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Chapter 1 - I Became a Space Rogue (1)



The doctoral degree had vanished.



"Excuse me, have you seen my degree anywhere?"



"Young master, you've finally lost your mind."



Strange. I was definitely holding it just a moment ago.



Everything else was gone too. The graduation gown I was wearing, even the award I'd been holding after being selected as an outstanding researcher.



"This doesn't make any sense..."



I looked around, patting myself down. I even slapped my cheeks repeatedly.



What I saw was the sterile interior of a spaceship, and what I felt was the body of a plainly dressed young boy.



"Please come to your senses."



A beautiful girl with navy blue bobbed hair grabbed my shoulders and shook me.



Ah, I see.



This is a dream. There's no other explanation.



The hooding ceremony will start soon. I need to wake up and get back to the graduation hall as quickly as possible. I couldn't throw away this once-in-a-lifetime honor like this.



"I repeat. Come to your senses. How long are you going to keep acting like this?"



The girl flicked my forehead hard. I yelped involuntarily. That hurt more than expected.



What's going on? If this is a dream, why does it hurt?



While I stood there dumbfounded by the vivid sensation, the girl snapped her fingers and asked:



"Do you remember who I am?"



"......"



"I'll ask again. Do you remember who I am?"



"...Sonia."



I muttered the name in a daze.



A girl with navy blue hair and white eyes.



'Sonia,' an android maid from a space opera webnovel I had recently binge-read.



"That's somewhat fortunate."



Sonia sighed.



"Young master, you've been unconscious for a week. Do you remember what mistake you made before passing out?"



I shook my head.



Of course I don't know. How could I?



All I did wrong was attend my graduation ceremony and doze off briefly.



Then I nodded off and when I opened my eyes, I was in this world.



Wouldn't anyone think this was just a dream?



"You don't remember that?"



Reality was harsh.



"A hit might jog your memory."



Sonia furrowed her brow and pulled back her fist. I instinctively realized that this was a move that threw robot ethics principles to the dogs.



And so I began getting beaten without knowing why, like a dog on a hot summer day.



"Argh! Ow, it hurts! It hurts!"



"Does it hurt? I, Sonia, am hurting too."



"Is a maid allowed to hit her master?!"



"I'm told it's allowed."



"Is a robot allowed to hit a human?!"



"I'm told it's allowed."



By whom?!



With each hit, my head rang painfully. Something seemed about to surface. I thought desperately. Who was I supposed to be?



Ah, right. If someone had Sonia as their personal android, it could only be him.



Eidel von Rheinland.



A third-rate villain from "Surviving the Outer Gods."



The black sheep of the Rheinland family who gets thoroughly defeated once by his father, once by the protagonist, and once by transcendent beings called "Outer Gods" before falling into complete ruin—trash among trash.



If the information coming to mind is correct, I've been transmigrated into the most morally bankrupt human in "Surviving the Outer Gods."



"Aaagh! Ack!"



Whatever. Each of Sonia's punches was too painful. Despite being pounded into submission, I wasn't waking up from this dream, which suggested that this transmigration was indeed real.



Whether this makes scientific sense can be considered later. First, I need to put out the immediate fire.



"How are you feeling now? Do you remember?"



Sonia asked, raising her arm again. I desperately nodded. Thankfully, I wasn't hit anymore. Her fist stopped, and her hand immediately moved to her waist.



"What did you do wrong? Tell me."



"I... blew the family fortune."



"To what extent?"



"About 2,000 trillion won... I mean, 2,000 trillion credits."



"How did you do it?"



"Gambling."



"You're insane."



Sonia clicked her tongue.



"That's not all. Thanks to the scene you caused at the casino, the family's reputation... Oh my. Do you remember what scene that was?"



"I threw a tantrum about unfair odds and got hit in the head by a security guard..."



I touched the back of my head where I felt a strange pressure. I could feel the rough texture of bandages.



So currently, I was a patient with a head injury. A patient being beaten by a robot.



"This incident has dragged the Rheinland family's reputation through the mud. The head of the family is furious too. You've really done it this time, young master."



Damn, this is unfair. What kind of mess is this?



Suddenly, I turned my head and saw a mirror. What was reflected in it was...



"...What?"






It was me.



Not Eidel von Rheinland, but literally me.



Except for my irises changing to the Rheinland family's signature gold color, I looked exactly like my original self. There had been no description of Eidel's appearance in the novel, so whoever transmigrated me here must have simply copied my face.



"Well."



This only doubled my confusion.



I think I need some time to organize my thoughts.



***



Lee Jinsoo, 22 years old.



Career goal: university professor.



Like the physics-obsessed weirdo I am, I only consumed SF webnovels, and now I've been transmigrated into a hopeless space opera universe.



There was no doubt about it.



Or rather, even if I doubted it, there was nothing I could do.



"Hah."



I feel like a brain in a vat.



Honestly, what did I do wrong?



I just read, that's all.



I didn't even leave comments, just binge-read the story, yet someone trapped me in a place like this? Isn't that a bit much?



If I'd known this would happen, I would have read one more research paper instead of a novel.



"Young master."



While I was lost in these thoughts, Sonia entered.



"The head of the family will arrive soon. Please prepare yourself."



Here it comes, I thought.



Soon, I'll be summoned by the father of this body's original owner.



And I'll be thoroughly scolded. For embezzling the family fortune and spectacularly losing it all in gambling.



Eidel's father is an extremely busy man. According to the setting, he should be a doctor who dominates the southern galaxy. I remember there was a description that he rarely comes home because he's busy running numerous hospitals (though most are automated) simultaneously.



And now this father is stopping everything he's doing to come home.



"Oh boy."



In short, I'm screwed.



Clank!



I heard the sound of two hulls docking together.



"It seems the head of the family has returned. Prepare yourself, young master."



"Phew."



I took a deep breath. Once, twice, three times.



I hastily put on whatever clothes I could find and followed Sonia to the dock. There stood a man in a white coat holding a carrier.



Arnold von Rheinland.



Eidel's father and the head of the Rheinland family.



He adjusted his glasses and glared at me.



"Eidel."



A heavy voice, like being pressed down by a massive stone.



"You've finally crossed the line."



That voice contained anger as condensed as morning dew.



From my graduate school experience, I could tell this was a state that could explode if mishandled even slightly. I needed to approach carefully.



"Eidel, answer me. How did you embezzle 2,000 trillion without my permission?"



2,000 trillion.



In US dollars, the GDP of all countries on Earth approaches 100 trillion. The Rheinland family owns countless planets worth that much. Add in the tangible assets like metal or rare earth asteroids, and 2,000 trillion isn't that large an amount in the space age. Relatively speaking, that is.



What I—or rather, Eidel—did was clearly insane. Touching the family fortune.



Let me recall.



How did Eidel behave at this point in the novel? I need to tell the truth so there's no backlash.



"I put up the southwestern cloud asteroids as collateral. If I lost the money, an equivalent amount of asteroids would be seized."



Even I think this is truly garbage behavior.



As expected, Arnold's face turned red and blue with anger.



"Do you want to die?"



"I've committed a sin worthy of death."



I bowed my head so deeply it looked like I might plant my face on the floor.



"You've eaten away at the family fortune accumulated over generations and tarnished the Rheinland honor. Do you understand what this means?"



"I feel it to my bones."



I bowed even deeper, deeper, deeper. It wasn't my fault, but I had to bow nonetheless.



Be patient. If I can just get through this, I have a plan for what comes next.



After that, Arnold's voice grew louder and louder. Lunatic, unfilial son, not even death would be enough—and so on. I had to listen to unrestrained words delivered in a restrained tone.



"I'm sorry."



Each time, I repeated the same words like a parrot.



"You think saying sorry fixes everything?"



"I'm sorry."



I couldn't go as far as saying I'd take responsibility. It wasn't even my doing, and that would be too unfair.



Moreover, taking responsibility would be equivalent to saying I'd pay back all the money lost in gambling.



I couldn't earn such a huge sum in the short term with my abilities. Not even Arnold, the family head, could do that. That's why he was reprimanding me so severely.



Still, there was one fortunate thing.



Eidel had been even more of a piece of trash than I imagined.



He was the type who would casually insult his parents. He would never apologize, no matter what.



"This kid... at least he knows he did wrong."



For someone like that to be bowing and apologizing profusely must be surprising from Arnold's perspective.






"Enough. Talking more will only tire my mouth."



Having vented everything he needed to, the father lowered his voice. His eyes were as empty as those of an ant-sized investor riding a bear market.



"I can't stand the sight of you. Go back to your room."



"Go back," not "Get out of the house."



Fortunately, it seems I've avoided the worst-case scenario of being expelled from the family.



I needed to avoid expulsion for the future. Otherwise, Eidel would be tormented by the Outer Gods and end up as a cold corpse. I had to remember that this novel's genre was cosmic horror.



Anyway, just as I was about to bow and take my leave, thinking I could breathe a sigh of relief:



"Wait."



Arnold stopped me.



"I'll give you a choice."



"Pardon?"



"I'll specially give you a chance to make up for this mistake. Listen carefully and choose one of three options."



What? Did I hear that wrong?



According to the novel's description, Arnold wasn't in a position to give Eidel any breaks.



Still, I couldn't refuse an opportunity being offered. I nodded expectantly.



Arnold held up three fingers and said:



"First, bring back the money you lost gambling. However, you cannot use dishonest means."



That's definitely impossible.



"Second. Enlist in the military."



I'd rather die.



When Arnold says enlist, he means as a private, not an officer.



And this is a world with no hope or dreams, fighting monsters created by the Outer Gods. The second option was essentially saying "go die honorably."



I swallowed hard.



"Finally, third, enroll in Stellarium within this year."



The moment I heard that option.



"Oh."



I involuntarily pursed my lips.



"If you can't do any of these three things, pack your bags and leave this house. And never associate with the Rheinland name again. Understood?"



"Understood."



I bowed and turned around.



Enrolling in Stellarium.



This was what I had originally planned, but now father had brought it up himself. It was like hitting the jackpot.



Back in my room, I couldn't help but smile.



"...Perfect."



"What is?"



Sonia asked with a sullen expression.



"I need to go to Stellarium."



"Stellarium Academy? The school famous for admitting only the most talented students from across the galaxy."



"I know. So what?"



"Why do you think the head of the family offered to forgive you on the condition that you enter that school?"



That's obvious.



First, because Stellarium guarantees a successful life just by being admitted—it's one of the universe's most prestigious institutions.



And the second reason...



"...Because he thinks you could never possibly be accepted there."



Sonia berated me—or rather, Eidel—in a measured tone.



I'm not angry.



Eidel had been someone who stayed far away from studying.



He was so bad that even the backwater academy he entered after being expelled from the family in the novel was through a donation admission.



Without family backing, he probably just wanted a college degree. Of course, he caused trouble there too and was beaten by the protagonist before being expelled.



I nodded and said:



"I know he deliberately set an impossible condition."



"Are you still going to try?"



"Yes, I have to. Somehow."



"Do you think it's possible?"



Sonia asks with a twisted smile. Her sardonic smile contains both smugness and contempt that says, "Someone like you?"



In typical delinquent stories, personal butlers or maids blindly believe in their masters.



Not Sonia. That made her seem more realistic.



Anyway, my answer was simple:



"Of course."



This world will soon face destruction.



Because of higher-dimensional beings called Outer Gods.



I didn't want to die here. So during the days since my transmigration, I'd been organizing my thoughts and making plans.



The ultimate goal of that plan is to develop the "graviton bomb," the final weapon against the Outer Gods.



The Outer Gods manifest in this universe using black holes as gates, and according to the novel, using graviton bombs to drive them away can prevent destruction.



I'm not certain, but as someone who isn't the protagonist, that's all I can do.



Either way, I need to continue my research in this world too.



For that, first...



"...Graduate school."



"Excuse me?"



"I'm planning to go to graduate school."



Sonia's face went blank at my response.





Chapter 2 - I Became a Space Rogue (2)



Father left home at dawn.



A ship of about a thousand pyeong. There were few people inside. Most were robots for maintenance. Even the family members who lived here seemed to avoid me, not showing their faces at all.



Eidel's mother?



She never appeared in the story. She's probably not here or passed away before the main story began.



The only one I could talk to was Sonia, the android.



"Young master."



Sonia, adjusting her headband, said.



"Are you really planning to go all the way to the Graduate program?"



Graduate.



That's what they call the Academy's postgraduate program.



"Yes."



"Are you insane?"



"I'm perfectly sane."



Sonia's eyes filled with shock. Even robots seem to know how difficult graduate school is.



But what does it matter one way or another?



Everything is difficult the first time. It gets easier from the second time onward.



Though my freshly earned degree disappeared, the "me" who worked hard to earn it hasn't vanished. That's enough. I expect this graduate program to be much easier than my first attempt.



To prevent the meddling of outer gods, developing gravity bombs is essential. But to make that possible, I need to climb to a high social position first. Yes, something like a professor.



"You're not in your right mind, not at all..."



Sonia kept muttering under her breath.



"Pass the Academia program first before talking about graduate school. Graduate school isn't for just anyone."



"Fine. I understand, so could you order this for me?"



I handed Sonia a tablet. Her eyes narrowed as she took it.



"Are you planning to buy all these workbooks?"



"Didn't you say I should pass the Academia program first before talking?"



"Academia" corresponds to the period between high school and first year of university on Earth. After that comes the "College" program, and finally the "Graduate" program.



Eidel is sixteen this year. And soon he'll be seventeen.



It's time for him to enter high school.



Since Stellarium is a prestigious institution on a cosmic scale, there's a special entrance exam for high school students. Passing this will prevent me from being kicked out of the family and becoming a rag doll caught by outer gods.



Later, I could also use Rheinland's vast fortune for gravity bomb research.



Reflecting on my experience with university entrance exams, I was confident that with my best effort, I could overcome the Academia entrance exam.



"I keep telling you, young master, your chances of being accepted to Stellarium approach zero."



"Ah, is that so."



"I, Sonia, think option 2 is the most reasonable. How about enlisting in the military instead of enrolling in school?"



"You want me to die as cannon fodder on the battlefield?"



"I don't want to force death upon you either. I'm just offering realistic advice."



This isn't working.



I ordered the workbooks directly without going through Sonia. Why delegate to a machine what a human can do themselves?



"You're selecting everything available."



"I've wanted to buy these for a week but felt too self-conscious. I need to place the order quickly now."



Sonia smacked her forehead.



There wasn't much she could do anyway.



What grounds does she have to lecture someone who's trying to study seriously?



Ding!



After confirming my order was received, I looked around.



"What a mess."



The room was in terrible condition.



It was filled with inappropriate items like playing cards for gambling, betting chips, and all sorts of unsuitable objects.



I hadn't thought much about it before, but now that I'm seriously trying to get moving, it bothers me.



"When was the last time this place was cleaned?"



"I'm not sure either."



"Aren't you a maid?"



"I, Sonia, am strictly speaking not a maid. I'm a multipurpose android. I don't act without orders."



"Then what's with that outfit?"



"This fluttering dress?"



Sonia fluttered the black skirt commonly worn by maids and answered expressionlessly.



"I wear it because it's cute."



"And that headband?"



"The headband? I wear it because it's cute."



I pressed my forehead in disbelief. Sonia tilting her head and asking "What's the problem?" was just the cherry on top.



"So you haven't cleaned all this time?"



"Yes. You told me not to touch anything, so I complied."



"And hitting me was done with my permission?"



"That was also done because the head of the family ordered me to discipline you."



"Sigh."



Fine. I'll clean it myself. This will be my room for the next few months, so I need to throw out the unnecessary things myself.



First, I thought I should ventilate. I moved toward the window to open it.



"What are you doing?"



"Ah."



Right.



We're in space.






***



After sweeping away the stuffy air with the ventilator, I began cleaning in earnest.



Wiping dust and organizing useless items was routine work. I moved diligently until sweat formed on my forehead. Sonia, who had been standing blankly, began to help when she saw me working busily.



"Young master, are you finally trying to live like a proper person?"



Sonia's white eyes sparkled like seashells in moonlight.



I showed her through action.



"Take all that stuff over there and throw it away."



I was pointing at the bookshelf.



"Those are..."



Idol bromides, game character figurines.



All collectibles that Eidel had cherished.



A kind of luxury.



Not necessary for studying.



I pulled down the merchandise Eidel had bought from the bookshelf. These friends are scheduled to disappear soon. I'll sell the decent ones secondhand, and the rest will go straight to the trash.



"Y-young master?"



Sonia asked, seemingly confused.



"What?"



"You previously said never to touch the items over there."



"Not anymore."



"But..."



"I'm disposing of everything. Only books should be on a bookshelf."



I declared.



This is, in a way, compulsive.



The result of an obsession to stubbornly survive in this cursed world and create a happy ending.



It was the survival instinct that any human naturally possesses.



When I tried to dispose of the merchandise myself, Sonia stepped in to help. At first, she hesitated, unsure what to do, but then began putting bromides and such into boxes.



"Young master."



"What?"



"Nothing."



"Why call me and then stop?"



"...It's nothing. I'm just a little confused."



I glanced at Sonia as I put a VR device into a metal trash can.



"Are you throwing that away too?"



"Why? Feeling sympathy because it's also a machine?"



"Of course not. Don't compare a 5th generation artificial intelligence to mere scrap metal."



Sonia adjusted her headband, pretending to sigh.



"Don't worry. I won't throw you away."



"...That's not a funny joke."



It's not a joke, it's the truth.



Robots provide feedback faster than humans. They have fewer preconceptions. If I show a changed appearance well, Sonia will become my first ally.



"Anyway, this is the last of it."



With the cleaning roughly finished, I got up and dusted myself off. Sonia also rose, holding a bag full of items.



"I'll go throw these away. In the meantime, you should wash up."



"Thanks. I was about to go crazy from feeling so grimy."



I took a quick cold shower in the bathroom. After drying my hair in the cleaned room with the ventilator, air conditioner, and dehumidifier running as a trio, I felt like I was in paradise.



However, Sonia was taking longer than I expected.



Ding!



[Your ordered items have been delivered. Thank you very much for using Io Shopping Mall.]



Just then, the books I ordered arrived.



I went to the dock and moved the boxes one by one.



"Oof."



My back felt like it would break after not moving for so long.



Both me and Eidel have bodies far from healthy, so we're quite lacking in physical strength.



If I pass, I should start exercising.



"My goodness."



By the time I moved the last box, Sonia had mysteriously returned to the room.



"Did you move all of this by yourself?"



"You weren't here."



"I had something to do."



"Something to do? What?"



What could she possibly have to do right now?



"I brought food."



With that, Sonia revealed a tray she had hidden.



A delicious-looking ham and cheese sandwich cut neatly, salmon salad with oriental dressing, and milk.



A basic yet sophisticated combination.



"Did you... make this yourself?"



"Housework is my specialty."



Sonia placed the plate on the desk and put her hands on her waist. A triumphant posture.



"Please eat."



"..."






This is unexpected.



For the past week, Sonia had been telling me to "eat on your own." So I'd been surviving on canned food. It was the cheapest and easiest solution.



"You're not a cat, but I couldn't stand watching you opening cans all this time. Why were you doing that?"



"I lost money gambling."



"Were you being cautious even about food?"



"Why?"



"..."



"Anyway, thank you."



This is the first time Sonia has served me food since I became this body. I'm so moved I could cry.



Taking a bite of the sandwich, a fresh aroma filled my senses. The crisp texture of lettuce is well preserved while the mild flavors of ham and egg harmonize with each other. The right amount of cheese smoothly connects the two.



Just as described in the novel. She's simply good at cooking.



"Why are you staring so intently?"



"No, I'm just grateful."



"There's nothing to be grateful for. If you just live like a proper person, I can make this for you every day."



"Hmm."



Though not described in the novel, this gives insight into how Eidel has lived for years.



"I'm sorry."



"...Pardon?"



"For living like an idiot all this time."



Of course, I didn't do anything wrong, but I should say something like this anyway.



I stuffed the rest of the sandwich into my mouth and began opening the boxes in earnest.



"Wow, look how beautiful they are."



Opening new books is always exciting. Even more so when they're for academic purposes.



However, what I bought weren't paper books.



They were more like e-book terminals. The necessary books were sold bundled together with these terminals.



"But this seems inefficient."



"In what way?"



"Couldn't they just keep these in the cloud and let people pay to download them?"



Sonia shook her head and said.



"What would happen to the publishing company if they got hacked?"



"They could just have tight security."



"The cost of maintaining that security is much higher than sending tablets in boxes."



My goodness.



Is this culture shock?



Well, in ancient China, they used bamboo slips more often even after inventing paper.



In this era where room-temperature superconductors are commercialized and humanity has expanded its living space to the entire galaxy, it's not that strange. I must have been thinking too primitively.



"Young master, I, Sonia, am still curious. Why are you suddenly applying to Stellarium?"



"That's..."



I didn't have a specific reason to give.



To prevent the world's destruction?



That's true.



But isn't that too abstract? A protagonist might say that, but if I told Sonia, she'd just laugh at me.



Besides, if I said such things aloud, a passing outer god might hear.



"I need a convincing reason."



Sonia pressed, bringing her face closer.



I don't have any particular justification.



"Well, it seems fun."



I blurted out what came to mind.



It wasn't a lie. Apart from preventing universal destruction, learning is always exciting.



"It's much more fun and easier than earning 2,000 trillion credits or joining the military."



I simply made a choice that matched my abilities.



"Ah, uh, ah..."



Sonia's expression turned pale once again. It was similar to her face when I said I wanted to go to graduate school.



I didn't have time to respond to every reaction. I continued opening all the boxes.



Korean workbooks with Korean workbooks, math workbooks with math workbooks. I bound the tablet boxes with binders. It was quite easy, just manipulating screens floating in the air.



As I was opening all the boxes...



Something other than a book popped out of the last box.



"...Ah, shit."



"Why are you cursing?"



Sonia approached with a displeased look. Her expression suggested she was thinking, "This guy is swearing again."



Sorry, but this is a situation where even a saint would curse.



"What... what on earth is this?"



Sonia also asked in confusion.



What came out of the box was a white object bizarrely twisted like a broken tooth.



It was glowing slightly darker than an LED, but just looking at it made my head ache as if it would shatter.



A white irregular polyhedron.



An artifact notorious for suddenly appearing just before an outer god's spiritual body manifests.



The fact that it appeared before my eyes means, well...



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" shows interest in you.]



In short, I'm fucked.





Chapter 3 - Foreign Media Contract (1)



The Outer Gods of the 'Foreign God Slayer' possess characteristics similar to the constellations found in constellation stories.



They make contracts with humans, lend them power, and give them quests. When these quests are completed, they also provide rewards.



Up to this point, they seem like ordinary constellations, or even benevolent deities.



The reality is different.



First, the contracts.



Outer Gods attempt forced contracts with humans they find interesting.



Just like now.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" is examining your cerebrum.]



When a contract is established, the Outer God settles into the cerebral cortex of the contractor.



This is called "Infiltration." Like a host infected by a virus, humans who contract with Outer Gods gradually go insane. Once the infiltration is complete, the human becomes either disabled or transforms into a monster. Or dies.



There are mainly two ways to prevent this contract.



One is to wrap your body with "Aether," the fifth force of the universe, like a vaccine. The other is for humans to possess a level of madness equal to that of the Outer Gods themselves.



In the latter case, the Outer God judges the human as someone whose "Infiltration" is already complete and goes looking for other prey.



I didn't want to become insane just to avoid a contract with an Outer God. That would be like burning down your house to kill a flea.



That's why I planned to enter the academy to learn how to handle Aether.



But.



["Interesting human. You don't go insane even when hearing my voice."]



It was already too late.



To attract an Outer God's attention before I could do anything. My luck was absolutely terrible.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" is accessing your memories.]



An unpleasant laugh echoed through the air. I felt like my cortex was being gnawed away.



The sensation of the world cracking. I gritted my teeth. I didn't want to lose my personality like this.



["Huh? Wait a minute...."]



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" feels confused.]



Wait, what's going on?



["Two graduate degrees? Aren't you just completely insane!"]



"Ugh!"



My head spun at the Outer God's shout. Every cell in my body screamed as if about to burst.



It was just as described in the setting. Just hearing an Outer God's voice causes humans to writhe in pain. They become buried in madness. I seemed to be no exception, as my vision turned red.



But the headache was brief.



My blood pressure, which had shot up momentarily, returned to normal. My mind, which felt like it was being torn apart, found its place again.



"...?"



What's this?



Why am I not going insane?



I took steady breaths and tried to deduce what had happened.



I didn't know why. I just felt like somehow things had worked out.



I clenched and unclenched my fist, trying to calm my pounding heart.



["Interesting. Fascinating."]



Ding!



As a woman's voice brushed past, a translucent window that had been floating in my mind appeared before my eyes.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" requests a contract.]



The so-called status window.



It's the primary means Outer Gods use to communicate with humans.



Communicating through status windows supposedly makes humans less likely to go insane. It's the Outer God's way of being considerate.



No, that's not right. Consideration my ass.



[— You cannot refuse the contract request!]



[— Contract established. From now on, the "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" will be watching you.]



What kind of consideration is a forced contract? I can clearly see she's just playing with me.



A sigh escaped my lips as I scanned the status window.



From my head to my nape and down my spine. Cold sweat poured down like rain.



Damn it. I just took a shower.



"Young master, are you alright?"



Sonia brought a dry towel and placed it on my forehead. She looked genuinely concerned.



I got up with Sonia's support.



"That strangely shaped object... where did it go?"



Sonia asked, looking around the box.



"It probably disappeared..."



"Disappeared? Did it warp away without any special device?"



"...Ha."



"What exactly did you purchase?"



Ordinary androids like Sonia don't know what a polyhedron is. Its very existence is classified.



"I didn't order it."



"Then..."



"The delivery company must have sent it by mistake."



I told Sonia that it seemed to have been automatically returned.



It's fortunate we live in an age with warp technology. Otherwise, I would have had a hard time explaining.



Anyway.



I examined the status window that was updating in real-time.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" is a transcendent being who prioritizes knowledge and interest above all else.]



[— Her thirst for knowledge is endless. She constantly searches for truth and enjoys strange and new things. Provide these, and she will bestow high rewards; fail to do so, and she will bring destruction.]



The Outer God of Wisdom, "Cartesia."






As shown in the status window, she has abundant curiosity.



Other Outer Gods view humans as less than insects. Not Cartesia. She observes people with interest. She even lets them struggle. And if she likes what she sees, she helps them.



Why is Cartesia favorable toward humans?



The reason was never revealed, even at the conclusion. It could be considered a kind of MacGuffin.



Of course, she's just like other Outer Gods in that she'll mercilessly cripple you if you fail to satisfy her.



"Haah..."



I was prepared for something like this to happen.



But it's faster than expected.



Much faster.



Having formed a forced contract with an Outer God from the prologue, my future looked bleak.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" hopes you will be a human capable of satisfying her.]



She probably discovered my plans to research gravitational bombs too.



I'm not sure what to do...



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" is interested in your plans to counter the Outer Gods.]



...Wait a minute.



"...?"



What does this mean?



Even though she's considered an oddball among Outer Gods, would an Outer God really protect a human who opposes them?



What is this? Is she saying "try if you can"?



"..."



Don't try to understand. Trying to understand an Outer God leads to insanity.



Just accept it.



Simply accepting it and doing my own thing is better for my mental health.



"Phew."



I organized my thoughts.



In a way, this could be good.



No, it's definitely a good thing.



Isn't there a saying about "turning crisis into opportunity"?



Since Cartesia is high-ranking among Outer Gods, if I play my cards right, I won't be bothered by other Outer Gods.



Of course, that's something my future self will have to deal with.



Ding!



Just then, a quest appeared before me with a clear metallic sound.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" wants to test your capabilities. Solve all the workbooks in your room from now on.]



[— Time limit: 800 hours 00 minutes 00 seconds]



[— Success: A special gift for the dull-witted human :)]



[— Failure: Type 1 diabetes (incurable)]



"Oh, shit."



"What's wrong now?"



"Nothing, it's nothing..."



I clenched my teeth.



This is where it begins.



From now on, such unexpected quests will appear frequently. If I can't overcome all of them, my life is ruined. In the original story, Eidel failed to pass any quests and died insane.



But me?



I will absolutely not end up like that.



I will save myself, the world, this universe.



Whether I return to my original world or live well here, I will reach a happy ending in some form. That's my goal, if you can call it that.



[— Time remaining: 799 hours 59 minutes 56 seconds]



So it starts now.



Without delay, I opened the first workbook I could grab.



Mathematics.



I'm confident in this.



"Can you solve these without proper study?"



"Yes."



"Weren't you worst at mathematics, young master?"



"What do you mean...?"



I sighed and said:



"...I'm sorry, but please leave now, Sonia."



"What are you suddenly saying?"



"I need to concentrate."



Sonia shook her head.



"Watching over you is the mission the head of the family gave me. I cannot leave you even for a moment."



Yes, that makes sense.



Considering what Eidel has done so far, it's reasonable. Father probably thinks that without at least Sonia watching me, I might cause another incident.



It's just frustrating that I'm not that Eidel.



I need to study alone in a quiet place...



"If you're really going to study, I'll stay still and not disturb you."



Sonia spoke softly and headed to the corner where the android charging station was located.



"Huah..."



Sitting at the charging station, Sonia made a relaxed sound and closed her eyes. After that, she didn't move at all.



Well... that's fine.



Let's think of it as being in a study room. I can ignore about 40 decibels of ambient noise and concentrate.






Flip.



With that thought, I turned the first page of the workbook.



"..."



The first problem is over ten lines long.



It feels more like an essay question or a Japanese entrance exam rather than a standard test. It's even in essay format.



"Tsk."



This is difficult.



I spent about 30 minutes on the first page. The concepts are middle school level, but it's quite challenging.



As expected of problems from Stellarium, the universe's most prestigious academy.



I went through several errors before finding the solution. Since it had been a while, I needed a lot of concentration.



But once I got past the first page, I picked up speed. After that, I started solving problems smoothly.



How much time had passed?



[— Time remaining: 796 hours 22 minutes 55 seconds]



"Whew..."



O Outer God.



I finally finished one book.



I closed the book after completing problem number 150.



"That was a tough battle."



"..."



Suddenly looking back, I saw Sonia staring at me. Her gaze was fixed on the workbook I had just finished.



"Did you solve all of that...?"



A disbelieving look.



A disbelieving tone.



Sonia narrowed her eyes as she approached.



"May I take a look?"



Her eyes showed clear curiosity. She seemed genuinely interested.



"Go ahead."



I willingly handed over the workbook.



That's when it happened.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" is reviewing your mathematics workbook.]



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" feels slight interest in your problem-solving speed and concentration.]



A message appeared on the status window.



This means that Cartesia, the Outer God of Wisdom, had seen all my solutions and checked whether they were correct or not.



It's not strange.



Cartesia is known to be very fond of mathematics and science.



Of course she would have watched me solve the problems.



"Let's see... you seem to have gotten everything right."



After flipping through the pages and completing her computation, Sonia looked up. She appeared clearly bewildered.



"How... how did you solve something this difficult?"



"What?"



She thoroughly examined my surroundings.



"Do you know what 40-32/2 equals?"



"4."



"Ah, I see..."



"Factorial."



Sonia's eyes grew even wider.



As if she'd seen something unbelievable. As if she'd heard something impossible.



"Did you really think I was so stupid I couldn't do basic arithmetic?"



"You definitely couldn't."



"At sixteen years old?"



"You couldn't."



I smacked my forehead audibly.



"Really?"



Was he that bad at studying?



The thought that he might have been even worse than described in the novel gives me chills.



I sighed and looked at Sonia.



"..."



It's subtle but noticeable. The contempt that had faintly existed in her snow-white eyes was gone. In its place was a small amount of respect and surprise.



"...How strange. To think a human could change so much from a head injury."



Sonia seems to believe that everything changed after I was hit on the head by the casino security guard. It's actually fortunate if she thinks that way. Because I'm going to continue living like this from now on.



There was no time to waste. I quickly opened the next workbook.



"Hey, what are you doing?"



But this time, my concentration was inevitably broken.



A voice I'd never heard before but somehow felt familiar. I reflexively turned around.



There stood a girl with golden eyes just like mine.



"I heard you blew 2,000 trillion on gambling? You gambling addict."



A girl who appeared out of nowhere and hurled insults.



I knew very well who this girl was.



"...Seti."



Seti von Rheinland.



My half-sister had appeared.





Chapter 4 - Foreign Media Contract (2)



My father, Arnold von Rheinland, had two wives.



The first wife, Reina, was the woman he married for love—my mother.



The second wife, Rezein, was a contractual marriage for the future and glory of our family.



The girl before me was the child of the second wife.



Seti von Adelbein Rheinland.



A girl born between the prestigious Adelbein family that controlled the entire northern Galactic Belt and the Rheinland family, the largest medical household in the south.



As a child of two noble houses, she was born with all manner of talents and skills.



"Do you even have any concept of money...?"



Seti entered the room with her hair rustling.



Her silver hair, gleaming in the light, was clearly natural.



Such hair was rare. And it looked noble at first glance. She was definitely of Adelbein blood.



"Seti."



"I told you not to call me by my name because it's disgusting, didn't I?"



And there it was—that distinctly unfriendly attitude of her maternal family.



It seems the Adelbein family's nasty temperament wasn't much different from what was described in novels.



Of course, my half-sister Seti was exceptionally sharp-edged, even taking that into account.



"Is that how you talk to your older brother?"



"Older brother? How could trash like you be my brother? You piece of garbage."



Seti clicked her tongue, giving me a contemptuous look.



I understand.



The insults Eidel had thrown at Seti over the years were numerous.



- Child of a concubine.



- Your mother.



- No wonder you turned out this way, born to a woman who never received her husband's love.



Just from what was described in the novel, it was at least that bad.



Oh, I suddenly feel sorry. Even though I didn't do those things, it's incredibly embarrassing.



Anyway, Seti and I currently had a relationship worse than strangers.



Keeping that in mind, I raised my head.



"I'm asking because I genuinely can't believe it. 2,000 trillion? Really? You blew that much money?"



"That's what I said."



"You shut up. I'm asking Sonia."



By now, Seti's gaze had shifted to Sonia. She apparently didn't even want to exchange words with me.



Fine. Apologizing right now would just be rubbing salt in the wound.



I'll apologize later when the mood is right. For now, I should just send her away and get back to studying.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" appreciates your scholarly attitude.]



[— You have received a 50 Fron donation!]



What's this? It's coming in already. That's unexpected.



While I was quickly scanning through the status window floating in the air, the conversation between Sonia and Seti ended.



For some reason, Seti's face was flushed with anger.



She glared at me and said:



"You crazy bastard."



"How do you say exactly the same things as Father?"



"I call a crazy bastard a crazy bastard. What else should I call you?"



Ha, damn it.



So this is what's exhausting about being possessed by a scoundrel.



I've read several scoundrel novels before, and I wondered how the protagonists managed to endure such contempt and dismissal. I guess everyone except me has nerves of steel.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" snickers.]



Seti stood with her head held high and arms crossed. She was looking down at me with an arrogant attitude. Her two golden eyes, sparkling as if melted with gold dust, were filled with hostility.



"Not only did you lose money gambling, but you also spent 1 million credits on entrance exam workbooks?"



"Father said this was acceptable."



Seti let out a hollow laugh. It was both a sneer and an expression of delight.



"Didn't he say you'd be disowned if you fail to get into Stellarium?"



"That's essentially correct."



There were also options to repay the 2,000 trillion or enlist in the military to keep the Rheinland surname, but I didn't mention them. It was a path I wouldn't take anyway.



"Hmm, good. Good riddance."



Seti seemed convinced I would fail.



It doesn't matter. Now is not the time to improve my relationship with my sister. I resolved to let her words wash over me until she got tired and left the room.



"Lady Seti."






That was until Sonia unexpectedly intervened.



"Please look at this."



"Huh? What's this?"



"These are the math workbooks Young Master Eidel just completed."



I froze my expression.



Hey, you tin can maid, why are you showing her that?



***



"My half-brother has caused trouble again."



That was the first thing Seti heard when she returned to the main Rheinland household.



Apparently, Eidel had lost a fortune gambling. He was severely scolded by their father for it.



And as if that wasn't enough, he spent 1 million credits to purchase Stellarium entrance exam workbooks.



It was absurd.



And unforgivable.



Seti was financially astute. Despite being only fifteen, she assisted with her father's business and generated monthly profits in the tens of millions. She had her own stake in the total Rheinland assets.



While she worked hard to earn money, it was her incompetent half-sibling who spent it.



Could she even call someone like that her brother?



Probably not.



To Seti, Eidel von Rheinland was essentially a human trash bound to her by the shackles of blood relation.



Usually, she didn't even want to deal with him, but this time she couldn't tolerate it.



"I'll kill him."



She planned to settle this once and for all.



Grinding her teeth, Seti entered a corridor she normally avoided.



Following the narrow path led to a room that exuded a messy, decadent atmosphere.



Eidel's room.



Seti flung the door open and stormed in.



"You gambling addict!"



She started with a strong verbal attack. Eidel was thick-skinned enough that this level of confrontation wouldn't faze him. To deal with human trash, one needed to act somewhat like trash oneself.



However, after some commotion, what she received was neither cursing nor a punch.



"Please look through it from beginning to end."



"......"



A workbook handed to her by Sonia, the android maid assigned by their father to monitor Eidel.



"The White Blossom series?"



It was an advanced practical workbook published by "Blossom," a prestigious educational publisher.



This is quite difficult, Seti nodded.



"Yes. The young master was working on this until just now."



Seti burst out laughing.



"Sonia, I thought you were still stoic, but I see you've learned to joke a bit?"



"This is no joke, my lady. Please look through the book."



Sonia's attitude toward Seti was quite serious. It seemed as if she was trying to defend Eidel.



Seti found this strange.



Even for a personal maid, this was Sonia.



The android who disciplined Eidel with Muay Thai whenever he misbehaved.



"...She's making statements defending Eidel?"



Seti rolled her eyes and glanced at Eidel. He was rubbing his face with both hands.



"My lady, isn't it fascinating?"



"What is?"



"The young master was studying. It's been 8 years and 3 months since he last did so."



"Sonia, please."



Eidel sighed. He seemed embarrassed. His usual arrogant demeanor was nowhere to be seen.



"I'm going to the bathroom for a bit."



Sighing, Eidel left the room carrying a Korean language practice test.



"Hey, where are you going!"



Seti tried to stop him, but he escaped too quickly.



"......"



She had come prepared with all sorts of curses to settle things today, but her opponent had left the arena.



"Why is that bastard acting like this...?"



Eidel wasn't the type to run away from her.






If anything, he was the type to hurl insults until she cried.



"Has he really gone crazy...?"



No answer came from pondering. She just thought he must have gone mad as his time to be expelled from the family approached.



Seti dismissed it as unimportant and quickly flipped through the workbook Sonia had handed her.



"...!"



She couldn't help but be surprised.



First, the unexpectedly neat handwriting.



There's a saying that handwriting reflects the mind. For instance, if someone writes hastily, they likely have an impatient personality. By that measure, Eidel had terrible handwriting.



But now it was calm and not messy? There was a sense of magnificent penmanship.



Of course, this was just the surface.



The solution routes that didn't tolerate complexity.



Concise yet penetrating to the core of each problem to reach the correct answer.



Contrary to her original expectation that he would have barely scratched one problem, all problems were cleanly solved.



Seti, who had been called a prodigy since childhood and had solved many such workbooks, immediately noticed.



"These aren't the solutions from the answer key."



Nor were they solutions Eidel would write.



To begin with, Eidel was close to being an idiot who needed to relearn how to find common denominators for fractions.



The fact that "study" and "Eidel" couldn't coexist was widely known throughout the Galactic Belt.



"I graded it, and there were no incorrect answers."



"Hmm."



Though she maintained an outward calm, Seti was considerably perplexed.



There was no reason for Sonia, an android, to lie to her.



"I guess he bought someone else's completed workbook and copied it."



"It was brand new."



"So, how many days did it take?"



When Seti solved this workbook, it took her a basic month. Even solving five problems a day was challenging. That's how insanely difficult it was.



"Three hours."



So Eidel solved it in three days.



"...What?"



She must have misheard.



Not three days, but...



"Th-three hours?"



It was a time frame she couldn't even imagine.



