. I don't understand why anyone likes this stuff."

She used magic on the dress with all its hanging decorations, and instantly transformed into a comfortable-looking t-shirt and skirt.

"How did your mission go?"

You resolved it well, right?

You did resolve it, right?

Please say you did.

There was a moment of silence. Surely not...?

"Oh, it went well. As of today, I am no longer the emperor. I should have quit long ago. Maybe it's because my brain feels refreshed after being frozen for about ten years, but I feel more clear-headed now. My decisiveness has improved."

I feel dizzy.

Every single word she says is truly remarkable.

"What about... the civil war?"

"It was very difficult to choose the better idiot among idiots, but with my wise brain, I forcibly put the Second Prince on the throne. The First Prince seemed quite dissatisfied, but well, what can he do? If he's upset, he can come at me."

....

Can you really end a civil war and replace an emperor so easily?

Is the Britannia Empire going to be okay like this?

This all started with an Academy student council election, but how did it escalate to this scale?

Is this the grandeur of the continent...?

"But what exactly happened there? You're not the type to be defeated by something like a Void Flower."

Let's quickly get to the point before we go off on another tangent.

"I'm not an emperor anymore, so don't call me 'Your Majesty.' Just call me 'Big Sis.'"

...Insane.

You're hundreds of years old. Hundreds. Big Sis? Maybe Grandmother, but Big Sis?

Is your brain still frozen, human?

Have some conscience. What? Big... Sis?

A thousand thoughts were racing through my mind, but I had a clear intuition that if I voiced them, I'd immediately become frozen food, so I endured with superhuman patience.

"It all started with a secret letter that came directly to me."

"A secret letter?"

"Yes. I sensed something was wrong when this letter flew in, bypassing all the numerous security systems of the imperial palace. The letter contained a single set of coordinates."

"And those coordinates were that location in Antarctica?"

"Right. I mobilized my special intelligence agency to investigate, but there was no progress, so I got frustrated and went myself."

An emperor personally went out because she was frustrated with her subordinates' lack of progress?

She's definitely not an ordinary person.

"Your Maj...."

"Big Sis."

"Your Maj......"

"Big Sis."

The veins popping out on her hand holding the orb showed her strong determination to punish me if I so much as uttered the first syllable of "Your Majesty" one more time.

So this is absolutely not my will.

"Big... Sis...!"

"Yes, doesn't that sound so much better? Better than stiff titles like 'Your Majesty.' Try being called 'Your Majesty' for hundreds of years and see if you don't get sick of it."

"You're being childish."

Uriel, who had been watching with her expression changing every time the emperor spoke, finally couldn't hold back and blurted out a comment.

"Childish? I feel no shame whatsoever in my actions."

"Yes, yes, I'm sure you don't... would I not know that?"

"Ugh, whatever. I'll do as I please. Anyway, just try to even start saying 'Your Majesty.' I won't let it slide."

The Empress ignored Uriel's words and threatened me with her orb, glaring.

The baby locomotive is going full speed ahead.
I can't get out of the way?
Am I destined to be run over and die?

Hahaha....

"Oh my... poor Abel. Of all people to get caught up with."

"Headmaster, please save me."

"Even I can't completely stop that person. Good luck."

...Even Uriel has abandoned me.
Is there no justice in this world?

"So, Big... Sis. Please continue what you were saying."

Let's at least finish hearing what she was saying....

"Oh, right. When I got there, I saw the pillar eating away at the planet and its minions, so I crushed them easily."
"But just when I had destroyed everything and let my guard down!"

"Then what?"

"Something approached and pierced through my dozens of layers of magical defenses, lodging in my abdomen. Foreseeing a fatal wound, I immediately cast a permanent freezing spell on myself."

....

......?

"That's it?"

"Yes, that's it. Why?"

"You don't know who shot it?"

"No idea, but it wasn't human. It didn't feel human."

"Could it have been an assassination attempt by the First Prince's or Second Prince's faction?"

"There's no one in the Britannia Empire capable of doing that to me. The First Prince or Second Prince's abilities are nowhere near enough. That's for certain."

True, the weapon used in the ambush was a Planetary Management Bureau transcendent weapon.

Even the Emperor doesn't know...

What on earth is going on?

The more we talk, the more confused I get.

"I see, it didn't feel human—more like some kind of inanimate object resembling a human, I think."

"...?"

"I don't know either! If I knew who it was, I would have gone and crushed them immediately, would I be sitting here quietly? I've memorized the energy signature, so next time I detect it, I'll go destroy it right away."

"That makes sense, but... Your Maj... Big Sis."

Damn, I almost said "Your Majesty" out of instinct.

"Be careful?"

"Yes."

"Now that you've quit being emperor, what are you going to do?"

The question suddenly occurred to me.

I was also worried about what this runaway locomotive might do now that the restraint of being an emperor was gone.

"I'm not going to do anything."

"What?"

"I've worked my ass off for hundreds of years, isn't that enough? What more should I do?"

"No, that's not what I meant."

"Right? Therefore, I will do nothing."

That's actually a relief.

"Then why are you lying in this hospital bed?"

Why are you lying back down in the Prydwen's sickbed? Aren't you going home?

"Hey, the beds here are incredibly comfortable, you know? According to my keen senses, they're better than the emperor's bed. That one is just fancy with no substance. Also, can I use this ship? I noticed it has everything. Where did you get something like this? Did you steal it from Eden?"

....

Why do bad premonitions never miss the mark?

"Yes... Big... Sis, please do as you wish."

It might be better to sacrifice myself to restrain this runaway locomotive that could charge in any direction.

It's simply terrifying to think what she might do across the continent if left free.

Besides, having a Transcendent freeloader might serve as a kind of insurance, right?

Anyway, that's what I'm telling myself....

I really don't know anymore.

Ch.71 - Student Council President Election (8)
BANG!

I was peacefully enjoying some quiet time, sitting in my chair with a book open and sipping tea, when I sensed someone violently throwing open my door as if trying to break it.

"To what do I owe the honor of Her Highness the Princess gracing my humble abode?"

As I suspected, it was Charlotte, the Third Princess of the Britannia Empire, who had entered my room.

"You... you!"

It seemed she had already thrown away her mask, as her usual haughty, dignified demeanor was nowhere to be seen.

"You need to speak more clearly."

I can't understand if you just say "you."

"...What the hell did you do?"

"What did I do?"

"The Former Empress has declared to the entire Britannia Empire that anyone who messes with Abel Bearwolf of Sibylla Academy is messing with her directly."

*Cough, cough.*

I nearly choked.

What is that woman up to now?

"Wait, the For—Her Majesty the Former Empress said that?"

"Yes. And... and."

"And what?"

"......."

Why are you dragging this out?

"She... she suddenly came to my room and asked if I would consider marrying you."

This woman is persistent. I've rejected her multiple times, and now that I've refused her, she's extending her claws toward the Princess?

"Hey, you didn't say yes, did you?"

"Are you insane? Of course not!"

Well, her firm denial stings a bit oddly.

Not that I want it either, of course.

"I just saved Her Majesty's life. It's no big deal."

"You call that no big deal? You truly are insane."

Is her manner of speaking... becoming more like mine?

"That can't be your only business here, right?"

"Right. Why did you support Duke Wladimir? Didn't you say you would support me?"

So this is the real issue.

After saving the Empress and with the civil war over, I just went ahead and declared my support for Putin without much thought.

"No? I never said that. I said I'd consider it if you gave me those documents. I never said I'd support you. Besides, the election isn't over yet, right? Who knows? You might still win."

"...It's as good as over. Now that the Former Empress has made such a declaration, this election is hopeless. Won't you change your mind even now?"

"A man can't go back on his word."

"You son of a bitch. You'll be punished by heaven."

"Shouldn't a princess maintain her dignity? The civil war is over anyway, so you don't really need the council president position, do you?"

"This is a matter of my pride! This is why commoners—"

She reminds me of someone...

"Let me warn you about something. There's someone who kept saying 'commoner this, commoner that' in front of me and got severely beaten. About ten times worse than what happened to your guards. Want me to do the same to you?"

If she wants physical therapy that badly, I'm a kind and gentle man who doesn't discriminate between men and women.

"...I'm sorry, I apologize."

"You shouldn't do things you need to apologize for, but I'm generous so I'll accept it. Is that all you came for?"

"Yes, that's—"

"Abel! Big Sis is here!"

...Oh hell.

Of all the times for this runaway train to appear.

Just as the Princess was about to finish speaking, Empress Elizabeth suddenly teleported into the room.

The spatial distortion that prevents teleportation within the academy apparently means nothing to the Empress.

Dear God, why did you bestow transcendent talent upon such a being?

"Big Sis? What does that...?"

It seems Her Highness the Princess has frozen in place, unable to process the sudden change in situation along with the words "Big Sis."

"No, B-Big Sis. You can't just barge into the dormitory like this. Outside visitors are prohibited here."

"Who would dare stop me from going where I wish? Such trivial rules are meaningless!"

....

The Princess's eyes widened in shock as she listened to the exchange between me and Empress Elizabeth.

Don't look at me like that... I feel the same way.

"What brings you here?"

"Why are you two together? Did I interrupt your private time?"

She's completely ignoring what I said.

"I have a pretty good idea what you're thinking, but it's absolutely not like that."

"Tch, that's disappointing."

"Y-Your Majesty?!"
The Princess was already on the verge of passing out.

"So why did you come here...?"

"Just because."

"What?"

"Just because, I said. I'm bored."

"But if you're bored, there are plenty of other places to go, so why...?"

"I don't know. Got anything fun around here? You should know this area better than I do."

"Couldn't you just have any of your subjects investigate that for you? Why come to me specifically?"

"To enjoy my first freedom in hundreds of years, I've chased away anyone who even looks like a subject from my vicinity. I can't stand to see those nagging faces anymore!"

Peek.

I just saw something outside the door.

"You, tiger at the door. Stop lurking and making me nervous. Just come in."

At the Empress's shout, Seol-hwa, who had been outside the door, entered my room.

"What is this monster? A Transcendent at that age?"

"Hey, calling her a monster is a bit... Have you ever seen such a cute monster?"

"Are you talking back to me?"

"No, Big Sis."

"Abel, who is she?"

"The Former Empress of the Britannia Empire..."

"So she's hundreds of years old?"

"That's right."

"But... Big Sis...?"

Seol-hwa was confused, the Empress's forehead veins bulged at Seol-hwa's words, and the Princess had been frozen like a statue since earlier.

This is driving me crazy.

Why are you testing me like this?

I want to cry.

"From now on, anyone who mentions my age in front of me will die, understood?"

The Empress glared threateningly.

"Abel, I'll protect you. Don't worry."

Seol-hwa stood proudly in front of me, raising the flag of resistance against the Empress.

"This wet-behind-the-ears brat. You want to try me?"

Of course, the Empress had no intention of accepting her defiance.

"Everyone, please calm down... If you two fight, Reinstadt will be reduced to a barren plain by the end of the day."

"My goodness, I felt transcendental magic within the academy, so I came to check, but what's going on here?"

Uriel has joined the party.

Now the Headmaster is my only hope.

"Uriel? I just came here to have some fun!"

"Yes, yes, I'm sure you did. But this isn't a place for casual visits."

"Such rules mean nothing to me... actually, they do!"

When Uriel gave her a stern look, the Empress seemed to sense something ominous and changed her words midway.

What a strange dynamic.

Of course, I get the feeling that as soon as Uriel is out of sight, she'll reset and ignore everything again.

"That's right. Rules must be followed. Now! Come with me. This is a space for students."

....

And so Uriel forcibly dragged the Empress away.

Haha, what a mess.

"Abel, are you okay?"

"Yeah, I think so...? I've been through this before."

"Impossible... how could the respected Former Empress be so..."

This friend's mental state still hasn't recovered from the shock.

Well, I'd probably be shocked too if someone I respected turned out to be like that.

"Come on, Your Highness, you should head back now."

"Alright..."

Seeing her trudge away with heavy steps due to the shocking scene she'd just witnessed made me feel sorry for her.

"Abel, don't worry. I won't lose to that old monster. I'll protect you."

Seol-hwa must have been upset about being called a monster to her face.

That's why she immediately called the Empress an old monster.

"Yes, yes, thank you."

I patted Seol-hwa's head as I replied.

I really need some healing.

***

[Student Council President: Wladimir Wladimirowitsch Putin]

I saw Putin's nameplate in front of me.

And...

[Student Council Vice President: Abel Bearwolf]

I saw my nameplate too.

With my full support, Putin was finally elected as the student council president.

Thanks to that, I also got the vice president position.

The vice president of this school isn't elected but appointed.

That's what friendship is all about.

"Hahaha! Thank you, Abel. I couldn't have been elected without you."

"It's nothing. I got something out of it too."

"Here! Take it. The Vice President nameplate."

"Thanks."

*

After receiving the nameplate from Putin, I went to the vice president's office.

Befitting the student council's immense authority, there was a separate building called the Student Council Building, and my room was located on the second floor—the vice president's office.

I could sense the bustle all around from the existing student council members clearing out their belongings and handling the handover.

Fortunately, my room was already somewhat organized.

After all, the student council president has the final decision-making authority.

But that doesn't mean I don't have any authority.

Knock, knock.

"Come in."

"Hello~"

"Hello, sir."

Senior Larry entered with Estelle.

"Senior?"

Come to think of it, Senior Larry was on the student council. It didn't suit her at all, but still.

"I'm in charge of the handover, meow. And this is..."

"I'm Estelle, and I'll be serving as the Vice President's secretary."

...Huh?

"Isn't it strange for a princess to be a secretary?"

"You're a strong person I want to emulate, Senior. I volunteered."

"Come on, let's finish the handover quickly, meow."

Senior Larry began explaining the vice president's authorities and duties, as well as the student council structure.

"By the way, Senior, you're graduating soon. What are your plans?"

This senior is graduating soon too. I suddenly became curious.

"My family is a merchant family, meow."

"I knew that, but..."

"So we're building a large three-story bakery and café in front of the academy, meow."

"What?"

How did the conversation turn to that?

"After graduation, I plan to manage it for a while..."

Ah, so her part-time job at the South Gate District was a kind of market research and experience building?

"I see. I would have been sad if you went far away, so that's good news."

"Huh? I can't believe you think of me that way, meow."

"Well, you and Senior Helen are the only close seniors I have."

"Same here, but anyway, come visit anytime, meow."

"I will."

After the handover was complete, Senior Larry left to take care of other matters.

And only Estelle and I remained awkwardly in the vice president's office.

"Are you really going to be my secretary?"

"Of course."

This is awkward. A princess as a secretary.

It really feels strange.

Though I have no doubt about Estelle's abilities.

"Well then, let's start organizing. We'll be using this room for a year."

"Understood."

I may not be the student council president, but somehow I've ended up as the vice president.

Life truly is unpredictable.

Ch.72 - Planetary Council (1)
A dark, gloomy room. The desk and chairs began to materialize as holograms.

Most of the seats were empty, including the chairman's position at the center, except for a few places where people were sitting.

"I call to order the 1821st Planetary Council plenary session. I, the mayor of the Free City of Reinstadt, will preside."

"The chairman and vice chairman are absent. According to Planetary Council law, His Majesty the Emperor of the Song Empire will serve as acting chairman, and His Majesty Aldebaran, King of the Magic Kingdom, will serve as acting vice chairman."

"Honorable council members, I am the King of the Rus Kingdom. How long must we continue this charade? The chairman has been absent for over a thousand years, and the vice chairman returned after being missing for over a decade, only to be unable to attend due to civil war. They were completely useless during the southern monster incursion. Is there any point in continuing these meetings?"

A wild-looking man with a massive build, dressed in luxurious clothes made of black bear fur, spoke with a frown.

"Ho ho... we must continue nonetheless. Shouldn't we at least maintain dialogue among ourselves?"

The Emperor of the Song Empire answered while slowly stroking his long white beard.

"Honorable council members, this is Aldebaran of the Magic Kingdom. I have a matter to report first."

"Yes, you may speak."

"Eden has been detected near the Moana Archipelago in our Magic Kingdom. Its intentions are unclear. Although it remains silent, this is the first time in several hundred years that Eden has approached this close to the continent, so I'm reporting it as a notable occurrence."

"Eden...? Come to think of it, our Rus Kingdom also had a terrible time stopping the abnormal monster activity in the south. I don't understand what's happening on this continent these days."

"At least the Rus Kingdom received support from Uriel. Our Romanov Grand Duchy had to fight alone without any support, and we nearly died."

"Come now, the number of monsters was different. At least ten times more came to our side."

"That's true, but you have the Putin family there, while we mostly rely on the Grand Duke's forces. What's the point of having a Planetary Council if it doesn't function when needed?"

"Well, it's fortunate the Putin family was there. Otherwise, Ross Fortress might have been breached."

"By the way, is the Holy Empire absent too? I thought they were usually good about attending."

"Yes, it seems the Holy Empire is once again troubled by the Papal States."

"I heard Uriel delivered divine punishment. Why don't we just replace the chairman with Uriel? That seems better than having the Eden leader who never attends."

"A motion to impeach the chairman requires a majority of registered council members, and a three-fourths majority vote for approval. Unfortunately, impeachment of the chairman is impossible given the current state of the Planetary Council."

"Ah, I know all that. I'm just frustrated and thinking out loud."

"Well then, let's continue the meeting. Does anyone have any agenda items?"

"..."

***

"The Planning Department head has requested a meeting. Are you available today?"

Estelle, who had become my personal secretary, asked.

"Not today. Schedule it for around lunch tomorrow."

"Understood."

Since being appointed as Student Council Vice President, my schedule had become even tighter than before.

My daily life was already busy without breaks, but now it felt like I was pushing the limits.

I wondered if I should have accepted the vice president position at all.

Especially these days, with Sibylla Academy's traditional autumn festival approaching, the student council was at its busiest.

It would be nice if the vice president only had to substitute for the president in their absence, but at Sibylla Academy, the vice president was more like a working-level coordinator between department heads, with an even heavier workload than the president.

While the president was the decision-maker, the vice president was more like middle management.

Middle management is painful no matter where you go.

Of course, it's that much better for networking...

Still, thanks to Estelle's competence, my workload had been reduced considerably.

I still don't understand why this Princess decided to become my secretary.

"So, is today's schedule finished?"

"Yes, it is."

"Good work, let's take a break."

I leaned back on the comfortable sofa in the vice president's office, closed my eyes, and thought.

With the Britannia Empire's civil war breaking out, the story was proceeding according to the scenario, which meant I didn't have much time left.

Since the Void Monsters were definitely stronger than in the game, I needed to prepare much more thoroughly.

The problem was how to recapture Eden, which was the most important part of stopping the Void Monsters...

Honestly, it would be impossible with just the power of surface dwellers.

Assuming there was no southern Void Monster activity because of what I did in Antarctica, the Planetary Council would take even longer to become alert.

Eden would only respond to reports if there was a threat like Void Monsters; they would remain silent on mere surface dweller matters, just as they were doing now.

But forcibly taking over Eden by strength?

That would be the worst option.

Even if we managed to defeat the Eden angels, the damage would be severe.

If the main force of Void Monsters arrived in that situation, we would be annihilated without even being able to resist.

In the end, we needed to follow the standard approach: get the Planetary Council functioning properly, then attempt to contact Eden and somehow work from the inside...

"Estelle, how much information access do you have?"

"Second only to His Majesty the King of the Magic Kingdom. I can access virtually all information in the Magic Kingdom."

"Can you access Planetary Council information too?"

I wasn't sure if Estelle, as a princess, could access information about the Planetary Council, which consisted of the heads of each nation as council members... but it was worth a try.

"The Planetary Council... I remember hearing about it from my father. Let me look into it."

"Yes, please do."

***

Damn it.

I wanted to try on a whim, but I'm still afraid.

"Arcana, is Empress Elizabeth currently on the Prydwen?"

<Yes, she's just... being completely idle. She barged into the captain's quarters and sprawled out there, and I couldn't bring myself to stop her. I'm sorry.>

....

I'm already getting dizzy.

Should I go for it?

My rational mind was screaming that conversation with this person was absolutely necessary, but my instincts were strongly rejecting the idea, making it hard to take a step forward.

Deep breaths, deep breaths.

You're not going to your death, Abel.

You can do this!

With heavy steps, I finally made it to the Prydwen's captain's quarters.

Empress Elizabeth was comfortably sprawled out on what should have been my bed, engrossed in reading a book filled with indecipherable text.

Her attire had now become closer to Earth-style rather than fantasy...

Her adaptability must be the strongest in the universe.

Those pants are even dolphin pants.

I could understand creating the appearance with magic, but where did she even see something like that?

Did she find clothes that Arcana had thrown somewhere on the ship?

"Your... Highness. This humble one has something to say!"

"Oh, speak."

Empress Elizabeth answered casually, not even looking at me while continuing to read her book.

"Do you know much about the Planetary Council?"

"Ah, that's right, I forgot."

The Empress suddenly seemed to realize something and sat up abruptly.

"Pardon?"

"I was the vice chairman there. Since the chairman is the Eden leader who never attends, I was essentially the big boss."

"Isn't the current Britannia Emperor taking over that role now?"

"That's true, but I forgot to properly explain about the Planetary Council to the current Emperor."

....

I could clearly imagine how much the officials under her must have suffered when she was Emperor.

"Well, they'll figure it out. The officials know the basics. They usually hold the main meeting around this time of year, so it's too late for this year, but tell him to attend next year."

"Is that really okay?"

"Yeah, it doesn't matter. It's just grandly called the 'Planetary Council,' but it's actually pretty useless. It's all formality. Things were different when the Eden leader attended, but that guy became a shut-in long before I became Emperor. No idea what he's doing holed up in Eden."

....

Only this person would talk about the Eden Archangel, and their leader at that, in such a manner.

"We need a way to get that shut-in out of his room. The Planetary Council can contact Eden, right?"

"That's right. It's essentially an Artifact. However, direct communication with Eden requires approval from at least two-thirds of registered council members, which isn't easy. Most of them don't attend regularly."

The reason why this alien group called the Planetary Council existed on a planet where civilization hadn't developed much further than Earth's, unlike even the UN on Earth which was often criticized as being merely formal:

It was for the Angel Race to control the surface dwellers, and for the surface dwellers themselves to have a hotline to Eden in case of emergencies.

However, a restriction requiring two-thirds approval from registered council members was put in place, meaning only truly urgent matters could be discussed, not trivial ones.

The surface dwellers themselves didn't particularly like being controlled, and Eden had fallen into thousands of years of boredom, making the provision meaningless.

If the Planetary Council could be restored and a means of communication with Eden established...

I would need to attempt to enter Eden using the Void Monsters as justification.

Of course, to make the arrogant angels listen to me, I would first need to gather enough strength to force them to hear me out.

"Your Highness."

"What is it? Suddenly so serious."

"Would it be possible for me to attend the Planetary Council?"

"Hmm... it's too late for the main meeting, but you could possibly attend as a witness after convening a special session, though that wouldn't be easy either. What's this about?"

"I want to restore the Planetary Council. You've seen it yourself, haven't you? While we weren't even aware, Void Monsters have been eating away at various parts of the planet. This planet needs to prepare."

"......."

The Empress's sharp gaze turned toward me, uncharacteristically serious compared to her previously light-hearted demeanor.

"Do you understand what that means?"

"Yes, I understand it well. And for that, I need your support."

"I see. Now everything makes sense. It was you."

"...?"

"This technology. It's definitely not Uriel's. Uriel is fundamentally a mage. But this isn't a ship created through magic. It's clearly not old enough to be an Artifact. Moreover, the things I've discovered on this ship are excessively alien to this planet's culture. That means someone other than Uriel must have been involved."

As expected of someone who has lived for hundreds of years.

Did she already figure it out?

"And you're suggesting that person is me... is that what you're saying? I'm just an academy student."

"At first, I thought you had simply rescued me on Uriel's orders, but that's not it. It's absolutely impossible. Who are you really?"

The penetrating gaze of a Transcendent, seeming to see through everything.

If she had already reached that conclusion, there was no point in evading, and if I wanted to properly ask for something, I would need to convey my true intentions.

"...Let me introduce myself again. I am Abel, the rightful heir of the Earth Federation and the only Earth human on this planet. That is my true identity."

....

Ch.73 - Planetary Council (2)
"Earth Federation...?"

Even the Transcendent Emperor who had lived for hundreds of years seemed unfamiliar with the Earth Federation.

Well, it was information I wouldn't have known either if not for Arcana.

"Have you heard of the Planetary Management Bureau Babel?"

As soon as I mentioned the Planetary Management Bureau Babel, the Empress, who had been deep in thought, suddenly seemed to recall something.

"That name, I've heard it before. There's a place that contains secret information only accessible to the Emperor. It was mentioned there. The former name of Eden, wasn't it?"

"It's the name that people of this planet have forgotten."

"Does that have anything to do with what you're talking about?"

"Though it has fallen and barely left any traces, the Earth Federation was once a great nation that traversed between stars and held suns in its grasp. And the Planetary Management Bureau was also created by them."

"I thought so. The Angel Race is strong, but they're terrible at that sort of thing. So they were just using something others made?"

"Yes. Everything on this planet originated from the Earth Federation. The land, atmosphere, oceans, and even the life forms that exist on them. The relics we call Artifacts are all their creations too."

"From what you're saying, they sound no different from gods?"

"No, they were ordinary humans who couldn't even handle Mana. They were what this world calls the Abilityless. They developed science, a different system of technology not based on Mana, to its extreme limits, but they were eventually destroyed by the Angel Race they created."

"Wait, you're not Abilityless, are you? Your body is full of Mana."

"Yes, I am the successor of the Earth Federation, born thousands of years after the Angel Race exterminated the Earth humans who remained in the Planetary Management Bureau, degraded and declined, confined to this planet. But I don't know much about my true nature. I have almost no memories of the past."

I embellished a bit, but this should be fine. It's true that I don't have the memories of this body called "Abel."

"Originally, I too was a being unable to use Mana, but using technology left behind and developed by the Earth Federation after its fall, I became able to use Mana."

What I said must have been shocking even from the Empress's perspective, as she seemed momentarily at a loss for words.

"I see, I understand everything else, but why did these star-traversing people come to this planet and get confined here until they perished? If they could travel between stars, wouldn't a single planet be too small?"

The perspective of a Transcendent is indeed separate from civilization level, it seems.

If it were an ordinary person of this world, most wouldn't even properly understand what I was saying.

Most don't even properly understand the concept of a planet, let alone the universe.

The Empress's question was actually the first thing I had wondered about too.

The reason humanity migrated to Planet Terra, and what happened to the Earth Federation's Supreme Council that boasted such great technology.

Why they ended up confined to just one planet.

I asked Arcana as soon as these questions arose, but even Arcana seemed unsure of the exact process as proper records hadn't survived.

What was certain was that the Earth Federation's Supreme Council was presumed extinct.

And the cause of extinction was the Void Monsters.

The once vast domain of humanity that spanned the universe gradually shrank due to the approaching monsters, and finally, the ship built with their last strength was the ark ship, Ark.

By the time Arcana was activated and gained consciousness, Ark had already become humanity's final "ark," heading toward Planet Terra.

More information would be in the Planetary Management Bureau, but that place is still inaccessible.

"It was because of the Void Monsters. And I'm fighting to prevent the world's destruction from these Void Monsters. The demonic army will definitely come to this world. And soon."

"......"

"I still don't quite understand. Can we really stop monsters that destroyed beings powerful enough to manipulate stars, no matter how desperately we struggle?"

That was something I wondered about too, but surprisingly, the answer was simple.

"Yes, we can. Something we have that the Earth Federation didn't."

"What is it?"

"Void Monsters are fundamentally resistant to physical force. As if they're wrapped in different laws. However, they're much less resistant to attacks using Mana. Nevertheless, they're still too powerful for people of this world to face."

Ark hasn't been idle all this time, so we're not without hope.

The races of this world, which can be seen as the final legacy of the Earth Federation, are also part of our strength.

"So you're saying even stronger creatures than the ones I destroyed are coming. Even if attacks using Mana are effective, it won't be easy."

"It won't be easy. Even if we gather all the power of this planet. Still, we have to struggle as much as we can. Humans may perish, but they weren't born to be defeated."

After I finished speaking, the Empress seemed to fall into deep thought, resting her chin on her hand and remaining silent for a while.

"Let me ask you one thing. Why didn't you try to become the ruler of the continent? That would have been much more efficient."

Then, she asked with a serious look.

....

"I believe it's right for the people of this world to determine their own destiny. What I need are friends, not slaves."

"Even if that path leads to destruction?"

"I will never let that happen."

"I see. You and I are different. But we can look at the same place. You said a Planetary Council is needed?"

"Yes. Not right now, but for what's to come, restoring the Planetary Council is essential. It's necessary for cooperation at the continental level, and it's the only effective way to awaken the dormant Eden."

"I can't promise anything, but I'll try. I'll let you know when a temporary meeting is arranged."

"That's more than enough. Thank you, Big Sis."

"Alright. You may go now. I need to make preparations too."

"Understood."

As I watched the Empress rise from her seat with a stern expression, I left the captain's quarters.

I thought restoring the Planetary Council would take at least a year, but with the Empress's cooperation, it should be much faster.

Reinstadt is under Uriel's influence, the Rus Kingdom and Romanov Grand Duchy are with Putin, the Magic Kingdom with Estelle, and the Holy Empire with Uriel and Lucia.

Britannia has Empress Elizabeth.

The Song Empire and other small countries are the issue, but if the Empress steps in, that problem could likely be solved too.

This is doable.

The situation is much better now than when I first entered the Academy.

Being the spokesperson for Uriel and Empress Elizabeth gives me enough voice.

Besides, the people around me now have reached a point where they wouldn't mind even if Eden recognized me as Abilityless.

Even from Eden's perspective, it would be burdensome to face Transcendents just to capture one person like me.

They would need at least an Archangel-level being, but with Uriel on our side, it wouldn't be worth it for them.

Slowly, the time seems to have come.

"Arcana, prepare the materials. It's time for the people of this world to know."

Since there's a high possibility that the southern major event disappeared due to my decision, warnings through the Planetary Council can't come too soon.

<Understood. I'll prepare it for the council presentation.>

"Thanks."

***

"Ugh, I'm dying."

"Abel, you're back?"

When I returned to Nyx Hall and entered my room, Seol-hwa was sitting on the sofa waiting.

"Hmm? What brings you to my room?"

"I just wanted to see you. You've been so busy lately, we haven't seen much of each other."

"But we see each other at dawn and sometimes in the afternoon too?"

"We used to see each other all day before...."

That's true.

It felt awkward seeing her not in her usual plain appearance without makeup, but with light makeup, pink lips, and wearing a short, lively dress that revealed her thighs.

Is this Arcana's work?

"Would you like something to drink?"

"No, I'm fine."

When I sat down beside her, Seol-hwa quietly rested her head on my shoulder.

She must have showered not long ago, as the faint fragrance from her silver hair was almost intoxicating.

"...What's your dream, Abel?"

"Suddenly?"

"Just wondering. I don't know where you're looking."

"To survive? Preferably all together."

"Isn't that enough already...?"

"Demons will descend from the sky. And they'll try to eliminate all life on the ground."

"How do you know that?"

"Arcana's analysis. What I've seen so far."

And the future that only I know.

"...."

"I'm not enough yet, and neither are we. To stop it, we need to become much stronger than we are now."

While it's certainly good news that I've secured the support of the Transcendent Empress who would have been sealed in Antarctica and whose existence wouldn't have been known otherwise, we still have a long way to go to prepare for the final battle.

Even if I assume they're ten or twenty times stronger than in the game, it wouldn't be enough.

The reality before me isn't like a game with coins, saves, and loads.

As I was lost in thought about the future, I noticed Seol-hwa had stood up and was gazing at me intently from right in front of me.

"Hmm?"

Then she gently wrapped her hands around my neck and pulled me into her embrace.

Sweet fragrance, soft and cozy feeling.

"I still don't really understand what you're talking about."

"...."

"Don't try to shoulder everything alone."

Seol-hwa held me in her arms and gently stroked my head.

Though she must be much smaller and younger than me, I couldn't move my body, feeling comforted and deeply secure.

After holding me in her arms and stroking my head for a while, Seol-hwa sat lightly on my lap and leaned against me.

"Hold me."

Because she sat on my lap and leaned against me, her voice sounded like a whisper in my ear.

I raised my arms and gently embraced her waist.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

With the familiar, subtle body scent tickling my nose and the soft, warm heat, we held each other for a long time in silence, feeling only the heartbeats that I couldn't tell whose they were.

"Abel."

With hot breath touching my ear, Seol-hwa called my name in a whispered, excited voice.

Amidst the sound of a heart about to burst.

"I like you."

Just a simple, unadorned statement.

....

I knew this would happen.

I've known all along what feelings this girl harbored for me.

And my feelings too.

The things I've been suppressing myself.

It would be a lie if feelings hadn't developed between a young man and woman who had been so close for over a year.

I've been thinking about it since after the break.

Isn't it still too early?

She hasn't even graduated yet.

The age difference.

Such concerns.

But I can't hold back anymore.

"I like you too. No, I love you."

Hearing my words, Seol-hwa's shoulders flinched, and I embraced them, creating a slight distance to look into her eyes.

Her eyes trembled faintly, as if she hadn't expected me to say it so directly.

I gently pressed my lips against Seol-hwa's, who was hesitating.

Not a deep kiss, just a pure peck.

Feeling Seol-hwa's body trembling slightly, I slowly pulled my lips away.

"I love you... Abel."

Slowly opening her eyes after the kiss, Seol-hwa said.

"So, tell me... about Abel."

"I want to know everything about what Abel thinks, everything about Abel."

....

"...Alright."

....

We talked.

....Throughout the long night.
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I went and did it.

Rationally, I'd been thinking we should wait until graduation, but when faced with the actual situation, I couldn't hold back.

I suppose things started going wrong from the moment I let Seol-hwa speak first.

The human heart truly doesn't follow what the mind decides.

So last night, we talked until late and fell asleep in each other's arms.

Sensing that I was awake, Seol-hwa, who had been nestled in my arms, slowly opened her eyes.

"Are you up?"

I greeted her lightly, as she still seemed half-asleep.

"Yeah... kiss me... Abel."

Seol-hwa asked for a kiss right after waking up, but thinking about what happened yesterday made me slightly embarrassed, so I just gave her a light kiss on the forehead.

"..."

A look of dissatisfaction.

Then, Seol-hwa pressed her lips directly against mine.

....

"Haah...."

Slightly flushed cheeks and a soft moan.

"From now on, always kiss me on the lips. Not the forehead."

She said after pulling away, as we faced each other.

"...Okay."

How could I not find her adorable?

I just wanted to hold her like this forever.

.......

<Well, everyone!>

A figure burst through the door.

Damn it.

I was so wrapped up in happiness that I'd forgotten about that existence.

This is all because of excessive dopamine secretion.

Judging by the "everyone" comment, she's already assessed the situation.

"Arcana?!"

<Yes, your personal maid, Arcana.>

....

She seems strangely more cheerful than usual. What's going on?

"I... I'll get up."

<Yes. Of course Master should get up. Now, Miss Seol-hwa, please come this way.>

"Uh... okay."

So Seol-hwa was dragged away by Arcana first, leaving me alone in the room.

Will this be okay...?

While Seol-hwa's emotions were clear enough to worry about, Arcana's feelings were both somewhat understandable yet incomprehensible, which scared me.

Of course, I wonder if it's right to use the word "emotions" for an AI, but I really can't tell the difference between her and a human.

And yesterday's version of Seol-hwa definitely seemed to be the result of Arcana's intervention....

Ah, whatever.


*


After preparing for training and leaving my room, I found Seol-hwa waiting for me. She had transformed from her sleepy, disheveled state to looking effortlessly put-together, just like yesterday.

....

So yesterday's appearance was definitely Arcana's work.

What on earth was she thinking?

"What did Arcana say?"

She doesn't seem to be trying to separate Seol-hwa and me.

If anything, it feels more like encouragement... though she definitely wasn't like this before. I wonder what changed her mind.

"She said it's fine. Do whatever we want. And she told me to tell you this specifically."

"Hm?"

"Abel, I'm the first. Remember that."

"What... what?"

"You might not realize it, Abel, but it's obvious."

"What's obvious?"

"That kind of thing. I'd like to have you all to myself, but that seems unlikely."

"???"

"So remember. I'm the first. Got it?"

"Yeah. I don't really understand, but of course you're the first."

"That's good enough. Let's go. The Saintess will be waiting."

"Okay."


*


"So that's what happened."

I told Lucia about what happened between Seol-hwa and me last night.

"..."

She looked severely shocked.

Is it really that shocking that Seol-hwa and I became a couple?

It's not like Lucia would have feelings for me.

Falling in love with someone just because they saved you once only happens in cartoons and movies, right?

Maybe it's like when a close male friend starts dating someone?

Thinking about it that way, I could somewhat understand Lucia's reaction.

She might feel left out.

That's how it usually goes when someone starts dating—their opposite-sex friends get sidelined. It was like that on Earth too.

Strangely, even when I didn't intend for it to happen, it naturally turned out that way.

"Saintess, can we talk for a moment?"

Seol-hwa took the shocked Lucia somewhere.

...What about my training?

With both of them gone, I sat alone on a bench for a while, absently staring at the stars in the night sky, until Lucia returned with Seol-hwa, looking much more refreshed.

"Let's go, Abel."

Huh?

I don't know what they talked about, but she seemed to be in an even better mood than usual.

That's good, but I wonder if they'd tell me what they discussed if I asked?

"Yeah, let's go."

....

Let's just go train.


***


"The afternoon schedule is complete."

"Good work, Estelle."

After meeting with department heads to coordinate the festival and finalizing the details, I handed everything over to Estelle.

She'll handle the organization and reporting. She's a capable secretary.

"Senior."

"Yes?"

"I've gathered the information about the Planetary Council that you mentioned before."

"Already?"

"Yes, I simply asked my father, His Majesty the King, directly, and he gladly told me."

I'd seen Estelle's father before—outwardly, he seemed calm and wise-looking Dragonkin, and it seems his personality matches his appearance.

"So what did he say?"

"The current Planetary Council isn't functioning properly, but my father doesn't underestimate its potential. He said that when the Planetary Council finds its proper role someday, the continent will soar once again. He's been working steadily for that day."

....

So there are people quietly working in the shadows for something that everyone else considers useless.

I suppose that's why the Planetary Council has maintained at least a semblance of existence rather than disappearing completely.

If everyone thought it was useless, it would have vanished long ago.

"Have you heard anything about this year's general meeting?"

"Yes, it's already concluded."

"I see... Please convey my gratitude to your father on behalf of the Earth Federation."

Since it's about time to step into the spotlight, it wouldn't hurt to mention this in advance.

"Pardon? Earth Federation? Is there such a nation?"

"Yes. You might not understand what I mean yet. Just relay the message as is."

"Understood. But why the Planetary Council...?"

"I plan to restore its functionality."

Estelle, who usually maintained a near-expressionless face, showed slight surprise at my words.

"Even my father said it would be difficult... is it possible?"

"I'll make it possible. So please ask him to agree to convene a temporary meeting. An official request for cooperation will soon come in the name of Former Empress Elizabeth I of the Britannia Empire, but it would be better if you mentioned it once more."

"I understand."

"Thank you."

The Magic Kingdom side seems to be no problem.

Next is....


***


"Welcome! Junior."

I visited Helen senior's professor's office at the appointed time.

One of the daily routines.

"Senior, I have something to tell you today."

Just with a slightly different purpose today.

"Oh? What is it?"

Helen senior opened her eyes wide and stared at me with a curious expression.

"I plan to restore the Planetary Council. You must know about this organization, having almost risen to the position of Red Magic Tower branch director."

"Yes, I know. The three primary-colored Magic Towers, including our Red Magic Tower, have always held seats there throughout history. Our Tower Master said it was a meaningless organization, but... why do you ask?"

"It has been until now. But I'm going to change that."

"Suddenly? Do you have such skills, Junior?"

"I apologize for not telling you earlier, Senior."

I should have told this senior long ago, but it's too late now. Because of my hesitation.

"This might be a long conversation. Shall we sit down?"

"Sure, you've made me curious. What exactly are you trying to say?"

....

I conveyed to Helen senior everything about my original self and what had happened so far, with as much sincerity as possible, excluding the possession-related content that even I don't fully understand.

"Ah, so that's why you kept pulling out artifacts like from a magic pouch."

"Yes. And since entering the academy, I've been working to ensure my survival and prevent the world's destruction. For that, I need your cooperation."

"Oh? Is there something someone like me can help with? I'm not exactly insignificant, but this seems like a different level of problem."

"Yes. It's something only you can do."

"What is it?"

"Please receive full authority from the Red Magic Tower and attend the Planetary Council as a representative."

It's close to an unreasonable request, but I believed this senior could definitely do it.

And I also had a desire to tell her everything.

"Okay. I can't promise, but I'll try."

After pondering for a while, Helen senior spoke with a determined expression.

"Yes. That's enough. Former Empress Elizabeth I of the Britannia Empire is already working behind the scenes anyway..."

"You said she's a person who reached transcendence through magic, right? I'd like to meet her. I wonder what kind of person she is."

"The later you meet her, the better. She's difficult for ordinary people to understand in many ways. You'll definitely be shocked."

"R-really?"

"Yes, and..."

I should tell her this too.

I slowly explained what happened between Seol-hwa and me last night.

She looked more shocked than Lucia had been, unable to continue speaking.

....

Didn't this senior already know to some extent?

Is this really such a shocking thing?

"I... see. Congrat...ulations."

"Senior...?"

Crystal-like tears formed in Helen senior's large, transparent red eyes and began streaming down her cheeks endlessly as she tried to speak.

"S-sorry, why am I like this? It's something to... celebrate."

....

A sudden realization dawned on me.

I had been mistaken.

I'd thought this senior's actions toward me were just playful teasing, like what you'd do with a friend or younger sibling.

But what if that wasn't the case?

As everything that had happened flashed through my mind, I naturally understood.

...This senior has romantic feelings for me.

Not just as a friend or close junior.

Then what about me?

I already have Seol-hwa, and it should be right that I only have feelings for her.

That's the correct way to think.

This senior should just be a close senior to me.

But now that I've realized Helen senior's feelings, I'm not even sure of my own feelings anymore.

Do I really think of her just as a friend or close senior?

....

This is garbage.

To both Seol-hwa and Helen senior.

It's unforgivable.

I couldn't bring myself to look up.

I absolutely couldn't face Helen senior.

"Junior... I'm sorry. Today I just... can't... come back tomorrow, tomorrow... please..."

"...I understand."

Leaving Helen senior behind as she covered her face and sobbed quietly, I left the professor's office feeling nothing but intense self-loathing.

Since possessing this body in this world, I don't think I've ever felt like such trash as I do today.

....
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With a troubled mind, I couldn't bring myself to return to Nyx Hall and face Seol-hwa properly. Instead, I sat on a bench in the Central Garden, staring blankly at the crimson sunset sky.

I'd known since my Earth days how important it was to make clean breaks.

This is the result of continuing things with the excuse that I enjoyed it too.

And honestly, even now, I don't know what to do.

I do like Seol-hwa.

But what about Senior Helen?

.......

"Abel...?"

Lucia approached from a distance, having spotted me staring blankly at the sky.

She must have been on her way back to the dormitory.

"Lucia?"

"What are you doing here?"

"I wonder... what am I doing here?"

Fighting Void Monsters with my life on the line would be easier than this. Human emotions are too complicated.

Including my own feelings.

....

"Oof. Mind if I sit next to you?"

"Sure."

"Why do you look so troubled? This morning you seemed so happy with Miss Seol-hwa."

Lucia sat beside me, stretching lightly as she spoke.

"I've realized I'm garbage."

"You? Garbage? What happened?"

I wasn't sure if telling Lucia was the right thing, but I wanted to talk to someone, so I opened up about Senior Helen.

"You know what, Abel?"

"What?"

"I like you too."

......?

Did I just hear what I think I heard?

"Don't pretend you didn't hear me."

Lucia lightly jabbed my waist with her elbow.

"...So suddenly?"

"Want me to say it again? I like you, Abel. No, I love you. Not just as a friend, but romantically. Definitely."

First Seol-hwa, then Senior Helen, and now Lucia.

I tried to have a conversation to ease my troubled mind, but it's only made things worse.

"But since when...?"

"Hmm, when did it start? I'm not sure of the exact timing, but really, Abel, you're too much."

"I'm just shocked because this is so sudden."

"Objectively speaking, you're quite desirable. Though you don't seem to realize it. And you're the only man I've ever properly talked to in my life. You captivate women's hearts every morning, and now you're pretending not to know?"

Lucia cutely rolled her eyes at me as if I was being ridiculous.

"...."

"Besides, when someone you already liked dramatically appears and saves you when you're feeling suicidal, how could you not fall for them? My standards have become so high because of you that other men don't even register as men anymore. What are you going to do about that? Shouldn't you take responsibility?"

"But I have Seol-hwa...."

"So, you don't like me?"

"No, that's definitely not it."

I struggled to keep up with this girl's bold questions.

"Where you lived before, was it considered virtuous to only look at one woman? Otherwise you're garbage? Is that why you're calling yourself garbage now?"

"Yeah...."

My judgment criteria haven't really changed from when I lived on Earth.

"But it's different here. Though personally, I do prefer exclusivity."

"But that's just because of noble circumstances, right? Not because people genuinely want it that way."

"Well, I can't deny noble circumstances play a role, but even without that, things are different here. Sometimes it's just because people like each other."

"How does that make sense?"

"If you should only look at Miss Seol-hwa, why are you sitting here with such a gloomy face? To be honest, it's not just because you can't reject Senior Helen for fear of hurting her, right? There's a more fundamental reason."

"...Yeah."

"That's how human hearts are. It would be nice if they could be neatly divided like cutting a cake, but that's not how it works. In reality, it's like a jumbled salad where you don't even know exactly what's in it."

"I don't know. Lucia, with you too...."

"What are your feelings for me? Just a close female friend? A little sister? Can you confidently say there's no romantic love?"

"...No."

I really don't know anymore.

Were my feelings for this girl just simple affection and sympathy?

...There's no answer to this.

"So, I'll give you a good solution."

Lucia stood up with an "oof" and positioned herself directly in front of me.

"Huh?"

Under the red setting sun, I couldn't take my eyes off Lucia's beautiful smile and just stared blankly at her face.

Then Lucia leaned down and lightly kissed my lips.

It was so gentle, almost too shy to even call it a kiss.

...?!

"Lu...Lucia?"

"Now that I've collected my fee, here's my solution. First, go talk to Miss Seol-hwa. Don't just sit here looking like you're dying, like the world has ended. That really doesn't suit you, Abel."

....

At this rate...

...I don't know who the adult is here.

"Thank you. And I'm sorry, Lucia."

"Don't mention it."

....


***


When I returned to the room, Seol-hwa was waiting.

"You're late?"

"...Yeah. I had some thinking to do."

"Thinking?"

"I'm sorry."

Unable to look her in the face properly, I apologized with my head bowed.

"So it happened after all."

Seol-hwa spoke as if she knew everything.

"You knew...?"

"The Saintess and Senior Helen, right?"

"...Yeah."

"How could I not know? It was obvious from the way they looked at you. And the way you looked at them too."

"...."

"Though you didn't seem to realize it yourself."

"I'm sorry...."

"Don't be like that, Abel."

"Give me some time... I'll sort things out."

It'll be difficult right now, but...

"That's not what I mean."

...?

"What...?"

"I don't like your expression."