Occasionally, prodigies would solve this type of workbook within a week and discard it.



But completing it in three hours was impossible. At least not without contracting with a constellation specialized in calculations or being a reincarnation of von Neumann.



That's why.



Seti, whose mind was disturbed, soon regained her composure.



"Sonia, you should at least make your lies believable."



"It's not a lie."



It was futile for a mere robot to desperately deny it.



The fact that Sonia was defending Eidel meant she had been compromised in some way.



Even as an android, she had emotions and could make mistakes. Seti decided to let it go generously.



However.



"If you ever have any troubles, feel free to tell me."



Seti softened her voice as she tapped Sonia's shoulder.



"...?"



Sonia seemed puzzled but soon nodded in understanding.



"Anyway, I have to go to academy, so I can't stay long. Sonia, keep a good eye on him. Absolutely, absolutely, absolutely! Don't let him spend any more money. Got it?"



"I understand."



Even after that, Seti gave Sonia the same warning several times as she moved.



"Haah..."



"Something fishy is going on."



Seti boarded the auxiliary ship with her academy bag.



***



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" feels a strange sense of kinship with your scholarly enthusiasm for setting up a study room in the bathroom.]



"...Is she gone?"



Eidel returned to the room about an hour later.



In his hands was a Korean language test paper that had somehow been completed.





Chapter 5 - Foreign Media Contract (3)



I finished the Korean language practice book, which was equivalent to five sessions.



I need to continue this for at least 20 more days. Only then can I complete the deity's quest.



[— Time remaining: 791 hours 01 minutes 08 seconds]



I sighed.



After concentrating for so long, it was time for a short break. I opened my status window. A message from the deity had arrived.



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' is satisfied with your concentration and diligence.]



[— You have received 100 Pron as a reward!]



A reward had come.



Now, what exactly is 'Pron'?



Simply put, it's a coin given by the constellations. It's a currency used for transactions with deities.



However, unlike regular coins, one must be careful with possessing and using Pron.



[— If your Pron (PN) value exceeds a certain level, you may experience side effects such as mental confusion, hallucinations, vomiting, chills, aphasia, damage to the frontal lobe of the cerebrum, and death.]



Pron shouldn't accumulate beyond a certain amount. Whether you like it or not, you need to spend it periodically.



Otherwise, you literally go insane.



[— Note: The etymology of Pron (PN) is Prion.]



For reference, prions are infectious proteins. Mad cow disease, which many people know about, is caused by prions.



Considering that deities parasitize the brain, it's quite a fitting name.



[— Note: The maximum Pron units an ordinary human can store is 1000.]



Average people show signs of madness at around 500 Pron. At 700 Pron, hallucinations appear, and at about 900 Pron, one becomes a vegetable. Finally, reaching the maximum results in death.



Of course, one can increase the amount of Pron they can store. For example, by training in Aether.



I don't know how to handle Aether yet. My capacity for Pron is probably at an ordinary level.



Without much expectation, I checked my PN value for the first time.



[— PN value: 150 / NULL]



What?



["What?"]



"...?"



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' is bewildered.]



NULL.



Literally "none."



What's this? Does it mean I have no mental capacity?



Confused, I scrolled up and down my status window.



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' is readjusting your PN upper limit.]



[— Cannot adjust!]



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' is readjusting your PN upper limit.]



[— Cannot adjust!]



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' temporarily sponsors 10000 Pron.]



[— PN value: 10150(temporary) / NULL]



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' is greatly bewildered.]



The status bar scrolled down at an insane speed, like it was compiling.



The deity tried putting my PN value at something close to unlimited and even caused fractures in my body.



"Ugh...!"



My head felt like it was about to split open. Tiny threads appeared before my eyes, as if they were cutting through reality.



My lungs felt like they were filling with water, making it hard to breathe, and my entire body tingled as if I'd been beaten up.



What is this?



This sensation... I've felt it somewhere before...?



While experiencing this déjà vu, the pain stopped. The deity had grown tired too.



[— Cannot adjust PN value.]



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' is greatly interested in your mental world.]



[— You have received 850 Pron as an inspection reward!]



"Phew..."



I wiped away my cold sweat and lay down.



[— PN value: 1000 / NULL]



I haven't done anything, yet my Pron value is already at 1,000. This amount would be enough to kill a person and then some.



It's like swallowing a whole pufferfish and still surviving.



Ding!



That's when my status window updated.



[— Notice: The shop for contractors has been unlocked.]



A shop, huh.



Seems the deity has prepared it.



A shop is a space where you can buy and sell advanced civilizational items from deities.



As revealed later in the story, deities are tangible physical entities. They reside in a 7-dimensional space where vector cross products are defined. There, they can rewind time or partition our universe.



Naturally, their civilization level is incomprehensibly higher than ours who live in the 4th dimension. This means there are countless elements that can be helpful if utilized properly.



Additionally, the type and quality of shops vary depending on the deity's capabilities.



[— Shop assigned to you: 'Secret Laboratory of Cartesia :)']



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' desires amusement. Browse the shop and strengthen yourself.]



I entered the shop. The real world disappeared, and a dark, gloomy world appeared. White, glowing tentacles wrapped around the boundaries of this world. In front of me were stone tablets with inscriptions.



[Analytical solution to the helium atom wave function: 1650 Pron]



[Proof of Goldbach's conjecture: 1770 Pron]






[Answer to the Riemann hypothesis: 2800 Pron]



Each tablet displayed the item for sale and its price.



All items I couldn't afford yet.



In reality, ordinary people are never allowed to purchase these in their lifetime.



The prices make it clear. To buy the "Answer to the Riemann hypothesis," one would have to die twice and go insane three times.



There were as many tablets as there were World War I veterans. Most were things I wasn't interested in. What I was really looking for was something else.



[— Time remaining: 789 hours 59 minutes 45 seconds]



Time flows here too. I need to find what I'm looking for and return as quickly as possible.



"...Found it."



Floating among the tablets, I stopped in front of a small stone.



[Thought Acceleration (+1%): 10 Pron/each]



Something I need right now. And something I'll need in the future.



In gaming terms, it's the intelligence stat.



I plan to invest heavily in this for now. The Goddess of Wisdom tends to give quests that can only be completed with good academic abilities.



[— Would you like to purchase 'Thought Acceleration (+1%)' in bulk?]



I'll buy everything available.



[— 1000 Pron has been spent.]



[— You have acquired 'Thought Acceleration (+100%)']



[— You are being forcibly ejected from the shop due to insufficient Pron.]



Flash.



"......"



Fast.



Definitely, I've become faster. The speed at which my brain works has doubled.



Whether it's my own power or the deity's help doesn't matter. Time is short, and I can't afford to be picky.



I decided to test my newly acquired ability immediately. Without delay, I opened the next problem book.



Whoosh.



Just then, I heard the sound of automatic doors opening. I turned around before picking up my pen.



"...Young master?"



A blue bob cut that ended at the shoulders.



Snow-white eyes, pure as snow on a winter field.



Wing-like decorations on both ears.



She was a beautiful android. She placed a strawberry sherbet she had made as a snack on my desk and exclaimed:



"Are you solving problem books again?"



"Yes."



"That's already the third one today."



"I'll sleep after finishing the fourth one."



Sonia was shocked.



"Staying up all night is bad for your health."



"It's fine."



I just won't stay up all night.



***



A week had passed since then.



During that time, Seti visited Eidel every day. Originally, she didn't want to keep seeing that disgusting face. But he kept doing things that forced her to visit him.



- The third young master has subscribed to online lectures worth 3 million credits.



- The third young master has purchased college textbooks worth 500,000 credits.



- The third young master has ordered shrimp chicken...



"Ah, this is infuriating!"



Seti stomped her feet every single day.



'How much money is that madman spending?!'



She had earned 4 million credits over the past week. But he had spent it all. Seti was boiling with anger, wanting to separate their finances immediately.



"The young master said he can't resist chicken."



"That's...! Ah, damn! That's not the point!"



What's 30,000 credits for food expenses?



The important thing is that her half-brother is continuously wasting hundreds of thousands of credits on "useless things."



Seti glared at Eidel and spoke sharply.



"Stop studying when you know it's pointless."



"I don't want to."



"Do you really think you can get into Stellarium by doing this?"



"I will."



No matter what Seti said, Eidel's response was cold. He replaced the nib of his tablet pen with indifference. On one corner of the desk were more than a dozen worn-out nibs.



"You can't."



"If I can't, then I'll make it happen."



Seti gritted her teeth. Her temper flared. It felt like steam was escaping from the top of her head.



"...Phew."



It's okay.



'I need to be patient.'



There's less than four months left anyway.






'I just need to endure until the academy entrance exams are over.'



Once this year passes, this wretched blood relation will end too. She had endured for the past 10 years. It would be absurd not to wait another 4 months. Seti took a deep breath and twisted her lips.



"Sonia, keep monitoring him."



"I am."



"This time, I really, really mean it. Absolutely do not let this trash spend any money."



"Understood."



It felt like déjà vu, but she let it slide.



Seti is also taking the Stellarium entrance exam this year. Besides business, she needs to focus on her studies too. She didn't have time to lecture Eidel, who was lacking in both studies and character.



"Report any unusual activities immediately, okay? I'll be watching instead of Father."



"Understood... Ah, there is something unusual."



"Oh?"



Seti, who was about to head to her academy, paused. She pushed back her cotton-white hair and asked:



"What is it?"



"The young master has become good at studying."



"......"



Seti's expression soured. She looked at her brother, who was scribbling with his pen. Eidel didn't even glance at her and continued solving problems.



"He's become... good at studying?"



"Let me correct myself. He's become fucking good at studying."



"...Since when do you use vulgar language like us?"



"I apologize for the rudeness, miss. I couldn't find a more appropriate word."



"Fine, fine."



Seti's gaze fixed on Eidel again.



'Nonsense.'



...But it's ambiguous to dismiss it like that.



'He does seem different somehow...'



But she couldn't quite put her finger on it.



'Certainly, he's been using fewer swear words.'



Seti approached Eidel from behind, muffling her footsteps. Just as Sonia was about to say something, she put her index finger to her lips, making a shushing sound. Sonia closed her mouth.



Peeking over Eidel's shoulder, what Seti saw was...



'...?'



Eidel solving a physics problem book.



No, could this even be called "solving"?



Scribble, scribble.



Flip!



Scribble, scribble, scribble.



Flip!



He was literally reading, writing the answer, and immediately turning to the next page, repeating this endlessly.



No working out, no moment of contemplation.



'Is he an idiot...?'



She barely suppressed a snort.



Was he memorizing the answers?



Or was he just pretending to solve them but actually couldn't?



Either way, it didn't matter. This was a behavior that exposed his true colors. Such petty tricks wouldn't work in the Stellarium entrance exam. Regardless, she could breathe a sigh of relief.



'How foolish.'



Seti clicked her tongue as she turned away.



Still, it was clear that her half-brother had undergone some mental change. Coincidentally, Seti knew someone who had a good intuition for these things. She had met this acquaintance at the academy, who was a year older than her and the same age as Eidel.



'I should talk to Rustila about this.'



To ask if there could possibly exist a lunatic in this world who could mentally solve physics problems.



***



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' is amazed by your spirit in ordering additional problem books!]



[— You have received an additional 1500 Pron!]



There have been many changes over the past week.



[Skill in effect: Thought Acceleration (+320%)]



First, I invested all the Pron I earned in Thought Acceleration. With this, my calculation speed has far surpassed that of an ordinary person. It felt like I had become John von Neumann.



Additionally, Seti's attitude seems to have softened a bit.



I'm still getting cursed at daily for spending a ton of money, but that's unavoidable. What can she do if I say I'm using it for studying?



In return, I haven't been harsh with her. I no longer make jokes about her father, swear at her, or mock her. No matter what my sister says, I just agree and let it slide.



The stress was no joke, but it was okay.



This treatment is only temporary anyway.



Soon, I'll bring Seti to my side.



And instead of my messed-up self, I'll establish her as the next head of the family.



With her business talent, she should be able to secure most of the budget needed for gravitational bomb development.



I plan to rely on her a bit.



"Heh, heheh, hehehehe."



"Young master, you've finally gone mad."



With Sonia's sigh, I finished solving the physics problem book.



Just one more...



No, I should sleep after solving two more books.





Chapter 6 - Lustila (1)



Academy.



Seti took a sip of her coffee before speaking.



"Unni, do you think there's a monster out there who could solve this workbook instantly just by looking at it?"



She turned her head. Beside her sat a girl with a blonde ponytail, studying diligently.



Her face was fair and beautiful like flour, and her aquamarine eyes radiated a mysterious energy. Her lips were a light pink, like a perfectly ripened peach.



She was a beautiful girl. Just like a princess from a fairy tale.



"Well..."



The girl responded curtly. Her tone lacked any energy whatsoever.



Rustila Kersil.



The only daughter of the Kersil family, quite famous in legal circles.



Rustila was always tired. Seti understood her.



Excessive parental interference, studies that didn't match her aptitude, and the same boring routine every day.



Rustila was living a life more than sufficient to turn someone into a broken person.



It had been getting worse lately. No matter what Seti said, it was always the same. Rustila couldn't manage more than a slight movement of her lips in response.



'At least she has a contract with a constellation...'



Otherwise, wouldn't she have gone crazy by now?



Seti asked with concern.



"Um, unni. Are you okay?"



"......"



Rustila quietly nodded.



"It'll get better in four months. Let's hang in there until then, okay?"



Nod, nod.



Seti secretly sighed.



It was heartbreaking.



When they first met, she hadn't been this lifeless, but now she had transformed into something like a doll.



Yet there wasn't much Seti could do. She had no grounds to interfere in the Kersil family's affairs.



Still, she wanted to help her friend and unni by any means necessary.



'I guess that's the only way...'



Seti bit her lower lip.



"Unni... no, Rustila. Would you like to come to my house this week if you have time?"



"...?"



Rustila, who had been working on physics problems, looked up. Intelligence returned to her previously dull sea-colored eyes.



"...Your house?"



"Yes. Come to my house and let's do homework together. Honestly, today's homework is too difficult to solve alone, isn't it?"



This week's assignments included 30 Korean passages, 150 math problems, and about 200 physics problems.



In terms of quantity, it was more than enough. It was the amount top students aiming for prestigious universities would handle weekly.



However, the difficulty level of this assignment was insanely high, making it likely to break one's mental fortitude if attempted alone.



Seti suggested they study together.



"But..."



Rustila hesitated.



"What?"



"...My parents. I need to get permission from my parents first."



"......"



Seti pressed her lips together.



Everything was always parents, parents, parents!



It wasn't Rustila's fault. It was the fault of the overprotective Kersil couple.



Seti couldn't understand Rustila's parents.



At sixteen, one knows enough and can be careful enough, so why?



Seti's own parents had raised her with minimal supervision since she was five. Yet she turned out just fine.



Still, Seti had no right to interfere in the Kersil family's domestic affairs.



"Talk to your parents and let me know. If they say yes, I'll prepare delicious snacks and wait for you."



"O-okay..."



Rustila nodded and turned her gaze toward the window. There stood an android in formal attire, staring blankly. The android's gaze was fixed on Rustila.



"Haah..."



Rustila sighed.



The robot beyond the window nodded its head.



***



I had a dream.



- Mom, I got perfect scores on my test again!



- Really? Our son must be a genius. We should have you skip a grade right away!



In that place, I was only studying.



Study, study, study. And more study. I studied so hard that there was nothing left in my life except academics.



- Mom, I passed the qualification exam!






- That's to be expected. Let's keep going straight through to college entrance exam prep.



The thoughts continued.



However, they gradually lost their color.



The mental images that were initially brilliant rainbow colors gradually turned ashen.



- Mom, I got a perfect score on the college entrance exam.



- That's great! Apply to medical school.



- Physics department.



- Jinsoo, what are you saying?



- Physics department.



- Are you sick? What nonsense is this?



- Physics department.



- Jinsoo! No!!



A world with only brightness, no saturation.



Eventually, the world turned pitch black like ink. In that darkened world, tentacles appeared and disappeared as if flickering.



It was a truly, truly... terrible nightmare.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" is shocked by the dream you had.]



"......"



I got up from bed.



By my bedside was a water bottle that Sonia had left. I grabbed it like catching a fish and gulped it down.



"Whew..."



I need to study.



Clank!



"...What's that?"



I heard the sound of a small spaceship docking at my home. Someone seemed to be visiting early in the morning.



"Sonia!"



"Did you call, young master?"



Sonia came running as soon as I called her name.



"Is someone here?"



"I was just about to check, sir."



Meanwhile, I reviewed what I had ordered recently.



I received books yesterday, and I hadn't ordered anything else. At least, whoever was at the dock wasn't my guest.



Still, I decided to go check, just in case.



At the dock were people dressed in neat formal attire. Judging by their appearance, they looked like security personnel.



"Who are you...?"



When I asked, a tall man with a dandy haircut approached and bowed his head.



"Are you from the Rheinland family?"



"Yes, but..."



"Pleased to meet you. I am Jermel, the head of security for the Kersil family. Our young lady Rustila received an invitation from the Rheinland family, so we've brought her here."



"...Rustila?"



Wait a minute.



If it's Rustila, surely...



"Ah, just a moment!"



At that moment, Seti came running in with a clattering noise. Her shimmering silver hair danced past my eyes.



"I, I invited her!"



Seti clicked her tongue at me and began talking with Jermel.



"You are...!"



Jermel seemed to have deduced Seti's background and bent his waist at a right angle. Seti waved her hands at the sight.



Seti was smiling brightly, looking excited. It was quite different from how she treated me.



"Young lady, you may come down now."



As soon as Jermel finished speaking, another person descended from the spaceship.



She looked about my age.



Her hair was golden like a wheat field, and her ponytail reached down to her waist. Her eyes were blue. Her expressionless face looked weak.



Suddenly, our eyes met.



"...!"



The girl's eyes widened. Her complexion didn't look good.



"...Ha."



As I searched my memories, I was startled. Something seemed to have gone wrong.



Just then, Seti was gesturing toward me.



Is she telling me to come or go?



She's probably telling me to get lost. Good timing. I nodded and turned around.



"Let's go, Sonia."



"Yes, young master."






Sonia returned to the room with me without a word.



"It's wonderful to see you studying as soon as you wake up."



As I opened a workbook, Sonia brought snacks as usual.



"At first I thought it would only last three days, but you're working harder than expected. Excellent."



"I'm going to pass."



Sonia nodded and clapped her hands.



"I, Sonia, am impressed by your determination, young master."



"Yes, yes."



It had been three weeks since I started performing the first quest from the outer god.



During that time, I had worked through 100 workbooks with the help of the "Thought Acceleration" skill.



However, even that seemed insufficient, so I ordered additional past exam books.



That's when it started.



When this maid android's attitude completely changed.



"I hope for good results. Who knows? Perhaps the young master, having reflected on this situation, will enter the academy and lay the foundation for raising the Rheinland family in the future."



"It's not good to have too much faith in people."



"Actually, I'm quite satisfied as long as you continue as you are now, young master."



I nodded my head and picked up my pen.



But today, I couldn't concentrate as well as usual.



Why?



It wasn't hard to guess.



It was probably because of the blonde ponytailed beauty I had seen briefly earlier.



Her name was "Rustila Kersil."



She was one of the important supporting characters in "Outer God Slayer."



Rustila had a contract with a constellation. Because of this, she could read others' intentions.



In other words, she could judge whether someone had bad intentions or good intentions.



"Ha, damn it."



She was like rat poison to me right now.



It's dangerous. If I encounter her incorrectly, the existence of the outer god in my head could be completely revealed.



People who contract with outer gods are classified as monsters by the country. They are taken to containment facilities without question.



Of course.



Apart from that, she's also the character I want to meet more than anyone else. And she's also a pitiful child.



"...She is kind, though."



I muttered as I turned the pages of my social studies workbook.



I had less than ten books left.



Today, I had no intention of leaving my room.



***



'Ah, damn... Why did that guy leave when I gestured for him to come?'



Seti grumbled inwardly while stomping her foot.



There were two main reasons why she had invited Rustila to her home.



One was to give her some breathing room from her overprotective family.



The other was to discreetly check on Eidel's psychological changes through Rustila's constellation power.



The latter wasn't difficult. Just one eye contact with Eidel would be enough.



Since Eidel's violent personality had mellowed considerably after he hit his head, she didn't think there would be any problems.



In other words, Seti had originally planned to just introduce Eidel and Rustila and be done with it.



But.



'That jerk just ran away?'



Eidel had always been interested in gambling and women. One could say he was true to his instincts.



For such an Eidel to not even flirt with Rustila, who was nothing short of a world-class beauty, and instead return to his room with Sonia!



'...Could it be?'



Did he really change as a person after getting hit on the head?



Into a model student with no interest in women, who gave up gambling and only studied hard?



'No way...'



She still didn't know.



Even if that were true, as long as he continued to spend money recklessly, Seti had no intention of forgiving Eidel.



Moreover, the resentment from the past hadn't dissolved either.



"Sigh."



Seti sighed and turned her head.



"Rustila unni, let's go to our room..."



Her words trailed off. She narrowed her eyes.



The security personnel focused only on Rustila's safety didn't seem to notice, but Seti, who had spent many years with her and knew her face well, could tell.



"Ah, ah..."



Rustila was trembling with fear.



As if she had seen a monster.





Chapter 7 - Lustila (2)



I ate breakfast prepared by Sonia and began studying.



I quickly solved the workbook problems and took a 10-minute break. Normally, I would have immediately opened the next book. But today, I needed time to collect my thoughts.



"Young master, about the lady from House Kersil."



Sonia approached and spoke while I was taking my break.



"Hmm? You mean Rustila?"



"Yes. Wasn't she truly beautiful?"



It was unusual for Sonia to compliment someone's appearance. Obviously, she was trying to test my reaction.



"Yes, she is pretty."



"I was worried you might try to flirt with Lady Rustila."



"Why, should I?"



Sonia grimaced and answered.



"Please don't."



I nodded. I had neither the time nor reason to do so.



What I needed to focus on wasn't her face. It was her background.



The constellation contracted with Rustila can read others' malice. It can even detect what type of constellation someone has contracted with. Since we made eye contact, she must have sensed Cartesia's presence.



...I wonder if she's okay mentally?



"How strange. For you not to even wink at such a beautiful girl, young master."



Sonia remarked with amazement. Eidel was known for his womanizing ways.



I made up an excuse.



"...It's not that I'm not interested."



"Is that so?"



Sonia blinked repeatedly with curiosity. Then she raised her hand to her head.



I know what that is. It's the motion she makes when she's about to throw robot ethics principles out the window.



"Please stop if you're planning to cause trouble again."



"Hey, wait! I don't mean interested in her as a woman!"



"...?"



[— The God of Wisdom and Curiosity tilts their head at your statement.]



Sonia lowered her raised fist.



Something seems to have gotten twisted in my explanation.



"What I mean is, I find her interesting as a peer."



"...A peer, you say?"



I nodded.



"Yes, a peer. In other words, a friend. I have good intuition, you know? That girl will definitely enter Stellarium next year. And so will I."



I shrugged and continued.



"You said it yourself. My academy admission might become the cornerstone for leading House Rheinland in the future. So it wouldn't hurt to be friendly with someone from House Kersil. There's a saying about school and social connections, right?"



In reality, Rustila does get accepted to Stellarium. And later becomes a military commander defending the frontlines of the Federation. She wields the Plasma Sword like an extension of her body, earning the title of Sword Saint despite it being out of fashion for the era.



Having her as an ally would make things easier for me. There's no one better than Rustila at holding back monster attacks. If she buys me time, I'll have one less distraction in developing gravitational bombs.



I stroked my chin thoughtfully.



"I was originally planning to just study quietly here..."



But plans change.



Even if it means taking risks, I need to be more proactive.



I spoke up.



"Sonia."



"...Yes, what is it?"



"Let's put on a little act."



"An act? What kind of act?"



"Lend me your ear."



I whispered softly.



After hearing my plan, Sonia quickly pulled her head back. She frowned so deeply that her eyelashes wrinkled.



"Young master, have you lost your mind?"



"I'm looking at the bigger picture here. Just help me this once."



I pleaded desperately with Sonia. She sighed, then nodded reluctantly.



"Very well. I'll trust and follow you based on your behavior over the past three weeks."



We briefly discussed the plan.



***



Rustila trembled slightly.



'That... wasn't human.'



A ruler of darkness, death, and chaos.



In the black-haired, golden-eyed boy she'd encountered at the dock, Rustila had seen true madness.



"Sister, what's wrong? Are you sick?"



Seti asked with concern. Rustila shook her head.



"Ugh..."



She dry-heaved.



"...Are you really okay?"



"I'm fine, I'm fine..."



Rustila took deep breaths and organized her thoughts. Then she recalled what she had seen.



Her head throbbed. Inside the boy's mind that she had glimpsed through her constellation, there were tentacles everywhere.



White tentacles. They were clearly luminescent. Moving randomly in a gloomy space, they offended Rustila's eyes and sensibilities. It felt like seeing something she shouldn't have.



But.



At the same time, those tentacles couldn't move freely. Each sucker had a solid lock attached to it. Those locks were bound by multiple chains, and at the end of those chains were books.



'It was so huge...'






Rustila possessed the ability to interpret others' mental images.



'But that... I couldn't interpret it.'



Tentacles symbolize outer gods, and white represents goodness.



Contracted with an outer god, but a good outer god?



'Is that even possible?'



Humans who contract with outer gods go insane.



Yet that boy was walking around normally.



To begin with, it was difficult to judge whether he was good or evil. She couldn't see the boy's mental image clearly.



'I don't know.'



Rustila shook her head.



Should she report the boy to the Federation or not? She wasn't sure. If she reported him wrongly, she would be the one looking bad.



'Let's not overthink it.'



Rustila shook her head back and forth. Her ponytail swung like a pendulum.



"Whoa! You startled me!"



Seti complained after being accidentally hit by her hair.



"S-sorry!"



"No, it's okay."



Seti smiled brightly.



"Are you really okay, though?"



"Yes, I'm fine, really."



The encounter with that mental image had been very brief. She didn't feel disoriented.



Rustila lowered her head. The physics workbook she was supposed to solve with Seti lay before her.



She raised her head again. Through the translucent window, she could see several robots waiting, including Zermel, her personal butler. Their eyes were fixed on Rustila in an eerie way.



That was scarier than the outer god. She hated it. Rustila sighed.



She fidgeted with the luggage she had brought. Between the bundles filled with workbooks, she felt something hard made of wood. It was a wooden sword.



'I can't even practice here...'



She wanted to relieve her built-up stress. She wanted to keep practicing for her dream of becoming a soldier.



But her environment wouldn't allow it.



Rustila's face turned gloomy.



Knock knock.



"Lady Seti, it's Sonia. Excuse me for intruding."



"Sonia? Come in."



Whirr.



A female android with navy blue hair entered.



Haughty expression, perfect posture. A headband with prominent frills and a white ribbon attached to her back.



It was the maid who had been with that boy earlier.



"I've brought refreshments for the two ladies."



"Refreshments? You?"



"I, Sonia, prepared them in advance so that Lady Seti wouldn't be inconvenienced while studying."



Sonia carefully placed cookies, juice, and other snacks in the center of the desk.



"Wow."



Seti and Rustila opened their eyes wide. Everything looked delicious.



"Well then, I hope you have a good study session."



Sonia bowed her head and promptly left.



She returned to Eidel's room and reported.



"How was it?"



Eidel asked.



"The two ladies were cooped up in the room studying. Outside, there were five androids from House Kersil. They all seemed to be watching Lady Rustila."



"Is that so?"



This is good. Eidel muttered to himself as he stood up.



"Are you really going through with this?"



"I have to."



"If you make a mistake, you could create a bad impression not only with Lady Rustila but also with Lady Seti."



"Seti might, but Rustila won't."



Eidel walked ahead. Sonia followed at a distance.



"Phew."



Eidel took a deep breath in front of Seti's room.



He addressed the robots standing motionless.



"Hey, you fucking bastards."



The delinquent Eidel had arrived.



***



Zermel was a semi-autonomous android protecting Rustila. Equipped with a 4th generation AI core, he could detect threats and emotional changes in his charge.



"What gives you the right to block the hallway, huh?"



This was clearly a threatening situation.



"Who are you...?"



"You don't know who I am? Huh?"



The black-haired, golden-eyed boy approached, baring his teeth. Zermel narrowed his eyes sharply.



The boy's gaze contained an insolent current.



"If you don't know, listen and remember this once, you tin cans. I am Eidel von Rheinland, third son of the great House Rheinland!"



The boy, Eidel, swung his fist arrogantly. A surprise attack without warning.






But his movement was sloppy. Zermel dodged by turning his body.



"Oh? Move aside, I said!"



"I did move aside."



He couldn't hit a human. That would violate Federation law.



Zermel had begun searching for information the moment he heard the name 'Eidel.'



'Eidel von Rheinland.'



A delinquent infamous for his terrible personality in House Rheinland. Womanizer, gambling addict, human trash.



'Must not let him approach Lady Rustila.'



Zermel called his fellow androids via radio waves. All were robots guarding Rustila. They formed a blockade in front of Seti's room.



"I apologize if I've been rude. The hallway is clear, so please pass through."



"No, I've changed my mind."



Crack, crack, crack.



Eidel cracked his fingers one by one and then pulled something out.



'...A wooden sword?'



Eidel suddenly brought out the wooden sword and swung it down.



Clang! A harsh metallic sound rang out as the wall was scratched.



"I've been getting scolded by my father lately and I'm irritated. I might as well beat you guys up!"



Clang! Clang! Clang!



Eidel drove the androids back, swinging his sword.



Zermel retreated in confusion.



'We are House Kersil's private property; we mustn't get damaged. But we also can't hit a human.'



The principles of robotics. To uphold those principles, they had no choice. The robots had to move away from the door.



"Where do you think you're running?"



The five androids were herded to the end of the corridor like sheep being whipped by a shepherd boy.



Whoosh, whoosh!



Eidel's mouth twisted as he swung the wooden sword.



"You tin cans!"



Whirr.



The two girls opened the door and poked their heads out due to the continued noise. Gold and silver. Rustila and Seti.



"What's going on? What's all this commotion!"



Seti shouted after assessing the situation.



"That, that crazy bastard...!"



And I thought he'd come to his senses a bit!



Seti gritted her teeth and burst out of the room. She had to stop Eidel. With that thought, she ran quickly.



That's when it happened.



Swoosh!



Blue hair streaked past Seti.



"...Sonia?!"



A headband fell right in front of Seti. Sonia had thrown herself forward and planted a drop kick on Eidel's back.



"Guhak!!"



Eidel rolled two and a half times in front of Zermel. There was a cracking sound.



Dry saliva spurted from Eidel's mouth.



"S-Sonia...! You bitch...!"



The fallen Eidel struggled to get up. His evil golden eyes glared at Sonia.



"Young master, you've been quiet lately, but are you causing trouble again?"



"Step aside while I'm asking nicely."



"I, Sonia, serve the head of House Rheinland. I will not allow you to further tarnish the family's reputation."



"I said step aside while I'm asking nicely!"



Sonia sighed and assumed a fighting stance.



'What's happening...?'



Rustila also came out into the hallway due to the continued disturbance. A blue-haired maid and a boy were facing off.



'It's that boy!'



The child suspected of contracting with an outer god. He had clearly introduced himself as 'Eidel.' Eidel was currently a famous troublemaker in the Federation.



How much of a delinquent must he be for everyone in the world to know his name?



Rustila suddenly became curious.



'I should check once more.'



[— The God of Purity and Resolve grants you the Deep Eye.]



Her unique skill, Deep Eye.



Different from the 'Swift Eye' she had used earlier at the dock.



Color, smell, taste, sound, texture.



Deep Eye uses the six senses to more clearly reveal a person's state of mind, regardless of any contracted outer god or constellation.



"Please take a beating."



"Ack, aack! Aaaack!"



Rustila examined Eidel's exact mental state with her Deep Eye.



"Have some shame in front of guests."



"Ugh, fuck! Ugh, ack, ugh!"



And as a result, Rustila couldn't hide her surprise.



She couldn't help it.



"It hurts, you bitch! Aaaaargh-!!"



Unlike his outward appearance, the boy's heart was remarkably pure.





Chapter 8 - Lustila (3)



Thud, thud, thud!



Sonia relentlessly pummeled Eidel.



"Ugh, urgh!"



Her attacks were precise and merciless, giving him no chance to breathe. Under Sonia's dazzling hand and footwork, Eidel was completely overwhelmed.



"Ugghhh."



Eidel, who had been flailing like a live fish, went limp. His complexion turned as pale as sliced flounder sashimi. Foam dribbled from his mouth as he lost consciousness.



Sonia sighed and spoke.



"These injuries should heal in three days at most. I, Sonia, am satisfied with my restraint."



She hoisted Eidel over her shoulder.



Zermel, who had been blankly observing the situation, asked.



"Who... are you?"



"Ah, I haven't introduced myself yet."



Thump! Sonia tossed Eidel aside and grabbed the hem of her skirt, lifting it slightly.



"I am Sonia, personal attendant to Master Eidel von Rheinland here."



"Sonia... what a pretty name. I'm Zermel."



Sonia picked Eidel up again and said.



"I apologize for my master's disruptive behavior. This must be confusing for you. I'll handle the situation. Please wait in the guest room at the end of the hall."



Zermel shook his head impassively.



"We have a duty to protect Lady Rustila."



"I'll temporarily take over that duty for you."



Sonia demonstrated by shaking the unconscious Eidel. Zermel could only sigh inwardly.



'When the boy before us was causing trouble, we couldn't do anything.'



A dilemma created by the conflict between 'protect humans' and 'don't hit humans.'



Even people hesitate when faced with such dilemmas. How would robots made of code be any different?



After processing feedback through his artificial neural network, Zermel bowed his head.



"...If you don't mind, may we exchange information?"



"Please, go ahead."



Sonia bowed her head as well.



Mutual agreement was reached. Zermel read information from Sonia's central chip.



'This Sonia, checking her serial number, she's equipped with fifth-generation technology.'



Zermel was a fourth-generation android.



Sonia, on the other hand, was a fifth-generation android.



'Compared to our fourth generation, the fifth is practically human. She'll protect the young lady better than we could. She was able to use force against a human because she has a disciplinary access key.'



A massive amount of data was exchanged in a short time. Having read Sonia's intentions, Zermel nodded. Unlike humans, robots could persuade each other without many words.



"Then, please take good care of Lady Rustila."



"I will ensure nothing happens to her."



The androids, as if nothing had happened, released their encirclement of Rustila and entered the designated guest room.



'...What just happened?'



Rustila stared blankly at the scene.



They were gone.



The annoying androids who had been monitoring her had all disappeared.



"...Ah."



Freedom.



Rustila had just regained her freedom after a long time.



"Wow, that Eidel bastard! I knew he'd been too quiet lately. I thought he was going to cause trouble again!"



Seti grumbled, grabbing the back of her neck. She sighed and turned around.



"Sis, I'm really sorry. Did that crazy guy break your concentration? I'll apologize for real..."



Rustila shook her head.



That wasn't what mattered now.



Thump, thump, her heart beat rapidly.



"Seti."



"What?"



"Can I... do this...?"



Back in the room, Rustila took out a wooden sword. She had brought it secretly, without her parents knowing. Seti tilted her head.



"You want to practice swordsmanship? Here?"



Though Seti's room was spacious, it was only about 990 square feet. Considering the furniture like the bed, the actual space was even smaller. It was far too narrow to practice swordsmanship.



"It's fine. This width is enough for practice."



"Practice..."



Seti's lips curled up bitterly.



Seti knew that Rustila had an affection for swords. It was a well-known story.



She had also heard in social circles that her parents forbade sword practice. Clear overprotection.



"Um, okay... Go ahead. We can do the assignment later."



Rustila's expression was too desperate to refuse. Seti could only nod.



"Really? Thank you!"



Rustila jumped up and down like a child. Life returned to her previously dull eyes. She took off the cardigan she was wearing and gripped the sword. She was now in a sleeveless top and shorts.



'Ah... this familiar sensation. How long has it been.'



She gripped the wooden sword and concentrated. She took her stance. The corners of her mouth kept twitching.



Whoosh!



She swung it lightly once. Her spine tingled.



It felt so good. Much more fun than mindlessly studying with a pen. Moving her body suited her nature.



It wasn't anything else.



Rustila had a dream she wouldn't give up on.



'I'm going to be a soldier.'



Whoosh, whoosh.



The sharp blade cut through the air. Rustila's gaze sharpened. The eyes of someone focused on the sword. With that gaze, she imagined an opponent and struck at vital points.



At the same time, she made a vow.



'No matter what my parents say.'



Swish, thwack!






'I'll stick to this path.'



[— The "God of Purity and Resolve" applauds your determination.]



[— You have received a donation of 100 coins!]



With just a few swings, Rustila entered a state of immersion. Sword-spirit unity. A state where she became one with the wooden sword. The more she reached that state, the more distant the world became, disconnected from the outside. Everything appeared sparse and thin.



And as a result, Rustila could converse with her inner self.



She asked her sword.



'...Who was that boy?'



Eidel von Rheinland.



That name was famous. Known throughout the universe. Wasn't he called the troublemaker of the Rheinland family?



Rustila didn't believe those stories. She didn't hold prejudice either. She thought one shouldn't judge someone based on rumors without meeting them.



Of course, Eidel, that boy, didn't seem to behave well on the surface. The rumors appeared to be true.



'But.'



Whoosh!



One shouldn't judge people solely by what they show on the outside.



Depending on the situation and context, one should carefully consider why a person acted that way. At least, that's what Rustila's sword blade was shouting.



'There must have been some intention.'



The essence she discovered using the skill "Mind's Eye."



Eidel was essentially a good person.



Then why did he display such ruffian-like behavior? It wasn't difficult to infer the answer.



'It must be because of the outer god.'



The fear she faced when she looked with "Inner Eye." The white tentacle she glimpsed briefly revealed that Eidel's background entity was an evil god from the outside world.



'He's been... insane for a long time. Tormented by an outer god, he probably hasn't been in his right mind much.'



Rustila sighed.



'How difficult it must have been...'



A life gripped by an evil god. Seeing that life, others would point fingers and call him "crazy." That was like pouring salt on a painful wound.



'At least... from now on, I should treat him well, even if I'm the only one.'



Rustila emerged from her thoughts.



Even though she had stopped moving, even though she had closed her eyes without realizing it, she could see the sword's path. Her talent had already reached a state of selflessness. If she continued like this, she would surely achieve greatness.



However, she wasn't interested in the state she had achieved after so long.



"Seti."



"Wow, this is really delicious... Huh? What?"



"Can I meet your brother once?"



"Pfft-!!"



Seti spat out the juice she was drinking onto the desk.



***



How many hours had I been lying down? I opened my eyes with a throbbing sensation.



As my blurry vision gradually cleared, my senses became vivid. My whole body ached. It hurt all over as if I had been beaten up.



"Ow."



My groans came out in broken chunks like rice cakes.



"Are you awake?"



I see an apron with lots of frills. Unable to lift my head, I just rolled my eyeballs. Blue bob hair, white eyes. Sonia was looking down at me with an expressionless face.



"...Where am I?"



"In the infirmary. Don't worry."



"Ah..."



I remembered what I had done. I was hit so hard I almost forgot.



"Are you alright?"



"Not enough to die, at least."



"That's good then. Since you ordered me to do it, I won't apologize separately."



"Ah, right... By the way, what are those androids doing now?"



"I've put them in the guest room."



"Well done."



It was a bit of a gamble, but I'm glad things worked out well. The first step was successful, even by strict standards.



After that, I heard more detailed information from Sonia.



"They cannot attack humans, but I can. They will rely on me when the same threat appears. That's the limitation of the fourth generation. At the very least, I've taken control of Lady Rustila's security for today."



I applauded inwardly. How capable you are, Sonia.



Although I got beaten up badly, if the dark cloud hanging over Rustila had cleared a little, and if the possibility of the universe's destruction had decreased even slightly...



Yes.



That's enough.



"Sonia."



"Yes?"



"My workbook? Could you bring it to me?"



"Wouldn't it be better to rest for a day? Even though I went easy on you, you're still injured."



"That's why I want to do it."



"...?"



"Studying is how I rest."



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" is pleased with your academic enthusiasm.]



[— You have received a donation of 100 prons!]