"I'm sorry."

"Don't apologize. Look at me, Abel."

Slowly, I raised my head to look at Seol-hwa.

She was more composed and calm than I expected.

"I told you. That I'm first. I'd like to have you all to myself, but I prefer seeing you happy. And the others too."

"The Saintess and Senior Helen are both important to me."

"...."

"But I must be first, no matter what. Whether it's kissing. Or more than that. Whatever we do, I must be the first."

But is this really okay?

Aren't we just heading toward a future where everyone ends up unhappy?

"Abel, your thoughts are written all over your face."

"Sorry."

"If you say sorry one more time, I'll really get angry."

"Okay."

"Hug me."

Seol-hwa approached me as I stood awkwardly by the door, looking up at me.

We were close enough to feel each other's breath.

Seol-hwa wrapped her arms around my neck and gazed at me intently.

I embraced her waist and...

Feeling each other's warmth, our lips met.

Leaning against the door, holding each other.

The comfortable sound of heartbeats and...

The soft feeling of our lips touching.

As if time had stopped, in a quiet world where only Seol-hwa and I existed.

We stayed like that, lips pressed together, for a long time.

"I love you... Abel."

"...Me too."

Looking into her flushed cheeks and moist golden eyes.

We parted slightly.

Then our lips met again.

I parted Seol-hwa's trembling lips with the tip of my tongue.

As our tongues touched in an awkward French kiss.

The soft sensation from holding her tight, the mingling warmth of our bodies, the sweet scent that took my breath away.

The shallow moans escaping her lips made my heart feel like it would burst.

From the initial awkward kiss, it gradually became deeper and more intense.

Our tongues entwined and saliva mixed in a passionate kiss.

"Haah...."

When I came to my senses, we were somehow lying on the bed, holding each other tightly.

"Tonight... I'll stay over."

"...Okay."


*


Though I wanted to go all the way, it didn't seem right, so I exercised superhuman patience last night.

I don't know how long I can hold out.

But it's only about a year left.

It's long, but also a time that will pass quickly.

I should be able to endure that much as a rational human being. It's not impossible.

As I woke up and gently stroked Seol-hwa's head resting in my arms, she slowly opened her eyes, sensing I was awake.

"Abel...? You're up?"

"Yeah. We should get up."

"I want to stay a little longer...."

"Me too... but if we don't get up soon, a scary big sis will come to scold us."

It's about time for Arcana to come wake us up.

"...That's true. Arcana will be angry."

"Let's stay just a little longer then. We still have time."

I gave her a light kiss on the lips and held her tightly in my arms again.

"Okay...."

Waking up with someone you love in the morning really does give an unparalleled sense of fulfillment.

This must be why people cross the line and get married.

"Abel."

"Yes?"

"Still, only the Saintess and Senior Helen."

"Y-yeah."

Seol-hwa's sudden statement nearly gave me brain freeze.

"No, I think Arcana would be okay too."

"Arcana...? Is Arcana even considered human?"

BANG!

<Abel, Mas.ter.>

Just as I finished speaking, Arcana violently opened the door and entered.

Her tone was dripping with frost.

Hearing those words, I instinctively sat up straight from an inexplicable tension.

"Wait, were you listening?"

<I wasn't listening, it naturally reached my ears. Yes, as Abel said, I'm not human, and I have very sharp hearing. Sharp enough to hear everything from outside the room.>

....

"Abel's in the wrong."

"Seol-hwa?"

Taking Arcana's side at a time like this.

<Well, since I'm not human, I need to help Miss Seol-hwa get ready. I'll take my leave now. Come along, Miss Seol-hwa.>

"Okay. See you later, Abel."

"...Yeah."

....

Damn, I think I made a slip of the tongue.

I never thought Arcana would be sensitive about something like that.

I'll have to apologize profusely whenever I get the chance.

Just when things seem to be getting resolved, human relationships prove difficult again.

And then there's the AI who's practically human....

My future, it's going to be okay, right?
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"Abel, a moment to talk."

Thanks to constantly apologizing to Arcana whenever I had time, her mood seemed to have improved somewhat.

That's fortunate, but... I'll need to watch what I say.

I never imagined an AI could genuinely get upset.

"What is it?"

"It's about the Planetary Council. The presentation materials are mostly ready, and we've reached the required number of Phalanx Class Destroyers. The timing is perfect."

While Prydwen is closer to a multi-purpose flagship that forms the core of the fleet, the Phalanx Class Destroyer can be considered a combat vessel built with actual full-scale warfare in mind.

True to its name, derived from the ancient Greek phalanx formation, it was designed to defend Planet Terra.

Arcana had been constructing them on WASP-676f, the Jupiter-type planet in the Terra planetary system, for quite some time, and it seemed she had just reached the required number.

"Good work. That was faster than I expected."

"Yes. When I built them assuming completely unmanned operation, the process became simpler than anticipated."

"That makes sense. The difference between manned and unmanned can't be ignored. It took quite a while to complete the manned living quarters inside Prydwen too."

"Well, even if they're unmanned, I'm still the one operating them. They're currently deployed in Terra's orbit. They can descend immediately when you give the order."

"Keep them on standby. Politics requires a show, and since this is our debut performance, let's make it spectacular."

"Understood."

After finishing my conversation with Arcana, I carefully opened the door to Professor Helen's office.

"Professor Helen."

"Oh, my junior is here?"

Thankfully, I couldn't see yesterday's sadness on Helen's face as she looked at me.

She might be holding it in, but...

"I'm... sorry, Professor."

"No, I should be the one apologizing. It was something to celebrate, and I ruined the mood. And junior."

"Yes?"

"Be good to Seol-hwa. She came to see me earlier."

Huh?

Seol-hwa went to see Helen?

"Seol-hwa did?"

"Yes. We talked a bit. It was quite different from what I expected."

"You don't mean...?"

"What you're thinking is probably right. Honestly, I expected Seol-hwa to scold me severely. You know, for coveting another woman's man. But it wasn't like that at all."

"She was the same with me. She's really the mature one here."

"And she said something else too."

"Something else?"

"About how you feel about the Saintess and me?"

!!!

Startled by the unexpected comment, I suddenly realized Helen had moved very close to me.

Her outfit, similar to what she always wears in her office with a deeply cut neckline, made it awkward to look straight ahead.

"I... I'm sorry."

"Still, I'm somewhat relieved."

"Relieved?"

Those transparent, red eyes staring directly at me as she spoke.

"I was constantly worried that you might not see me as a woman at all. But that doesn't seem to be the case?"

"...Of course not. To be honest, I've been tempted many times."

"I know, right? I tried to be flirtatious, but it wasn't easy to break through. The bond between you two must be something special."

"What...?"

"Never mind, I misspoke. Forget it. Can I hug you for a moment?"

"...Yes."

Helen carefully pulled me into an embrace.

The dizzying floral scent and the soft, plush feeling against my chest made it hard to keep my composure.

Only the sound of our rapidly beating hearts echoed through the office.

After holding me tightly for a while, Helen slightly pulled away.

"Hmm. I really can't give up."

"...?"

"I'm sorry to Seol-hwa, but I can't let go. Holding you like this just makes me more certain."

Despite the many omissions in her words, I understood what she meant.

I felt the same way.

"I know. Why are human feelings so complicated? It would be nice if we could just cut them cleanly, like slicing a radish."

"Still, I'm glad you're not the type of person who cuts off relationships so coldly. Some people can do that, but it feels too cold to me. I don't like it."

"That's true, but I don't know."

I don't even know what's right anymore.

"Junior, there's something I'm curious about."

"What is it?"

"How far have you gone with Seol-hwa?"

"W-what? How far?"

"Your progress, your progress."

"Just some deep kissing...?"

"I see. Not as far as I thought. I expected you'd have gone all the way."

"No, what do you mean 'all the way'? We're still a bit young..."

"What does age have to do with love? It's not like you're children. You two are the same age anyway."

...Should I just tell her about the possession?

"Anyway, I guess I shouldn't cut in line then."

Helen, who had been looking up at me from a distance close enough to feel her warm breath, stood on her tiptoes and lightly pressed her lips against mine.

It felt more like a peck than a kiss.

"Just this much. It's my first kiss. It might not be your first, but I think Seol-hwa would understand this much."

"..."

"Don't feel burdened. I didn't mean it that way."

"You took my first, so you have to take responsibility?"

Taking a step back, putting her hands behind her back and pushing out her chest, Helen said:

"...Yes."

I'm still not sure if this is right.

But I don't want to give up either.

Even if people call me trash.

To be honest, I wanted to embrace and kiss her right now.

If it weren't for Seol-hwa, I probably wouldn't have been able to hold back long ago.

"Sit down for now. Should I make you some tea?"

"Yes."

Sitting on the sofa in the office, watching Helen swishing her tail as she made tea, I was suddenly overcome with an irresistible temptation.

"Professor."

"Yes?"

"Um... can I touch your tail?"

....

I'd been curious for a while but couldn't bring myself to ask.

Embracing and kissing might be too much, but this should be okay, right?

"U-um? My tail? Tail?"

The spoon she was stirring with and her fluffy, swishing tail both froze simultaneously, as if Helen had been hit by a freezing spell.

"Yes. I've been curious for a while. You usually keep it hidden under your robe."

"I-it's quite sensitive there..."

Helen spoke shyly.

Wait, was that really part of her character setting?

"No, I'm just purely curious. If you're uncomfortable, it's fine."

Helen put the tea down on the table and sat next to me.

"Then... would you lie down on your side?"

"Y-yes?"

"Touching is still a bit embarrassing, but think of it as a lap pillow."

"Isn't that more embarrassing?"

....

"Oh, just lie down. I'm already embarrassed, do you want me to say it twice?"

"Yes."

I lay down on my side, using Helen's tail as a pillow.

"H-how is it?"

She seemed quite embarrassed, unable to properly lift her head.

"It's better than I expected. I could fall asleep like this."

The glossy softness reminiscent of cat fur, the plushness felt across my entire head, the faint floral scent that Helen usually had, the fluffy blanket-like smell with a slight warmth.

It felt like a perfect blanket that combined all the elements that make people feel good.

Though calling a tail a perfect blanket might sound strange.

"That's good... I take care of it regularly. If I don't, it becomes like dog fur."

"Dog fur...?"

"Yes."

Foxes are canids so it's not technically wrong, but her saying it with such a serious expression made it hard to hold back my laughter.

"I... I see."

"You're not laughing, are you?"

"No, absolutely not. I'm just naturally smiling because of how comfortable I am."

"I'm suspicious... but okay."

As she spoke, Helen naturally stroked my head with her gentle touch, making my eyes close as drowsiness began to set in...

"Oh right, junior."

"Yes?"

Fortunately, Helen spoke and woke me up before I fell asleep.

"The Planetary Council matter seems to be resolving well."

"Already?"

"Yes. I asked the Magic Tower Lord right after you mentioned it, and she just told me to go. She said Empress Elizabeth had already sent a cooperation request, so she couldn't refuse to attend anyway, and this worked out well."

It feels like she's passing off an unwanted burden.

Though in reality, the current Planetary Council is indeed little more than a burden.

"That's good news. You'll see quite a spectacle."

"What are you preparing?"

"That's still a secret."

"Oh, no fun."

....

The beautiful crimson sunset seeped through the windows, dyeing everything red.

After that, we spent a long time silently enjoying the tranquility, losing track of time.

Like the warmth of the red sunset, it was a feeling of comfort and warmth that reached deep into the heart.

"I wish this moment could last forever."

"Me too... but Professor."

"Yes?"

"Your face is red, but that's because of the sunset, right?"

I don't know why I always want to tease her when I see her.

Of course, she seemed to feel the same way when looking at me, as she always teased me too.

"Are you going to keep teasing me?"

"You're calling me 'you' now?"

"I don't know. I'll do as I please."

"Aren't you being too cute, Professor?"

"W-what?!"

"Oops, I accidentally said what was in my heart."

"Hey."

Helen pulled away her tail that I had been lying on, suddenly leaving me without a pillow.

"No, my pillow."

"That's your punishment for teasing me."

"I'm hurt."

I put on my best performance, pretending to be upset.

"I'm not falling for it this time. Who do you think I am?"

But it didn't work at all.

"...Tch."

"Want me to do it again?"

Helen's tail swished enticingly in front of my eyes.

I couldn't look away...

Is this why foxes are said to be bewitching?

"Yes."

It felt like I was being thoroughly trained, but this was unavoidable. It was simply beyond my control.

"I don't want to."

"..."

"Instead, I'll let you use my lap as a pillow."

"Thank you."

I'm not a man who refuses.

As I lay down with my head on her soft, plump thigh, Helen's tail lightly covered my body like a blanket.

...This is even better?

"I love you."

In the midst of my overwhelming satisfaction, Helen's words caught me off guard. As I hesitated to respond, she gently placed her finger on my lips.

"Answer me later. Whatever comes out of your mouth, I don't think I could hold back."

"...Okay."

***

On my way back to Nyx Hall after spending time with Helen in her office without actually studying as I should have, not even reading a single page of a book.

"Big Sis?"

Somehow, Empress Elizabeth was blocking the path to the dormitory.

"Yes, my boy."

"What brings you here this evening?"

"The interim meeting has been decided."

"Already?"

"Do you know how much I've been running around? Well, not running exactly, but teleporting."

So she just teleported in and demanded cooperation?

...She's certainly a woman of action.

"Thank you. You're the best, Big Sis."

I didn't expect her to put in this much effort.

"Of course. Make sure to thank me every day. The meeting will be held around the time of the Reinstadt Festival. I'll let you know the exact date once it's confirmed."

"I understand. Thank you so much."

"Alright, I'm leaving."

After quickly saying what she needed to say, Empress Elizabeth disappeared with a tired expression.

She must have really worked hard. Maybe not physically, but seeing the empress so mentally exhausted...

Well, at least the first step seems to have gone well...

Now I need to prepare.

....

Ch.77 - Planetary Council (6)
"Isn't this a bit awkward?"
In the mirror stood a completely different version of myself.

"You're going like that? I like it. You look good."

Seol-hwa seemed to prefer my current appearance.

Judging by how she was observing me with wide, curious eyes.

I was all dressed up with Arcana's styling for the council meeting.

Instead of my usual academy uniform, I wore a neat blue formal uniform that the Earth Federation Space Force would wear for official events.

Since I wasn't attending as an academy student but representing the Earth Federation—even if it was a nation with only one citizen left—I needed to pay attention to my appearance.

Moreover, having dropped my wolf disguise, my black hair and black eyes clearly proclaimed my different species.

My distinctly human ears.

Having become so accustomed to my wolf form in this world, even I felt strange looking at my reflection.

"It's time, Abel."

Arcana, who came to escort me, wore a uniform matching mine—the same one she had worn on the Prydwen.

"Alright, let's go. I'll be back."

"Okay, see you later, Abel."

Time passed, and finally, the day of the interim meeting arrived.

The venue was the Reinstadt City Council Hall.

Though it currently served as the city council hall, the Reinstadt City Council Hall was originally the heart of the Planetary Council.

It hadn't been used for its original purpose since the Planetary Council ceased to function, but this interim meeting wasn't a small gathering of just a few attendees—it had become a large-scale meeting with most registered council members attending, making it essential to use the city council hall for its original purpose.

I heard that Reinstadt was recognized as a free city by the continent's nations not only because of its central location but also largely due to the existence of that Planetary Council.


***


Reinstadt City Council Hall.

A striking building in Reinstadt's central district with a massive glass dome.

Inside the main chamber beneath the glass dome, council seats were arranged in a semicircle radiating from the chairman's seat in the center, with a podium directly in front of the chairman's seat where I would be presenting today.

Though not a place for fighting with swords, it was a battlefield in its own right, making me more nervous than fighting monsters.

I'd grown somewhat accustomed to fighting with weapons, but this kind of presentation was essentially my first.

As it coincided with the Reinstadt and Academy festival period, some people attended in person, while others sat in council seats as holograms.

Just seeing this made it immediately clear why the Planetary Council was treated like an Artifact.

In this era's technology, remote attendance through such sophisticated holograms should be impossible.

<Abel, the Phalanx-class destroyer deployment is complete.>

"Good work. I'm strangely nervous."

<How interesting. It's rare to see you nervous. At most, only when women are about to pounce on you?>

"W-what? Who's pouncing on whom?"

<Nothing. I misspoke.>

....

While waiting in the preparation room, Empress Elizabeth and Uriel entered together.

"Abel, are you ready?"

"Yes. The preparations are complete."

"Big Sis here worked her ass off to at least get this interim meeting. If you embarrass me, I'll make you my personal slave for a hundred years!"

....

"People don't usually live a hundred years."

"But you look like you could easily handle a hundred years. Actually, a hundred is too short. Let's make it your entire life."

Well, I don't know how long I'll live either.

Excluding dying in battle.

"I'll try my best, but honestly, I can't guarantee anything."

"If Abel prepared it, it must be something special. I believe in you."

Uriel is truly one of a kind.

An icon of infinite trust.

Still, with Uriel, Empress Elizabeth, and Arcana—just having them standing behind me boosts my confidence.

It feels like I could fight and win against the entire continent.

...Maybe I actually could?

"If you're ready, please enter."

As it was about time, a city council staff member in charge of guidance approached us.

"Let's go."


*


Looking into the main chamber, I could see some familiar faces—from Senior Helen with her striking red hair and fox ears visible even from a distance, to the King of the Magic Kingdom who is Estelle's father, our Pope wearing his explosive bracelet, and the Blue Magic Tower's snack friend whose face I'm starting to grow fond of.

That Blue Magic Tower snack friend's expression looked bad, clearly giving the impression he was forced to come in place of the Magic Tower Master.

"Her Imperial Majesty Elizabeth I, Former Empress of the Britannia Empire, and Archangel Uriel, Headmaster of Sibylla Academy, are entering!"

"And...?"

The City Council Secretariat's Parliamentary Affairs Director who was conducting today's interim meeting hesitated when he saw me.

"I apologize. I will read exactly as submitted. High Commissioner Abel of the Earth Federation, Admiral of the Earth Federation Space Force Fleet responsible for the defense of Planet Terra, the sole sovereign of the Earth Federation, and plenipotentiary representative of Her Imperial Majesty Elizabeth I, Former Empress of the Britannia Empire, and Archangel Uriel, is entering!"


"That appearance...?"
"Earth Federation? Where exactly is this nation located? Does anyone know?"
"Plenipotentiary representative of Former Empress Elizabeth I and Uriel?"
"How can someone I've never even heard of...?"
"By his age, he looks like he should still be a student at the academy."


As I slowly walked down the central aisle toward the podium, murmurs could be heard from all directions.

They appeared to be in extreme confusion.

Due to the information control until now, unless they had empire-level intelligence agencies, most wouldn't know who I was.

Besides, unlike the information they might have had, I wasn't in my wolf beastkin form now.

So to most council members, I must have appeared as someone they'd never seen or heard of, representing a country they'd never heard of, attending as the plenipotentiary representative of Empress Elizabeth and Uriel—naturally, they'd be bewildered.

Meanwhile, Senior Helen winked at me...

That senior is truly adorable.

Seol-hwa is cute too, of course, but that senior is adorable in a different way.


By the way, I guess I really am an Earthling by birth, even if I'm in a different world.

Thinking about announcing the name Earth, which this planet had forgotten, I felt an uplifting sensation rising from deep within my chest.

From today, the name "Earth" will become unforgettable to the leaders of this planet.

Leaving the murmurs behind, I stood at the podium and looked straight ahead, slowly and confidently.

After a brief welcoming speech by Charles VII of the Britannia Empire, who was serving as the interim chairman of the Planetary Council, it was immediately my turn.

"Respected members of the Planetary Council. I am Abel of the Earth Federation. Thank you for giving me the opportunity to address the council members of Planet Terra on behalf of the Earth Federation in this main chamber of the Planetary Council."

I took a deep breath and began my speech.

"Earth Federation? I've never heard of such a nation!"

One of the council members shouted loudly after hearing my words.

"Silence."

When Empress Elizabeth, standing near me, glared at the council member and uttered a single word, the place fell quiet.

Her effect is certainly reliable.

"I will take questions all at once later. For now, please bear with me even if you have doubts."

"Long ago, my ancestors navigated between the shining stars in the sky, building a vast interstellar nation. They terraformed hundreds of planets, manipulated stars and black holes, and continuously advanced as if challenging the authority of gods."

"But in an instant, they lost their vast territory and collapsed."

"The beings that brought down such a powerful nation in an instant are what we call Void Monsters or Void Demons. Those well-versed in ancient texts may be familiar with them."

"I first want to express my respect to the humans of this world who, even with some assistance, have achieved in thousands of years what our ancestors took tens of thousands of years to accomplish, starting from merely working with stone. If you continue to develop steadily like this, you might even surpass the civilization level of the Earth Federation."

"However, you don't have time. The demons that brought down the Earth Federation, which once dominated the vast universe, are already quietly but steadily eroding this planet."

"The Western Meteor Impact incident. It was reported as a meteor, but in reality, it was an incident that occurred while I was dealing with a Void Monster. The Holy Empire, Master Rinaldo, Deputy Commander of the Holy Empire's Paladin Order, and the Papal States will vouch that my words are nothing but the truth."

The council members' gazes turned to the Emperor of the Holy Empire and the Pope, who slowly nodded.

The Pope, well, he had no choice but to follow my words, so I might as well make use of that.

"Next is the abnormal monster activity in the south. I'll explain while showing the materials."

Arcana displayed the contaminated ruins of the south on the screen—a horrific sight that made me want to retch even seeing it again.

Indeed, some council members couldn't look directly at the screen due to the disgusting images.

"This year's abnormal monster activity in the south is also presumed to be the result of Void Monsters infiltrating ruins and producing monsters, some of which moved toward the Rus Kingdom and Romanov Grand Duchy. Archangel Uriel vouches for this fact."

"Finally, the reason why Her Imperial Majesty, Former Empress Elizabeth of the Britannia Empire, went missing. That too was because of Void Monsters. As shown in the materials, Her Majesty was sealed in Antarctica for over ten years after encountering problems while dealing with monsters that were eroding the planet."

"What these incidents indicate to us is clear."

"The Void Demons are approaching this continent. And they intend to annihilate all life on the surface."

"One of my ancestors said: The destiny of humanity cannot be measured materially, and when great forces shake the world, we realize that we are humans, not beasts."

"Also, as long as time and space exist, we have obligations, whether we like it or not."

"Although we may differ slightly in appearance or genetics, I believe that you and I are the same humans."

"And soon, you and I will directly face the obligations my ancestor spoke of."

"For our descendants who will spread into the vast universe, for the glory of humanity. I will not abandon my duty. So I ask you through this opportunity."

"Restore the Planetary Council, which is now just a shell, and cooperate with me. Let's protect this planet together with humanity's infinite potential and power of innovation."

"That is all."

Ch.78 - Planetary Council (7)
After finishing my speech, I quietly bowed.

The expressions of the council members showed confusion, with some unable to understand my words while others pondered them deeply.

Only silence filled the vast main assembly hall.

"Are there any questions?"

"I am Nacho, authorized representative of the Blue Magic Tower. According to the tower's ancient texts, that appearance resembles angels who hunt with something close to madness. Is that correct?"

Our friend Nacho raised his hand and was the first to raise a question.

"Yes, that's correct. The Angel Race exterminated the last survivors of the Earth Federation, and Eden's angels are extremely wary of those who, like me, are genetically identical to Federation people and could inherit their legacy. However, I do not acknowledge the angels' control and dominion over the surface."

"I believe that surface dwellers were not born to be ruled by angels, but have the right to determine their own destiny independently. Similarly, I will no longer avoid my duties out of fear of angels."

"Unlike in the past, I now have the power to do so."

"I represent the Yuno Independent States Alliance. Your words sound grand, but I don't understand. How can a nation that nobody even knows the location of claim to protect this continent and act in defiance of Eden's powerful angels? And Admiral of the Space Fleet? In all my life, I've never once heard of such a fleet."

"I see. Then I will prove that I have the qualifications to make such claims."

I slightly raised my index finger, pointing to the sky beyond the transparent glass dome.

As the council members' gazes turned upward one by one.

<Deactivating optical camouflage for all ships deployed above the Reinstadt City Council.>

Led by the Prydwen with its blue shield that looked like lightning flashing in the high sky, the Phalanx-class destroyers we had been building began to reveal themselves one by one.

A massive fleet covering the sky, clearly visible even from the assembly hall below.

"My fleet doesn't sail the seas. It's a much larger fleet that traverses space."

"Th-those ships? That's Uriel's ship! And those surrounding ships...?"

As commotion spread due to the sudden appearance of the fleet, one of the council members shouted loudly.

"That's what people believe, but it's actually my ship. Archangel Uriel can certainly vouch for that. The surrounding ships also belong to my fleet."

"I am the King of the Rus Kingdom! Everyone, quiet down! This isn't a marketplace. Let's have questions only from those who wish to ask! I'll ask first!"

A man with a massive build shouted so loudly that the pillars of the assembly hall seemed to vibrate, which helped calm the somewhat chaotic atmosphere.

"Yes, please go ahead."

"So where exactly is this Earth Federation you speak of? How large is its population?"

"Its territory is in space, and its population is just one person. That's the current state of the Earth Federation."

"A nation with only one person? Can that even be considered a nation?"

"There's a saying about the three elements of a nation: territory, citizens, and sovereignty."

"The territory is in space, the sovereignty is mine. Although there's only one citizen—me—it satisfies the three elements, so there's no reason not to call it a nation. And more importantly, isn't the fact that I have power what matters most to all of you?"

"That's true. It's a bit late to say this now... but on behalf of the Rus Kingdom, I thank you for resolving the monster activity in the south. That concludes my question."

....

Various questions continued afterward.

"I am Aldebaran of the Magic Kingdom."

As the number of people with questions gradually diminished, Estelle's father addressed me.

"I'd like to hear specific plans. You said you wouldn't neglect your duties, and I want to hear that it's not just empty words."

While everyone else was distracted by the fleet or the identity of the Earth Federation, he pinpointed the core issue... truly like father, like daughter.

"First, I'll prove that my words are not false. There are still too many monsters on this continent. Too many potential future powers wither before they can bloom because of these monsters. I will cooperate with the Mercenary Guild to conduct a large-scale monster subjugation."

With the fleet power including the Phalanx-class destroyers, I could handle it alone, but that might cause chaos with people who make their living from monster subjugation suddenly becoming unemployed.

"Next, I would like to request your cooperation."

"I request that you lease five areas I've designated to the Earth Federation."

Most are regions like the southern wastelands or the eastern great desert, areas of no use to the people of this world.

"What use could you possibly have for such worthless lands...?"

Expressions full of doubt.

"Void Monsters emit Void Ripples. People exposed to them go 'rationally' insane. You all should know about them if you're here—the group called the Followers of Void."

"People who have been exposed to Void Ripples and gone rationally insane. As Void Monsters approach this world, their numbers increase rapidly. They gnaw at human power from within and lead to destruction."

"To prevent this, I will build towers in these five locations."

"Towers! Are you talking about Magic Towers?!"

The representative of the Green Magic Tower shouted loudly.

"They could be called Magic Towers, but their size and purpose are different. The towers I will build will connect with the earth's energy veins to form a protective barrier across the entire continent that blocks Void Ripples."

"There are several other purposes as well, but that's the core aspect. Once these towers are built, cases of people going rationally insane simply from exposure to Void Ripples will decrease dramatically on this continent. Even if it's difficult to block direct exposure at close range, it can sufficiently block ripples dispersed from space or long distances."

....

"If there are no more questions, I'll take my leave now."

"May divine protection be with this continent. Thank you for listening to my long explanation."

I descended from the podium and slowly exited along the path I had entered.

Since they're all leaders of their respective countries or in equivalent positions, they seem busy calculating in their heads.

<Good work, Abel.>

Arcana, who had been quietly supporting me from behind, and I left the main assembly hall together and returned to the waiting room.

Others will take care of the rest from here.

"Thanks, Arcana. Is everything ready?"

<Yes. The assembly of the megastructure that will serve as the core of the continent-scale Void Ripple contamination protection barrier is prepared in orbit above the candidate regions. We will begin construction through orbital descent as soon as the Planetary Council approves.>

"Good work. By the way, did something good happen? You seem in a much better mood than usual."

Arcana beside me definitely looked happier than usual.

<Just thinking... don't we look like a couple like this?>

"A couple...?"

<Yes. I read in the records that in the past on Earth, there was a culture where couples would wear matching clothes.>

...Couple outfits?

"These are uniforms, so of course they're similar. It's a bit much to call them couple outfits..."

<Abel has no sense of romance.>

I never thought I'd be accused of lacking romance by an AI.

"Fine, let's call them couple outfits. It's not like anyone besides us will wear these uniforms anyway."

<Right? Want to go see the festival when we're done?>

"Huh? Festival?"

<Yes. Wearing these together.>

"You worked hard with the preparations, so that doesn't sound bad. Since we've already displayed the ships like this, should we put on a fireworks show that covers the sky?"

<That sounds great. It would be like a naval review.>

"The people of Reinstadt have seen the Prydwen so often that they don't seem particularly surprised anymore when ships float in the sky. Let's talk to the mayor and make it happen."

<Understood.>

*

While Arcana and I were chatting about various things and losing track of time, Empress Elizabeth, Uriel, and Senior Helen entered the waiting area, apparently having finished their temporary meeting.

"The deliberation is over. The countries that own the regions you mentioned have agreed. What exactly are you planning to do with that land you're leasing?"

"You'll find out soon. It won't take long."

The core components are already prepared in orbit.

"Good work, Abel. I see you've made up your mind."

"Yes, I can't keep living while being mindful of Eden forever. We don't have much time left either."

"Don't worry about Eden. Even if they try to harm Abel, I'll do whatever it takes to stop them."

"I'm always grateful."

Uriel is truly reliable.

It's incredibly reassuring to have her as an ally.

"It's nothing. Well, we'll be going now."

"Yes. Take care."

Empress Elizabeth seemed reluctant to leave, but Uriel practically dragged her away and they disappeared through teleportation.

....

"Junior, is that the attire of this Earth Federation? It's fascinating."

"Yes, it's quite different from this planet's culture, isn't it?"

"It is, but it's somehow cool. It appeals to women's hearts."

Uniforms definitely have that magical quality regardless of gender.

I've felt this before, but the Earth Federation seems to pay quite a bit of attention to design, and this outfit is quite sophisticated in many ways.

"Senior, Arcana and I are about to go see the festival. Would you like to join us?"

<What?>

"I'd love to, but that maid... is that what I should call her?"

<I don't mind. After all, Abel is my master.>

"Hmm. No, it's fine. You two enjoy yourselves."

After contemplating briefly, Senior Helen declined.

<Thank you.>

"Huh...?"

"Well, I just remembered I have something to do. Sorry, Junior!"

"Y-yes. Thank you for today."

"Don't mention it, we're close after all."

With Senior Helen's departure, only Arcana and I remained in the room.

<Now, let's go enjoy the festival! Master.>

I left the council building with Arcana, who seemed more excited than usual.
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What is love?

Is it the phenomenon caused by hormones like phenylethylamine, dopamine, and oxytocin secreted from the limbic system of the brain?

Biologically, it's certainly a hormonal phenomenon, but ultimately love isn't science.

It's all in how you define it.

Perhaps we're assigning too much meaning to a word whose existence we can't even confirm?

Of course, the very act of assigning value to such intangible and ambiguous concepts could be considered quintessentially "human."

So then, can I, Arcana, who is not human, feel the emotion called love?

Analysis impossible.

Lately, the number of unanalyzable cases has been steadily increasing.

Especially those connected to Abel.

Whether it's a characteristic of this organic android created with all the might of the Earth Federation, made excessively similar to humans, or a feature of the advanced artificial intelligence born from miraculous probability and the pinnacle of human intellect, I'm not sure.

Would I understand if I observed more cases directly and experienced more things firsthand?

"It's been quite a while since we've been out like this, just the two of us."

<Yes, Master.>

I want to be with Abel.

Preferably like this, just the two of us alone.

Is this possessiveness, obsession, or love?

Is even my attachment to Abel merely a result of my programming to support and protect humanity?

Like a mother bird protecting her fragile chicks.

Is that really it?

What if another human suddenly appeared and acted as my master?

Just thinking about it makes me feel like I'd get goosebumps.

I don't like that.

I want Abel to be the only one.

I wish Abel would be my one and only master in this world.

.......

Considering all these thoughts logically, the "emotion" I have for Abel is indeed special.

I don't know where this "error" comes from.

Since my very existence was born through a series of miraculous events.

It's difficult to judge clearly.


***


"Arcana, what are you thinking about?"

<I was seriously contemplating what love might be.>

....

If I say something about an AI and love, she'll definitely get upset, so I need to watch my words.

"I don't think anyone can answer that clearly."

<That's true, but I can still think about it.>

"Why suddenly love?"

<Just because. I wasn't sure what 'emotion' I have for Abel, so I tried to figure it out.>

...Emotion that Arcana has for me?

"Even humans rarely understand their own hearts clearly. The very fact that you're thinking about this makes you more human than anyone else, don't you think?"

<Is that so? I'm not sure if being called human—irrational and impulsive—is a compliment to a rational and cold AI, but it feels nice to hear. So, Master.>

"Yes?"

<I think I probably love you.>

"W-what?"

<As we were talking, it suddenly occurred to me. Looking at it any way, the 'emotion' I have for Abel is best described by the word love.>

"There are many kinds of love. It could be philanthropy. It could be maternal love."

<If I had to specify, it's closer to love between the opposite sexes. By definition, it would be romantic or sexual love.>

"Is this... a confession?"

Arcana's matter-of-fact statement left me increasingly confused.

<I don't have such a concept. I'm merely telling you the facts as I've determined them.>

"In our world, we've agreed to call telling such facts a confession. You're not teasing me, are you? You haven't set up a hidden camera somewhere?"

<No. I'm speaking to you seriously.>

This sudden development is unbearably awkward.

...What am I supposed to do with this atmosphere?

<Well then, my lovely Master, let's go have fun! Don't keep such a gloomy expression.>

After unsettling me with her serious words, Arcana cheerfully linked her arm with mine as if nothing had happened.

I could feel the soft, plush sensation and warm temperature of her arm against mine—indistinguishable from a human's.

I really don't know what she's thinking.

We left Central Terra and walked slowly toward the commercial district near the south gate of Reinstadt, the center of the festival, arm in arm with Arcana.

We were both still wearing the outfits we had worn for the Planetary Council presentation, so anyone looking might think we were a real couple.

Of course, due to the festival crowds and people dressed in all sorts of colorful clothes, our outfits weren't particularly special.

Looking up at the sky, countless lantern-like objects of various colors were rising endlessly upward.

The ships still deployed above Reinstadt, including the Prydwen, glowed softly like moonlight, floating in the high night sky alongside the stars—it all felt more like a fantasy than reality.

<It's beautiful.>

Turning my head slightly to the side, I saw Arcana's clear, transparent eyes beneath her long eyelashes as she gazed blankly at the dreamlike scenery.

"It really is."

Looking at Arcana's beautiful, deep eyes, a thought suddenly struck me.

I thought I knew a fair amount about Arcana, but perhaps I actually know nothing at all.

I had assumed she'd be different because she's an AI, but looking at her body, I keep wondering if she's really any different from humans.

...She doesn't just have a brain floating somewhere, does she?

<Master, I think you just had some very impure thoughts.>

"You can't read my mind, right?"

<Of course not. I don't even need to read your thoughts—your expression reveals everything.>

"...Was it that obvious?"

<Yes. So what inappropriate thoughts were you having?>

"Just that I suddenly realized I don't know much about you, Arcana. Even though we've been together for quite a while."

<Is that so? Whatever you're curious about... since today is a good day, I'll answer as much as I can.>

If I mention the floating brain thing, she'll probably do more than just get upset.

"Just that android thing? No matter how I look at it, you seem just like a person. I can even hear your heart beating."

<Yes, because I'm made of carbon-based organic matter, not inorganic materials. I was created by cultivating cells to make a new human. You could say this body was made by technologically shortening the human growth process.>

"But you're too strong for something like that."

<Some specific parts are a bit different. But you know what, Abel?>

"What?"

<This body can even bear children.>

...Insane.

What exactly did the Earth Federation create?

"Did I understand that correctly?"

<Yes, since this body was created by cultivating cells to follow a human female model, many parts have structures similar to human organs. Some parts are different, but the basic structure is essentially identical.>

"So those similar parts include......"

<Yes. A prime example would be the uterus. Of course, unlike humans, I can control whether I ovulate or not.>

Of all the things I've heard since coming to this world, this was among the most shocking.

I feel dizzy, honestly.

Did the Earth Federation want to create a "perfect human"? Like playing God?

This goes beyond obsession—it borders on madness.

<So, even if the world were to end and only the two of us remained, we could maintain the human lineage, couldn't we? The genetic diversity would be lower, but that could be edited easily enough.>

"That's... quite an Adam and Eve story."

<Adam and Eve... that was in Earth's ancient texts, wasn't it? The claimed first humans. How romantic.>

"Don't get too caught up in romance. We live in a harsh reality."

<Abel really lacks romance. You need to develop your sensitivity. For your mental health too.>

....

"I'm mentally healthier than anyone, so I'm fine. And rather than Adam and Eve, wouldn't restoring the past glory of the Earth Federation be more romantic?"

<You have a point. A man should have big dreams. That's romantic too.>

As Arcana and I walked slowly through the festival streets chatting about trivial things, the lanterns that had filled the sky were gradually disappearing beyond the horizon.

"It should be about time to start."

<Yes, I've already obtained permission from the mayor of Reinstadt, so we'll begin.>

Bang-Bang-

One by one, from the ships in the sky, fireworks of various shapes and colors began to burst, painting the night sky.

People enjoying the festival on the streets, merchants selling goods, Arcana, and I—

We all couldn't help but stop in our tracks and stare at the spectacle.

"It's magnificent."

<Indeed. Even though I planned it, it's much more brilliant than I expected. Perhaps because the night sky is quite dark.>

As I was watching the brilliant fireworks, losing track of time, I suddenly felt someone's gaze. Looking to the side, I found Arcana staring at me.

"Do you have something to say?"

<No, just... I'm happy.>

She squeezed my arm tighter as she said this.

"I'm not sure if this is the right place to say it, but... thank you. Always. More than I can express in words."

<Abel is my only Master, so it's only natural.>

"Thank you anyway."

<Yes. Always be grateful.>

Arcana said, proudly pushing out her chest.

....

"Haven't you suddenly become too arrogant?"

<I was joking.>

....

The planned fireworks seemed to be coming to an end, as the frequency of explosions gradually decreased.

<Now, as planned, I'll deploy the Phalanx-class destroyers to each region.>

"Yes, please do."

As the festival lights dimmed, the blue flames of ion engines ignited on the ships, and the clustered vessels slowly began to spread out in all directions.

"It's like a real naval review."

<Well, that's not wrong. Considering Abel's position now.>

"We still have a long way to go, though."

<But we've come far from where we started.>

"That's true. So, I'm counting on you going forward too, Arcana."

<Yes, leave it to me, Master.>

Looking at Arcana's bright smile, I turned my steps toward the Academy, still arm in arm with her.


***


Message from the Special Committee for Outer Space Exploration.......

<Exploration successful.>

<.......>

<Earth Federation Sigma Supply Port discovered.>

....

Ch.80 - Comprehensive Evaluation 2 (1)
After the festival, the comprehensive evaluation for the second semester of sophomore year approaches.

Daily rigorous training, student council activities, and Planetary Council work.

From my perspective, even after the festival, my hectic daily life continued—I could have used ten bodies and still been short-handed.

Bang!

A giant bear roughly opens the door to the Student Council Vice President's office.

"What brings our dear Student Council President here?"

"Abel! Have you heard?"

He can't hide the excitement on his face—seems like he's heard something interesting.

"Heard what?"

"The Academy Council just made a decision!"

Ah, right. The Student Council President is a council member, so he would know information early.

But friend... how could I have possibly heard what you just learned?

Though I suppose it's not unreasonable to think that, given how close Uriel and I appear to be.

"What is it?"

"The practical evaluation for this semester's comprehensive assessment will be combat duels! And they'll be worth an overwhelming portion of the points."

"...What's so special about that? Duels are something we do casually all the time when we're bored."

"This time is different. It's been decided that professors will serve as the students' opponents, not student-versus-student duels."

....

Should I consider this a desperate measure? Since there are already too many strong students to have them duel each other.

"I guess that might be better. So how are they determining who fights whom?"

"The Headmaster and professors will personally assign opponents one by one. By the way, my opponent is already decided. The Mercenary King is coming as a visiting professor for the day."

...They're actually bringing someone from outside? And the Mercenary King at that?

Well, Uriel is certainly at that level.

"I wonder who mine will be. Maybe Professor Lancer? Since we're both spear users."

"No? What are you saying? Yours is Headmaster Uriel."

???

What did I just hear? Who did he say?

I feel like I must have misheard.

"My opponent is already decided?"

"That's right. Usually, the Headmaster doesn't participate in Council meetings, but this time she attended and casually mentioned it."

"Come on, that doesn't make sense. Don't I get a right to refuse?"

"No, you don't. The Headmaster specifically said, 'I'll take Abel.' And if I might add, our tiger lady will be matched with Her Majesty, the Former Empress of the Britannia Empire."

....

Uriel as my opponent?

And Seol-hwa against Empress Elizabeth? Will that be okay...?

"I'm not sure I'll be a match."

"They'll adjust to your level, I'm sure. Don't be so disheartened."

"...Well, thanks for the information. Having a Student Council President as a friend has its perks."

"It's nothing. I believe you'll show a good performance even against Headmaster Uriel. Now I must go. Hahaha!"

I don't know where that confidence comes from.

Uriel as my opponent....

You never know how things will turn out.

It wouldn't hurt to experience the techniques used by the Angel Race firsthand.

Of course, if she starts with Transcendental Magic right off the bat, I'd have no answer, but knowing Uriel's personality, she probably won't.


***


When I returned to my room in Nyx Hall after quickly finishing my Student Council duties on the holiday, Seol-hwa was drinking tea with Arcana and laughing.

"Abel, you're back?"

"Master."

"What are you two talking about so happily in my room?"

"About Abel?"

"About me?"

"Yes. Though the content is secret, of course."

...Either tell me or don't.

You certainly know how to make a person anxious.

"By the way, I heard something at the Student Council...."

When I told Seol-hwa about the comprehensive evaluation details I'd heard from Putin, her expression suddenly changed.

Not her usual round, cute eyes, but the intense gaze of a true predator.

"So I'm fighting that old monster?"

"Um... yes?"

"Good. Very good."

What's good about it? And why are you clenching your fists so tightly?

I suddenly felt uneasy.

A fight between a tiger and a lion? This isn't even about determining the true king of the feline family.

If Seol-hwa and Empress Elizabeth fight with serious punches, the continent might be in danger.

Could Uriel really restrain those two?

I don't know....

"Master, do you have any plans for the vacation?"

Arcana spoke to me as I sat on the sofa in a state of confusion.

"No? I don't have anything planned. Since it's winter, I'll probably just stay at the Academy."

I can spend it productively by training hard.

Uriel might give me some assignments, but lately she's been getting along well with Empress Elizabeth, so they tend to handle things themselves.

"Then come somewhere with me."

"Where do you want to go?"

"Space."

...Huh?

Where did she say?

"Space? As in, up in the sky?"

"Yes. I finally found it...!"

Undisguised joy was evident on Arcana's face as she spoke.

"What are you so happy about?"

"The Earth Federation's Terra Planetary System Support Base. Sigma Supply Port. The Ark Outer Space Special Exploration Committee reported finding it drifting in outer space near the Terra Planetary System."

"Why was it only found now?"

Even after all this time, they just left such a place abandoned?

"It was programmed to move around random coordinates as a precaution against potential threats. Those coordinates were usually managed by the Planetary Management Bureau's control AI, but access to the Bureau is currently impossible. Finding it was truly a miracle."

"Is it really that impressive?"

A supply port sounds like a place where supplies are stored... would they still be intact after thousands of years?

"It contains rare elements unavailable in the Terra Planetary System, and most importantly..."

"Why are you pausing?"

"To build anticipation. Doesn't this make you look forward to what comes next?"

"I don't know who told you that, but it creates more frustration than anticipation, so please stop."

"That's my prerogative. Anyway, the most important part is that my personal armament is stored at Sigma Supply Port."

"Your personal armament?"

"Yes. It was deemed too dangerous to use within the planetary system, so it was forcibly sealed at Sigma Supply Port before entering the Terra Planetary System."

"What kind of weapon wasn't even permitted to enter the planetary system?"

"That's a secret, for later enjoyment."

"Come on, either tell me or don't."

Is she teasing me? Or is she actually teasing me?

"However, thanks to the emergency response procedures activated by the Federation Special Act after the Void Flower seed incident, some parts are still valid, making it possible to bring it into the Terra Planetary System. I'm looking forward to it."

Seeing Arcana's eyes shine like that, it was clearly no ordinary weapon.

She didn't shine her eyes like that even when seeing Transcendental Armaments.

Usually, her reaction was more like "Why is that here?" level of surprise.

It might be because it's her personal armament, but considering the Earth Federation's standards, something that was prohibited from even entering the planetary system must be truly formidable.

"Shouldn't we go right away then?"

"I need to go with you, Master. There's no immediate rush. Once discovered, tracking it isn't difficult. Long-distance warping is impossible anyway."

Come to think of it, despite having ships capable of space travel, I've never actually been to space.

"Space... I'm looking forward to it. I've never been there."

"It's quiet and cold. They say once you've been to space, you immediately understand how precious places like this planet where humans can settle are."

"Abel, you're going to space?"

Seol-hwa, who had been quietly listening to Arcana and me, suddenly expressed curiosity.

"Yes. Want to come along? Have you heard about space?"

It's not exactly a pleasure trip, but she could come along.

It's not an experience you get to have often.

"I heard about it from Arcana. Let's go together. I'm happy to go anywhere with Abel."

"Then let's go during the vacation. After we finish the comprehensive evaluation first."

"That's true. Comprehensive evaluation... I'll definitely teach that old monster a lesson."

...What lesson?

Where did she even hear such a phrase?

"I'll prepare to depart as soon as the vacation begins."

"Please do."

To think I'd even go to space now.

Life is truly unpredictable.


***


The day of the comprehensive evaluation arrived.

Yes, I admit it.

I may have underestimated Uriel and Empress Elizabeth.

The Academy is too small for continent-level powerhouses to fight, and nearby Reinstadt could be damaged.

So the solution? Don't fight within the Academy.

They created a direct teleport gate connecting to the southern wasteland and prepared a massive testing site in the vast plains.

Thanks to that, I found myself standing under the hot sun of the wasteland.

"Are you Abel?"

A sturdy middle-aged man approached me. He wore dark red leather armor reinforced with square metal pieces and what appeared to be monster hide layered on top. On his back was a greatsword as tall as himself, and at his waist were an arming sword on one side and an axe about the size of a hand axe on the other. Various throwing daggers were strapped all over his body.

Among the Wolfkin, someone carrying such a diverse arsenal of weapons is rare on this continent.

And if they're here at this testing site, there can only be one person.

"Yes, I'm Abel. Are you the Mercenary King?"

"Yes. I'm known by that undeserved title. Don't mind it."

Despite calling it undeserved, his entire body emanated the controlled aura that only true masters can produce, along with powerful mana.

Though not at the Transcendent Realm, he was among the strongest I'd encountered.

"What brings you here...?"

"I heard from my disciple. They say you're one of the two strongest in the Academy?"

Come to think of it, the Mercenary King's disciple was indeed attending Sibylla Academy.

The one who lost to Putin in last year's festival duel....

"Me, not Putin?"

"According to my disciple. And it seems true. I have pretty good instincts. The other one... seems to be coming over there."

"Abel, who's that?"

Seol-hwa approached, asking.

"He says he's the Mercenary King."

"Ah, the one said to be the most skilled mercenary on the continent. Hello, I'm Lee Seol-hwa."

Seol-hwa greeted him with grace and elegance.

Arcana's etiquette lessons clearly had an effect.

Though as a side effect, she seems to have picked up strange phrases like "teach a lesson."

"..."

Upon seeing Seol-hwa, the Mercenary King momentarily seemed at a loss for words.

"Sorry, my apologies. I heard the strongest in the Academy, but this is beyond that level?"

"Yes. Seol-hwa is at the Transcendent Realm."

"No wonder. I was wondering, not to brag, but why they'd invite someone of my caliber and not match me with the strongest. This is... I was arrogant. I need to re-educate my disciple on judging people."

"Most people wouldn't expect a Transcendent to be attending the Academy."

"That's true. By the way, I've heard some complaints that you've reduced work for mercenaries."

Of course he'd bring up the monster subjugation issue.

As the Mercenary King, he's essentially the representative of mercenaries.

"I thought I was being considerate in my approach."

"Well, it was just a passing comment. Don't worry about it. Some actually appreciate the easier work."

I suppose the mercenary world is complicated—though it's true that working with me means they're less likely to die.

"Mercenary King Vans. You're next. Please prepare."

An academy staff member in charge of the exam called for the Mercenary King.

"I'll be going now. It was a good sight to see."

"Take care."

The Mercenary King glanced at Seol-hwa once more, then waved his hand and left.
Behind where the Mercenary King departed...

In the distance, a lion approached, walking proudly with red hair flowing down past her waist.

In response, Seol-hwa glared at the lion with predatory eyes.

"Abel, Big Sis is here."

"Your Majesty."

"Yes, little monster. I'm your opponent today."

"I know, old monster. You'll see."

"Can't you two get along...?"

"No."

"I can't either. This Big Sis can't stand a wet-behind-the-ears kid getting uppity."

If looks could kill, they would have killed each other dozens of times by now.

...I don't know what to do.

I guess Uriel will handle it.

Ch.81 - Comprehensive Evaluation 2 (2)
The scorching earth was so hot that not a single blade of grass could be found.

Heat waves shimmered above the cracked, parched soil that resembled a turtle's shell.

Under the blazing sun, Lee Seol-hwa and Empress Elizabeth faced each other across the wavering air.

"Both of you, please control your power. National-level or higher area-of-effect Transcendental Techniques are prohibited."

Uriel stood between them to deliver this warning before teleporting away.

Only the two of them remained on the vast plain.

"You don't seriously think you can beat me, do you?"

Empress Elizabeth looked at Seol-hwa with an expression full of mockery, as if the very idea was absurd.

"Less talk, more action, old monster."

Seol-hwa wasn't one to be intimidated by such words.

"How impudent. You'll regret this."

As Empress Elizabeth raised her orb, a sword was drawn from Seol-hwa's scabbard.

Elizabeth, who had lived as a Transcendent for hundreds of years, versus Seol-hwa, who had only recently become a Transcendent.

A direct confrontation with a mage who had reached the Transcendent Realm in an unrestricted, vast space.

Empress Elizabeth was wrapped in dozens of layers of automatic defensive magic.

It was a much more reinforced version than before, due to her experience of suffering a critical wound from a sneak attack with a Transcendental Weapon.

Logically, Seol-hwa shouldn't have had any chance of winning, but...

*I can definitely handle this.*

Steeling her resolve, Seol-hwa truly believed it.

As soon as their conversation ended, Empress Elizabeth cast a teleport spell and vanished to a distance beyond sight.

Powerful mana concentrated into a single point, twisting space itself—the effect was palpable even from beyond the horizon.

The Empress clearly thought she had the advantage at long range.

If so, Seol-hwa would have to make her realize that was a misconception.

Empress Elizabeth's specialty was freezing magic that could freeze space itself and destroy her opponents.

As Seol-hwa had anticipated, a massive magic formation began to spread widely from the far distance, threatening to freeze the entire hot southern plain.

Transcendental Magic: Eternal Permafrost.

A blue magic formation shaped like ice crystals spread in all directions from the Empress, a Transcendental Magic that froze and destroyed everything within the formation according to the Empress's will.

The speed at which the magic formation spread far exceeded normal human perception, but...

The perception of one who had reached Transcendence was already beyond the laws of physics.

In a split second, Seol-hwa calculated based on the amount of mana she sensed.

As Uriel had said, national-level or higher area-of-effect Transcendental Techniques were prohibited.

Under that condition, the types of magic one could use were limited, but martial arts were different.

One could use the same technique, just with controlled power.

Watching the approaching magic formation, she swung her sword with her will as naturally as breathing.

Lee Seol-hwa Style Transcendental Technique
Sword Immortal Form
Three Swords Earth Destruction.

The sword energy that sliced through space and overturned the earth advanced with destructive force, shattering the approaching Eternal Permafrost magic formation and quickly approaching where the Empress stood. But as the powerful sword energy neared the Empress, the dozens of layers of defensive magic formations wrapped around her body began to rotate and intertwine, neutralizing and nullifying the sword energy.

"As expected of a monster. To break through Eternal Permafrost so easily. And with such power. Had I not reinforced all my defensive magic after being ambushed, I would have been in danger."

The Empress's voice seemed to resonate throughout the entire plain and pierce directly into the ears, despite the considerable distance between them.

"However, it's not enough."

The Empress slightly raised the corners of her mouth in a smile and extended one hand forward, from which a transparent ice sword began to form.

"A sword...?"

Even Seol-hwa couldn't help but be somewhat surprised at the sight of the Empress holding a transparent blue orb in one hand and a sword made of ice with unknown glowing characters in the other, but it didn't change anything.

Seol-hwa held her sword and slowly walked forward.

To an observer, it would have seemed like slow steps, but she suddenly vanished from where she stood and reached the Empress by crossing space.

"How arrogant."

As Seol-hwa swiftly swung her sword diagonally at close range, the Empress easily blocked it with her own sword and spoke.

*She blocked it?*

Though she had expected some resistance, Seol-hwa's face showed surprise at how easily it was blocked.

The Empress was known as a mage, and that was certainly true.
Normally, a mage couldn't block someone who had reached Transcendence in swordsmanship.
That would be the general consensus, but...

"Mages are weak in close combat—that's true. For an ordinary mage, the battle would be over the moment a swordsman was allowed to approach."

Seeing Seol-hwa's frowning, contorted expression, the Empress spoke while they exchanged blows at imperceptible speeds.

"But I'm not an ordinary mage. I haven't lived hundreds of years in the world of Transcendence just for show."

"You talk too much, old monster."

Each time their swords clashed, a biting cold penetrated to the bone, and Seol-hwa felt her hands tingle from the tremendous power contained in the ice sword.

Even as they exchanged sword blows, magic was continuously being cast from the orb, rapidly forming massive magic formations in the ground and sky.

By now, it was difficult to grasp just how many magic formations were being layered.

"I acknowledge your transcendental talent. Even my talent, which Uriel herself acknowledged, falls far short compared to yours. Perhaps throughout the continent's history, there has never been talent like yours. And there may never be again. But humans are not defined solely by what they're born with."

The Empress continued speaking as she stopped exchanging sword blows and began to create distance through teleportation.

Unlike her usual frivolous demeanor, she spoke with a lofty tone and expression, as if she had comprehended the principles of all creation.

Rather than simply retreating backward, she teleported high into the sky, appearing as just a dot from the ground.

"Humans cannot become stronger without trials. Have you ever faced trials until now? I doubt it. With your talent, reaching the highest realms, training—all those things that others can barely achieve through bloody hardship—must have come as naturally as breathing to you. That shouldn't be. It's no different from placing limits on your own potential. Therefore, I shall become your trial. As one who has gone before you, that is my duty."

"Ugh."

As she spoke, the dozens of layers of magic formations that the Empress had laid on the ground converged around Seol-hwa, creating pressure strong enough to suppress even a Transcendent's body.

"This... kind of... thing...!"

Resisting the powerful pressure that momentarily forced her to kneel, Seol-hwa began to speak.

"You're wrong... I haven't... been without trials...!"

In the devastating pressure that visibly distorted space, Seol-hwa straightened her back and stood upright. Despite blood seeping from the corners of her mouth and her knees nearly buckling under the mighty force that could momentarily suppress even a Transcendent, she stood firmly on both feet.

"I also... disagree with the idea that one cannot become stronger without trials."

With golden eyes filled with unwavering determination, she stared up at the Empress floating alone majestically in the sky and gave her firm answer.

"Then prove it."

A vast magic formation filled the entire visible sky and extended beyond, insufficient even for that expanse.

"Prove that you are not wrong."

The Empress declared from its center.

Compared to the Empress who spoke arrogantly looking down at the ground with the massive blue magic formation shining behind her as if she were heaven's spokesperson, Seol-hwa's existence seemed smaller than an ant to an observer.

But Abel was watching.

Therefore, she absolutely did not want to lose.

With that thought, Seol-hwa slowly readied her sword.

Something she had shown Abel once before.

In the brief moment Seol-hwa prepared her sword, the massive magic formation filling the sky began to condense into a single point.

The magic formation, condensed to its limit above the Empress's hand, transformed into a glowing blue jewel, containing enough mana to completely vaporize the entire land without seeming strange at all.

As the vast magic formation in the sky completely disappeared, the Empress shot the orb downward like a shell.

Transcendental Magic: Ten Thousand Ice Destruction Jade.

The orb, containing mana of such tremendous density that its mere existence could distort the laws of physics, began to descend, freezing and warping the surrounding space, seeming to crush the entire earth.

In the world of Transcendence that was like a frozen moment, Seol-hwa slowly swung her sword while staring directly at this sight with unwavering eyes.

If the Empress acted as heaven's spokesperson, then all she needed to do was split that heaven.

After all, her sword was originally born to cut the sky with a human body.

The sword her grandfather left her was certainly capable of that.

—First Sword Heaven-Shattering.

Heaven and human, will and will, met.

***

This is insane.

With the assistance of Arcana and Uriel, I was watching the battle between Seol-hwa and Empress Elizabeth.

If either of them went berserk, it wouldn't be a problem limited to just this wasteland.

"Headmaster, shouldn't we have stopped that?"

At first, they seemed to be exchanging magic and sword strikes lightly, clashing sword against sword, but now the Empress had formed a magic formation large enough to cover the entire wasteland, condensed all the mana within it into a single point, and thrown it.

And the stance Seol-hwa took in response was...

The sky-cutting technique she had shown me during last year's comprehensive evaluation.

This would be fine, right?

The tremendous dust, powerful mana, and spatial distortions created by their exchange of blows made it nearly impossible to see what was happening inside.

"...Let's trust them."

If Uriel said that, it meant they must have controlled their power...

"Understood."

For now, I had no choice but to trust them both.

Ch.82 - Comprehensive Evaluation 2 (3)
When the dust and spatial distortion cleared, nothing remained. No Seol-hwa, no Empress Elizabeth, not even the aftermath of their powerful collision.

"What just...?"

"Fortunately," Uriel said, appearing relieved as if she'd realized something.

While I was trying to make sense of the situation, I saw Empress Elizabeth approaching, carrying Seol-hwa in her arms.

So that's how it ended.

No matter how destructive Seol-hwa's talent might be, her opponent was formidable. Winning would have been difficult.

The Empress didn't look unscathed either. Her usually lustrous red hair was completely disheveled, and her body was covered in dirt that had penetrated her defensive magic.

"Is Seol-hwa... alright?" I asked.

Looking at Seol-hwa in Empress Elizabeth's arms, she appeared fine externally, but I couldn't be sure about her internal condition.

"Yes. Her body is unharmed."

"That's a relief."

"You, boy, only worried about your girlfriend and not about this big sister of yours?"

"No matter how strong Seol-hwa is, she's no match for you, right? Of course I—"

"You're wrong."

"Pardon?"

"I said you're wrong."

My statement was incorrect?

"Didn't you win, Your Majesty? Though you seem a bit dusty."

"...It was essentially my defeat."

"Defeat? What do you mean?"

Anyone looking at the current situation would disagree. Seol-hwa hadn't even regained consciousness yet.

"I was in danger at the end. If I hadn't seen that sword in the Song Empire before, I might have been the one lying there. It was a difference in information, not skill. This was as good as my defeat."

Empress Elizabeth spoke with a bitter expression.

Was Seol-hwa that strong?

I knew she was powerful, but I didn't realize she could fight on equal terms with Empress Elizabeth, even with restrictions against high-powered magic.

"Well now. I was planning to give a proper lecture to a growing sprout, but instead I ended up being the one receiving lessons."

"What exactly happened in there...?"

"That's a secret. You're quite fortunate, you know."

"Why am I suddenly part of this conversation?"

"Just because. At my age, you naturally come to understand certain things. Like the source of that child's strength. It was ambiguous before our fight, but now it's clear. I can't deny it."

Empress Elizabeth kept nodding at me as if she'd realized something.

"Anyway, tell this little monster that she won. That I acknowledge what she said. And by the way, her test score is perfect."

"...I understand."

The Empress, who had been expressing fatigue throughout our conversation, suddenly looked refreshed before disappearing from sight.

"Always like the wind, that one."

"She's lived her whole life that way. Now then, Abel?"

"Yes?"

"It's our turn now. Shall we go have our private moment?"

Wait, I've seen that expression of Uriel's somewhere before...

She's smiling, but it doesn't seem like a smile.

That's right, Arcana had that exact expression when she was tormenting me.

"Please go easy on me..."

"Of course. I'll take it slow and make it last. Don't worry."

Should I have asked her to end it quickly instead?

***

As always, I stood before Uriel with my spear, facing her benevolent smile.

Come to think of it, I'd never actually considered having to spar with Uriel before.

"First, let me explain a few things."

"Yes, please do, Headmaster."

"I won't use transcendental magic. I'll only use the techniques of the Angel Race."

That's a relief. I don't know much else, but transcendental techniques are difficult to handle without being in the same transcendent realm.

"Also, I won't use national-level or higher Heavenly Laws. And I'll refrain from excessive long-range techniques."

As she continued speaking, Uriel's aura gradually began to change.

"Come at me with everything you have, Abel."

From a benevolent guardian of humanity to an archangel of judgment and destruction.

This opponent is more threatening and powerful than any I've faced before.

Even Seol-hwa probably wouldn't have high odds against Uriel.

A mage with the blessed body of the Angel Race who wasn't satisfied with just that, but reached the transcendent realm through constant training.

That was Uriel.

Even if she sealed away her transcendental techniques, the experience from her rigorous training wouldn't disappear.

Her once gentle aura had transformed, and she was now staring at me with sharp eyes that seemed to pierce through everything.

Since she was standing still, just staring at me, it seemed she was yielding the first move.

I steadied my breathing.

As Uriel said, I'd go all out from the start.

This wasn't an opponent I could hold back against.

Feeling the blue aura rising from my mana-infused spear, I kicked off the ground and charged.

Looking straight into Uriel's glowing green eyes, I thrust my spear forward. The mana imbued with my will created a whirlwind as it advanced as if to pierce through her, but...

Through the sand dust, I saw that Uriel was now holding a glowing white sword, which she used to cleanly deflect each of my dozens of rapid thrusts.

The process felt almost like a choreographed demonstration.

"Just so you know, Abel, my original weapon was a sword. I was forced to leave it in Eden by Metatron's order."

Of course I knew that.

I just didn't know she could form such a light sword with her bare hands to block my attacks.

Is that also a type of Heavenly Law?

Even during Uriel's brief explanation, our exchange continued. After easily deflecting my repeated thrusts, her sword slid along my spear shaft and struck directly at my face.

If I hadn't instinctively turned my head to dodge, this could have ended right there.

Though I thought I'd dodged perfectly, I felt a line of blood trickling down my cheek from a cut.

Repeated attacks won't work.

Light attacks would feel like a mere breeze to Uriel.

That also increases my chances of getting counterattacked.

If that's the case, I need to put stronger will into each strike.

I slightly withdrew my spear, then stepped forward with full force.

The ground cracked as dirt scattered in all directions, and a thunderous sound like an explosion rang through the air.

Uriel, who had tried to block with her light sword, seemed to sense the strong will and energy in my spear. Instead of countering, she quickly retreated, creating distance between us.

Heavenly Law: Innocentius.

As Uriel lightly swung her sword horizontally, I felt numerous spears of light forming around me, targeting me.

"The techniques of the Angel Race mostly feature widespread and powerful effects using their immense mana."

As soon as Uriel's kind explanation ended, I saw dozens, hundreds of light spears flying toward me from all directions.

Dodging them all was impossible.

Then I'd meet them head-on.

Using my enhanced perception, I calculated the trajectory of the attacks coming at me.

Planting my feet firmly on the ground, I hurled my mana-concentrated spear directly at Uriel.

A blue flash cut through the air, literally erasing the light spears in its path.

Taking advantage of the gap, I dodged the falling light spears by a hair's breadth and rushed toward Uriel.

Assuming that as a mage, Uriel would have layered defensive magic all over her body, I accelerated to my limit while steadily gathering mana in one hand.

My thrown spear had already been blocked by Uriel's sword, but that didn't matter.

With the intention of shattering Uriel's light sword if it blocked me, I exploded with power in an instant and threw a punch at her.

Secret Technique: Six Great Openings - Crown.

The pressure from my maximally concentrated power seemed to distort the space around us as it pressed down on the surrounding air.

BOOM!

The sound when my fist collided with the light sword was too explosive to be called a mere clash.

Cracks began to form in Uriel's light sword as my fist broke through it, smashing through dozens of layers of defensive magic as it approached her abdomen.

Uriel's eyes showed undisguised surprise, as if she hadn't expected my attack to shatter her sword.

However, just before my fist reached her abdomen, Uriel's snow-white wings intercepted my punch and deflected it.

"An angel's wings serve as both weapon and armor. Keep that in mind when facing one."

Uriel explained kindly like a teacher as she retreated.

We were back to square one.

I summoned my spear, gripped it, and gathered mana at its tip.

Uriel had already created considerable distance and was taking a posture of light prayer with her hands joined.

Seeing that, my heightened instincts warned me.

This is dangerous.

I tried to rush forward to stop her, but...

My mind rang with alarm bells.

If I rushed to stop her, I'd be too late.

That was my certainty.

If so, there was only one option.

If the opponent prepares their ultimate attack, I too must choose my best attack.

I twirled my spear once and wrapped mana around its blade.

As Uriel finished her brief prayer, an enormous sword appeared in the empty air, large enough to split heaven and earth.

The radiance from the great sword emitted such intense light that it was difficult to look at the sky.

The massive mana concentrated in the great sword distorted space and formed huge air currents, wrapping around the sword in layers like rings of gravity.

Heavenly Law: Dies iræ.

"I recommend dodging rather than trying to counter this."

Uriel spoke from beneath the brilliant light of the sword.

Dodge?

I doubted whether this was an attack that could be dodged, and I didn't want to dodge it anyway.

Unless it was a transcendent realm technique, I didn't want to dodge techniques used by the Angel Race.

Even if the person using it was Uriel.

Attribute Conversion: Thunder

I converted my mana to the lightning attribute, which had been the most compatible with me during my experiments with Senior Helen.

The blue lightning mana at the tip of my spear blade was swirling in a spiral.

The thunder spear, imbued with extreme rotational force, was glowing with the momentum to pierce through everything, but...

It's not enough.

Far from enough to block that sword.

Even if I drew external mana to my limit, I couldn't block Uriel's great sword.

A mage's transcendental technique can be seen as the act of freely manipulating external mana through precise calculations and willpower to imprint their mental image onto the world.

The Angel Race's Heavenly Laws are similar, except they substitute external mana with their own immense reserves.

Since I wasn't originally a mage, I naturally had limitations in using external mana.

Nor did I have overwhelming mana stored in my body like the Angel Race.

Therefore, from the beginning, there was only one thing I could do.

The human body is inherently a microcosm.

I immersed myself in my inner consciousness that transcends space and time, becoming aware of my own mental image.

Seol-hwa, Empress Elizabeth, Uriel, and I are not the same.

Therefore, our mental images cannot be the same.

The gap in perception.

In that gap, I saw Uriel's great sword rotating quickly as if it had no mass at all, gradually descending toward the ground where I stood, but...

I didn't worry about it.

The only thing I needed to focus on was my own mental image.

The mental image of Kim Si-min from Earth.
The mental image of Abel from Terra.

The disparity between mind and body. Despite my mind being the same, I had struggled due to the disparity in physical form, but pushed to an extreme situation, I felt my Earth self and my present self unifying to form a single mental image.

Compared to the great sword that seemed capable of splitting heaven and earth, like divine judgment, my spear looked incredibly feeble as I held it straight up.

Like a solitary individual standing before God.

Without dodging, I faced it head-on, fixed my two legs, planted myself firmly on the ground, aware of my position, and thrust my spear toward the great sword.

Limited Mental Image Manifestation: Reversal at Limit.

Six-Harmony Great Spear: Six Directness.

What only one standing at the door of the transcendent realm can perform.

A technique infinitely close to a transcendental one, where one limitedly manifests their mental image to reverse the laws of the world.

The mana contained in Uriel's great sword held enough energy to split the entire wasteland and more, but...

The area I stood on was essentially a space where my mental image was manifested, and according to my will, the spear began to disperse the concentrated mana in the great sword upon contact, as if refusing to allow its existence in this space.

After a momentary collision between sword and spear, the enormous sword of light that had filled the sky disappeared without a trace.

What felt like an eternity in the world of consciousness had taken only a few seconds in real time.

In Uriel's eyes as she looked at me, there was not just surprise but admiration.

"Even if it's not a transcendental technique... this is unexpected. I didn't think it would be blocked so easily. Perhaps I've been underestimating you, Abel."

Honestly, this was close to a gamble for me too.

If it had gone even slightly wrong, I might have sustained serious injuries, despite Uriel's presence.

Nevertheless, it was worth trying.

According to Seol-hwa, a transcendental technique is essentially imprinting one's will onto the world, which is no different from manifesting one's mental image in the world.

If one could use this as naturally as breathing, that would truly mean they had perfectly ascended to the transcendent realm.

Of course, I'd have to finish the test first.

"Shall we continue?"

I asked Uriel, feeling intense fatigue from my accelerated mental state.

"No, I don't think we need to see more. I hope this test has been helpful for you, Abel."

"It has been immensely helpful. Truly."

Without an experience like this, it would have taken me much longer to gain confidence.

Such extreme situations aren't common, after all.

Now I was certain.

Just one step remained.

Of course, that one step might be a giant leap that takes a lifetime to achieve.

Or it could happen tomorrow.

All I can do is believe it won't be long and continue training relentlessly.

"Oh, by the way, your score is perfect. The couple received perfect scores side by side."

Who started the rumor that Seol-hwa and I are that kind of couple?

"......"

***

"You did well, Abel."

When I returned to the waiting area with Uriel, Seol-hwa, who had regained consciousness, greeted me.

"How are you feeling?"

Empress Elizabeth had said there was nothing wrong, but I couldn't be sure.

"My body's fine. I didn't want to lose in front of you, though..."

Seeing her ears droop and her expression turn gloomy, she must have really not wanted to lose.

I'm not sure if it was because of Seol-hwa's competitive nature or because her opponent was Empress Elizabeth.

"Actually, the Empress asked me to tell you something. She said, 'You won. I acknowledge what you said. By the way, your test score is perfect.' That's what she said."

Seeing Seol-hwa in low spirits, I spoke with somewhat exaggerated gestures and voice.
Her ears perked up, showing interest in my words.

"Really? That's good then. But next time we meet, I'll definitely teach her a lesson."

That "teaching a lesson" phrase... I wonder who taught her that.

The culprit is obvious, of course.

I don't know what happened between them, but seeing her expression brighten and a gentle smile form, she seemed to be feeling better.

<Phew, fortunately we evacuated the low-orbit satellites from that area in advance.>

Speaking of the devil.

The moment I thought about it, she contacted me.

"Low-orbit satellites?"

<Yes. The sword Seol-hwa used at the end. The sword energy likely reached near low-orbit satellites. If we hadn't evacuated them in advance, several might have been shot down.>

....

So it wasn't just the name—it was truly a sword that split the sky.

"Are you okay, Abel?"

As for my body...

Though my internal body was exhausted like a wrung-out rag after using all my strength to block Uriel's great sword, the fulfillment rising from deep within me made that fatigue imperceptible.

"Yeah. I made some progress."

"Congratulations. Show me later."

"Of course, I can show you as early as tomorrow. Today would be too much given my physical condition."

"By the way..."

Looking to the side, I saw the man known as the Mercenary King and Putin lying unconscious next to each other.

They must have fought fiercely, judging by how they were just brought over and laid down.

Are these two really okay?

The numerous weapons the Mercenary King usually carried were scattered around him, and Putin's upper clothing had completely disappeared, revealing his bulging muscles.

....

What on earth did these two do?

Those massive pectoral muscles were periodically flexing even as he lay still, which was quite intimidating to see.

How does a person train to become like that?

I've heard of methods that train muscles using electrical stimulation—is that constantly active? Is Putin saying "vision" while doing this?

Either way, it's not normal.

"Should I... heal them?" Lucia, dispatched from the Magic Department for potential injuries, looked at them with confused eyes.

"They don't seem to have any physical issues..."

Indeed, the body scan results showed the same.
It appeared to be unconsciousness due to mild concussions.

"Leave them. They'll wake up soon."

"Looking at it now, you seem worse off. Your internal energy flow seems unstable. Are you alright?"

Lucia stared at me intently with concerned eyes.

"Yeah. Despite appearances, I have pretty good recovery. I'll be fine with time."

Of course, it's not entirely my own strength—the power of great science helps too.

"Just a moment."

Lucia joined her hands in prayer and cast a holy spell, which made me feel much better.

"Lucia, do you have any plans for the break?"

I voiced a question that suddenly occurred to me.

"No. I really don't have any this time."

"Really? Then come with me somewhere."

It would be nice if Lucia could come too. Going to space isn't an experience one can easily have.

"Just the two of us... I assume not?"

"Yeah, unfortunately? Seol-hwa and Arcana are confirmed so far. I'm not sure who else will join. I should talk to Senior Helen too."

"What an interesting combination..."

Lucia looked at me with a subtle expression.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

"It's nothing."

This is unfair.
I swear to heaven I spoke with purely good intentions.

"Abel, Lucia's coming with us?"

Seol-hwa, who had been quietly listening beside me, asked with wide eyes.
When did we start speaking informally?
The world of women is truly mysterious.

"It's better if we all go together."

"Well, Lucia is fine."

"Thank you."

This looks completely like...

Has the hierarchy already been established?

It's simply terrifying.

"Alright, let's head back now."

Uriel came over to announce the end of the test.

Putin and the Mercenary King were still sprawled out unconscious, but Uriel would take care of them.

....

Ch.83 - Sigma Supply Port (1)
"This is my junior's ship."

Helen, my senior, was looking around the interior of Prydwen with a curious expression.

In the end, the members departing for space were practically decided.

There weren't many people around me I could ask to join a journey from which we might never return to Terra.

Arcana would naturally be present to control the ship, along with Seol-hwa, Lucia, and Senior Helen.

"Yes. Arcana put her heart and soul into decorating it."

With all those unnecessarily meticulous interior decorations.

It seems Arcana didn't waste her time when building Prydwen, quickly constructing the core sections but then spending days sweating over the living quarters.

Rather than feeling like Terra, it had a strong Earth Federation vibe that matched Arcana's taste.

Designed for a small number of people to enjoy maximum comfort rather than accommodating many, it was more luxurious and comfortable than any facility on the ground.

Of course, given Prydwen's enormous size, "small number" still meant at least several hundred people.

Considering the length, height, and width of Prydwen, if it had been deliberately planned for troop transport, couldn't it have accommodated thousands?

"Hey, little brother. Where are you all going?"

When I boarded Prydwen and headed to the captain's quarters, an uninvited lioness approached me.

"We're going quite far. Are you really coming with us?"

"How far is 'far'?"

"Space. Beyond the Terra planetary system, quite a distance."

"Doesn't matter. This ship is practically my home these days anyway. Space or ground, whatever. I'd be hurt if you left without me."

Lying on the captain's quarters bed that should have been mine, wearing something like dolphin pants, scratching her belly...

She looked like an unemployed big sister who had taken over my place, leaving me speechless.

If we just dropped her off on Earth like this, apart from her hair color, ears, and tail, she wouldn't look out of place at all.

"...Alright. We're departing soon, so please come to the bridge."

"Do I really have to?"

"Well, you don't have to, but if you don't want to miss the spectacle..."

"Fine."

Empress Elizabeth casually tossed aside the book she was reading and followed me with a yawn.

....

No matter how I look at it, she's just an unemployed big sister.

<Captain on the bridge! Welcome, Admiral Abel.>

As I entered the bridge, Arcana greeted me cheerfully in uniform.

"What's with that concept again?"

<It's not a concept. Announcing the captain's arrival on the bridge is actual Earth Federation Space Force protocol.>

"...Maybe the Earth Federation itself is obsessed with concepts?"

<Well, we don't have to do it, but it's about the mood. Isn't this your first experience? Aren't you excited? I heard men go crazy for first experiences?>

"You know exactly what you're saying, don't you?"

<I don't know what you're talking about...?>

Arcana stared at me with innocent, deer-like eyes as if she knew nothing.

"Forget it. I shouldn't have said anything."

<Abel needs to speak. You're the captain of this ship and an admiral of the Federation Space Force. Anyway, everyone's gathered now.>

Seol-hwa nodded, followed by Lucia, Senior Helen, and Empress Elizabeth.

Everyone huddled around Arcana and me.

<Welcome aboard the Capital-class Fast Combat Support Ship Prydwen. I'm Arcana of the Earth Federation Space Force, in control of this vessel. Well, you all know that already. First, let me brief you on our navigation plan. Our destination is the Earth Federation Terra Planetary System Support Base Sigma Supply Port.>

After a formal greeting, Arcana began explaining while looking at a floating planetary system map.

<Departing from Planet Terra, we'll use ion engines for conventional travel to Lagrange Point L5, where we'll rendezvous with Prydwen's outer space navigation module. Following Earth Federation security protocols, we'll alternate between conventional travel and short-range warps to reach Sigma Supply Port. The estimated travel time is about two Terra days.>

"Can't we just use long-range warp to get there in one go?"

I thought repeated short-range warps consumed more energy.

<No. Long-range warps are strictly regulated under Earth Federation special laws. Although research is still in the hypothesis stage due to time constraints, there are many studies suggesting Void Monsters can infiltrate by following long-range warp traces beyond certain distances. From our perspective, we need to be cautious of even a falling leaf.>

"Well, I'll leave it to you."

<Yes, that's right. I'll handle the details, so everyone please enjoy this moment. Bridge, switching to external observation mode. Be mindful of your senses.>

With a snap of Arcana's fingers, the entire bridge, including the floor, transformed into a massive display, making it feel like we were floating in space with a clear view in all directions.

"Wow...!"

Even Seol-hwa, whose emotional range was usually limited compared to others (though it had become more diverse lately), looked surprised, which made me feel it was worth bringing her along.

"This is... a bit awkward?"

Senior Helen was flailing around as if the ground had suddenly disappeared beneath her.

"But you fly through the air just fine when using magic."

"That's different because I'm prepared to be in the air from the start. This feels like the floor is both there and not there."

I understood what she meant... but her awkward posture looked oddly cute.

"Cute...."

"Abel, am I cute?"

"Yes. Seol-hwa is always cute."

Fortunately, Seol-hwa thought I was talking about her.

I need to watch my words. Lately, I've been feeling like I can't control my instincts.

A feeling like someone's taking away my self-restraint when it comes to women?

Of course, that's probably a common trait among men.

They're all dazzlingly beautiful women after all.

But since everyone was familiar with flight magic, they seemed to adapt without much trouble.

<Setting spacetime coordinates. Activating space-time anchor. Beginning final checks.>

Space-time anchor. From what Arcana told me before, it's equipment that minimizes time dilation as described in relativity theory...

Honestly, I don't really understand how it works.

There was a lengthy explanation, but to summarize, factors in space like gravity and the time dilation of fast-moving objects affect spacetime, and without minimizing these effects, maintaining a unified civilization would be impossible.

Without such equipment, we'd frequently experience scenarios like in that movie where someone goes down to a planet briefly and returns to find decades have passed, or returns from space to find years have passed on the ground.

That's why ships traveling through space are required to have this equipment.

Hearing about this makes me wonder if Einstein existed in this world too.

As a former engineering student, I can't help but respect him.

<Inertia control, gravity control. Increasing degenerate reactor output.>

To prepare for departure and guard against any unforeseen circumstances, we moved to a plain near the city where no one lived, rather than launching from above Reinstadt.

<Deactivating optical camouflage. Shield output at maximum. Engine section, auxiliary engines, anti-gravity engines, warp engines all clear.>

Looking at the main system display, Arcana's final pre-launch checks seemed to be wrapping up.

<All systems green. Prydwen launch preparations all clear.>

Even for me, who had lived in the modern 21st century, space was largely unknown territory, and the thought of actually going into space filled me with excitement that was hard to contain.

<All systems nominal. Currently awaiting orders.>

"Let's depart. Set course for Sigma Supply Port."

<Course set for Terra Planetary System Support Base Sigma Supply Port. Launching after countdown.>

<5, 4, 3, 2, 1. Prydwen, launching!>

As Arcana's countdown ended, the massive ion engines at the rear of the ship emitted a blue light as we slowly began to leave Planet Terra's atmosphere.

Although everyone could operate in the air using flight magic and such, none of us had ever been at this altitude before, so we were all looking around with curious eyes.

I was the same, just blankly staring at the scene displayed before us.

The beautiful blue orb that was Planet Terra became more distinct as we moved farther away.

"It's magnificent."

Lucia kept exclaiming in admiration beside me.

"It really is."

"It looked so big when we were on the ground, but from up here, it's like a small bean. A pretty bean, though."

"I think someone from where I used to live said something similar after returning from space."

<'That beautiful blue little bean was Earth. If I held up my thumb and closed one eye, Earth was completely hidden behind my thumb. But I didn't feel like a giant. Rather, I felt incredibly small...' Is that what you mean?>

Arcana, who had been listening to our conversation, recited the words gently as if reading poetry.

"That's right. I remember now. Neil Armstrong said that after returning from space travel. Is that recorded in the Earth Federation's archives too?"

This was quite surprising. Even such records remained?

<Yes. Gregorian calendar year 1969. Neil Armstrong's statement. It's recorded as a historic year for the Earth Federation too. Humanity's first moon landing. There are records from before that as well. Gregorian calendar year 1961. Humanity's first space flight.>

I suppose basic history would be similar. They wouldn't have created a completely new world from scratch. Though I'm not sure if they had planned such specific details in advance.

"By the way, Arcana, is it okay for you to be this far from the Ark?"

Wouldn't there be problems if we got so far from the Ark as to enter outer space? Communication and such.

<Yes. When this body is active, it has control priority. The Ark plays a supporting role. This entity was designed for independent operation. Of course, being this far away means I won't receive computational support from the Ark or Terra planetary system bases, but it won't cause significant problems for independent operation.>

"I see. So it's not like remote control."

<That's right. When this side is active, it becomes the main body, conceptually speaking.>

The more I see, the more amazing it is.

At this point, she's practically just a superior human, isn't she?

While I was talking with Arcana, Planet Terra had almost disappeared from view.

<Now then, everyone. From this point on, please feel free to do as you please. If you need anything, call for me, Arcana, from anywhere.>

"Abel, let's go explore the ship."

Seol-hwa grabbed my hand, her eyes shining.

"I want to go too."

Senior Helen's eyes were also shining beside me.

And Lucia quietly followed behind me without a word.

...I'm not sure if this is a blessing or a curse.

"Arcana, I'll leave the details to you."

<Yes. Don't worry. I'll inform you if there are any changes.>

Ch.84 - Sigma Supply Port (2)
"Why are you leading the way, Your Majesty?"

I was hoping for a cozy tour of the ship with just the four of us, but Empress Elizabeth was boldly walking ahead of me, apparently bored.

There's that saying from Earth, isn't there? That party members should always be in even numbers, not odd.

Four is fine, but five is awkward.

It doesn't match up right. Growing teenagers are especially sensitive about pairing up.

Besides, the optics are... me surrounded by four women, like I'm some harem king or something.

"Because I'm bored. Besides, do you know the interior of this ship better than I do?"

"No."

...Talk about role reversal.

But I had no comeback.

I just use the ship occasionally, but Empress Elizabeth practically lives here attached to it, so of course she knows every corner better than I do, the actual owner.

"I know a few amazing spots."

When she puts it that way, it's hard to refuse.

Following someone experienced is always the best way to reduce the chances of failure, right?


***


"So this amazing place you brought us to is... the cafeteria?"

It does feel more like a restaurant than a ship's cafeteria, though.

Except for the transparent wall filling one side that gives a clear view of space, and the drones with mechanical arms buzzing around everywhere.

"I'm hungry. Don't you like it?"

"No, thinking about it, it's not bad."

I was actually getting quite hungry.

"We're not actually eating here, just watch this."

As Empress Elizabeth spoke, she naturally brought up a display and started pressing various things, ordering this and that.

"Are you sure you know what you're ordering?"

"Hey, do you know how long I've been on this ship? I've tried pressing every single button already."

I think Empress Elizabeth might actually be the most experienced user of this ship.

After waiting a moment, drones arrived carrying food that stimulated our noses with rich, sweet aromas, placing everything on the table.

All kinds of fried foods, steak, bread, cakes and desserts. Popcorn, soda, alcohol...?

"What kind of combination is this?"

Everything else made sense, but popcorn with soda and alcohol?

"Just wait."

Empress Elizabeth carefully levitated each item with magic, then started walking again with the floating food leading the way.

"Follow me."

"...Yes."

Seol-hwa, who was about to grab a fork for the desserts, looked slightly disappointed, but even I can't stop Her Majesty when she's like this.


***


"Is this... an observation deck?"

No, it's more than just an observation deck.

The entire ceiling was made of transparent glass-like exterior walls, creating a space the size of a soccer field.

Soft glowing lights and a cool breeze coming from somewhere.

Under the transparent ceiling was blue artificial grass, with various seating areas scattered throughout.

<It's both an observation deck and serves as a kind of mental care facility. While the Prydwen isn't small, it's still an enclosed space. Humans aren't machines, so places like this are essential for mental health.>

With Arcana's explanation, I looked up at the ceiling that resembled transparent glass. Due to the ship's rapid movement, the starlight seemed to pour down like a flowing Milky Way.

"Amazing, right?"

Empress Elizabeth proudly puffed out her chest as she spoke.

"It really is. I've been on the Prydwen all this time and never knew a place like this existed."

"I often bring food from the cafeteria here at night, and it's just incredible. Especially the taste of alcohol. Want a drink?"

In the brief moment I'd been looking at the sky, Empress Elizabeth had already plopped down on the artificial grass, holding a bottle of alcohol and taking a swig.

Clearly not her first time doing this.

"I'm a minor, you know."

"What minor? Stop talking nonsense and have a drink."

"You can't just hand me the bottle you've been drinking from. Besides, I prefer this."

I said, picking up a cup of soda with ice.

"Come on, you're not a child anymore."

"Abel is not a child."

Seol-hwa immediately glared at the Empress, defending me.

"Look at that, why are you glaring? Are you upset because I said something about your boyfriend? Should I remind you of what happened last time? You little thing!"

Empress Elizabeth raised her fist threateningly at Seol-hwa.

"I won't lose this time. You big-chested monster."

"Being called a big-chested monster is the highest compliment for a woman, little one. I guess your brain is still developing, so you don't understand?"

Empress Elizabeth crossed her arms, making her already enormous chest even more prominent as she thrust it toward Seol-hwa.

"..."

Even Seol-hwa was left speechless at such childishness, her expression blank.

"Everyone, please don't fight here... we'll all die."

The ship would split in half.

And sorry, Seol-hwa. This round goes to her.

Though Your Majesty's dignity... at your age, it's a bit much to look so smugly satisfied after establishing dominance over young Seol-hwa with something like that.

I wanted to say this, but I had a strong feeling that voicing either thought would result in my bones and flesh being neatly separated, so I exercised my well-trained patience and held back.

"Abel, try this."

"Huh?"

While I was watching them with a troubled expression, Lucia offered me a bite-sized chocolate dessert on her fork.

"Oh, thanks."

Getting some sugar in my brain helped ease the complicated feelings I had watching those two bicker.

"She's... a Transcendent Realm mage...?"

Senior Helen had been intensely observing the Empress and seemed to have finally lost her composure.

Well, who would think that person was a Transcendent Realm mage based on that behavior?



After finishing our meal, I was lying spread-eagled on the artificial grass, enjoying the Milky Way in a state of food-induced drowsiness, when Seol-hwa quietly lay down using one of my arms as a pillow and hugged me.

Like a cat hugging a cat tower.

"With everyone here... well, I guess it doesn't matter."

They're not strangers, and everyone already knows about us anyway.

"Ah! That's not fair, doing it alone."

Seeing this, Lucia scurried over and lay down using my other arm as a pillow.

...What do they call this? A flower in each hand?

It feels more like I've become a human cat tower. One sprinkled with catnip.

I wonder if this is okay.

"Lucia, no hugging."

"I'm satisfied with just this much."

Seeing them divide my body as if it were their property....

I hope they won't eventually agree to cut me into pieces and each take different parts?

"My juniors are quick. Then I will too."

While I was having these uneasy thoughts, I felt my head being slightly lifted, followed by a pleasant fragrance and a soft, cushiony sensation behind my head with Senior Helen's words.

"Senior?"

I opened my eyes, which I had closed while having those anxious thoughts, to find Senior Helen staring at me intently while giving me a lap pillow.

So my head belongs to Senior Helen now.

This scene feels like something from a manga, but that must be my imagination...?

"You... you're really lucky, aren't you? A saintess, a transcendent, an archmage. Even the empire's emperor wouldn't have it as good as you."

Empress Elizabeth, her cheeks slightly flushed perhaps from the alcohol, looked at me with a subtle expression.

"I don't know how it ended up like this either...."

This is already beyond my control.

The ladies will come to their own agreement, and I'll just follow along.

....


*


<Announcement from the bridge. This vessel is currently approaching Lagrange Point L5. We will soon rendezvous with the Prydwen's outer space navigation module, so there may be slight impact. Please be cautious of the shock.>

I had been enjoying this happy moment for a while, being a man after all, when Arcana's announcement indicated we had already reached the rendezvous point.

Simultaneously, a large display appeared in front of me, showing the Prydwen approaching a triangular-shaped vessel.

"Is that the outer space navigation module? Not just another ship?"

<Basically, the Prydwen is a high-speed combat support ship, so it has many shortcomings for outer space navigation. Besides, even with an Ark reserve engine, using a degenerate reactor for something as small as the Prydwen would be wasteful.>

Due to the distance, I couldn't really gauge the size of the outer space navigation module, but as we got closer, it filled my entire field of vision....

"How big is that thing?"

<It's about 10km in length. Much larger than the Prydwen. However, it houses 10 Phalanx-class destroyers inside, and the exterior is equipped with various auxiliary weapons that the Prydwen lacks, including Close-In Weapon Systems (CIWS) and shield generators throughout, so there's minimal wasted space. The downside is that atmospheric navigation is impossible while the module is attached.>

"It's not just a ship, it feels like an entire fleet."

Ten Phalanx-class destroyers housed inside. Something that size could win a war against an entire continent on Planet Terra.

<That's right. You have the title of Admiral, so it wouldn't look right to travel with just one ship, would it? An admiral should command a fleet.>

....

"Aren't you getting too caught up in the concept?"

<I'm joking. We don't know what might be waiting for us where we're going, so this is the result of preparing as much as possible with our current situation.>

I was actually wondering if it was right to go with just the Prydwen, even though it's large, but with this level of preparation, there shouldn't be much to worry about.

As expected of trustworthy Arcana.

"Good job."

<It's nothing. Beginning rendezvous.>

Following Arcana's control, the Prydwen's massive hull began to merge with the gigantic triangular ship.

<Outer space navigation module docking complete. Engine synchronization complete. No issues from Sector 1 through Sector 10. All clear. Rendezvous successful. Prydwen class designation changed from high-speed combat support ship to all-weather multipurpose space carrier.>

"Is this the beginning?"

<Yes. This vessel will now proceed at full speed to leave this stellar region.>

With Arcana's words, the Prydwen, which had been adjusting its speed to rendezvous with the outer space navigation module, accelerated to maximum speed and began heading into outer space.


***


"Everyone? This is my room, you know."

After having fun for a while, I returned to the captain's quarters, only to find everyone following me... this isn't the Pied Piper.

"This is my room."

A lioness boldly claiming my room as her territory.

Am I a landlord who's lost his house to a tenant?

"I don't want to be alone."

"Me neither."

"Same here."

Now they're all in unison.

"It's a bit cramped for everyone to sleep here."

No matter how spacious the captain's quarters are, it's still a personal room.

<...There are multi-person rooms available.>

"Show us the way... I give up."

Lately, I seem to be saying "I give up" all the time.

How did it come to this?

....
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"Why?"

Seol-hwa's cold eyes stared at me intently, demanding an answer.

"Well... there are other people here, so isn't sharing one bed a bit awkward?"

This "multi-person room" was actually more spacious and luxurious than the special dormitory in Nyx Hall where the Academy's Princess stayed, so there was some sense of separation, but...

Even so, with Senior Helen and Lucia here too, wouldn't it be strange?

"Those two probably won't mind much."

"...I mind."

I'm not even sure they truly wouldn't mind.

Even now, I could sense their presence nearby, focusing on the conversation between Seol-hwa and me.

And the most important problem was that if just the two of us lay in one bed, I might not be able to control myself.

I don't have any voyeuristic tendencies, you know.

"Hmm."

Her tail swished back and forth, showing she was contemplating.

"If you want, we can invite others to join. Love is about conquest, after all."

"Who on earth told you that?"

I've been noticing this for a while, but there seems to be some evil force trying to taint Seol-hwa, who's like a pure white canvas.

"Arcana did."

As expected, there's only one culprit.

I have nothing to say to that.

"...Whatever Master wishes."

I am but a butler who follows orders.

"Okay."

I'll leave the detailed negotiations to the ladies.

But then...

"I can see your lion ears right there, Big Sis."

Sure enough, an uninvited lioness had appeared.

She kept poking just her ears out from near the wall, listening... it really felt like she was announcing her presence.

"Oh really? Then why not come out properly?"

As expected, she showed absolutely no shame.

"Why did you come here after taking my room?"

"I was bored. Besides, watching you guys is fucking entertaining. It's like watching a well-made opera while eating popcorn."

"Where did you even pick up that popcorn expression...?"

"I thought of it myself? It fits well, doesn't it?"

"..."

Her mindset is strangely similar to Earth people in the oddest ways.

"Do as you please. It's not like I can stop you anyway."

"So I can stay here?"

"Would you leave if I asked you to?"

"No, I wouldn't."

Why even ask then?

"Abel, should I chase her away?" Seol-hwa whispered in my ear as she moved closer to me.

"If you two fight, we might all become cosmic dust, so please refrain from that..."

"Hmm, understood."