"I never understand your way of thinking, young master. I've been serving you for over ten years, but how..."



"Ah, Sonia!"



"Fine, fine."



When I threw a tantrum, Sonia brought the workbook. She only brought two volumes, but that was enough. It was sufficient to pass the time.



"Ow, my shoulder hurts."



"Do you have a stiff shoulder or something?"



"Don't you think it might be because a blueberry-colored maid beat me up?"



"Hmph."



Sonia, who had been twirling her side hair, twisted her lips. It was somewhat annoying.



"Since you're going to study anyway, I'll prepare a stand for you. Don't strain yourself reading while lying down."






"Thanks for the consideration."



Ding dong.



"...Just a moment. Someone seems to have arrived."



Sonia, who was inserting the workbook into the book stand, stopped her movement and turned around. She checked the intercom. I, lying on the hospital bed, frowned.



"It seems to be a visitor."



Sonia looked at me and said.



Someone coming to visit the delinquent Eidel? That's a sign the sun is rising in the west.



Of course, I can guess who it might be.



"Let them in."



"Don't cause any trouble."



"My limbs feel like they're about to fall off, why would I?"



"People need to be careful not just with their actions."



Sonia pressed a button to open the door. I took a short deep breath and barely turned my head.



The next moment.



Whoosh, a floral scent rushed in like a tide. It was a fresh fragrance like standing in a low field.



Following that scent, I shifted my gaze. There stood a beautiful girl with a yellow ponytail.



The girl bowed politely and then looked back and forth between me and Sonia.



"Are you... Eidel?"



Her tone was quite respectful. She looked like she might be in ninth grade at most, but her mature demeanor stood out.



Well, she can't speak informally to someone she's meeting for the first time. With that thought, I responded formally.



"Yes, I am Eidel Rheinland."



"..."



"What brings you here?"



Rustila's aquamarine eyes slowly gazed at me. Then she flinched as if surprised.



"Ah, well..."



After hesitating, Rustila opened her mouth.



"Are you feeling better?"



"Yes, I'm fine. I'm sorry for causing trouble earlier."



I bowed my head slightly. Rustila's half-open eyes widened.



"Why did you act like that earlier?"



Rustila asked.



Just as I was about to answer.



"Our young master occasionally has these fits. Each time, I discipline him as you saw. He seems to be fine for a while after fainting and waking up."



Sonia intercepted.



"...Well."



That's not wrong.



After all, I possessed Eidel after he got his head cracked by a casino guard.



I stayed quiet since I had no other excuse to offer.



"Ah..."



Rustila sighed like an old person who had seen everything. A sympathetic emotion clouded her previously elegant gaze.



Wait a minute.



Something seems to have gone a bit off from what I intended.



I hastily added to Sonia's words.



"I apologize for saying this upon our first meeting, but I was aware of Lady Rustila's family situation."



Rustila no longer tried to hide her surprise. Her pupils and hands trembled slightly.



"My, my family situation?"



"It's well-known. The fact that the Kersil family couple is excessively protective of their only daughter."



Kersil is a fairly prestigious family. News about such noble families tends to spread through parties or articles, much like celebrity gossip.



"When I saw all those androids in front of the door, I thought, 'Ah, this is...'"



This is the crucial part.



I continued.



"I suddenly got really angry. So I acted a bit... like that. I'm sorry if I disturbed your studies."



I bowed my head at a right angle.



Crack! My whole body screamed in pain. Damn, it hurts like hell.



"Ah, I see. So that's what it was. That's what happened..."



Rustila nodded slightly. Her gloomy complexion brightened a little.



Did it work?



I thought it might be a bit of a stretch.



"..."



It seems Rustila used "Mind's Eye." Either back then when I was causing trouble, or now. Given that she came to visit, it's more likely she used it then.



"...You're a good person."



Rustila smiled bitterly.



"That book... were you studying?"



"Yes. If I don't get into Stellarium this year, I'll be kicked out of my family."



"Ah..."



Rustila's face saddened. She drooped her shoulders lifelessly.



Seeing her sad makes me sad too. No, if you're so depressed, the universe will end...



After a moment of silence, Rustila soon relaxed her expression and spoke. Her face was resolute, as if she had made a decision.



"I'm planning to apply to Stellarium too."



"You're smart, so I'm sure you'll be accepted."



I smiled and offered words of encouragement. Rustila burst into laughter.



"Ah, my way of speaking is so strange. We're the same age and not adults, yet we're speaking so formally to each other."



"..."



"Should we speak more casually?"



After thinking for a moment, I nodded.



"If we can see each other after getting accepted."



Things are going better than expected.





Chapter 9 - Lustila (4)



"...So, how was it?"



"It was good. He was a nice person."



Seti's jaw dropped.



"Even after seeing him act like that?"



"He probably couldn't help it. Seti, you need to understand."



Rustila defended Eidel. Seti couldn't believe it. For the first time in 10 years, Eidel—who had done nothing but act like a hooligan—had received a positive evaluation from someone.



"I saw it clearly with my spiritual vision. You might not see it from the outside, but Eidel is a good person. Yes, and he's a pitiful child. So instead of getting angry, you should help him."



Seti put her hand to her forehead and slumped down.



"...He didn't do anything strange to you, did he? Like verbally abuse you or sexually harass you!"



"Absolutely not."



"Alright. That's all I needed to know..."



She didn't seem to be lying.



Seti called Sonia separately to cross-verify Rustila's statements. Even Sonia had nothing negative to say. Though doubts persisted, contradictory testimonies were beginning to emerge.



Seti grabbed the last remaining snack and thought to herself.



'I'm missing something.'



Memories from the past began creeping up. Memories of harsh words from Eidel. Memories of being beaten badly. Memories of fighting. Memories of hiding under blankets and crying her eyes out. Every single one was a terrible memory.



Those memories collided with Rustila's words, causing internal chaos. It was confusing.



He's fundamentally a good person?



'...What nonsense!'



She still couldn't believe it. Outwardly, she nodded along with Rustila's words, but inwardly, she was sharpening her knife. There must be something Rustila's spiritual vision had missed.



If not...



'Then what does that make of all the treatment I received?'



It felt unfair. That's why she didn't want to acknowledge it.



People's true nature doesn't change. Eidel should forever remain a hooligan, a piece of trash.



"Miss Rustila, it's time for you to return."



Zermel, who had been in the guest room, approached and pointed at the clock. Rustila, who had been chatting and studying with Seti, instantly froze.



"Can't I stay a little longer?"



"The head of the family instructed you to observe curfew. If you don't leave now, you'll be severely scolded."



"...I understand."



Rustila packed her things. She also put away the wooden sword she had wielded several times. It was time to return to her family.



Seti personally escorted her to the dock.



Four androids boarded the ship first, followed by Zermel. As Rustila moved forward, she kept looking back. Her eyes met Seti's several times.



She looked sad. Seti carefully waved her hand.



Finally.



Kuuuung-!!



The platinum-coated ion engine activated with a magnificent sound. A hot wind rose with a whoosh.



Seti watched bitterly as Rustila returned to her home. She kept watching until the spaceship was far away, on and on and on...



"...Sonia."



Breaking the momentary silence, Seti asked.



"Won't those androids go back and tell everyone about that trash's terrible behavior?"



"Don't worry. I've spoken to them properly."



"Really, he's a disgrace to the family..."



Seti heaved a deep sigh. Her footsteps fell heavily.



Her destination was the hospital room where Eidel was staying.



"Hey."



Seti entered without permission. As it happened, Eidel was looking at a workbook.



A sigh escaped from Seti's lips.



"Are you still preparing for the entrance exam?"



Eidel, with bandages wrapped tightly around his head and both forearms, turned his head. He seemed displeased by her sudden entrance, slightly furrowing his brow.



"Why are you here?"



"Ha! You're asking why I'm here?"



She couldn't believe it.



"After causing all that trouble, you don't know why I came?"



"I had a good talk with Rustila."



"Talk? What talk?"



"About why I caused such a commotion."



"Did you threaten her or something?"



Rustila had denied it, but Seti wanted to believe otherwise. Rustila was kind, and Eidel was wicked. She thought there was a good possibility.



"I can assure you I didn't threaten her."






"If there's even a shred of circumstantial evidence, you're as good as dead to Father."



"That's why I'm studying like this."



"How long are you going to keep up this act?"



"If you don't believe me, want to see?"



"Why would I look at something with just answers scribbled without any solutions?"



"That's true."



"...?"



Seti had entered the hospital room ready to tear into Eidel. She expected him to treat her the same way he had acted in front of the androids earlier.



But Eidel was, for some reason, calm.



Seti was considerably taken aback.



'Is this a split personality or what...?'



Meanwhile, Eidel yawned and turned the page. From the looks of it, he was solving problems at a glance and moving on.



"Get lost, idiot."



Seti spat out harsh words and left the room.



"Study hard!" came the only encouragement from beyond the door.



***



After Rustila visited the Rheinland family and left, I returned to square one and continued studying.



Solving problems, and more problems, and even more problems. I solved them until I felt nauseous.



And today was the day I would be rewarded for those efforts.



Tak.



As soon as I closed the last workbook, a translucent window appeared with a clear bell sound.



[— Time remaining: 112 hours 08 minutes 45 seconds]



[— First quest completed.]



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' says your ability and academic enthusiasm are passable.]



It really took a long time.



[— You will receive additional Pron based on the remaining time.]



[— Additional Pron value: 1120]



"Phew."



I couldn't help but sigh.



Getting Pron as a reward was decent enough.



The important thing was that I didn't fail the quest. With this, I could catch my breath for a while.



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' bestows a quest reward upon you!]



Whoosh.



A chilling wind blew.



I turned around with an eerie feeling. In the middle of the room, an incomprehensible mass of fractures appeared. It was rippling as if dancing.



The next moment, pale and skeletal hands, like those of a dead person, tore through the fracture and appeared.



"Ha."



I was so startled I almost fell backward.



Right. So this is how they give rewards.



The pale hands were holding up a single object.



It looked somewhat like a sword, and also somewhat like a tool. Whatever it was, it emanated a strange energy.



["Take it, human."]



A seductive voice penetrated my brain.



["I'm giving it to you as promised."]



[— Receive the reward 'Special Gift for the Dull-Witted Human :)']



I took the object without hesitation.



And the next moment.



Tug-!



The snow-white hands that had been holding the object grabbed my wrist.



I didn't even have time to scream. I was sucked into the dark fracture. My body felt like it was stretching like taffy.



Thud!



Before I knew it, I was trapped in a pitch-black space where not a single ray of light entered.



"...Ha."



I knew this would happen.



There's no way an outer god would give a reward for free.



Outer gods are like the "Monkey's Paw" from horror stories. They demand payment for every reward. They never simply give in to such things.



"If you have something to say, say it in the real world. What is this?"



[— Cartesia commands. Walk.]






Right.



What else can I do in this situation?



To return to where I was, I have no choice but to move forward.



So I started walking endlessly, not knowing if I was actually moving forward or just on a treadmill.



The more I walked, the more vividly I heard her voice.



[— Cartesia asks. Do you know where this is?]



I don't know.



[— Cartesia asks. Can you determine your location?]



Impossible.



This is a space of complete nothingness. Though I'm moving my legs, I'm not confident I'm moving forward.



In such darkness, in such a formless space, it's physically impossible to measure anything.



[— Cartesia asks.]



[— Are you afraid?]



[— If you are afraid, what exactly frightens you?]



Well, if I were afraid, I would say so. Outer gods are incomprehensible beings.



In other words, ignorance is frightening. More than the fact that outer gods are extremely powerful, it's frightening not knowing exactly who they are.



So I need to start with what I know.



First, me.



I exist.



To the point of getting goosebumps, I'm breathing even in this space.



I can tell I'm looking 'forward.' I can tell there's something 'above' me.



Front, back, up, down. I can identify at least four directions.



So let's make this the origin point.



[— Cartesia asks. Can you define left and right, and dimension?]



"Haha."



That might be difficult.



Right now, it's already my limit just to hold onto my sanity.



[— Cartesia nods. At the same time, she expresses admiration for your calmness.]



[— Cartesia asks.]



Whoosh!



Wind rushes in like a storm into the empty space. My body is pulled forward.



[— Will you go to graduate school again?]



I answered without hesitation.



Of course.



[— Ten times, a hundred times, a thousand times?]



Of course.



[— For what purpose?]



"To drive you outer gods out of this universe."



[— It seems there's one more reason?]



"Because I want to understand this world."



This is closer to my true feelings.



Both on Earth and in this world, my career aspiration is still to be a professor. Even if we win the war against the outer gods, I probably wouldn't mind continuing research.



"Hey, you sent me here, didn't you?"



[— Cartesia smiles. Perhaps?]



"Things won't go according to your plans."



[— Cartesia snickers.]



[— Notice: Stress levels have exceeded the system's limit. The values received so far will be forcibly converted to Pron.]



[— PN value acquired from 'Void': 100000000]



[— Cannot handle the current stored Pron value!]



[— Materialization will proceed forcibly!]



The object in my hand suddenly glowed. A burning sensation like my hand was about to catch fire. I didn't drop the object but instead gripped it tighter. I instinctively knew I shouldn't let go.



[— You have offered 100000000PN as payment! Your first reward is given here.]



Flash-!!



The world lit up brightly. I squeezed my eyes shut and made a visor with one hand.



As the light gradually subsided, and I returned to the original room.



The unidentified object handed by the outer god began to take shape.



"...?"



Coincidentally, it was something I knew well.



"...Calipers?"





Chapter 10 - Tutoring (1)



The caliper that the foreign god had given me was barely two inches long.



By this era's standards, it was an outdated measuring tool. People here would look at it like a primitive stone knife from the Middle Ages.



I adjusted the blades of the caliper while examining its exterior.



It wasn't made of iron or aluminum. I couldn't figure out what material it was. Judging by the color, it seemed close to lead, but with the faint reddish glow it emitted, it was likely some extraterrestrial substance.



[— Caliper of Wisdom / C-Grade / Attributes: Destruction, Measurement, Binding]



The artifact grade was C—the lowest grade. Yet despite that, it had "Destruction" and "Binding" attributes attached.



I'm guessing it has a structure where the rank increases when certain conditions are met. It seems to have potential.



However...



"What exactly am I supposed to use this for?"



I had no idea what its purpose was. Surely it wasn't given to me just for measuring lengths. There must be some hidden intention.



[— Information: Can be used for normal measurements.]



[— Information: At current grade, measurements down to 10^-9m are possible.]



After reading the information window, I couldn't believe my eyes.



A mere caliper capable of measurements precise enough to calculate semiconductor circuit widths?



And the surprises didn't end there.



[— Information: Besides its original purpose, it can also be used for combat.]



I was dumbfounded.



Combat?



It was already absurd that someone like me would fight monsters, but to fight with this caliper?



In this world where railgun beams fly around and plasma swords exist?



That's basically telling me to go die.



It seems I won't be able to use this for anything beyond measurement purposes.



Well, that's plenty enough.



If I raise its grade, its performance might improve to the point where it could measure the gaps between subatomic particles. At that point, discovering gravitons wouldn't be difficult.



When I placed the caliper on the desk, it disappeared into thin air. Apparently, it gets recalled when not in use.



I was getting used to summoning and dismissing it repeatedly when a notification sound rang out and my status window updated.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" has begun to take a serious interest in you. She is hostile toward the forces of other foreign gods outside her own. Stand against the monsters from other dimensions as her apostle.]



[— Now is the time to lay the foundation. Get accepted into Stellarium Academy.]



[— Success: SAN parameter unlocked]



[— Failure: Impregnated by the Child of Cartesia XD]



My mouth fell open when I saw the failure condition.



"What the hell-!!"



***



The Stellarium entrance exam is divided into three stages.



Written test, practical test, and interview.



Among these, the biggest challenge is neither the written test nor the interview, but the practical test.



"The practical test subject changes every year. And it's announced one month in advance. You need to check as soon as it's released."



I nodded at Sonia's words.



Despite having read the novel to its conclusion, I don't know what will be on this year's Stellarium practical test.



That's because the protagonist doesn't enroll at this time.



Of course, having only seen things from the protagonist's perspective, I wouldn't know.



In other words, I need to figure out the hidden background setting.



"If there's any hint, it's that being a practical test, it will involve a lot of physical activity."



That's also correct.



It's similar to the physical fitness tests that existed in college entrance exams long ago. Since the country is under attack, students who will eventually become reservists should have at least minimal physical abilities.



Someone like Rustila would probably score perfectly without any issues.



The problem is, I'm not like her.



"To be honest, young master, your physical condition is a bit..."



"A bit what?"



"...lacking, isn't it?"



Sonia's sudden fact-bombing. It was logically correct, so I couldn't refute it. I gave a thumbs-up in response.



"I guess I'll need to get tutoring for the practical test."



"I recommend tutoring for the written test and interview as well, if necessary."



"Why are you saying that all of a sudden?"



"Because I see potential. From my perspective, your chances of getting into Stellarium are considerable."



"How much exactly?"



"Approximately 0.142857%."



"Thanks."



The average competition ratio for Stellarium is 700 to 1.



"Four months is too short to build core muscles. Perhaps you should focus on showing strength in the written test and interview? If you do that, you have a decent chance."



"That was my plan all along. But I still need to pass the minimum score."



Stellarium admissions have a minimum threshold. It means that even if you do well in everything else, failing one part means you won't be accepted.






"Sonia, help me out."



"What can I do for you?"



"You'll be my practical tutor."



Sonia pointed at herself with her finger and tilted her head.



"...Me?"



"You're a multi-purpose android, right? You can be used for education too? Be my fitness coach."



"Understood."



Contrary to my expectations, Sonia agreed quickly.



She told me to wait a moment and went somewhere. When she returned, she was holding two wooden swords. She threw one to me and said:



"Based on big data analysis, there's a high probability of mock combat in this year's test. I'll teach you the basics of swordsmanship for handling a plasma sword, so please follow me."



Sonia adjusted her grip on the wooden sword. Whoosh! There was a sound like the air being torn.



Wait a minute.



I have a bad feeling about this.



***



For the past month, there hasn't been a peaceful day in the main house of the Rheinland family.



The cause was Eidel.



Ever since being carried back after getting beaten up at the Harcus Casino, he had become even stranger. Seti felt this acutely.



Studying, cursing less, not going out to gamble.



He even encouraged her to study hard.



It was laughable.



Still, he occasionally showed his true colors. Like when he assaulted the Kersil family's androids recently. That was more like his usual self, which was somewhat reassuring.



"So," Seti said with a frown.



"What's he doing now?"



She pointed across the field. A small athletic field of about 300 pyeong. Owned by the Rheinland family, it was also part of the estate. Anyway, on that field, Eidel was crossing wooden swords with Sonia.



"He says it's training."



"Training?"



Dona, Seti's personal android, nodded.



"Yes, he's training with Sonia like that to prepare for the practical test."



"..."



"I heard he said something about eating chicken if he could knock Sonia's sword away even once..."



"Ha, ridiculous."



Eidel was being one-sidedly beaten by Sonia. It was such severe beating that it was hard to tell if it was training or punishment. The sound of what seemed like animal slaughter echoed throughout the dome.



Seeing him getting beaten up gave her a sense of satisfaction.



"Pick up your sword again. We're not done yet."



Sonia forcibly lifted Eidel up. His legs were trembling.



"What can you do with such a weakling?"



Eidel was physically weak. He hadn't exercised for the past few years. But he wasn't overweight either. He had a scrawny body, unsuitable for wielding something like a plasma sword.



"No matter how well he does on the written test, that won't work. His motor skills are terrible."



Seti got up with a snort. It was time for her to go to academy.



By the time she returned home, Eidel was still getting beaten by Sonia.



And it was the same the next day.



"Aagh! Ack!"



"Keep your spine straight. For stability, place your legs diagonally. Can someone who can calculate the center of mass not consider their own center of gravity?"



"Wait, you hit my bone!"



"When your opponent strikes down like this, don't hesitate to thrust upward. Always keep your eyes on your opponent's hands, not the blade. Only then will you gain confidence in blocking."



"Aaaaargh!"



A maid beating up her master.



Such an absurd scene repeated every morning like a panorama.



How much time had passed?



Over the course of three calendar months, Seti watched Eidel getting beaten up.



At first, she thought she'd just watch a little, but there was something oddly satisfying about it.



Today was no different. Seti, munching on bacon toast for breakfast, couldn't help but smile.



"Won't he die like that?"



"Miss, you should be careful with your words. He's still of Rheinland blood. What if something happens to him?"



"That would just be bad luck. No, wait. Would that just make Sonia pitiful?"



Seti chuckled.



On the other hand, it was somewhat admirable.



Not anything else, but Eidel's tenacity.



He showed up on the field every day without fail. Jogging, eating breakfast, spilling that breakfast while sparring with Sonia. He was pushing his body to the extreme for the entrance exam.



Looking at him, she couldn't help but feel a chill.



What if, just what if, he actually gets in?






'No way.'



Seti brushed off the thought that had risen like a cloud. Meanwhile, Eidel was knocked down by Sonia's sword strike. Thwack! With a sound that shouldn't come from a human body.



"Wow, that looks a bit dangerous."



Dona covered her mouth with both hands, looking aghast. Seti was also startled by the sound, but quickly regained her composure when she saw Eidel getting up again.



"...Does getting beaten up like that every day without fail change anything?"



"He seems to have developed more lean muscle than before."



"That's probably just lumps from getting hit. Or calluses."



"That might be why he's become tougher."



"...No."



Seti shook her head.



"I've practiced swordsmanship too, so I know. After taking a sword strike like that, you can't get up right away."



In an era where ancient swordsmanship was being revived to combat monsters, Seti recalled the memory of being thoroughly beaten when she first registered at the dojo.



"Sonia just hit his wrist, right? That's where the ulna is. It's where Aether flows if you train it. Even skilled practitioners can't properly grip a sword for several minutes after being hit there."



But not Eidel.



He got up despite taking hits that could easily cause fractures, and he got up even after direct blows to his skull.



In the past three months, he hadn't fainted even once.



"...Is he human?"



Seti uttered those words after a long time. It was what she always said after fighting with Eidel.



But today, it wasn't meant as an insult.



It was strangeness.



Bewilderment.



And fear.



Like the monsters of "Darwin's Legion" that regenerate stubbornly no matter how many times they're stabbed or slashed, Eidel got up time and time again. That physique seemed to transcend human endurance.



Is it even possible with a human body?



Could he have become an apostle of a foreign god?



If so, regardless of personal feelings, Eidel must be expelled unconditionally. Otherwise, the entire family would face ruin.



Of course.



"Aaaaargh!"



"Get up. We'll go again."



Such a charmless fellow wouldn't attract a foreign god. Even foreign gods have standards.



"Ugh!"



"Again."



"Ack!"



"Again."



"Urgh!"



"Again!"



Sonia raised her voice. There was no mercy in her hands. While avoiding vital points, she struck other areas relentlessly. Eidel swung his sword without a chance to compose himself.



Eidel was breathing heavily. Sonia adjusted her grip on the sword. Her white eyes gleamed brightly.



"Young master, how do you feel right now?"



"Ah, so good. Hit me more."



Seti's expression turned dumbfounded.



"...Is he insane?"



She seemed to be saying this a lot lately. Eidel had done many crazy things, but such bizarre madness had never been felt except during these recent three months.



Ding!



"Oh, Miss. The practical schedule seems to be out. Shall I show you right away?"



Seti nodded, and Dona handed her a tablet.



[— Practical Evaluation: 'Mock Combat with Golem']



[— Evaluation Content: All first-round qualifiers will engage in mock combat against golems modeled after C-grade monsters. All necessary equipment for the test, including plasma swords, will be provided equally by the school. Personal equipment is prohibited.]



Below that, the evaluation criteria were detailed. Seti broke into a cold sweat after reading that far.



'Mock combat... The academy said they would only do strength tests and long-distance running this year?'



The information from the academy was completely wrong.



'It's been a year since I practiced swordsmanship!'



Seti was inwardly shocked.



There was only a month left. She needed to rearrange her curriculum even now.



She had to hurry. Seti shook her head and stood up, thinking of going to the academy.



At that moment.



Clack, clack, clack.



Thwack—!!



The sound of wooden swords clashing rang out four times in succession. Seti's gaze followed the sound.



There stood Eidel, smiling, having knocked Sonia's sword away.



"Tonight's dinner is Gold Shrimp Chicken."





Chapter 11 - Tutoring (2)



"...Excellent."



Sonia spoke with a flat tone. She clenched and unclenched the hand holding her wooden sword while nodding her head.



"To reach this level in just three months is commendable. At the very least, you should be able to avoid failing."



This much was enough. The original goal was just to train enough not to fail.



Eidel put down the wooden sword with a tossing motion. He sighed. His hands tingled. His muscles screamed in protest.



From his calves up, there wasn't a spot that hadn't been bruised.



Eidel popped a mint candy into his mouth and gulped down a sports drink. Seti could only stare blankly at him.



"How did you..."



Seti muttered unconsciously.



Having learned a bit of swordsmanship herself, she knew. The movements Eidel had just shown were extraordinary. The realm of a master. Or perhaps a madman.



'Even though it was just practice, he beat Sonia.'



Sonia was an android specialized for combat. It had to be that way. To deal with a rogue like Eidel, one needed to have fighting instincts.



And Eidel had just deflected Sonia's sword.



Her thoughts didn't linger long.



'It must have been luck.'



Seti concluded it was just a fortunate accident.



Eidel hadn't been holding a sword for long. Three months at most. He lacked the fundamentals to show any meaningful performance.



Even if it had somehow been possible, there was no guarantee he could replicate that physical prowess during the actual exam.



In the end, it's a battle won by students who have been consistently practicing since long ago. Momentary cleverness doesn't work in Stellarium's entrance exams. The admissions officers aren't fools.



"Hey, little sister!"



Eidel approached with a teasing tone. Hot air and sticky sweat odor. Seti frowned and stepped back.



"Don't come near me, you're filthy."



"That can be fixed with a shower... But more importantly, did you see? Wasn't I pretty good just now?"



"No, not really."



Seti replied curtly. But Eidel didn't seem to mind. He looked pleased with himself.



"Sonia, you know what day it is today? I'm ordering chicken!"



"Sigh... Young Master."



Sonia scratched her head and gripped the wooden sword. Then she lightly struck it down on Eidel's head.



Thwack!



A dull sound like a drum being hit resonated. Eidel let out a groan and shuddered.



"I don't recall saying anything about ordering chicken."



"What? Hey, that's different from what we agreed on!"



"There's no need to order and pay expensive delivery fees."



Sonia dusted off her hands and continued.



"Take your time cleaning up. It takes quite a while to fry chicken."



Sonia brushed back her hair and turned to walk away. Her expression was subtly human-like. The corners of her mouth were turned up so slightly that it would be imperceptible unless one looked carefully.



'What... what's going on...?'



Seti's face went blank with shock.



'What exactly happened between those two...?'



She stared vacantly at Sonia before turning her head.



Eidel was quietly tidying up without complaint.



None other than that Eidel.



***






[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" offers mild praise for your training.]



[— You have received a donation of 500 Pron!]



The outer god of wisdom, Cartesia, seems to want me to crush the forces of other outer gods as soon as possible.



Well, the outer gods aren't exactly on good terms with each other.



Anyway, it's good news for me.



I invested about half of the Pron I received into "Thought Acceleration." As a result, I now possess computational speed comparable to a machine. It felt like having a supercomputer mounted on my head.



[— "Thought Acceleration (+790%)"]



Now I can think and make judgments about nine times faster than an ordinary person. This ability was a big help in blocking Sonia's sword strikes.



This should be enough for the time being.



I munched on the chicken Sonia had fried while thinking about what's next.



"This should be enough for the practical exam. Now I need to prepare for the interview. I'm thinking of hiring a tutor—would that be okay?"



Sonia nodded and said:



"For interview content, learning from someone who has passed would be best. Do as you wish, Young Master."



I inwardly rejoiced. I was satisfied that I seemed to have gained Sonia's trust sufficiently over the past four months.



After thoroughly wiping my greasy hands, I picked up my tablet. I browsed through tutoring sites. Even in the novel, the interview content was described as confidential. Therefore, I needed to directly persuade someone who had taken the test to learn the approach.



"Wow."



There was one thing I discovered while scrolling down.



"Tutoring fees are ridiculously expensive."



"That's because the Academy guarantees your value upon admission."



"But millions per month is too much, isn't it?"



"If you pass, Young Master, you'll gain that level of prestige as well."



This is an even more serious credential-based society than South Korea.



Still, it's a comfort to be from a wealthy family. I continued scrolling.



[Edward Meyer]



[Stellarium Academia Course, 1st Year Student]



Monthly fee: just under tens of millions of credits. Still expensive, but half the price of other tutors.



[Part-time work at Ergos General Academy]



[Specializes in written exam and interview counseling]



Perhaps it's cheaper because he also works as an academy assistant.



Either way, it doesn't matter.



My mind was already made up.



"You want to go with this person?"



"Yes."



"The price is suspiciously low. Even his surname is one used in frontier planets. He must either have a bad temperament or lack skills. I don't trust this—wouldn't you prefer someone else?"



"It's fine. I'm going with him."



I opened my account, ignoring Sonia's words.



I can confidently say there would be no disappointment.



***



There is an implicit caste system in the Federation.



People living within the "Aether Belt" are like royalty. This is because the land value(?) there is exceptionally high. Representative families like the Rheinlands or the Adelbeins all have their headquarters within the Aether Belt.



In contrast, people living in the frontier regions are treated as lowly.



The frontier is crawling with monsters and heavily influenced by outer gods. People living there easily go mad. There are many unexplored areas, and security is poor. Children can't grow up properly in such an environment.



In other words, it's essentially the slum of the universe.






Edward Meyer was born and raised in such a place. He was a freshman who had just been admitted to Stellarium last year.



'Do they really have to be like this just because I was born in a lowly place?'



Edward lamented his humble origins as he stared at the tutoring site.



His tutoring offer was open, but no matches were coming in.



'I can't even pay next semester's tuition with what I earn as an academy assistant...'



He was anxious.



Yet he couldn't look for other jobs either.



There were no kind-hearted employers willing to hire a frontier-born boy who hadn't even graduated from Academia yet.



So he kept lowering his tutoring fee. 90 million, 80 million, 70 million... all the way down to 50 million credits.



Still, no students requesting tutoring appeared.



It was because of his surname.



There are specific surnames given only to those from the frontier. Federal law makes it difficult to change them. Yet they stick like a tag, blocking one's path at every turn.



'Maybe I should try to get adopted by someone...'



Just as Edward was lamenting while scrolling through the tutoring page:



[Student tutoring request!]



Edward's eyes widened.



"Finally!"



He cheered with joy. Any student would do. He could pay next semester's tuition now!



He quickly pressed the tutoring agreement button and clicked on the student's profile.



[Eidel von Rheinland]



Edward's smiling face crumpled like a poorly made kimbap.



"R-Rheinland?"



It was surprising enough that a family ranking in the galaxy's TOP 10 had called him to be a tutor.



But.



"Eidel Rheinland?"



The problem was that, of all people, he'd been matched with "Rheinland's Troublemaker."



Edward rubbed his eyes and stared intently at the screen. But the text didn't change.



"Ah, of all people..."



Edward sighed.



Who is Eidel von Rheinland?



He's a notorious troublemaker known throughout the galaxy. A golden trash with a good family name but no substance.



The harassment he would face was all too predictable.



"Damn it, damn it, damn it!"



If he had known, he would have checked the name before pressing OK.



But mutual agreement had already been established.



If he backed out now, he would have to pay compensation. Edward didn't have that kind of money.



"...Sigh."



Tuition.



His only goal was tuition.



'Let's not worry about anything else.'



Whether he gets cursed at or has a vase thrown at his head, he'll endure somehow. Just until the 50 million credits hit his account.



Edward packed his interview materials and past questions. Working part-time at an academy made it easy for him to copy materials.



'Let's see what kind of guy he is. If he's really trash, I'll just teach him half-heartedly, take the money, and run.'





Chapter 12 - Tutoring (3)



Edward sent an email before dark and researched the Rheinland family. When he searched for "Eidel von Rheinland" online, a flood of disturbing articles appeared.



Eidel's most recent misconduct was causing a disturbance at the Harcus Casino. Not only had he lost an unimaginable amount of money, but it was revealed he had used it without his family's permission.



The article even described how he beat someone with a pool cue demanding his money back, only to be knocked unconscious by security guards.



"He's much crazier than the rumors suggested."



And that wasn't all.



Five months ago, he threw a tantrum when a bar wouldn't let him in as a minor, and when that failed, he attempted arson before being stopped.



Six months ago, he secretly visited a hospital operated by the head of the Rheinland family and hurled insults at patients, calling them "cripples" before leaving.



Eight months ago, he ordered excessive deliveries through an app, then requested refunds and left 1-star reviews, eventually getting sued for business interference.



A year and one month ago, he sexually harassed a woman on the street, and when caught by space police, he claimed "I'm a juvenile offender so you can't punish me," nearly landing him in juvenile detention.



The more Edward scrolled, the more disgusting articles appeared.



"Ugh."



Edward nearly threw up his dinner.



"How is this guy not in prison?"



Surprisingly, the boy named Eidel had only paid fines thanks to his family's influence, never serving any prison time. Edward couldn't help but feel his blood boil.



"The rich go free, the poor get punished."



Those with money face no consequences for their crimes.



"Damn Federation."



The Federation, which had expanded its influence across tens of thousands of light-years, had poor law enforcement. There was no shortage of police officers and prosecutors who would smile like prostitutes and prove innocence if given enough money.



But even so, it was infuriating that such a well-known piece of trash had never been arrested.



And now he had to work as this boy's tutor. Though it would only be temporary, Edward found even that brief period nauseating.



"If it weren't for the tuition fees, I wouldn't do this."



Edward packed his bags, grumbling.



As soon as day broke, he sought out the Rheinland family's spaceship. The email response had told him to come at a convenient time the next day.



Clunk.



After docking his old private vehicle to the main ship, a dreary grayish-white dock greeted Edward. The overwhelming vastness made him feel intimidated.



"Oh, Teacher! Welcome!"



A young man with black hair and golden eyes rushed over and bowed deeply.



It was a respectful greeting.



"You are..."



"I'm Eidel. I look forward to working with you this month."



"Y-you... I mean, you're Eidel?"



He looked much more normal than Edward had expected. Intelligence shone in his eyes, and he was dressed neatly. His bangs were trimmed cleanly.



His first impression was nothing like that of a troublemaker.



"Yes, I am Eidel Rheinland. And this friend here is Sonia, my personal android."



An android with short hair bluer than azure nodded slightly. She wore a headband with frills and a black apron decorated with hanging ribbons.



"...A maid?"



It was an outdated outfit. Clothes no one would wear unless cosplaying. Edward frowned slightly after thinking for a moment.



"Why is she dressed like that? Could it be... does he have some perverted taste for doing such things to androids?"



He couldn't figure it out. Yet Edward's thoughts kept drifting in that direction. Given what he'd read in the articles, and especially considering how beautiful the android was.



She might as well be an adult entertainment robot.



Edward shook his head. He became convinced that he couldn't judge someone by first impressions. Despite appearances, Eidel would likely reveal his true colors at crucial moments and make his life miserable.



There was no need to speak more than necessary. Edward decided to keep things strictly professional as he walked.



Eidel guided Edward to his room. It was a spacious area of about 50 pyeong, and Edward, who had only ever lived in rooms of about 5 pyeong, felt a sense of relative deprivation.



The room itself was modest and clean. Despite Eidel's reputation as a gambling addict, there wasn't a single playing card in sight. The bookshelves were packed with entrance exam workbooks and specialized textbooks.






On the electronic board facing the window were mathematical formulas commonly found in physics.



"What's going on here...?"



As Edward unpacked, he asked, "Is this the room you use?"



"Yes, this is the young master's room," answered Sonia, not Eidel. She adjusted her headband and continued matter-of-factly.



"Contrary to public knowledge, the young master is more scholarly than he appears. Currently, he's working hard every day to enter Stellarium Academy."



"...I see."



Of course, Edward didn't believe it.



Eidel might have instructed the android to say this, or this could be someone else's room.



But if that were the case, a question arose:



"Why, out of all the tutors available, did he choose me?"



Perhaps because Edward came from the frontier and had a humble background, plus his tutoring rates were cheap, making him an easy target.



In the worst case, he might end up being humiliated without getting paid for the tutoring.



Of course, Edward wasn't stupid enough to just take such treatment.



He secretly activated his recorder and spoke.



"Your goal is to enter Stellarium?"



"Yes."



Edward scoffed internally.



"The most important part of Stellarium's admission process is the interview. Even if you do well on the written and practical exams, the interview can overturn everything. Did you know that?"



"Yes, I'm aware."



"The interview is divided into specialty interviews and general interviews. The general interview mostly asks about your motivation and future plans, so we'll put that aside for now. I assume you're more interested in the specialty interview."



"That's correct."



Surprisingly, Eidel was listening attentively to Edward's explanation without making a single insulting remark.



"This is different from what I expected... Well, I'm fine if things continue like this."



Edward took out an interview question sheet and continued.



"The specialty interview is essentially a major interview. However, there's no major in the Academia course. So, you'll mention your area of interest there, and a robot will give you tasks to solve on the spot. After solving them, you'll write the solution on the board, and an AI will grade it."



He then pulled out several printed papers.



"These are entrance exam questions generated by AI last year."



The types of problems were diverse: language, economics, history, philosophy, biology, military science, and more. All were from last year's exams.



"Let's see your skills. What subject are you interested in?"



"...Hmm."



Eidel swallowed and moved his hand. Soon his fingertips pointed toward the physics test paper.



"Physics? He's choosing physics?"



Edward flinched.



Reflexively, he turned his head to look at the bookshelf again. Upon closer inspection, all the specialized textbooks had titles ending with either "Physics" or "Mechanics."



Then he glanced at the board with equations. F=ma and so on. The relationship between D'Alembert's principle and the Lagrange-Euler equation, and so on.



"...No, it can't be."



Edward's gaze returned to the desk.



"Wait a minute."



Eidel had already picked up a different subject test instead of physics.



It was mathematics.



The subject Edward planned to major in later.



And the subject he had chosen for his specialty interview.



"He picked up the exact same test paper I solved."






There was no need to check the answer key. He could just listen to the solution process and grade it himself. Edward twisted the corner of his mouth and asked:



"You want to go with that one?"



"Yes."



Let's see how good he is.



If nothing else, Edward became extremely strict when it came to mathematics. This was true even if the subject of evaluation was known as one of the universe's most notorious troublemakers.



Even if something major happened, Edward had two things to rely on: first, the presence of Sonia, an android presumably programmed with robotics principles, and second, the recording device secretly recording everything.



"If I end up getting beaten, I'll just extract compensation."



Edward clenched his teeth as he watched Eidel pick up a pen. Eidel skillfully twirled the pen, thought for a moment, then brought the tip to the paper.



Scratch, scratch.



A pleasant sound like piano keys filled the room. At this moment, Eidel moved his mechanical pencil as if in a trance. Every swallow, every line he drew on the side showed traces of deep thought.



Edward gulped at the sight of such concentration.



The solving time wasn't long. Eidel put down his pen and spoke.



"I've finished."



"...Would you explain it now?"



"Yes, but before that, you can speak to me informally. It actually feels uncomfortable being addressed so formally."



"No, I prefer it this way..."



"......"



Eidel nodded and stood up. He took the problem book and walked to the electronic board.



"This problem requires understanding the concept of function substitution from permutations. Students who can solve this will more easily understand how to derive generalized solutions for systems of linear equations later."



Saying it was important content, Eidel continued with his detailed explanation.



The explanation itself was clean and concise.



Why this logic should be applied here, what the examiner's intention was, what additional conditions might be needed for a more rigorous solution, and so on.



Eidel conveyed all these processes flawlessly.



"...This guy is no ordinary person."



Just as heroes recognize heroes.



Geniuses recognize geniuses.



"His skills are genuine."



It was a moment that changed Edward's perspective.



"How was it? Was it acceptable?" Eidel asked politely.



Edward moistened his dry palate with saliva and answered.



"The solution itself was flawlessly perfect. However, there are some parts where you drag on. For example, here, and this part..."



There were many instances where Eidel took the orthodox approach even though mathematical intuition could have provided an easier solution. Edward didn't view this intuitive approach negatively.