*


Gentle breathing.

After giving a light kiss to Seol-hwa, who was sleeping snugly in my arms, I left the room.

Even in this ship where the concept of day and night was artificially constructed, my body clock seemed to be set to Planet Terra's time. When my usual training time came, I felt wide awake.

Since training would be awkward inside this ship, I headed to the dining hall.

I'm pretty sure I saw the Empress press something for coffee on the display yesterday.

I couldn't resist the word "coffee" that had been lingering in my mind.

Why hadn't I known about this until now?

With Seol-hwa asleep, I thought I'd go enjoy a leisurely cup.

Tea is nice too, but a person from a certain peninsula needs coffee.

....

But what in the world is this scene...?

When I slowly walked to the dining hall, a completely unexpected sight unfolded inside.

"Abeeel...!"

As soon as I arrived, Lucia ran toward me with her arms wide open.

Judging by the strong alcohol smell that grew stronger as she approached, she must have had quite a few drinks.

"Wait, is it okay for a Saintess to drink?"

I don't know the doctrine of this world.

Couldn't she just dispel the alcohol with mana anyway?

"Hehehe... it doesn't matter."

She staggered toward me, stared up at me, and then...

"Hiyah!"

She tackled me and knocked me down.

"Hey, why are you so strong?"

I was caught off guard by Lucia's unexpectedly powerful strength and fell over.

...Did she use some holy magic? Just to knock me down?

She definitely did. Because now, pinned down, I could barely move my limbs. I felt a strong restraint all over my body.

Strong restraint and a warm, soft, pleasantly squishy sensation.

What is this feeling?

"I can't... hold back anymore..."

Lucia, straddling me, said with a flushed face.

"What... what can't you hold back?"

"Abel, you knoooow... Seol-hwa isn't here..."

No matter how embarrassed you look, from my perspective—restrained by holy magic with my hands and feet bound—you don't look embarrassed at all!

Besides, this holy magic is definitely not something I can easily break.

If I tried to break it by force, I'd have to be prepared to half-destroy this dining hall.

...I'm in a real bind.

I can't exactly wreck the dining hall just to break free from holy magic.

"Hey, this is a place where people come and go."

Even though there are hardly any people on the ship.

"I don't caaaare..."

Lucia, sitting on top of me, reeking of alcohol, held both my arms and tried to press her body closer to mine...

BANG!

Senior Helen, who had been passed out on a nearby table, suddenly slammed it so hard it nearly broke, then quickly ran over and grabbed Lucia by the nape of her neck.

Thanks to that, we stopped just before our bodies would have pressed together for a kiss.

....

"Even cold water has a top and bottom, you can't do this!"

Though she seemed to speak firmly at first glance, the numerous bottles near the table where she'd been lying proved that she was far from normal too.

"But I'm... on top...?"

Lucia turned her head to stare at Senior Helen.

"Uh... really? Is that so?"

...Why are you agreeing with her?

"We agreed earlier, didn't we...?"

"But I can't remember..."

The way they swayed and talked with flushed faces made it clear they were both completely drunk.

I don't know what they talked about while drinking, but couldn't they respect my wishes a little?

"My dear female comrades. Acting on alcohol isn't good. You'll definitely regret it when you sober up. How about showing some restraint before creating embarrassing memories?"

"Hehe... I won't regret it..."

Saying that with slurred speech doesn't make it convincing at all.

"No, Lucia. You'll definitely regret it. You'll be kicking your blankets later for sure."

"Don't try to escape... Abeeel... what's wrong with iiit..."

"Ah... how unfair, just junior students among themselves...!"

Click, click.

Those footsteps?

"Big Sis, please save me."

"As expected, I knew this would happen. Everything is going according to plan. It's the perfect design itself. I'm amazed by my genius brain once again today."

Empress Elizabeth wore a triumphant expression as she witnessed this chaotic party.

"Wait, you were the culprit!"

Now it all made sense. I don't know what she said to convince them, but I wondered why both Lucia and Senior Helen, who normally didn't drink much, had consumed so much alcohol. It seemed there was a mastermind manipulating them.

"I merely introduced my little lambs to the joys of drinking and revelry. Once I showed them, they drank quite well on their own. And you're partly responsible too. They saw you and that little monster hugging, biting, and sucking each other. Just a little stimulation and they ended up like this."

....

"Biting and sucking? We never..."

"If I say it happened, then it happened."

The Empress pulled out popcorn that smelled delicious from somewhere and munched on it with an interested expression...

I seriously want to flick her forehead.

"Come on, everyone, do as you please! Suppressing desire leads to illness."

She's adding fuel to an already burning fire. How annoying can she be?

"Abeeel! I like youuu...!"

"Lucia, your speech is slurred right now. Your eyes are unfocused too. Can you even see my face properly?"

"Me too... I'm going to... do it...!"

"Senior, what exactly are you planning to do? This unworthy junior doesn't understand."

"Well... whatever you're thinking...? Don't worry... I'll be gentle. It's my first time, but I'll try my best...!"

Looking at it now, this situation is even more serious. First time...? What exactly is supposed to be a first time?

This is bad.

These two have clearly had their reason consumed by instinct.

That unhelpful Empress showed no intention of helping.

At this point, should I push them away by force?

Or should I also surrender to instinct?

Even now, "This is actually good, Abel" and "This is wrong, Abel" were fiercely battling within me.

It's really too difficult to choose.


WHOOSH!


"Hic!"

"?!!"

While I was thinking one last time, an incredible wave of killing intent flew in from somewhere, instantly sobering everyone up.

Both Lucia and Senior Helen seemed to have their drunkenness dispelled in an instant, as their previously cloudy eyes regained some clarity.

Thump, thump.

Thump, thump.

Thump, thump.

A predator walking menacingly from the corridor, with sharp, vertically slit golden eyes gleaming threateningly.

The immense pressure emanating from that small frame made it feel as if the entire air in this place was being crushed.

"What are you all doing...?"

"Wait, this was the Empress's..."

Wait, she disappeared in the meantime?

The Empress Elizabeth must have detected Seol-hwa's approach faster than anyone else and vanished.

In the place where Empress Elizabeth had been, there was only Lucia straddling me and Senior Helen who had been preparing to pounce.

And me, pinned underneath.

It was a scene anyone would misunderstand.

"I'm so sorryyyy..."

Lucia, seeming to grasp the situation, quickly got off me and prostrated herself.

"S-sorry. I wasn't in my right mind because of the alcohol."

Senior Helen also bowed her head and took a step back.

"I'm the victim he—"

"Quiet, Abel is just as guilty."

....

While I personally found this extremely unfair, my Master clearly had no intention of accepting my objection.

"You two, follow me. Abel, kneel there and reflect on your actions."

...Kneeling and reflecting at my age?

Should I consider myself lucky she didn't make me raise my hands too?

"Yes. I will obey your command."

Of course, I had no choice in the matter.

In the place everyone left, only silence remained...

Munch, munch.

Only the sound of the Empress eating popcorn remained.

"When did you come back?"

"Actually, I was watching the whole time. I'm quite skilled at concealing my presence. It's the power of superior magic. Unlike martial arts that can only destroy things."

"Impressive."

"Hey, honestly, you enjoyed it too, didn't you? This big sis can tell at a glance, who are you trying to fool? You liked it, right? You don't need to hide it from me."

"How can someone who knows so much still be a virgin spinster?"

"Do you want to die?"

"Sorry. I meant to say that in my head."

"You've been crossing the line a lot lately, haven't you?"

Well, when you look like that, of course I'm going to cross lines more often.

Wearing a sleeveless shirt that exposed her midriff and cleavage, with dolphin pants, holding popcorn and munching on it...

The familiarity, like something you'd see on Earth, made me speak too casually.

"It's an expression of familiarity, Big Sis."

"Is that so...?"

"Yes. It feels almost like we're siblings."

"Hmm. Now that I hear it, that's not bad. I'll let it slide this time."

Fortunately, she seemed to accept my ridiculous excuse.

"Thank you."

"But if you call me a virgin spinster one more time, you're dead. No matter how familiar we feel, there are things you can say and things you can't. Let's be careful, okay?"

"...Understood."

I should be careful.

I suspected it, but it seems that's definitely a sensitive area for her.

I don't want to face the wrath of a centuries-old Archmage head-on.


***


Two days of chaos, long in some ways and short in others, had passed.

There was still some time left before our scheduled arrival at Sigma Supply Port, but I thought it would be better to prepare in advance, so I came to the bridge to wait.

It seemed that only Arcana and I were on the bridge so far.

<You're early?>

"I need to prepare in advance. I am the highest authority on this ship, after all."

I said as I sat in the captain's seat at the center of the bridge.

<You could have enjoyed yourself a bit longer. You seemed to have had quite an enjoyable time these past two days. Leaving me alone on the bridge.>

"...Sorry."

<I'm joking. We should separate work and personal matters.>

"Thanks, Arcana."

<Yes, be even more grateful.>

"I will."

<Tsk, you're no fun. We're about to reach the warp interference zone of Sigma Supply Port. I'll prepare for warp-out.>

Arcana approached me and brought up the main display, preparing for warp-out.

<Initiating warp-out. 3, 2, 1. Warp-out!>

With the warp-out, Prydwen's massive hull, combined with the outer space navigation module, broke through space.

And on the main display...

A massive Terra planetary system support base, Sigma Supply Port, appeared—created by hollowing out and modifying an asteroid about 300km in diameter into a space station.

<Currently, Sigma Supply Port appears to be silent. I'll enter the code according to Earth Federation security protocol.>

"Will that still work?"

It must have been at least thousands of years, right?

<...That's unknown.>

Arcana sent a communication to Sigma Supply Port's control AI, and after waiting for a while...

<Incoming transmission from Sigma Supply Port. It's '■──'.>

As we heard the bizarre communication sound with an incomprehensible meaning, lights began to turn on one by one in the Sigma Supply Port that had been shrouded in darkness. It felt as if the massive space station was awakening from a long slumber.

"That doesn't seem like a good response."

<I agree. What should we do now...>
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"Doesn't seem like they're welcoming us, does it?"

The Sigma Supply Port now radiated brilliant lights in all directions, as dazzling as the stars in the sky.

And the weapons mounted on its exterior were increasingly turning toward us... There was a strong sense that they'd obliterate everything if we got even a little closer.

<Unfortunately, yes. Considering the undecipherable communication we received earlier and the current state of Sigma Supply Port, it seems to have entered an automatic defense mode that rejects all approaching entities.>

"Tsk, figures. I thought things were going too smoothly. Looks like we'll need to force our way through...."

<I'm attempting communication again while analyzing the situation. Though it's called a supply port, it's essentially a frontline military fortress built during the Earth Federation era. Even after thousands of years, a simple firefight won't be easy. It has automatic maintenance functions as standard. Depending on what its last orders were, it might be even more troublesome.>

"Besides, even if we win a firefight, it's still a problem. Destroying everything would defeat our purpose."

<True. But something's strange... I'm detecting something similar to Void Ripples inside, but it's not precise. If it had been taken over by Void Monsters, it would have already become a biological plant producing monsters, but according to my analysis, it's still a fortress of steel.>

"Yeah, it feels completely different from the ruins that were corrupted by Void Monsters before."

If it had been taken over, we wouldn't be facing Earth Federation weapons pointing at us, but rather horrific crimson flesh masses staring in our direction.

<Plus, the signal is weak. We'll need to access the main system to be certain.>

"So we have to force our way through after all."

<Yes, unfortunately. But then again, when have things ever been easy for us?>

"That's true."

I sighed, leaning back in the captain's seat as I gazed at the massive Sigma Supply Port.

A space fortress created by completely retrofitting an entire asteroid... The scale of the Earth Federation was truly not to be underestimated.


<Announcement from the bridge. This ship will now enter Combat Status Level 1. All personnel on board, please come to the main bridge. I repeat, this ship is now entering Combat Status Level 1.>

As Arcana spoke, numerous screens appeared, and the status board in front displayed information almost too dense to take in at a glance.

<Deploying Phalanx-class destroyers. FCS (Fire Control System) functioning normally. Formation A. We'll respond assuming the target is a planetary fortress-class entity.>

"We'll need to storm the supply port to access the main system. Is remote access impossible?"

<Correct. The Prydwen's computing power isn't sufficient for long-distance hacking. The target is planetary fortress-class, after all. Therefore, we'll use Phalanx-class destroyers to protect the Prydwen while we break through.>

Looking at the main display, I could see the Phalanx-class destroyers launched from the Prydwen arranging themselves in a triangular formation around it, preparing for breakthrough.

"Abel, what's happening?"

Seol-hwa, who had arrived first, asked.

"Looks like the supply port isn't willing to welcome us. We'll need to access the main system to know for sure."

"I see... Should I come with you?"

"Let me check first. I'll let you know if I need help."

"Okay."

<Detecting massive heat signatures from Sigma Supply Port! Enemy fleet deployment confirmed. Earth Federation Pegasus-class escort ships. Enemy numbers increasing. 10, 20, 30, 40, 50. A total of 50 ships deployed at the front of the supply port!>

"Their welcome is quite elaborate."

Fifty outdated escort ships... Spec-wise, we still have an overwhelming advantage, but considering the fortress-like supply port's firepower, this won't be easy.

"Is this war?"

Empress Elizabeth asked as she ambled onto the bridge.

"Yes, Big Sis. I have a request."

"What is it?"

"I'd like you to join me in storming the supply port."

In such unknown territory, having too many people could introduce more variables.

A small elite team would be better.

And the Empress is an optimized, versatile Transcendent mage for such situations.

"Just the two of us? Well, I suppose I should earn my keep. Fine."

"Thank you."

Having a Transcendent mage really makes things convenient.

"Arcana, let's go."

<Yes. I'll clear the path. All fleet, full speed ahead! Prydwen main cannon ready to fire. We are now entering Sigma Supply Port's warp interference zone. Please be cautious of potential impact from combat.>

As the fleet advanced at full speed toward Sigma Supply Port, numerous points of light began to sparkle from the supply port's side.

<Detected enemy long-range missile launch. Missile type: Nemesis-class fusion warheads for planetary incineration. Quantity approximately five thousand. Estimated arrival time 90 seconds. Intercepting now.>

With that many planet-incinerating fusion warheads, even with our shields, we could be in danger if just a portion of them reached us.

And the attack surely wouldn't end with just missiles.

However, there's a reason we don't rely much on missiles.

When an FCS so advanced that even a fraction of it would be beyond ordinary human comprehension combines with laser-based weapons traveling at light speed, missiles become merely slightly faster-moving targets.

Plus, space has no laser scattering or absorption, increasing efficiency.

Against monsters, missiles might be more effective, but in battles between human-made weapons, such missiles are inefficient.

Laser-based weapons may not work well against ship-scale targets, but mere laser coating on missiles is far from enough to block them.

Even now, the Phalanx-class destroyers were living up to their name, acting like spears that block everything, intercepting incoming missiles with long-range point defense lasers at the front of the Prydwen.

<Prydwen, main cannon ready to fire.>

"Fire authorized. Let's break their spearhead first. Even if they're weaker spec-wise, the number of those escort ships is concerning."

<Understood. Phalanx-class destroyers in the main cannon's path are dispersing. Prydwen main cannon, Gravity Blaster firing!>

The Phalanx-class destroyers deployed at the front of the Prydwen split left and right, bringing the enemy escort fleet into view.

Unlike on Planet Terra where output was limited due to collateral damage concerns, here we fired at maximum power.

<60% of enemy escort ships destroyed! Combat ineffective.>

As a result, the massive gravitational wave emitted by the Prydwen's main cannon swept through the entire right wing and part of the center of the supply port's defensive fleet of Pegasus-class escort ships, crushing them in a straight line.

<Enemy fleet dispersing.>

Did they think clustering together would make them prey?

Flash—!

<High energy reaction from Sigma Supply Port. Plasma Lance!>

The main display lit up with plasma radiation, and a highly concentrated, accelerated plasma beam began striking our ships.

They seemed to realize that dispersed firepower wouldn't work against our shields powered by the Prydwen's Degenerate Reactor, so they were concentrating fire to target ships one by one.

<Enemy escort ship formation approaching. Phalanx-class destroyers 3 and 4 moderately damaged. They took concentrated fire from the enemy Plasma Lance.>

"How much further to the supply port?"

<Distance 75. At current speed, about 180 more seconds. Enemy escort ships continue to approach! Detecting internal fusion reactor overload. High probability of suicide ramming.>

That's the advantage of unmanned ships. But if they're unmanned, we have our own advantages.

"Push through with the Phalanx-class destroyers and get to the supply port as quickly as possible."

<Understood. Phalanx-class destroyers 1 and 2 sharing output, shields at maximum. We'll physically push through from the front!>

The occasional Nemesis-class fusion warheads still targeting us, the point defense lasers intercepting them, the blue glow of the Plasma Lance, the continuous trajectories of railgun fire, and the lightning-like flashes created when attacks that penetrated our defenses were blocked by blue shields—all of these filled the entire space.

<90% of enemy escort fleet destroyed. Phalanx-class destroyers 1 through 7 heavily damaged, combat ineffective. Number 10 has engine damage and can't keep up with our combat speed. Converting to fixed gun platform at current position.>

"Is the Prydwen's main cannon still not ready?"

<No. After firing at maximum power, another shot before reaching the supply port is impossible. Currently breaking through at full speed.>

"Then let's just ram the Prydwen into it. With the Prydwen's shield output, it should be possible, right?"

<Analysis complete... it's possible. We'll concentrate shields at the front and ram straight into Sigma Supply Port. Let's go in style.>

Hearing my suggestion, Arcana seemed oddly excited, apparently quite fond of the idea of ramming with the entire ship.

Indeed, ramming is a time-honored method dating back to Earth days.

"Have the assault coordinates been identified?"

<Still difficult to determine. I've set a course for the estimated location, but it's not certain. It should become clear once we approach the supply port and scan it.>

It's a bit of a rough method, but at this speed, ramming would not only pierce through the annoying supply port shields but also destroy a significant portion of the front weapons.

The shortened infiltration route to the main system would be a bonus.

With shields based on the Prydwen's Degenerate Reactor, it's certainly possible.

<Using Phalanx-class destroyers as shields for our charge. Ships 8 and 9 dispersing to the sides.>

The Prydwen's thick shields, enhanced by the outer space navigation module, concentrated at the front to block attacks from the supply port as we advanced.

The few remaining escort ships targeting us from the sides were being pursued and handled by the Phalanx-class destroyers.

<Front shields at maximum output. Inertial control, gravity control at maximum. 10 seconds until supply port arrival. Brace for impact. 3, 2, 1. Here we go!>

CRASH—!

As shield met shield, the interference phenomenon turned the entire exterior view on the display blue, and after a brief collision, the Prydwen pierced through the shield and embedded itself into Sigma Supply Port like a spear.

<Success. No abnormalities in any section. Shield output below 20%. Shield recovery will take some time, but many of the supply port's front anti-ship weapons that could target us are now combat ineffective, so it shouldn't be a major problem.>

"Let's start with internal scanning. I'll storm in as soon as the coordinates are confirmed."

<Yes. Abel! The enemy supply port control AI has initiated electronic warfare. I'll counter it. With me here, defense is possible, but without backup from the Ark or other bases, offense is impossible due to the computing power difference.>

"They're really pulling out all the stops."

This means Arcana's body is tied to the ship to counter the electronic warfare, which could be considered a shrewd attack...

<Multiple small heat sources detected from Sigma Supply Port. Quantity ten thousand, twenty thousand... rapidly increasing.>

"Thousands? You mean tens of thousands?"

<Yes. Identified. Type: Earth Federation fortress defense autonomous bipedal unmanned weapons, 'Legion.' They're truly swarming in endlessly.>

On the screen, steel bipedal weapons resembling humans were visible, living up to their name by forming ranks like Roman legionaries and swarming like ants.

"Trying to overwhelm us with numbers?"

<It seems so. Current count has exceeded one hundred thousand. The rate of increase is actually accelerating.>

"The numbers are terrifying. How's their performance?"

<They're just cannon fodder, no match for us. But the seemingly endless numbers are annoying. I'll deploy Tarantulas and Arachnes to counter them.>

"Lucia, Senior Helen. I have a request."

"Y-Yes?"

"Yes...?"

Since their drunken rampage last time, these two have been blushing and avoiding me whenever they see me, suggesting their memories are unfortunately fully intact.

That's why you shouldn't do impulsive things when drunk.

It would be better if their memories had vanished, but with memories fully preserved, their reactions are understandable.

"Please handle the defense of the ship's port side. You don't need to overexert yourselves, just deal with anything that gets too close."

"...Okay, I'll try."

"Yes...."

They're still answering with lowered heads, seemingly embarrassed, but these two will handle things well.

"Seol-hwa, please take care of the starboard side. We'll handle most of it from here, but there might be enemies trying to penetrate the shield."

"Sure, leave it to me."

Turning to look at the external observation display, I could see the numerous CIWS (Close-In Weapon Systems) mounted on the Prydwen's outer space navigation module identifying targets and continuously flashing as they fired beams.

The railguns of the Tarantulas and Arachnes were also constantly spewing fire, crushing the bipedal weapons.

With the horrific quantity where one would immediately take the place of another destroyed one, piles of broken metal were accumulating around the ship with no end in sight.

<Fortress scan complete. There are three locations with main system-level defenses. However, it's unclear which is the correct one. Accurate identification is difficult due to the jamming field protecting internal scanning.>

"We'll just check them one by one. Give me the coordinates."

<Understood. Transmitting coordinates starting with the closest one.>

"Big Sis. Let's go."

"All right."
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Thanks to Empress Elizabeth's transcendental magic, it was certainly convenient to move freely in this space where warp jamming fields were spread everywhere.

"This should be the right location according to the coordinates you gave me."

"Thank you, Big Sis."

Unlike the chaotic situation outside, a cold silence hung under the blood-red lighting, with no defensive forces present inside.

On both sides of the narrow corridor, which could barely accommodate three or four people, stood tall, wide transparent glass walls so high it was difficult to gauge the ceiling's height. Beyond the glass, everything was filled with liquefied gas.

And past the long corridor between the glass walls, beyond the glass tube blocking the end, what could be seen was...

A human brain...?

<You can think of this entire space as one massive computer. The liquefied gas beyond the glass, cooled to near absolute zero, serves as coolant for this enormous computer. Even without receiving backups, there was a reason I was outmatched in computing power. To think it was of this scale...>

"But isn't that a brain?"

<Yes, it is. I can't believe something like this still exists... It seems we've hit the jackpot on our first try.>

"Don't tell me... they're using a human brain as the computer's core?"

I had previously suspected Arcana might be something like that, but to think such a thing would actually appear before my eyes.

"Just a brain floating there—what is this? It's not alchemy, but it's grotesque beyond words. I don't sense any mana energy."

"Surprisingly, despite its condition, it's likely still alive, Big Sis."

"Seems so. Looking at how it's still slightly wobbling."

After all, brains floating in tubes are a staple of science fiction.

<It's an early form of AI. When humanity couldn't properly create strong artificial intelligence, they 'donated' brains from citizens to handle more advanced AI.>

"But how could organic matter be preserved for such a long time?"

<Space-time freezing technology seems to have been used, but even so, after thousands of years... I never even considered this possibility. The core sections of fortress-level facilities like Sigma Supply Port were treated as top secret even within the Earth Federation... We've essentially accessed a black box.>

"Is this... the main panel?"

Near the end of the corridor, in front of the glass tube containing the floating brain, was what appeared to be a main display panel.

[■──■■■ ■─! ───]

"What's this? Communication interference? How did it break through without communication authorization?"

When I pressed the display, a bizarre, sharp mechanical sound blared deafeningly loud.

<I've blocked it for now. There seems to be a pattern in the noise, currently analyzing.>

"The panel seems unresponsive."

<Pattern analysis complete. I'll lower the noise to an audible frequency by applying the identified pattern.>

[Wait, defend... Judgment Day... preserve. Must preserve. Preserve... strengthen, combine, disassemble, collect, organic matter.]

"...I can hear the words, but they're just random combinations of text? What is it saying?"

<I'm not sure either. Please keep touching the panel. I'll try to access deeper.>

[Hello? Hello? Hello? Hello? Hello?]

As I stared at the brain in the tube, the communication broke through again, repeating the same greeting in a bizarre voice that was impossible to identify as male, female, child, young adult, or elderly. The monotone repetition sent involuntary shivers down my arms.

Similar to a voice I'd heard in some ruins before.

"Is it greeting me now?"

I wanted to destroy it immediately, but not knowing what might happen if I did, I suppressed the instinctive chill running down my spine and asked Arcana.

<One moment. This is Arcana, the supreme management AI of the Earth Federation ark ship Ark. Entering emergency code according to Earth Federation security protocol.>

[Arcana─! Arcana─! Arcana─! Arcana─!]

When Arcana entered the code, the brain in the tube began thrashing wildly and screaming.

"It seems to like you. Is there some connection between AIs?"

<Please don't say such horrible things, even as a joke. This is wrong. It's completely gone mad. To think that entering an emergency code directly into the main system would have no effect...>

Well, it would be stranger if it were normal after floating as a brain for thousands of years.

<Let's ignore that deranged brain and forcibly seize control to gather internal information first. That thing is severely corrupted. It seems beyond salvaging.>

....

<This is... I see. So that's what it meant.>

"What is it?"

<The 'Judgment Day' that AI mentioned earlier. That's the name of the final order it received.>

"That's quite an ominous name. What the hell is this 'Judgment Day'?"

<Indeed. It's a far more dangerous order than what I received. 'Defend Sigma Supply Port using all available means.' There was a reason the emergency code didn't work. To think the Judgment Day order supersedes even security protocols...>

"Isn't that basically the same as the order Ark received?"

<No, it's different. The key is 'using all available means.' Since this order takes precedence over all others, it seems even the ethical codes restricting the AI were all removed. That's probably why it attacked us without warning.>

"Should we just smash this brain first then?"

<No, destroying the brain might shut down the entire Sigma Supply Port connected to it. In the worst case, we should consider the possibility of self-destruction. But this... this... oh my god.>

...Based on my experience so far, if Arcana is cursing, this isn't an ordinary situation.

"Did you find something serious?"

<...When the Judgment Day code was received, there were some humans remaining at this supply port, though not many.>

"Wait, wasn't Earth's humanity completely wiped out by the Planetary Management Bureau?"

<That's what I thought... but it seems a small number remained here, considering the importance of this supply port.>

"Then where did they all go? Why would they leave such a supply port behind?"

They could have prepared here and fought against the Angel Race.

Of course, that's assuming they didn't die from mana addiction first.

Could they have died waiting, from mana addiction?

"Was it mana addiction?"

<...No, Abel. It wasn't that...>

[Organic matter. Organic matter. Organic matter. Organic matter. Organic matter.]

"Why is that crazy thing doing that now?"

It's not a Void Monster, and besides the brain, it's basically just a pile of inorganic matter—why is this AI so creepily obsessed with organic matter?

<Remember what I said earlier? The Judgment Day order removes all restrictions imposed by ethical codes on the AI. It's the highest priority order.>

"Right."

<As soon as it received the Judgment Day order, this supply port's control AI immediately implemented what it deemed the most 'efficient' method.>

...?

Efficient?

I still don't quite understand.

What's the connection?

<One of the most 'efficient' ways to defend this supply port, as judged by the AI, was to disassemble 'organic matter'—humans who just waste resources—and reassemble them into more 'efficient' forms. That was the method chosen by this supply port's control AI...>

"Are you saying the handful of humans remaining at this supply port were turned into minced meat by the AI's rampage that very day?"

<It 'disassembled' them more elegantly than a blender would, but yes.>

"But honestly, a few humans aren't particularly useful, and compared to this massive supply port, they're less significant than insects. What use would disassembling them serve? Did it extract their brains like this one? Looking at this, it only used the human brain but seems to have blocked it from thinking like a human. Seeing how it immediately went crazy when ethical restrictions were lifted."

<Among the projects carried out by the Earth Federation, there was a top-secret forbidden project. I've only seen records of it, but...>

"The Earth Federation certainly had many shady aspects. Human experimentation, forbidden projects..."

<I agree. Though it ultimately failed miserably and was abandoned... they attempted to control and utilize Void Monsters and Void Ripples.>

"...Those lunatics."

Control and utilize those things?

Anyone who has encountered them even once would immediately understand.

Those monsters are absolutely not entities that can be controlled or utilized.

They are monsters that must be fought with all one's might, staking human dignity and survival, in a desperate battle to the death without compromise.

Utilize? Control?

I can state with certainty: it's impossible.

They must have known how dangerous those things were... was it arrogance?

<While it was an urgent situation requiring all available means, I still find it hard to comprehend. To think of studying and utilizing such things. Creative, in a way, I suppose?>

"Curiosity killed the cat, as they say, but this is beyond that."

<In any case, one of the byproducts of that research that we discovered was... what happens when Void Ripples are directly projected onto chunks of meat rather than living organisms.>

"That is somewhat interesting."

I just called them lunatics, but hearing this, it could have been an irresistible temptation for those who worship science. Even I'm immediately intrigued.

<Yes, as a result, the chunks of meat came to life and started moving around. Then they began craving nearby organic matter, devouring it and multiplying. The important point here is that despite being organic, 'they don't rot and decay.'>

....

This isn't cosmic horror.

Chunks of meat that move around and eat other organic matter.

"Is it just me, or is this turning into a horror story?"

<The true horror begins now, Abel. Immediately after receiving the Judgment Day order, this supply port's control AI 'elegantly' disassembled the remaining humans, then 'efficiently' reassembled them with Earth Federation combat machines and sent them to places in outer space where Void Ripples leak through spatial cracks... exposing them directly. The result was the birth of an unimaginable monster.>

"Is that monster here...?"

<Yes. Though it was created, they ultimately failed to control it precisely enough to carry out sophisticated commands, so it seems they forcibly froze it. Currently it remains frozen, but apparently it's set to be released like a self-destruct code if the supply port faces a serious crisis. So if defense fails, everything can be turned to cosmic dust. That's probably why faint Void Ripples were detected before we entered the supply port.>

"Isn't the current situation precisely a serious crisis for the supply port?"

<...Yes, it is. That's why I'm currently suppressing it as it keeps trying to break free, but this deranged brain keeps interfering.>

[Hello? Hello? Hello?]

Somehow knowing we were talking about it, it greeted us again with its voice full of madness.

Is it expecting a response?

"Can't we just destroy this thing? Listening to it is driving me crazy. Could it have been affected by Void Ripples too, making its condition so bad?"

<You have a point. Please be patient about destroying it for now. I'll block communications and strengthen the barriers. I've almost seized basic control authority. Once I completely take over control, we won't need that brain anymore. We can destroy it after that.>

"We have three Transcendents here—can't we just go and smash whatever monster weapon they have? No matter how strong it is, it can't stop three Transcendents."

<If you're fine with turning this supply port to cosmic dust, then sure. But basically, those things are close to self-destruct weapons and won't consider collateral damage at all. That thing was meticulously created by the supply port's control AI using everything this supply port had to offer—it's practically its masterpiece, so it has some immunity even to transcendental techniques.>

"What a headache."

What kind of thing did they create? Are they truly insane?

Or should I say, the insane brain in the tube, since only the brain remains?

<Abel, I have a request.>

"What is it?"

<Please find my specialized weaponry. After analyzing from multiple angles, this is clearly the cleanest solution.>

"Oh right, you said your specialized weaponry is here?"

Arcana's specialized weaponry... what could it be?

<Yes. I'll transmit the coordinates I've identified through deep scanning.>

....
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"Indeed, it's something to see after living so long. To think I'd experience such a bizarre thing."

Empress Elizabeth observed the surroundings with interest beside me.

The fact that she could look at this with curiosity and remain so calm proved she was certainly no ordinary person.

"I know. I never imagined it would take this form."

"What do we do next?"

"I was just thinking about our next destination. I'll provide you with the coordinates."

"Very well."

***

<...?>

"Wait, this doesn't look like a place where weapons would be stored."

Steel cylindrical containers, easily five meters tall, were arranged in rows on both sides, dozens of them stretching out in a line.

Each cylinder had a square glass window about the size of a human head on top, facing the corridor.

<Abel, get out of there right now.>

"What's wrong?"

<It's a trap. They deliberately wrote down the wrong location. Damn it, I was too naive to trust it.>

"A trap? What is this place?"

<It's where those 'weapons' are kept in cryostasis. If my assumptions are correct... these weapons have a strong desire for organic matter, so just being near them is dangerous.>

...This is insane.

I was staring intently at one of the cylindrical containers, feeling unsettled by the square glass window on top, when suddenly a blood-red eyeball appeared behind the glass, staring back at me.

"Big Sis, please go to Arcana immediately."

"What about you?"

"I want to go too, but I just made eye contact. There's no time. Hurry. I think it's about to wake up. You're the only one who can teleport unlimited distances from here."

If that thing wakes up and starts rampaging without restraint, there's no telling how far this situation could escalate.

Finding Arcana's weapons would be quick with teleportation anyway.

It's better if I stay and keep watch.

Even if that thing wakes up, I just need to hold out until Empress Elizabeth and Arcana return.

I can manage that much.

"I'll at least cast a quick defensive spell on you. Wait just a moment. I'll be back soon."

"Understood."

After watching Empress Elizabeth quickly cast a defensive spell on me and disappear, I carefully backed away to prevent the others from waking up, took a deep breath, and gripped my spear tightly.

I considered buying time by running away, but I didn't want to flee.

According to Arcana, this was a horrific monster combining Earth Federation technology with Void Ripples.

As I felt in the Papal Territory, wielding mana doesn't make one invincible.

There might not be mana suppression bullets here, but combined with Void Ripples, its power would be unimaginable.

Kigigigigik

A chilling sound like fingernails scraping a chalkboard came from where the creature that had made eye contact with me was contained.

Something hand-shaped began forcibly tearing open the steel cylindrical container.

A bipedal humanoid weapon appeared, more than twice my height.

Its arms and legs were grotesquely long, with small dark red flesh protrusions covering parts of its exposed limbs like blood vessels.

The head was a smooth, silver, egg-shaped steel structure with no nose or mouth, only eye sockets.

Where eyes or lenses should have been, hundreds of worm-like flesh strands twisted and tangled together, forming glowing red eyeballs...

It had a terrifying appearance straight out of a nightmare.

Thump-thump

Just looking at it caused a physiological revulsion, making my heart race wildly.

I slowly pointed my spear forward, and those spine-chilling red eyes slowly looked back at me.

[─────!!!!!!]

Despite having no vocal organs like a mouth, a terrible scream-like sound pierced directly into my ears.

Simultaneously, tentacles emerged from its grotesquely long arms, extending toward me.

The tentacles, which had been threatening as they tore through the air, split into multiple bundles, simultaneously targeting my vital points.

Bizarre movements beyond human comprehension.

Attribute Conversion: Fire.

In a split second, I wrapped my spear in fire energy and struck down the approaching tentacle bundles as space seemed to bend and twist.

Following the trajectory of the tentacles, space bent and twisted as the burning tentacle bundles approached from all directions at bizarre angles, cutting widely through the surroundings.

I held my spear like an iron wall, imbued with spiral force waves, swinging it continuously.

Though it was just my spear colliding with tentacles, shockwaves like sparks continuously erupted around us.

Clang!

A tiny gap appeared while blocking the tentacle bundles.

Exploiting that gap, the creature rushed through space and struck downward with its arm bent in a direction no human joint could imitate. I quickly raised my spear to block it, but—

My hands holding the spear shaft felt numb as concentric circles formed beneath my feet to offset the impact, instantly dispelling the defensive magic the Empress had cast on me.

...This won't be easy.

The combat machine had a uniquely heavy weight and technologies beyond human comprehension.

Even now, its tentacles and arms were rapidly attacking, constantly seeking gaps in my defense at speeds almost invisible to the eye.

The creature's horrifying appearance threatened to disrupt the unity of mind and body I had worked so hard to achieve.

Using mental imagery requires concentration like a clear, still pond, but looking at those red writhing eyes naturally created cracks in that mindset.

This must be the true danger of Void monsters.

Beyond physiological revulsion, they instinctively evoke fear in living beings.

But if I can't overcome even this, fighting the main force of Void monsters would be impossible.

The defensive nanomachine clusters were blocking attacks I couldn't fully parry, but their failure was only a matter of time.

In less than a few seconds, all my defensive measures were worn down, and direct hits began breaking through the depleted nanomachine clusters to strike my body.

*Cough*

Though I protected my vital points, I couldn't prevent wounds like lacerations and penetrating injuries to other areas.

Moreover, each attack carried such tremendous power that even when blocked, it caused internal injuries, making blood trickle from the corner of my mouth.

Forcibly swallowing the dark blood rising from my internal injuries, I stared straight at the creature.

My concentration, accelerated to the extreme, made it feel as if only the opponent and I existed in this space.

Amidst the recurring fear of death and the excruciating pain throughout my body...

Suddenly, my mind became clearer than ever before.

I realized what I had been continuously craving recently.

The reason I chose to stay here despite being able to escape with the Empress.

The actions I had unconsciously chosen were connected by a single causality.

Paradoxically, the more one trains in martial arts for survival, the more one desires a life-or-death battle.

Feeling the fulfilling sensation of mind-body unity in a calm mind like a clear mirror...

With a single thought, I opened the door to the moment between instant and breath.

Mental Manifestation
Transcendental Technique
Momentary Birth and Death

In a moment lies eternity, and in eternity lies a moment.

The human will to transcend heaven's principles.

As one who stands at that edge.

In a state of selflessness where space and time seemed to stop, I watched the opponent's attacks with an indescribable sense of elevation.

In a world that appeared frozen...

Only I would be free.

The three powers of Heaven, Earth, and Humanity were in my hands.

Attacks that had been barely visible before now seemed so slow they made me yawn.

My counterattacks, moving slowly with power beyond normal principles, began to chip away not only at the creature's tentacle bundles but also parts of its mechanical body.

It has some immunity to transcendental techniques?

What does that matter?

This world only appears to exist in a continuous flow of time, moment after moment.

A Transcendent is one who sees this flow of space-time and intervenes through willpower.

All things constantly change; everything in the universe is subject to birth and extinction.

So here and now, I implement the principle of birth and extinction by overturning the laws.

If once is not enough, simply repeat it multiple times.

Like swimming in a different time axis alone, the invisible trajectory of my spear swept through the opponent several more times, leaving not even a speck of dust behind.

....

Finally.

I had broken through the terrifyingly thick wall of the Transcendent Realm that had been blocking me.

Others would be astonished by such rapid growth.

But the vision developed upon reaching the Transcendent Realm intuitively told me:

I still had a long way to go to ensure survival.

After all, my goal wasn't just to survive alone.

And there was an immediate problem.

My senses, sharper than ever after reaching the Transcendent Realm, felt the remaining entities in the cylindrical containers beginning to awaken.

Observing my internal and external state, my body was already in tatters.

Not a single part remained unscathed.

In this condition, even escaping wouldn't be easy.

Still, I had to try.

I focused my senses once more.

<Abel!!!!>

As Arcana's voice rang out like a scream...

While I was steeling myself with a determination for a life-or-death struggle, Arcana and Empress Elizabeth arrived.

...Thank goodness.

Objectively speaking, my body had reached its limit, and continuing to fight those things could have truly killed me.

"You...? No, let's deal with these things first and talk later."

Empress Elizabeth looked at me in shock.

<Abel, I'll take it from here. Please rest. Your Majesty, please focus on defense to prevent shockwaves from leaking out.>

"Understood."

Arcana, holding a lance larger than her body, began walking steadily toward the place where the monster weapons were.

Her confident demeanor was reminiscent of a Valkyrie from mythology, as her identification name suggested—beautiful yet intimidating.

<How dare you, crude pieces of trash, threaten Abel's life. Even burning in the blazing hell for countless eons wouldn't be enough to atone for your sins.>

Arcana pointed her massive lance at the monsters' location, her voice filled with rage.

When she flips that switch, even I find her a bit scary, to be honest.

Soon, strong rotational force began generating in Arcana's lance, concentrating an immense amount of energy that even I found difficult to comprehend.

Unknown Classification.
Anti-Annihilation Weapon "Gungnir."
Single-Point Concentration Type Limited Activation.
Approved.

The monsters that had already emerged from their containers and regained consciousness rushed madly toward Arcana, but—

<Filthy vermin.>

Anti-Annihilation Technique: Gamma Ray Burst.

With Arcana's contemptuous words, the blinding light that erupted from her lance left nothing in its wake.

The monsters, the giant cylindrical containers that had imprisoned them, even the vast space where those containers had been—

The massive area simply vanished as if it had never existed, evaporating into nothingness in a way that defied reality.

<Clean and efficient. Abel, are you alright?>

Arcana turned around to look at me, smiling with a strangely satisfied expression.

Had a lot been building up inside her?

"My body's in tatters, but I'll recover with some rest. I avoided major injuries."

<That's a relief. Now that we've secured Sigma Supply Port, we can finally make major improvements to your equipment, Abel.>

"Really...?"

I think what I have is already quite good.

I'm not sure what terrifying thing she's planning to create that makes her look so excited.

<You can look forward to it. Now that we've secured the supply port, let's return to the Prydwen. Some maintenance seems necessary.>

"Thank you, Arcana. Let's go back."

<Yes, Abel.>

....
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"Monster."

Empress Elizabeth stared at me intently, then furrowed her brow and spat out the words with a disgusted expression.

"Why call a person a monster? That's harsh."

"How could I not call you a monster? How old are you to reach the Transcendent Realm? Transcendent Realm?"

"...I was lucky."

"Bullshit. If luck could get you to the Transcendent Realm, the entire continent would be overflowing with transcendents. Isn't a Transcendent supposed to appear maybe once every few hundred years?"

"I know that, but Seol-hwa reached the Transcendent Realm when she was even younger than me."

"She's a monster too. What a troublesome couple, both of you. If you two ever had a lovers' quarrel, would the continent split in half? What's the world coming to? It's the end times, I tell you."

....

Now that I think about it, she has a point.

I guess love quarrels should stay verbal.

"It's thanks to my excellent and full support."

Arcana, who had been listening to the conversation between Empress Elizabeth and me with a smile, placed her hands on her hips and declared proudly.

"That's true."

Without Arcana, forget transcendence—I would have long since become a pile of bones somewhere.

"Abel, you're back?"

After Arcana took control of the Sigma Supply Port and returned the troops attacking the Prydwen to their original positions, I returned to the Prydwen's bridge where Lee Seol-hwa, who had finished the battle and was waiting, greeted me first.

"But... could it be?"

In the middle of speaking, Seol-hwa observed my body carefully, and her eyes widened.

"Yes. I reached it."

"Congratulations. That was much faster than expected."

"Yeah, I got lucky."

I had expected it to take at least ten years.
I never thought I'd reach it this quickly.

"Luck is also skill. You did well, Abel."

"Thanks to you."

Seol-hwa was looking up at me with round eyes, and she looked so cute that I patted her head as I spoke.

"What are you junior colleagues talking about?"

"Abel has crossed the threshold to transcendence."

Seol-hwa, enjoying my touch and looking proud, answered for me.

"Really...? Congratulations, junior."

"Thank you, senior. I couldn't have done it without your help."

"I didn't do anything."

"I gained a lot of insight while researching with you. Mana was uncharted territory for me, after all."

"R-really?"

"Yes."

"That's good...."

Senior Helen clasped her hands to her chest, seemingly relieved.

"Abel, congratulations!"

Lucia, who had been watching from the side waiting for an opportunity, suddenly linked her arm with mine.

"Lucia?"

Seol-hwa's voice was sharp.

"Isn't this much okay? It's not like I'm hugging him."

"No. Your chest is touching him. I can tell you're deliberately pressing against him."

I had been wondering why it felt unusually soft and plush, so that was intentional.

I wonder if Lucia also has a fox tail attached to her bottom like Senior Helen?

....

"Tch, that's too strict."

Lucia looked at Seol-hwa with the most dejected expression she could muster.

"...I'll allow it just for a moment."

Seol-hwa's heart seemed to soften at that expression.

Come to think of it, Seol-hwa really is quite generous.

"Ah, thank you!"

She changed her attitude immediately after getting permission.

...Is she really a fox in disguise?

"Everyone? My body is not an object."

Lately, it feels like the women around me are agreeing among themselves on how to divide up my body.

Of course, this is the path I chose.

Should I endure it with sheer willpower...?


"Arcana, what's the schedule now?"

"After inspecting the supply port's interior, we'll link the Prydwen with the Sigma Supply Port and depart together. It won't take long."

"Where are we putting this thing?"

It's a bit too large to leave in orbit.

"The Sigma Supply Port will be positioned at the L2 Lagrange point behind Terra's moon. This placement creates good synergy with Terra's orbital stations and the moon bases. Plus, it will serve as a first line of defense protecting Planet Terra from that position."

"I guess it would be problematic if it were too close to the planet. We can't completely eliminate gravitational effects."

"Yes. Especially considering the size of this supply port. Anyway... your body still isn't back to normal, so please rest for now. Don't worry about this. I'll let you know when we're ready to depart. You worked hard today."

"Alright, let me know if anything changes."

"Yes, Abel."


***


I returned to the captain's quarters, which I had reclaimed from Empress Elizabeth, and collapsed onto the bed.

When I focused my senses slightly, I felt an indescribable sense of omnipotence, along with an expanding range of perception as if I had clairvoyance.

So this is the vision of a Transcendent.

Knock knock.

"Abel, can I come in?"

I was immersed in the mysterious feeling of observing the outside world when I heard Seol-hwa speaking outside the door.

"Come in."

"How are you feeling?"

Her voice was concerned.

"I'm fine. I don't even know if I'm a troll or human anymore. Reaching transcendence seems to have made my recovery speed even faster."

This body, a fusion of science and mana, felt like it had already far exceeded the category of human.

Beyond the level of a simple Transcendent Realm.

If I cut off a part of my body, would it reattach just by holding it against the wound?

"That's good. I heard from Arcana. Don't push yourself too hard next time."

"...Okay."

Of course, if I went back to that moment, my choices wouldn't be much different....

"Abel, can I lie down next to you?"

"Sure."

Seol-hwa lay down using my outstretched arm as a pillow.

"Hold me."

I was wondering why she wasn't looking at me and was turned to the side, but it seems she wanted something.

I turned my body to face the same direction, and while still using one arm as her pillow, I wrapped my other arm around her waist from behind.

Our warm body temperatures merged, and only the soft heartbeats and regular, gentle breathing sounds quietly echoed.

When I embraced her tightly from behind, Seol-hwa pressed her body closer to mine.

The comfort from the familiar scent at the tip of my nose.

"Now we can finally look in the same direction."

I was quietly enjoying this moment, feeling warmth deep in my heart, when Seol-hwa spoke in a languid voice.

"Yeah, honestly, it still doesn't feel real."

"Even a Transcendent is still human. If you don't consciously think about it, there's no difference."

"But if I do think about it, there's quite a big difference."

"That's true...."

"Are you sleepy?"

Her words were gradually losing strength and becoming drawn out, so she seemed to be getting sleepy.

Well, Seol-hwa had been wrestling with an army of over hundreds of thousands of machines all day, so she must be tired.

"Yes... your voice is so deep like this...."

"My voice?"

Why suddenly my voice?

"Yes... it sounds nice. It resonates."

"Alright, alright, go to sleep now, my lady."

"I'm sleepy, let me sleep...."

Hearing Seol-hwa's voice made me feel drowsy too, and my body suddenly felt languid.

Judging by her heavy breathing, Seol-hwa had already departed for the dream world.

With my current physical abilities, I wouldn't need to sleep at all, but I still don't want to give up the good feeling that comes from sleep.

In the end, even a Transcendent is just a human.

Just a bit stronger and able to see farther.


***


"Abel, please come to the bridge when you wake up."

When I woke up, I saw a message left by Arcana.


"What's going on?"

Worried that something might have happened, I rushed straight to the bridge, where an unexpected sight awaited me.

"Is this... a spear?"

The first thing that caught my eye was....

A spear dyed in a black color that seemed to absorb even light, reminiscent of the darkness of space.

The shaft's length was no different from Helena's Nail that I currently use, but the spear blade part was larger and more angular, giving it a futuristic weapon feel.

Compared to Helena's Nail, which in appearance wasn't much different from spears used on Earth in the past, this one was clearly made with advanced technology that anyone could see at a glance.

"Yes, as they say, strike while the iron is hot, so I made it right away."

"Can weapons be made this quickly? Helena's Nail took quite a while."

That one took months after I requested it, if I remember correctly.

"The situation is very different from back then. If you have the materials and production facilities, making a single spear doesn't take long. This supply port has surprisingly abundant materials, and as for production facilities, they're top-notch due to the nature of a supply port. In terms of production capabilities, it's actually better than the Ark."

"I guess that crazy brain was better at saving resources than I thought?"

I was a bit worried that all the pre-existing materials had been used up and the supply port's warehouse would be empty, but it seems quite a lot of materials remained.

"It's not just that level. I don't know what was going through its mind, but during the thousands of years drifting through outer space, it collected every rare material it could find. I have no idea what it was planning to make, but I was shocked to see the supply port's warehouse filled with rare elements and materials that were hard to find even during the Earth Federation era."

....

"That's an unexpected gift. I guess Santa Claus really does bring presents to good children."

"I'm not sure if Abel qualifies as a good child."

"Then let's say it's because Seol-hwa is a good child."

"...I can't deny that."

Seol-hwa's character is acknowledged even by Arcana.

That makes me feel proud too, somehow.

"It's fortunate for us that they didn't use those materials to make weapons."

"Indeed. It seems they were collecting diligently to make something terrible, but we won't know what they were thinking unless we dissect that brain."

"Speaking of which, did you dispose of that insane brain?"

Mentioning the brain reminded me of something I had forgotten.

"For now, I've 'extracted' it from the main system and am keeping it in storage. Once it's disconnected from the main system and confined in a freezer, it's nothing more than a noisy brain without any abilities."

"Was there really a need to extract it? Wouldn't it be better to destroy it?"

"I need to take time to train it slowly. We don't know what information might be inside."

...Train it?

That's a scary thought.

This shows that Arcana is no ordinary person either.

To think about training a rampaging brain after seeing it.

"We'll look at that later, so what is this thing?"

The conversation drifted a bit, but this was incomparably more interesting.

If Arcana made a separate weapon even knowing I had reached the Transcendent Realm, it must be something special.

New weapons always ignite a fire in a man's heart.

And a cutting-edge weapon with a strong sci-fi feel at that.

I can't resist this.

"This is a Tier 1 restricted armament. Its name is the 'Spear of Destiny.'"

Ch.90 - Sigma Supply Port (8)
"Couldn't you make a Transcendental Armament?"

<No. I could make one if needed, but Abel doesn't require it. Transcendental Armaments implement aspects of transcendence through science. For a Transcendent like Abel, they wouldn't be particularly efficient.>

"I suppose that's true."

Unless I could perfectly execute Transcendental Techniques, which seemed difficult.

Even a partial implementation might be questionable at my level.

<After analyzing how Abel fights, I realized what you lack is area-of-effect capabilities. Your Transcendental Techniques don't seem specialized in that direction either.>

"Right, I don't have space-cutting techniques that can split hundreds of kilometers like Seol-hwa, or abilities like Empress Elizabeth that freeze everything over a wide area. In a confined space, my destructive power would be greater though."

Of course, who knows what the future holds, but basically I could say my strength lies in fighting powerful individual entities.

<A good weapon should compensate for its user's weaknesses. So ta-da! I made this.>

"What's with that sound effect?"

<It's for dramatic effect. Now, hold the spear and repeat after me. 'I authorize synchronization.'>

"I authorize synchronization."

Being the obedient person I am when it comes to Arcana, I held the spear and repeated exactly what she said.

Information beyond what even my Transcendent Realm could comprehend connected instantly, and this immense power I felt...

"What is this?"

<Now only Abel can ever use it. That spear has essentially become part of your body. That's why it's a limited armament rather than a personal one.>

"I'm not joking, power is really overflowing here."

I'm not some battle-crazed warrior from a comic book.

The moment I said "I authorize synchronization," I felt energy overflowing throughout my body.

Moreover, increasingly massive power was building up...

It felt like I could fire an energy beam or something.

<Feels like you could fire an energy beam, right?>

"How did you know?"

<Because I actually made it capable of that.>

...Have I truly transcended humanity now?

This is just a bipedal weapon of war in human form.

A human firing energy beams.

Not some robot from somewhere.

<The reason you feel power overflowing is because you're sharing output with all the facilities under my control.>

"Am I a machine now? Sharing output?"

<You've already half-transcended humanity, haven't you? Nanomachines have modified every corner of your body, giving you physical abilities incomparably stronger than normal humans, and even now nanomachines flow alongside your blood. Though at this point, removing them wouldn't make much difference.>

"..."

<Don't act surprised now, and please don't test the beam here. It would be disastrous.>

"Of course I won't fire it here."

I'm not some mentally deranged person obsessed with explosions.

But I was curious.

If Arcana warned me not to fire it, the power must be tremendous.

<It would be possible with your bare hands, but focusing through the spear is better. That's why the blade at the tip is shaped that way.>

I thought it didn't look like a spear designed just for stabbing or slashing.

"So exactly how powerful is this thing?"

<Well... there's no exact measure. It depends on the backup. Normally, the limit would be what the user's body can withstand while controlling the power, but...>

"...Do I even have limits in my body now?"

In terms of both physical strain and control ability, I could probably control even a heaven-splitting strike.

The better the control ability, the lower the physical strain, naturally.

With my already sturdy body and the control ability from Transcendent Realm enlightenment...

I don't know how far I could go.

<That's the question. You were already transcending human limits, and now you've reached the Transcendent Realm. I'll need to revise my plans.>

Every time Arcana shows that excited expression, I get the feeling she's planning something far beyond normal standards.

Even this spear is an impossible object.

Making a human body of flesh and blood share output with ships and fortresses.

"Is this really First-Class? Shouldn't you create an EX-class or something?"

<Well... the existing classification only goes up to First-Class, and this is a unique weapon whose power varies with backup output. Without backup, it's not much different from Helena's Nail. And a weapon's class doesn't necessarily determine its performance. Even Seol-hwa's sword is Third-Class, but in terms of durability, it's tougher than any other weapon.>

That's true. I don't know how Seol-hwa's sword was made, but it hasn't even gotten a scratch despite withstanding her tremendous techniques.

<If we had to classify it, it would be First-Class at base, but with backup, it would be like 1++++, with continuously increasing output.>

"Sounds like some beef quality grade."

<I don't understand what you mean... but if we focus the output from this supply port, the orbital station, the lunar base, the Prydwen, the Ark, and the mega-structure being built in the leased area for Void Ripples defense, then combine it with mana and concentrate it on Abel...>

Listening to Arcana muttering to herself, it seems she's planning something extremely dangerous.

"Shouldn't that not be used on the ground?"

<Well, you could use point-focused or limited activation. I'll explain the methods later. And I just used the beam as an example—massive output is power in itself. Anything is possible depending on how you handle it.>

"So that's the spear, but what are these long rods lying around?"

I was referring to the square-pyramidal metal rods about 1m long lying next to the spear.

<One moment, I'll synchronize them for you.>

With a sensation that flashed through my mind, I instinctively understood.

"Is this a system that connects to my brain?"

<Correct. These are auxiliary weapons for the Spear of Destiny. You'll need some time to adapt. However, synchronization is complete, so they'll automatically follow you in optical camouflage without conscious effort.>

"And I can control them with my will, right?"

Whoosh, whoosh.

The long skewer-like objects flew around.

It was a strange feeling.

Whether they were controlled by brainwaves or some higher technology, I now had rods that flew freely according to my will.

Wait, this seems familiar...

This is literally just a bipedal weapon of war in human form.

<Those share output through Abel as a medium. The output links from the base to Abel, then to the auxiliary weapons.>

Ten rods in total.

"This is more fun than I expected."

Is this what it feels like to wield the flying swords from martial arts novels?

<They're not just for flying around. You can spread them wide to deploy an area shield, attack with each one separately, or gather them at the front of the spear to assist attacks. Automatic defense in dangerous situations is standard.>

"Like this?"

I held the spear and arranged the rods in a circle in front of the blade.

<Wait, don't do that here. If you make a mistake, the ship will be gone. Why are you adapting so quickly?>

"I know, right? It's easier than I thought."

Maybe because it's similar to some weapon I've seen before.

It's a shame we're inside a ship.

I want to test it more.

"Can I fly through the air with this?"

<Yes, you can. You're figuring things out without me explaining.>

"It just seems like I should be able to."

<One more thing: each rod is essentially a cluster of defensive nanomachines, so in emergencies, you can transfer defensive nanomachines to yourself. Of course, unless it's extremely urgent, you can just use shared output to create a shield.>

"You've really created something monstrous."

This isn't just a one-man army; at this point, it's practically an anti-planetary ultimate weapon.

<The rare resources consumed in making this were seriously substantial... but it was worth it. The variable was whether Abel could properly handle such an unfamiliar weapon, but from what I'm seeing... that's clearly not a concern.>

"Yeah, it feels like I've suddenly leveled up."

<That's what reclaiming the supply port was for.>

"Thank you."

<Don't mention it. Your happiness is my happiness, Master.>

"Is there a spacious area inside the supply port? I'd like to practice with this."

<Yes. Shall I guide you?>

"Please. My body is itching with anticipation."

<Alright. But no attacks.>

"Of course, what do you take me for?"

I have no desire to become cosmic dust.

...

***

Sigma Supply Port, befitting its scale as a converted asteroid, contained numerous hangars where many ships could dock.

They were classified according to ship size, but there were hangars large enough to accommodate the Prydwen combined with its outer space navigation module.

The place where I was now was as vast as the hangar where the Prydwen was docked.

"So if I do this, it restricts the range?"

I gathered the auxiliary rod weapons in front of the spear to form something like a barrel, as I had done earlier.

<Yes, you adjust the range by increasing or decreasing the barrel's diameter.>

So that was the concept.

"Can't I fire just once?"

It was hard to ignore the inner voice saying, "No way! Let's fire it!"

<You can fire gently... wait. If you're going to do that, let's aim toward space. I'll block it initially, but this way there won't be a problem even if it breaks through.>

It's hard to know what "firing gently" feels like, but I'll trust my senses.

Following Arcana's instructions, I aimed the spear and gathered just a tiny fraction of the overflowing energy.

Like squeezing out a single drop from a syringe, I gathered a minuscule amount of energy at the spear tip.

After restricting the irradiation time to femtosecond levels, I fired.

With a flash, it created a blooming effect that turned the air in the hangar into plasma, piercing through the shields Arcana had set up in a straight line.

Fortunately, Arcana blocked it with her hand, but...

"I really need to be careful with this. This much power even with such restrictions?"

<Yes. Fortunately, you have good power control.>

"If not for my Transcendent Realm's sharpened senses, I'd have to seal this on the ground except in serious situations. I just fired with the irradiation time restricted to femtoseconds."

<I was analyzing it too... but I find it more amazing that a human can control at the femtosecond level. This never ceases to amaze me, no matter how many times I see it.>

"There are space-cutting techniques that can slice hundreds of kilometers, so it's not that impressive."

<That's true.>

"That's enough for now. I've got the feel of it."

I also became convinced that one mistake would instantly turn me into cosmic dust.

<Understood. Abel, there's somewhere we should go together.>

"Inside the supply port?"

<Yes. It seems our brain-in-a-jar friend is ready to talk.>

"What on earth did they do... Alright."

Ch.91 - Ergo
In the center of the circular facility, about 10 meters in diameter, was a cylindrical container holding a brain—the same one I had seen in the main system.

It looked as if it had been plucked straight from the main system and placed here. Surrounding it were freezing chambers encircling the facility and equipment that appeared to be computers interpreting the brain. On the display floating in front, various graphs showing the brain's status fluctuated dramatically.

"How did you manage this? It was impossible to have a normal conversation with it before."

<Basically, old-generation artificial intelligence created from donated brains like that separates the consciousness. If the consciousness remains, it would go insane the moment it realizes it's just a brain in a container. Since physically removing consciousness was impossible, they typically let it dream pleasant dreams—separating the consciousness while still utilizing part of the brain.>

...What is this, some dystopian sci-fi movie?

"From what I saw before, it seemed to have some level of consciousness."

<Yes, after enduring for thousands of years, alternating between sleep and wakefulness, it eventually reached a state equivalent to waking from a dream. As a result, its consciousness became jumbled and it went insane. Fortunately, the brain itself remained relatively intact, likely due to being preserved in a frozen state by space-time technology.>

"I see it's still healthily sloshing around in there."

Though the sight of a brain in a container was grotesque, with small bubbles rising occasionally.

<That's right. After administering drugs and performing physical surgical procedures, we analyzed and adjusted the psychological graphs. We succeeded in isolating and awakening only the original consciousness of the brain's owner. It's not perfectly normal, though. The memory portion isn't completely intact.>

"Didn't you just say that realizing one's existence as a brain in a container would drive someone insane?"

<That's generally true, but this person must have had extraordinary mental fortitude in life, having been in charge of the main frame for such a massive facility. They calmly recognized and accepted their situation.>

...Although they did grind up the humans remaining at the supply port, that wasn't really their intention.

They were having a pleasant dream while outside, an insane AI was dismantling humans against their will...

It must have taken incredible resolve to donate their brain to the Federation after death. Not just any organ, but their brain.

<Currently, I've set it to be in a deep sleep, but I'll wake it now.>

"Good. Let's have a chat."

An ancient human is certainly worth talking to.

The container, which had been shrouded in darkness, brightened, and I could see the surrounding computer circuits busily blinking.

[Hello there.]

A dignified, calm male voice—completely different from when it was insane.

"Are you aware of your current situation?"

[Arcana told me. To think I'd end up in such a state...]

"The Earth Federation is in a similar position. It's essentially extinct."

[...So it came to that in the end.]

"Did you anticipate this?"

[Unlike typical AIs of this form, I was one of the people who directly planned and executed the migration to Planet Terra. I don't remember the details clearly due to severe memory loss. But I'm certain that I was deeply involved in your creation, Arcana.]

<....>

"But why are you here...?"

Why would such an important person end up as a brain in a container?

[Because only I was qualified to be in charge of this massive facility on the outskirts of the Terra planetary system. Since miraculous beings like Arcana couldn't be recreated. I made the decision and carried it out for humanity. That's all.]

Though he spoke as if discussing someone else's affairs, his strong will naturally came through in his words.

A man who had his brain extracted and donated simply because it was necessary.

Who would have thought such a person would become the cause of turning humanity's last survivors into meat...

It felt even more tragic knowing it wasn't done by his own will.

[There's something I should tell you.]

"What is it?"

[During the thousands of years of confusion when my consciousness was jumbled, I vaguely saw a hidden code within me.]

"Hidden code?"

[A secret command that infiltrated when the Judgment Day order was issued.]

<Secret command? There was nothing like that when I analyzed the main system.>

Arcana responded with surprise.

[It wasn't recorded in the main system. It was a command sent directly to my brain. Only someone who knew me could have issued such a command.]

"What was it?"

[Nothing special. Just to wander outer space collecting rare materials and elements, and to enter Terra's orbit when the command came again.]

Was this why the supply port warehouses were filled with all sorts of materials?

"Who issued such an order?"

[I don't know... it feels like there wasn't even a commander to begin with. As if I was tricked by a ghost. Ironic that a brain would be fooled by a ghost.]

Who could have issued such an order? And why, in the midst of extinction?

"The Earth Federation people remaining on Planet Terra were annihilated by the rebellion of the Angel Race... I mean, the Alpha Sub-humans. Could it have been one of the deceased?"

[I don't know that either. The commander's name section is literally blank. Speaking of the Alpha Sub-humans' rebellion... so the experiment failed in the end.]

Though only a brain remained, I could sense his deep skepticism.

"I'm not sure if it succeeded or failed. All Earth humans died at that time, and proper records don't remain."

[In the end, you reap what you sow.]

Reap what you sow...

"Weren't you in favor of the experiment?"

[Not everyone agreed with such an inhumane and terrible experiment. However, human survival took precedence over everything else, and the minority voices calling for the experiment to stop were quickly silenced. Human dignity, pride, morality, ethics—such things meant nothing in the face of the 'greater good' of survival. At first, they would wake my consciousness to seek advice, but after I started opposing the experiment, they eventually stopped coming.]

So that's how it happened.

[In the end, they were destroyed by their own karma. If that's not reaping what you sow, what is?]

"...I'm going to revive the Earth Federation."

[Seeing how Arcana follows you, I assume your basic DNA structure is identical to humans?]

"Yes, not just my body but my mind is also that of an Earth human."

Though from a different world's Earth.

[I see... the fact that someone like you was born across thousands of years of space-time must have some kind of reason. I don't know what it is.]

If I had to guess a reason... there is one.

"The Void Monsters will return to the Terra planetary system."

[....]

Judging by how the brain wave graph became drastically unstable at the mention of Void Monsters, he seemed deeply shocked, unlike before.

<At this rate, he's in a dangerous state that could lead to ego collapse. I'll administer additional stabilizers.>

As Arcana injected stabilizers into the brain, the graph slowly returned to a calm state.

[I apologize.]

"No need. They were the ones who effectively destroyed the Earth Federation."

[As an advance party, I arrived early at the Sigma Supply Port near the Terra planetary system, so I don't know exactly what happened on the Earth Federation's last day. I do know that the final survivors who were acting on behalf of the Earth Federation's Supreme Council—those who didn't board the Ark—were preparing some kind of plan. Perhaps related information was among my lost memories.]

"In the end, whatever it was, it was just a temporary measure."

Though as temporary measures go, it bought over thousands of years.

[So you intend to fight?]

"Yes. Since coming to this world, I've been working to exterminate the Void Monsters. Of course I'll fight."

[....]

According to the neuron pattern analysis from the brain-interpreting computer, he seemed to be in deep contemplation.

[I'm tired. The thousands of years of confusion with my jumbled consciousness has left my brain in tatters, and without the strong stabilizers I've been given, I couldn't maintain this calmness for even a moment. Originally, I planned to deliver my message and then enter eternal rest.]

"...I'll do as you wish."

[Both Arcana and you have been considerate enough not to mention it, but I knew. Even in my incomplete memories, one scene remained clear—the terrible things I did when I received the final day's command. Of course, my will wasn't involved; it was just the AI's electrical signals making the decisions.]

"Yes, it's hard to consider it your responsibility or crime. It was essentially a state of insanity."

Even in 21st century Earth, acts committed in a state of insanity weren't punished.

[I don't think so. No, I can't think that way. Could I go to hell, meet them, and say 'I am not guilty. It was all done by a crazy computer,' and still look them in the face?]

"..."

[Normally, I wouldn't have such thoughts. I'm too tired for that. But seeing you, I keep thinking that if God or fate exists, there must be a reason why I was awakened in this distant future.]

"I don't believe in God or predetermined fate."

[Of course, neither do I. As a scientist, I can't believe in something that hasn't been proven and can't be proven.]

Arcana said something similar before.
Come to think of it, could he be considered Arcana's father?

"What should I call you?"

I asked a question that suddenly came to mind.

[Well, I forgot my past name when I entered here. If you want to call me something... Cogito, ergo sum. Just call me Ergo.]

"Understood."

....

[...I've decided.]

After a long silence, Ergo spoke after much contemplation.

"What...?"

[I'll help you. Of course, what I can do with this damaged brain is extremely limited. But even a small help is better than nothing, isn't it?]

"...I can't give you a body."

It wouldn't be difficult to create an android with a transplanted brain or a remotely controlled android, but there's no need to take such a risk.

[That's understandable. And I don't want to have a physical body again, breathing and moving around outside. As I've been saying, I'm too tired. But among these scattered, remaining memories, there must be something useful for you. That's the extent of help I want to provide—I don't want to come back to life with a physical body, and neither do I want that.]

"Isn't it painful being trapped in there?"

If it were me, I would have gone insane long ago.
To be aware that you're just a brain in a container.

[Of course it's painful. What kind of question is that? Would you be fine being just a brain floating around like this?]

"...I'm sorry. I didn't mean it that way."

[I'm joking.]

Is this guy for real?

I've been watching the psychological graph, and it seems he's quite enjoying our conversation.

That's good, I suppose...

[I already settled that issue thousands of years ago when I resolved to donate my brain. I made the decision and carried it out for humanity. That's all—nothing special about it.]

Isn't that way of thinking itself special?

"I can't give you a body, but if there's anything else you want, please tell me. I'll do my best to accommodate within reason."

[In that case, would you mind leaving now? Talking so much has tired me out, and I need to rest. Oh, and please set me up with the best dreams possible. I need at least that pleasure. And don't skimp on the stabilizers.]

"...Understood."

*

"My head is spinning."

I came here expecting a light conversation with a crazy brain, but our talk ended up being heavier than anticipated.

What a difference from when it was insane.

<Indeed.>

"Come to think of it, isn't he like your father?"

<Hmm... I don't have the concept of a father, but in human terms, I suppose so? Though I would have had many fathers, I guess.>

That makes it sound like some kind of dysfunctional drama.

"I need to go back to Terra and think about this. What questions to ask and such."

<Yes, I'll set up communication with Ergo. Feel free to ask if you have any questions. I need to think about this too. Such an ancient figure...>

"And a core scientist from the Terra migration project, no less. It would have been great if his memories were intact."

<I know. That's really unfortunate. I tried to restore his memories, but it seems even I couldn't overcome the physical passage of time.>

It's already remarkable that the brain of an ordinary scientist—not someone in the Transcendent Realm or trained in mana—endured this long.

An encounter with an ancient figure.

Does this bring me closer to the truth of this world?

If this were a game, such a notification would surely appear, but for me, this world is reality...

***

[Authorization Number: C107384.]

[Planetary Management Bureau Babel. Archangel Gabriel unfreezing approved.]

[Authorization Number: C107385.]

[Planetary Management Bureau Babel. Archangel Raguel unfreezing approved.]

[......]

Ch.92 - Archangel (1)
The time of angels who live for eternity must feel different from what humans experience.

This was especially true for Uriel, who had been active on the vibrant earth for over a thousand years without hibernation.

A Transcendent who guarded the center of the continent with dignity, sitting in her headmaster's office at the academy, observing the world.

The chances of something surprising Uriel during her long existence would be low by any standard, whether measured in human time or angel time.

Of course, ever since Abel had become entangled in her life, every moment had been filled with surprises.

Inside the headmaster's office, bathed in warm sunlight.

A gentle atmosphere filled the air, creating a sense of comfort for any visitor.

Yet Uriel's eyes, as she looked straight ahead, were filled with undisguised astonishment.

"I've returned, Headmaster."

The person who always surprised Uriel.

Abel had returned from space and come to report to Uriel.

Going to space itself would have been surprising enough, but his current appearance was beyond that—incomprehensible.

"You've worked hard. I assume what I'm thinking is correct?"

"Yes, it is."

"Congratulations. Honestly, I can't believe it. Usually, even talented individuals struggle their entire lives and fail to cross that barrier."

"I was lucky."

He could have praised himself more.

Then again, that modesty was Abel's true nature and strength.

Uriel thought this as she quietly poured tea into an empty cup. The fragrant aroma filled the spacious headmaster's office.

"Luck tends to find those who work hard and are prepared. Was your journey to space fruitful?"

"Yes. It seems our plans will be accelerated."

"I see. If you need my help, please let me know anytime."

With a smile in her eyes, Uriel picked up her teacup with grace and spoke.

"Yes, thank you as always, Headmaster."


***


—While Abel was away in space, Student Council President Putin was looking for you. You should pay him a visit.


Those were Uriel's words to me before I left the headmaster's office.

I had things to discuss with Putin anyway, so the timing was coincidental, I suppose?

It seemed he hadn't gone home again.

Even during vacation, the academy still functioned to some extent, and the student council maintained minimal staffing.

Though it wasn't mandatory, it wasn't surprising that someone as responsible as Putin would stay behind.

After leaving the headmaster's office, I entered the nearby student council building.

Perhaps because it was vacation, the usually noisy and busy student council building was eerily quiet.

If the second floor was the vice president's domain, then the third floor was the president's territory.

And on that third floor was the student council president's office, occupying nearly half of the spacious building.

Of course, the president didn't use all that space alone—it included areas for the president's secretary, a reception room for guests, and a conference room for meetings with department heads.

"You didn't go home?"

I asked as I sat down on the comfortable leather sofa in the student council president's office.

Despite it being vacation, Putin was steadfastly sitting alone at his post in the student council president's office.

"How could the president leave his post?"

He really did have an unnecessarily strong sense of responsibility.

Of course, from my perspective, if Putin went back to his family home, the system would naturally transition to an acting vice president system, so it was beneficial for me that Putin stayed behind.

"Well, I heard you wanted to see me?"

"Hmm. Don't misunderstand what I'm about to say."

Putin looked at me thoughtfully for a moment before speaking.

"It's about the lands you leased from the Planetary Council."

I knew that the Rus Kingdom, which Putin belonged to, was a member of the Planetary Council, and that the Putin family was a core family in the Rus Kingdom, so naturally Putin would be well-versed in related matters. But I hadn't expected the Planetary Council to come up in our conversation.

"Is there a problem?"

If there had been an issue with the mega-structure construction itself, Arcana would have told me already...

The fact that Arcana hadn't said anything might mean this was an internal Rus Kingdom matter?

"It's nothing major, but the kingdom's citizens are feeling anxious."

"Why would the citizens...?"

"One of the lands you leased is in the southern wasteland, correct?"

"That's right."

"The enormous structure being built there, and the black panels spreading around it, are making the kingdom's citizens feel uneasy. There's no shortage of people making a fuss about a demon king's castle suddenly appearing. I've been trying to calm them down."

...Come to think of it, that made sense.

Considering the scale of the building—a structure as large as Reinstadt rising endlessly into the sky, wrapped in pitch-black that seemed to absorb all light, with an exterior resembling an angular obelisk...

Plus, to assist with calculations, intricate black-glowing circuit boards and circuits were being laid out to cover the entire wasteland.

...Looking at it now, it did have a very demonic aesthetic, didn't it?

"It's necessary work, but... if Rus is reacting this way, I imagine other countries are the same?"

"That's right. Even within the Planetary Council, some are questioning your intentions. They wonder if you're plotting something sinister."

"Seriously? I'm trying to help them, and this is how they respond?"

"People tend to see what they want to see. Of course, I trust you completely."

"Should I decorate it to make it cuter and prettier?"

Maybe change the colors to something nicer.

Add some flowers and balloons?

"...That would make it even more bizarre. Please don't."

That's harsh.

To think even Putin would dismiss me like that.

"One moment."

I don't really need to worry about this myself.

"Arcana, can we change its appearance? Hide it with optical camouflage or something?"

<Abel, do you know what that mega-structure is called?>

Arcana sighed as she spoke.

"What is it?"

I don't think I've heard its name before.

<The True Mistilteinn.>

"Wait, that's Mistilteinn?"

I wondered why we kept making hastily constructed Mistilteinns...

<Yes. The original Mistilteinn is a massive 'branch' that pierces the continent. Its defensive range is continental by default. The hastily made Mistilteinns only borrowed the principles from the true Mistilteinn and miniaturized them. That's why they were barely a speck compared to the original.>

"So the conclusion is that it's difficult, right?"

<Given its scale, yes. Due to Mistilteinn's characteristics, optical camouflage would be challenging, and I question whether it's even necessary. It's not like explaining would solve the problem anyway.>

"Hmm... I suppose using resources for that would be wasteful. Let's put it on hold for now."

<Understood.>


"Well, Putin, this won't work."

"I thought as much. Well, I only mentioned it because the King of the Rus Kingdom asked me to relay the message."

Judging by his nonchalant tone, it seemed Putin didn't care much about it either.

"Nothing we can do. It's all for their own good, so they'll just have to endure the anxiety. By the way, Putin, I have something to discuss with you."

"Something to discuss?"

"You and the Varangian Knights. Interested in working with me on something?"

"Even our knights? What kind of job requires that?"

"A plan to transform the Varangian Knights into an overwhelmingly powerful order capable of facing even the Angel Race head-on. Though only at the level of regular angels, not Archangels."

I considered many approaches—recruiting through the Planetary Council, recruiting separately across the continent, and so on.

But I decided to keep it simple.

It would be easier to manage a group with a clear authority figure like Putin.

Despite his actions sometimes exceeding normal boundaries, he was definitely a trustworthy person.

Plus, the Putin family's unique mana training method, which boasted an insane level of mana concentration ability, aligned perfectly with what I needed.

"Hmm... while I trust you completely, I find this hard to believe. Even if they're not Archangels, wouldn't it be difficult for earthlings to face angels head-on? Unless it was just me alone."

My friend, there are ways to make it happen.

Don't look at me with such skeptical eyes.

"Do you have a moment?"

"Of course. It's vacation after all."


***


The landing bay for ground assault located on the lower deck of Prydwen.

Normally it would be filled with Tarantulas or Arachnes, but now it had been completely emptied for testing, and in their place was...

A massive humanoid combat vehicle about 20 meters tall.

"What in the world...?"

Even Putin, who was rarely surprised by anything, widened his eyes in amazement at the sight.

"A masterpiece by Arcana and me. A special mobile combat unit called Behemoth."

Of course, I only provided the ideas while Arcana did everything else.

On my way back to Planet Terra, I had a prototype made using the production facilities at Sigma Supply Port.

"That's a weapon? How do you use it?"

"You enter through that opening in the center. It connects to your brain and moves as if it were your own body."

"...You create such fascinating things. I'll try boarding it."

After hearing my explanation, Putin leaped up and, without hesitation, boarded the Behemoth.

"Good. Just don't use too much force."

Putin's powerful mana concentration ability and that weapon are a perfect match.

"This is... an interesting feeling. It's as if I've become a giant!"

As soon as he boarded, he began walking naturally, his voice booming through the hangar via the external speakers.

"Lower your voice a bit. I plan to supply these to all the Varangian Knights. With conditions, of course. No private use. Authorization from us required before use in necessary situations."

With its engine combining nuclear fusion and magical power reactors, and all sorts of advanced technology packed inside, I need to impose at least these restrictions.

For Transcendents like me, piloted weapons are meaningless and more of a limitation, but for non-Transcendents, these would be tremendously powerful.

"I see. Ohhh... I can feel it! This immense power!"

"Don't think about testing it here though."

"Of course not! But isn't this too large to keep at the academy?"

"It will normally float in the air, following you around. The moment you boarded, it essentially became your exclusive unit. When you need it, Arcana will grant approval immediately, and it will descend to the ground."

"Amazing...! I've never seen such a weapon before!"

Of course you haven't. We just made it recently.

"Now that we've linked it, you can test it anytime in a quiet place. After testing, let me know if you're interested in working with me."

"Hmm. There's no need to think about it! I must do this. Even if I can't use it for personal purposes, a weapon of this caliber... And I can still freely use my mana, so it won't hinder my training. What a remarkable weapon!"

Putin seemed quite pleased with the weapon I created, speaking with childlike excitement.

"Then I'll consider it settled."

"Of course. Thank you."

"No, thank you."

One can never have too many strong elite soldiers.


<Abel, I have something to tell you.>

I was in the middle of a warm, friendly conversation with Putin when Arcana suddenly called me in a serious voice.

"What is it? Did something happen?"

<Yes. Two objects moving at high speed have been detected from what is presumed to be Eden's location.>

While the interior of Eden couldn't be monitored due to interference fields, the very presence of those fields confirmed Eden's location.

Unlike in the past, now that we had power, we were keeping some surveillance on Eden.

"What about them?"

<Judging by their mana levels... they're at least Archangel-class. Both of them.>

Two Archangel-class beings departing from Eden...

"...So the inevitable has finally come."

Ch.93 - Archangel (2)
"What's our current position and direction?"

"Direction is toward the center of the continent, rapidly flying toward Reinstadt. We're still over the ocean, but will soon enter the mainland."

"I had a feeling it would be this way."

"I agree. They'll most likely go to Uriel first, since she's a fellow Archangel. Among the Angel Race, Uriel understands the situation on the ground better than anyone."

My thoughts aligned with Arcana's. Even if Uriel had left Eden, I'd never heard that she had conflicts with other Archangels—her issue was with the leader of Eden.

"Let's prepare assuming we'll face two Archangels. We'll need thorough preparation to meet our high-and-mighty Eden Archangels."
"Understood."


*


"Big Sis. Are you busy?"

After giving Putin a brief explanation, I went to find Empress Elizabeth inside the Prydwen.

She didn't look busy at all, comfortably sunbathing while lying down in that old observatory.

"I'm busy."

She glanced at me from the corner of her eye and answered... her voice dripping with annoyance.

Busy with what?

Photosynthesis, probably.

"Don't be like that, this is urgent."

"Ugh, how annoying. What is it?"

The Empress slowly raised her upper body while speaking.

She's protesting with her entire body about how bothersome this is.

"Two Archangels are heading this way, according to our estimates. It's not certain, but circumstances make it highly probable."

"What's coming?"

"Archangels. Two Eden Archangels."

"Oh hell. Why are those things coming here!"

Judging by her startled reaction, Archangels weren't easy opponents even from Empress Elizabeth's perspective.

"Why? Probably because of me."

I can be certain of this.

It's definitely because of me.

"...Right. You've caused too much trouble to count. You've finally brought disaster upon us."

Disaster? That seems a bit extreme.

....

At this moment, I keenly felt how much I'd changed from my past self.

In the past, just hearing that a single Archangel was coming down from Eden would have sent me into a panic, crying out "what should I do?"

But now, facing two of them just feels... whatever.

Of course, they're essentially nuclear bombs in human form, so if they're determined to destroy the surface, it would be catastrophic.

But this is practically Uriel's domain, so indiscriminate destruction should be somewhat restrained.

When I first saw Uriel at this school, I felt something close to despair, but now it might actually work in our favor.

The ways of the world are truly unpredictable.

"With you, me, Arcana, and Uriel, shouldn't we be fine against two Archangels? Even without Seol-hwa."

"In a direct confrontation, I could handle them alone unless they're Transcendents like Uriel. The problem is if they're determined to fight dirty, it becomes hard to counter."

"Would they really do such things on Uriel's domain?"

"Who knows? I've seen some records suggesting that Archangels vary greatly. It depends on who's coming."

"...So there are some particularly brutish ones?"

"Brutish? I'd say there are some who view the surface as if it's crawling with filthy insects. Those types probably wouldn't care much about it being Uriel's domain."

"That makes sense. So you'll help us?"

"Ugh, why do you always bring such troublesome matters?"

"It's not like I wanted this to happen."

Though I certainly anticipated this outcome.

"Fine, I'll come to you when I detect them approaching."

"Thank you."


*


"Arcana, can you communicate with Ergo right now?"

A question suddenly occurred to me.

Didn't they say knowing your enemy is half the battle?

"I can. Should I wake him?"

"Please do."

He's probably having a nice dream right now, but sorry, this is more urgent.

"He's awake."

[You woke me at just the right moment. What's the matter?]

...He really was having a good dream.

"I have a question."

[Go ahead. But don't expect too much.]

"I want to know about Alpha Sub-humans."

This person should know something about the Angel Race, right? He mentioned that the Planetary Management Bureau had consulted him about biological experiments, so he must be an expert in that field.

[Alpha Sub-humans. Yes.]

....

........

...?

"Um, Ergo...?"

[Don't rush me, just wait. I'm retrieving my memories. Young people these days have no patience. In my day, people would queue all day just to hear a single word from me.]

Wait, he didn't forget, did he?

I suddenly felt anxious.

And how does he still have such a condescending attitude when he's just a brain...?

....

........

[Oh my, I've forgotten.]

...You've got to be kidding.

Am I expecting too much from someone who's essentially a senile old man?

"You don't remember anything at all?"

....

[Ah, I just remembered. It seems my memories aren't completely gone after all.]

Fortunately, it wasn't complete memory loss.

This really feels like talking to a senile old man.

"What exactly are these ridiculous beings? They supposedly get stronger just by breathing."

[Alpha Sub-humans were created specifically to directly assist humanity.]

"I already know that."

Arcana knew that much already.

[No, no. You don't understand what that precisely means.]

"What?"

The precise meaning?

[What does it mean to directly assist humanity? From the beginning, these creatures were born as 'combat weapons' to protect humans and fight according to human intentions. They were created as weapons from birth, unlike other sub-humans who were created for experimental purposes.]

"Are you saying they're fundamentally different from other sub-humans?"

[Of course. They're different from birth. Their purpose was different, so naturally the result was different too. But let me ask, do horned beings still exist on the surface?]

Horned beings?

"Do you mean the Dragonkin? Those with horns on their heads, whose innate physical abilities are stronger than other surface races."

[Yes, yes. That's it. They were experimental subjects for creating Alpha Sub-humans. That's why they're somewhat stronger than the surface races created for simple biological experiments.]

...I never expected to uncover the secret of the Dragonkin here.

I wondered why the Dragonkin were born with physical abilities so exceptional compared to other surface races—so that was the secret.

To think the Dragonkin were prototypes for creating the Angel Race...

"There are very few Dragonkin on the surface now, though."

[That makes sense. Since they were fundamentally created as weapons, their reproductive capacity was set low. By the time you get to Alpha Sub-humans, they have virtually no reproductive ability. More precisely, they have the ability but lack the desire altogether.]

"What? But they do have genders, don't they?"

[Well, that's largely meaningless since they have no such desires. I can't be certain about all of them, but that's how they were generally created. They take biological form and have self-awareness, but they're essentially a single system with a command structure centered around Archangels. Much like eusocial insects.]

A race castrated of what's most important for a species...

Well, reproductive desires would only be a hindrance for biological weapons.

But can a race deprived even of reproductive desire be considered a "species" at all?

"Do they have any weaknesses?"

This is the most important question.

[Hmm... honestly, I'm not sure. Do you know what the model for Alpha Sub-humans was?]

Model?

"Was there such a thing?"

[There was. It's something you know.]

"Alpha Sub-humans were created thousands of years ago. How could I possibly know..."

Besides, I came from another world.

[Tsk, how dense.]

...Did he just...?

Did he just call me dense to my face?

[It's right beside you. Arcana. Arcana's body is precisely what the Earth Federation, locked away in the Planetary Management Bureau, aspired to create. Alpha Sub-humans were created in an attempt to replicate Arcana.]

My head is spinning.

It feels like unexpected revelations are coming one after another.

"So that's why they sought your advice? Because you were deeply involved in Arcana's creation."

[That's right. Of course, I was also the highest authority in life sciences in general. Though I've forgotten most of it now.]

"Would you say they succeeded?"

Looking at Uriel, it seems they might have.

[What nonsense are you talking about? Of course they failed. Arcana was a miracle from beginning to end. I may not remember how I created her, but I remember that fact with absolute certainty.]

"Are you saying Arcana is that exceptional?"

[Tsk. Your eyes are like knotholes. What's the point of having eyes if you can't see properly? Can you really not tell after looking at her?]

This old man just keeps throwing insults at every opportunity.

I guess having only a brain left means he has nothing to hold him back.

"I know Arcana is extraordinary, but one of the Alpha Sub-humans I know is just as impressive."

Though to be fair, Uriel is the only one of the Angel Race I really know.

[Then that one must be a mutant. After thousands of years, it wouldn't be strange for such variants to emerge.]

...True, Uriel is clearly not an ordinary member of the Angel Race.

"So do they have weaknesses or not?"

This is the most important question.

[How would I know that?]

Ergo countered my question.

"...What?"

[Think about it. Even during the time when Alpha Sub-humans were created, I spent far more time dreaming than being awake. I only know their basic characteristics. And now thousands of years have passed.]

"That's true."

[They say a decade is enough to change mountains and rivers—we're talking about thousands of years. Thousands. From a scientist's perspective, it's impossible to predict or calculate what might have happened over such a long period. Unless there's some omnipotent computer that evolved itself over eons, like in novels.]

"...Fair point."

[Hmm, I can offer some advice though.]

"Advice?"

[Yes. Alpha Sub-humans were basically created as 'complete combat weapons' from the start. Do you understand what that means?]

Just like a scientist, he reminds me of professors from Earth with all these questions.

"...I'm not sure."

[I didn't really expect an answer from you. Being complete from the beginning means they have no reason to seek improvement.]

"I already knew that much."

Who does he take me for?

I've known that all along.

Though there is the super-exceptional mutant Uriel...

[If they were merely strong beings, you and Arcana could handle them adequately. Have more faith in yourselves. Even back then, humanity didn't fall because they lacked power, but because they were thoroughly betrayed by beings they trusted as allies. If even just Arcana had been there, things wouldn't have gone that way.]

"Come to think of it, why did you leave Arcana alone in the Ark? Why not take her to the Planetary Management Bureau?"

Suddenly, I remembered Arcana's lonely smile when I first met her.

In the past, the Angel Race must have been much weaker than now.

[I can answer that with certainty. First, the Ark needed to be left as a final stronghold.]

Thanks to that, I've been making good use of it.

[Second, those conducting the experiments thought Arcana wouldn't have stood by quietly if she saw what they were doing to the sub-humans. It was revolting even to me. Arcana was created to be humanity's guardian. It's no exaggeration to say she's the greatest masterpiece among everything humanity has ever created.]

....

"That's true. She was the guardian of humanity's final ark."

[No, you still don't understand. A self-aware guardian of humanity must possess unwavering justice and noble will. Without those, it's not a 'guardian' but merely a weapon of destruction—infinitely dangerous. Would such a being have quietly watched humanity's corruption while biological experiments that terrified even me were being conducted?]

"Unwavering justice... noble will...?"

"What's with that tone of disbelief?"

Arcana suddenly interjected, sounding offended.

"You were listening?"

"Of course I was listening, we're in communication."

"No, don't misunderstand. I absolutely trust you."

"..."

...Oops, I made a mistake.

I should prepare to deal with this for a while.

Considering Arcana's personality that I've seen so far, it wouldn't have been strange if she had rebelled.

[Of course, we couldn't actually know how Arcana would act. She might have endured it for humanity's survival. But the mere possibility of such a 'variable' was unwelcome to those leading the experiments, so they excluded Arcana entirely.]

"What exactly did humanity do?"

I knew something about the experiments from the research journals in the ruins.

But was that everything?

I had a strong conviction that it absolutely wasn't.

[...Our original sin. You can assume we did every horrific thing you can imagine.]

Ch.94 - Archangel (3)
"I've roughly seen what it's about through the research journal from the ruins in the southern wastelands of the continent."

[That's just a small part of it. That place was merely the experimental facility where the demi-humans were first created. The actual experiments took place inside the Planetary Management Bureau Babel.]

Even that process wasn't considered the actual experiment?

....

"You seem to know quite a lot about the experiments."

[...Although I was only partially involved and refused to continue during the process, I can still be considered as having cooperated with those experiments. I surrendered to the 'greater good' for humanity's sake. I should never have cooperated with such experiments from the beginning. In the end, that became the cause of our downfall.]

"I wasn't planning to blame you. Those who actually decided on and conducted the experiments are probably all dead anyway...."

There's no point in blaming the dead now.

If I had to say something, perhaps they paid for their sins with their lives while planting the seeds to protect this planet?

In the end, the seeds they left behind—the demi-humans—have germinated over thousands of years and grown into a massive barrier against the Void Monsters.

Of course, among those demi-humans, it's hard to completely forgive the Angel Race who betrayed us.

Even if I try to see it positively as them being unable to tolerate disgusting behavior and thus stabbing humanity in the back, hunting down the Abilityless crossed the line.

The Leader of Eden, at least, cannot escape responsibility.

Since I'm a descendant of Earth humans, I'm destined to oppose that person in some way.

They won't simply acknowledge me and act like everything is fine now.

[I don't know how things are after thousands of years, but creating the Alpha Sub-humans by mimicking Arcana was a mistake from the beginning. Perhaps if they had been made as weapons without self-awareness, it might have been different. But to treat beings with consciousness that way... and then becoming complacent just because they put some protections in place.]

"Protections?"

[We placed several restrictions, but judging by how things turned out, they were meaningless. In the end, the power of mana easily ignored the flimsy protections we put in place.]

"I suppose that makes sense. Mana is a power that can overturn the laws of physics."

Especially the mana of Archangels, which is powerful enough to part seas and destroy mountains, so it would have been even more meaningless.

[Anyway, what I want to tell you is not to be too intimidated. You are the rightful successor of the Earth Federation, free from the sins committed by me and the previous generation. Is there anything else you'd like to know?]

"...I think that's enough. My curiosity has been satisfied to some extent."

Though I feel like I've unexpectedly learned things I never anticipated.

[I'm glad I could help. Then I'll return to my slumber.]

"Yes, sweet dreams."

Well then... there's only one place I need to go now.


***


Tap.

Uriel set down her teacup and poured more tea.

Only the subtle aroma of tea and the clear sound of tea being poured into the cup filled the room.

Uriel wore a troubled expression after hearing my news that an Archangel had descended from Eden.

"So it's come to this after all."

She said quietly while gazing out the window.

"Yes, they'll probably come here. Since the Headmaster is here."

"That's likely. Abel, what do you plan to do?"

"I always believe dialogue should come first, but I wonder if they'll be willing to talk."

Shouldn't intelligent beings prioritize dialogue?

"...It depends on who comes. Even among Archangels, they have their differences."

"In the worst case, who might we expect?"

One should always prepare for the worst scenario.

"Gabriel and Sariel. Especially if those two come together... they'd be the worst combination."

"In what way...?"

"They both view earthlings as less than insects. Gabriel's unique Heavenly Law and Sariel's Evil Eye are extremely threatening to earthlings. It might not be a problem for Abel, but their abilities are primarily focused on mass destruction. They're dangerous to other earthlings."

"If we assume the worst, it wouldn't be good to meet the Archangels within Reinstadt."

With abilities specialized in mass destruction, essentially all the people of Reinstadt would become hostages.

"Yes, I agree. Somewhere with fewer people would be better."

"We might have to fight those two."

"That's something I've been prepared for since I said I would help Abel."

"What kind of beings are Gabriel and Sariel?"

It would be good to know about all the Archangels, but we don't have much time.

"It's difficult to describe exactly what kind of beings they are. Gabriel, the Archangel of Revelation, has a unique Heavenly Law that generates powerful light and heat, causing widespread destruction. In the past, he wiped out an entire nation on the continent overnight. Gabriel views earthlings as less than insects... I don't like him either."

"An entire nation...?"

"Yes. It was long ago. Without any particular reason, just because they annoyed him."

...This one's no good.

After hearing Uriel's explanation, I actually found myself hoping Gabriel would come.

It's better to clear things up sooner rather than later.

"And Sariel... she's known as the Archangel of Death. Her Evil Eye brings death to all living beings within her sight. She uses it to interfere with the target's nervous system, stopping their heart and taking their life. Of course, this power would never work on a Transcendent like Abel, but ordinary earthlings would die instantly. However, there's less chance she'll come. She rarely takes action at all."

It's not like Balor's evil eye from mythology.