"Your solution method is too classical. If you use the decomposition property of commutation here, you can prove problem 3 without extending the formula."



"Wow."



"The same goes for handling set S. When studying set theory, one typically learns about equivalence classes, which are..."



Eidel kept expressing admiration as he listened to the explanation.



"Teacher, you're really smart."



Isn't there a saying that praise makes even whales dance?



Edward eventually lowered his guard against Eidel's barrage of compliments and began to smile broadly.



"You're quite exceptional yourself..."



Edward felt a disconnect. Someone this intelligent and capable of polite conversation wouldn't likely sexually harass a passing woman or try to set fire to a bar.



He began to wonder if this Eidel might be different from that Eidel.



"With this level, you'll pass with flying colors. But you know..."





Chapter 13 - Mock Exam (1)



I received coaching from Edward for two weeks in preparation for my interview.



During that time, we grew surprisingly close.



We dropped formal speech with each other, and Edward no longer cared about the things Eidel had done in the past.



That's natural. People only fixate on what they've personally experienced. Why would he dislike me when I hadn't done anything to him?



It's also impolite to pry into someone else's past. Edward wasn't foolish enough to not know that.



Our relationship continued smoothly.



We mainly discussed academic topics. Though we started with entrance exam preparation, our conversations naturally evolved that way over time.



Edward and I were the same type of person.



"Thanks, Eidel. Thanks to you, I know what I need to do now."



After today's interview coaching session.



Our conversation had drifted to future career paths. When the atmosphere was at its warmest, Edward awkwardly expressed his gratitude.



"Have you decided?"



I asked carefully.



"Yeah. I was originally planning to just graduate from college and get a job in finance, but after listening to you, I'm changing my mind. I'm going to graduate school."



["Crazy bastard, crazy bastard, crazy bastard..."]



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' is utterly shocked by your malicious actions over the past two weeks.]



I smiled contentedly, feeling satisfied.



"Good decision."



Edward is a character who appears in the latter part of "Foreign God Slayer."



He belatedly enters the path of mathematics and researches the "Aether Unified Field Theory." And he succeeds. He discovers that Aether and gravity can be unified.



This is an incredibly important discovery. This theory is essential for defeating the foreign gods.



However, Edward soon catches the eye of a foreign god. That's how he dies, torn limb from limb by monsters.



It was a tragic affair.



If Edward hadn't faced financial difficulties, he would have entered graduate school earlier. Then the unified field theory would have been completed sooner, and the graviton bomb development schedule would have been accelerated.



Therefore.



Hiring this person as my tutor was necessary. That way, Edward would be able to pay his tuition for the next semester.



Of course, I didn't just give him money without reason. I also received good information about the entrance exam.



It was as he said. The interview would be a free pass.



Anyway, Edward was someone I needed to make contact with at least once. 50 million credits was a bargain.



"Eidel, someone of your caliber won't fail the interview. Just work on your pronunciation and focus on the practical and written exams."



"Thank you."



"Oh, and by the way..."



Edward pulled a piece of paper from his pocket.



The words "Ergos General Academy" were the first thing I could read.



"What's this?"



"It's a notice from the academy where I work as a teaching assistant. They're holding a final mock exam this week. You can take it without registering, just by paying the fee. Give it a try."



The paper was filled with information about the mock exam application process and test dates. This was also information I had been missing.



"Thank you, senior."



"Save that for after you get accepted. Well, I'm off."



Edward waved goodbye and boarded his spaceship.



Hmm.



I should save up and get him a better spaceship later.



I turned around after seeing Edward off.



Just then, Seti came running toward me, fuming.



"Hey, you crazy bastard-!!"



Here it comes.



I had just deposited the tutoring fee through our shared account. Apparently, Seti had noticed.



What I'd done this time wouldn't be easy to brush off. I clenched my jaw. I steeled myself.



She stopped in front of me.



"Where did the 50 million credits from our family account go?"



"Ah, that..."



"Where did it go?!"



I told her the truth.



"I used it to prepare for my interview."



"In-interview preparation...?"



Seti's pupils trembled. Her expression twisted with shock. She looked like she might cry.



"That... that money took me over a month of business to earn..."



Seti approached with large strides and grabbed my collar. Due to our difference in build, her grip wasn't very strong.



However, Seti's expression was unprecedentedly gloomy.



"Interview or whatever! Why are you using money from the family account? Are you even part of our family? Do you really want to die?!"






"......"



"It's already ridiculous enough that our family's accumulated wealth was lost to gambling, and now you've wastefully blown away money that I earned myself."



Seti raised her voice, breathing heavily.



"Are you listening? Not just a few pennies of bank interest, but money I saved by cutting back on sleep is gone with one click from you. You, you fucking lunatic. You've always been a hindrance to our family. Do you think sharing a surname makes us family? Sonia! Sonia-!!"



"Did you call for me?"



"I clearly told you not to let this bastard use any more money! Why didn't you stop him, why─!!"



"Yes, the head of the household gave permission for the young master to use money from the family account for entrance exam purposes."



"The money this bastard used was what I earned!!"



Seti gritted her teeth and pulled on my collar.



Her golden eyes blazed.



Just looking at them made me feel like I might faint.



"Is my 50 million credits that much of a joke to you?"



I took a deep breath and gathered my thoughts.



50 million credits a month from business.



Certainly, it's not money just anyone could earn. It was only possible because of Seti's abilities.



And she was studying for entrance exams at the same time. She's living diligently.



In comparison, I had been studying only for my own benefit without doing anything to help the family. Perhaps I acted this way because I thought I'd be kicked out of the family if I didn't get into Stellarium.



Either way, it was clear that I had hurt Seti. This wasn't Eidel's fault but mine. Come to think of it, even when I was on Earth, I was probably obsessed with my own studies.



I was selfish, it seems.



I didn't say anything. Or rather, I couldn't.



"Hey."



Seti pointed at me and said.



"Are you that good at studying? Do you think you can get into Stellarium? No, have you ever lived diligently enough to even make it to the interview stage?"



"......"



"You haven't. If you get accepted, that would be the universe collapsing. There couldn't be anything more unfair in the world. Know your place already!"



I'd been cursed at before, but today it was particularly severe. Still, I listened quietly without getting angry.



I suppressed the anger that arose from being cursed at.



Instead, I felt sorry.



It's true that I, who had possessed Eidel, used Seti's earnings without asking. Currently, my withdrawals were limited to the family account, and I knew asking Seti for permission would only result in a negative answer.



So I had no other choice.



...but that would just be a cowardly excuse.



The best course of action here is to ask for forgiveness.



"I'm sorry."



"...You think saying sorry fixes everything?"



"I'll pay you back double later."



"Stop talking nonsense."



Her tone became cold as frost.



Seti wiped her eyes and boarded her spaceship. In her right hand was the bag she took to the academy.



"I, I don't care anymore. From now on, I won't put money in the family account. I won't let Father or Mother use it either, and I'll keep it all to myself. Know that it's because of you."



Seti left home with those words.



Sonia approached and said.



"Don't worry about it. I heard from Dona that the young lady has been having trouble at the academy lately."



"What?"



This wasn't something that appeared in the novel.



I was surprised and asked about the details.



Sonia adjusted her headpiece and continued.



"I heard there's a new student, and that student has been causing her considerable stress."



***



By the time she arrived at the academy, Seti's head had cooled down.



As her anger subsided, reason gradually returned. Seti replayed the conversation she'd just had with Eidel several times.



No, it would be inappropriate to call it a conversation. It was nothing more than her one-sidedly hurling insults.



'But he was the one who did wrong.'



She had worked hard to earn money while busy studying and put it in the family account. It was pocket money she had set aside for her father and mother who were struggling to treat patients in a field hospital.



'And that trash spent it all. I can't forgive him. I absolutely cannot forgive him.'



But.



At the same time.



'...He did say he was sorry.'



At that point, Seti couldn't help but feel confused.



Until now, Eidel had never said sorry or apologized to anyone.






Even if it's just lip service, hearing an apology tends to soften one's mood.



Seti shook her head.



What was important now wasn't Eidel.



'What does it matter if I don't see that guy? There's a crazy girl who's entered the academy...'



She sighed and attempted to dock with the large cylindrical spaceship.



Ergos General Academy.



The largest entrance exam academy in the southern region.



Until recently, Seti had believed this academy was her only sanctuary. Not only was Eidel, who tormented her, absent, but Rustila, who was healing just to look at, was there with her.



Seti reigned here under the names of Rheinland and Adelbein. It's safe to say there were no children from families with higher social status than hers. Even among the rougher students, there was a prevailing notion that "Seti shouldn't be messed with."



No one upset Seti.



It had been a comfortable place.



However, everything changed a month ago.



- I don't think I can continue attending the academy.



It was shortly after studying with Rustila at home. Rustila said those words and canceled her academy registration for the next month.



Seti felt like the sky was falling.



The pillar that had helped her endure the grueling exam preparation was about to disappear.



- W-why?



- I'm sorry. There are family circumstances.



At first glance, one might think she couldn't attend the academy due to lack of money, but that didn't seem to be the case. The Kersil family was wealthy enough.



Moreover, Rustila's expression on her last day at the academy was incredibly haggard.



- See you at Stellarium.



With that, Rustila left.



Ergos General Academy had a fixed number of students it could accept. If an existing student left the academy, other students who had been waiting would enter sequentially according to their test results.



And the child who filled Rustila's place...



'Just my rotten luck.'



Seti sighed for what felt like the hundredth time and sat down.



"Oh my, you're later than yesterday?"



A voice that seemed to grate on one's nerves.



'I hate hearing it.'



Seti put on her earphones and buried her head. She focused solely on solving problems in her workbook, gritting her teeth.



"I was waiting for you, my neck nearly fell off."



"......"



"Hmm, I wonder if you can't hear me."



The girl chuckled and thrust her head right in front of Seti. Snow-white hair flowed down from her twin tails. The two girls' hair gently overlapped.



Seti pulled her head back, holding back the curses that were about to come out.



"I can't see the answer choices. What are you doing?"



"What am I doing? I'm trying to build friendship. Between prospective successful candidates, that is."



Seti reflexively turned her head. However, the girl moved her body in that direction to meet her gaze.



Thus, Seti's golden eyes and the girl's purple eyes met in a straight line.



Seti growled and said.



"There are two weeks left until the entrance exam."



"I know."



"The final mock exam is in just two days."



"Only the mediocre solve those."



The girl sitting across from her smiled while brushing her glossy hair. It was an unpleasantly creepy smile.



"I need to study, so don't bother me."



"Don't bother me," she mimicked mockingly.



"...Should I call the teacher?"



"I don't particularly mind if you do?"



The girl chuckled and tilted her head.



'This is really...'



Seti barely contained the anger rising to her head.



Humans are social animals. Even when angry, one should know when and where to express it. Raising her voice here would only disadvantage herself.



"Oh, Seti. My poor friend. You know well, don't you? Being excellent in all aspects means being that much lonelier. Even when I try to talk to others like this, I'm always rejected."



"......"



She really has bad luck. Seti wanted to give her a smack.



But she couldn't.



"Let's get along well, fellow Adelbein."



Social status...



The difference in social status was too vast.





Chapter 14 - Mock Exam (2)



Two days later, I boarded a spaceship for the first time in my life.



I was heading to Ergos General Academy to take a mock exam.



However, there was one problem.



"Sonia."



"What is it?"



"How do I pilot this spaceship?"



Sonia grabbed the back of her neck. She looked down at me with a displeased expression for the first time in a while.



"Pretending to have high blood pressure when you're just an android."



"I feel my hydraulic pressure rising."



"You're really something else."



Sonia explained the controls one by one. Thanks for the kind explanation, Sonia!



For reference, most of the spaceship's functions are automated. If you're not planning to operate it manually, you don't need a license.



It was fascinating. In the era I lived in, autonomous driving was just beginning, but even then, a license was mandatory.



I suddenly became like an orangutan. The urge to touch and press unfamiliar things welled up inside me.



"Please don't touch anything carelessly. If you cause any more accidents, the master will be furious."



"I won't do that."



"With you, young master, I think you will. This won't do. I'll come with you."



Sonia climbed aboard with me. The spaceship wasn't large. It was compact like a small car and designed for one person, so with Sonia joining, we had to sit pressed together.



This created a dilemma of whether I should wrap my arms around Sonia or if she should wrap hers around me.



"Young master, you sit in front."



At Sonia's insistence, I had no choice but to sit in front. After being beaten up by her so many times, it gave me chills to turn my back to Sonia, but I had no choice. It was more comfortable for me this way too.



"Lean back comfortably."



Sonia grabbed my shoulders and pulled me back. I felt something soft against the back of my head.



"Hmm."



Silicon, huh.



It's silicon.



[— The God of Wisdom and Curiosity sighs.]



It would be inhuman to blush over a mere silicon mass. That would be a disqualification of humanity.



"Don't think strange thoughts."



"I wasn't."



"Tell me what you were just thinking."



"What is a semiconductor?"



"What utter nonsense."



"Are you going to keep talking to your master like that?"



After spending so much time with Sonia, we'd started exchanging jokes like this. At this rate, there was no boundary between master and servant.



No, perhaps there never was one to begin with.



"Anyway..."



A 21st century Korean who fell into a space opera world, traveling through interstellar space with an android in maid attire.



"What kind of situation is this?"



"The engine has started. Please stay still."



Whoooosh!



Soon my body was pulled forward. From a stationary reference frame to an accelerating one. The scenery of the world pushed back behind me.



Once we left the orbital space where gravity (actually centrifugal force) was acting, a vast canvas unfolded.



A space already scribbled with black crayon by someone. It was different from the night sky viewed from Earth.



"We'll arrive at our destination, Ergos, in 10 minutes. By the way, if you go a little further from there, you'll reach Stellarium."



Sonia, possessed by a GPS, was chattering away, but I wasn't really listening.



I was more worried about today's mock exam.



What if I'm exposed?



[— The God of Wisdom and Curiosity reminds you what happens if you fail to pass.]



Failure means destruction. And the mock exam will be the only indicator that can predict my demise.



I couldn't help but be nervous.



The 600 seconds passed quicker than expected.



Sonia and I successfully docked with the cylindrical vessel. A sleek, clean gray-white dock welcomed us.



[Ergos General Academy]



[Mock Exam External Applicant Reception]



"We should go there."



"Let's go together."



Sonia stuck close to me wherever I went.



Honestly, it's embarrassing. This makes me look like I can't do anything on my own.



Moreover, Sonia's outfit stands out. Service androids usually wear plain suits, not this kind of attire.



- What's with that person?



- They dressed their android in an old-fashioned maid outfit.



- Isn't it for that purpose?



- Really? Ugh, disgusting. He must be completely insane!



My ominous predictions came true. People lined up at the academy entrance whispered while staring at us.






Oh foreign god. Why do you subject me to such trials? I cannot bear these pouring gazes with a sane mind.



Just make me go crazy for now...!



"Sonia, let's take off your headband and ribbons, even now. That would make you look somewhat better."



"No. Frills and ribbons are critical matters."



"Why?"



"Because they're cute."



Oh foreign god.



Enduring the embarrassment, I lined up at the waiting area crowded with people. Being a mega-sized academy, there were many staff members.



Thanks to that, the line moved quickly. I registered for the mock exam and transferred 80,000 credits to the designated account.



"The payment has been confirmed... Oh, Eidel von Rheinland?"



The assistant's eyes widened like 500-won coins when she confirmed the account holder. I hurried inside before things escalated.



"...Huh?"



A familiar voice came from right in front of me.



"Y-you, why are you here...?"



It was Seti who appeared before me. She almost dropped the coffee cup she was holding. Her expression showed how surprised she was.



I was equally surprised.



"What about you?"



"Well, I attend this academy..."



What a coincidence. I hadn't paid attention to what Seti was doing outside, so I didn't know.



Wait. That means Seti might know Edward...



"Ha, really. Just my luck. Of all people to meet before the mock exam, it had to be this jerk..."



Seti glared at me and spewed curses. I was used to this treatment by now. Ignoring it, I asked:



"Do you happen to know Teacher Meyer?"



"What?"



"Or maybe you call him Assistant? Anyway, someone named Edward."



"Why do you want to know?"



"So you do know him?"



"..."



"He's the person who's been tutoring me for my interview."



"Huh?"



Seti's face crumpled. Before she could say anything, Sonia interjected:



"Come to think of it, Miss and Mr. Meyer never met at home, did they?"



"Sonia, didn't you know anything about this?"



"I didn't know they were acquainted. In fact, I only learned today that Miss is enrolled here."



"I can understand why I wouldn't know, but why don't you?"



I asked. Sonia stretched her neck and stared at me intently.



She moved her lips.



"Because I'm exclusively assigned to you, young master."



"Being my exclusive doesn't mean you should ignore my sister."



"Taking care of just you is exhausting enough."



Alright, alright. It's my fault for having a lengthy conversation with this blue-haired beast.



Following the assistant's guidance, we entered the classroom where Edward was teaching mathematics to students.



He looked incredibly happy. In contrast, most of the students listening to his lecture were as pale as dying people.



"Oh, Eidel, you're here?"



Edward greeted me casually. Seti's expression crumpled like a discarded piece of paper. She seemed quite shocked by Edward's attitude toward me.



Edward approached with casual steps and said:



"Hey, Seti. Your brother saved me, you know? Now I can pay next semester's tuition."



"No, that's, with my money..."



Seti tried to say something but sighed and gave up.



Sonia went to wait in a corner, and I sat in my designated seat. Students began gathering around.



Seti and Edward continued their conversation near the blackboard. It was too noisy to hear what they were saying.



After finishing their conversation, Seti approached me with a sullen expression...



"If you take money from my account without permission again, I'll really kill you next time."



...and said that before going to her seat in the back.



"..."



Threatening to kill me seems a bit much.



Still, I was glad her expression seemed more relaxed than before.



Yes, it looked fine for about 10 seconds.



Until that voice was heard.



"Hello, Seti. Seeing you again today?"



When I turned around at that slick voice, Seti was fuming again.



"...Didn't you say you weren't taking the exam? Why are you here?"



"Well, I thought it might be fun to participate. There's a certain charm in watching fools struggle."



"If you're taking the exam, go sit in your seat."






"You're so cold."



Seti retorted sharply, but the girl didn't leave.



She had platinum-white hair. She wore a white scarf around her neck and created a color contrast with a black cardigan. With a light pink hairpin holding back her bangs, her forehead was clearly visible.



Her overall appearance resembled Seti's. The atmosphere was almost identical. They could be called sisters.



But there was a difference.



A difference in class that was hard to describe.



Her violet eyes, gleaming like ripe grapes, glared at Seti, then glanced at me. Despite her petite stature, her gaze exuded a threatening aura like a wolf on the hunt.



"Hmm, golden eyes. Golden eyes are rare, could you also be from the Rheinland family?"



The girl chuckled and addressed me.



I rolled my eyes to read Seti's expression.



Don't talk to her.



Don't get involved.



That's what she seemed to be saying.



I think so too.



I know very well who this girl is.



Of course, I clearly remember the main villains who betrayed humanity.



In a normal situation, I would have left immediately. She's that dangerous. And she'll become even more dangerous in the future.



But now there's another problem.



The big problem that she's disrupting my sister's academic life.



"Why aren't you answering? How boring."



"...Zernya Adelbein."



"Oh? You know my name?"



"How could I not? The news keeps calling you the Star of Adelbein."



The Adelbein family is both Seti's maternal family and this girl's paternal family.



Since Seti's maternal family and my maternal family are different, we're ultimately strangers who aren't quite strangers.



Anyway, if I had to pick the biggest characteristic of the Adelbein family as portrayed in the story, I could say this:



They have nasty personalities.



"Well, that's not strange. People who recognize me are as numerous as stars in the Milky Way."



Zernya narrowed her eyes and continued.



She sat next to me. Bad luck. This was her assigned seat. But misfortune can also be fortune.



Without delay, I opened my mouth.



"Have you been bullying my sister?"



I asked directly. Zernya seemed surprised for a moment. Soon she twitched her eyebrows and began to chuckle.



"Ah, I see. So you're that troublemaker from the Rheinland family. No wonder."



"..."



"Oh, right. This isn't meant to mock you. So don't get angry, okay?"



Getting angry? No way.



I was actually relieved.



Because Zernya, this girl, acts exactly the same whether in fiction or reality. She picks fights with anyone she perceives as beneath her, just like a rich villainess in a chaebol drama. That's literally her position.



Just then, the exam proctor was entering. Seti had already returned to her seat, and the assistants, including Edward, began distributing the mock exam papers.



I silently accepted the exam paper and electronic answer sheet. Through the sound of rustling papers, the girl's voice emerged from the seat next to me.



"Eidel von Rheinland."



Zernya called my name.



"I heard you're the troublemaker called the Wrath of Rheinland, but it seems you still want to enter the academy?"



"..."



"Oh, sorry. I didn't mean it with bad intentions."



How would the original Eidel have reacted here?



He probably would have hit the back of Zernya's head. No, he might have done something even worse.



I wasn't that kind of madman. Like any other normal person, I silently opened my exam paper while ignoring Zernya who was trying to provoke me.



"Please check if there are any printing errors."



"This is easy. All solvable problems."



Zernya nodded and acted smug. Without turning her head, she twisted her lips while keeping her gaze on me.



I ignore her.



I scribbled a few times with my pen to get used to the writing feel. I slightly raised my head to check the clock. Not much time left until the mock exam started.



When I didn't react, she twisted her smile even more.



"You try your best too."



She whispered beside me.



"I'll crush you."



To that, I gave my only response.



"Sure, go ahead and crush me."



[— The God of Wisdom and Curiosity is shocked.]



"W-what did you just say?"



Ding—



As her proud expression stupidly contorted, the bell signaling the start of the mock exam rang.





Chapter 15 - Mock Exam (3)



The four-hour mock exam finally ended.



"Oh my goodness."



Taking a test after so long really drains my energy.



It seems research, which I can do at my own pace, suits me better than entrance exam studying.



I was stretching my back and loosening my stiff body when—



"How did you do?"



Silver-white hair danced before my eyes.



"I don't think there were any problems I couldn't solve."



Zernya von Adelbein, the next head of the Adelbein family, stood before me with her arms crossed, smiling leisurely.



Showing off over a mock exam, really.



"When you talk like that, you sound like a complex number."



"Hmm, I'll acknowledge that comment if you score better than me."



Zernya twisted her lips tightly.



This is how Zernya picks fights with everyone she meets.



A villainous young lady who thinks she's better than everyone else. Not only is her pride fierce, but unfortunately her skills match it, which makes her all the more annoying.



Eventually, Zernya will betray humanity. Her reason: she wasn't meant to be contained within humanity.



She'll become an apostle of the outer gods, oppose the protagonist, and after the Federation's destruction, be backstabbed by the very outer god who protected her, dying a heroic death.



But that's still far in the future. Right now, she's neither villain nor anything else—just an ill-mannered kid.



"Remember what I asked you earlier about stepping on me?"



"What, should I really step on you?"



Zernya approached with a sly smile, poised to press her foot down on mine. I didn't move away.



Squish.



"How does it feel to get your wish?"



"Feels nice."



With her small frame, her pressure is merely ticklish.



Seeing my nonchalance, Zernya seemed displeased and shifted her weight as if about to climb on top of me.



"Nice massage."



"...You're insane."



Of course, this is an act. I'm not crazy. What kind of pervert would get excited about being stepped on? I just concluded that acting crazy was the better approach when dealing with Zernya.



I leaned in close and said:



"Hello there."



Zernya jumped back like a cat whose tail had been stepped on. She brushed her arm and caught her breath. I gathered my bag and continued:



"You can step on me all you want, but don't touch my sister."



***



"Don't touch my sister."



Those words stuck in Seti's mind.



"What nonsense is he spouting?"



She couldn't understand Eidel's sudden behavior. Seti had hidden herself and eavesdropped on their conversation.



Zernya had needled Eidel just as she had done to her. Yet Eidel hadn't even flinched. Instead, he calmly extracted himself from the situation.



The conversation naturally ended.



Seti blinked. She crammed her remaining test papers haphazardly into her bag and sought out Edward.



"Mr. Assistant, you said you tutored Eidel for his interview, right?"



"Huh? Yes. But..."



"Did he do anything strange to you during those two weeks?"



"Not at all?"



Edward tilted his head after examining Seti's expression. He smiled as if understanding her intention and spoke:



"Your brother is quite different from his media portrayal. He's actually very intelligent. And good-natured too. Of course, I could be wrong... but at least that's what I think as an outsider."






Though Edward was from the border region, he was forthright in his opinions. Seti believed his words weren't empty flattery.



In fact, it was the same with Rustila.



Rustila had described Eidel as "more pitiful than he appears" and "someone who needs help." That was also her first meeting with him.



If it had been just one person's assessment, she might have dismissed it, but when two trustworthy people gave the same evaluation, it warranted consideration.



This led to possible conclusions:



"Either he's changed as a person."



Or:



"He has specific timing for his terrible behavior."



Seti hadn't lived with Eidel for long either. Even living in the same house, they rarely crossed paths and never ate together. Eidel always lived as if confined to his room.



So perhaps their relationship was worse than that of strangers.



"Despite appearances, he seems to worry a lot about his sister."



"Him?"



Seti waved dismissively.



"He's the one who cursed at me and hit me whenever he got the chance. There's no way he would..."



"All men with younger sisters are like that. The degree varies, but it's their way of expressing affection."



"If that's affection, it's disgusting."



"He'll change naturally when he matures."



Edward joked as he gazed into the distance where Eidel and Zernya were talking. Zernya snorted and left with her clutch bag.



Having finished his conversation, Eidel approached.



"Sister, let's go home."



Seti's eyes narrowed.



***



The mock exam results arrived.



"Hey, what rank did you get?"



The moment the notification arrived, my sister burst into my room.



"This is unusual. You actually coming into my room."



"Cut the chatter and show me your mock exam results."



I silently handed over my score sheet. Seti snatched it, quickly scanned it, and her mouth fell open.



"You forged this, didn't you?"



"I'm the one who should be speechless."



I sighed, rubbing my forehead. This was too much—being accused by my sister of forging test scores.



Seti's eyes trembled. She breathed heavily, her chest heaving as if she'd just run a marathon.



"If you didn't forge it, there's no way you could get these scores..."



"Didn't I tell you before? Show and prove."



Swish!



Seti threw the test paper at my face.



[Overall Rank: 1(2)/4565]



[* The number in parentheses indicates tied rankings.]



"You were a blockhead who couldn't even do fraction calculations. A complete dunce. And now you get this score in less than four months? What a load of bull!"



"Sister, aren't you being too harsh?"



"Harsh? You're the one who all this time...!"



Seti's lips suddenly clamped shut.



"A-anyway, show me your test paper."



After saying that, she rummaged through my bag herself. Completed practice books spilled onto the floor. She finally found my torn mock exam paper and opened it.



"Ah!"



Since even a mock exam is still a test, I needed to check my work. The paper was quite messy from that process. Seti scanned through my solutions and exclaimed:






"Hey, th-this is a proxy test!"



"..."



"If-if it's not a proxy, this doesn't make sense."



This isn't normal.



"What rank did you get?"



"You don't need to know."



"I showed you mine, why won't you show me yours?"



"Why should I have to show you?"



I grinned and said:



"Let me guess your rank. Third."



"...Why do you think that?"



"That Zernya girl probably studies better than you, and she's likely tied with me."



It was a reasonable deduction, and there was really no need to check.



***



Stellarium was located in the southern part of the barred spiral galaxy that made up the Federation. Because of this, Zernya, who had lived in the northern galaxy, had purchased a station in the south a month ago and was using it like a hotel.



In due time, she also received her mock exam results. Originally, she hadn't planned to take the mock exam, but due to family pressure to stay vigilant, she reluctantly participated.



The test results were mundane. Despite her casual approach, she secured first place. Zernya judged that the test had been made easier to manage students' mental state before the actual exam.



However.



"Ha."



There was someone tied with her.



"...Who is this person?"



Zernya's temper flared for the first time in a while. Until now, no one had ever been superior to her.



Even though they were merely tied, it irritated her.



The direct line of Adelbein must always stand at the top. That was the family motto and Zernya's self-imposed principle. She couldn't tolerate even having someone beside her.



And now she had experienced such a thing from an unexpected quarter.



She was fuming even before the written test.



"Petcha, hack into the academy's network if necessary and find out who tied with me. I at least need to know their name."



The Adelbein family's information network was as sturdy as a well-woven spider web. Indeed, within minutes of Zernya's command, she was able to learn the identity of the student who had tied with her.



"I contacted the director. The name is Eidel von Rheinland."



"Eidel..."



A simple internet search of that name would yield dozens of articles. Most were negative stories about a boy who had committed atrocities that would make anyone cringe.



There was no mention of this boy being poor at studies. She only found information about him being suspended several times for disruptive school behavior.



"Was he always that good at studying?"



"They say academic ability and character are separate matters."



Zernya tapped the paulownia wood desk. She pondered how to deal with this boy named Eidel.



She wouldn't resort to childish acts like dunking him if he proved superior. That wouldn't be elegant. The Adelbein always crushed their family's enemies in sophisticated ways.



"Rheinland..."



Though not as prestigious as the Adelbein, their influence was formidable. The southern part of the Federation hadn't fallen to monsters largely because the renowned doctors from their family had treated soldiers with miraculous medical techniques.



"Interesting."



Zernya realized what had been omitted after Eidel's words that day:



"Step on me."



"...If you can."



This was just a practice match anyway.



The real thing would be next week.



Zernya checked the calendar with a giggle.



One week to go. The Stellarium written exam was approaching.





Chapter 16 - Written Exam (1)



[— I'm investing additional stats in 'Thought Acceleration'.]



[— Congratulations! You have reached 'Thought Acceleration (+1000%)'!]



[— Acquired derivative skill 'Parallel Thinking'!]



I hit exactly 10,000 fron. Now it looks much better.



Today is the long-awaited Stellarium written exam. I chewed on the calming pill (or something similar to a sedative) that Sonia gave me to soothe my nerves.



"Little brother, if you don't come out soon, I'm leaving without you."



I flung open Seti's door. Busy packing her things, she scowled when she saw me and threw a pillow.



"Get out of my room."



"Little sister."



"Just go away!"



Hmm.



It didn't seem like she was angry simply because she disliked me.



Well, everyone's on edge on exam day.



"Even so, little sister. Besides the service androids, we're the only Rheinlands here. We should be supporting each other, not fighting. How sad would our parents be?"



"Probably less sad than when you blew 2 trillion credits."



"Ouch, that hit a nerve."



Seti crammed her error notebook into her bag, pressing it down firmly. Dark circles hung under her eyes. She must be exhausted.



She grumbled, "I couldn't sleep at all because of you."



"Why?"



"Don't try to find out."



"Actually, I don't really want to know."



And so we boarded the spaceship, bickering with each other.



Even when fighting and snapping at each other, siblings remain siblings. Facing the enormous hurdle of entrance exams, we naturally cling to each other.



Especially siblings with parents who not only don't show up on important days like this but don't even send a single encouraging message.



"Do Mom and Dad even know we have our written exam today?"



I didn't answer.



From the moment we boarded the spaceship, Seti remained motionless. She carelessly fastened her seatbelt and hugged her legs.



Her face was full of worry and anxiety.



This won't do.



"You know, I'm looking at the Black Blossom art section again, and it's difficult."



"..."



"How do you understand all this?"



As I spoke, I rolled my eyes slightly. Seti, who had been sitting still like a statue with her head buried, looked up and responded.



"...Idiot. You just need to memorize everything."



As expected, she responded to talk about the entrance exam.



Seizing the opportunity, I continued, "That's the hard part, memorizing."



"The academy teaches memorization rules. Oh, but you wouldn't know that."



"I'm not good at memorizing. Look."



I showed her my art history workbook that I'd gone through ten times.



It was tattered. There were tears scattered throughout. Though I'd only bought it three months ago, the book was already in this state.



"You really treat books terribly."



"It means I've studied it diligently."



"You can't memorize those few simple things?"



Seti unbuckled her seatbelt with a smirk and stood up. She flipped through my book randomly, then found a heavily underlined section and began to read.






"As star cluster manipulation technology developed, some upper classes began creating pictures with constellations. This is called 'Star Art,' and representative artists include..."



She continued, teaching me the artists to memorize in a rhythmic pattern. True to its creation by a top instructor from a major academy, it stuck in my head perfectly.



"Thank you. This is really easy to memorize."



"Since I helped you with one, you help me with one."



Seti frowned and held out her physics workbook. Her hands trembled as if she had palsy. She seemed quite embarrassed to be learning something from the delinquent Eidel.



"...This one. Number 157."



"Is it difficult?"



"I tried everything looking at the answer key. Still couldn't figure it out."



"Ro pi squared divided by epsilon..."



"Hey, you bastard-! Don't start with the answer!!"





***





After a long journey, we arrived at our destination.



"Wow."



Seti and I exclaimed in admiration at the sight of Stellarium.



It's round.



Tall and large.



The surface gleams.



The true nature of Stellarium Academia campus was an artificial celestial body floating in the middle of space.



And around it, three rocky planets.



"Those must be the colleges."



While the Academia is where high school students study, the colleges are spaces for university students.



But what kind of university campus is the size of three Earths?



After staring at the colleges for a while, I shifted my gaze back to the Academia campus.



In the novel, all kinds of descriptions and settings were used to portray it. Something about titanium refined with Aether. Something about being 1/3 the radius of the moon. Something about rotation and revolution speeds. Three pages were devoted to such details.



Well, forget all that setting nonsense.



Visually, it's just the Death Star.



"Freaking awesome."



It was such an eye-candy that for the first time, I felt grateful for being possessed.



[We are entering Stellarium orbit. Passengers, please fasten your seatbelts.]



As we were drawn in by the gravity of the artificial planet, many thoughts crossed my mind.



Seti's reason for wanting to enter Stellarium is to solidify her position in the family. To put it more simply, she wants to receive love from her father and mother.



Only then can her situation as a child born from a political marriage improve. Rather than being merely a connection between two families, she could exercise influence as a member of the Rheinland family.



Compared to Seti's grand dream, mine is nothing special.



Damn, I just don't want to get pregnant.



Finally, the arduous landing process ended. I pressed down on my trembling eyelids, dizzy, and stepped out.



"Hey, you forgot your bag."



"Ah. Thanks."



We double-checked our exam tickets and other items before moving on. Seti took the lead, and I followed behind. We walked about 50cm apart. However, since androids filled the space between us, it didn't look particularly awkward.



"L-look, it's the Rheinlands."



I could see people whispering as they noticed our eye color.



A familiar gaze by now.



I ignored it and moved on.






Since everyone takes the written test together, seats are assigned according to exam numbers. Seti and I registered almost simultaneously, so our exam numbers differed by exactly 2.



That difference turned out to be quite significant.



"Different rows."



Seti sat in the second-to-last seat in the third row, and consequently, I was in the front seat of the fourth row. When I turned around, Seti shrugged and blinked.



And between us sat an unexpected person.



"Oh, big sister?"



Seti exclaimed in surprise and hugged the person about to sit behind her. Even without turning around, I could tell who it was from the delight in her voice.



"Rustila is sitting right behind me? Oh my god, this is amazing. Today's my lucky day."



"Hello, Seti. Have you been well?"



"I've been... No, it's been hard without you, big sister."



Seti buried her head in Rustila's chest. Perhaps because of this, they immediately drew the attention of other examinees. At the same time, I finally understood what literature teaches about the visualization of touch.



Rustila looked even more tired than Seti. Her face was milk-white, and her eyes were murky like an unfinished latte.



She must have been held captive by her parents.



It seems my threats to the Kersil family's androids had reached their ears. I had only helped Rustila breathe a little easier, but it had backfired in some ways.



Of course, I had anticipated this when I tried it. Rustila's face back then looked like she was about to go insane. If I could have seen her mental score, it would have been about 1 out of 100.



This is exactly why I need to pass Stellarium.



[— Reward: SAN Parameter Unlocked]



If I pass Stellarium, I'll receive a new parameter as a reward from the outer god.



Once this SAN parameter is unlocked, I'll be able to see others' mental scores in real-time. Then I can determine who has been possessed by an outer god and who needs mental care first.



I can't make a gravitational bomb alone. I need help from future companions. Mental care for them is something only I can do, unaffected by PN values.



Anyway.



"Big sister, I mean, Rustila. Let's both pass."



"Yes..."



To help these two worn-out girls, I first need to save myself. As I keep reminding myself, failing here would be the end of everything.



While I was gathering my thoughts, I heard it.



"My, fancy seeing you here."



An unfamiliar yet somewhat recognizable voice pierced my ears.



I turned my head.



Silver hair contrasting with Rustila's blonde. Amethyst-like purple eyes. The girl approached me in a strange trajectory. The intimidating atmosphere unique to prestigious families felt menacing.



"It's been what, a week? What a coincidence."



Yes, what a coincidence indeed.



"You know my name, right?"



"Zernya."



"I'm somewhat honored you remember."



The girl settled her things in the seat right next to mine, row 3, column 1, and sat down with a thud. Despite the moderately warm indoor air, she didn't completely unwrap the scarf she was wearing.



Zernya placed only her writing utensils on the desk and crossed her arms. Then she slightly turned her head to look at me.



"About bullying Seti... I'm over that now. It wasn't like I had any real grudge."



"..."



"Instead, I've become interested in you."



She finished with a chilling smile.



"This time, I'll crush you properly."



Oh.



How delightful.





Chapter 17 - Written Exam (2)



"Put away your books and take out only your writing tools."



Kendra Hemington, the proctor, was a strict person. As a mathematics teacher at Stellarium Academia, she was notorious among students for her eccentricity.



She also had a tendency to meddle.



"I don't know how many of you here will pass, but do your best. Approaching this halfheartedly after entering the finest educational institution is nothing short of an insult to our school."



See that? More unnecessary commentary.



Still, she's not a bad person.



Several minutes passed like that.



We received thick exam papers and answer sheets.



The sound of chairs scraping. The ticking of the second hand. A heavy silence descended upon the examination room.



An uncomfortable atmosphere. Students cleared their throats one by one.



I took a deep breath and picked up my pens. One in my left hand, one in my right.



It was time to test the skill I had acquired just this morning. I loosened up my hands while fidgeting with the edge of the exam paper.



At last.



With the sound of a bell—ding—the exam began.





***





Stellarium's written examination takes place over a total of five hours.



The first two hours are dedicated to in-depth Korean and mathematics.



The remaining three hours cover fourteen subjects superficially.



There's a saying that the first round of acceptance is determined solely by Korean and mathematics. That's how heavily they're weighted.



However, to reach final acceptance, one cannot neglect the other subjects.



Shortcuts don't work for Stellarium admissions. In the end, well-rounded students win.



In any case, it's certain that the first two hours are most important. Kendra considered this as she gazed across the desk.



'They all look so dumbfounded.'



She smirked.



Having to watch examinees' faces in one classroom for two hours (actually more than five hours) would be enough to drive anyone crazy, but what could she do? This was an educator's fate. That's what Kendra decided to think.



Though boring, it had its own charm. Watching students rack their brains was quite entertaining.



Some breezed through the problems.



Others just sighed repeatedly.



'Maybe I'll memorize the examinees' faces.'



This was something she did every year. A sort of game she had created to endure the boredom.



Kendra picked up her clipboard and started making rounds.



'First row first.'



She faced each examinee one by one. Kendra had no trouble with this. Her memory was excellent. She quickly memorized the name and face of each student she saw.



However, her steps halted at the third row.



White hair and purple eyes.



A girl with an unusual appearance.



First, the white hair wasn't that of an elderly person. Nor was it dyed. It gleamed with a luster as if it had been its natural color since birth.



'Mixed with Adelbein blood.'






This was a fact so well-known that not just Kendra, but everyone was aware of it. Indeed, she could sense the other students becoming intimidated upon seeing this girl's hair color.



Moreover, her violet eyes, as noble as if dissolved with Tyrian dye, were as sharp as those of a predator.



'Not a branch family, but direct lineage...'



Though the class system disappeared long ago, noble bloodlines still persist. The Adelbeins are descendants of the imperial family that once led the empire, and their influence remains undiminished in the current federation.



Kendra checked the girl's exam registration card and...



'Zernya von und zu Trisha Adelbein.'