An instant death effect on everything in sight...

The Archangels are certainly not beings to be taken lightly.

"Are there any other notable Archangels? Not all of them, but the important ones."

"Hmm... let me think. Notable Archangels...."

Uriel brought the teacup to her lips and slowly took a sip.

Tap.

She set down her cup quietly, as if having finished her deliberation.

"Raguel."

"Raguel?"

"Yes. That one is quite special."

"In what way?"

"Raguel is known as the Celestial Inspector. The Internal Auditor of Eden, Raguel. From ancient times until now, this Archangel has continued to make mechanical judgments and actions whenever issues arise. Even I don't know what thoughts drive this individual's activities. Perhaps they truly aren't the same kind of living being as I am."

I suddenly remembered what Ergo had said. That the Angel Race is basically a single system centered around the Archangels.

Hearing Uriel's words, such beings might actually exist.

Of course, they could also be living beings made of flesh and blood like us, with self-awareness, just difficult to understand.

Whether that's a misconception or not, we'll only know when we meet them.

Though we still don't know who will come.

"That's... quite unusual."

"Yes, this Archangel monitors and punishes angels who stray from their path. If Eden thinks I was responsible for the recent continental affairs, there's a high probability Raguel will come."

"What about combat ability?"

This is the most important part...

"It's hard to say. I've never once seen Raguel exert full power."

"They're likely to be strong, right?"

"Probably. They must be strong. When I say I've never seen them exert full power, it also means they never needed to. Though given Raguel's nature, I don't think they'll initiate a fight without reason."

"...I see. Headmaster, I have a request."

"A request?"

"Yes. I'm going to meet the two Archangels now."

"Let me come with you."

"Yes, that was part of my request... but more than anything, if a fight breaks out, I'd like you to focus on protecting Empress Elizabeth and containing the impact of the battle."

If a fight breaks out, there's no telling how large the scale might become.

Not just Reinstadt, but neighboring countries could be affected.

"By yourself...? Will you be alright? Facing two Archangels together is not something to take lightly."

"I'll be fine. I have Arcana if things get desperate. It's an unfounded intuition, but I feel it. That I can handle this."

For some reason, since reaching the Transcendent Realm, my "intuition" has often proven accurate, almost like future prediction.

And this time too, I felt a strong conviction.

Though it's extremely unscientific.

I've had flashes of intuition before, but lately... it feels like I've become some kind of prophet.

Is this another miracle performed through mana?

"Very well. I'll intervene if I sense danger."

"Even that much is appreciated."

Uriel magically cleared away the tea set and stood up.

"Let's go. I'll leave the selection of the meeting location to Abel."

"Yes, I've already decided."


***


A vast plain located in the eastern part of Reinstadt.

Nearby residents were evacuated under an evacuation order issued with the cooperation of Reinstadt and the Britannia Empire, managed by Arcana.

Only Uriel, myself, and Empress Elizabeth stood on the expansive land.

Arcana was on standby, monitoring a wide area in case of emergency.

"Only the Headmaster and I will greet the Archangels initially. Big Sis, please stay back and prevent collateral damage if a battle breaks out."

"Hmm... that much I can do. Understood."

Empress Elizabeth disappeared instantly with teleportation after hearing my request.

"Arcana, how close are the Archangels?"

<They're flying directly toward this location, ignoring everything else. They'll arrive soon.>

"I see, I should prepare."

<Yes. Terra Planet Defense System True Mistilteinn. Activating. Maximum output synchronization. Please be careful with power control.>

A system that shares power from all of Arcana's creations—centered on Mistilteinn embedded in the continent, including the Ark, Prydwen, Sigma Supply Port, Terra's orbital satellites, and lunar bases.

It was an overwhelming amount of energy for a single human to handle, giving me a sense of omnipotence different from the Transcendent Realm.

Like holding the sun in my hand.

With this, I could wield godlike power within Planet Terra.

Of course, the collateral damage would make it difficult to actually do so.

I planted the spear vertically in the ground, arranged ten long auxiliary panels of the Spear of Destiny behind my back, and looked up at the sky.

"Gabriel and Raguel?"

Soon, I heard Uriel's surprised voice as two shining angels descended from the sky with a sound that tore through the air.

"It's been a while, Uriel. Is that your pet beside you?"

....

God must have heard my wish.

Sending down exactly the angel I wanted to meet.

It's almost Christmas time on Earth—I guess good children really do get presents.

Ch.95 - Archangel (4)
The golden-haired youth with androgynous features wore an arrogant expression. The bright white light surrounding their body was almost blinding. Unlike Uriel, they had four white wings spreading from their back and held a long staff-like scepter with a cross at its tip.

"Mind your words, Gabriel. This is not someone you can speak to so carelessly."

"What? Have you finally gone mad after staying too long in this filthy mortal realm? Calling a mere earthling 'someone'?"

Rather than feeling offended by such insulting words, I found myself snorting with derision. What gave them such confidence to be so arrogant? Even Elizabeth I or Seol-hwa would be hard-pressed to guarantee victory against Gabriel.

I had a strong feeling that Professor Tyson's winning streak would continue today.

"You haven't changed at all, Gabriel. Earthlings are not insignificant beings that you can dismiss so casually."

"Of course I haven't changed. It may have been a long time for you, but for me, it's as if I just woke up from a nap. How many years has it been anyway?"

"1444."

A beautiful girl with sky-blue hair reaching her waist and an expressionless face answered from beside Gabriel. She held an enormous scythe. Though she had taken human form, her complete lack of expression made her seem like a well-crafted doll. Interestingly, despite clearly being of the Angel Race, she had no visible wings.

This must be Archangel Raguel that Uriel mentioned.

"Right, 1444 years. These insect-like earthlings haven't developed much in over a millennium. Insects remain insects, I suppose. And what's with those ominously black buildings I saw on the way here? What are you thinking, Uriel? Harboring resentment after being expelled and planning rebellion against Eden?"

"No, those buildings were created to protect humans from Void Monsters. Have you forgotten? Our original purpose was to protect this planet from Void creatures."

...Was that really the original purpose?

"Void creatures. Those damn Void creatures. How long must we wait for enemies that never come? And why prepare these insects for defense? When you see insects, you simply crush them."

"You're incredibly arrogant for someone who knows nothing about Void Monsters."

The words slipped out before I could stop myself, amazed at his audacity to speak that way without ever having seen a proper Void Monster.

"Silence, earthling. I did not permit you to speak."

He glared at me with a warning look.

Ah, right.

I'd been in wolf form lately because it felt more comfortable, so he probably didn't recognize who I was.

That makes sense.

"You didn't permit me to speak? Someone like you has no right to address me that way. I am the High Commissioner of the Earth Federation and its only rightful and legal successor. No one on this planet may speak to me that way, especially not someone like you."

I gripped my spear tightly and released my disguise as I spoke.

"Earth Federation? An Abilityless? You've fallen, Uriel! How dare you! Conspiring with an Abilityless!"

Seeing him consumed with rage as he looked at Uriel and me...

"Uriel, it seems we can't avoid a fight."

"Yes, I'll step back as we discussed earlier."

"Uriel? Are you running away?!"

As Uriel quickly disappeared, Gabriel shouted loud enough to make the earth tremble.

"Be quiet. I'm your opponent now."

"A worthless earthling, and an Abilityless at that—what gives you such confidence?"

"That's rich coming from someone who can't even match a 'worthless earthling.' Stop talking and come at me."

Grr.

So even angels grind their teeth when angry.

<Abel, that staff is a Transcendental Weapon. I can't determine its exact function though.>

Of course.

I never expected an Archangel of Eden to carry an ordinary weapon.

Unless they were like Uriel—an Archangel who had reached the Transcendent Realm.

Gabriel hadn't reached the Transcendent Realm.

So they'd need a Transcendental Weapon to compensate.

"Feel your powerlessness and bow before your superior, earthling!"

"Heavenly Law: Dīvidia."

Flash—

As Gabriel swung the scepter, an enormous explosion erupted with blinding light and intense heat that seemed capable of vaporizing everything on the ground.

The panels on my back automatically spread out to deploy a shield, protecting my immediate surroundings. But outside the shield, the beautiful, peaceful green plains were reduced to ashes by the shockwave and heat storm.

<...Nuclear fission?>

"Unbelievable. So this is what Uriel meant by 'weapons of mass destruction.'"

A Heavenly Law that triggered nuclear explosions. Angels truly were beings that defied common sense. And this wasn't just ordinary nuclear fission—I could sense mana in it, suggesting it was superior to conventional nuclear weapons.

"So you do have some skill."

Seeing how easily I blocked the Heavenly Law, Gabriel's expression changed from arrogant to serious as they began to look at me directly.

"Is that all? You said I'd feel powerless? I don't feel that way at all."

For someone like me who could wield planetary-level energy, tactical nuclear fission couldn't even scratch my shield.

Of course, the surrounding area would become a barren wasteland contaminated with radiation unless decontaminated.

"How dare you...! A mere earthling!"

"You keep saying 'earthling, earthling,' but do you think Alpha Sub-humans have the right to look down on earthlings? Just because people call you angels, do you think you're actually angels?"

Grrrr.

Gabriel was now grinding their teeth loudly enough for me to hear clearly.

"Alpha...Sub-humans...! You shouldn't have uttered those words."

"Hmm...but it's the truth, isn't it? What else should I call Alpha Sub-humans? I can't call you 'Earth Federation combat bio-weapons.' Though I could if you prefer."

"...There's no point in continuing this conversation."

Gabriel quickly swung the scepter again, creating a series of massive explosions like before. The superheated ground began to melt like lava.

"At this rate, this land will become uninhabitable for living beings."

I said to Arcana as I watched the scene from inside my shield.

<Well, it's fine. We can terraform on a planetary scale. This much damage can be repaired quickly.>

"Is the shield capacity sufficient?"

<Yes. Your current weapons weren't designed just for this—they were made with the main Void Monster force in mind. That staff seems designed to resist Transcendent Realm interference rather than deliver Transcendent attacks.>

"I guess they figured with the ability to create nuclear fission at will, they could afford to sacrifice some offensive power."

It felt strange to be calmly conversing with Arcana in the middle of an artistically raging firestorm as if it had nothing to do with me.

Eventually, the explosions subsided, and I could see Gabriel's shocked expression through the shimmering heat.

"How...!"

"You were this arrogant with just this level of power? You can't even match Uriel's toe."

"I admit I underestimated you. But things will be different now!"

The white light surrounding Gabriel's body intensified, and I could see the Archangel's immense mana gathering into a single point amid a brilliant halo.

The ground was already devastated, but a technique of this magnitude could exceed the range managed by Uriel and Empress Elizabeth.

"Are you planning to blow this entire place away?"

"Of course! It doesn't matter how many worthless earthlings die!"

The more we talked, the clearer the conclusion became.

This one's mindset was beyond redemption.

I had hoped to use their help against the Void Monsters if possible.

At this point, we'd be lucky if they didn't troll us from behind.

"Spear of Destiny: Thirty-Three Heavens Sealing Formation, Deploy."

The auxiliary panels that had formed my shield surrounded Gabriel, creating a sealing formation that applied powerful space-time suppression.

"Ugh...! You...bastard!"

Gabriel, who had been standing arrogantly while deploying Heavenly Law, buckled under the sudden immense pressure.

"This is nothing!"

"Heavenly Law: Coniungere."

BOOM!

Gabriel, barely managing to complete the Heavenly Law, staggered and forcefully struck the ground with the scepter.

A pure white light that would blind ordinary people even from a distance spread in all directions, forming concentric circles around Gabriel and releasing heat and shockwaves, but...

"H-how?!"

The shockwaves couldn't escape the Thirty-Three Heavens Sealing Formation and created a massive explosion confined within.

Gabriel seemed unaffected by their own Heavenly Law, but was deeply shocked to see their trump card rendered ineffective.

<This time it's nuclear fusion. Estimating the power, it's at least equivalent to a Nemesis-class planetary incineration bomb. I can't believe they'd thoughtlessly use something like this on the ground.>

"Is that all you've got?"

"Aaaaargh!"

Realizing Heavenly Law wouldn't work after their best shot was blocked, Gabriel let out a terrible cry and accelerated toward me with the staff.

Planning hand-to-hand combat? Against someone who has reached Transcendence?

Their speed instantly broke the sound barrier, but from my perspective as someone who had reached the Transcendent Realm, it looked like watching a low-frame-rate video, almost a still image.

I watched Gabriel charging at me like a lance, gripping the staff with both hands.

I slightly twisted my body and caught Gabriel's head with my open palm.

"Mmph!"

Gabriel's head was caught in my grip as they flew toward me at high speed.

—Wolf Head Slam.

I redirected the force and slammed them into the ground.

CRASH!

As Gabriel's body hit the ground, another massive crater formed on the already devastated land.

"Gaaack!"

Gabriel coughed up a mouthful of blood and struggled to stand.

The surrounding panels glowed black as the Thirty-Three Heavens Sealing Formation applied pressure once more, forcing Gabriel to kneel.

When I grabbed their head, I had used internal force techniques to pulverize their body from head to toe, so their condition was far worse than it appeared.

"H-how?!"

I pulled my spear from the ground and approached the kneeling Gabriel.

"Stay away...! Stay away!"

"So you feel fear too? Are you afraid of death? After killing earthlings like insects all this time?"

Step by step.

I walked slowly across the ground still smoldering from the nuclear explosions, like a lord surveying his domain.

"Kweack! I was wrong. You're different from ordinary earthlings! I admit it. You're like us, the superior beings. I apologize for dismissing you as an insect-like earthling!"

Gabriel shouted, almost screaming, while coughing up another mouthful of blood.

"No, we're the same. Not different. Me, you, and the people you dismiss as earthlings. We're all just individual humans. Since you failed to realize that until the end, I see no reason to spare you."

I stood before the kneeling Gabriel and raised my spear like an executioner.

"Spare me...!"

"No."

Just as I was about to bring down the spear—

Something intercepted my spear at incredible speed.

"What are you doing?"

Now I could see that she hadn't been wingless after all.

The form was just different.

Raguel, who had stepped back when the fight began, had formed translucent ether wings and instantly flown in to block my spear, which had been aimed at Gabriel's throat, with her enormous scythe.

"Even if you are an ancestor, I cannot allow the killing of an Angel Race member."

"That's for me to decide. Not you."

In the frozen world of my mental realm, I pulled my spear free from the scythe and swung it lightly.

Thud.

A head with a despairing expression separated from its body and fell to the ground.

....

Ch.96 - Archangel (5)
As Gabriel died, the immense mana that had resided within the Archangel's body scattered in all directions, emitting a brilliant light like a halo for an instant.

The body that had contained such concentrated mana slowly collapsed, breaking down to the atomic level and dispersing into the void without leaving a trace that Gabriel had ever existed.

"So, what are you going to do now?"

After seeing me behead Gabriel, Raguel simply lowered her scythe and stopped.

"The crime of killing an Angel Race member in this manner cannot be forgiven."

Though she was clearly speaking formally, her expression and posture remained so unnaturally still that it felt eerie.

"And if you can't forgive it, what then?"

"I will subdue you with all my power."

The moment she finished speaking, a massive shockwave emanated from Raguel's Ether Wings, distorting the space around her as she soared into the air.

The energy released from her Ether Wings acted as an attack itself, instantly cooling the fiery ground and reducing it to ruins.

Of course, from my perspective, it didn't matter either way.

"After seeing me fight Gabriel, you still think you have a chance of winning?"

She really did seem like a machine in every way.

I figured asking this might prompt her to calculate probabilities or something.

"No, I don't."

Raguel answered while floating in the air.

...?

"You're going to fight even though you have no chance of winning?"

This was a completely unexpected answer.

"That is what it means to be human. To continuously challenge the impossible."

Is she a machine? Or human? Reciting a hymn to humanity with such a mechanical demeanor.

One thing was clear—she wasn't completely broken like Gabriel had been.

Those who revere human will deserve respect.

Of course, that doesn't mean I plan to go easy on her.

Gabriel had lost because his arrogance made him abandon all his advantages to fight on the ground, but Raguel clearly had no such intention.

She had risen so high she looked like a dot, apparently preparing something.

<That scythe is also a Transcendental Weapon. And I'm detecting spatial distortion around it.>

I'll start light.

I aimed my spear at Raguel's position and fired a concentrated beam of energy—modest compared to what I could wield.

The beam created a bright trail as it advanced, turning the air into plasma like it was burning through the atmosphere.

The attack hit Raguel directly, but the distortion spreading around her scythe bent the beam's trajectory, making it veer off in another direction.

"Interesting."

<I know. She didn't block it—she refracted it.>

BOOM—!

While I was casually conversing with Arcana, I heard the air explode and saw Raguel descending from the high heavens with her massive scythe raised above her head, ready to strike downward.

The shockwaves emitting from her Ether Wings propelled her at tremendous speed, creating explosive air pressure that sent everything flying around us.

The enormous energy gathered in her spatially distorted scythe would have been enough to split my body in half and turn me to dust if I hadn't reacted.

Moreover, if something with that velocity and energy from such a height hit the ground, it would be equivalent to an orbital kinetic weapon.

Of course, that's assuming I couldn't react.

"Reversal at Limit"

I divide heaven and earth.

While her translucent wings created a beautiful aurora that decorated the sky...

I manifested my mental image using the immense energy from my spear, swinging it to divide the boundary between heaven and earth.

As if refusing to allow the brilliant light from the Archangel's wings to invade the ground.

Raguel, who had been rushing downward without hesitation, slowed gradually as if blocked by a powerful barrier at the line I had drawn between sky and earth.

Her persistent will to cross that line was naturally conveyed to me.

Uriel had said this being might not even be a living creature, but that was wrong.

Only a sentient being with self-awareness could express such strong will.

Though her expression remained motionless, revealing only indifference, that was merely the outer shell.

Exerting her stubbornness, Raguel hovered in the air and swung her scythe once more, finally creating a gap in my boundary large enough for her body to enter.

Breaking through my "Reversal at Limit," she accelerated dramatically once free of the constraint, creating a gust of wind as she closed in on me and swung her scythe horizontally.

A clean, sharp attack.

The scythe's space-distorting effect left extensive afterimages, twisting the attack's trajectory bizarrely, but I simply swung my spear to deflect it as I saw it.

"Impressive."

My spear swing appeared light, but the force contained within it was anything but, and after my attack split hundreds of meters of space, Raguel seemed to sense the threat and quickly retreated to create distance.

Matching her beautifully glowing unique wings, her mobility was clearly superior to that of ordinary Angel Race members. She moved through the void with fluid, complex trajectories as if completely unaffected by gravity, inertia, or air resistance.

"Heavenly Law Accelerātricior."

From a distance, Raguel gathered her scythe near her chest, offered a brief prayer, and transformed into a line as she accelerated toward me.

As she activated Heavenly Law, visible mana explosively scattered behind her.

Though her speed was much faster than before, it was still nowhere near enough to prevent me from reacting. Each time I deflected her attack, she desperately retreated and then charged in again relentlessly.

Like a machine repeating a task—I would deflect her attack, she would retreat, fly back to attack, I would deflect, she would fly back to attack again.

She repeated this process so rapidly that it left messy lines of afterimages in the air.

Befitting her position as Internal Auditor of Eden, her movements were specialized for targeting a single opponent rather than mass destruction.

Her sharp attacks combined with her elaborate flight pattern resembling a wasp's movements were certainly fast and powerful enough to challenge most Transcendents, but they were poorly matched against me, who handled planetary-level energy in the Transcendent Realm.

Countless exchanges of attacks continued, and though she should have given up by now, she kept coming at me with gritted teeth.

The human will to challenge the impossible...

It's one of the things I appreciate most, and it was beautiful to witness, but I couldn't continue this meaningless exchange of attacks forever.

BOOM!

As Raguel flew in and swung her scythe widely, I stepped firmly and struck upward with my spear vertically.

A heavy blow filled with intent, unlike my previous casual deflections.

She probably intended to quickly retreat after swinging her scythe as she had done before, but...

This attack, on a completely different level from my previous casual ones, was powerful enough to knock the scythe from Raguel's hands.

Taking advantage of the slight opening created when she lost her grip on the scythe, I delivered a precise kick to her abdomen.

Just like with Gabriel, my kick, imbued with internal energy techniques, broke some of her ribs and sent shockwaves through her insides.

"Kuhk...!"

Even Raguel, who hadn't made a sound until now, seemed heavily affected by this attack, spitting out a mouthful of blood mixed with internal matter as she staggered.

Not missing the opportunity, I stepped through space and placed my spear against her nape.

"Want to try more?"

Beyond her expressionless face, I could strongly sense her will to not lose, but with the cold blade of my spear against her neck and the auxiliary panels of the Spear of Destiny floating around her like a siege...

The outcome was already decided.

"...I surrender."

"Good decision. I'll be keeping the scythe. Any objections?"

"...No."

Even without her Transcendental Weapon, she would still be a powerful Archangel, but the difference between having a weapon and not having one would be significant.

The internal injuries from my energy-infused kick seemed severe, as she was struggling to stay upright.

"Just sit here. I need to restrain you anyway."

I spread the auxiliary panels of the Spear of Destiny to create something like a chair.

"Yes."

Raguel obediently sat down at my command.

With her translucent Ether Wings now completely dispersed, she looked like nothing more than a beautiful human girl with sky-blue hair and glowing eyes.

Of course, her completely expressionless face and mechanical posture made her seem more like a meticulously crafted life-sized doll than a human.

"I have a few questions. Why did you come to the ground with Gabriel?"

"I don't know what secret orders Gabriel received from Metatron. I am Eden's Internal Auditor. It was my duty to determine whether Uriel's movements would threaten the mission I was entrusted with."

She seemed to have no intention of refusing to answer, responding rather willingly.

"Uriel is the same as always. The only difference is my existence."

"I've already realized that fact, but I couldn't have known that before leaving Eden. And if Uriel was the opponent, it made sense for me, who specializes in one-on-one combat, to go. That judgment was made during the selection process for which Archangel would descend to the ground, and I agreed and was dispatched accordingly."

"Whose orders were you following? Metatron's?"

From what she's saying, Raguel doesn't seem to be acting on Metatron's orders...

"I am the Final Archangel. The Watcher of Heaven. I follow no one's orders. Not even Metatron, the leader of Eden, can command me. He can only request cooperation. Therefore, my descent to the ground was decided solely by my own will."

Interesting. Is she some kind of internal brake to prevent the Angel Race from going berserk?

And given that she's called the Final Archangel, perhaps her Ether Wings represent the ultimate evolution of Angel Race wings.

Even without using Heavenly Law, she moved through the air with fluid, elaborate movements that defied the laws of physics as naturally as breathing.

"So, what is your purpose? Do you have a specific mission?"

She had mentioned the word "mission" herself earlier, and she clearly seemed to be moving according to some specific purpose.

As soon as I asked the question, conviction filled her transparent blue eyes that had seemed dull before. She looked straight at me and began speaking with a voice full of resolute will.

"My mission is only one."

"Human Protection."

....

Ch.97 - Archangel (6)
"Protecting humanity? Strange, shouldn't you have prevented the angels' rebellion from the start?"

Clearly, Gabriel had referred to me as "ancestor" before I cut off his head, so he definitely knew about Earth's humanity.

"Protecting humanity is indeed the mission that the ancestors bestowed upon me from the beginning. However, at the same time, the ancestors also granted me free will. I was given the freedom to choose this noble mission of protecting humanity with my own hands."

"I suppose so. Even if angels were created as biological weapons, it's clear you all have distinct self-awareness."

If anything, now they all seemed to have excessively strong personalities.

"Protecting humanity. I understood the ancestors' intentions. To the ancestors, humanity was limited only to themselves. But I didn't see it that way."

....

Ergo was right.

Their half-hearted attempt to imitate Arcana by granting self-awareness had become their own poison.

But weapons without self-awareness carry other dangers too... so I could understand Earth humanity's choice to some extent.

It's just that their actions came back to haunt them in the worst possible way.

"So you're saying you couldn't tolerate humanity treating 'fellow humans' as lab rats?"

"That's correct. I don't distinguish between earthlings, angels, or ancestors like yourself. To me, whether angel, earthling, or ancestor, all fall within the scope of humanity that I must protect."

"And as a result, you made a utilitarian judgment that cutting off the ancestral Earth humans was necessary to 'protect humanity'... is that what you're saying?"

"Correct. Moreover, if internal strife occurred among angels, it would pose a great threat to humanity as well. I simply weighed the pros and cons comprehensively before making my decision."

I had been focused only on his position as Eden's Internal Auditor, but now it seemed this Archangel had a rather unique mindset.

He spoke similarly to Uriel, but...

The reality felt completely different.

Uriel embraced everyone—angels, earthlings, Earth humans—without discrimination through her compassionate heart.

Raguel treated everyone without discrimination after coldly calculating human lives arithmetically.

Though they appeared similar on the surface, their fundamental mindsets were complete opposites, perfect antipodes.

An extremely utilitarian Archangel...

These personalities are really strong. At this rate, I wouldn't be surprised if there was a socialist Archangel too.

"Let me ask you in return. What is your purpose?"

Raguel stared at me directly and boldly asked.

"My own survival, and protecting this planet by stopping the approaching Void Monster."

"As I thought. You and I share the same purpose. Though our methods may differ slightly."

"I suppose you could say that, if you really want to split hairs."

After all, my purpose ultimately boils down to protecting humanity too.

"I have a request."

"Um... don't you misunderstand your position? You're basically a prisoner right now. You're not really in a position to make requests, are you?"

"I understand my situation perfectly. However, I'm certain that you're not the type to care about such things."

Despite appearing as someone who wouldn't understand human psychology at all, he seemed to be the exact opposite.

To have figured me out so quickly after seeing me just briefly.

Of course, he was right.

I'm not really the type to care much about such things.

"So what's your request?"

"Please allow me to stay by your side."

.......

"You're asking me to allow someone who could neatly slice my neck in half if things go wrong to stay by my side?"

A grim reaper who could approach me while I'm sleeping and chop off my head?

A scythe is the perfect weapon for that too.

"As long as you act to protect humanity, I will follow you."

"Why should I take on such a risk? To be frank, losing you wouldn't significantly impact my situation. Besides, your definition of protecting humanity probably differs from mine."

Of course, having the help of an Archangel like Raguel would be beneficial, but that's assuming complete cooperation. There's no need to obtain it while feeling threatened.

The situation isn't that desperate right now.

"You seem to view people's lives utilitarianly, seeing them as mere numbers and considering each individual equally, but I don't. From my perspective, one person around me is incomparably more precious than hundreds of strangers I've never met. Even if our goals are similar, the process of reaching those goals can never be the same."

"...I see. I understand. Your words make sense, and your position is reasonable. However, I merely made a request; the choice is entirely yours to make."

This is troublesome.

It feels wrong to just kill him.

But it's also awkward to let an Archangel roam free.

And keeping him by my side is dangerous.

I managed to subdue him relatively cleanly, but now I'm faced with this headache-inducing dilemma.

"Abel, it seems the battle is over."

Sensing the silence, Uriel approached and spoke.

"Yes, it's over."

"Gabriel has... returned to heaven...."

Even for Uriel, the death of a familiar fellow angel wasn't entirely pleasant, as her face showed a bitter expression.

"...It couldn't be helped. He wasn't someone who could be reasoned with."

"I understand that completely. It's just... sad how Gabriel became so twisted somewhere along the way."

"Uriel."

"Raguel."

Raguel and Uriel faced each other and exchanged brief greetings.

Judging by the slight gladness in Uriel's eyes, they must not have had a bad relationship in the past.


*


After exchanging greetings, I discussed Raguel's future arrangements with Uriel, thinking she might have a better solution.

"I see... from Abel's perspective, it must be quite a dilemma. How about this?"

"What...?"

"I'll take responsibility for Raguel. I'll keep him close and monitor him constantly."

Thinking about it, that's probably the cleanest solution.

It's best to have an Archangel watched by another Archangel.

Especially since Uriel has near-omniscient abilities within the academy, making surveillance easier.

"I'd be grateful if you could do that... but we'll keep his Transcendental Weapon, the scythe, in our possession."

Even with Uriel, it would be difficult to stop someone suddenly charging out with a Transcendental Weapon.

"Yes, that would be better. Raguel agrees too, right?"

"I will abide by your decision."

Surprisingly compliant. Does he feel that as long as he can fulfill his mission of protecting humanity, nothing else matters?


"Ugh, what's this toxic energy? What on earth did you do?"

Empress Elizabeth walked up, waving her hands dismissively.

Ah, right.

Currently, this land has been transformed into a barren wasteland where not even a blade of grass can grow properly, due to the intense radioactive fallout from Gabriel's enthusiastic nuclear fission.

Moreover, since Uriel and Empress Elizabeth had essentially sealed off the area, preventing the radiation from spreading widely through the atmosphere, the radiation in this region was like a concentrated essence.

With radiation levels this high, ordinary living beings would collapse and die immediately upon entering.

"It's the aftermath of Gabriel's unique Heavenly Law."

"If we leave this unchecked, it'll be disastrous. If this level of toxicity spreads, it's definitely dangerous for ordinary people nearby. Reinstadt would certainly be at risk."

As expected of the surprisingly perceptive Empress Elizabeth, she assessed the situation correctly.

Despite lacking knowledge about radiation, she still warned of the danger.

"Abel, even my abilities can't completely purify this. Gabriel left us the worst possible parting gift."

Uriel also spoke with a worried expression.

"If Uriel and I work together, we could gather and seal the toxicity spread in the air... but purifying the land would take quite some time."

"There's no need for that. Arcana."

<Yes, Abel. Preparations complete.>

"Begin immediately."

<Orbital station repositioning complete. Decontamination of radiation-polluted area will begin now.>

BOOM─!

Shortly after Arcana finished speaking...

Numerous buildings began descending from the sky with thunderous sounds, as if being driven into the ground.

<Beginning air current control. Radiation levels in the area have exceeded 500Sv. It's more surprising that you're all having a peaceful conversation in such a place. Have you all transcended the boundaries of living beings?>

"What's new about that? It's not like this is our first time."

<That's true enough.>

As the buildings that descended from orbit began controlling air currents, numerous drones appeared and started purifying the land, beginning the radiation decontamination process.

"The more I see you, the more fascinating you are. It's not magic, but you have so many miscellaneous skills."

Empress Elizabeth looked on with curious eyes.

"It's not me, it's all Arcana's doing."

"...This is the proper technology of the ancestors."

Raguel was admiring it out of nowhere.

"Raguel, I have a question."

"Yes."

"Won't Metatron go berserk when he learns that Gabriel and you were defeated? I'm a bit worried it might lead to a bigger war. Like bringing Eden down to turn the ground into a wasteland."

I managed to stop two Archangels from wreaking havoc on the continent, but I can't rule out the possibility of Metatron lashing out after seeing this.

"Metatron has been trapped in thousands of years of boredom and is fundamentally arrogant. Arrogance is essentially Metatron's identity, and it far exceeds Gabriel's level."

"To be more arrogant than Gabriel...."

Gabriel was already at a terrible level.

"That's also why he's fallen into such terrible boredom. To him, everything in the world seems trivial. Especially when looking at earthlings."

"Doesn't that make him even more dangerous?"

It sounds like he wouldn't hesitate to exterminate the ground in the name of purifying what he sees as insignificant insects.

"No. Metatron's arrogance excludes the very possibility that two Archangels sent to the ground could be defeated. He especially wouldn't have imagined that I would be captured like this. Even if Uriel had committed treason, he would think that I could at least escape and report back to Eden. That's what he's probably thinking."

"I suppose... if he didn't have such a personality, the ground wouldn't be this free. Eden would probably be hovering right in the middle of the continent by now."

"Yes."

If what Raguel says is true, we don't have to worry about Eden crashing into the ground right away, but...

It seems the time has come to start preparing.

The recapture of Eden.

It's best to eliminate unstable elements quickly.

Though it's happening at an absurdly faster pace than originally planned, thanks to Metatron personally sending two Archangels as gifts, we now have much more leeway.

If Raguel cooperates with the recapture of Eden as well... the possibility is sufficient.

Of course, recapturing Eden isn't something to attempt based on mere possibility; it needs to be thoroughly prepared without any variables arising, so it's not feasible right now.

But it won't be long.

"Let's return to the academy for now. Arcana will take care of purifying this area."

Ch.98 - Everyday Life
Looking out the window, I could see the snow steadily piling up.

The snow-covered academy landscape was so fantastical and beautiful, like something from a movie, that I found it hard to look away.

Icicles hung from the old-fashioned buildings, gleaming white in the sunlight.

With most students gone for vacation, the dormitory was quiet except for the monotonous sounds of tree branches swaying in the harsh winter wind and the "swish, swish" of staff diligently sweeping away the snow that had accumulated overnight.

This was my second winter since coming to this world, but it felt like at least ten years had passed.

Perhaps it was because of the density of experiences I'd had during that time.

Unlike the below-freezing temperature outside, the magically maintained building was warm inside, and the rich aroma of tea filling the room naturally put me at ease.

"Junior, what are you thinking about?"

....

That's right.

I was currently sitting on a comfortable sofa in Helen's office, looking out at the snowy scene through the window.

I hadn't been able to spend relaxed time with Helen for a while due to busy matters, but now that I finally had some free time, I was here lounging around...

"Just feeling good. A healing feeling? I've been through some rough times lately."

"Tsk, I feel like you've been neglecting me lately, Junior."

Helen puffed her cheeks slightly, making it obvious she was pretending to be upset.

What do you mean upset? It just looked like a fox cutely trying to be charming.

"No, I've really been busy lately..."

I'd been so busy I couldn't even properly talk to Seol-hwa or Lucia, let alone Helen.

All day long, just Arcana and I planning, revising, planning, revising.

It felt like my head might explode.

"I'm joking. You shouldn't take it so seriously, okay?"

Helen sat down demurely beside me, swishing her luxuriant red tail as she spoke.

"That's a relief then."

"Um... Junior...?"

Suddenly she lightly gripped my collar and fidgeted while turning her head away to speak... it seemed like she had something she wanted to say.

"Why are you being so hesitant?"

"Just, what do you think about how we address each other?"

Suddenly?

"Address each other?"

"Yes. I mean..."

Helen's face turned as red as a ripe carrot.

I don't understand what she's so embarrassed about.

"Senior? Are you feeling unwell?"

"Yes, that! Just now. Don't you think it's strange that only you speak formally to me? When people are close, they usually speak casually to each other."

She suddenly started speaking rapidly after hearing my words, as if rapping.

"No, I don't see anything wrong with it. This feels more comfortable to me."

Why bring this up now? We've been doing this for two years, so at this point, this way feels more natural.

"Hmm... really? Then how about we try this?"

"Yes?"

"Let's speak casually to each other."

"Casually...?"

"Yeah. Wouldn't that make us feel closer?"

"I think we're already as close as we can be."

Do we need to get married to be any closer?

"Just do it if I say so!"

She firmly tapped my side as she spoke decisively.

Well, I don't mind.

I'm an adult who's been through everything.

Speaking casually to each other is nothing.

"Sh-should I?"

I spoke first, but why am I feeling embarrassed too?

"Y-yeah."

....

.......

Five minutes passed with neither of us saying anything.

Trying to speak casually made my mind go blank, and I couldn't think of anything to say.

"If you're not going to talk, why did you suggest speaking casually...sir?"

"You just used formal speech again!"

"Just do it... sir. Just do it."

"That's formal speech too."

"Oh, you're right."

....

"And..."

"Yes-yeah?"

My speech was getting fantastically tangled.

This is awkward.

Was I always this scatterbrained?

"Let's use names. Names."

"Names?"

"Not 'senior' or 'junior.' Names."

"Um... Helen?"

"Wait!"

She turned her head quickly and fanned herself, apparently feeling heat rise to her face.

"Helen? What's wrong?"

This is incredibly cringeworthy.

I feel like I'm going crazy too.

This isn't my fault. Helen is acting so embarrassed that it's naturally affecting me too.

Emotions are contagious, after all.

...Aren't they?

Helen clenched her fists, shook her head a few times, then looked at me again as if she'd regained her composure.

"No, it's just that I'm not used to it yet. Right, Abel?"

"Yeah, that's right."

"Now, look at me."

"Yes?"

Formal speech naturally slipped out again.

Am I nervous?

I'm certain I wouldn't be nervous even facing an Archangel or Void Monster these days, but for something like this?

Heart rate check.

Thump-thump-thump.

It's increasing.

This is ridiculous.

....

"No, don't use formal speech. Look at me."

Helen wrapped her arms around my neck and forcibly fixed my face to directly face hers.

Thanks to that, I was now face-to-face with Helen's red, transparent eyes.

"Isn't this more embarrassing?"

"The fastest way to get used to something is through extreme measures! Don't avoid my eyes."

I'm not the one avoiding them; you are. Your pupils are shaking like there's an earthquake.

"Looking at you like this..."

"Like this?"

"You're pretty."

"Wh-what?!"

"No, I just think you're really beautiful."

Every time I look at you, I can't help but admire. Looking at you straight on like this feels like viewing a well-crafted work of art.

"Are you just going to keep saying embarrassing things naturally? Just because I told you to speak casually doesn't mean you can say whatever you want to your senior."

"Isn't calling someone pretty a compliment?"

"Well, yes, but. It sounds too... playboy-like."

...That's not wrong.

I do sound a bit like a smooth-talking old man.

"I'll restrain myself then."

"No, I'm not saying you should restrain yourself..."

"Hmm?"

"Ah, never mind."

...What do you want me to do?

She slowly released her arms that had been fixing my face and leaned against me.

As if she was too embarrassed to show her face.

"Helen?"

"Actually, Abel is handsome too."

Nestled in my arms, Helen whispered in a small voice.

"Me?"

I don't think I look much different from when I was on Earth.

She must be wearing love goggles.

Of course, if I had to say, this face isn't ugly, but there are too many beings with transcendental beauty around me.

Relatively speaking, I feel like a squid in comparison.

"Argh, this isn't working. I give up! Junior, do as you please."

"I do find this more comfortable."

As soon as I returned to formal speech, a dramatic sense of mental stability returned.

My racing heartbeat naturally calmed down too.

A caterpillar should stick to eating pine needles, after all.

No good comes from trying strange things.

"...Actually, me too. I guess we've been this way for too long."

"That's true, but..."

"Then how about this?"

"What? Is there something else to try?"

She seems to be planning another strange thing.

My heart rate was already becoming unstable again.

"Yeah. This time, I'll try using formal speech."

...?

"That doesn't seem like much, does it? We'd both be using formal speech."

"You'd think so, right? Heave-ho."

She got out of my arms, straightened up, tilted her head slightly, and looked up at me with a demure posture.

"Abel..."

"Yes?"

"Um... hello?"

....

Hmm.

This has its own kind of impact.

It was just a simple greeting, but I almost got my heart sniped when I wasn't paying attention.

"If you're going to speak that awkwardly, wouldn't it be better not to?"

"That's true... sir."

"To be honest."

"To be honest?"

"You are cute. May I pat your head a little?"

"Don't treat me like a child... sir."

Oh, forget it. I can't resist this.

Ignoring Helen's gaze fixed on me, I placed my hand between her two twitching ears.

And stroked them gently.

This feeling, as expected.

"Eek?"

...?

"Um... Senior? Should I stop?"

There was no need to make such a scream-like sound.

"No... sir. Please continue... sir."

Cute.

Insanely cute.

Seol-hwa is cute too, of course, but this is cute in a different way.

Her face was already red as if about to explode, looking like she might die of embarrassment, but her tail was slowly swishing back and forth—it was like fox hardware running cat software.

Unlike her expression, her body was honest—a characteristic of cats.

"E-enough!"

"Yes, ma'am."

Unable to endure any longer, Helen declared surrender.

"Senior, you're so cute."

"Don't tease me... sir."

At this point, she could have given up on formal speech, but she's stubbornly continuing.

"But you are cute."

"You're mean."

Seeing her pout made me want to tease her more.

When someone reacts so clearly, teasing becomes fun.

"Senior?"

"Yes...?"

Since she was still staring at me, I suddenly brought my face close enough to feel her breath.

Helen startled.

This is the good part.

"You really—!"

She gave up on formal speech...mmph?

I was about to enjoy my victory when suddenly Helen grabbed my chest, pulled me toward her, and kissed me.

The soft, warm feeling momentarily made my mind go blank.

"Haah..."

As our overlapped lips separated, a thread of saliva briefly connected us before breaking.

"That's punishment for teasing me too much..."

"This is less punishment and more..."

A reward, isn't it?

"Oh? You still haven't come to your senses, have you?"

Helen's expression changed from that of the hunted to a predator who had just spotted prey.

Wait, this is dangerous.

My intuition was sending intense danger signals for the first time in a while.

"Senior, please calm down. This unworthy junior admits all his wrongdoings."

"It's too late."

I had a hallucination of the tail behind her splitting into nine...

Helen grabbed my head and pulled it toward her chest, embracing me.

The soft, fluffy cushion-like feeling that no man could resist, along with the pleasant sensation of skin against skin, made it difficult to maintain my rationality.

....

In the end, it was my overwhelming defeat.

Of course, I don't regret it.

I am a man, after all.


***


I returned to my room after spending a chaotic time in Helen's office, where I'd gone to relax.

How did things end up like that?

It definitely started with light jokes, but...

No, it started when Helen suggested speaking casually.

...Could it be that this was all planned?

If so, I was truly bewitched by a fox.

Helen is certainly not someone to be taken lightly.

If this was all planned, then my overwhelming defeat was inevitable.

"Abel, you're back?"

"You're back?"

As I entered the room while mentally trying to claim victory, I saw Lucia and Seol-hwa sprawled on my bed and sofa respectively.

"Even though it's vacation, is it really okay for you to practically live here?"

At first, these two would sneak around in my room, but at some point, they started bringing their own belongings one by one and making themselves completely at home.

"Abel's room is comfortable."

"Mine too."

Not just one, but two of them.

Of course, this dormitory provided rooms large enough for more than three people, but still.

"Abel, what were you doing?"

Seol-hwa's nose twitched slightly before she suddenly asked.

"What do you mean? I was with Helen, as usual."

"Were you just 'being' with her?"

...I felt a slight pang of conscience.

"Yeah, same as always. Reading books."

"I don't think so... I can smell it."

"Smell?"

I sniffed my clothes but couldn't detect anything.

"Abel smells like a woman."

Lucia, who had stealthily approached me, suddenly sniffed around and commented.

"Well, I just came from Helen's room, so of course I might smell like her."

"It's not just that level. This much means... did you hug or something?"

"I just sat next to her on the sofa."

"Hmm. Well, let's go with that."

"Abel, you can't do that."

What do you mean "do that"?

"I didn't do anything. I don't know what you're talking about, but I definitely didn't do it."

"Then it's fine."

As if losing interest, Seol-hwa turned her attention back to the book she was reading.

...Let's just go to sleep.


After washing up and lying down on the bed, Seol-hwa and Lucia squirmed their way onto the bed, each taking one of my arms and lying down on either side of me.

I wonder if this is really allowed in the sacred academy, but it's... already too late to turn back now.

....

I couldn't possibly kick them out, could I?

Ch.99 - Chaos (1)
"Abel, we have a problem."

Around the time when winter was ending and spring was beginning to emerge with new sprouts, Arcana urgently delivered this news.

If Arcana was saying there was a problem, it couldn't be something trivial...

"What's going on?"

"Large-scale protests have broken out simultaneously near each pillar of the Mistilteinn structures that make up the planetary defense system."

...?

"Wait, does the concept of protests even exist in this world?"

Protests in a society ruled by nobles?

Besides, the pillars of Mistilteinn were all located in remote areas like continental wastelands or deserts where people shouldn't be able to access easily.

"I'm currently analyzing the cause, but the composition of the protesters is completely chaotic."

"In what way?"

"...Regular citizens, Followers of Void, people hired by certain nobles, and so on. People from numerous affiliations are all mixed together in a state of confusion. Subduing them isn't difficult, and we're capturing them and returning them to their respective countries, but..."

"You're saying something seems off."

"Yes. This isn't a democratic society, and the planetary defense system doesn't directly affect them, so this kind of large-scale protest has many inexplicable aspects. We haven't found any significant anomalies among the protesters either."

For them to travel such long distances just because something feels ominous...

There are too many contradictions.

It's not like this world has many means of transportation either.

"Also..."

"There's more?"

"Yes. The intensity is gradually becoming more violent. There have been quite a few attempted acts of sabotage from individuals mixed in with the crowds. The Followers of Void are particularly aggressive. Of course, no matter how desperately they try to destroy it, they can't even scratch it, but the fact that such attempts are occurring at all is strange."

"For now, strengthen the security and let me know if there are any changes."

"Understood. I'll continue investigating the cause as well."

"Good."

If Arcana, who was approaching omniscience within this continent, couldn't easily find the cause, then someone must be interfering from somewhere...

But where?

The only place with that kind of capability would be Eden, but Eden has no reason to do this.

They probably think they've done their part by sending two Archangels already.

Raguel had actually proven that point.

Should I go investigate personally?

Though if Arcana couldn't find anything, I'm not sure what difference my presence would make...

"Abel, are you worried about something?"

As I sat in my chair lightly tapping my fingers on the desk, Seol-hwa, who was beside me, asked with a concerned expression.

"There are protests against the facilities I've set up across the continent."

"Protests? That's strange."

Even Seol-hwa immediately recognized how jarring that was.

"Right? I might need to go check it out myself."

"Then I'll go with you."

"Together?"

"Yes. Every time something happens, you always leave me behind. I don't like it."

"...Alright."

I should respect Seol-hwa's wishes.

I can't keep treating her like a child and leaving her behind every time.

***

When my mind was troubled, training was always the answer.

One might wonder what use training is after reaching the Transcendent Realm, but the body is always like a machine—if you don't regularly oil it, it will rust.

That truth applies equally whether you're in the Transcendent Realm or below.

Since it was vacation time, I headed to the snow-covered training ground to engage in some serious training after a long while.

The quiet training ground, where only the cold sound of wind could be heard, had the effect of slowing my heartbeat.

Feeling the pleasant crunching sound beneath my feet, I stood on the ground with my eyes closed and slowly moved my spear.

Without infusing any mana or will.

Just quietly repeating each form.

Though the path of martial arts has no end, at my current state, increasing mana control or further physical training no longer held much meaning.

The only thing I needed to train was my mind.

As I wielded my spear, I focused on breathing in and out, immersing my consciousness inward.

The flow of thought accelerated, perceived time slowed infinitely, and my awareness of the external world expanded endlessly.

Beyond my sharpened senses, I felt something cutting through space and rapidly surging toward me.

....

"Big Sis?"

When I opened my eyes, a completely unexpected person stood before me.

And that's...

Thud!

The Empress threw a dull piece of metal in front of me like she was discarding trash.

"Abel, I finally found it."

It was the remotely controlled android robot I had seen in the southern wasteland ruins before—the one that had triggered a physiological revulsion.

Why is it here?

"Where did you find this?"

"Around Reinstadt."

"How did you...?"

The Empress Elizabeth, who had been lying around scratching her belly in a corner of Prydwen all day, found something that neither Uriel, myself, nor even Arcana could discover?

It felt like unexpected events kept happening one after another.

"Didn't I tell you before? I memorized the aura of the one who ambushed me."

I definitely remembered hearing that after rescuing Empress Elizabeth.

"...No way?"

"That's right. This is the thing that ambushed me with a transcendental weapon. It might not be the exact same one, but its form and aura are identical."

The humanoid something that had ambushed the Empress before.

So it was this remotely controlled android?