Her suspicion became certainty.



'This one will pass.'



The Adelbein family is famous for their academic excellence. Kendra quietly smiled as she mulled over the girl's name.



It's rare for even one student from a classroom to pass the first round. But for a direct descendant of the Adelbein family, passing is guaranteed. Everyone knows how strict the Adelbein education method is.



Kendra moved on.



Soon she encountered another girl with a similar aura to Zernya.



She also had silver-white hair. However, her eyes were golden. Golden eyes were also evidence of superior lineage.



Seti von Adelbein Rheinland.



After checking the exam card, Kendra barely suppressed a chuckle.



'What a coincidence.'



It was surprising enough that an examinee had Adelbein blood, but she even bore the Rheinland surname.



What kind of family is Rheinland?



A prestigious family that reached the TOP 10 in the business world through medicine alone.



Unlike other prestigious families involved in various businesses and politics, the Rheinlands achieved wealth and honor solely through academics. Historically, they were all born bookworms.



About half of the Rheinland children pass Stellarium's entrance exam. They typically show excellent performance throughout the Academia course and often advance to Medical College.



As a result, when this surname appears in Stellarium's entrance exam each year, other examinees must be on edge. It's a well-known story.



'...This year looks promising.'



Kendra speculated that perhaps two successful candidates might emerge from this examination room.



Next, Kendra made eye contact with a blonde, blue-eyed girl. Her name was Rustila Kersil. She was a child of the Kersil family, which had some reputation in legal circles.



As they were only a moderately prestigious family, Kendra intended to simply check the girl's face and exam card before moving on.



But she couldn't.



"......"



After facing Rustila, Kendra returned to her desk. Carefully, so as not to disturb the other examinees, she took out a box of tissues. After pulling out a few sheets, Kendra returned to Rustila's seat.



Kendra carefully placed the tissues on the desk. Rustila silently nodded and wiped her eyes. She looked indescribably haggard.



It didn't seem like she was making such a face simply because the exam was difficult. There must have been some circumstances.



Kendra now headed to the fourth row. The boy sitting at the front sensed her presence and looked up.



Golden eyes identical to Seti's.



His face was... slightly different but strangely similar.



'Eidel von Rheinland.'



Suddenly, cold sweat broke out on Kendra's spine.



'If it's Eidel, he's that notorious troublemaker from a while back.'



Eidel had been a famous figure since Kendra first started working at Stellarium. It all began with his appearance on a program called "My Child Won't Change."






There, Eidel was portrayed as someone with such poor character that he would grab his brother and sister by the hair and shake them violently. Besides that, he had committed so many evil deeds that all sorts of harsh words were exchanged among the galaxy's residents who watched the program.



Kendra had enjoyed watching that show too. She had once thought that if Eidel were her child, she would have abandoned him.



Anyway, Eidel had occasionally shown his face in the news afterward. Mostly stories about crimes. Whenever Eidel caused trouble, the Rheinland family always stepped in to clean up. She remembered that as a juvenile offender, he wasn't held criminally responsible.



Kendra glanced at Seti, who was at the end of the third row.



'Did they come together?'



Kendra turned around again. Eidel was staring at her intently. There wasn't a single tremor in his yellow pupils.



She felt an inexplicable madness.



But Kendra thought it was just her imagination.



In any case, it wasn't her business. If he had come to his senses, that was good, and if he caused trouble here, she would just call security to throw him out.



After completing the identity check, Kendra returned to her desk. She slightly lifted her chair, placed it beside her, and observed the students as if surveying them.



Now began the long time of yawning...



'...Huh?'



Eidel gripped his pens. One in his left hand, one in his right. He secured the exam paper with both elbows. He was solving problems simultaneously with both pens, making scratching sounds.



'Am I seeing things wrong...?'



Kendra rubbed her eyes.



She wasn't.



Flip!



Eidel turned to the next page. And he repeated what he had just done like a hamster on a wheel. Kendra slightly craned her neck.



There was no disorder in his writing. He was accurately solving two problems simultaneously at considerable speed. One was a non-literary text, and the other was a literary text.



Eidel read the non-literary text while checking answers for the literary questions. He continued this way for several pages.



Kendra barely managed to close her dropping jaw.



It was the same with essay-type questions and math problems. Eidel's eyes were looking in different directions. If seen momentarily, he might appear cross-eyed. Either way, this wasn't something a human brain should be capable of.



'The other students...'



Kendra shifted her gaze to Zernya, who was likely to pass. She solved some problems with ease and struggled with others.



This year's Stellarium entrance exam is difficult. The examination committee had significantly increased the difficulty level upon hearing that smart kids would be entering.



Only two students were solving all those problems diligently: Eidel of the Rheinland family and Zernya of the Adelbein family.



It was neck and neck. Kendra's breath caught. It felt like watching a horse race with her entire fortune at stake. Her eyes moved incessantly between left and right.



Who would be faster?



Who would finish first?



Who would get more correct answers?



She was incredibly curious. Kendra wished the results would come out quickly. Yet she didn't feel this time was boring at all.



For good reason. The intensely scratching sound tickled her ears and heart. Moreover, that sound brought despair to the rest of the students in this examination room.



Despite using both hands, Eidel maintained a pace similar to Zernya's. It made her wonder if it wouldn't be better to solve one problem at a time.



'Well, that's not for me to interfere with.'



She wiggled her toes, waiting for the hour hand to reach noon.





***





Meanwhile, Eidel, who had been solving math problems with both hands, inwardly cursed as he noticed Kendra staring at him.



'For goodness' sake, stop shaking your leg...!'





Chapter 18 - Written Exam (3)



Eidel solved the problems with both hands.



His speed was so fast it was hard to believe he was human. He moved so quickly that the rustling sound tickled Zernya's ears.



"Oh, damn."



Zernya, who had turned her head in surprise, nearly dropped her pen.



"What the hell is that guy doing...?"



Her concentration broke. Once out of her focused state, all she could see was the white exam paper with black letters.



Zernya tried to regain her focus.



It wasn't working well.



Eidel's aggro was top-tier. Once she had seen it, she couldn't help but keep looking his way.



Eidel didn't stop at simply using both hands. He crossed his arms in an X-shape. With his left hand, he solved the right exam paper, and with his right hand, the left exam paper.



It was a skilled performance like that of a veteran circus performer. He quickly solved the problems, making a mockery of them. Zernya's mental state was being mocked as well.



Zernya couldn't help but let out a hollow laugh. She widened her eyes, turned her head as far as possible, and buried her face in her exam paper.



She gathered her thoughts and focused on the problems. The formulas that had become blurry started to become visible again. Zernya had practiced maintaining concentration even in situations like this. She soon regained her composure.



Ding, ding, diiiing-



The bell signaling the end of the exam rang. Kendra, who had been staring blankly at Eidel, wiped her drool with her sleeve as she stood up.



"Stop! Put your pens down!"



Zernya finally looked directly at Eidel. He had been moving his arms vigorously until just before the bell rang.



Had he not been able to solve everything despite such intensity?



Or was he meticulously checking his answers until the end because of his thorough personality?



No one, including Zernya, could know. One thing was certain: Eidel was a formidable opponent beyond imagination.



"Well, I'll still be first place anyway."



As soon as the morning exam ended, the students scattered. It was to eat. They had one hour.



Eidel's gaze passed by Zernya and went to the back row. There, Rustila and Seti were talking.



The next moment, Rustila's and Eidel's eyes met. Rustila waved her hand slightly with tired eyes.



"Dating before even passing the exam? Well, well."



Zernya clicked her tongue.



Romance is something only lowly men engage in.



Especially for exam takers, romance is like a poisoned chalice. It may shine brightly on the surface, but in reality, it's just one of many factors that hinder passing.



However, Zernya wasn't quite convinced. The Eidel before her somehow seemed like he would pass. She still lacked information. In any case, his writing skills were excellent.



"Sis, what's wrong?"



Seti asked, noticing that Rustila was waving her hand. Her head tilted curiously. Rustila waved her hand dismissively, saying it was nothing.



"Thanks for last time."



That's what Rustila actually wanted to say.



Rustila recalled what had happened a month ago. She had gone to the Rheinland family home for a study session and coincidentally met Eidel.



There had been a storm of events, but in conclusion, he was a good person. He was just gradually being consumed by madness because a foreign god had attached itself to him.



Wasn't it the same just now?



A person cannot solve problems using both hands simultaneously. That's like parallel computing, something only computers can do. Since humans can't be like machines, it must be a foreign god classified as "Maxwell's Forces" that has infiltrated his brain.



"I must save him someday."



It was a moment when Rustila gained one more reason why she needed to pass and enter Stellarium.



"Sigh."



But contrary to that, her writing skills weren't very good.



"Did you do well on the Korean and math exams?"



Seti asked.



"No."



Rustila shook her head.



"I saw the proctor put tissues on your desk earlier."



"I think I... messed up."



Like other students, Rustila desperately wanted to pass and enter Stellarium. If she passed, she could even do forward rolls every morning on her way to school.



But despite her efforts, she felt like she had ruined the morning exam. While solving the Korean text, her vision had started spinning. She might have cried because of that.



But with Seti's next words, Rustila realized.






"Come to think of it, there was such a story in today's literature section. The story of soldiers buying time to evacuate citizens from a planet being eroded."



"...Ah."



The real reason why she had cried.



"It was sad, honestly. If I were Merilda, I would have fled from there. How could she not lose the will to fight even after having her limbs torn off by monsters?"



"...Because that was the only way to save the citizens."



"I found that admirable. Of course, it's just fiction. I wonder how many soldiers would be like that in a real war."



Rustila nodded.



That's right.



Thinking about it again, she had cried while reading that piece.



Because the protagonist in that text embodied the kind of soldier she wanted to be. It was the future she wanted. Despite being broken by adversity, they never yielded to the foreign gods until the end.



She felt both sadness and respect for their brilliantly burning image. Rustila wanted to be such a soldier too. Standing at the frontline, slaughtering monsters, and protecting this beautiful galaxy.



It's still a distant story.



A difficult one to achieve.



That's why, all the more, she had to enter Stellarium.



If she passed this academy, her father and mother had agreed not to interfere with her anymore.



"I have to pass."



Rustila clenched her fist.



She chatted with Seti over lunch, enjoying a rare moment of freedom. Even the androids monitoring her didn't tell her what to do during this time. A special day, a rare taste of freedom.



Wishing that such freedom would continue to the end, Rustila completed the afternoon exam as well.



***



The afternoon exam was more moderate compared to the morning.



That didn't mean the time-attack nature disappeared. Like the inquiry section of the college entrance exam, the time pressure was intense.



Because of this, I had to achieve triple-core beyond dual-core. It was a hellish process of turning myself into a Bitcoin mining rig.



"Ugh."



My neck was stiff from having my head down for over two hours. I put down the third pen that I had rolled up and fixed on my headband.



I could hear people whispering about me around. Kendra, the proctor, couldn't take her eyes off me.



"Student..."



"Yes?"



"Ah, it's nothing. Well, there's no rule against solving problems with a pen stuck in your headband..."



She laughed awkwardly and left with the exam papers. Seeing her rush out, she must have needed the bathroom urgently.



"Phew."



Anyway, the written exam was over.



There's still the practical test and interview left, but that's for tomorrow's me to decide. Today, I plan to just handle my sword a few times and rest calmly.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" is looking forward to seeing how spectacularly you'll fail in the practical evaluation.]



"Tsk."



As I clicked my tongue at the message displayed by the foreign god, someone approached. Silver-white hair. It was Zernya.



"You're a weirdo."



She spat out those words and was the first to leave.



Following her, another white-haired person approached me. This time, it was a familiar face. Seti looked up at me and sighed deeply.



"Are you here for entertainment?"



"What?"



I didn't understand. I tilted my head. Seti glared at me and spoke accusingly.



"Didn't you hear what the proctor said this morning? That the entrance exam here is no joke. She said to solve it to the best of your ability. But what were you doing? Solving with a pencil stuck in your head? Are you completely crazy?"



"That was the only way I could write all the solutions."



"Do you think other people have only one hand to solve with? You're really something else. You completely broke my concentration. It could have been a disaster."



"No, seriously. This is unfair."



If I had just marked the answers, one hand would have been enough. But to aim beyond a high score to a perfect score, or "beyond that," one hand isn't enough. That's the kind of exam it is. An exam where getting a perfect score is like catching a star from the sky.



In other words, there was another reason why I had used three-sword style.



Of course, telling this to Seti would only result in her calling me crazy. Unable to explain, I just sighed and backed off.



"Let's go, sis."






"I told you, you don't need to call me that..."



"Even if you're young for your grade, you were still born in a different year, right? So you're my sister."



"Then does Seti call this person 'brother' too?"



Seti made a dumbfounded expression.



"Oh shit."



Seti pretended to gag and urged Rustila to leave quickly. However, Rustila didn't move her feet. She looked at me intently and said:



"...Eidel, right?"



I nodded in response.



"Others might not know, but I do."



"...?"



"So, hang in there."



Only then did Rustila move her feet. She gave me a bright smile. It was a warm smile, as if the goddess of philanthropy had manifested.



Having heard unexpected words, I was momentarily stunned. So I reflexively blurted out:



"You hang in there too."



Seti's expression turned stupid once again.



***



Kendra entered the exam headquarters with the collected answer sheets. She was panting. Her colleague, Karlen, asked indifferently:



"What's going on?"



"Hey, hey. I just witnessed something incredible."



"What incident?"



The nosy Kendra couldn't contain herself. She hastily pulled out three answer sheets. The following names were written on the first page of each exam:



[Zernya von und zu Trisha Adelbein]



[Seti von Adelbein Rheinland]



[Eidel von Rheinland]



"What a crazy lineup."



Karlen laughed in surprise.



"I think more than two final candidates might come from the exam room you supervised."



"I think so too."



"Huh? But that last one, isn't he that guy?"



Kendra understood what Karlen was referring to.



Eidel von Rheinland. A universal weirdo and the troublemaker of the Rheinland family. When the rumor that he was applying to Stellarium was confirmed, the exam headquarters had briefly stirred.



"Looking at his school records, he was absent for most of his middle school, attending only the minimum required hours. We should deduct points from his basic document score. And that alone is enough to disqualify him. So don't worry about him passing by any chance."



"No, that's not the issue right now..."



Kendra trailed off.



She was dying of curiosity.



Just how high would Eidel's exam score be?



"I've never seen a crazy person who solves problems using both hands. And his solutions were quite clean too... Ah, I don't know."



She went to the grading room and fed Eidel's exam paper to the AI analyzer. The analyzer gobbled up the exam paper and then provided the multiple-choice answer key.



Perfect score in Korean multiple-choice.



Perfect score in math multiple-choice.



Perfect scores in everything else.



"Insane."



After the multiple-choice came the short-answer and essay questions. Short-answer questions could also be quickly graded by machine, but not the essays. Kendra passed the first grading room and moved to the second grading room, which was dedicated to essays.



This was a place of "meeting and harmony" where 1,200 faculty members and 300 professors worked tirelessly from the day the written exam ended.



Kendra sat down with the essay grading criteria.



"Ah..."



"What's wrong?"



"This, this..."



Kendra, who was about to start with the physics essay, turned around and requested backup.



"Could someone please bring Professor Feynman from the Physics Department?"





Chapter 19 - Practical Evaluation (1)



The long and arduous written exam had finally ended.



Seti and I returned to our reserved lodging. We would be staying here for a few days until the first round of results were announced.



The Rheinland main residence was close by, so going back home wouldn't have been an issue, but Seti adamantly refused. She wanted to spend as much time as possible with her sister Rustila since they had reunited after so long.



"Wow."



I let out an admiring sigh as I gazed at the well-landscaped scenery outside.



The celestial sphere had already rotated halfway, sprinkling the evening glow across the sky. It was a scene beautiful enough to belong in a film.



This is the universe.



This is romance.



I cannot allow the foreign gods to destroy such a beautiful world.



[— The God of Wisdom and Curiosity laughs.]



When I turned around, Seti was unpacking her belongings.



She collapsed onto her bed with a dive-like flop.



"Ugh, I'm tired..."



Seti and I had agreed to share a room.



Originally, we had reserved two separate rooms, but my sister changed it to a single room with two beds, insisting we needed to save money.



Seti made a gesture of drawing an invisible line between our beds.



"Got it? This is the border. Don't cross it."



"I won't."



Seti still seems displeased with me.



Sonia, who was standing nearby, spoke up.



"Don't worry, Miss. I'll be watching the young master's every move. If he tries anything suspicious, I'll stop him immediately, so please sleep soundly."



"That's reassuring."



Seti yawned repeatedly, clearly exhausted. I turned off the lights as soon as she lay down and left the room.



"Turn the lights back on, you jerk!"



I turned them back on and left again.



"Look at that temper, brat."



It was 8 PM.



Still too early to go to bed.



Before my possession, I always ate dinner around this time.



When I went down to the cafeteria on the first floor, I spotted a remarkably beautiful girl having a late dinner.



Blonde hair and blue eyes. It was Rustila.



After sending Sonia to the kiosk, I cautiously approached her.



Rustila, who had been eating soup like a child, looked up.



"You..."



"Hello. How did your exam go?"



"...Fine. Decent enough."



She continued eating quietly. Rustila's reserved personality made it difficult to strike up a conversation.



My gaze drifted past Rustila's shoulder. There stood an android who was both guarding and monitoring her. I greeted him with a casual nod.



"Please don't approach the young lady."



His face seemed oddly familiar.



"You're that guy from before, aren't you?"



"I am Zermel."



One of the unfortunate five androids who had been threatened by me when Rustila visited our home.



Zermel made no effort to hide his discomfort, displaying an expression quite uncharacteristic for a robot. He clearly didn't like seeing Rustila and me together. Rustila herself seemed indifferent.



"Don't worry. I won't do anything like that again."



"That statement is difficult to trust."



"Fair enough."



As Eidel, I already had a reputation as a troublemaker. Unless there were exceptional circumstances, I needed to behave properly. Otherwise, my already rock-bottom reputation would plummet even further.



So I declared, "After I get into Stellarium, I'm planning to change my image."



Zermel countered with an unexpected response.



"Living cleanly in the future doesn't wash away the past."



"I know."



Though they weren't even my actions.



"...You're right."



Rustila nodded slightly as she cut her steak. She added to Zermel's comment.






"If you've done something wrong, you should apologize regardless. Even if it wasn't intentional. Because the person who was hurt doesn't know what the perpetrator was thinking. People can't understand each other until they speak up."



Rustila looked at me with warm eyes. It was as if the gentle Mediterranean Sea was captured in her pupils.



Just then, I remembered what Sonia and I had agreed upon.



Keeping that in mind, I spoke.



"For reasons I don't understand... I sometimes have episodes like the one you witnessed. Though it's unavoidable, I'd like to take this opportunity to say..."



I looked steadily at Zermel, addressing him respectfully.



"I'm sorry for what happened then."



I concluded by promising to be more careful in the future and bowed my head.



After a moment of silence, Zermel spoke.



"You're an interesting person. Apologizing to an android like me."



"Whether it's an artificial neural network or neurons, they function with similar structures. Why discriminate between humans and machines?"



"The one you should apologize to is Miss Rustila, not me."



I offered Rustila the same apology. I was sorry for causing a disturbance back then. Though I remembered making a similar apology before, I formally bowed my head in front of Zermel.



"Yes, it's fine."



Rustila accepted with a brief response.



She was smiling faintly.



Just then, Sonia returned with food. She placed a thick rib steak in front of me.



"It's quite expensive. I thought it would be perfect for you after taking the written exam."



"Ah, thank you."



I picked up my fork as politely as possible.



I tried to cut the steak in an elegant manner, but it wasn't easy. No matter how much I tried to put on airs, my skill was only slightly above the average physics major's.



Seeing my struggle, Rustila chuckled.



"Would you like me to help?"



"...Sonia."



"This is embarrassing. Young master, please handle it yourself."



"......"



Having barely eaten lunch, I was starving. I wanted to stuff the whole thing in my mouth and chew away. But that would look undignified.



Finally, I nodded in compromise.



"Here, watch."



Rustila took out a spare knife. Her grip showed expert-level skill from the start. In an instant, she cut along the grain, dividing the meat into perfectly bite-sized pieces.



"Wow."



"You shouldn't just cut where you see fit. You need to pay attention to the tendons. Some parts cut more easily along the grain than others, so finding the right spots is important."



"You're amazing."



And I was dying of embarrassment.





***





As soon as dawn broke, Seti and I headed to a nearby field.



Rustila and her android attendants joined us.



"Coming all this way... What if a passing thief were to harm Miss Rustila? What would we do..."



"Don't worry. In that case, Sonia here would handle it."



Zermel and his metallic friends still seemed concerned about Rustila's safety. However, they had reluctantly brought their mistress outside due to Sonia's assurances.



Sonia added, addressing Zermel who was wetting his lips nervously.



"The second exam inevitably requires physical activity. Particularly, they evaluate how you handle a plasma sword. We need to start training and get a feel for it even before the written exam results are announced."



"That may be true, but the head of the family said it's dangerous..."



"Once you're out in the world, everyone faces risks. Rustila's parents are being overly protective."



Well said, Sonia.



I gave a few light swings with the wooden sword I had brought from home. My body seemed to have stiffened again during that month, as I couldn't get a good feel for it.



In contrast, Seti created clean trajectories as soon as she gripped her sword.



"You really can't handle a sword."



Seti approached with a snide remark.



"I learned it in a crash course."



I retorted.



"No talent blooms without effort. Even if I had natural talent for swordsmanship, it's only natural that I'm not good at it since I haven't practiced much. I'm prepared to take a penalty in the practical exam."



"Just admit you've been lazy all this time."



Seti shrugged. I laughed in disbelief.






I have neither interest nor talent in swordsmanship. My specialty lies in research. I pride myself on thinking about physics more than others and contemplating gravitons longer than anyone else.



And consequently, I haven't paid much attention to other fields. Everyone has the same amount of time. Because we can't distribute it evenly across various areas, the term "specialist" was born.



Everyone has different qualities and talents, helping each other as they live.



Together, these individuals have built civilization.



That's how it was in the past, and how it will be in the future.



I do what others cannot. I entrust to others what I cannot do. Thus, we depend on each other to defeat the foreign gods.



[— The God of Wisdom and Curiosity shows positive interest in your thoughts.]



[— You have received a donation of 200 Fron!]



Seti turned her head to look beyond the grass field. There, Rustila was swinging her wooden sword with a smile.



A sound like tearing through the air.



The precision evident in each movement.



She continued her sword strikes without the slightest falter, like a taekwondo master performing a pattern. It seemed that entering the range of her sword path would mean instant death.



"Sister Rustila looks happy."



"She does."



"I heard her parents wouldn't let her hold a sword until the practical exam content was announced. And sword training is what Sister Rustila loves most in the world."



"Strange parents."



"...Tsk, you can't say things like that."



I scratched my head. Indeed, even ordinary statements sounded like insults when spoken through Eidel's mouth.



Still.



Still...



"That's a bit unfair."



"I understand what you mean. But you need to be careful for a while. Sigh. I'm minding my own business, so why did you have to..."



Seti frowned as she vigorously scratched the back of her head.



Anyway, we couldn't just stand around talking.



I swung the wooden sword a few times and called out.



"Anyone want to spar with me?"



At that moment, Rustila turned toward us with sparkling eyes.



"No, no...!"



Seti exclaimed in horror.



"Hey, do you have a death wish?"



"Why?"



"You don't know this, but her sword strikes are incredibly painful. One hit and your bones will be crushed."



"We can adjust and control ourselves. Or wear protective gear."



"That's the problem—she can't!"



Hearing Seti's words, I briefly recalled details from the novel.



Though I'm not entirely certain since it's an epic spanning over 1,800 episodes, I believe there was a description that Rustila sometimes undergoes a complete personality change when she holds a sword.



"There's a reason why I don't cross swords with Sister Rustila. Both you and I don't have particularly strong bones genetically. One wrong move and we could die with a single cry."



"...Aren't you exaggerating?"



"If you don't believe me, go ahead and try sparring with her."



Seti practically shoved me forward. I sighed repeatedly as I looked back. Seti wore an expression of indifference, while Sonia clicked her tongue disapprovingly.



Come to think of it, I had been thoroughly beaten when sparring with Sonia.



Yet I was fine.



More precisely, I recovered quickly.



I survived a month of taking hits from a robot with greater physical strength than humans, so would I really fall to the sword of a sixteen-year-old girl?



That's nonsensical.



Even if by some chance that happened, it would simply mean I deserved to fail the practical exam.



Rustila, seemingly excited, adjusted her blade. Her waiting stance was flawless, without a single opening. Facing her, I also loosened up and took my stance.



"I-I'm so nervous."



"Why?"



"It's been so long since I've sparred with someone else..."



"......"



"Well then... shall we begin?"



Oh well.



...Surely, I won't die?



The moment I had that thought, a flash of light surged before my eyes.





Chapter 20 - Practical Evaluation (2)



An unfamiliar ceiling.



"...Where am I?"



"Ah, you're in the infirmary."



When I turned my head, Sonia was there. She stood with her hands modestly folded, looking down at me.



Something about this feels like déjà vu.



I managed to sit up. My entire body screamed in protest. Looking at my forearm, I could see it was covered in dark bruises.



How did this happen?



I remember starting the sparring match with Rustila.



But everything after that has completely vanished from my memory.



I think I saw something flash before my eyes...



"Young master, you were knocked out by Miss Rustila's strike."



"...I was?"



"Yes. You've been unconscious for three hours now."



Sonia continued her explanation with a sigh.



She said it was fortunate I only suffered minor injuries, that they were worried when I didn't wake up, and that Rustila was feeling very sorry about what happened.



Sonia, probably recalling pre-possession Eidel's temperament, asked me to be generous and forgive Rustila when she came.



Click.



Speak of the devil.



The door opened and Seti and Rustila entered. Zermel and Dona were with them.



Seti and Rustila wore shocked expressions.



"...Hey, are you okay?" Seti asked.



"You seem fine since you're awake..."



My usually sharp-tongued sister was nowhere to be seen. Her eyes drooped at the corners. Her face softened. It was an expression I'd never seen before.



I waved my arm and answered, "As you can see, I'm right as rain."



"Ah..."



Seti let out an inexplicable sigh. Then, folding her arms, she snickered.



"This would've been perfect if you'd just died. We could've collected the life insurance."



"...Sister?"



"What? What? What do you want? We need to pay your academy tuition, don't we?"



The spicy death joke made my head spin. This hit harder than Rustila's strike.



"Miss, minors cannot be enrolled in life insurance."



"As if I didn't know that? It's a joke, just a joke."



Seti glanced at me as she said this. She seemed to be gauging my reaction.



I didn't have the energy to get angry, nor did I want to. I just rested my chin on my hand and sighed.



An awkward atmosphere settled in.



Rustila was sweating profusely, clearly at a loss. Finally, she approached me with her head bowed low.



"I-I'm sorry. Did it hurt a lot?"



She repeated her apology like a broken music box. Her ocean-blue eyes flickered like a candle in the wind.



I thought her reaction was both excessive and pitiful.



"We also offer our apologies."



Zermel and the other androids bowed their heads in unison.



"We'll cover your medical expenses. And if there's anything else you need..."



"It's fine."



Zermel's eyes widened so much they seemed about to consume the whites.



"This level of injury doesn't require you to cover the medical expenses. I can handle it with my own funds."



I was planning to sell all the items in my room once I got accepted to Stellarium. I could cover it from there. I wouldn't lose anything.



"What? But..."



"I said it's fine. Look at this."



I gently rotated my arm. Though it hurt, it wasn't broken, so I could move it. This was just muscle pain.



"Young master. Forgive my impertinence, but our miss hates being indebted to others more than anything. If you have any requests, please make them..."



"Oh, is that so?"



Well, even if I'm not angry, I should still make a request.



But one that benefits both Rustila and me.



I looked at Rustila and spoke.



"Then, let's have one more sparring match."








***





Sword Saint.



The title Rustila earned after repelling an S-class monster invasion.



Getting personal training from someone of her caliber is a rare experience. It would normally be impossible without paying an exorbitant sum.



But still.



Even so.



"...This doesn't look very cool."



I flicked the practice sword with my finger and voiced my complaint.



"We don't have a choice. Just in case..."



Rustila smiled bitterly, seemingly finding the situation as ridiculous as I did.



For safety reasons, we had chosen balloon sticks.



Yes, balloon sticks. The ones people wave at baseball games or concerts.



Seti had bought them from a nearby mall, either because she didn't want me to get hurt or because she didn't want Rustila to kill someone.



"Wow."



Even she must think this looks stupid.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" sighs.]



Rustila and I took our stances and pointed our "swords" at each other. Passersby snickered. Rustila's face turned as red as a radish.



"S-shall we begin...?"



The purpose of this sparring was to gauge my skill level.



Though defeat was inevitable, this process was necessary to receive personal instruction from Rustila.



"...Come."



I muttered with confidence.



And then.



"Ugh."



As soon as Sonia gave the signal.



"Urgh."



I started getting beaten like a dog.



Pop, pop, pop. The sound of bursting bubbles came from all over my body. It didn't hurt, but my reactions were too slow. I couldn't see her sword path at all.



She hit the same spots over and over. Hit and hit again. My forearms and legs gradually swelled and turned red.



"A-are you okay...?"



My whole body felt hot and stinging. When the sparring ended, I put down my sword and blankly stared at the sky.



If these had been real swords instead of balloons, I would have been turned into cube steak long ago.



Rustila scratched her head as she looked at my reddened body.



"I'm really sorry. I tried to swing as gently as possible..."



You call that gentle?



While I was sighing, Seti handed me a towel and said:



"I told you, right? You can't even pick up your bones against Rustila. Be thankful you're only getting hit with balloons."



"...Yeah. But how can anyone be this fast?"



I truly couldn't see anything. Where the attacks were coming from, or where I should block.



I thought I had practiced enough with Sonia, but none of that helped.



"Rustila has a contract with a constellation. Her movement speed is different from others."



"Ah..."



Come to think of it, the novel often described her sword strikes as "exceeding the speed of sound." It was a recurring description of Rustila's swift swordsmanship.



I didn't realize it was literal rather than figurative.



We hurriedly put down the balloons and picked up wooden swords again.



"...Now, I'll point out your weaknesses."



Rustila said this with a smile like a flower about to bloom.



"Swordsmanship fundamentally comes from focusing your mind. If your mind wavers, your sword path wavers too. You need to clear away distracting thoughts."



"Distracting thoughts..."



"Were you thinking about something else?"



"I... wasn't not thinking about other things."



Even during the sparring, I was constantly thinking about other matters.



What specifically should I do after enrollment?



What types of outer gods appear according to the timeline?



Which monster should be dealt with first?






What elements are needed to develop gravitational bombs, and so on.



I was trying to process with my outdated brain thoughts that would be challenging even for a group of people working together.



"Yes, it's difficult at first. But if you unconsciously focus your gaze, you'll gradually start to see my sword. Let's start by fixing your stance, shall we?"



Rustila taught me the proper way to hold a sword from the beginning.



If Sonia was unorthodox, Rustila was textbook. The stance she recommended was difficult to maintain but had no weaknesses.



"Your calf muscles are weak. Now, bend your knees a bit more. Yes, like that. Lower your center of gravity, and keep your back straight..."



"Nngh."



Physical exertion is really my weakness.





***





I received lessons from Rustila over several days. Thanks to her, my posture improved significantly, and my mind became calmer when holding a sword.



I didn't learn many techniques. Those are shortcuts, she said. What's important is understanding why you swing the way you do.



And the ability to subdue your opponent.



Regarding the first round of acceptance, of course I passed.



I got in, and so did Rustila and Seti. When the results came out, the two of them hugged each other and cried.



In my case, there was considerable surprise at my acceptance.



Seti was surprised, Dona was surprised, and Zermel was surprised. Only Rustila smiled slightly, as if she had known I would pass.



"Good luck."



Rustila said.



"You've gained three extra days beyond what was planned, right? You've practiced a lot during that time, so you'll do well."



For some reason, the academy announced the written test results three days later than originally stated.



Well, they must have had some system error.



I shook off my thoughts and focused ahead. A male examiner with messy hair tapped the microphone and began speaking.



"For procedural purposes, I'll explain again. This year's practical evaluation involves simulated combat against golems modeled after monsters."



He continued his explanation.



"Plasma Swords are placed on the equipment rack to your right. You must use only those swords. They have safety features, so use them without concern, but we will take immediate action if any problems arise."



More explanations followed. Evaluation criteria, precautions against cheating, and so on.



Simply put, they would assess overall physical ability and crisis management skills.



"Now, I'll introduce the monster that will assist with your practical exam."



"No way, that's..."



"This is the C-class monster 'Cluster.' It's a biological-type beast commonly seen in 'Darwin's Legion.' As you can see, its characteristic feature is having three pairs of arms and legs."



It looked like a doll with distinct joints. Its size was close to 2 meters. Each arm and leg had three segments. Its face was smooth like an egg.



The creature held various bladed weapons like axes and saws in each hand.



Though artificially created, it was intimidating.



The examinees murmured anxiously and stepped back at the shocking visual.



"There's no need to worry. It just looks realistic. You won't be at risk of injury."



The examiner assured them confidently. Only then did some students breathe sighs of relief.



"Students whose names are called, please come get your swords. In our section, ten people at a time will enter designated rooms to take the test."



Soon, the first ten students' names were called. Neither I, Seti, nor Rustila were among them.



"That's a shame. It's better to go first."



"What? Are you crazy? What if you make a mistake when you're not mentally prepared?"



"They say it's better to get the beating over with early."



Seti frowned, displeased with my comment. She took several deep breaths in succession.



"Typical of you. Getting unnecessarily nervous on exam day."



"Shut up."



While Seti and I were bickering, the massive monitor installed on the ceiling suddenly turned on and split into ten sections. Each section showed a room where a monster model was waiting, arranged in a long horizontal layout.



"For transparent and fair evaluation, the entire practical assessment process will be made public. Please keep this in mind..."



Wow.



It would be embarrassing if I don't perform well.



Soon, the evaluation began.



The time limit was 10 minutes. Within that time, you would receive a high score for defeating the monster model or inflicting significant damage. Conversely, getting hit once would result in a major point deduction.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" shows signs of discomfort.]



I watched the broadcast monitor with curious eyes. The monster models began to move, and each examinee confronted them in their own way. Some students fought evenly against the models, while others struggled.



In any case, the evaluation seemed to be proceeding smoothly.



...At least until the boy in room 5 had his arm severed.





Chapter 21 - Practical Evaluation (3)



"AAAAARGH-!!"



The speaker connected to Room 5 boomed with a deafening sound.



An arm had fallen off.



With a thud, making a noise.



Blood gushing out.



The students were dumbfounded.



Rustila too.



Seti too.



And Zernya, who must be somewhere around here.



Even the supervisors who were supposed to manage and ensure no one got hurt during this exam.



They all just stood frozen, as if time itself had stopped.



Crack.



The golem inserted its severed arms back into its shoulder sockets. The limp arms began to move again, as if regaining life.



"AAAAARGH!"



The screams spread to the adjacent compartments.



The forearms of Numbers 4 and 6 were severed.



Then the wrists of Numbers 3 and 7 flew off...



This real-time snuff film was far too shocking for young students who were barely seventeen.



"Hey! What the hell are you doing? Move it!"



The supervisor who recovered from the stunned state fastest smacked his colleagues' heads.



They skillfully drew their Plasma Swords.



Ten doors flung open with a bang! Blood dripped from the thresholds.



"Ah, aah..."



"What are you waiting for? Run!"



"Don't push...!"



The students scrambled to escape. The supervisors couldn't control them. They tangled here and there, pushing those in front and shoving those behind to escape faster.



Meanwhile, the golems—no, the monsters—began to swing their blades at the supervisors with their Plasma Swords.



"AAAAH!!"



The monster sliced through a person.



"Urrrgh!!"



People crushed people.



"Mother, fuck-!!"



A muscular supervisor who looked like he could bench press 800 pounds got sliced up. When the leader died, the choice the remaining supervisors made was simple.



"Fuck it, let's bolt!"



RUN.



Perhaps terrified they might never be able to masturbate again if caught, the supervisors fled with their tails between their legs.



"Sigh."



I let out a sigh.



I looked behind me.



Seti was trembling, apparently in a state of panic.



Rustila was better off, but there was no sign she was calming the ripples in her pupils.



In other words.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" is maintaining your judgment with Mental Stabilization (G).]



I was the only calm person here.



Despite arms and wrists scattered all over the floor, I was analyzing the situation without any particular disturbance to my mind.



This is common in this world anyway.



I'll see much worse things in the future, so this is nothing.



"Rustila!"



"Ah, um, yes...?"



I picked up a fallen Plasma Sword and tossed it to her.



"Protect Seti. And don't go outside under any circumstances."



Going out now isn't just about getting your arms cut off. You'd be crushed to death.



A subtle gleam flickered in Rustila's eyes. She was probably reading my intentions using her constellation ability. No need for deep conversation with her. Rustila regained her composure and nodded.



"...Understood."



"Hey! You idiot! What are you planning to do?!"



Seti shouted at me.



I looked ahead.



About thirty severed arms.



The monsters couldn't seem to insert all the arms into their bodies, so they were just cutting without picking them up.



If earlier they were acting with the purpose of "collecting arms," now they were simply moving for the sake of slaughter.



Swords, saw blades, axes, spears, flails, dildos, and more. With such dangerous weapons swinging around, there's no guarantee they'd only target arms. They might aim for legs, heads, or even buttocks.



Terrible.



I need to stop them.



"Little sister, don't do anything."



"Are you crazy? You want me to just sit still in this situation?"



Seti yelled. She approached someone groaning with a severed arm. He was on the verge of passing out from excessive bleeding.






"Stop the bleeding, I need to stop the bleeding..."



The Rheinland family is renowned for medicine.



Although Seti's dream is to become filthy rich by creating a massive corporation, she could perform basic first aid thanks to her parents' education.



But what good does that do?



Even medical skills require tools to be effective.



Besides forcing him to lie down and guiding his breathing, there wasn't much she could do.



But Seti wasn't completely clueless.



"Phone! Does anyone have a phone?"



"In, in my jacket's right pocket..."



"Ah, found it... But it's password-protected! What's the password? Sir? The password... Oh, fuck...!"



Seti suddenly cursed not just because a monster appeared at her side swinging a knife.



The man fainted, foaming at the mouth.



Rustila shouted while barely blocking the monster's sword strike.



"Run quickly!"



"Wait, the password...!"



"Contact someone else!"



"There doesn't seem to be anyone else's phone! Why doesn't the emergency call work?! Shit... It's a Montes! Who even uses this company's phones these days?!"



By this point, I was collecting the fallen arms and putting them in a safe place.



Dangerous... well, not really. The monsters strangely didn't bother me.



["6974."]



"Hey, try 6-9-7-4!"



"Password...? S-six nine... Oh, it unlocked! How did you know?"



"That's the standard for men! Never mind, hurry and call an ambulance!"



"H-hello? Is this the hospital? Yes! There are monsters slicing people here...! Yes, Stellarium... Stellarium Academia North Wing Section 54! North! Wing! Section! Fifty-four! Yes, yes, we're in Building E! Not Building 2, Building E! E Building, E Building! You son of a-!!"



That's my sister alright. She's got quite the temper.



Meanwhile, Rustila was struggling to fight off ten monsters with her sword.



She was fast.



But the monsters were fast too.



I should help her.



But how?



If I get within their range, my arms will be cut off without mercy.



And I don't even know how to handle a sword properly yet.



Honestly, I came planning to dominate the written exam and barely pass the practical, never dreaming something like this would happen. This was a development I'd never seen even in novels.



...As I was thinking this and looking around.



I felt something heavy in my fingertips.



"Oh."



A cold, metallic sensation.



A familiar feel.



Something I used to enjoy during electron diffraction experiments, an item from my memories.



The "Caliper of Wisdom" I received as a reward for my first quest.



It was in my left hand.



***



Crowbar.



Plasma cutter.



Vernier caliper.



What do these three tools have in common?



First, they're engineering tools.



Second, they can be used effectively in various situations.



And finally, third...



They can save the world.



"Come at me, you Samson bastards."



As soon as the caliper was in my hand, I pulled the slider and struck a monster's visual sensor with the external jaws. The outer shell that had barely been scratched by Plasma Swords shattered with one hit.