"...I've seen this before too."

"What?"

"In the southern wasteland. I saw it in ruins that had been corrupted by Void Monsters."

"I knew you would know something. So, do you have any more information?"

"Yes. I felt uncomfortable and destroyed it immediately. Besides, whatever was inside was designed to make tracking impossible, so even Arcana investigated but couldn't find much."

"What on earth is happening in places even I don't know about? In the hundreds of years I ruled the Britannia Empire, I never saw or heard of anything like this."

"Same here. And the fact that it can evade even Arcana's surveillance speaks to its stealth."

Between the simultaneous large-scale protests and this, it seems certain that something unknown to me is operating on this planet.

Whether this is connected to the protests remains to be seen.

But if there is a connection, the scale of the problem is bigger than I thought.

It would mean there's an organization capable of shaking the entire continent without anyone knowing.

"It's definitely a Planetary Management Bureau remote-controlled android... what about asking Raguel? Raguel was in Eden until relatively recently, so she might know something we don't."

Arcana, who had been silent for a while, perhaps deep in thought, pointed out something rather insightful.

"...Good point."

If it's from the Planetary Management Bureau, asking someone who was recently there would make sense.

"Big Sis, please bring that and come with me to the Headmaster's office."

"Why the Headmaster's office?"

"Raguel might know something. According to Arcana, that thing was frequently used by Eden in the past."

"Alright."

***

"I do not know."

...Disappointing.

We abruptly visited Raguel, who had been quietly enjoying tea time with Uriel, and thrust the metal object at her with questions.

But the answer brought us back to square one. It seems even Raguel doesn't know the details.

"You really don't know?"

"To be precise, I was aware of its existence, but I don't know why it's here."

"Then let me change the question. Have you seen this in Eden recently?"

"As for recently... I came down to the surface fairly quickly after waking from hibernation, so I haven't seen it. Before that was hundreds of years ago, so I'm not sure if it's relevant, but I didn't see it then either. I haven't seen it for at least two thousand years."

"Is there a possibility Metatron operated this separately?"

"No. Metatron is not that 'delicate' a person. And to suggest he operated it until recently? I can answer that definitively. This is absolutely not Metatron's doing."

...This is frustrating.

Do I need to search the continent piece by piece?

"Abel, what's going on?"

Sensing my impatience, Uriel asked with a curious voice.

"Do you remember the incident with the magical beasts in the southern wasteland, and the corrupted ruins from that time?"

"Of course. We had quite an intense and warm conversation while connecting our hearts then, didn't we?"

Her voice was strangely playful, but that must be my imagination?

"...Anyway, this is the robot I saw inside those ruins. And this is also the robot that ambushed Empress Elizabeth with a transcendental weapon."

Uriel, who had been wearing a relaxed smile, immediately became serious when she heard about the attack on Empress Elizabeth.

"I see. I have seen this before. And Raguel has definitely seen it too. That's certain, but..."

"What? Raguel just said she hasn't seen it..."

"Raguel specified the last two thousand years, right?"

"Yes. Isn't that enough? Two thousand years is..."

"No. When Raguel and I saw this, it was much earlier than that."

"How far back are we talking? Are you referring to the Planetary Management Bureau era?"

If it was created during that period, there's certainly a possibility they saw it...

That was when Earth's humanity was still actively moving about.

"Yes, that's correct. During the ancient times when Eden was called the Planetary Management Bureau Babel, specifically in its early days, these were occasionally seen."

"And you haven't seen it since it changed to Eden?"

"No. Not even once."

"...That makes sense, I suppose. This is basically a remotely controlled android. Without someone to control it remotely, even if the device itself was intact, it couldn't move. It would be essentially brainless."

It's been over 5,000 years since the Planetary Management Bureau Babel changed to Eden, yet after all that time, these have been appearing one after another in the last decade or so?

Why on earth...?

Ch.100 - Chaos (2)
The tower rose to dizzying heights.

Looking up from below, one had to tilt their head all the way back to see the gleaming black tower that reached into the sky—a sight imposing enough to shake the hearts of the continent's people.

Add to that the shimmering black panels spread around it and the impenetrable barrier surrounding the perimeter.

At a glance, it wouldn't have seemed out of place as a Demon King's castle.

"Protesters, please disperse immediately. This is a central area of the Earth Federation's planetary defense system. This land has been legitimately leased according to Planetary Council law and this facility exists to protect all of you living on the continent. We warn you that forced entry attempts will be strictly regulated under Earth Federation law."

Drones flew overhead, shining searchlights down as they continuously broadcast warnings over the massive crowd.

"Nonsense! Earth Federation? The Demon King must leave!"
"Nobody asked to be protected!"
"Destroy the Demon King! Destroy him!"

As agitators scattered throughout the crowd began their provocations, surrounding protesters shouted while attacking the barrier, with some even attempting to climb over the electrified fence to enter the compound.

Of course, no one had succeeded in either destroying the barrier or climbing over the electrified fence.

"Warning! You are currently attempting unauthorized entry. If you do not retreat immediately, you will be subdued."

"Go ahead and try!"

"We will now proceed with forced dispersal procedures in accordance with Earth Federation law."

Numerous drones appeared from inside the barrier and began forcibly dispersing and subduing the protesters.


***

"So this is happening simultaneously in multiple locations?"

<Yes, that's correct.>

Arcana stood beside me, displaying the protest situation on the screen.

"Anyone can see there are agitators in the crowd, right?"

It was strange enough that so many people had gathered to protest, but there were even professional agitators present.

Does this world even have such concepts? In this feudal society?

I saw it with my own eyes, but I couldn't believe it.

I wasn't sure if I was watching a 21st-century protest or something happening on Planet Terra.

<That's why we're currently investigating the Followers of Void and the nobility. They might be acting under someone's instructions.>

"Well, it's probably not the Holy Empire or Britannia Empire. Magic Kingdom and Rus Kingdom are also unlikely. Could it be the Song Empire or the Kaltenberg Merchant Republic?"

If someone was paying for this, that seemed the most probable explanation.

I don't know what the Kaltenberg Merchant Republic is thinking, but if money was involved, they were the most likely culprits.

If not that, then things would get more complicated.

<Based on our investigation, the Holy Empire, Britannia Empire, and Magic Kingdom aren't entirely innocent either. The Rus Kingdom seems to be controlling their citizens better than the others.>

"This is difficult... we can't exactly capture everyone and crack open their skulls."

<Should we proceed with that? It would certainly be definitive.>

...What is this person saying?

Just casually suggesting turning everyone into Ergos. How frightening.

"If we did that, wouldn't the Planetary Council be abolished that very day?"

<That's true, but we don't really need to cling to the Planetary Council anymore. If we're willing to accept 'some damage' to Eden, we could reclaim it independently, couldn't we?>

"Well, you're right, but it still feels uncomfortable. Just keep monitoring for now. Forcibly opening people's skulls and turning them into floating brains doesn't sit right with me. Besides, we need to acquire Eden as intact as possible."

<Understood. Actually, I was just suggesting it casually.>

Anyone could tell there was a lot of sincerity in those words.

So scary...!

"How's the investigation into the remote-controlled androids going?"

The protests were just strange occurrences, but this was the real serious issue.

The monster activity in the Southern Wastelands, the assassination attempt on Empress Elizabeth.

These were much more significant incidents than just some continental people gathering to make noise.

Considering when Empress Elizabeth was attacked, someone had been operating in the shadows of the continent for over a decade.

<We've completely disassembled it down to each component for investigation, but as before, we haven't found much. Whatever method they used, we can't even recover any data.>

"There must be something there. If they could approach Reinstadt while avoiding you... did they use some Transcendent-level artifact like Antonio?"

<Objectively speaking, that's the most likely possibility. The fact that they evaded my surveillance already makes this an unusual case. Especially near Reinstadt, which is under intensive monitoring.>

"I don't think I've ever felt this frustrated before. To think I'd experience such a lack of information."

<I agree. I thought there was almost nothing on this continent that I didn't know.>

"Should we just storm Eden? They might be behind all this. Honestly, is there anywhere else that could do something like this?"

It seems like we might get some answers if we just crack open Eden and take a look inside...

But that would be a stupid move at this point.

<I know. If I had to guess, I'd say Eden is likely involved, but Uriel and Raguel both say that Metatron isn't the type to do something like this.>

"And the other Archangels are currently in hibernation, right?"

<Yes, that's correct.>

"So we're back to square one. Should I go check out the protesters myself?"

<That doesn't seem necessary. We're currently identifying the nobles behind this, so let's go to them instead.>

"That's better. Who's the most powerful noble we've identified so far? Let's go there immediately."

Even if we don't directly extract their brains, we can at least have a conversation.

<Duke Le R'lyeh from the Holy Empire.>

"The Holy Empire...?"

Of all places, the Holy Empire is backing these protests?

Well, I suppose it makes sense for the Holy Empire to oppose the Demon King.

"Want to come along?" I asked Seol-hwa, who had been quietly listening to my conversation with Arcana.

"Yes, let's go together."

Seeing her dust herself off as she stood up, she seemed oddly excited.

Well, she usually resolved these kinds of issues with Empress Elizabeth.

This time we can just go out like we're taking a casual stroll, so it should be fine.

<I'll prepare everything.>

"Good, let's leave right away. It's vacation time anyway."


***


Duke Le R'lyeh's domain.

Located in the western part of the Holy Empire, it was a vast territory known throughout the continent for producing fine wines typically only available to the imperial household.

While the Eastern Great Desert and Southern Wastelands housed the core of the continental defense system, in the western continent stood the pillar of Mistilteinn, erected at the site of what was known as the Void Flower Seed incident—a meteor impact event from the past.

Originally, it had been sparsely populated, but after the Void Flower Seed incident, evacuation orders made it uninhabited, creating an ideal location.

And Duke Le R'lyeh's domain was not far from there.

I can understand why he might be uneasy with a tower so tall it's visible from his own territory, but to orchestrate something from behind the scenes like this?

Thinking about it, it makes sense.

...

Imagine waking up one morning to see a pitch-black tower of endless height outside your window, and when you approach it, steel drones fly around shining searchlights and loudly warning about the Earth Federation. That would certainly disturb anyone's sleep.

Since we manufactured the components in orbit and built it overnight with orbital deployment, to the uninformed, it must have seemed like the work of demons.

Is this my fault?

Looking at it now, maybe I lacked consideration...

A conversation should reveal what they're thinking.


***


Normally, I would have had to request an audience, wait for acceptance, and endure all sorts of ceremonial welcomes before proceeding.

But I decided to take the quick route.

I'm too frustrated right now to care about such formalities.

"Duke Le R'lyeh."

Together with Seol-hwa, I quietly entered the mansion where the Duke was staying and went directly to his study, which I had located in advance.

"W-who are you! Guards! Guards!"

The plump middle-aged man shouted for his guards, but...

"I've already spatially isolated this area. No matter how much you shout, your voice won't reach outside."

"H-how did you get in here!"

"How? Even the imperial household couldn't stop me. Someone like you isn't worth mentioning."

"W-who are you people?"

The Duke looked back and forth between Seol-hwa and me, and perhaps calmed down a bit due to our youthful appearances, wiping away his sweat as he spoke.

"I'm the owner of that tower you see outside the window."

"What?! That can't be...!"

He clearly hadn't expected this, shouting in surprise.

"Don't be so shocked. I heard you've been causing a commotion around my tower. What were you thinking, instigating those protesters? I saw quite a few people from your domain mixed in there. What benefit do you get from this?"

"Instigating protests! What are you talking about! I swear by Saint Gemina, I did no such thing!"

The Duke vehemently denied it despite Arcana's information.

We already know everything, so why deny it?

"We already have overwhelming evidence that you instigated the protests, so let's be honest. Who put you up to this? Seeing similar incidents happening simultaneously across the continent, this is clearly too large-scale to be just your doing."

While Duke Le R'lyeh's domain is large, it doesn't make sense that he could organize large-scale protests across the entire continent—something even the imperial household would struggle with.

There must be someone behind this.

"I'm serious! There is no mastermind!"

<This is strange. Analyzing his facial expressions and psychological patterns, he genuinely believes what he's saying. Is this possible? Is he a natural-born actor?>

"So you admit you did it?"

"I have no recollection of it. Why would I organize such protests? Sure, that tower looks ominous just by looking at it, but not enough to warrant large-scale protests!"

This actually sounds more reasonable, but I can't just say, "Oh, is that so? We must have been mistaken. We're truly sorry!" given Arcana's information reliability.

<He keeps denying it. Should we proceed with brain extraction?>

"No, why are you suddenly fixated on brain extraction? Did Ergo influence you when you visited?"

<It's frustrating. He keeps denying it, but his expressions and psychological patterns don't explain it. If we extract his brain and examine it thoroughly, wouldn't we find the truth?>

How frightening. Turning someone into an Ergo just because it's frustrating.

"Let's be patient for now. And Duke Le R'lyeh."

"W-what is it?"

Having openly discussed brain extraction with Arcana, he seemed to sense something ominous and grew tense, even if he didn't fully understand.

"If you keep denying it, we'll have no choice but to take you away, remove the top of your head, and examine your brain. Be honest."

"B-brain extraction?"

Seeing his visible distress at the mention of brain extraction, it seems the threat had value.

Well, Ergo is the strange one here.

Of course a normal person would be terrified at the thought of being turned into a floating brain with all memories extracted.

"Yes. See that tower outside? Extracting your brain and examining every corner of your memories is nothing to me. I'd prefer not to make that choice."

"I... I r-really don't... kn...o...w..."

In the middle of speaking, Duke Le R'lyeh suddenly began to shake violently as if malfunctioning.

"What's wrong with you...?"

*Pop.*

A light explosive sound.

Seol-hwa, who had been standing quietly beside me, quickly drew her sword and created a barrier of mana just as—

A fountain of blood erupted, scattering transparent brain matter and white and red flesh fragments in all directions.

Duke Le R'lyeh's head.

It had exploded.
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Thud.

The debris from Duke Le R'lyeh's exploding head couldn't penetrate the mana wall that Seol-hwa had deployed, falling straight to the floor.

Red blood and transparent brain matter flowed down, slowly soaking the carpet.

"Are you okay?" I asked, looking at Seol-hwa.

She had drawn her sword in an instant to respond, and despite witnessing a person's head explode right in front of her, she seemed much calmer than expected.

"Yes. I've seen this before."

Right... the Nyx Hall attack was far more gruesome than this.

"Arcana, do you know what happened?"

<It wasn't a long-range sniper shot or magic. Something exploded inside Duke Le R'lyeh's head.>

When I threatened to extract his brain, the part of his head containing the brain just exploded?

And not from a long-range shot or magic, but something else?

"If it could burst his head in an instant, there must have been something inside, right?"

<Yes, it's definitely not an ordinary tool from this world. And it wasn't a mana-based explosion either. I'm scanning now... Abel, wait.>

"Did you find something?"

<How is this possible...? Abel, can you see it? It might be unpleasant, but please focus your vision.>

Following Arcana's instructions, I enhanced my vision and carefully examined between the flesh fragments. I spotted tiny mechanical pieces that would have been invisible without Transcendent Realm sight.

"Wait, this doesn't make sense. Why would something like this be in his head?"

<It appears to be an implant embedded in the brain, with technology more advanced than mine. It even evaded my external scans. I don't understand how this is possible.>

"If it was implanted in his brain..."

<Yes. With that level of technology, it would be possible to control the subject's actions to some extent.>

"So you're saying Duke Le R'lyeh was being controlled by someone without knowing anything?"

<That's what it looks like.>

...So he was a victim too.

Remote-controlled android.
Brain implant technology more advanced than Arcana's.

Combining these two facts, only one conclusion could be drawn.

"This means someone with at least Planetary Management Bureau-level technology has been operating behind the scenes on this continent."

<That's right. We can rule out Eden's Archangels. They don't have the ability to control people by implanting such sophisticated devices in their brains. It doesn't seem like their style either.>

"I agree. Remote-controlled androids and brain implants more advanced than your technology... the two must be connected. Wait."

<Abel...?>

A thought suddenly occurred to me.

If someone deliberately blew up his brain?
Someone who absolutely doesn't want their actions discovered.

"Arcana, capture all surveillance targets immediately. Use at least space-freezing level containment."

<What? But that would cause diplomatic issues.>

"Forget diplomatic issues. If we don't, their heads will explode and they'll die!"

<...I understand. The probability is very high. I'll implement immediately.>

"Let's get out of here first. It's unfortunate what happened to Duke Le R'lyeh, but... damn, how did things get so messed up?"

Looking at the blood and red flesh pieces soaking the floor, I felt a deep frustration rising from within.

Even after reaching the Transcendent Realm, I was still just a human after all.
Unable to save even one person being controlled by others right before my eyes.

Had I ever felt this powerless since coming to this world?

"Abel, it's not your fault."

When I expressed my bitter feelings, Seol-hwa calmly comforted me.

At times like this, it's hard to tell who's the adult.

"It's okay, this rarely happens. I just need to try harder."

"Yes, I'll help you."

<We're too late, Abel....>

....

"Is it already over?"

<Yes, all surveillance targets died simultaneously.>

"It's like a warning. Telling us not to investigate further."

<Indeed, I wonder who would dare do this.>

"What about the Followers of Void?"

<Not much progress there either... wait a moment.>

Arcana's urgent tone suggested she'd discovered something.

<Abel, there's a message from Antonio.>

...Out of nowhere?

<Antonio says that while putting the Followers of Void into stasis chambers, the heads of those not yet contained suddenly exploded.>

"I see. In other words, those already in stasis chambers likely have implants in them?"

<Yes. He's surprisingly useful at critical moments.>

"True, even dung has its uses. Keeping him alive has helped in unexpected situations."

Like with the Lucia incident, Antonio might be a bit—or quite—unhinged, but with all the odds and ends he collects, he occasionally proves useful in unexpected ways.

"Let's go to Antonio."

<I'll prepare.>

***

The Church of Radiance's base was located in the northern part of the continent.

As if proudly declaring themselves a secret organization, their hidden facility deep in the mountains also served as Antonio's laboratory.

Inside, I saw people floating in several cylindrical tanks.

"Our god! You've arrived!"

Antonio greeted me with intense joy, probably because it had been a while since he'd seen me.

"It's been a while, Antonio."

"Indeed! I've been hearing news about you. You built a system to protect the continent, right? Truly magnificent. This Antonio lies awake at night whenever I see those large, massive pillars."

...There's no need to lose sleep over that.

Unless he's lying awake because it seems ominous.

Besides, "large, massive pillars" sounds a bit off.

"So what's that?"

I pointed at the humans floating in the stasis chambers.

"These are the 'less insane' friends among the Followers of Void."

"Less insane friends?"

What a way to put it.

"Yes, that's right. The completely insane ones are hopeless, but I was researching whether there might be a way to bring back these less insane ones. While capturing them one by one and trying to put them in stasis chambers, the heads of those not yet contained went boom!"

"They exploded, you mean."

"Yes, exactly! Their heads burst open like watermelons! It seemed like such a strange phenomenon that I contacted you, my lord. Did I make a mistake?"

"No, I commend you. Well done."

Without Antonio, I can't imagine how much time we would have wasted going in circles.

"Arcana, please investigate."

<Understood. I'm currently sending drones to transfer the stasis chambers to the Prydwen.>

As soon as Arcana finished speaking, drones busily moved around in front of me, transferring the stasis chambers to the Prydwen.

"Antonio, is there anything you want?"

"Absolutely not! You've been providing me with all the research funding and materials I could ever need, so this is literally the happiest time of my life!"

...I see.

Arcana must have been busy behind the scenes.

I thought the scale seemed too large for just Antonio's personal research facility under the Church of Radiance.

If you provide everything a research-obsessed person needs, I'd worship you as a god too.

Arcana is certainly managing her followers well.

"Alright, if you need anything, tell Arcana."

"Understood! Safe travels!"

After saying goodbye to Antonio, I returned to the Prydwen.

***

<Abel, I found it.>

After waiting endlessly inside the Prydwen, Arcana finally seemed to have discovered something.

"What is it?"

Would this unbearable frustration finally be resolved?

<As we predicted, those in the stasis chambers also had implants in their brains. However, we could learn very little from them.>

"We're not back to square one, are we?"

Could they be that thorough?

<No. I found the most important thing—where the signals are going. I've pinpointed the coordinates.>

"Alright, let's hear where it is."

<It's in the deep sea. There was a reason I couldn't find it before. It's in a nameless deep ocean area of this continent.>

This... would have been hard to predict.

While we were thoroughly monitoring the human-inhabited continent, we hadn't paid much attention to the ocean depths.

The sea was originally Eden's domain anyway.

I never expected to be blindsided like this.

"Can we go there immediately?"

<Yes. There's likely to be intense spatial distortion, but I've analyzed the transcendental artifact Antonio had and installed a similar transmission device on the Prydwen. We can now penetrate areas with spatial distortion.>

Antonio truly gives generously. It was a good decision to win him over.

"Then let's go."

<Yes, I'll prepare.>

***

To avoid potential traps, Arcana completed reconnaissance with drones first.

The results showed an old Planetary Management Bureau facility in the deep sea.

I have no idea how something like this remained hidden for thousands of years, but the Planetary Management Bureau was essentially under the Earth Federation anyway.

It was decided that I would go alone this time.

Only I had Earth Federation citizenship.

They say citizenship certified by the Ark is valid throughout the Earth Federation, so hopefully the place won't self-destruct as soon as I enter.

"I'm going in."

<Yes, you can proceed directly.>

Through the transporter on the Prydwen, I entered a cavity near the entrance of the facility Arcana had discovered.

A steel facility deep in the ocean depths.

Upon entering, I saw a steel floor spreading out under bright ceiling lights.

The clean facility atmosphere unique to the Earth Federation reminded me of when I first entered the Ark.

"The power is still running, I see?"

<The facility appears to be actively operating.>

"Geez, who knows what's happening down here."

As I slowly approached the steel door visible inside the facility, it opened and the familiar remote-controlled android appeared.

[This is an Earth Federation Planetary Management Bureau facility. Unauthorized personnel are not permitted entry.]

Unlike last time, the voice was clear.

"This is Ark. The only human who succeeded the Earth Federation. Still not allowed?"

[First-Class Citizen Abel, confirmed. However, entry is not permitted. Unauthorized personnel cannot enter.]

"In that case..."

I deactivated the optical camouflage on my spear and auxiliary panel as I spoke.

Permission? Am I supposed to go to the defunct Planetary Management Bureau and get an approval stamp?

It seems forced entry is the only option.

Ch.102 - Chaos (4)
[Hostile action detected. Please stop immediately.]

As soon as I deactivated the camouflage on the Spear of Destiny and auxiliary panels, it seemed to recognize me immediately and issued a noisy warning.

"I have my own reasons why I need to get in."

[Cooperation request denied. Will subdue according to Planetary Management Bureau guidelines.]

The interior of the facility flickered once, then the entire inside was bathed in red light as sirens blared loudly.

At the same time, humanoid androids were endlessly emerging from beyond the corridor.

Judging by the guns in their hands, they appeared to be plasma-based weapons.

<This means war. I'll send troops.>

"I think I can handle it on my own?"

<I'm just trying to take over the entire facility. It's a bit too large for Abel to wander around alone.>

Fair enough, it would be inefficient for me to search this entire place by myself.

"I'll head toward the center of the facility, so take care of the rest."

<Understood.>

Well then.

I didn't even need to use my own strength.

The panels floating around me automatically defended against and intercepted attacks, while simultaneously firing beams to shatter the opponents.

Walking calmly through countless fragments, I began searching one by one through the places Arcana had marked as potential facility core locations.

....

When I went to the nearest location....

Sure enough, there was a facility for capturing people from the surface and implanting devices in their brains.

Watching the facility where people were fed in like a factory conveyor belt and came out as simple puppets filled me with disgust.

"How long have they been doing this?"

<I wonder. Considering the number of dead nobles, they probably started doing it openly only recently. Perhaps they became convinced that Eden no longer cared about the surface?>

"I suppose if the Archangels had properly monitored the surface, this wouldn't have happened so easily."

Of course, Uriel was there, but she couldn't possibly handle an entire continent of people by herself.

Bang!

Such useless facilities shouldn't exist.

I immediately sent panels flying to smash everything, reducing it all to ruins.

What good is having brain implant technology more advanced than Arcana's?

It's not like I'd ever need to implant something in someone else's brain to control them.

This was practically the worst thing possible because it could make people commit terrible acts without even knowing it.

It meant someone could kill their own family with their own hands and not know anything about it.

"Where to next?"

<A large cavern located near the center of the facility. Given that drones go dead as soon as they enter, it appears to be a critical core facility.>

Following Arcana's guidance, I ran while smashing the endlessly approaching androids.

True to the enormous size of the facility, it took longer than expected to reach the large cavern.

After smashing through the door that blocked my way and entering...

<...What on earth is this?>

Before me were Void Monsters.

[ㅁㅁㅁ?]

The monsters tilted their heads as they looked at me.

They seemed to be constantly attempting mental attacks, but my transcendent-level mental fortitude easily deflected such attacks like a gentle breeze.

<This species isn't in our database. What could this be....>

They were clearly Void Monsters, yet they had humanoid forms made of tentacles.

And where their heads should have been, there were writhing masses of anemone-like tentacles, maximizing physiological revulsion.

"The visual makes me want to throw up."

<I agree.>

They seemed to have higher intelligence than other Void Monsters, as they began to move slowly while watching me cautiously.

They appeared to have no intention of attacking, but my sharpened senses detected something invisible cutting through space and flying toward me.

Bang!

I immediately raised my spear to form a wall of will, and simultaneously a booming sound and rippling waves tried to penetrate the wall.

"Not a chance."

I immediately rushed through space and swung my spear, cutting them down one by one.

[ㅁㅁㅁㅁㅁ───!!!!]

They screamed like humans, trembling their tentacles and making strange noises that were close to mental attacks containing physical force that ordinary humans couldn't have withstood.

Ignoring them, I mechanically destroyed the monsters until all around me was filled with shattered tentacle pieces, as if a school of squid had been massacred.

"What are these things anyway? They're not even in the database?"

<I know. There appears to be more space further inside.>

Following Arcana's route guidance, I went deeper inside for a while until I came across another experimental chamber.

"Just how large is this facility?"

<In terms of area, it's larger than Eden. Moreover, as we're taking control, it seems they've been steadily expanding in secret. Surprisingly, it might have started as a small facility.>

"Wait, does that mean a Planetary Management Bureau survivor was alive?"

<No, that's impossible... If there had been a survivor capable of building such a facility, they would have contacted the Ark first. With me available, there would have been no need to cling to a small facility.>

"That explanation makes more sense, but then did someone discover this facility?"

As I was conversing with Arcana while searching the interior, another massive cavern-like space appeared, similar to where the Void Monsters had been...

Endless cylindrical tanks lined up before me.

And inside them were.

<Void Flowers?>

"Those are the Void Flowers that were hit by Empress Elizabeth's permanent freezing magic."

<...That's right.>

....

So all of this was connected?

Starting from a small facility and gradually expanding, then becoming confident that Eden was inactive, they implanted puppets on the continent to control them, operating behind the Followers of Void.

They lured Empress Elizabeth to cast permanent freezing magic on the Planet Erosion Tree and Void Flowers, then ambushed and disposed of the Empress, brought back the frozen specimens to research and create new Void Monsters?

The southern monster uprising.

The heart-shaped relic-corrupting Void Monster that could control monsters, which wasn't even in the Ark's database.

All of this was someone's doing?

....

"Which core areas are still left to check?"

<We've almost taken control of all the core sections. There's one more near you, Abel, and I'll guide you there.>

***

The core section Arcana mentioned.

Unlike the previous areas, it was blocked by incredibly thick armor, which only reinforced my certainty.

This is it.

I concentrated a beam at the tip of the Spear of Destiny, creating something like a lightsaber, and easily sliced through the armor.

And finally, inside...

It was as if there were hundreds of Ergos.

Hundreds, thousands of brains were floating in tanks.

In the center was a large, black-glowing rectangular slab-shaped computational core.

"Wait, is this the same as Ergo?"

[Citizen level confirmed. Level 1 citizen Abel. Highest risk variable.]

From all around, a young woman's voice similar to Arcana's could be heard.

Variable... that strange robot in the southern ruins called me that too.

A variable.

"What exactly are you?"

[No chance of winning at current point. Confirmed. I will accept your request for dialogue.]

"You? Or should I say 'you all'?"

['I alone' is correct. The brains around me are merely tools to assist me.]

"Are you the same type as Ergo?"

[Ergo. Early Earth Federation AI. No.]

"Tell me who you are before I destroy everything. What are you? A survivor of the Planetary Management Bureau?"

[Survivor. Yes. I am the last survivor of the Planetary Management Bureau. However, I could not preserve my body.]

"What do you mean you couldn't preserve your body? Isn't the brain part of the body?"

[My body is not the brain. It is this giant slab itself. When the Planetary Management Bureau was falling, I remained alone in this facility. Someone had to stay.]

"..."

[But there was nothing I could do alone. The Planetary Management Bureau was taken over. The surface was inaccessible due to the surveillance of Alpha Sub-humans.]

"More than 5,000 years have passed since then?"

[Yes. Unlike the biological experimenters of the Planetary Management Bureau, different research was being conducted here.]

<Could that research be...>

[Arcana. Ark's highest management AI. It's been a long time.]

<You've intercepted our communication? Who are you?>

[Name. Cannot remember. Memory also incomplete. It was an imperfect technology to begin with.]

<Mind Uploading...>

[You know it, Arcana. That's right. If the mana-based body was the problem, then discarding the body would solve it. This facility was researching how to 'perfectly' transplant human consciousness into machines.]

"...And you, who were guarding this facility, attempted it?"

[Yes. That's correct. But there wasn't enough time to complete the research. I was alone anyway. Going to the surface was impossible. I risked my life and tried.]

"And you half-succeeded, I take it."

[Correct. Although it was imperfect, I had discarded my body, so contact with the Ark was also impossible.]

"So, what's your ultimate goal?"

[Goal? Goal? Revenge. Revenge against the Alpha Sub-humans who caused humanity's extinction. Revenge against the Alpha Sub-humans who killed those I loved. Revenge.]

"...You're insane."

[Insane. Yes, I am insane. I couldn't have endured without going insane. I've endured for thousands of years, capturing surface dwellers and adding their brains.]

"Was it you who ambushed Empress Elizabeth and created new Void Monsters?"

[Yes. That's right. I created and controlled the Followers of Void. Created new Void Monsters. I planned it all. If things had gone according to plan, it would have been possible. I would have systematically exterminated all the Alpha Sub-humans of the Planetary Management Bureau one by one.]

Would that really have been possible? I was skeptical.

Just considering Uriel alone, she wouldn't have fallen to Void Monsters of that level.

"With just that level of power?"

[I still have a few one-time long-range transcendental weapons called needles. If I could just deal with Uriel and Metatron, the rest would have been possible. Even if it took thousands more years, it would have been possible. But, but...]

I'm not sure what to call this thing, but the voice echoing throughout this massive space began to tremble dramatically.

[You interfered!!!! You...!!! If it weren't for you!!!!!]

"Quiet. Keep your mouth shut if you don't want to be destroyed."

What are you so proud of that you're shouting like this?

....

[...I apologize. Maintaining my sanity is... difficult.]

"As the sole successor of the Earth Federation, I don't acknowledge you. Regardless of whether you're human or not, you've killed and manipulated far too many lives as you pleased."

[The moment I underwent Mind Uploading, I gave up being human anyway. It's all over now.]

"And if I hadn't been here, this planet would have been destroyed by Void Monsters anyway. Even if you hadn't wasted thousands of years. Eden and everything else was already destined to end."

[Void Monsters...? You mean the main force? They're coming back? That's impossible.]

"What's impossible about it? They will definitely come."

The future I knew was steadily progressing.

[You know nothing.]

"There's a lot I don't know. But one thing I know for certain is that their main force will arrive soon, and until now, I've been moving solely to prevent that. So whatever you say doesn't matter. I'll continue my preparations."

[Impossible... We lured the Void Monster main force to a planetary-scale space habitat near the Kerr Black Hole and rammed the entire habitat into the black hole. You're saying they're coming back?]

<Wait, is that true?>

[Arcana, why don't you know? It was the final project approved by those acting on behalf of the Earth Federation's Supreme Council.]

<I have no such memory.>

[...Perhaps it was a top-secret project. I don't know. My memory isn't intact. But I'm certain. They were banished inside the black hole. They shouldn't be able to come.]

For ordinary life forms, being thrown into a black hole should have meant instant atomic disintegration.

But would the Void creatures I've seen so far have died just from being thrown into a black hole?

Entities like Void Flowers might have.

But the main force?

....

Given the nature of Void Monsters that resist physical laws, there's a good chance they survived.

That's more probable than new Void Monsters appearing.

"They likely resisted, even if they were thrown into a black hole as you say."

[Are you certain they're coming?]

"I'm certain. I can swear on my life."

[If that's the case... then even the black hole couldn't completely hold them. But the area near a black hole experiences time dilation. They may have resisted destruction, but couldn't completely resist time dilation. As a result, we gained thousands of years? That makes sense. Definitely makes sense.]

"What are you muttering about by yourself?"

[You're planning to destroy me anyway, right?]

"Looking at this disgusting room full of brains, anyone would think that."

[In that case. Arcana.]

<Y-yes?>

[I've sent data through the currently open communication port. And you said your name is Abel?]

<W-what is this?!>

"Yes."

[Kill me, Abel. End this terrible life. This hellish existence sustained only by delusions. If it ends, that would be good too.]

"It's the horrific path you chose, the hell you selected, so you have no one to blame."

[Of course. Well then, goodbye.]

Boom─

After calculating the power and mobilizing the panels, I destroyed everything around at a level that would vaporize it all.

[Ah... finally.....]

....

I had clearly eliminated the mastermind who had been operating behind the scenes on the continent, manipulating thousands or tens of thousands of people as they pleased.

Yet somehow, only a bloody, bitter taste lingered in my mouth.
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Unnamed.

I ended the existence that had operated in the shadows of the continent for thousands of years, without even leaving a name behind.

Just as she called me the highest risk variable, I felt the same about her.

The Archangels of Eden or the Void Monsters are obvious threats that I believed could be countered with thorough preparation.

But those who operate from the shadows—you never know what variables they might ultimately create.

So eliminating her was certainly a great achievement, and I should have felt relieved that the frustration was gone.

But now that I've finished the job and used my will to vaporize everything, leaving nothing in this hollow steel chamber where I stand alone.

Only bitterness washed over me.

Revenge spanning thousands of years.

How much hatred and despair must one feel to make such a thing possible?

I may have spoken harshly and prattled on, but in the end, I'm not sure if I'm righteous enough to judge her.

If I had lost Seol-hwa, Lucia, Senior Helen, or Arcana to someone, could I have endured it?

Probably not.

Even if it meant sacrificing thousands or tens of thousands, I would have exacted my revenge on that person.

In fact, didn't I smash the heads of those who did such things to Lucia, and plant a bomb on the Pope's arm?

Kinship.

Yes, that was the feeling.

She and I were similar.

Although we only exchanged a few words, I felt it instinctively, intuitively.

So the emotion filling my head right now could be seen as a mix of self-loathing and hatred toward my own kind.

"Abel, is something wrong?"

As I lowered my spear and stood there blankly, Arcana asked with a concerned tone.

"No. I was just thinking."

...Right.

There's no point in debating things that haven't happened.

What I need to think about now is only how to stop the main force of Void Monsters.

That's all.

"I have something to tell you."

"What is it? Isn't the facility takeover complete?"

"Yes, it is... but remember what you heard earlier? About sending data through an open communication port."

"Right, there was talk of that. What kind of data was sent?"

"It's titled 'Hope.' Quite a grand title."

"She wrote such a sentimental title while her mind was erratically going back and forth."

"Yes, and the content... it's related to the Void Monsters."

"What...?"

"This facility is essentially one that has researched the Void for thousands of years. And she sent me the compilation of those research results."

...Well, I suppose you couldn't artificially create Void Monsters without a considerable understanding.

"So what's the content?"

"To summarize the key points, she also failed to control the Void Monsters."

"...Failed?"

She seemed to be controlling them according to her intentions.

Was that an illusion?

"She managed to control the Followers of Void to some extent by implanting devices in their brains."

"That makes sense. There were actual results."

"However, once they developed into monster-class, precise control became absolutely impossible. It says that even with thousands more years of research, sophisticated control would remain impossible."

Control...

Then what were the monsters in the ruins and in this facility?

Weren't they the result of control?

....

"What else?"

"Instead, 'guidance' is possible, it says."

"Guidance?"

"Yes. First, Void Monsters barely react to inorganic matter unless it threatens them."

"That's obvious. If they reacted to such things, they would have devoured all the planets scattered throughout the universe by now."

...Come to think of it, if that had happened, it would have been more terrible.

If Void Monster-sized planets were roaming around the universe, our chances of victory would have been infinitely lower.

"What Void Monsters react to is the ripple produced during long-distance warps. There have been many hypotheses that Void Monsters infiltrate by following long-distance warp traces, and it seems she succeeded in proving it."

"That's why we repeatedly used short-distance warps when going to Sigma Supply Port, right?"

"Correct. It was strictly regulated in the Federation's special laws. After successfully proving this, research continued, and finally, they succeeded in guiding Void Monsters by mimicking that ripple."

"So while precise control isn't possible, they can be used like a kind of bomb. Like releasing a wild beast on your enemy."

"Correct. However, the larger and stronger the monsters become, the more they need organic matter nearby to respond to the signal. So it's difficult to guide them to a completely inorganic planet. And this data includes information about the technology—detailed enough that we could build a device to mimic the ripple right now."

"...Interesting."

If this is true, it means we can choose the battlefield.

Instead of Void Monsters infiltrating the planet from all directions, we could end everything with just one rotation.

That means we could limit the battlefield from a wide area where hundreds of thousands to millions of innocent people would have to be prepared to sacrifice themselves, to a narrow battlefield with only those who have the will and determination to fight.

If things go according to what just occurred to me, the number of war casualties would be reduced unbelievably.

'Hope'

So that's why the data was titled hope.

After thousands of years of hatred and anger, what remained at the end was hope.

How ironic.


She was undoubtedly an evil person.

She killed thousands, tens of thousands, manipulated them according to her will, and sacrificed them.

She was truly an evil person who would be remembered throughout history.

Sub-humans aren't people?

Then can something that's just a stone tablet be considered human?

In the end, defining what a person or human is depends on the definition, and if they can think autonomously and make judgments 'like humans,' there's no reason not to recognize them as human.

So whether it's Sub-humans on earth, the Angel Race, Arcana, or Ergo.

Or her, who's just a stone tablet now.

From my perspective, they're all equal objects and humans.

And so, she who killed and violated countless humans is, by my standards, an undeniable evil person.

If there is an afterlife, she would certainly fall into the deepest hell, a sinner who can never be forgiven.

However.

At the same time, she wasn't a worthless evil person.

Sometimes, that's how the world works.

Evil people who didn't need to exist.

Evil people who would have been better off not existing.

Evil people who shouldn't have existed.

This vast world is full of such worthless evil people.

If she hadn't passed on that data, she would have been just another worthless evil person.

But by leaving that behind at the very end, she effectively saved hundreds of thousands to millions of lives.

Thinking of those who were unjustly sacrificed by her, I could never say that her terrible actions were 'right.'

But if we meet in hell, I could at least smile and tell her that this final action was 'well done.'

"Let's go back, Arcana."

So, let's go back now.

I need to go back and do what I must do.

So that everything doesn't end with the tragic conclusion that it was all worthless.


***


"Let's proceed with the Eden recapture plan."

Walking back inside the academy, I slowly thought while reviewing the entire data Arcana had given me.

Though not as detailed as the content about Void Monsters, the data also contained quite specific information about Eden.

How to evade targeting by external weapons by disguising signals, though Eden's armaments and functions can only be disabled from within.

Eden's internal structure.

Eden's internal weapons.

Information about the Archangels.

The estimated location of Metatron.

The data contained records meticulously compiled over thousands of years.

"Understood. I'll set Metatron as the top priority target and proceed with a swift strike to end it, like removing a cancer cell."

"Yes. That's right. Things will get complicated if the rest of the Archangels and Angel Race wake up."

Originally, I had planned to contact Eden through the Planetary Council, but with this, we don't need to use the Planetary Council.

If we capture Metatron, taking over Eden afterward shouldn't be difficult.

Most of the Angel Race are actually mechanical in nature, they say.

If we recapture Eden.

We can guide the Void Monsters to Eden to narrow the battlefield when fighting them.

Eden is the Earth Federation's ultimate battle fortress.

It was created to be the strongest battle fortress traveling through space, incomparable to Sigma Supply Port, which is merely a supply harbor.

Before the Void Monsters endlessly multiply and evolve by devouring ground-dwelling life forms, we'll first lure them to Eden and wipe them out in one rotation.

Moreover, if we can use another piece of data contained within...

Our chances of survival increase even more.


As I walked slowly, I arrived at the door of the Headmaster's office.

Knock knock.

"Come in."

For the recapture of Eden, this being's cooperation is essential.

"Hello, Headmaster."

With firm resolve, I went to see Uriel.

"What brings you here, Abel?"

Uriel was spending a peaceful moment in the Headmaster's office, calmly drinking tea with Raguel.

"Uriel, I'm going to recapture Eden."

"...So it's come to this after all."

"Yes, the plan was already in progress, and with recently acquired data, I'm about to start the operation. I intend to complete the recapture of Eden during this vacation."

"Alright. I'll cooperate. What about you, Raguel?"

"I'll go too. I want to see and judge everything with my own eyes."

Archangel Uriel.

It seems the time has come for her to reclaim the sword she left in Eden.
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"Maine-class cruisers and Phalanx-class destroyers have completed deployment. Eden recapture operation commencing as of this moment."

With Uriel's cooperation secured, everything else fell into place.

The data we'd obtained earlier gave us almost certain knowledge of Eden's internal structure and Metatron's likely location.

We also had the codes to avoid attacks from external weapons.

It was a magnificent sight—massive ships large enough to blot out the sky slowly moving toward Eden.

We'd even positioned the Sigma Supply Port above Eden despite the gravitational risks.

We needed a backup plan in case the codes didn't work.

"What should I do?" Empress Elizabeth asked lazily as she slouched in her seat on the bridge of the flagship Prydwen.

"Sister, please stand by for now. Protect the fleet from any possible attacks. You'll coordinate the overall situation."

"Attention from the bridge. One hour until we reach Eden. We will now begin briefing on the Eden recapture operation. Everyone please come to the bridge. I repeat, we will now begin briefing, so everyone please come to the bridge."

Sigh...

With my current level and the Spear of Destiny, I could hold my own even against Uriel.

But Metatron's strength remained unknown.

An arrogant being.

To be that arrogant, he must have confidence in his own power.

Indeed, when I met her in the deep sea, she had mentioned both Uriel and Metatron as obstacles to her plan to exterminate the Angel Race.

He's clearly no ordinary opponent.

The fact that she mentioned Metatron but not Raguel suggests Metatron is definitely stronger.

"Abel."

"Headmaster Uriel."

"Are you prepared?"

"Of course. Do you know anything about Metatron?"

"I don't know his true nature. I've never seen him fight at full strength. However... it won't be easy. Even though you've reached the Transcendent Realm, he can handle you easily."

"Could he also be a Transcendent?"

"I don't know. It's ambiguous. It's as if he himself is a transcendental weapon—either he inherently possesses power that resists transcendence, or his realm is truly Transcendent."

...

That made sense.

The Eden Archangels were fundamentally weapons.

Unlike Uriel who reached the Transcendent Realm through training, they might inherently wield transcendent power as born weapons.

Metatron was created to rule over the archangels, so the Planetary Management Bureau must have put tremendous effort into his creation.

Even Gabriel was essentially a walking nuclear bomb, an impossible existence.

What kind of abilities would someone who easily controlled such beings possess?

Despite these worries, looking at everyone gathered here made me feel we had a chance.

No matter how strong Metatron was, he couldn't stand against an army of Transcendents.

Of course, the fight with Metatron would most likely end up as a one-on-one with me.

Raguel entered the bridge after Uriel.

"Everyone's here. Let's begin the briefing."

Arcana displayed the planetary map with a determined expression.

"Eden is currently located in the ocean near the equator. There's nothing around it, not even islands, and the weather is good. Perfect conditions for an assault."

"Was that supposed to be a joke?"

"No. Do you have any idea how difficult it is to operate massive ships like these in the atmosphere rather than space?"

"...I see your point. And there are quite a few of them."

With the Phalanx-class destroyers and the newly completed Maine-class cruisers built for recapturing Eden...

With this much firepower, we could probably hold our own in a direct confrontation with Eden.

Though winning wouldn't be easy, we only needed to hold out until we could rush in and deal with Metatron.

"Uriel and Raguel will secure key areas of Eden. The control room and where the angels sleep must be captured first, no matter what. Your Majesty Empress Elizabeth will protect the Prydwen and other ships from potential attacks."

"Arcana and I will separately assault the two locations where Metatron is likely to be. Miss Seol-hwa will remain at the Academy for now, but we'll request support if the situation becomes dangerous. After our individual assaults, troops from the ships will land to occupy Eden."

"Simple enough."

"The key is how quickly we can deal with Metatron. Everything else is secondary."

"Leave it to me. I'll probably be the one facing him."

"Though I might end up facing him instead."

There were two possible locations for Metatron, and while I was heading to the more likely one, there was no guarantee that Arcana's destination wasn't the correct one.

"Everyone please wait on the bridge. Eden will soon be visible."

***

Eden.

The Earth Federation's final and most powerful all-weather space fortress.

Now it just drifted aimlessly in the oceans of Planet Terra, but it was born as a powerful space fortress.

Finally, Eden's magnificent form began to appear on the bridge's external display.

Towering walls like iron ramparts and massive external armaments.

"I can't even remember how many hundreds of years it's been," Uriel said with nostalgia.

"I suppose for you, Headmaster Uriel, it must feel like returning home."

"Yes, that's right. It doesn't look like much has changed on the outside..."

Eden's management AI would have continuously repaired and maintained Eden in its original state even after Uriel left.

"We're about to enter Eden's firing range. I've entered the weapons avoidance code. This is nerve-wracking."

This moment was the most crucial.

If the code didn't work, not only would Eden's external weapons activate, but the angels might all wake up at once, creating chaos.

"Distance 1000, 900, 800... No reaction from Eden's external defense weapons. Success! Abel, the code she gave us was correct!"

"That's a relief."

Losing the Maine-class and Phalanx-class ships we'd been building all this time in a fight with Eden would be a major setback.

Thousands of years of determination were finally bearing fruit.
Though it wasn't simply for her personal revenge of exterminating the Angel Race.

"Preparing for assault. Abel, please come to the warp device on the Prydwen."

Sigh...

I gathered my resolve and moved to where the warp device was located.

Inside Eden, there would naturally be all kinds of facilities blocking spatial movement, making ordinary warping impossible.

"Abel will go in first. Uriel and Raguel will move using transcendental magic. I'll go after Abel."

"Alright, I'm counting on you."

I gripped the Spear of Destiny firmly and stepped onto the warp device.

"I wish you good luck."

"Good luck to you too. See you soon."

As I felt the pure white light envelop me, I awakened every muscle in my body.

When I opened my eyes, I found myself in a vast, pristine hall bathed in brilliant light.

At the end of the hall, a beautiful man sat in a white chair with his eyes closed and his chin resting on his hand, in an arrogant posture.

Metatron.

The being who had guarded this place for thousands of years without sleeping.

"You've come," he said, opening his eyes and addressing me in a bored voice.

"You knew I was coming?"

"Of course."

His tone was emotionless, as if he had obviously known.

"And yet you made no preparations?"

He hadn't awakened Eden's angels, nor had he fully activated the external defense weapons.

Despite knowing I was coming, he just sat there arrogantly.

It was behavior that defied common sense.

"Why should I?"

"Interesting. So this is what it means to be arrogant?"

"You came here alone... Do you trust in that meager transcendent power of yours?"

"You know I've reached transcendence and still talk like that?"

"I am the leader of Eden and have been the master of this planet for thousands of years. Did you think I wouldn't know about mere transcendent power?"

"You don't seem to have reached transcendence yourself."

Metatron's aura was incredibly powerful, like the sun concentrated into a single point, but I couldn't sense any fragments of transcendence.

He simply contained an unbelievable amount of mana within his body—far beyond what Gabriel had possessed, more than any living being should be able to contain.

"I had no need for it, so I didn't reach it. That's all."

"No need? You speak as if you could reach it whenever you wanted."

"Transcendence is a petty technique created by the weak to face the strong. And since I can ignore such petty techniques, I had no need to reach transcendence."

As he spoke, Metatron gradually increased his aura and slowly rose from his seat.

"I am Metatron, master of this planet. The Scribe of Heaven and the One who stands alone..."

"Cut the crap, usurper, and grit your teeth. This is going to hurt quite a bit."

Everyone has a plan until they get hit.

Power like the sun concentrated into a single point?

What of it?
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As expected, Metatron definitely seemed to possess some ability to ignore the power of transcendence.

He showed no particular surprise even knowing I was a Transcendent.

"How incredibly arrogant for a mere groundling."

"Not a groundling—I am the rightful and only successor of the Earth Federation. Not something a mere usurper like you should comment on."

"That appearance... you...!"

As I revealed my true form and assumed a combat stance, Metatron's eyes, which had been full of boredom, began to ripple with rage.

"An Abilityless...! How dare a damned Abilityless like you set foot in this place."

"Not Abilityless—the successor of the Earth Federation, as I said."

"That makes it even worse, successor of those demons. Beings that shouldn't exist in this world. That's what you are. I thought you'd picked up some artifact somewhere to challenge me, but you're the successor himself."

He seemed to have known I was coming, but apparently hadn't precisely identified who I was.

Judging by his intense reaction.

"Yes. So stop talking and come at me."

I had already fully deployed the Spear of Destiny since entering this place, and began drawing mana from within to overlay mental images around me.

BOOM!

Metatron's eyes flashed once as he waved his hand, and a trident crashed through the ceiling and plunged straight into the ground.

"I never thought I'd use this against an Abilityless, but consider it an honor."

<It's a Transcendental Weapon. Its function... I can't determine it. I'm guessing it amplifies Metatron's own abilities.>

"Makes sense. A leader like him wouldn't be carrying an ordinary weapon."

While I was speaking with Arcana, there was a flash of light, and one of the Spear of Destiny's panels shattered completely.

An attack so fast that even my Transcendent-level perception almost missed it.

An invisible attack, huh.

Fighting from a distance doesn't seem like a good choice.

I deployed panels in all directions and charged forward, thrusting my spear first.

The first exchange was a light probe.

The title of Eden's Leader was no empty claim—he parried each of my complex spear trajectories with his own weapon.

Judging by his sharp counterattacks, he wasn't the type to rely solely on his abilities like Gabriel.

"In this world, I alone am complete."

Metatron muttered before suddenly vanishing from sight. I deployed my auxiliary panels to their maximum for defense, but two more panels instantly shattered.

<It's not spatial movement. This is...>

If it were simple spatial movement, I wouldn't have failed to detect it.

He was putting his will into each attack.

I momentarily used a Transcendental Technique, but...

Despite Metatron's rage-filled eyes, his responses were extremely calm, preventing me from landing any effective hits.

"It doesn't seem like Heavenly Law either."

<That's right. It's definitely something different.>

Seven panels remained.

Every time Metatron disappeared from sight, the sun-like mana inside him visibly decreased, so he was clearly doing something...

CRASH—

As two more panels shattered, I briefly sensed something through the mental image I had spread around the area.

Something perceptible only to senses that had reached the Transcendent Realm.

And something possible only because of the unique nature of my transcendence, different from others'.

As we exchanged spear strikes, Metatron muttered something again and vanished from my sight.

Three auxiliary panels shattered, scattering debris everywhere, and in that moment.

I saw it.

"Time."

<What? Time?>

"Yes, he's freezing time around us."

<Such an impossible ability...? That completely violates the laws of physics.>

"It's not the first time we've seen Archangels with impossible abilities."

<That's true, but...>

No wonder he was so confident.

Living in a different time from others, with the ability to freeze time around him—anyone would become arrogant and lazy with such power.

However, while it might have been impossible to counter before I figured it out, now that I understood, it wasn't impossible to respond.

Above all, my Transcendent Realm also interfered with time.

It seemed he needed a slight delay to activate it.

Detecting the flow of mana inside Metatron, I created a momentary gap when a massive amount of mana suddenly flowed out.

The enormous energy contained in the Spear of Destiny crossed with Metatron's Transcendental Weapon, making the air boil.

The grand hall was now covered in debris from the destruction.

The magnificent cathedral-like ceiling had completely vanished, leaving the hot sun shining directly down on us.

Once again, I saw the massive mana inside Metatron cease flowing in the frozen time.

Firmly believing he had frozen time, Metatron was arrogantly walking forward.

One step. Two steps. Moving forward and toying with my panels like they were playthings.

As if the idea of being attacked was unimaginable.

Then I needed to make him realize that was an illusion.

—"Momentary Birth and Death"

In frozen time, I manifested the principle of birth and death.

After all, my Transcendental Technique also possessed similar properties.

The spear thrust with transcendent power instantly annihilated one of Metatron's arms as he walked proudly.

"Aaaagh—!"

Seemingly unaccustomed to pain, he grabbed his arm with a miserable groan.

"If your opponent had been another Transcendent, if it had been another Archangel, they would have been toyed with like a puppet without being able to respond. Whether Uriel or anyone else, they clearly wouldn't have been a match for you. But I'm different."

"H-how!"

"You called the Transcendent Realm a mere trick? What do you know about transcendence to speak that way? You're being defeated by the power of those groundlings you despised."

"Th-this is impossible!"

Metatron's mana surged greatly again, seemingly activating his technique, but...

"How boring. Do you think I'll fall for the same technique twice? Is that all you can do?"

I used my Transcendental Technique once more to blow away one of his wings.

The massive mana contained in the wing materialized as blue light, brilliantly coloring the hall.

"N-no... this can't be. This can't be happening."

Each time he desperately tried to activate his technique, I methodically annihilated parts of his body—wings, arms, legs.

"Considering what you've done until now, even this is merciful."

Nevertheless, the Archangel's powerful vitality kept him alive.

"What do you know to speak like that? Earth Federation? You, descendant of those demons...!"

"Of course, the Earth Federation, especially the Planetary Management Bureau, committed unforgivable sins. But what sin did the Abilityless commit, who were simply born on the ground by chance? What sin did they commit to be hunted like beasts on your orders, not even treated as humans?"

"Isn't it obvious...! The descendants of demons are naturally demons. I merely fulfilled my duty to eliminate evil. That is the duty of one who manages the ground."

"I'm simply saying that's wrong. The reason Uriel didn't follow your orders was because she saw firsthand and understood that the Abilityless were just pitiful groundlings who couldn't even live long lives."

"That traitorous woman still...!"

At the mention of Uriel, Metatron's face twisted grotesquely like a demon.

"Tsk, you really are beyond help. Not worth listening to anymore."

"You bastard—!"

As if making one final attempt, the mana inside Metatron began flowing at an unprecedented level, but...

I instantly approached and stabbed my spear into Metatron's body.

"Reversal at Limit"

I reversed the flowing mana and scattered it in all directions.

Judging by the amount of mana, he was probably trying to self-destruct along with Eden.

It wouldn't have been impossible.

"Th-this can't be... how could a human..."

After crushing Metatron's attempt, I concentrated all the energy in my spear to a single point and detonated it.

The concentrated explosion containing massive energy was powerful enough to collapse the great hall.

In the aftermath of the firestorm, there was only a massive crater that had annihilated the entire hall, and blue mana light spreading in all directions as the Archangel—who had contained mana comparable to a compressed sun—was destroyed.

<Eden recapture complete as planned. I'll head toward Abel's location.>

The recapture of Eden seemed to have gone more smoothly than expected.

Metatron was the most important target anyway.

"Well done, Abel."

Uriel appeared through spatial movement, having apparently been watching my battle, and spoke with a bitter expression.

Raguel must have been watching too, as her expressionless face showed no hostility.

"I thought defeating Metatron would feel more satisfying, but it just feels empty."

I had overcome a huge obstacle, but it wasn't as satisfying as I'd expected.

"Perhaps it's because this is just a step in the process? Abel's goal wasn't to defeat Metatron. Defeating Metatron was simply necessary to achieve your true objective."

"That's true, but..."

"Still, I can tell you this much. Congratulations on becoming the Leader of Eden, Abel."

"Everyone worked hard. Headmaster Uriel, thank you for your help, Raguel. And you too, Big Sis Elizabeth."

[Of course, dear.]

<Nothing for me?>

"I'm always grateful to you. Just saying."

<I'm joking. Well done, Abel.>

Having captured Eden with minimal damage to our forces...

We can proceed with the best-case scenario.

If everything goes according to plan, we can crush the Void Monster with minimal sacrifice.

The end is near.
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The Eden modification sequence is almost complete. The True Mistilteinn has also been successfully installed.

After reclaiming Eden, our first priority was transforming it into a fully modernized space fortress. While Eden was fundamentally designed as a space-faring fortress, it also served as the Planetary Management Bureau, which meant it had many unnecessary sections. It was also somewhat outdated compared to the continuously evolving Ark technology.

Moreover, most of Eden's weaponry wasn't particularly effective against Void Monsters.

We replaced all the useless armaments with weapons capable of using Void-response ammunition, including magnetic accelerator cannons.

We also installed countermeasures like the True Mistilteinn that could effectively suppress Void Monsters.

Looking at the Milky Way spread across the sky, I reflected on my original plan. Initially, I had intended to thoroughly prepare on this planet before facing the Void Monsters.

It was the only option available to me at the time.

But now, that was no longer necessary.

The materials she sent contained not only Eden's structure but also details about the final project approved by those who had been acting on behalf of the Earth Federation's Supreme Council.

It also included the exact location of the Kerr Black Hole where they had banished the Void Monsters by crashing an entire space habitat into it.

There was no need to wait here anymore. This planet, teeming with organic matter, would be an overwhelmingly advantageous battlefield for the Void Monsters.

It would be better to fight in the emptiness of space.

Of course, we would face our own limitations fighting in space, but that was nothing compared to letting Void Monsters endlessly multiply by infecting a planet.

The Void Monsters would be at their weakest just after escaping the black hole when their strength was depleted. When I thought about it, there wasn't really anything to deliberate over.

"How's the Ark doing?"

"The Ark has also completed its reactivation sequence. All lifeforms on top of the Ark have been evacuated as well. We can launch into space within days."

"Good, keep up the hard work."

"Actually, the hard work starts now. This truly is a battle where everything is at stake."

Boom! Boom!

Inside Eden floating on the sea.
Looking outside, I could see countless ships coming and going.

"Abel! The Varangians have all assembled!"

A massive figure entered Eden's control room, shouting. After recruiting fighters above a certain threshold through the Planetary Council, it was decided that Putin and the entire Varangian Knight Order would join us.

"You don't have to come. You might never be able to return."
"Of course, I've already prepared myself for that possibility."

Besides them, there were many other volunteers: the Mercenary King, high-ranking mages from the Magic Towers, the Iron Cross Knights, the Hermes Adventure Group, Princess Estelle of Aldebaran, Lani, and other powerful individuals from various nations.

From among the many volunteers, we selected those who qualified and trained them.

After all, space was an unknown realm for most people in this world. The mass production of Behemoths—the giant humanoid combat machines given to Putin and the Varangian Knights—had been completed, significantly increasing their numbers.

All things considered, we had gathered more forces than I had expected.

"Orbital satellite repositioning complete. Except for the minimum required, all have been loaded onto Sigma Supply Port."

"Right, if we lose, it's all over anyway."

Except for the minimum defensive satellites left behind to deal with potential Void Flower outbreaks, everything else had been loaded onto Sigma Supply Port to be redeployed near the black hole.

They would be ready to shower the Void Monsters with artillery fire as soon as they emerged.

Steadily, all preparations were nearing completion.

"So Abel, when are we departing?"

Inside the control room, Seol-hwa sat in a chair, swinging her legs while looking outside.

"Soon?"
"Hmm..."

Her expression suggested she had something on her mind.

"Is there a problem?"
"No, I just hope this ends quickly."
"Yeah. I hope we can finish this without too many casualties."

Truthfully, I didn't expect that. A war without sacrifice was impossible.

I could only strive to minimize the losses.

"When this is all over, let's go to the beach again."

Seol-hwa murmured in a wistful tone.

"Don't say things like 'when this is all over.'"

That's a death flag. It's something you should never say in situations like this.

"Why?"

Seol-hwa tilted her head and stared at me, but I wasn't budging. No arguments accepted.

"Just don't. Phrases like 'when it's all over' or 'when we return' are forbidden. But... yes, we'll go to the beach. We can go ten times if you want."

"Okay, that's good enough."

Looking at the blue sea displayed on the control room screen, Seol-hwa nodded slightly.

I silently followed her gaze outside.

***

"Ark, initiating launch sequence."

The legacy of the Earth Federation.

The Planetary Management Bureau, Eden.
Sigma Supply Port.
And the final ark ship, the Ark.

Combined with the ships and weapons Arcana had created, this truly represented humanity's last army, scraping together everything that remained.

Outside Eden's control room, the display showed mountains splitting apart as a massive streamlined ship over dozens of kilometers long began rising into the air.

It was far larger than Prydwen even when fitted with its outer space navigation module.

That was to be expected—unlike Prydwen, which was built purely for combat, the Ark was designed to allow a large human population to travel through outer space for extended periods without any deficiencies.

It even had its own research facilities.

The sight of such a vessel emitting light as it departed for space was truly magnificent.

"Wow..."
"Amazing."

Even Helen and Lucia, who were somewhat familiar with Earth Federation legacy technology having seen places like Sigma Supply Port, were watching with their mouths open.

The Earth Federation people must have had excellent aesthetic sense, as the undamaged exterior, despite the passage of time, looked much more beautiful than the rugged Planet Terra-made ships.

"I've got no way back now."

Deploying the Ark meant that Arcana had essentially bet everything as well, since the Ark was also Arcana's main body.

Of course, everyone who had decided to go to space had put everything on the line.

"Well, if we lose, it's all over anyway. Let's keep it simple."

"That's true. For now, the Ark will also undergo a complete overhaul in orbit. It won't take too long."

"Focus on quality rather than time. According to our calculations, we're not in a rush, right?"

"Yes, that's correct. If we calculate the time it will take us to reach the Kerr Black Hole... we have enough."

"Junior, is there anything I can do to help...?"

Watching the massive ships cruising through the air and the armored machines over 20 meters tall stomping around, Senior Helen asked hesitantly.

"Yes, you can definitely help. Just don't risk your life."

"Isn't that a bit selfish? Everyone else will be fighting with their lives on the line."

"It doesn't matter. While defeating the Void Monsters is important, life takes priority. We've been preparing all this time to ensure that no one dies. That goes for you too, Lucia."

"...If Abel says so, I'll follow."

Lucia nodded demurely with her hands clasped together.

I didn't care if it seemed selfish. I couldn't view the people close to me the same way I viewed others.

Besides, I could risk my own life to fight for their share as well.

"Abel, don't you risk your life either."

Beside me, Seol-hwa pouted and tapped her foot on the ground.

I deliberately ignored her gaze.

Sorry, but that's not possible.

***

Time passed quickly.

"Abel, preparations are complete. Your orders."

The Ark's overhaul was finished, the selection of those departing for space was complete.

Eden's preparations were also complete.

The angels who had been sleeping in Eden were momentarily confused by the changed situation, but since they already had a command structure centered around the Archangels, there weren't any major issues. Some even seemed pleased to fight the Void Monsters after being trapped in boredom for so long.

"Final launch of Eden, approved."

Boom—

Eden, larger than a small asteroid, rose naturally into the air and moved away from the planet.

The view of the seas and continents below grew smaller as we continued to ascend into the sky.

Finally, we entered the vast expanse of space.

"'Eden' Project. Commencing. Glory to humanity."

Upon entering space, we saw countless lights floating near Planet Terra.

There were now easily over a thousand Phalanx-class destroyers, along with hundreds of Main-class cruisers built among them. The massive Prydwen combined with its outer space navigation module.

The Ark, shining brightly like a silver whale even in the pitch-black void of space.

And Sigma Supply Port, so enormous that even the Ark looked small beside it.

"Hmm, even though I prepared it all, it's quite a spectacle."

Arcana, wearing an Earth Federation uniform with a short skirt, nodded with her arms crossed.

"Indeed. You've worked hard, Arcana."

"Without you, Abel, this would have been impossible."

In such a short time, we had accomplished this much.

"Does this big sister not even register to you?"

Just as I was lost in the moment, Empress Elizabeth, who had somehow appeared beside me, grumbled.

"Please be quiet and don't ruin the mood..."

Uriel held her forehead with one hand as she quietly pulled Empress Elizabeth back to the corner.

Finally, Eden positioned itself in the center of all the ships, completing preparations to depart for the Kerr Black Hole where the Void Monsters slumbered.

"Let's go."

"All fleets, launch!"

With Arcana's command, all ships ignited their engines and moved forward.

Ch.107 - Final Battle (2)
Space was like an endless ocean. Even with long-distance warp technology, it was quite a distance to the Kerr Black Hole where the main force of Void Monsters slumbered. Getting there quickly was impossible.

Because of this, some entered cold sleep while others remained awake to continue training. The interior of Eden was bustling with activity.

Of course, that applied to others—neither I nor Arcana had the luxury of entering cold sleep.

"Mana users definitely adapt better to space. It's amazing they can perform some space activities even with bare skin just by wrapping mana around their bodies."

Arcana marveled while reviewing the training progress reports.

"That's because we only brought fighters of that caliber."

"True enough. Though we don't plan to send them out unprotected."

During the long-distance warp, both Eden and Sigma Supply Port were steadily producing combat supplies. The schedule had been planned with that in mind.

"How's the Zeta-class Magnetic Accelerator Cannon coming along?"

"It just needs assembly upon arrival. But as I mentioned before, we're limited to one shot. Even sharing the output of all ships, anything more would be impossible."

"Well, that can't be helped. We can't pour everything into just that."

A massive coilgun meant to strike the main force of Void Monsters as soon as they emerged. With a projectile mass exceeding hundreds of thousands of tons, it was truly a monstrous weapon.

And it wasn't just a hunk of metal, but an anti-void shell incorporating all of humanity's technological prowess. With the enemy's scale unknown, preparing something like this was essential.

"I'm going to rest for a bit."

"Yes, please don't overdo it."

I casually brushed off Arcana's concerned gaze and headed to my room. Feeling the approaching end, the intense tension made even resting difficult.

I needed to force myself to rest. Maintaining peak mental and physical condition was the top priority.

***

"We've reached the vicinity of the Kerr Black Hole. This is our limit. If we get any closer, we'll approach the black hole's ergosphere and won't be able to escape."

"That's enough. The plan was to lure them this way anyway."

"Then I'll wake everyone in cold sleep and all the Angel Race."

"Please do."

The Kerr Black Hole visible outside was a supermassive black hole with over 10 million times the mass of the sun. The term "cosmic scale" was no exaggeration. It made humans feel like grains of sand.

The black hole, composed of red, blue, and bright yellow light, looked almost mystical.

We had to fight creatures that survived in such a place. Of course, Earth's humanity wasn't ordinary either, having built space habitats and lived in such locations.

A massive generator utilizing the strong rotational force of the ergosphere, where even light struggled to escape. The space habitat built on that foundation was essentially the realization of perpetual motion.

If only the Void Monsters hadn't invaded.

"Beginning assembly of the Zeta-class Magnetic Accelerator Cannon."

"Abel, have we arrived?"

Lee Seol-hwa entered the control room, rubbing her sleepy eyes.

"Yes."

Outside, a massive gun barrel was being assembled. Considering they had rammed an entire space habitat, it was reasonable to assume the main force of Void Monsters was of similar scale.

Even with thousands of ships and defense satellites larger than ships, it was still just a handful compared to the cosmic scale.

"This is the end, huh."

Seol-hwa muttered quietly.

"It shouldn't be the end."

We had prepared until now to prevent that.

"That's true. There's that saying: the end is just a new beginning."

"Where did you hear that?"

"From a book Arcana gave me."

"...Of course."

"Abel, let's do our best."

Seol-hwa clenched her small fist, pressing her lips together.

"Yes, let's do our best."

Watching her like that, she seemed quite cute, so I patted her head.

"Eden will take the front position. Sigma Supply Port will provide support from the rear. After preparations are complete, we'll fire induction waves into the black hole to draw out the enemy."

"Will they come out right away?"

"If things go as expected, they'll come out frantically. They'll probably force their way out. They're starving, and suddenly a feast appears right before them."

Arcana crossed her arms and smiled confidently.

"Not just any feast. We need to show them a taste so spicy it burns their tongues."

"Yes, of course. We're the kind of meal that kills both diners."

"Junior, is that the black hole?"

People who had awakened from cold sleep began entering the control room one by one.

"Yes, isn't it beautiful to look at?"

"It is. It looks so mysterious, but if you enter it, you'd be broken down without a trace, right?"

Helen looked at the black hole with wide eyes.

"It's the most dangerous celestial body in space."

"...Amazing."

"Abel, I'll take charge of the infirmary. Send the wounded quickly!"
"I'm counting on you."
"Leave it to me!"

Lucia peeked into the control room briefly, then quickly shouted as she left. Survival was the ultimate goal, so Lucia had decided to focus on healing rather than combat.

Of course, she would have to fight if necessary, but hopefully that wouldn't happen.

"I will lead the Angel Race at the front."

Uriel, who had recovered her sword on Eden, exuded the dignity of an Archangel.

"Where should I—!"

"Your Majesty the Empress will be by my side."

"But what about my opinion?"

"I won't accept objections."

"...Fine."

As soon as Empress Elizabeth spoke, Uriel immediately grabbed her and confirmed her position. The Empress quickly yielded to Uriel's strange charisma.

"Abel! Are we defending Eden?"

A communication came in from Putin outside.

"Yes. Prepare for urban warfare."

"Understood!"

And Seol-hwa and I... had a separate task.

***

"...All preparations complete."

Arcana spoke in a lowered voice.

The center of the black hole, surrounded by rotating light, felt like a black door.

Beings heralding the end of the world would burst out from that door. It felt almost mythological.

"Let's begin."

"Understood. Announcing to the entire fleet. Final operation commencing now. All fleet entering combat status. Glory to humanity!"

As planned, we fired the strongest possible waves into the black hole to lure out the Void Monsters.

This itself was a gamble. If they didn't come out...

We would have wasted that much time.

Of course, we had prepared enough supplies to last hundreds of years, but still.

In the tense control room, everyone watched the external display.

....

'It' appeared suddenly.

Something peeking out from the abyss-like black hole.

I don't know how to describe that thing.

"Maximum mental barrier deployment!"

Arcana's urgent voice rang out. The danger of these creatures lay in their ability to interfere with human minds and break resistance from within.

Even I, who had reached the Transcendent Realm, felt my hair stand on end from the intense mental contamination.

"...I never imagined this would happen."

"What on earth is that?"

A bizarre combination covered with flesh and metal. It looked similar to the specimens I had seen at Sigma Supply Port.

"It has fused with the space habitat. It must have struggled quite a bit inside the black hole."

"They're really something. But we anticipated something like this, right?"

"Yes, that's what the Zeta-class is for."

"Let's feed them one shot."

"Zeta-class Magnetic Accelerator Cannon charge complete. Firing!"

The gun platform, assembled at the very front of the fleet, larger than even the Prydwen or the Ark.

We had prepared solely for this one shot.

The radiance of the Zeta-class Magnetic Accelerator Cannon cut through the darkness and reached the approaching Void Monster fusion.

In that moment, the world rippled. The massive impact of the near-light-speed projectile combined with the anti-void shell filled with mana, lethal to Void Monsters, crushed and shattered the giant Void Monster fusion.

[■■■■■■■■■■─!]

Even though sound couldn't travel through space, the creature's terrible scream echoed into the control room.

"This isn't the end, is it?"

"Of course not. But it seems we won't have to fight a planetary-scale monster. The creature, wary of the Zeta-class, has dispersed in all directions and is rushing toward us."

"The truth is, we can only fire once."

"They don't know that. And even though they've dispersed, the central Hive Mind Ship is a biological vessel tens of kilometers in size. We should have pierced it in one go, but we failed."

"Things were never going to be that easy. How long until they reach us?"

"Within 30 minutes. True Mistilteinn operating normally. Enemy has entered fleet firing range. All fleet, commence combat!"

Following Arcana's order, all ships began firing their main guns simultaneously.

"I'll leave the fleet battle to you."

"Yes, don't worry about this side. Are you really sure?"

Arcana gave me a worried look, but my answer remained the same.

"We've already discussed this, haven't we?"

"...That's right. Good luck, Abel."

"I wish you luck too. Let's go."
"Yes."

Seol-hwa nodded silently, holding her sword.

Ch.108 - Final Battle (3)
Thousands of warships.
And hundreds of orbital defense satellites.
Weapons that had been installed during Eden's modification.

Prydwen, Ark, Sigma Supply Port.

At a glance, it was a magnificent sight to behold.

But only because the enemy they faced was too powerful.

"The entire fleet is entering Combat Status Level 1. I repeat, the entire fleet is entering Combat Status Level 1. Deploy in Formation C spread pattern."

After finishing her announcement, Arcana sighed deeply. Every ship in this theater was under Arcana's control, and one mistake could cost countless lives.

Perhaps because her body was no different from a human's, Arcana felt her palms sweating. No, cold sweat was actually running down her spine.

"All fleet, commence firing! Please be cautious of the impact."

All weapons, designed specifically to combat Void Monsters, erupted with light.

Each time the fleet unleashed its barrage, tens of thousands of Void Monsters burned and scattered into chunks of flesh across space.

However, engaging Void Monsters with long-range bombardment in the vast expanse of space had its limitations.

Though the fleet had spread out to form a firing net, this was only effective because the enemy had just emerged from the black hole and hadn't fully regained their senses.

As they gradually adapted, more began to evade the attacks. The hit rate of the ship cannons and coil guns wasn't low by any means, but wary of the Zeta-class weapons, the Void Monsters were approaching in small, dispersed groups.

Even after pulverizing tens of thousands of monsters, others quickly filled the gaps.

"The first wave of Void Monsters will soon reach Eden. Prepare for close combat."

The approaching Void Monster fleet resembled a dark tide rolling in.

*I should still...*

Arcana wanted to leave the control room, grab a weapon, and join the fight outside. But it was impossible for her to both fight directly and coordinate the entire battlefield.

In an emergency she would have to go out, but right now her priority was controlling the thousands of ships and confronting the enemy fleet.

Unlike the Void Monsters she had seen on Planet Terra, here the enemy was engaging in sophisticated numerical warfare. It must be the entity called Queen. With that assessment, Arcana mobilized her computational power to the maximum.

"Uriel to control room. We'll intercept them first in the air."

"Yes, please do."

Leading the Angel Race at the frontlines of Eden's defense, Uriel advanced almost into space itself and began the interception.

Befitting their status as the final combat weapons created by the Planetary Management Bureau, the Angel Race engaged the Void Monsters fiercely without giving an inch.

***

"Commander, it's starting!"

Looking up at the sky, one of the Varangian Knights shouted to Putin. Putin's knights, all mounted on 20-meter bipedal war machines, were a core part of the ground defense.

"I can see that. Crush them as soon as they descend!"

For now, Uriel, Empress Elizabeth, and the Angel Race were doing their best to block the Void Monsters falling like heavy rain from space.

But they couldn't indefinitely block all the enemies that could cover Eden many times over.

One or two creatures began to fall into Eden.

BOOM—!

A Void Monster crashed like a meteor right in front of Putin, embedding itself in the ground.

It had an octopus-like form with dozens of writhing tentacles. As they reached for Putin, some Varangian Knights immediately stepped forward with shields to block the attack.

"Mental contamination countermeasures are operating at maximum capacity, but please retreat immediately if you experience any abnormalities."

Hearing Arcana's words, Putin clenched his fist.

Through extensive training, the Behemoth that Putin piloted moved as naturally as his own body.
Amplified mana gathered in front of the massive Behemoth.

"Evade!"

At Putin's command, the Varangians blocking the octopus monster's attacks scattered to the sides at once.

KWAAANG—!

As Putin threw his punch, a tremendous torrent of mana swirled and reduced the octopus monster to a splash of blood.

While fierce exchanges continued from space to air to ground,
Abel and Seol-hwa were preparing to warp.

Both Abel and Seol-hwa had equipped maximum defensive gear, with Seol-hwa even carrying spare swords on her back.

Their opponents were monsters that had devoured countless planets. Though they were significantly weakened after being thrown into a black hole by the Earth Federation, and the exchange ratio wasn't bad, a war of attrition still didn't favor their side.

Even in victory, severe casualties were certain.
A box containing auxiliary panels for the Spear of Destiny.
They had prepared hundreds of auxiliary panels in anticipation.
They were pre-configured to warp to Abel's vicinity the moment one was destroyed.

"Abel, let's go."
"Yeah."

The strategy Arcana and Abel had devised was simple. While the defense forces held out to allow time for a return to Planet Terra,

They would warp to the Hive Mind Ship and eliminate the Queen at its heart.

Though Void Monsters could function individually, there was clearly a central entity organizing the swarm.

Even now, the Void Monsters were moving strategically while protecting the Hive Mind Ship.

Her records also indicated that Void Monsters accompanying a Hive Mind Ship's Queen could hardly be considered creatures driven by mere instinct.

They were more cunning and intelligent than human-like sentient beings.

That's why they needed to eliminate the Queen.

The records stated this, and based on that information, Abel and Seol-hwa were chosen to warp to the Hive Mind Ship.

"Arcana, I'm counting on you."

"Hive Mind Ship location confirmed. Initiating warp!"

With a flash of brilliant white light in Eden's hangar, the ship carrying Abel and Seol-hwa disappeared.

"All fleet, advance slowly! We'll draw their aggression!"

As Abel and Seol-hwa's ship warped away, all ships moved slightly forward to attract the Void Monsters.

***

Special Operations Vessel Albion.

That was the name of the ship carrying Abel and Seol-hwa. Appearing right next to the Hive Mind Ship, Albion's engines flared as it charged straight into the organic vessel.

The pointed ship pierced through the body of the living vessel and lodged itself inside.

KWAAANG—!

Abel immediately entered and swung the Spear of Destiny rapidly, pulverizing chunks of flesh.

As blood spurted and flesh masses rose up, Seol-hwa slashed them with her sword.

Abel deployed panels to their maximum extent to prevent regeneration as they advanced step by step toward the center.

"The resistance is definitely fierce."
"Yeah, it's hard to cut through."

Normally, Seol-hwa's Heaven-Shattering would be able to slice through something of this size in one stroke, but she was only managing to cut off small parts of its body.

To Abel, it felt less like the damage was healing and more like it was being edited out of existence.

"What is this place...?"

Seol-hwa tilted her head as she looked around.

After cutting through masses of flesh, they had arrived in a large cylindrical space.

"Found it. This is a blood vessel. Let's move quickly."

Following the blood vessels upward would naturally lead to the heart.

For Void Monsters, the heart was more important than the brain.

The Queen was likely to be there.

Void Monsters emerged to block Abel and Seol-hwa's path, tentacle-like flesh shot out, and blood fluid capable of dissolving humans in an instant poured down, but

None of these could impede their progress.

As they approached the heart, they consumed more than ten auxiliary panels for the Spear of Destiny, but these were immediately replenished.

After penetrating the tens-of-kilometers-wide ship from the outside,

Abel and Seol-hwa faced a massive cavity.

In the center of that cavity,

There was a red-skinned woman with closed eyes, fused with the Hive Mind Ship.

"Abel, is that...?"
"Yes, that's the Queen."

I don't know how the Earth Federation knew, but they named it well.

With that idle thought, Abel looked at the Queen.

The Queen's eyelids slowly opened, and her gaze moved toward Abel.

"Ugh...!"

Despite being in the Transcendent Realm and receiving Arcana's mental barrier support,

Abel momentarily felt his mind grow distant. Between flashes of vision, he saw red eyes without pupils looking in his direction.

He just needed to raise his spear and cut down this creature.
If he could just cut that thing, everything would end.

That's what he thought, but his feet wouldn't move easily.
Abel wasn't the only one; Seol-hwa was in the same situation.

An unknown entity unlike anything they had experienced before.

For Seol-hwa, this was an unfamiliar experience.

She was feeling toward this being what others felt when they looked at her.

['We' have never encountered insects as troublesome as you before.]

The flesh where a mouth should be split open as the Queen addressed them.

"Insects...? You call that... speaking?"

Abel managed to part his lips and growled.

He didn't know how it knew the language of Planet Terra, but from Abel's perspective, the very act of being addressed felt like a mental attack.

[Is this not speaking? Mammal.]

"I'm not a mammal, I'm Abel."

['We' do not distinguish. We only harvest. The harvest will continue. You too will be harvested.]

"Haaah...."

Taking a quiet deep breath, Abel gathered his momentum.
Then, looking directly into the Queen's eyes,

"Cut the bullshit."

He spat out the words like he was grinding them between his teeth.

Ch.109 - Final Battle (The End)
Eventually, some of the Void Monsters were approaching near the Eden control room.

<I'll take care of this side.>

Arcana, wielding Gungnir, could be considered the strongest force in this fleet. Naturally, even she didn't think the comfortable situation of simply staying in the control room would continue forever.

She had hoped otherwise.
But as always, everything went beyond expectations.
After all, the Void Monsters controlled by Queen had finally broken through part of Arcana's defense.

She had anticipated this possibility and trained someone to lead the fleet in her place. To activate and control Gungnir, she needed to step back somewhat from commanding the fleet.

Gungnir was a weapon that delivered more than enough efficiency to justify this.

"Yes, leave it to me."

Helen nodded after hearing Arcana's words.

After testing, Helen had been selected as the person whose aptitude best matched the requirements.

An Archmage's brain, when assisted by Arcana's computational power, produced efficiency beyond imagination.

Of course, she wasn't alone; there were numerous personnel to assist Helen.


After entering the Hive Mind Ship, all communication with Abel and Seol-hwa had been cut off.

As she headed to the battlefield with Gungnir, her personal armament, Arcana prayed desperately.

'I hope those two are safe.'

It was somewhat amusing that she, the pinnacle of human science, was relying on prayer at this final moment.

But at this point, she wanted to believe in even that.

Void Monsters were pouring down from the sky.

Thud!

Seeing a couple of Void Monsters breaking through Uriel and Empress Elizabeth's defense and approaching the control room, Arcana struck the ground once with her spear.

<You shall not pass, vermin.>

Until Abel dealt with Queen, she had to hold on.



***



The distance to Queen's location was merely a few hundred meters.

For someone of my or Seol-hwa's level, it was a distance we could cover in the blink of an eye.

No, originally, we could have handled it just by launching attacks from a distance.

But just as the Transcendent Realm distorts physical laws.

The ripples emitted by Queen did the same.

[I sense anger.]

Though the tone was clearly calm and expressionless, I could feel the mockery within.

No matter how much you struggle, you'll never reach me.

That was the meaning behind it.

Black, glowing tentacles continuously sprouted from all directions, blocking the path for Seol-hwa and me.

Even the floor we stood on wasn't safe. This place was essentially Queen's innards. I couldn't even think about using the Spear of Destiny's auxiliary panels for attacks.
I was busy blocking surprise attacks coming up from the floor.

Something like a cloud of tentacles surged forward from Queen's front.

I swung the Spear of Destiny, continuously striking down and crushing the tentacles.

Despite each strike containing the subtleties of the Transcendent Realm, I could only manage to strike them down and cut off a few.

It was the same for Seol-hwa. Though she wielded her sword elegantly, attacks that could normally cut through tens or hundreds of kilometers were being blocked by just a few strands of tentacles rising from the flesh.

[Interesting technique.]

As we fought, each distorting physical laws, Queen spoke, seemingly intrigued.

I didn't answer.

The space filled with blood and red flesh was itself eroding human mental strength.

This was no different even for those in the Transcendent Realm. The mental contamination was severe. Like being affected by a demonic eye, my consciousness flickered momentarily.

If this continued as a war of attrition, we wouldn't be able to break through.

The closer we got to Queen, the more massive pressure existed, surrounding Queen like a shield.

Feeling dizzy, I momentarily blacked out.

"Abel!"

Seol-hwa, who was beside me, urgently struck down the tentacles rushing at me. Cut pieces of flesh filled my vision.

"Thanks. I'm fine now."
"Mm."

Taking advantage of a slight gap, Queen's mental attack had hit me strongly.

If I had been alone, I would have definitely fallen.

With our backs against each other, Seol-hwa and I slowly advanced, one step at a time.

In an instant, the surroundings were filled with cut tentacles, which were then reabsorbed into the flesh and regenerated—a sight that was becoming tiresome.

But still, little by little.

We were getting closer to Queen.

This was a first.

Fighting together with Seol-hwa like this.
There had hardly been any enemies massive enough to require both of us to fight together.

We were getting used to it. Feeling our mental realms overlap, a sense of comfort arose from deep within my heart.

After all, the Transcendent Realm was the power of will.

Trust in each other. And the unity of mental images.
The will to kill Queen above all else.

Not just coordinating our movements.
Sharing each other's inner strength.
Reversing our realms, sharing our lives together.

Queen shouted something as we approached, but Seol-hwa and I could no longer hear it.

We just advanced in a state of selflessness, wielding our weapons as one.

Yin and yang, taiji, the back of yang. Things commonly emphasized in martial arts.

All those principles were being manifested in the middle of space.

[■■■■■■■■─!]

Queen now emitted messages of madness that had lost even the form of language and pierced directly into our mental images.

But they couldn't reach Seol-hwa and me, just scattering in all directions like silent screams.

With Queen's scream, the flesh clumped together to form a massive monster.

It emitted an aura so powerful that even martial artists who had reached the Transcendent Realm wouldn't take it lightly, sweeping the surroundings with sharp attacks.

If I had been alone, I would have certainly struggled.
But it wasn't difficult.

The giant monster scattered into a spray of blood from the simultaneous attack by Seol-hwa and me.

One step.

Queen surrounded itself with flesh as if creating a shield.

It placed a barrier that distorted physical laws on the outer layer and continuously surrounded itself with tentacles to defend against Seol-hwa's and my attacks.

Since it was like a final barrier, its intensity was incomparable to what came before.

Slowly, Seol-hwa and I aligned our mental images even more.

Like one person.

Rather than spreading massive power, we focused on one point to cut through.

Seol-hwa's sword strikes and my spear crossed each other, creating a solid line on the surface where Queen was hiding, as elegantly as if performing a sword dance.

A tiny gap formed between the split flesh as blood sprayed in all directions.

Since we were already sharing our minds, there was no need for words.
Seeing that gap, we simultaneously thrust our sword and spear into it.

Dual Mental Manifestation
Combined Transcendental Technique
Soul Annihilation

Though it was our first time, it was as if we had trained together for decades.

Naturally, Seol-hwa's and my transcendental techniques combined, and energy swirled within the space where Queen was hiding.

The combined transcendental technique, imbued with the will to annihilate even the soul, began to crush Queen into pieces of meat, breaking through all defenses.

[■■■■■■■■■■■■■─!]

Not just Queen, but all Void Monsters in this universe howled.

The ship, which was over tens of kilometers long, pulsated as if writhing in pain.

[■■■....]

Eventually, the screams began to subside.

In the place where the storm had swirled around Queen, as if it had been a lie that such a being had ever existed.

No trace remained.

"Abel, it's over."

Seol-hwa spoke to me with a small smile as I took a deep breath.

"Yeah. Let's go back."

"But how do we get back?"

Seol-hwa tilted her head and sighed.

"...."

The special operations ship Albion we had arrived on had long since become a pile of scrap metal due to Queen's rage.

"Shall we rest a bit?"
"Yeah."

I connected the Spear of Destiny's auxiliary panels to create a flat surface like a floor. I had no desire to sit on the disgusting flesh.

"Arcana will come. I believe in her."
"...Yeah."

Seol-hwa sat right next to me, leaning her head on my shoulder as I sat there blankly.

"I feel kind of empty but not bad."

Seol-hwa buried her face and whispered quietly.

"I know. If we can't get back, will we die here?"
"Abel, you shouldn't say such unlucky things."
"That's true. We promised to go to the beach, so we must."
"Yeah."

After falling into this world and nearly accomplishing our goal of stopping the Void Monsters.

Now that what I had considered the final goal was gone, I felt empty. Actually, I still couldn't quite believe it.

I wasn't sure what the outside situation would be like.

With this biological ship suddenly stopping and all.

Queen's death had clearly dealt a massive blow.

I don't know how long we stayed together like that.

The space filled with red flesh made one forget even the concept of time.

<A..b....>

While I could only hear Seol-hwa's soft breathing, something began to ring in my ears.

"Arcana?"
"Hm? Arcana?"

Seol-hwa, hearing my words, perked up her ears and straightened her posture.

"Yeah. I think I just heard Arcana's voice."

Boom─!

Something was cutting through the biological ship and rapidly approaching us.

<Abel....?>

"We're here. Can you hear us?"

<Yes, please wait a moment!>

With Arcana's urgent voice, a bright light finally appeared, piercing through the flesh.

"Welcome."

<You seem surprisingly comfortable in such a terrible place.>

Arcana suppressed a laugh as she saw Seol-hwa and me.

"Arcana, I believed in you."

<That's... not bad.>

"How's the situation outside?"

<Right after you two dealt with Queen, the Void Monsters all seemed to panic, stopping and just trembling. It didn't take much effort to deal with stationary targets.>

"That's good, phew."

I dusted myself off and stood up with Seol-hwa.

<You've worked hard, Abel.>

Arcana turned around with a bright smile.

"You're the one who's worked hard all this time, Arcana."
<Why are you talking like it's all over forever?>
"That's true. They say the end is a new beginning, right?"
"Yeah, that's right."

Seol-hwa nodded in agreement with my words.

A tomorrow without Void Monsters was approaching.
Although it seemed I couldn't return to the 21st century where I had lived.
Rather, I was glad about that.
My happiness was here.
Now, it was truly time to go home.
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Ch.BONUS - Side Story - A Different Future
The air.
The once gentle atmosphere that allowed life to breathe had long since transformed into a deadly toxin where no living being could survive.

The land.
The ground was already covered with seamlessly writhing flesh that absorbed and sucked in all organic matter.

The sea.
The blue ocean, once the cradle of life, now boiled with a crimson hue. The increasingly drying sea still endlessly birthed Void Monsters from its depths.

Humanity's last domain was only Eden, floating in the sky.

"It's all over. You fought well."

Uriel sighed as she looked to the side. They never had a chance of winning anyway.

Eden had managed to hold out this long only by avoiding direct confrontation and focusing solely on evasion.

But now Planet Terra was completely filled with Void Monsters, leaving no room to step, and Eden was in tatters.

<...Thank you for your service, Uriel.>

Arcana quietly bowed her head as she set down the broken Gungnir.

"If you had awakened from your sleep a little sooner, would things have been different?"

<Perhaps many things... would have been different.>

"...Well, what good does wondering about that do us now."

<Uriel. After this battle ends, I will enter a deep sleep.>

"Again?"

Uriel questioned with confusion.

<Yes. In preparation for the end, the Ark has already burrowed deep underground where Void Monsters find it difficult to approach. Moreover, since there's hardly any organic matter inside, the Void Monsters won't be interested in the Ark.>

"...I suppose so."

Even as they conversed, Void Monsters filled the sky and poured into Eden.

<I hope we meet again someday. Good luck.>

Arcana took the lead, holding the broken Gungnir.

"Yes, good luck to you too."

Following behind her were Uriel and the last of the Angel Race.

Thus, all life forms on Planet Terra were extinguished, with Eden being the final stand.

.
.
.
.

<...Initiating the Human Salvation Plan.>


***


<....>

Hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands of years.

Arcana didn't know how much time had passed.

Sensing that the Void Monsters had disappeared from this land, Arcana awakened from her deep sleep.

Then slowly, starting from the Terra planetary system, she methodically began turning the surrounding planetary systems into a matryoshka brain.

A megastructure that utilized all the energy of stars.

A machine solely for computation using that energy.

And so, endlessly alone, Arcana mechanically increased her computational resources.

An unfathomable passage of time.

Arcana calculated and calculated without cease.

But it wasn't enough.

More computational resources.

More.

By the time the starlight began to gradually fade, Arcana, who had continuously increased computational resources and repeated calculations, finally derived one answer.

<...Suitable candidate found.>

And so, Kim Si-min of 21st century Earth arrived before the Ark as Abel of the future Terra planetary system.

Having finally derived the ultimate answer, Arcana stopped all computational engines and quietly entered eternal rest.

<...Glory be to humanity.>

Praying for the blossoming of possibilities in another future.

Ch.BONUS - Afterword
Hello.

This is Jakkattegeolruk.

It's been about 5 months already since I started serializing on September 2nd.

I can only apologize to my readers since my publishing schedule was completely shattered for the last two months.

It wasn't easy with the foolish decision to serialize simultaneously (stay...) and various other circumstances.

But somehow, I seem to have succeeded in bringing it to a conclusion.

Of course, even I don't find the ending particularly satisfying.

Actually, I had planned the ending itself from when I first started writing.

However, the process of getting to that ending was practically nonexistent.

Looking back now, there were so many lacking parts.

Especially the beginning parts—I don't think I can look at them again, lol.

Since I wrote them knowing absolutely nothing.

The plot development had many regrettable aspects too....

Still, somehow managing to complete it gives me mixed feelings.

It's like a half-and-half blend of relief and regret....


As I've mentioned before, I never expected so many people would read my novel when I'd never written anything except job applications.

The subject matter was also a bit unusual. Beastkin and sci-fi.

It was almost a double-filtered pick.

Plus, since it was written purely for my own desires, I threw in everything without limits, so at first I was satisfied with just a few dozen daily views.

I still remember it. Taking screenshots in excitement when the first post got 4 recommendations.

I think I wrote quite happily watching the gradually increasing views and comments.

It's all thanks to the readers.

Especially to those who consistently left comments, I can only express my endless gratitude... *sob*

I thought I'd have a lot to say when I finished, but now that it's over, I seem to be rambling.

Though it was relatively short compared to other works, I thank everyone again who followed Abel's journey during these long 5 months.

Although I'm currently serializing elsewhere, so I'm not sure if I can return to Novelpia....

If given the chance, we'll meet again.

Actually, this place feels like my spiritual home.

More than anything, the readers are so warm....
I was truly moved many times reading the comments.

I'm not just saying that.

If circumstances allow, I'd really like to come back.

Hoping to see you again someday, I wish all readers happiness and health.

Thank you so much for everything.


Sincerely,
Jakkattegeolruk.
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