[— You have defeated a monster with the "Caliper of Wisdom."]



[— You have gained 50 Pron.]



Clean restructuring.



Yes, nothing else would work. This would.



"...Eidel?"



"I'll help, so try not to get hurt!"



I frowned as I shook off the dark green blood from the caliper.



As expected, these creatures are living organisms. Someone must have switched them with the real golems before the exam.



"...You can defeat monsters by hitting them with that?"



"Seems like it."



Rustila spoke as if she'd made up her mind.



"I'll protect you!"



"I'd appreciate that."






Rustila lightly swung the sword she was using for the first time. The monster, unable to withstand the impact, was pushed back. The wound was... a little, no, quite significant. Not a critical hit, but an effective one.



To display such skill without even using Aether.



That's Rustila for you.



She mustn't die. Without you, this world is doomed.



So just as she protects me.



I will protect Rustila.



No matter what happens.



I smashed the monsters' heads with my caliper whenever Rustila stunned them. Each time, 50 Pron was added.



It felt like earning mileage points from foreign gods.



And suddenly I realized.



The second function of this "Caliper of Wisdom."



"Ha."



Monster subjugation.



Even without being able to handle Aether, wielding this tool as a weapon could deliver effective blows.



So I have to walk Gordon Freeman's path too?



It felt unfair.



Well, at least that guy was an MIT PhD, while I was dragged into this world right before receiving my doctorate.



Out of spite alone, I'm definitely going to get my PhD.



[— You have gained a total of 500 Pron as a reward for subduing monsters.]



We defeated all the monsters with our fantastic combination. Just then, the paramedics arrived. The doctors surveyed the chaotic scene and covered their mouths, dry heaving.



"What in the world..."



"Please save the people first!"



The doctors didn't falter.



Even while retching, they matched arms to their owners and performed immediate suturing operations. They planned to preserve the already necrotic parts for later cell regeneration.



The immediate crisis was averted.



But the situation could hardly be considered resolved.



Who was behind this incident?



Who would compensate the injured?



How should the practical evaluation proceed now?



If there were to be a retest, how would they accommodate students who needed time to recover from severed arms?



The administrative team was clearly going to have a hell of a time.



***



And, as Eidel predicted, the administrative team was indeed having a hell of a time.



Complaints flooded in, and not just police but prosecutors and military personnel gathered to blockade Stellarium. As if by agreement, they all opened fire on the academy leadership.



The Stellarium board of directors sank under the crossfire from the military, prosecution, and police.



The stock price of the chairman's public foundation plummeted.



The chairman's mental state plummeted too. Soon, admission rates would plummet as well.



Of course...



"...so, we'll need about this much for the students' medical expenses."



The slush fund he'd been saving for golf would also be drained.



With a thud, the chairman's toupee fell off.

(Even in this era, baldness remains an incurable disease.)



"560 billion? Why does suturing cost so much?"



"Well... as you know, the scene was a complete mess, right? Some students are also claiming psychological trauma..."



The chairman grabbed the back of his neck. The president rolled his eyes.



"Still, it's fortunate no one died."



"...That's true."



The Federation's medical technology is advanced enough to revive brain-dead patients. Essentially, as long as the head isn't completely severed, they can keep someone alive one way or another, whether by attaching machines or injecting nanomachines.



The problem was finding who was behind it.



Upon investigation, someone had apparently switched the training golems with real monsters. The golems were safely stored in the warehouse.



The chairman groaned, holding his head.



"...Let's think about this matter later."



There was a more urgent issue than finding the culprit.



The admission procedure.



"Though not many students were injured, if we resume the practical evaluation as is, it will cause significant backlash."



"Yes, that would be unfair..."



The injured examinees needed time to recover. But proper movement would require at least half a year of rest.



They needed an evaluation method that didn't require much physical movement. However, holding another written exam after already completing one would be like mocking the applicants.



There weren't many alternatives.



"...I think we should cancel this year's practical and increase the weight of the oral examination."



The chairman nodded.



"That seems best. Let's prepare quickly."



"I'll promptly inform each department. Oh, and one more thing."



"Go ahead."



The president hesitated before speaking.



"There were students who showed unexpected coping abilities during this incident..."





Chapter 22 - Interview (1)



Immediately after the practical evaluation was suspended, we were detained.



Actually, it wasn't just us.



All students and supervisors who were at the Stellarium that day, and even tourists who had stopped by the planet for vacation, were prevented from leaving.



The planet was sealed off.



"I'm here for interrogation. Please cooperate."



And the investigation began.



I was the first student to be dragged away for questioning.



There was no other reason than that I was ranked first.



"Are you sure you didn't do this?"



Because I'm "Eidel von Rheinland."



A good-for-nothing brat abandoned even by his own family.



Yet thanks to the damn federal law, I'm garbage that others have no choice but to live with under the same ship.



A punk who's closer to juvenile officers than to his own father...



That's the kind of person I am.



Being summoned without warning by police officers familiar with this area was something I had anticipated.



Of course, I felt wronged.



"No matter what, do you really think he'd be crazy enough to do this?"



"I suppose not."



Detective Terrence from the Galaxy Southern Region Police Department stared at me intently while rolling a cigarette between his fingers. As the officer in charge of juvenile crime in this area, he had frequent run-ins with Eidel.



This time, he seemed to think the accusation was absurd too, as he just let out a hollow laugh.



"Don't you know about the presumption of innocence?"



"I know, you brat. I just called you in to see your face."



Detective Terrence rubbed his dark beard and sighed deeply. His face, gleaming under the interrogation room light, looked incredibly haggard.



"We've secured all the CCTV footage. The prosecution says there's a very low possibility that you're the culprit. There are others who are much more suspicious... Anyway, I have a few questions for you. That's why I called you in."



"Go ahead."



"Calipers."



I nearly jumped out of my seat.



"...or whatever they're called? I heard it's an old measuring tool. Anyway, you were caught on surveillance cameras holding them."



"Oh, that...?"



"Where did you get it?"



A chill ran down my spine.



"I heard personal items were prohibited in the examination area..."



I'm screwed.



No, not so much screwed as in a difficult situation.



If I honestly say that a foreign god gave it to me, I'll definitely be dragged to a mental hospital (disguised as a Galactic Monster Management Facility).



On the other hand.



If I say a constellation gave it to me, I'll immediately be subjected to additional investigation by the examiners, and if they find no evidence of a backing constellation, I'll only draw more unnecessary suspicion.



For reference, foreign gods cannot be detected by the primitive testing methods of humans.



After calculating all this, I reached a conclusion.



The conclusion that there was only one option left.



"I don't really know."



"You, you, you, are you denying it again, huh?"



"How can I remember something I truly don't recall?"



I decided to maintain complete ignorance until the end.



"You need to know this. That, what is it, that..."



"That I'm no longer a juvenile protected by law?"



"Y-yes, that's right! You know it well!"



Detective Terrence spoke as if making a threat. In simple terms, he was saying I could face criminal charges, so I shouldn't lie.



But so what?



Does he think I'll be intimidated by this?



I remain confident.



"At some point, I just found myself with it. Calipers? I didn't even know what they were called, I just picked them up and swung them around."



Some might laugh at how ridiculous this sounds.



I mean, a kid barely sixteen years old took down a monster (albeit C-class) with an ancient measuring tool and helped resolve this catastrophic situation?



But what can I do?



Eidel.



This one word completes all plausibility.



If I'm crazy enough to attempt arson on a residential building just because I acted a bit weird, then it makes sense that I would confront a monster with just a tool in hand.



Of course, it also makes perfect sense that I could smuggle such a tool in secretly.



However, since there was a thorough body search before entering the practical exam site, there was no way I could have hidden calipers the size of a human forearm. It was right to assume they had been there from the beginning.



Fortunately(?), Terrence nodded at my words.






"Well, that's just like you."



"Yes, that's me."



It's convenient at times like this.



"Still, I hope we don't meet again for something like this. It's hard on you, hard on me—what's the point?"



"Aren't you in charge of juveniles, Detective? Won't we be saying goodbye soon anyway?"



"Because of you, I might be transferred to the violent crimes unit soon."



After that, Terrence asked a few more questions. Some of them were directly or indirectly related to the calipers.



But what could I do? Even I didn't know.



I continued to play dumb until the end.



It's advantageous to pretend not to know about such things until the very end, as they could negatively impact future admissions.



Additionally, it was a stroke of luck that I was in a CCTV blind spot when the calipers first appeared in my hand.



In the end, Detective Terrence had to let me go without gaining any useful information.





***





After Eidel left, Detective Terrence continued to question the other students one by one.



"I don't know."



He heard this from Seti, who was famously on terrible terms with Eidel.



"...I'm not sure."



Rustila, the girl who had helped subdue the monster at the scene, gave a similar answer.



"Do you know where that tool... the calipers went?"



"I don't know. I can't remember."



Nobody knew.



Not a single person.



The whereabouts of the calipers.



Detective Terrence sat with his legs crossed.



An ordinary person might think, "Why does that matter?"



But Terrence had good instincts.



'There's something here.'



He would have understood if Eidel had used a Plasma Sword to subdue the monsters.



'There were sixteen swords placed throughout the examination site. There were no other weapons capable of killing monsters. But the fact that this tool existed...'



His thoughts continued.



'The monsters were swapped with golems. It's unclear when the switch happened. And we don't know when the calipers appeared or where they went.'



There was a common thread here.



The main material of the swapped golems was metal, and the calipers were likely similar.



Because both were shiny. Shininess is a typical characteristic of metal.



'Metal, metal, machine...'



At that moment, a flash of deduction crossed Terrence's mind.



"Your name was Rustila... right?"



"Yes."



Rustila adjusted her posture and nodded.



"Did you feel anything particular when you cut those things down?"



"They felt like chunks of iron."



"Chunks of iron, huh."



Then there was something to check.



"Rustila, according to your earlier answer, I heard you have a contract with a constellation. Specifically, the deity..."



"The God of Purity and Resolve."



The God of Purity and Resolve.



A constellation corresponding to the main sequence star named "GJ-721" located in one part of the galaxy.



...That's the classification among scholars, but it's better known to the public by its true name, "Vega."



A constellation famous enough that its true name is widely known.



In a way, it could be said to have existed alongside human history. And as such, much was known about Rustila's constellation.



One of those things was the skill "Deep Eye."



"I heard you can read a bit of other people's mental images. Whether they're good, bad, normal, or crazy..."



Honestly, Terrence felt slightly uncomfortable bringing this up.



Reading other people's minds.



Of course, it wasn't about reading exact thoughts, but rather getting a rough picture, like an image. Still.



But he couldn't complain about it.



Constellations were literally extralegal entities. And humans under their protection were similar.



Countries before the Laniakea Federation that tried to arrest such individuals for political reasons, attempted to supervise them improperly, or committed other misdeeds were all annihilated.



It was the judgment of the constellations.






And the machinations of foreign gods.



He couldn't openly express discomfort.



"...Ahem. Anyway. Have you ever observed Eidel's inner thoughts with that ability?"



That was the extent of what he could ask.



Rustila fidgeted with her fingers under the desk as she answered.



"No."



Of course, just because someone contracted with a constellation and received such power didn't mean they would use it on just anyone.



Constellations only approached a select few virtuous individuals.



Having a backing constellation in itself was like a guarantee saying, "I can live without laws!"



There was nothing more to probe.



"Alright, that's enough. Let's end here."



Detective Terrence sent Rustila away and sank into thought.



It was certain that a foreign god was behind this, and he even had a lead on which of the four forces it might be, but...



'I don't know specifically which one did it, or why.'



No matter how much he thought about it, there didn't seem to be any foreign god foolish enough to cause such a senseless disruption in an academy entrance exam.



Knock, knock, knock.



Just then, someone knocked on the interrogation room door.



"Detective, there's a visitor asking for you outside."



"A visitor? Who?"



There shouldn't be anyone looking for him at this hour.



"A newspaper reporter named O. Fei. He says he wants to interview you about the Stellarium incident..."



"...Reporters are such a hassle."



If he's showing up without even an email, it doesn't sound promising.



- Tell him to go away.



Terrence was about to say that, but hesitated.



For some reason, he felt he shouldn't turn this person away.



An instinct gained from years as a detective.



"I'll be right out."



Terrence trusted that instinct.



When he went to the lobby, there was a man with his face completely wrapped in a thick coat and fedora. Detective Terrence figured this must be the newspaper reporter his subordinate mentioned. So he approached and spoke to him.



"I'm Detective Terrence. Were you looking for me?"



The man nodded and opened his mouth.



"Do you know a student named Eidel von Rheinland?"



"Yes, I do."



"I understand you've known him for a long time."



"Yes, but..."



Terrence shook hands lightly with the man.



"Are you here to interview about that student?"



"More precisely, I'm here to interview you, Detective, as someone who knows that student."



While having this brief conversation, Terrence smelled his hand that had shaken the man's.



'...He's not a newspaper reporter.'



"You came to interview me?"



"Yes, though it's nothing grand. I just want to know what kind of trouble Eidel got into when he was younger."



"As a public official, I cannot disclose information about others."



"Haha, not as a public official. Who's asking you to reveal his criminal record?"



"...?"



"I'm just asking you to share what you know, casually."



The man, who had been somewhat rude for a first meeting, soon removed his hat. As the brim lifted, the face of a handsome young man with a bright smile was revealed.



Terrence was about to show his discomfort but ended up laughing helplessly instead.



It was someone he knew.



Not just anyone, but a friend he had been close with since his youth.



"I need to interview that student soon too... but I can't choose the date freely."



"......"



"Would you mind letting me do some preliminary research?"



"...Ha."



"O. Fei," really? He should at least come up with a decent alias.



As far as he knew, there was only one person among his friends who would pull such a prank, showing up without notice.



Terrence laughed incredulously and said:



"You haven't changed a bit, Feynman."



The man who heard that name laughed along.





Chapter 23 - Interview (2)



"Hey, look at that. The Chancellor's bowing his head."



"Looks like the Chairman is with him too."



"Seems like they're both bowing."



"Indeed."



Seti and I were chatting while watching the news.



We were extremely on edge right now.



The hellish scene from the practical evaluation. The suddenly postponed schedule. The interrogation during our detention.



Among other issues that came crashing in like a tidal wave, causing us immense stress.



The situation wasn't good.



With the entrance exam schedule shrouded in fog, we couldn't see what lay ahead.



Additionally, the monster attack had created genuine anxiety.



If there was any silver lining, it might be that Seti and I had grown a bit closer?



Beyond that, I wasn't sure.



On the TV screen, the Chancellor and Chairman appeared side by side, announcing the upcoming entrance exam schedule.



["...Therefore, Stellarium has decided to quickly pivot this year's entrance examination format."]



["The results of the written exam will maintain their current ratio without adjustment."]



["However, we will completely eliminate the practical evaluation process and place greater emphasis on the interview assessment."]



So it's come to this. Just as I expected.



After hearing the broadcast announcement, Seti clapped her hands together.



"Wow, I wasn't confident about the practical exam, so this is a win."



I nodded in agreement.



Sorry to the other students, but it can't be helped.



We siblings are terrible at physical activities. It's beneficial for us that the practical exam, which would have been a negative mark on our evaluation, has disappeared.



However...



"Sigh."



"Why are you sighing?"



"What about Rustila?"



Seti's expression froze at the mention of that name.



"Ah, right. Big sis..."



Students who get accepted to Stellarium generally fall into two categories.



First, those who are well-rounded.



Second, those who show specialized talent in a particular area.



Rustila belonged to the latter. She had diligently trained in swordsmanship despite her parents' opposition and harsh treatment.



If she had properly taken the practical exam, she would have likely received significant bonus points.



But now that practical exam is gone?



Her trump card has vanished?



Even I would be mentally shaken in that situation.



How much worse must it be for Rustila, with her gentle nature and sensitive temperament.



As I was thinking this, I heard someone knocking on the door.



While Seti tilted her head in confusion at the sound, I got up from the bed without hesitation.



"Hey, you should check who it is before opening the—!"



Before she could finish, I flung the door open.



And there stood Rustila, looking up at me with a dejected expression.



Behind her, three androids were lined up, serving as both her escorts and monitors.



["The interview will begin three days from today. For detailed information, please check the admissions office website...."]



As those words flowed from the news broadcast.



"P-please help me just this once..."



Tears began to well up in Rustila's crescent-shaped eyes.



"What? Who is—"



Seti peeked out and was shocked.



"Big sis!"



Rustila was on the verge of crying. We siblings made a split-second decision to bring her inside.



"What's going on?"



While Seti was calming her down, I went to the kitchen. Sonia followed me quietly.



"She seems really stressed."



"Chamomile tea would be good for that."



"Then that's what we'll make."



"I'll brew the tea. Please go back."



I gently pushed Sonia's hand away.



As I reached for the kettle, Sonia pushed me back again.



"It's better if I do this."



"I can handle it, you know?"






"Young master, please go prepare for your interview."



"This much is fine, really."



"But still."



I sighed and replied.



"Sonia, you're my personal android. You only need to serve me when I'm having tea. And in situations like this, it's about one person serving another."



"...If you insist, young master."



Sonia reluctantly returned to her place. As she did, she subtly smacked her lips.



Is this because she's a 5th generation android, closer to humans?



That small detail bothered me a little.



Anyway, I boiled water, added a tea bag, and brought it over. When I offered the tea to Rustila, she was surprised but accepted it.



Seti, on the other hand, gave me a dumbfounded look.



"...What's with you? Why are you doing something you never do? Are you possessed?"



I rubbed my forehead in disbelief.



Well, it's true that I am possessed. But somehow I was managing not to go insane.



It was quite strange. That someone as ordinary as me could handle Cartesia...



After taking a sip of tea, Rustila answered with a somewhat improved expression.



"I was planning to prepare thoroughly after the practical exam. But now, my hope is gone. No matter how well I do in the interview, I'll fail. And then the bet with my parents will be off..."



"Bet?"



My ears perked up at that.



"Yes, we made a bet. If I had the skills to enter Stellarium, they would allow me to be accompanied by just one android... that was the bet."



Rustila's face darkened as she spoke. At the mention of androids, Zermel's face also stiffened.



Rustila was attacked by a monster when she was young.



Since then, her parents had been overprotective of her. In fact, it was closer to surveillance than protection.



No, if it were just surveillance, that would be one thing.



The Kersil couple was interfering with Rustila's future as well.



"The interview... honestly, I'm confident. But that's only if I can discuss the topics I want."



Stellarium interviews typically ask questions like:



- What do you want to do at our school?

- What is your dream?

- How will you achieve that dream?



These are questions the interviewers ask every year, and failing to answer them means rejection. Seti and I had naturally prepared for this.



However, Rustila...



"...I promised my parents that if they ask about my dream in the character interview, I would answer 'lawyer.' I can't change that."



This was quite troublesome.



"That's messed up."



I muttered without thinking. Seti immediately smacked the back of my head.



"There goes your temper again. No matter what, don't badmouth other people's parents."



"I'm not badmouthing them, it really is messed up."



"Again!"



Seti was cautious about such things. Perhaps she was trying to shield her closest friend's parents?



I didn't think so. Seti also seemed visibly uncomfortable.



Rustila finished her tea and continued.



"...My parents also said that if I say anything strange during the interview, they won't pay my tuition even if I get accepted."



This was getting serious.



I remembered from the novel that her parents' interference was described as "excessive," but I never imagined it would be this bad.



"Doesn't no one know what conversations happen in the interview room? They check for eavesdropping equipment and everything, right?"



"They said they'll send androids sensitive to sound to secretly listen from outside the waiting room."



"Wow..."



"But I don't want to lie in front of the interviewers..."



Rustila's eyes trembled.



Of course, the interviewers aren't fools.



They wouldn't consider as talented a student who deliberately pursues something unsuited to their aptitude because of parental pressure.



"......"



"There seems to be no way out of this."



Seti remained silent, while Sonia stated the facts.



Meanwhile, I was feeling something strange.



Somehow, I felt that I was involved in the incident that occurred during this practical exam.



Originally, wouldn't Rustila have been accepted even if she followed her parents' words in the interview?



That's because Stellarium knows how to recognize talent properly.



Until that disaster in the practical exam, I had expected Rustila to be accepted comfortably and hadn't given it much thought.



But now (probably) because of me, things had turned out this way...



I thought I should take responsibility.






"It's better to think about what comes after getting accepted than to fail."



I offered this sound advice.



"But I can't become estranged from my parents."



She's been properly gaslighted, I see.



But that doesn't matter.



The person who could break through Rustila's mindset was right in front of her.



"I've lived just fine even after committing filial impiety."



Seti's eyes spun wildly.



Her expression seemed to say, "This guy?"



But this wasn't just about Eidel. I also didn't have a great relationship with my parents.



- "Go to medical school."

- "I'm going to Seoul National University. Vroom vroom."

- "JINSOOOO!!!"



Thinking about it, my situation back then was almost identical to Rustila's current predicament.



As someone with six years more experience, I felt compelled to give advice.



"People should live doing what they want to do. If you don't, and instead get swayed by those around you, you'll end up pounding the ground with regret later."



This was actually quite ordinary advice that anyone could give.



However, depending on who says it.



And depending on who hears it, the impact of the message changes.



"There's a saying: 'If you meet the Buddha, kill the Buddha; if you meet the patriarch, kill the patriarch.' Similarly, if you meet your parents, kill your parents."



Seti was dumbfounded by my words and widened her eyes in disbelief.



But Rustila seemed to understand the hidden meaning behind my words, as her eyes began to sparkle.



Sensing this, I intensified my message.



"...If you can't even do that, you're not human. You have no free will. It's no different from being controlled by a foreign god."



Not something I should say as someone coexisting with a foreign god, but anyway.



"I'll take care of that eavesdropping robot or whatever it is, so say what you want to say and come back. Got it?"



I was simply encouraging Rustila.



Eventually, Rustila nodded, and by then, a subtle blue light was glimmering in her eyes.





***





On the day of the interview.



Rustila arrived at the interview location, reviewing the eloquence she had honed over the past three days.



"Did I arrive too early?"



Perhaps because she arrived earlier than expected, the area around the interview room was completely empty.



She was a bit nervous, but it was okay.



- "Say what you want to say and come back."



Eidel's words kept echoing in her mind.



Rustila clenched her fist.



"I'm going to say what I want to say and come back. Whether I pass or fail, I'll think about it afterward."



Rustila and Eidel hadn't known each other for long.



Yet somehow, Rustila felt empowered whenever she recalled his precious words.



It was unique.



The only person who could speak so deeply to her.



Contrary to his public reputation as a scoundrel, Eidel had his own life philosophy (albeit somewhat extreme).



- "If you meet your parents, kill your parents."



Even in that statement, one could glimpse Eidel's values.



He surely didn't mean to literally kill one's parents.



He meant not to lose oneself by being deceived by the false authority of parental figures, but to live an active life.



However, understanding this profound principle would be difficult for sixteen-year-old Seti or other peers.



Only Rustila, who had experienced excessive parental interference, could understand its true meaning.



"Maybe that's why Eidel had a bad reputation within his family."



Given his personality, he must have had several conflicts with his parents.



However, Rustila decided not to think more about this for now.



Instead, she was curiously concerned about the location of the "eavesdropping robot" her parents had supposedly sent.



"Where could it be?"



Looking around, there didn't seem to be any such robot wandering about.



She also recalled what Eidel had said.



"Eidel told me not to worry about the eavesdropping. Honestly, it seemed like he was just trying to reassure me..."



As Rustila was thinking this.



In the distance, someone wearing peculiarly shaped sunglasses was approaching.



"Let's go in."



A boy dressed in a blazer that resembled a suit.



In his left hand, he held the calipers she had seen when he fought the monster before.





Chapter 24 - Interview (3)



The boy wearing sunglasses and holding calipers was none other than Eidel.



He had just smashed the head of an android coming from the opposite direction.



"Huh?"



It all happened in an instant.



[— The God of Purity and Resolve is shocked.]



Rustila, who had been blinking in confusion, finally grasped the severity of the situation.



What Eidel had just done was unmistakably property damage.



"You... what are you doing?"



"Removing a wiretap device."



Eidel replied nonchalantly as he took off his sunglasses. He damaged the android's auditory system and crushed a small black box he extracted from inside.



Using her divine sight, Rustila instantly understood Eidel's intentions.



She realized he had done this to help her.



But he had gone too far.



"You just destroyed someone else's property. That's vandalism! It's wrong...!"



"Is it your family's property?"



"......"



"Sorry, but this is how I am."



Eidel responded impassively.



"This is how I've always lived."



His amber eyes were filled with regret.



His attitude suggested that his reputation was already in ruins, so actions like this wouldn't affect him at all.



Rustila, who had been about to raise her voice, could only close her mouth.



[— The God of Purity and Resolve feels pity.]



What more could be said?



Eidel was a good person.



The stars that make up this galaxy, this universe, were telling her so. The constellations do not lie.



"Good luck with your interview, Rustila."



Eidel said this before calmly departing.



Looking around, there were no CCTV cameras. To be precise, they were in a blind spot.



Eidel took the android with him, having kept its exterior intact.



A perfect crime.



This wasn't his first time doing something like this.



["Rusti."]



It was then that the God of Purity and Resolve, Vega, spoke to her.



["That's the aura of a foreign god from 'Descartes' Forces.' And quite a high-ranking one at that."]



Rustila gulped.



Descartes' Forces.



It referred to foreign gods and their subordinate monsters who slowly destroyed human free will and turned people into puppets.



Among the four forces, they were known to be the most difficult to deal with because they had almost no physical form.



["It would be nice if you could cut it in half with a sword... but it's impossible to slash something without physical form. It's like an incurable disease."]



In the end, the only option was for the possessed person to endure it themselves. Rustila, with her tender heart, felt immense despair at the fact that she couldn't help Eidel.



["It's probably a destructive foreign god. That child, Eidel, can't control his own violent tendencies. How pitiful."]



If Vega's words were true, then expressing his violence in the way he just did was fortunate. At least he hadn't hit a person.



His patience must be incredible.



Being labeled a thug was already quite severe.



If it weren't for that, he would have gone insane or been imprisoned long ago.



Rustila sighed. What's done is done.



At least with the wiretapping android gone, she could now take her interview in peace.






She considered this Eidel's act of kindness.



Accepting that kindness and focusing on her current goal.



That would be the best course of action.





***





Three days ago, when Rustila mentioned wiretapping, I realized her parents had lied to her.



My evidence was a passage from a novel I had read:



[...A giant hound devoured Zernya. Her lower body disappeared completely.]



[Zernya screamed until her death, but the walls of this building, frequently used for interviews, were soundproof.]



[No one heard her final screams......]



It's a part I clearly remember from a novel that spans over 1,800 chapters.



Because of that description, I knew there was a high possibility that Rustila's parents were lying about sending a wiretapping android.



They must have installed something else.



With that judgment, I had explored the area the day before.



Finding the real wiretapping devices wasn't difficult.



[— Physical Search]



[— Searching for the location of the desired object.]



[— Pron consumed: 500]



Because I had Cartesia's help.



If I keep my sanity intact, foreign gods can provide assistance beyond what constellations offer. High risk, high return.



Anyway, I destroyed all the wiretapping devices the day before. They had been quite cleverly hidden.



However, I judged that this alone wouldn't completely erase Rustila's anxiety.



So I went to the trouble of preparing an event.



I brought an outdated third-generation android that had reached the end of its lifespan, made it appear at the right time, and smashed its head.



Rustila might disapprove of me for this.



But if it could give her even a little peace of mind...



That would be enough.



Rustila must pass the interview.



That's the way to reduce anomalies.



I was thinking about this when:



"Well, who do we have here?"



A girl approached me and spoke.



"My interview location is here too. What a coincidence."



I slowly raised my head from my thoughts.



Flowing silver hair.



Purple eyes.



A broad forehead.



And that uniquely arrogant attitude.



Zernya von und zu Trisha Adelbein was looking down at me as I sat with my arms crossed.



I looked into the distance without showing any reaction.



Then Zernya sat down right next to me.



"Did you do well on the written test?"



She started chattering.



"But don't think your score will be better than mine. I checked my answers and got a perfect score."



"......"



"Honestly, this exam was straightforward compared to the private one I took before. They should have mixed in some college-level questions... Are you listening?"



"Ah, yes."






It's not a bad thing when a beautiful girl talks to you.



But right now, it was just uncomfortable.



Getting involved at all was uncomfortable.



Zernya is the final boss of the "Foreign God Slayer" college part.



Excellent in every way, she wanted to transcend humanity. She wanted to become god-like. But because her heart was too wicked to contract with a constellation, she chose to contract with a foreign god and be consumed by its madness.



Zernya perfectly completed the quests given by the foreign god for a while. As a result, Stellarium gradually collapsed, and by the time the protagonist transferred in, it was completely broken internally.



In the final chapter of the college part, Zernya confronts the protagonist as the student council president.



And the result, well...



'P-please spare me...'



The foreign god she contracted with showed her that she was nothing more than an ordinary human. By then she finally abandoned her arrogance, but there was no chance to make up for her past actions.



Pitiful perhaps, but I still don't know if Zernya is someone I should associate with.



And whether she knew this or not, Zernya was still busy running her mouth. Arrogance continued to pour from her tone.



"...Anyway, by that logic, I'm first and you're second. I admit second place is quite impressive. But ultimately, the world only recognizes first place. You need to know that. On the day of the entrance ceremony, I'll be the one standing on the podium as the freshman representative."



[— The God of Wisdom and Curiosity is growing tired of Zernya's chatter.]



Zernya finally finished speaking while looking at me.



"Be careful. Things can flip in an instant."



She meant that no matter how well I did on the written test, I could still fail the interview if I wasn't careful.



I smiled and replied:



"Yes, ma'am."



***



"Next, please come in."



Private Eidel entered the interview room when his turn came.



The interview process itself was similar to graduate school admissions. First, select a problem, then solve it. After that, explain the solution to the interviewers and answer their questions.



Once the problem-solving discussion ends, the interviewers ask about career plans and post-admission goals to evaluate character and ambition.



I quickly solved a physics problem and finished my explanation.



One interviewer nodded and asked a question.



"Student, did you study this material in advance?"



"I did not."



"Why not?"



"I planned to master the basics first."



"Did you not have enough time to study?"



"I did my best at every moment."



I smoothly deflected the pressure interview.



[— The God of Wisdom and Curiosity feels slight satisfaction with your eloquence.]



[— You have received a donation of 100 Pron.]



Meanwhile, I examined each interviewer's face. I wanted to check if there were any important characters from the novel.



Of course, since what I read was a novel, this wasn't easy.



Then one interviewer laughed heartily and said:



"Hahaha, aren't we putting too much pressure on the student?"



He had a neat hairstyle and thick eyebrows. He looked young, but didn't seem like a 'teacher.' From his dress shirt to the spirit in his eyes, he didn't strike me as an ordinary person.



That interviewer changed the subject and asked:



"Regarding problem number 3, can you explain it using a method other than energy conservation?"



The problem he pointed to was about explaining how a light bulb illuminates in a simple circuit with resistance. A middle school student could explain it simply as "the battery's energy goes to the light bulb."



However, to attempt a more complex explanation, one would need at least college sophomore or junior-level electromagnetism. It's not a question to ask a fledgling applicant for high school admission.



Realizing this, I identified the interviewer's identity.



A small smile formed at the corner of my mouth.



"...Of course."



It seems I've found my second academic advisor.





Chapter 25 - Interview (4)



"The field supplies energy to the light bulb."



"Field?"



"Yes. The electromagnetic field."



I wrote an equation on the blackboard.



"This is the Poynting vector."



"...Poynting vector?"



"It's a vector related to energy transport in electromagnetic fields."



The two interviewers looked at each other and shrugged.



Neither of them had pleasant expressions.



Except for one.



"Can you explain what a vector is?"



The interviewer sitting on the far right nodded with interest as he asked.



"Of course."



I answered confidently.



"A vector is a physical quantity that has both magnitude and direction. But that's not the precise definition. Mathematically speaking, a vector could be defined as an element in a vector space."



"Uh..."



"But that's not our concern here. In physics, a vector is defined as a physical quantity that transforms like position under coordinate transformations."



"Oh boy."



As my explanation grew longer, the two interviewers frowned.



But it was too late.



Nothing could stop my explanation now that it had gained momentum.



"To return to the main point, electric and magnetic fields are fields. A field is a function with position vectors as its domain. We can establish a one-to-one correspondence between position and the information of electric and magnetic forces. From this fact, we can determine the direction in which electromagnetic energy is transported at every point. This is where the Poynting vector comes in."



I explained calmly. Then I continued drawing.



I drew electric field lines.



And overlaid the changing magnetic field lines.



The electronic blackboard, which had only contained a few equations, now displayed an intricate field.



Drawing this quickly and accurately was difficult, but it didn't take me too long.



Because...



"Ah, wait, that..."



I was using both hands.



After finishing the drawing, I turned around and said:



"This illustrates the strength and direction of the field."



Looking around, I noticed that two of the interviewers had rather unpleasant expressions. They were frowning like children who needed to use the bathroom.



What's wrong? Did I make a mistake in the drawing?



No, that didn't seem to be the case. The drawing was correct.



"Hahaha."



Meanwhile, only the interviewer sitting on the right laughed.



I sensed it immediately.



This person is different.



He gives off a completely opposite vibe compared to the other two interviewers.



The bearing of a professor, not a teacher.



My radar, honed by half a lifetime of dealing with professors, is quite accurate. I can distinguish scholars from non-scholars at a glance.



So even without knowing his face, I could tell.



That person must be the one I've been looking for.



"..."



I need to make a good impression on him.



I took a deep breath.



After finishing my writing, I put down the electronic pen and continued my explanation.



Let's see, where was I?



"The Poynting vector..."



That's where I left off.



"The direction of the Poynting vector is perpendicular to the electromagnetic field. Energy is transmitted in this direction. The method to determine this is simple. We use the right-hand rule."



"S-student."



"What is the right-hand rule? Well, it's a coordinate system based on how you curl your right hand, like this."



"S-student. That's enough. Please stop..."



"You curl your four fingers from the electric field toward the magnetic field, and your thumb points in the direction of the Poynting vector. Now, regardless of which point you calculate from, the energy direction focuses on the light bulb. And..."



"Excuse me, student?"



"...the transmission speed of this electromagnetic field is the same as light. If I place a battery and switch here in Stellarium, and put the light bulb in the Northern Adelbein planetary system. Ignoring the black hole between them, the straight-line distance is about 80,000 light-years, so if I flip the switch here, the light bulb would only turn on after 80,000 years..."



"STUDENT-!!"



"Yes? What?"



Deeply immersed in my explanation, I closed my mouth at the interviewer's shout.



I still had a bit more to explain.



"That's more than enough! It's overflowing!"



"But I haven't finished..."






"It's fine!!"



The interviewer waved his hands desperately. It seemed the interview time was almost up.



"Didn't you say earlier that you hadn't done any advanced study?"



"Yes, I haven't."



Since there's no record, that's technically true.



"What you just explained seems beyond the Academia curriculum?"



Ah.



Right.



This wasn't a graduate school interview.



In my eagerness to impress the interviewer sitting on the far right, I ended up giving an unnecessarily lengthy explanation.



"...I looked it up personally out of curiosity."



I made up a convenient excuse.



By now, the two interviewers were wiping their foreheads with handkerchiefs. Sweat was pouring down their foreheads like rain.



Strange. I didn't think they had turned the heater up that high.



Anyway, I returned to normal and prepared for the next question. They would probably ask about my future plans or motivation for applying.



While mentally rehearsing my prepared answers, the interviewer sitting on the far right pointed at the blackboard and asked:



"About that Poynting vector, do you know how it's derived?"



"Of course."



I can't resist explaining the derivation process.





***





["This one is more impressive than I thought. Without even belonging to our forces, he managed to drive two humans to madness in one go."]



[— 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' applauds you.]



[— You have received a donation of 5500 Pron!]



Looking at the message floating in the air, I let out a hollow laugh.



"Damn it."



I messed up the interview.



By becoming a chatterbox in front of the interviewers, I must have left a terrible impression.



I didn't need to see the outcome.



I failed.



Even receiving a massive amount of Pron now was useless.



If I got kicked out of Stellarium, there would be no other option but to bear a child for an outsider.



Could it be that Cartesia gave this as some sort of dowry?



[— 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' smiles slyly.]



Should I really prepare myself for that?



"..."



No, I still don't know.



Do your best and leave the rest to fate. I've done all I could, so all that's left is to wait.



As I waited anxiously in the post-interview waiting room, other students began to arrive.



"How was your interview?"



And among them was Zernya.



Seeing my dejected expression, Zernya sat down next to me with a seductive smile.



"I can tell just by looking at your face."



"..."



"See, didn't I tell you?"



That things can turn upside down in an instant.



Hearing those words, I momentarily wanted to flip this entire place upside down. I could understand why novels described the Adelbein bloodline as having terrible personalities.



"Too bad for you."



Zernya grinned. She seemed certain of my rejection.



"Thank you all for your hard work. Please pack up and go home."



The supervisor's routine farewell didn't sound pleasant either, as I wasn't sure about the outcome. I thought I'd feel at least some joy when the admissions process was over, but now I only felt emptiness.



Whatever. Let it be.



I grabbed my bag and left casually. Then, feeling an urgent need, I curved toward the restroom.



"Oh my."



There, I unexpectedly encountered a familiar figure.



"Haha."



It was the interviewer who had asked me consecutive questions about my major during the interview.



"It's you, the student from earlier."



I awkwardly smiled and bowed my head.



"It was an interesting time. Well, it didn't feel like an interview at all. Hahaha."



He straightened his shirt while looking in the mirror. His disheveled appearance made him look more like an enlightened hermit than a teacher or professor.



"The evaluation itself ended right there. Your acceptance or rejection was probably decided on the spot."



"Yes..."






"But if I may offer some advice... when you explained the Poynting vector, you made it too complicated."



"...Did I?"



"Yes. Try to develop your intuition before diving into formulas."



The interviewer pointed out the areas that needed improvement one by one.



His level of insight was profound. It showed a depth of understanding that could never come from Academia teachers who only skimmed the surface of science.



The words of an expert.



"If you had just understood its physical meaning, I wouldn't have asked about the derivation process. Haha. It was quite amusing to see the other interviewers panic and try to escape when you started talking about that..."



"...Haha."



He meant that I should have spoken briefly and concisely to keep those people from getting bored.



Tap, tap.



After washing his hands, the interviewer shook off the water lightly and continued.



"Your name is Eidel, right?"



"Yes."



"Do you know why we didn't ask about your motivation for applying or your future plans during the interview?"



Questions about motivation and future plans are almost always asked.



I had prepared for them, but in the end, I only had a technical interview without any personality questions.



I thought the reason was "lack of time during the interview."



"That's wrong."



But apparently not.



"We didn't ask because there was no need to."





***





When the long admissions process finally ended, I collapsed like a ghost.



"I'm dying."



"Haven't you been pushing yourself too hard? It's natural to feel sick when the tension is released."



Even as times have advanced, the human body has remained largely unchanged. Concepts like transhumanism might have emerged, but it seems the author didn't consider that. The genetic level of humanity was the same here as in reality.



Therefore, the mechanisms by which humans contract diseases were the same, and the methods of rest weren't much different either.



Sonia changed the wet towel on my forehead as I lay in bed and said:



"Get better soon."



"What do you mean 'get better'..."



"Excuse me, it seems my vocal cords need replacement soon. Please recover quickly."



The fever was extraordinary. Even if I placed a wet towel on my forehead for just 10 minutes, it would quickly become warm.



Sonia put down the wet towel again. She squeezed out the excess water and placed her hand on my forehead.



This is embarrassing.



"It's difficult to get an accurate measurement."



With a slight movement, Sonia raised herself.



She pressed her forehead against mine. I felt a cool, yet warmer than steel, temperature.



"A robot daring to put its forehead on a person's head."



"A human daring to belittle my nursing care?"



Sonia looked down at me, still with her forehead against mine. We were so close that our noses almost touched.



"Move."



"..."



"You're heavy, so please move..."



"39.8 degrees."



Only then did Sonia pull back her forehead and grab the wet towel.



Splat! Unlike before, she carelessly placed the towel on my head.



"You two are something else."



And there was someone who had been watching this scene from beginning to end.



"When did you two get so close?"



It was Seti. She approached us with a disapproving look.



Thud.



She handed me a rough letter.



"This was lying in front of the door."



"What is it?"



"I don't know. It just had your name as the recipient. Who sends handwritten letters in this day and age?"



"Could it be a love letter?"



"What? A love letter? Pfft, shit. Kup, pfft, khup...! Ahahaha!!"



Ignoring Seti's hysterical laughter, I opened the letter.



And there, written inside, was something completely unexpected.



[Additional interview available. Not mandatory, but if you're interested, come to the address below anytime.]



[— From a physics professor interested in you]



Now I could be certain about who I had met at the interview that day.



Yes...



No one else would play such a prank.





Chapter 26 - Additional Interview



Stellarium has three different programs.



Academia.



College.



Graduate.



Among these, the Academia program I applied for corresponds to high school.



Academia students study on an artificial planet that looks like the Death Star. Only College and Graduate students continue their education on natural planets.



In other words, Stellarium is one enormous foundation. Stellarium Academia and College programs are massive facilities and brands established by the same foundation.



Anyway, Academia is taught by teachers. It's subtly different from College, which is taught by professors. Naturally, the educational structures of the two programs are completely different.



And the person I'm going to meet now is a professor. Not a teacher.



Stellarium professors typically live in apartments on the College planet. Cases like the Rheinland family, where a spaceship serves as home, are uncommon.



[This stop is "Planeta," the fourth planet in the Stellarium planetary system. The exit doors are on your right. I repeat, this stop is...]



After a long journey, Sonia and I finally set foot on solid ground.



"Whoa."



"Be careful, sir. The platform is slippery."



My body staggers after stepping on real ground for the first time in a while.



"You're pushing yourself too hard when your fever only just broke. I, Sonia, am concerned about your well-being, young master."



"I'm just dizzy, that's all..."



Warp technology does exist in this era. However, it's extremely expensive to use. For distances like between the Earth and Moon, taking a shuttle is more cost-effective.



I've had occasions to visit other ships before, like when I went to take mock exams at Seti's academy. But this time, it was particularly difficult to adjust.



"A real planet feels different."



Enduring the landing alone was grueling. This affects bone density too. If your body can't handle it, you can't travel between planets.



And I'm still weak.



"Ugh."



Pain shoots through my ankle with every step.



"Are you alright?"



"No, I'm not."



"You should exercise more diligently."



"I already promised to ask Rustila for personal coaching when I get back today."



"...You mean that young lady from the Kersil family?"



Sonia frowned slightly, which was unlike her.



Rustila apparently did well in her interview, and since then, the distance between us had decreased considerably. At the very least, I could say we had become "friends."



"It's good that you've made a friend knowledgeable about exercise, but... please get your healthcare from professionals. Don't you remember collapsing after being beaten with a wooden sword last time?"



"You beat me up too."



"How is that the same thing?"



"Are you jealous right now? Ow-!!"



Sonia jabbed my side and lifted her chin.



"Let's go. The professor will be waiting."





***





After taking the designated shuttle and traveling for about an hour, we arrived at the location written in the letter.



Ding-dong.



After pressing the call button and waiting for a moment, someone opened the door.



"Thank you for coming such a long way."



A tall, young man.



It was indeed the same person I had seen at the interview.



I bowed my head with relief, the angle of my bow sharp with deep respect.



"You are Professor Richard Feynman, correct?"



"...Hehehe."



Richard Feynman.



A name that anyone interested in physics would have heard at least once.



Of course, Feynman was a genius who lived in the same era as Einstein.



Obviously, the person standing before me wasn't the Richard Feynman I knew. Richard is a common name.



However, what's important is that this world is a fictional one, and the author has based many characters on real-life figures.






Professor Feynman was one of them. Though a namesake, his way of thinking and behavior were similar to the real Feynman.



Who else but someone like Feynman would stubbornly send a handwritten letter for a request that could have been sent by email?



At any rate, he was definitely an eccentric.



"Please come in."



"Excuse me. By the way... you don't need to speak formally to me."



Feynman waved his hand dismissively as he led me into the entryway.



"It's proper to be formal when first meeting someone."



"But we're not meeting for the first time, are we?"



"Is that so? Second time?"



"Third time."



Once at the interview, once in the restroom, and now.



I was originally going to say it was the fourth time, counting the profile picture I saw on the College physics department website. But since this guy had uploaded a picture of a cat as his profile, it became our third meeting.



Feynman seemed to know this too, as he chuckled and offered me a chair.



"Let's have something light."



He brought two cups of green tea. They were quite cool, probably from the refrigerator.



Come to think of it, this Feynman liked his tea cold and his ice cream hot. Just like how I eat Einspänner without the cream.



"Do you know why I called you here?"



"Yes."



Normally, interviewers shouldn't meet with students to maintain fairness.



But Feynman wasn't the type to follow such rules.



If he was interested in something, he would meet privately.



Therefore, anything said here wouldn't leak outside.



Feynman began in earnest.



"I understand your family is quite prestigious. Compared to that, this place must seem modest?"



"Not at all. I actually prefer places like this."



I meant it. It's not that I'm frugal. I just feel more at ease in a comfortably sized place like this than in an unnecessarily spacious spaceship.



"I see."



Feynman nodded.



"Let me brag a bit. I make quite a bit of money from my writing, but I spend it all buying snacks for my research colleagues."



"Could I get one too someday?"



"Hmm? Hahaha!"



Feynman burst into laughter and nodded.



"Of course. Perhaps someday you'll be in a position to hand out snacks too. Then you'll have no choice but to live in an apartment like this forever."



Though he spoke jokingly, I realized that every word was a metaphor.



To join our department—the physics department—you must abandon the desire for money. If you're fixated on material success, look elsewhere. That's what Feynman was saying.



The interview had begun from the moment I met this person—no, perhaps from the moment I received that handwritten letter.



If I hadn't received that letter and made the difficult journey to the professor's home?



Feynman would have probably seen me as just another smart middle schooler.



This was merely the opening salvo. We had confirmed each other's intentions. Since Feynman disliked beating around the bush...



"Young man."



"Yes."



"What do you want to be when you grow up?"



From now on, he would speak directly.



Of course, I also greatly prefer direct communication.



"A professor."



So I answered without hesitation.



It was from this moment that the atmosphere in the room completely changed.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" anticipates your next answer.]



I said:



"I want to become a professor who studies black holes, like you."



I want to follow in your footsteps.



"I want to understand what kind of universe we live in, why it's so difficult to develop a theory unifying gravity with the other forces despite our advanced technology, what form such a theory might take if developed, and if it's impossible, why it's impossible... I want to understand all of that."






I want to see the end of this novel.



"Hehe."



"I've been suffering from a high fever for the past three days, which is why I couldn't come. So I've come to see you now, just as my cold has ended."



Even if I fail to get into the Academia program, I'll apply to College again.



If I get accepted there, please take me on as an undergraduate intern.



Furthermore, if I get into the Graduate program, please use me as a graduate student.



I conveyed all these messages through this meeting.



The possibility of failing Academia and bearing a child of the Outer God?



I didn't even consider it. At this moment, it wasn't even worth considering. To hell with it, whether I have a child or not. Whatever the Outer God might say.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" is amazed by your spirit.]



[— You have received a 100 pron donation!]



"Hmm."



After hearing my answer, Professor Feynman closed his eyes for a moment.



He seemed to be thinking about something. Perhaps he was assessing my abilities.



I swallowed hard. Before a genius, I am merely a speck of dust. I clearly knew that this conversation would have little impact on my acceptance to Stellarium. Yet I couldn't help feeling nervous.



"...Indeed, your intellectual capacity is outstanding."



Feynman began with those words.



"But having outstanding capacity doesn't automatically make you a good scientist. We have scientific knowledge accumulated by humanity over thousands of years. It's absurd to think you can learn it all in two years of Academia and three years of College."



I nodded.



"So you'll certainly need to go to graduate school, and perhaps before that, you might lose interest and become discouraged."



Feynman asked:



"Do you still want to share snacks with me?"



He grinned.



"For your information, you shouldn't be picky about the type of snacks."



He meant I shouldn't be picky about research topics.



At the same time, he was telling me to find joy in studying and understanding the world one step at a time, even if results don't come immediately.



Even through this simple metaphor, I could tell.



This person is a genius.



And an excellent educator.



- You want to come to the physics graduate program? Aren't you deciding your career path too early as a middle schooler? Wouldn't it be better to think about it more?



While giving such warnings...



- If you still want to come, then come. I'll support you as much as I can. Just promise me one thing.



- Work hard, be patient, take one step at a time.



He's exactly like the Feynman I know.



There was no reason to refuse.



"I'll eat whatever you give me."



I was already capable of standing as an independent researcher.



No PhD? So what? My research capabilities remain the same.



Eidel is dead. Jinsoo Lee is alive. That's all. So I can move forward as myself.



I don't know why things turned out this way. I can't know, and there's no reason to know.



Everyone lives because they were born. I lived because I was born on Earth. It's the same now. I live because I was possessed.



But as I live, I will fulfill the purpose of the path I walk.



Understanding nature.



For me, that means understanding the Outer Gods.



In other words, trying to understand the incomprehensible with a smile.



That is my purpose.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" feels a slight affection for you.]



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" wants to test how far your resolve can go.]



I gazed steadily at Feynman.



Feynman stared intently into my eyes for a while.



"...Very well."



Finally, he spoke.



"I'll see you on our campus."





Chapter 27 - Acceptance (1)



"Sonia, hurry up."



"What is it now?"



"I'm bored."



Sonia sighed and kept poking me.



"Isn't it about time?"



"Well, yes..."



Until the acceptance results were announced, Rustila and I had decided to do some light exercise.



Of course, Seti had given Rustila a stern warning not to "be alone with him," but... that wasn't my problem.



What matters is that my relationship with Rustila isn't bad.



At least she doesn't form prejudices just from hearing my name.



Or scream and run away.



Or spit and curse before bolting.



...She wasn't that type of person.



Someone without preconceptions.



How wonderful is that?



Even if I didn't need her as a colleague for a task force to prevent universal destruction, she'd be my number one pick for a friend based on personality alone.



Anyway, that aside. After exercising, I still had nothing to do.



Graviton bomb research?



I'm doing it bit by bit.



But calling it "research" is generous—reading other people's papers doesn't magically create a graviton bomb.



First, I need to join a scientific community to conduct experiments and tinker. Even with good ideas, without the ability to experiment, they're just delusions in my head.



Considering all that, I'm saying I'm bored.



Moreover, I'm anxious.



Honestly, no matter how tough a mindset I maintain, seeing the word "failed" would make my eyes roll back in my head.



Anxiety about uncertainty is human instinct. It's encoded in my DNA, impossible to completely shake off.



So I had no choice but to focus on other things.



I dressed casually and headed to our meeting spot.





***





Even at Stellarium Academy, not the entire artificial planet is used as an educational institution.



Some areas are commercial districts.



Some are industrial zones.



Others are residential areas.



Among them were places concentrated with military facilities or medical institutions. Therefore, it wasn't strange that there were parks everyone could use comfortably.



"...Eidel!"



I heard someone calling me from somewhere. When I turned my head in that direction, I immediately felt my breath catch.



A girl in a white training suit was standing there.



Though her upper body was completely covered, her figure was clearly visible. She seemed to be wearing something one size too small.



The lower part was even more problematic.



Tight-fitting gray leggings. They revealed her perfect legs. Elegant. Graceful. Enough to stimulate the baser instincts of most men.



Rustila usually wore loose clothing like cardigans. So I hadn't realized it before, but she was exceptionally mature for her age.



"Over here, over here!"



I found it difficult to look directly at the girl waving her hand in such attire. So I looked up at the sky instead. It felt like the South Korean police might appear from beyond that space at any moment. Would I be able to return to Earth then?



Meaningless thoughts kept flowing through my mind.



I took a deep breath. Erased distractions. Calmed my mind and body. Water as water, fire as fire. Instead of reciting the Heart Sutra I didn't know, I mumbled pi digits to disconnect myself from the world.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" sighs.]



Whoosh.



It was then that a pleasant fragrance washed over me like a tide.



"What's wrong? Are you sick?"



Her voice came from one side, then the other.



Rustila was circling around me with a worried expression. I shook my head and returned to normal.



She soon smiled. She seemed to be in an exceptionally good mood today.



It was strange. To see Rustila smiling like that.



Come to think of it, her dark circles had disappeared, and her skin looked healthier. She must have gotten a lot of sleep after the entrance exams were over.



But there was something about her smile that couldn't be explained by mere biological factors.






I asked out of curiosity.



"Thanks to you," Rustila said with a grin.



"The interview went well."



"...Really?"



Seems like the android-breaking show worked well.



"Yes. Did yours go well too?"



Rustila asked in return. I could only give a bitter smile.



"Let's talk while walking."



This was Rustila, of all people. The girl with Vega as her backing. Lies wouldn't work on her.



Better to tell the truth.



"I messed up."



"Messed up? How badly?"



"Well, I ended up talking too much in front of the interviewers."



I briefly explained what had happened during the interview.



Even as I spoke, my face was burning. It wasn't because Rustila looked pretty in her workout clothes.



"Ah, that's embarrassing."



"It's not worth feeling embarrassed about. Oh, by the way, up ahead..."



Rustila naturally changed the subject. She probably thought there was a chance I wouldn't be accepted.



"...I heard there's a famous pasta place over there."



"Really?"



"Yes. And over there is supposedly a good steak house. They say they fry their potato sides really well."



During our lap around the park, we mostly talked about restaurants.



It made sense. If accepted, this whole area would be our commercial district. Even I could see there were many delicious options.



I thought about bringing my sister here someday. To start mending our relationship, I'd need to begin with small things like that.



So I went along with Rustila's conversation for one lap, two laps, three laps...



"...I'm getting, a bit, tired."



I said, gasping for breath. Rustila, who had been walking comfortably beside me, tilted her head.



"It's only been four laps."



"Wait, I feel, like, I'm dying..."



"We need to do at least ten laps."



Oh, for crying out loud.



By the fifth lap, I started feeling intense pain in my legs. By the sixth lap, conversation with Rustila became completely impossible.



By the seventh lap...



"Hey, what kind of man gets this winded?"



Rustila pushed my back from behind. I didn't even have time to feel insulted. I was just fucking exhausted.



"Eighth lap. Just a little more effort."



Strange. I definitely wasn't this tired when blowing the heads off monsters.



"Ninth lap. Just one more."



My mind was blank now. Sweat poured down like rain. My stamina was completely drained just from jogging.



In fact, this was the first aerobic exercise I'd done with this body.



"Ten laps!"



"Huff, huff... That's really it, right...?"



"Your stamina is good for a first-timer. Let's do one more lap, no, two more."



"...Ah."



I saw a demon.



Right. Come to think of it. Rustila was. A soldier. By nature.



And soldiers. When exercising. Treat people. Like recruits. And?



Shit, did I make a mistake...?



"Fifteen laps! Amazing! At this rate, you could do twenty!"



Each lap took about 10 minutes. Repeating that fifteen times. In other words, I ran at a speed of 8km/h for two and a half hours without rest.



My heart feels like it's about to burst. My internal organs are twisting. A cool sensation fills my lungs. Neck, back, forearms. There's not a spot that isn't soaked.



Save me.



Was it because I had that thought?



"Hey, you, what are you doing?"






A voice of salvation reached my ears.



It came from a woman jogging from the opposite direction.



She approached us and stopped in front of me and Rustila. Silver hair danced before my blurry vision.



"What are you doing here?"



A familiar voice. A tone that sounded venomous just from hearing it. I slowly raised my head, having been looking only at the ground while walking.



There stood a girl in a sports tee and dolphin pants.



She was on the shorter side, but her proportions were perfect. As if crafted by God himself. Enough to give anyone who met her a sense of nobility.



Zernya von Adelbein.



I tried to call her name, but no voice came out. My vocal cords were parched. There was a metallic taste at the back of my throat.



"...Who are you?"



"Who are you?"



Meanwhile, the confrontation between the two girls began.



"You don't actually not know who I am, do you?"



Zernya launched the first attack.



"...Who are you, really?"



"Ah, you... Right. I know you. You're the girl who was in the same exam room as this guy."



She spoke rudely even to Rustila, whom she was meeting for the first time. Well, looking down on others is Zernya's biggest characteristic.



But Zernya doesn't know.



Who she's messing with right now.



"Anyway, I don't need to explain who I am..."



"......"



"...What? Why aren't you answering?"



"......"



"Impressive. Not even a surprised expression after seeing this hair and these eyes."



"......"



"Don't you know I'm a direct descendant of the Adelbein family?"



One second, five seconds, seven seconds.



The time it took for Rustila to activate her "physical sight" and "mental sight" and completely analyze her opponent.



"You're a nasty girl, aren't you?"



Rustila counterattacked. A cold and heavy blow. Zernya's face turned stupid as if she'd been hit with an uppercut.



"What?"



"Let's go, Eidel. I think we've had enough jogging."



Rustila grabbed my arm and pulled me away. This was typical of her—whenever she met a bad person, she immediately left the scene.



"Hey, wh-what? Are you ignoring me? Well, I never...!"



The sound of footsteps—pitter-patter—came from behind.



Zernya stuck close to me and spoke provocatively.



"I see you've got yourself a girlfriend in the meantime? You're so carefree when you haven't even been accepted yet!"



A girlfriend, she says.



I was too exhausted to tackle such comments now. Besides, nothing good would come from getting involved with Zernya.



Chapter boss, please go away.



I just need a short break...



"Hey, you. You do know the results are coming out soon, right?"



"Eidel, should we have an early lunch?"



"Oh my! Look at this! Completely ignoring me, are you?"



"That 'Le Carbonare' we talked about earlier might be good."



"That pasta place? It's disgustingly bad."



"We should clean up before eating since we're all sweaty."



Zernya seemed irritated, picking fights with everything Rustila said.



By this point, my thinking had cleared somewhat.



And I couldn't help but notice that Zernya was being more passionate and aggressive than her usual personality.



Yes, it's strange.



Was she always this persistent?



[— Notice: Claim your quest reward!]



...As I was thinking this, such a message appeared before my eyes.





Chapter 28 - Acceptance (2)



"— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' values knowledge and wisdom above all else. She (though somewhat regretfully) sincerely congratulates you on your acceptance to Stellarium as her apostle."



"— Notice: Please receive your reward."



Right after the message window appeared.



Buzz.



Someone's watch vibrated.



"...Looks like it's here."



Zernya was the first to react.



As if the argument from earlier was nothing, she shifted her attention away from us and pulled up a screen.



[Acceptance Letter]



[Name: Zernya von und zu Trisha Adelbein]



[We hereby notify that the above student has been accepted to our Academia program.]



Though the text was mirrored, one word was clearly visible.



Acceptance.



As expected.



"Already...?"



Rustila's eyes widened as she finally grasped the situation. Truthfully, I hadn't known the acceptance announcements would come today either.



"Ah!"



Rustila's face lit up brightly.



[Name: Rustila Kersil]



[We hereby notify that the above student has been accepted to our Academia program.]



She got in too.



"I was so worried about the written exam...!"



Rustila tapped my shoulder repeatedly with a radiant smile. Her face was as fresh as a flower blooming in a field.



With this, Rustila had fastened the first button toward achieving her dream.



"You worked hard."



I really liked people like Rustila.



Because I was once that kind of person too.



- Jinsoo? Graduate school? What are you talking about?



- I've already been accepted.



- Jinsoooo!!



Wait, is that a different story?



Anyway.



Her determination to achieve her goals despite obstacles was truly admirable.



Seeing Rustila's smile made me feel good too. I thought she could finally hold her head high.



But the gap remained.



[Note: Outstanding Scholarship Student]



Those additional words existed on Zernya's acceptance letter.



Outstanding Scholarship Student.



An honorable title given to those ranking second through tenth among all new Academia students.



In other words, it meant her entrance scores were ridiculously high.



Certainly, while Zernya's personality was terrible, she excelled at studying.



Yes, at studying. Actually, she excelled at everything except her character.



But what was this?



"Huh...?"



Zernya's eyes clouded over as she scanned the note section.



Swish.



She quickly closed her screen. Then she looked back and forth between Rustila and me. Confusion swirled in her amethyst eyes.



She held my gaze for an especially long time.



"...What's with you? Did you get in?"



Silence fell.



Rustila's beaming smile faded. Deception filled Zernya's eyes. Having checked my results on my phone instead of my watch, I could only sigh deeply between the two girls.



[Name: Eidel von Rheinland]



[We hereby notify that the above student has been accepted to our Academia program with outstanding grades.]



[Note: Top Scholarship Student (First Place)]



Should I tell them or not?



After thinking briefly, I decided against it. The atmosphere was already suffocating enough without being detained by Zernya any longer.



She'd find out eventually anyway. There was no need to tell her now. I gave a bitter smile.



"You failed, didn't you?"






Zernya asked with a sinister smile. Anxiety and doubt radiated from her eyes.



"I can tell from your face that you failed."



Step.



She took a step closer.



"Who exactly are you?"



It was Rustila who blocked Zernya.



"Who are you to approach my friend and spout nonsense?"



Rustila snapped at Zernya, uncharacteristically sharp. Her sense of justice had come to my defense.



"I'm not interested in rejects. Move."



"...Aren't you being too harsh?"



Zernya's offense and Rustila's defense.



An awkward situation.



I just wanted to escape and get some rest, but it seemed the two girls would argue longer than expected.



I decided to claim the reward from the foreign god to gather my thoughts.



[— Congratulations. You can now utilize the 'SAN Parameter'!]



SAN Parameter.



SAN stands for the first three letters of Sanity, representing mental strength.



In other words, the SAN Parameter is an additional status window function that allows you to view a person's mental fortitude.



It's an ability the protagonist gains in the latter part of the story. And from the point this ability is acquired, a thread of hope emerges in the novel.



Characters who should have gone insane remain sane, and those who should have died survive.



That's how important this metric is. It's a module that can change the future.



The foreign god Cartesia had given me such a function already, when I was still in the early stages.



[— Using SAN Parameter (Lv.1).]



*****

[Rustila Kersil: 160 / 1500]



[Characteristic: Her maximum mental strength is about 500 higher than the average person.]



[Psychological State: She is happy about her current situation. She feels slight affection toward you.]

*****



*****

[Zernya Adelbein: 340 / 1000]



[Characteristic: She has a 'Distorted Self-Esteem.' (Level 2 required for additional information)]



[Psychological State: She is unable to accept the current situation. She feels considerable curiosity toward you.]

*****



The SAN Parameter uses the same scale as Pron values (PN), and for convenience, higher values indicate a greater possibility of mental breakdown.



Currently, it's only at level 1. I can only know simple characteristics or psychological states.



There must be some way to level it up further.



Then I'll be able to access more information. More detailed emotional lines, specific methods to lower stress levels.



Of course, all this comes at a price.



[— Notice: 100 Pron has been spent for 1 minute of viewing.]



The longer I view information, the more people I try to observe, the more detailed information I seek, the more Pron is consumed.



This is where the paths diverge.



Do I take the "Solo Route," using all my Pron for self-enhancement?



Or do I take the "Companion Route," protecting everyone's mental state and helping each other?



"......"



There's no question here.



I closed the screen and looked at the two girls. They had already left me behind and were arguing among themselves.



"Stop picking on Eidel."



"Why are you interfering?"



"Because you're harassing my friend out of nowhere."



"Oh, so this was harassment? I didn't realize."



"You look like you don't have any friends."



"Not your business."



In the original story, these two had a terrible relationship.



And reality seemed to be following that path.



"Sorry, Eidel. Did you wait long? Let's go."



Deciding further argument was pointless, Rustila grabbed my arm and tried to leave the park.



And then.



"Where do you think you're going?"



Seeing this, Zernya quickly followed with a sullen expression.






"Did you get in or not? Just answer that!"



"Let's run."



Rustila walked even faster. It was more like jogging, or even running at this point.



My heart and lungs felt like they would burst. My blood vessels screamed in protest. Rustila's running speed was beyond imagination.



While running at full speed, Rustila asked me:



"...Eidel, I'm curious too."



In a whisper.



"I'll tell you... when we get back."



"When we get back...?"



I nodded.



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' nods at your wise choice.]



[— You have received 100 Pron!]



"Hey, you two! Where are you going?!"



***



Rustila and I finally returned to our lodgings after shaking off Zernya.



Just as we were about to enter the first-floor lobby:



"Young miss!"



A cloud of androids swarmed around Rustila.



"Oh my, young miss, where have you been?"



"More importantly, look at this sweat! You must go to the shower immediately. You might catch an illness if we leave you like this!"



"What were you two doing... Could it be?"



[— Spending 100 Pron to use 'SAN Parameter (Lv.1).']



*****

[Rustila Kersil: 200 / 1500]



[Psychological State: She is growing tired of the androids' interference.]

*****



Her mental strength value, which had barely changed during the argument with Zernya, had suddenly increased by 40.



Not good.



Now that her mental strength was visualized, Rustila looked even more pitiful.



I stepped forward on behalf of her as she sighed heavily.



"Do we need your permission even for simple exercise?"



"For the young miss, yes."



Zermel answered promptly.



"Miss Rustila is the only child of the Kersil family. We must protect her no matter what. By the master's orders..."



"Yet you lost to me earlier."



"That was—!"



"If you're going to hit someone, do it properly like our Sonia."



The robots froze.



"Besides, Rustila has been accepted to Stellarium anyway."



"Ah, the young miss has...?"



The androids gaped, pulling their artificial muscles. Somehow, being fourth-generation models, they had an uncanny valley effect.



"Yes, so Mr. Zermel no longer has the duty to protect or care for her."



"Even so, to say we have no duty to protect the young miss... Isn't that too much of a stretch?"



"At Stellarium, she needs to practice independence. She might collapse from exhaustion while studying, catch a cold from climate changes, or even bleed while practicing with a sword."



"That, that absolutely cannot happen!"



"Then should she cancel her acceptance?"



The androids fell silent at my argument. They probably judged this was beyond their authority to decide. Stellarium was too prestigious a school to cancel enrollment.



"We need to shower, so please move aside."



I feel sticky from the sweat. I want to rinse off and rest quickly.



I waved my hand and pushed through the androids.



At the same time:



*****

[Rustila Kersil: 150 / 1500]



[Psychological State: Due to the current situation, she feels considerable... (Additional Pron needed)]

*****



Just as the minute was ending, I checked Rustila's mental strength value and deactivated the parameter.



"Let's go."



Earlier, Rustila had been holding my wrist.



Somehow, this time I found myself holding Rustila's wrist as we entered.





Chapter 29 - Acceptance (3)



Eidel and Rustila agreed to meet in one room after washing up in their respective quarters. Since I dried my hair faster than her, I came out first to set the table and put out some carbonated drinks instead of alcohol.



While ordering delivery food, Seti stared at me intently. It couldn't be that she was unhappy with the menu items in the cart. For a rich family's daughter, Seti was a child who ate well regardless of what was ordered.



"Honestly, I'm just dumbfounded."



"What is it now, little sister?"



"You got first place?"



I had informed Seti and Rustila about my acceptance.



To cut to the chase, Seti had been accepted too. Like Zernya, she was also a merit scholar. Her hard studying had paid off.



Anyway, all three of us had been accepted, but Seti seemed displeased about it.



"No matter how I think about it, it doesn't make sense. How did you get accepted... and even take first place?"



Her piercing gaze, suggesting I must have used some underhanded method, stung.



Of course, I hadn't used any tricks or forgeries whatsoever.



"Don't you trust your brother?"



"Who are you?"



"The pasta will be here in 30 minutes. I'm finishing setting up."



"If you have any conscience, you should do it yourself."



"Fine, fine, I'll do it myself since I'm so filthy."



I placed chopsticks and plates on the table with a clatter. Three sets. Today I planned to eat and drink with my little sister and my new friend.



It might seem a bit awkward, but what could I do? Eating just with Rustila would be strange, and eating alone with Seti would probably lead to silence.



Originally, the more people at a party, the better. Especially for a celebration of our acceptance. For reference, everyone else at this hotel had failed except for us three.



"Little sister."



"What."



"You know I feel really sorry toward you, right?"



Seti pulled a bread knife from the drawer and pointed it at me.



"F-fuck. Who are you?"



"Uh, hey. Sister. Put that down and let's talk!"



"I said, who are you?!"



Seti stabbed at me repeatedly with the knife. The plastic blade mercilessly dug into my collar...



"You're not even angry about this?"



"Do I look like someone who would get angry over something like this?"



"Yes."



Seti nodded firmly.



"You used to curse me out just for looking at your face."



"..."



"What, not going to snap back like before? Now that you're first place, are you worried about your reputation?"



"Your subtle jabs are quite artistic."



"You've still got a long way to go before you pay back what you owe, with interest."



She was telling me to stay put if I was truly sorry. I knew what she meant but let her have her way.



Though Eidel and Seti were born only a year apart, Jinsoo Lee and Seti had an eighteen-year age gap. Siblings close in age often fight like cats and dogs, but with a gap of five or six years or more, the older sibling typically looks after the younger one.



"Rustila should be here soon."



"I know. To celebrate your first place, you're paying for all the food today, right?"



"Sure, why not."



"Wait a minute. Where did you get money from?"



I'd already taken care of that.



"Check the family account."



"Huh?"



Seti checked the account with uncanny speed and blinked in surprise.



There should be exactly 60 million credits there, no more, no less.



"Where did this come from?"



"I won it gambling."



"You crazy bastard! Really?"



"No. That was a lie."



"This is seriously..."



I nearly lost consciousness from Seti's ensuing Rheinland-style sword technique.






"Where did it come from, I asked?"



"My room."



"What about your room?"



"I sold all the furniture."



Seti's expression turned dumbfounded.



"W-what? You sold your furniture? Are you insane?"



"No. I'm perfectly normal."



"That's worth this much?"



"You know my bed's brand. It's worth 100 million used. Even considering the gold-plated corners were damaged, it still fetched a good price."



"A-anyway, where will you sleep then?"



"I probably won't be going home much anyway."



"What nonsense..."



"The Academy is my home now."



Thud. The bread knife fell to the floor.



"You're talking crazy. What, are you going to graduate school or something?"



"Yep."



"You're still a mental case, same as always."



"That's harsh, little sister. You just insulted every graduate student in the universe."



"So what."



"I might not care about other things, but I can't tolerate disrespect toward scholars. You should watch your words, sister."



Seti responded by making hand gestures toward me. Her representation of a mountain range was quite beautiful and profound.



"Hey guys, I'm here."



Rustila arrived just then. She came carrying boxes of chicken she had ordered to her own room.



Soon, the other food we ordered began arriving as well. The party preparations were coming together nicely.



"Eidel getting first place..."



Rustila spoke with amazement, still seemingly unable to believe it.



Seti, who was gnawing on chicken legs (this girl had already devoured two of them), pointed at me with her pinky finger and replied smugly.



"Next year's Stellarium admission standards will drop because of him. Just wait and see."



"Oh my..."



"Seti, you shouldn't say things like that, even as a joke."



When Rustila intervened, Seti stopped talking. Having a party with the three of us was definitely the right choice.



And there was also a calculation in building friendships this way.



Seti and Rustila. Both were important talents. Building relationships through small gatherings like this was necessary work.



Of course, the moment I thought of this as work, any chance of treating them casually was already gone.



Anyway, while we were chatting, Rustila suddenly began to sniffle.



"What's wrong?"



"...Sniff, it's spicy."



My gaze dropped down. On Rustila's plate was pasta with chopped green chili peppers, garlic, and olives.



Considering the sharp scent of pepper that reached me, it must indeed be quite spicy.



But even taking that into account, Rustila seemed to cry a lot.



"During the written exam, I heard you cried over a literature passage."



"Hey, I told you not to bring that up...!"



Rustila's cheeks turned as red as radishes. Seti was busy teasing her, giggling all the while.



Indeed, even without alcohol, minors could get drunk just on the atmosphere.



"Here, have some water."



"Ah, thank you...!"



I inhaled the remaining noodles while thinking about what came next.



I had repaid my debt to Seti, and I'd become somewhat friendly with both girls. Especially Seti, who initially acted like she wanted to eat me alive, was now joking around and showing a more relaxed side.



Family relationships are more important than anything. At least for now, gaining the trust of family members was my top priority.



Though I had somewhat repaired my relationship with Seti, there was still a long way to go.



Now it was time to focus on Eidel's father, Arnold von Rheinland.



***



The southern front of the galaxy is a space of death.






Beyond the Aether Belt where humans can safely live, reaching the lawless zone, lies the realm of monsters.



The monsters grow by consuming the darkness beyond the galaxy. And they fly one by one toward this place, the spiral arm.



It is a soldier's duty to monitor them.



Even now, countless soldiers stand guard with Plasma Swords. When battle erupts, they throw their lives away like straw to fight against the despair of the universe. In the process, some fall, while others rise.



Those who become heroes by stepping over the corpses of their comrades are given two special privileges. One is a new shoulder board, and the other is quality equipment.



Rank and equipment.



It was a matter of indifference to medical officers.



"Dr. Rheinland, good work."



A large man patted Arnold's shoulder as if massaging it. Three stars were clearly embedded on his shoulder.



"Major General Wolfgang."



Arnold bowed his head to greet his superior. Though the Rheinland family held higher status, in the military, rank came first. Although Arnold held no military rank, he received treatment equivalent to a field-grade officer.



The Major General looked around and expressed admiration.



"Thanks to your medical skills, many soldiers were able to survive today. I express my respect on behalf of the soldiers."



"This much is nothing."



"We need more people like you on the front lines... I wonder where everyone else is and what they're doing. Tsk tsk."



Arnold could only offer a bitter smile.



Not readily agreeing with or opposing others' words—that was the virtue of a social person. The higher one's position, the more careful one should be with their words.



"How is your wife these days?"



"My wife? She's working in the S1104 planetary system."



"Not too far away then."



"Not particularly close either."



"Why don't you work together? If you performed surgeries as a couple, you could coordinate well and it would be convenient in many ways."



"Heh heh."



Arnold laughed bitterly.



"Well, I'm sure you have your reasons. When people stay in places like this for too long, even couples with good relationships can grow apart. Whether it's because the work is grueling or because of the mental manipulation by Descartes' forces."



"My wife and I are getting along fine."



"That's good to hear. Oh my, look at the time. I should be going now."



"Loyalty. For the Federation."



After the high-ranking official left, Arnold continued making rounds, counting the number of soldiers who needed surgery scheduled.



Even with multiple bodies, it wouldn't be enough.



Medical personnel were severely lacking.



There was no time to rest.



While contemplating his busy schedule, the phone stuffed in his pocket rang loudly.



It was a report from the household androids that his child had been accepted to Stellarium.



Arnold focused on Sonia's report.



[Young Master Eidel has been accepted to Stellarium. He achieved first place.]



Below that message was an attached photo of the acceptance letter, along with Eidel's examinee number and password.



Sonia's report was thorough.



Arnold widened his eyes.



The condition he had set, believing it absolutely impossible to fulfill, was admission to Stellarium.



Not only had Eidel been accepted, but he had also firmly secured the title of first place.



It was unbelievable, but the evidence was right there. Eidel's acceptance certificate, which could be viewed on the Academy's homepage, was proof.



Arnold continued reading the email, sweating profusely.



[The young master even defeated the Adelbein family's heir. This is a remarkable achievement.]



[Master, I, Sonia, inform you that as promised, the young master's expulsion from the family should be canceled or at least postponed. Also, you should attend the entrance ceremony with the mistress to honor the occasion.]



A promise is a promise and must be kept. However, Arnold found it difficult to accept the current situation. No matter how he thought about it, the Eidel he knew didn't have such capabilities.



At the very least, he needed to verify this himself.



He shook off his thoughts. Arnold looked around once more.



Groaning sounds. Voices calling for parents and lovers. Desperate cries for doctors and nurses. Intermittent moans marked by decay and disease erupted from all around.



Between his children's entrance ceremony and the life-and-death situation of frontline soldiers.



If forced to choose between the two, the latter was obviously more important.



But if he didn't devote more energy to his children, another major incident could occur in the family.



After long deliberation, Arnold made his decision.





Chapter 30 - Acceptance (4)



After taking a breather with the celebration party, I balanced exercise and studies. In the mornings, I received cardio coaching from Rustila, and in the evenings, I researched information about gravity bombs.



The scientific technology of humanity in this era was remarkable.



A world where warp technology exists, plasma can be condensed into swords, and planetary-scale mining has been commercialized.



Naturally, there must have been countless geniuses and talented individuals, and the scientific theories they established far transcended my knowledge.



It was just as Professor Feynman had said.



Given the circumstances, I had no choice but to start from the beginning and progress step by step.



Fortunately, I had the ability granted by the foreign god Cartesia and a certain confidence of my own. Though I remained cautious about Cartesia's exact intentions, I had no reason to refuse the help for now.



With that in mind, I was devouring every relevant research paper I could find.



"What are you doing? Ugh, these are research papers."



Seti frowned and groaned after peeking at my tablet.



"Why are you looking at these when you can't even understand them?"



"Good question."



I smiled bitterly.



"Why bother with that stuff? Is it even fun?"



"It is fun."



"I don't understand you."



Seti clicked her tongue while shrugging her shoulders. I was relieved she didn't call me an idiot or something worse.



It had been worse when I first possessed this body. Back then, Seti's perception of me was nothing more or less than garbage.



*****

[Seti von Rheinland: 40/1000]



[Psychological state: She feels immense curiosity about your changes. She thinks you're eccentric.]

*****



That perception had now changed to something like a study-obsessed weirdo.



Yeah, this is better.



She skimmed through several papers I was holding. Just the titles and abstracts. After checking only that much, she frowned.



"Are you planning to major in physics?"



"Why do you think that?"



"Stop with the elementary school math book answers and talk properly. Are you going to major in physics?"



"Of course."



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" likes your confident answer.]



[— You have received a 100 pron sponsorship.]



"I'm asking the obvious."



"It's not obvious at all."



"Then what about you?"



"Do you even need to ask? First I need to pay back the 2,000 trillion you gambled away."



Her words made my heart swell.



She was saying she would clean up the mess Eidel had made.



Of course, it wasn't out of pure kindness.



"With an achievement like that, Father and Mother would finally acknowledge me."



Seti had a grand dream as described in the original story.



"The next head of the family will be mine."



Becoming the family head and continuing the family business.



In an era where surnames had no gender distinction and changing one's family name was relatively free, it was entirely possible.



However, there was a problem.



"...But the next family head is already decided to be my older brother, isn't it?"



Eidel has two older brothers above him. They are the children of the first wife—legitimate children, to put it simply.



Given the family atmosphere, it would be quite difficult for Seti, born from a contract marriage, to inherit the family business.



However, Seti showed no signs of being intimidated by my words.



"So what? I'll just take it."



She grinned and continued.



"Is there a law saying someone born from a contract marriage can't inherit the family name? Show me if there is."



"There isn't."



"That's enough then."



Seti's confidence had soared after being accepted to Stellarium. At the same time, I understood the intention behind my sister's words to me.






"By the way, I think you're even stranger. Top of the class but choosing physics? Aren't there better options?"



She was testing me.



And simultaneously being wary.



Afraid that I, who would enter Stellarium as the top student, might eventually threaten not only her position but also that of our eldest brother.



"It's fine. I just want to be a professor."



"Well... do whatever you want."



Seti glanced at me while saying this. With her arms crossed, standing slightly apart, she was looking down at me haughtily.



"Strange. He wasn't like this before."



I could hear her muttering clearly.



Afterward, I read research papers for nearly two hours. I placed those I couldn't understand on the right, those I somewhat understood on the left, and those I was interested in on my lap.



Seti was also reading a book nearby.



She occasionally tied her hair, went to the bathroom, or drank water. I wasn't sure why she was still in my room after her business was done.



"Hey."



Seti eventually spoke up.



"Do you really enjoy reading research papers that much?"



She seemed curious about how I could read papers without moving once. I nodded and answered.



"Learning is always exciting."



"Holy shit."



Seti exclaimed and leaned back. Regardless, I organized my materials and stood up.



"Why are you getting up?"



"I have somewhere to go. It's time."



"Where are you going?"



She tilted her head and asked.



If a question is asked, isn't it common courtesy to answer?



I smiled slightly and said:



"Making contacts."





***





I set foot on Planet Planeta. Being my second time, I was somewhat accustomed to it.



I went straight to find Professor Feynman.



Although I had sent an email in advance expressing my intention to visit, Feynman seemed quite surprised when we actually met.



"As expected. I knew you would be accepted."



Professor Feynman still addressed me respectfully, welcoming me. His reputation for respecting students wasn't just an empty rumor.



"Did you pull some strings, Professor?"



"Haha, I did nothing."



As soon as we entered his home, Feynman handed me a tablet.



"What's this?"



"It's part of your written exam answer sheet. I begged to get it."



"Is it okay to just take this?"



"Once the acceptance results are announced, it doesn't matter."



Professor Feynman lowered his voice and continued.



"The techniques you showed in some physics problems were no joke. For essay question number 3, you solved it in 12 different ways..."



That's right. I solved one problem multiple times. That's why I inevitably ran short on time.



"One of the main evaluation criteria for essay questions is problem-solving ability. Solving a problem in multiple ways may not earn extra points, but it leaves a favorable impression on the evaluator."



"Did you do the same when you took entrance exams, Professor?"



"Hahaha."



As expected.



"Originally, another interviewer was supposed to conduct your interview, but anyway..."



His voice deepened.



"Do you want to go to graduate school?"



"Of course."



"In physics?"



"Of course."






"Well, alright."



Feynman nodded.



"I also thought about graduate school since my academy days. Learning something deeply is exciting. Since your determination is firm, I won't suggest other paths."



"Then, will you accept me as your student later?"



"Haha! Your flirting skills are top-notch."



Feynman chuckled but added one more comment.



"With these skills, you could seduce many women instead of professors like me."



"Professor?"



I had no such intentions. Feynman chuckled and patted my shoulder.



"It was advice to try dating while you're still young. In my eyes, you look as good as I do."



"...Yes."



I let that comment go in one ear and out the other.



Actually, I had another purpose for visiting Feynman today besides making contacts.



This time, I handed him my tablet.



"By the way, I just read your article about Preons, and this part..."





***





With the start of Stellarium's semester approaching,



In a luxurious room with white gold wallpaper, the sound of nail-biting could be heard.



Crunch.



Zernya bit her thumbnail while rolling her eyes.



Who on earth?



Who on earth had beaten her and taken first place?



Why wasn't she the top student?



All sorts of questions swirled in her mind. There was still no one who could answer these questions.



Despite staying in a top-class hotel where other common folk couldn't even afford a single night, her mind was not at ease.



"Hey..."



"Yes, miss."



"You still haven't found out the information?"



"I apologize. Due to what happened during the practical evaluation, campus security has become much stricter..."



"Useless."



She still didn't know who had taken her first-place position.



No, it didn't make sense no matter how she thought about it. No one else should have been able to take the top spot. It was natural—she was an Adelbein, and the legitimate daughter at that!



"Kristin Heresset, Welton Yusoford, that Mathers whatever kid... who else was in the running for first place?"



"Mezulen Hueritia, Seti von Rheinland, and James Hedelton are also possibilities."



"All nobodies. Though Rheinland is somewhat... Rheinland?"



Zernya clapped her hands.



"Eidel von Rheinland."



The boy who had performed all sorts of antics during the written exam.



The dark horse who had tied with her for first place in Ergos General Academy's private mock exam.



That boy had considerable potential.



From his expression right after the interview and his avoidance of answering after the acceptance announcement, she had thought he must have failed.



'If that Eidel or whatever his name is got accepted as the top student...'



It would mean she had lost not to the formidable talents she knew, but to a universal troublemaker who had appeared like a comet.



That would be beyond humiliation—it would be mortifying enough to die from shame.



Zernya tapped her broad forehead and held her breath.



In the end, she would have to confirm the identity of the top student on the day of the entrance ceremony, when the top student would give the oath as the representative of new students.



'I'll at least see their face.'



At this point, Zernya gave up the search and let her informants rest. She also lay down.



'Whoever it is, I will crush them. Crush them and reclaim first place.'



By doing so, she would restore the authority of the Adelbein name.



With these thoughts, Zernya drifted off to sleep, hugging a white teddy bear.



And so, the day of the entrance ceremony was approaching.





Chapter 31 - Entrance Ceremony (1)



In the early morning, I arrived at Stellarium Academia with Sonia.



"Where was the entrance ceremony again?"



Sonia sighed.



"At the open-air theater."



"Ah, right."



"Did you forget already?"



"Sorry. I was thinking about something else."



Sometimes when I'm deep in theoretical thought, I feel disconnected from the world around me.



"Let's hurry. We might not have seats left at this rate."



"Don't worry about seats."



We have scholarship student privileges, after all.



Merit scholarship students are assigned seats in the front row. Simply put, the best seats.



We found our seats without difficulty.



"Wait a moment."



Just as I was about to sit down comfortably, Sonia's hand reached for my chest.



"What?"



"Your tie is crooked."



She sighed repeatedly while fixing my collar. Her movements were quick and skillful, befitting an android.



"The uniform is a symbol of Stellarium students. Please don't wrinkle it or wear it improperly."



"Ah, yes."



Though my mind is that of a proper adult, wearing a school uniform gives me an odd feeling.



"Hey, hey."



At that moment, Seti, who had arrived earlier, poked my shoulder and said,



"Dad's here."



***



Arnold was not an affectionate family man.



His profession was too demanding to spend time lavishing affection on his family.



Still, he wasn't so cold-hearted as to miss his child's entrance to a prestigious school.



"Father!"



In the distance, his second wife's daughter was waving her hand.



His pace quickened.



"It's been a while."



"Have you been well?"



"Yes."



They exchanged formal greetings. The conversation began with stiff, formal words that seemed too rigid for family.



"I knew you would pass."



Though from a branch family, she was still an Adelbein. Her intelligence, inherited from her mother, was undeniable.



So it wasn't particularly surprising.



However.



Today, he hadn't come just to see Seti.



The reason Arnold had cleared his entire morning schedule to visit Stellarium was none other than his third son.



"...Eidel."



Arnold narrowed his eyes as he called his son's name.



A child born after consuming the woman he had loved his entire life.



He could only hate him, dislike him, and keep him at a distance.



But still, wasn't he a child born from the person he loved? Wasn't he his own child?



At first, he couldn't openly dislike him.



But for some reason, Eidel grew more twisted as days passed.



In the end, Arnold chose neglect. He left childcare to androids while he went to the frontlines.



His youngest son, who grew up without attention, eventually became twisted.



Enough to cross the line, quite significantly.



That's why he had issued an ultimatum.



"Do you remember what I said before?"



"I remember."



Either repay the assets squandered on gambling, enlist in the military, or gain admission to Stellarium Academia.



"You said if I couldn't do at least one of those three, I should leave home."



Eidel brought up a screen through his watch. The freshman representative's oath appeared on the tiny display.



Arnold's eyes widened.



"...That's."



"Father."



Eidel said quietly.



"I'm the valedictorian."



It was a weighty, concise statement.



Being chosen to read the oath as student representative meant he was the top-ranked freshman.



This was an achievement that neither Arnold nor his first and second sons, who were set to inherit the family business, had ever accomplished.



It was a different kind of shock than hearing it through Sonia's DM. How on earth had he managed this?



Of all people, it was Eidel. Arnold hadn't even thought he could gain admission, let alone become valedictorian.



It would be impossible unless he'd lost his mind. Had he perhaps developed savant syndrome without anyone noticing?



Arnold was bewildered.



"Father, didn't Mother come?"



Seti, who had been looking around, asked.



"She didn't come with me."






"I see..."



The energy drained from Seti's voice.



Arnold and Seti's mother lived separate lives. More precisely, they were in a relationship devoid of mutual interest.



Their union was an arranged marriage to increase the family's influence. In some families, there existed a "Council of Elders," and Arnold had to follow their decisions.



In any case, Seti, born under such circumstances, couldn't have received much love.



Fortunately, unlike Eidel, Seti had grown up well-adjusted. Arnold had given Seti exactly as much affection as he expected to. That was the best he could do.



However, he couldn't simply explain all this. Arnold sighed and concealed his true feelings.



"Your mother is very busy taking care of patients right now."



"..."



"Have a good entrance ceremony. I must go now."



"You're leaving already?"



Seti asked, sounding disappointed.



Arnold nodded.



While attending his child's entrance ceremony was important, there were more pressing matters.



"Problems arise when the frontline is left unattended for too long."



Far away, alien monsters born from black holes were approaching.



Every time these beasts sent by outer gods reached inhabited planets, the Federation suffered astronomical damage.



In a single war, at least hundreds of thousands died. And even more people lost their limbs.



Even with countless medical androids deployed, it wasn't enough. Every doctor was precious there.



"Your mother and I need to be there to save even one more person. Seti, you're smart enough to understand."



"...I understand."



Seti nodded with her head bowed low.



She often said she was fine without her parents' care, that she could manage on her own.



Still, there was an undeniable emptiness in her heart.



In truth, she wished her parents would show even a little more interest in her.



After finishing his conversation with Seti, Arnold looked Eidel over.



Two pairs of golden eyes met.



"..."



"..."



With this, Arnold confirmed with his own eyes that Eidel was indeed the valedictorian.



"So I guess the talk about kicking me out of the family is off the table?"



Eidel asked as Arnold was about to leave with complicated feelings.



"Hmm."



With his back turned, Arnold waved his hand.



A promise is a promise. Breaking it would undermine trust with others.



But now, keeping Eidel in the family had become problematic in a different way.



Not just admission, but valedictorian of all things.



"...This is troublesome."



What if Eidel continued to show such performances?



What if he stopped his delinquent behavior and lived diligently?



What if he achieved more than his two brothers?



The power succession structure could be overturned.



The Rheinland family business is inherited not by the eldest son but by the most outstanding child. That is the Rheinland principle.



This has become complicated. Arnold left the ceremony hall with what must have been his umpteenth sigh.



***



And so my father vanished before the entrance ceremony.



"Hmph."



I think I understand why Eidel became twisted. He's the head of the family but doesn't know how to care for it.



Soon, the entrance ceremony began.



No, the universe's greatest head-bowing competition disguised as an entrance ceremony began.



"We would like to apologize and offer compensation for what happened during the practical exam..."



Contestant #1: A bald man. His side hair falling forward with each bow is quite impressive.



Contestant #2: A wrinkled old man. He barely has the strength to hold the microphone, evoking sympathy.



Contestant #3: A female teacher. The dark circles under her eyes suggest she's the head of academic affairs.



As the contestants entered, the evaluation panel (parents) began their critique.



"Are you insane?"



"Can we trust you with our children?"



"My daughter almost died. How exactly will you take responsibility?"



Hmm, what a mess.



This isn't an entrance ceremony! I thought as I looked around.



"What's wrong?"



Seti asked worriedly, noticing my restlessness.



I answered.



"Where's Rustila?"



Seti's expression suddenly turned sad.



"She's probably over there. She apologized for not being able to sit with us..."



I could understand the situation just by looking at my sister's expression.



She must be tightly controlled.



"Where are you going?"



"I'm going to get Rustila."



"What are you planning to do? This area is only for merit scholarship students..."






"Since it's reserved for merit scholarship students, it belongs to merit scholarship students."



"What do you mean?"



"Merit scholarship students can let other students sit here if they want."



I asked Seti to watch my seat and set off on my mission.



I soon found Rustila.



She was surrounded (protected?) by androids.



"Oh."



Just looking at it makes me feel suffocated.



"Rustila!"



I waved and approached her. Her eyes widened like saucers.



"...Eidel!"



"What are you doing here?"



Just as I was about to get closer to Rustila, the nearest android blocked my path.



"I'm sorry, but you cannot come near... Oogh!"



Click.



I took out my calipers and lightly touched between the robot's legs.



The android shuddered as if receiving an electric shock and collapsed.



"How dare you!"



When the Azure Dragon of the East took a hit, the remaining guardians rose from their seats in fury.



"We cannot allow you to approach the young lady! Urgh!"



Double kill.



"Aren't you that delinquent from the Rheinland... Gack!"



Triple kill.



"I must inform the head of the family... Eek!"



Quadra kill.



[— The apostle of the "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" is rampaging!]



[— You have gained 400 Fron as a reward!]



Apostle Eidel, who had disciplined innocent muggles with his magic wand, arrived at Princess Rustila's location.



"W-what are you doing here...?"



Rustila asked in a trembling voice.



It's only right to answer when asked.



"Let's go sit together over there."



"Over there? But those are the best seats, only for merit scholarship students..."



"You deserve to sit there."



I declared confidently. Rustila stared at me with a blank expression.



That's when it happened.



"Who dares approach my daughter?"



A somewhat irritable voice was heard. At that voice, Rustila momentarily hunched her shoulders.



Her blue eyes trembled with unease.



"Father, Mother..."



"Rustila, who is this boy? Do you know him?"



"H-he's my friend."



Rustila answered in a shrinking voice.



Blocking my path was a middle-aged couple in formal attire. Judging by their aura, they were definitely from a high-class family.



I see. So these are Rustila's parents.



"Student, what have you done to our androids?"



The husband growled.



"I didn't touch them. When I approached, they just stood up and collapsed."



I pushed aside the fallen androids and put on a friendly expression.



Wait. Why is the atmosphere getting worse when I spoke so politely?



"What?"



"It's true."



"How dare you tell such an obvious lie?"



The Kersil couple hadn't seen me put away my calipers. In other words, a perfect crime.



Without evidence, they couldn't catch me. This is basic knowledge that any legal professional would know.



"Student, who are you?"



"I'm Rustila's friend."



I sat in the space kindly vacated by the androids and extended my hand toward Rustila.



"Looking for Rustila to enjoy the entrance ceremony together."



Rustila looked startled, then slightly bowed her head. Her sapphire eyes wavered from side to side.



"Student!"



Smack!



Rustila's father unpleasantly knocked away my hand.



"Don't touch our daughter carelessly."



Fierce eyes glared at me.



It seems I've earned their strong dislike.



This is a bit awkward. I acted first without thinking, but how do I get out of this situation?



While I could use force against androids, I couldn't resort to violence against parents.



Rustila's parents didn't seem like the type to resolve things through dialogue...



But backing down now might deeply disappoint Rustila.



As I was pondering this dilemma,



Rustila took my hand.





Chapter 32 - Entrance Ceremony (2)



Rustila scratched her cheek and said.



"I'll go."



"Huh?"



I was the one surprised instead. Rustila's hand holding mine. I never dreamed she would express her intentions this actively.



But let's think about this from another angle.



A daughter who isn't even an adult yet holding hands with some unknown man in front of her parents?



Would any parent just sit there calmly without their eyes rolling back?



"Let go of that hand right now, Rustila!"



Her parents simultaneously leaned forward to break apart our hands.



We easily avoided them by standing up.



"What? Look at this!"



"Dad's giving you one last warning. Let go of that guy's hand in the count of three. Now. One, two..."



"Father!"



Rustila shook her head firmly.



"Eidel is my friend. He might be a bit eccentric, but he's a good person. I'm fine."



"How can there be friendship between a boy and a girl?"



"At least... I think there can be."



"You don't know any better yet. Guys who look like that always have ulterior motives."



"Mom!"



"Rustila."



"Both of you... please stop, just stop."



Rustila gritted her teeth while glancing around.



Whispers. People starting to gather as if they had a sixth sense for drama.



Even I thought this was becoming embarrassingly awkward.



There was no need to cause a scene by raising our voices.



I grabbed Rustila's hand and pulled her closer. A cute "uh, uh" sound escaped from her lips. The distance between us narrowed to just a hand's width.



I whispered in her ear.



"Go sit at the VIP seats. Ask Seti where my seat is, and sit there."



"...What about you, Eidel?"



"I need to go up to the podium."



Rustila smiled brightly and said.



"Thank you."



"Don't mention it."



Rustila moved away before her parents could say anything.



"Rustila, where are you going!"



"Honey, hurry after her!"



The two rushed to follow.



But who is Rustila? She's an athletic genius with calf muscles toned by secret home workouts.



No ordinary person could keep up with her swift movements.



"Ha, no! Why is she so fast...!"



"Stop right there! Rustila!"



It's like watching cops and robbers where the robber is too fast.



Anyway, I was able to get through this unexpected crisis.



"Lucky me."



All that remained were four androids sprawled on the ground.



As I was wondering how to deal with them, I soon turned around and walked away.



Well, someone would clean them up.



***



There are countless dreams in this world.



When the interviewer asked about her dream, Rustila answered with sincerity.



"My dream is to protect the Federation."



When asked what profession she wanted to pursue, she answered like this.



"I want to become the highest-ranked examiner. I want to become a soldier. I hope that with each swing of my sword, one person can survive."



When asked why, she answered.



"The reason? The planet I lived on as a child was invaded by Incarnates. That's when I realized. There's no safe place in this universe. So I want to make at least one corner of this universe safe."



Some might mock it as an unrealistic dream.



But she wanted to pursue her passion sincerely.



And her best efforts were rewarded not with contempt or ridicule, but with acceptance to Stellarium.



It was thanks to Eidel.



Thanks to him, she could distance herself a little from her parents' shadow. She became able to gather courage and express her own opinions.



Rustila had just felt that change clearly.



"Haa, haa."



She'd done it.



She'd really done it.



Two words filled her mind: rebellion.



Her heart was pounding.



It was the first time she had openly defied her parents. The unfamiliar sensation ran through her body like lightning.



Her chest ached as if she had committed a grave sin.



"Phew..."



She needed to calm down.



Rustila closed her eyes and took slow, deep breaths.



Seti was sitting beside her with a bright smile.



"To think that Eidel would give up his seat for you."



"..."



Rustila opened her eyes, fidgeting with her fingers. The podium was clearly visible.



The VIP seats were truly special.



While she was incredibly grateful for Eidel's kindness, she also had doubts.



Should I be sitting in a place like this?



Is it right to keep receiving from Eidel without giving back?



"Sis, are your parents still unable to come this way?"



"I lost them along the way."



Rustila's feet were so fast that her parents seemed to have lost their way. The open-air theater was quite large, which contributed to this.



What was more bitter was the fact that Rustila's parents had come without properly checking the local geography.



In other words, they hadn't considered from the beginning that Rustila would be accepted to Stellarium.



That fact left a bitter taste. She had been accepted purely because of her admiration for examiners, but she felt that wasn't being acknowledged.



[Next, we will have the new student representative's pledge.]



"Wow, it's starting. Sis, look over there!"



When Seti nudged her, Rustila was finally able to escape her thoughts.



A single scene was captured in Rustila's azure eyes.



A tall boy climbing onto the podium, bowing to the principal and vice principal.



Within the stage that resembled a painting, the boy was exceptionally neat.



And handsome too. He gave off a strong model student vibe.



"I can't believe that's my brother."



Seti repeated in disbelief.



[New student representative, Eidel von Rheinland.]






Eidel on the podium raised his hand and scanned the surroundings.



[Pledge. As incoming students of the prestigious Stellarium Academia, we will always maintain proper conduct, consider friendship with colleagues, and devote ourselves to studies...]



His refreshing voice began to fill the open-air theater.



Valedictorian.



The fact that a boy who studied as well as him was her friend made Rustila's heart race.



Seti seemed to feel the same way.



"I can't believe he's up there."



That's when it happened.



"I know, right?"



"...?"



An unpleasant voice suddenly rang out.



Turning toward the sound, a silver-haired, purple-eyed girl was looking down at Rustila and Seti arrogantly.



"You're... that girl from before?"



Rustila had met this girl before. Specifically, in a park on this Stellarium planet.



If asked whether she liked her or not, the answer was definitely not.



"My family is Adelbein. Unless you're from the Rheinland family, bow your head and give up that seat."



"Who do you think you are? Is the Federation a class-based society?"



"Hehe, you can't even take a joke as a joke."



Rustila usually avoided conversation with people she didn't get along with.



But this time, she wanted to confront her.



She had already gone against her parents' wishes, so it seemed inconsistent to shrink back in front of a complete stranger.



[...This concludes the student representative's pledge.]



"Oh my."



On the other hand, Zernya paid little attention to Rustila. Her gaze was fixed on Eidel on the podium.



"That seat was originally mine..."



Tsk! Zernya clicked her tongue.



She had been consistently arrogant since before, and she seemed to harbor great hostility toward Eidel.



"..."



Rustila made an inner promise.



If this girl tried to make things difficult for Eidel, she would step in and teach her a lesson.



***



"Sigh, honey. We lost her. What should we do?"



Rustila's mother, Ada Kersil, bit her nails nervously as she urged her husband.



Her husband, Lloyd Kersil, was equally anxious.



She was their only daughter, obtained with great difficulty. They absolutely had to pass down the family business to her. The tradition of the Kersil family must not end.



They had already decided many things. The ideal career path, the ideal lifestyle, even the ideal groom.



"Let's... go back to our seats for now."



Lloyd said, breathing heavily.



"She'll have to come back to her seat eventually. Whether after class assignments or after today's entrance ceremony."



"What if she doesn't come back? What if she stays at a hotel under the pretext of sleeping over at a friend's house..."



"Then we'll have to discipline her severely."



Lloyd had already made up his mind.



Soon, he would have a major confrontation with his daughter.



***



Right after the entrance ceremony, we received our class assignments.



Classes were divided according to entrance exam rankings.



The very top and bottom students were placed in the elite class and supplementary class respectively, while the rest went into regular classes.



Seti and I were scholarship students, so we were in the elite class, but Rustila wasn't. She was in the supplementary class.



"That's too bad."



"I know. If she had just done better on the practical exam, she could have been in the elite class with us."



"So you think the same way as me, brother?"



Seti glanced at me with a smirk.



"Ah, how annoying."



[Psychological state: She feels surprised yet comfortable about feeling a sense of kinship with you.]



Anyway, it was obvious that Seti and I would be together.



And that person would also be in the elite class.



"You two are always stuck together."



Zernya von Adelbein.



Speak of the devil.



"Are you born in consecutive years? Siblings getting along so well."



She started picking on us as soon as she appeared.



"Well, I guess that's what they call birds of a feather flocking together."



Her level of provocation is quite artistic. I'm really curious about her purpose.



Could it be inferiority complex?



Whatever. No response is the best response for this.



"Hey, let's sit over there."



"Sure."



We walked past Zernya and headed to the back.



"Sis, what do you want to eat for dinner tonight?"



"I'm craving sashimi after a long time."



"...Both of you, are you ignoring me right now?"



She even invaded our refuge. Zernya adjusted her white scarf and spoke harshly.



"Hey, am I a joke to you?"



"What now?"



"I just can't understand how you became the valedictorian, no matter how I think about it."



Zernya pulled her scarf all the way up and glared. Under her forehead as wide as the Pacific Ocean, two pairs of brilliant grape-like eyes glowed like fluorescent lights.



"I can't understand how you're the valedictorian..."



Seti and I looked at each other and grinned.



[Seti von Adelbein Rheinland: 50 / 1000]



[Psychological state: She hopes you'll play along with her.]



Zernya continued her offensive with a pretentious attitude.



"Both of you should enjoy this while it lasts. Luck doesn't strike twice."



"Sure."



"Whatever."



"Do you know that this isn't the official class but a temporary one?"



"Of course."



"We do."



"The practical evaluation that couldn't be done during the entrance exam will start soon."



"That's."



"Right."



"Anyway, when the time comes, you should be prepared to pack your bags and leave this class..."



"You."



"Should."



"..."



The combined torpedo attack of the troublemaker siblings. No ship can withstand it. The damaged Zernya vessel hastily retreated.






"Because the level is too low."



That was her excuse.



"High five."



Seeing Zernya fleeing with flushed cheeks, we lightly clapped our hands together.



This is more fun than I expected.



[— Notice: The 'SAN Parameter' skill has leveled up to 2 after being used a certain number of times!]



[— Notice: From now on, you can detect the emotions of others in more detail.]



Additionally, my psychological insight skill leveled up. It's like killing two birds with one stone.



[Seti von Adelbein Rheinland: 50 / 1000]



[Trait: 'Achievement Drive' - When you achieve something, your stress level decreases faster than others.]



[Psychological state: She feels considerable affinity toward you. There are still lingering resentments and doubts about the past. She hopes you'll remain as you are now.]



The amount of information has definitely increased.



However, what bothers me is that this isn't entirely my own achievement.



It's Cartesia's ability to examine and sometimes manipulate others' mental states according to her taste.



[— 'The God of Wisdom and Curiosity' is interested in your valid question.]



[— You have broken Mental Erosion (G)!]



[— 500 Fron will be attributed to you.]



I should always be cautious when using it.



While thinking about various things, I was chatting with Seti.



"Ah!" There was a sound. Something got caught on the threshold. The commotion came from behind.



When I turned around, there was a girl with short dark green hair rubbing her waist after spilling her books.



"Ow, ow."



She was even smaller than Seti or Zernya.



Her uniform was loose, and the cuffs weren't neat. She looked like an elementary school student attending high school.



"I knew this would happen!"



Another girl entered after her.



She was over 175cm tall and had such a mature face that if she hadn't been wearing a uniform, she might have been mistaken for a teacher.



She quickly picked up the fallen books and helped the other girl stand up.



"Mezulen, are you okay?"



"My, my lumbar! I think I sprained my 8th lumbar vertebra!"



"That's why I told you! Let's share the books! Why do you always push yourself so hard..."



"Everyone sees me as a child. I can do this much on my own!"



Hair color, eye color, body type, speech patterns.



Combining all these factors, I guessed their identities.



"I'm so sorry for causing a disturbance."



The tall girl kept bowing and apologizing.



The girl's name was "Kristin Heresset," the daughter of a famous legal family like Kersil.



Kristin was clearly a girl who pursued a righteous lifestyle.



"Ah!"



Kristin met my eyes and suddenly pointed at me with indignation.



"You!"



"What, me?"



"Yes, you! You were on the podium earlier, weren't you? Your name was..."



"Eidel von Rheinland."



"Yes! Eidel von Rheinland! The troublemaker of the universe!"



I sighed.



Right. It would be strange if the daughter of the Heresset family, which has been a family of examiners for generations, didn't pick a fight with me.



"I've read several articles about your eccentric behavior on my way here! You've committed more evil deeds than I imagined. How could someone like you! Enter such a prestigious academy! And as the valedictorian no less?"



"Well, about that..."



"It's suspicious! It stinks! Did you bribe the entire school? Or do you have connections with the chairman? This doesn't make sense no matter how I think about it. I should contact the Southern District Prosecutor's Office for a thorough investigation...!"



"Listen when someone's trying to speak."



Kristin's rapid-fire speech didn't last long. A man holding a thin blackboard poked the back of her head from behind.



"Eek! Who, who are you?"



"Hmm, I wonder who?"



"Ah, could it be... our homeroom teacher?"



"Heh, go sit wherever you want. The orientation will start soon."



"Yes, sir..."



As if nothing had happened, the girl bowed deeply and went to sit by the window. The green-haired girl next to her was still groaning and holding her waist.



Step, step.



The man who introduced himself as our homeroom teacher was now at the podium, looking down at us.



His black hair was slicked back, and he wore sunglasses. He had something like a white cigarette in his mouth.



His outfit was simply a white shirt and black slacks.



Perhaps because of his tall stature, he had an overwhelming presence.



Gulp. Several students swallowed hard.



I was also tense since I hadn't had time to find out who our homeroom teacher was.



However.



"Congratulations on your admission, everyone. My name is Welton Yusoford."



After hearing his name, I couldn't help but feel deflated.



Damn it, it's you?



"Let's get along well for the next year. Some of you might not see me after the class reassignment evaluation, but I'll continue to be in charge of this class. I hope you all do your best to avoid class transfers."



"Excuse me, I have a question."



"Yes. What's your name, student?"



"Zernya Adelbein."



"Good, Adelbein student. Ask anything."



Zernya glanced at us before continuing.



"What's the topic and schedule for the reassignment exam? Is there any prior notice?"



"Ah, about that? I don't know either."



"...?"



The entire class froze.



"You, you don't know?"



"Are they going to spring it on us by surprise?"



"I see. So that's how it is..."



The students showed different reactions. Some frowned in disbelief, while others nodded in understanding.



As for me...



I was neither.



"Kuk."



I was just amused by the situation and observing it leisurely.



The door opened with a clatter.



The person who entered through the front door was none other than Teacher Kendra Hemington.



A veteran teacher who teaches mathematics, with a wide-ranging concern for others but also diligent. I was familiar with her as she was the main supervisor at my exam hall.



As soon as Kendra saw the boy posing at the podium, she glared and asked.



"Student, what are you doing at the podium?"



"Eek."



Our class's homeroom teacher... no, the student Welton Yusoford immediately came down from the platform and retreated to the back row.



It didn't take long for Zernya to explode.





Chapter 33 - Reassignment Exam (1)



Kendra nudged Welton and said.



"Yusoford student. You shouldn't impersonate a teacher."



"Yes, ma'am."



"Well then, shall I start taking attendance?"



So this is where it begins.



If everything until entering Academia was the prologue to the prologue, then from now on is the prologue.



Two years until the protagonist of this novel enters college.



However, all the main and supporting characters who will become close to that protagonist are already here.



It wouldn't hurt to befriend them in advance.



First, the most noteworthy person.



"Zernya von Adelbein."



Of course it's that one.



The person who would have ranked first if I hadn't been a variable. A hexagonal talent with overwhelming skills. But a girl with unfortunate fate who, unsatisfied with her talent, summoned an outer god and suffered consequences.



She's also dangerous, being the boss of the college arc. It would be great if we could become friends and allies, but her uniquely twisted personality makes it difficult to build a relationship.



And next.



"James Hedelton."



A diligent and quiet guy. Does more than his share when given assignments. The biggest victim of group projects.



"Mezulen Hueritia."



A dark green pipsqueak. Height is 149.4 cm, with growth plates already closed. Suspiciously fond of biology talk and rounding numbers.



"Mathers Byteling."



From a frontier planet. His actions are as violent as his hair color. Honestly, I don't care about his unfortunate past, and I'm not sure what his current state is. He's particularly glaring at me.



"Kristin Heresset."



With looks suitable for modeling rather than law. Can't stand injustice. The word "corruption" constantly comes out of her mouth. Quite loyal.



"Welton Yusoford."



The type who eats blood sausage soup without the blood sausage.



"Seti von Rheinland."



"Here."



"And... Eidel Rheinland."



I suppose these are the people to watch out for.



When I came to my senses, I realized Kendra was making eye contact with me.



No, not just Kendra.



Everyone in the class was either openly staring at me or at least glancing in my direction.



"Eidel, you were quite impressive during the written exam. So you ended up ranking first. Congratulations."



"I knew there were connections! A hotbed of admission corruption!"



"Chris, maybe it's better to stay quiet here?"



The classroom suddenly became noisy.



Kendra began what seemed like an orientation speech.



"As you all know, the Federation is at war. Many people are still dying because of the monsters and incarnate bodies created by outer gods."



"......"



"You're no different. Outer gods don't spare you just because you're young."



Kendra then mentioned the major accident that occurred during the practical evaluation.



Many students nearly lost their arms there.



"Truly out of nowhere, you or your friends could die tomorrow."



"......"



"Even though this isn't the military, you'll have to live like it is. I hope you'll devote yourselves to your studies while also being diligent in military training."



Kendra spoke somewhat forcefully. The students gulped.



"You need to learn how to handle a Plasma Sword. Also, how to manipulate Aether."






That's the only way to survive.



"Is there anyone who thinks they don't need swordsmanship because they're going into research or will work in the rear? If so, you won't get good grades here. Remember that. That's all!"



Several students nodded.



Kendra leaned on the podium and grinned.



"Anyway, I'm glad this batch of students is so bright."



Bang!



She continued.



"...But don't think everyone in this class will still be here after two weeks."



This is where the important story begins.



It's time for me to open my ears and listen properly.



"Three days from now, all students will take a reassignment test."



"A reassignment test?"



"Yes. The purpose is to complement the practical evaluation that couldn't be properly conducted during the entrance exam. You're all smart, so you know what I mean, right?"



Since admission was already granted, the reassignment test would give students with excellent combat abilities the opportunity to study in higher-level classes.



Simply put, they wanted to separate the full grains of rice from the empty ones.



It was their way of compensating.



"Excuse me, teacher. What about the practical evaluation method?"



"The evaluation method? Ah, right..."



Kendra scratched her head and said.



"I don't know."



"What?"



The students' expressions turned dumbfounded.



"It'll be decided by drawing lots on the day."



***



Three days was too short for proper classes. We only learned the basics of handling Aether before taking the reassignment test.



"I'll announce the topic. The test topic is practical combat with mock monsters. We've designed a test that's almost identical to what you had during the entrance exam, but can evaluate you from more diverse aspects, so be aware."



That's what she said.



"This is absurd."



A student from the middle class blurted out. With that, a restless atmosphere began to spread.



However, the elite class students remained relatively calm.



They already possessed excellent skills in various areas. There was no reason to be agitated about an enhanced practical evaluation.



"I wish we could just get this meaningless thing over with quickly."



Zernya grumbled. She was checking her sharp-looking Plasma Sword while yawning.



Come to think of it, Zernya was established as someone who sleeps eight hours a day. They say she sleeps a lot because she uses her brain so much.



Other students were also calm. They all seemed to think there would be no changes to their class assignments.



Even Seti felt that way.



I'm the only one who's anxious.



'Aether is like a pulsating star. Its aspect at close range is like a strong nuclear force, and its essence can be thought of as a light element.'



I clenched and unclenched my hands, recalling the Aether utilization method taught by our homeroom teacher.



Saaah.



I could feel the formless energy flowing through my ulna, through my wrist, and around both hands.



If this energy is inserted into a Plasma Sword, it enables ionization of matter at room temperature.



Combining this created energy with Aether's inherent energy to burn monsters—that's the mechanism of the Plasma-Aether Sword.



As I was manipulating Aether and getting used to the sensation, it happened.



[— Notice: Due to the influence of outer gods, you cannot accumulate or emit Aether in this test.]



What the hell.






Cold sweat poured down my face.



My physical strength is already weak, and without Aether, what am I supposed to do?



"The test content is simple. Using the Dodeca Forest you see over there as the stage, you'll either confront or avoid B-class golems while collecting Aether fragments."



Golems, huh.



I'm not sure if attacking with the "Calipers of Wisdom" that destroy the mind would be effective.



Can I even approach a B-class golem with my current physical condition? I'm not sure.



"Hey, come to think of it, you."



Of all times, Seti approached me.



"I saw you smashing monster heads last time. Are you actually talented at physical movement?"



"What."



I was so dumbfounded I couldn't speak.



Seti is complimenting me?



No, wait. More importantly, he's praising something that isn't true.



"They say your sword skills are excellent too?"



"As expected of the top student..."



"Don't be fooled. It might be an illusion."



"But still, being the top student must mean something, right?"



No, you crazy people. Don't expect anything.



I clearly understood what it means to incur a thousand-nyang debt with a single word.



One sentence uttered by Seti created an enormous ripple effect throughout the elite class.



And there was one student who openly staggered from that ripple effect.



"You bubble-filled nobody, I'll crush you myself."



It was Zernya.



Yes, at least you're evaluating me properly.



No, damn it. This isn't right.



I'm screwed.



That was a conclusion I could reach without much deliberation.



But is it fortunate amid misfortune?



The supervisor overseeing the reassignment test added:



"This reassignment test is being conducted to evaluate you according to appropriate and suitable criteria. Therefore, we will comprehensively assess not only simple physical power but also sensitivity to detect Aether, instantaneous judgment to grasp situations, mathematical and scientific thinking to interpret Aether maps, and sociability to create teammates and collaborate."



In simple terms, even if your physical strength is weak, you can compensate with intelligence or the power of teammates.



A sigh of relief erupted among the lower-ranked students.



"However, teams can have up to three members. Once you form a group, you must report it, and at the end, the points earned will be divided equally among members."



"Ah."



The lower-ranked students' hopes were crushed upon hearing the supervisor's final words, specifically that "points would be divided equally."



This is complete hope-baiting.



"Haha, collaboration? Interesting. Of course, I won't be doing it."



Welton Yusoford grinned while caressing his sword.



"...Alone is enough."



Mathers Byteling felt the same.



Most of the elite class didn't form teams. They were all so skilled that individual play was more beneficial than collaboration.



Above all, there was no reason to cooperate when they had only just met.



At most, childhood friends Mezulen Hueritia and Kristin Heresset formed a team.



And as for me.



"Hey."



I was called by my sister.





Chapter 34 - Reassignment Exam (2)



"Before the exam, we'll distribute electronic maps showing the Aether distribution. Since these maps only show approximate distributions, students with poor mathematical thinking might be better off just running around to search. Those who need it, please download it here."



The explanation ended right there. I had heard everything I needed to.



I could see students below Middle Class hurriedly forming teams. The weaker ones tend to band together to compensate for their weaknesses.



I couldn't mock them.



That was human nature, and a strength at that.



I too wanted to form a team with someone who had combat ability.



In the midst of this, Seti approached me with a proposal.



"Want to be on the same team?"



Her tone was somewhat blunt but oddly expectant.



"You're pretty good at fighting."



"Me?"



I pointed at myself and asked incredulously. Seti nodded without hesitation.



"The way you took down that monster during the practical evaluation."



"That only worked because Rustila was there."



"I know."



Then Seti suddenly grabbed my hand and pulled me along.



"Where are we going?"



"To the deep sea."



Seti, who had been dragging me further down the slope, suddenly stopped walking.



We had arrived at the camp of the supplementary class, where students with poor entrance scores gathered.



She looked around and began to explain.



"I vaguely knew this kind of test was coming. So I trained to improve my Aether detection ability."



"That's a gamble."



"Not a gamble. I was almost certain."



Well, this was exactly the difference between Seti and Eidel.



"If I had to put it in terms, it's like investing in stocks? I have a sense for it. The sense of victory that you didn't have back then."



"If you say so."



Her manner of speaking oddly resembled Zernya's. The Adelbein bloodline can't be hidden, it seems.



"Cooperate with my plan."



"Yes."



I responded indifferently.



"So here's the deal. Let's combine my Aether detection ability, your decent combat skills, and whatever mathematical thinking ability you might have."



"..."



"Honestly, I think if we siblings stick together, we'll be more helpful to each other than if we go separately."



"...Siblings, huh."



"What? Why? We are biologically siblings."



Seti crossed her arms and replied with a pout.



"You wouldn't even acknowledge me as your sister before."



"Shut up and keep listening."



Seti cleared her throat with a "Ahem" and continued.



"But just the two of us won't get stable results. We need one more person, like you mentioned earlier."



Who could that person be?



Actually, it was obvious.



Just then, a girl with a blonde ponytail passed by us. I saw her, but she didn't seem to notice us in the crowd.



She looked like she was leaving to find someone to team up with.



I think our needs would match perfectly.



"Rustila!"



Just as I called her name and reached out my hand.



Thwack!



My hand was knocked down. A stinging sensation immediately spread across the back of my hand.



"What the..."



Frowning, I turned my head to see an android in a suit standing there with an expressionless face.



"Please look with your eyes only."



An android similar to Sonia had appeared.



***



While some students come to Academia purely to study, others enroll mainly for romance or a dissolute lifestyle.



More precisely, they want to let loose.



"I studied hard, so don't I deserve a reward?"



Many males seek romance as one of those rewards.



At seventeen, it's the age when interest in the opposite sex grows and many become skilled at making approaches.



However, the number of snakes approaching Rustila exceeded imagination.



"Want to form a team with us?"



She had just rejected another team's proposal 10 seconds ago and was walking away. Two more male students approached and made their offer to Rustila.



"Your sword stance is different. You must be really good with a sword."



"He's good at math, and I have good detection abilities. What do you say? Want to team up with us?"






"No, I..."



Just as Rustila was about to decline with a sigh.



"That won't be possible."



An android wedged herself between the male students and Rustila.



Her name was Verdia, a 5th generation android with neat formal attire and straight dark hair. She had become Rustila's bodyguard, succeeding Zermel.



"My Lady Rustila is a noble person. Please refrain from approaching her carelessly."



"Wow, so your name is Rustila. Your name is as pretty as your face."



"You're making unnecessary advances."



Verdia physically pushed away the smooth-talking male students. Her defense was truly ironclad.



It was so harsh that even Rustila felt embarrassed watching it, thinking Verdia's overprotection was becoming a nuisance to others.



"Isn't that too harsh?"



Rustila asked.



Verdia shook her head and murmured.



"My lady is a peerless beauty. Do you think such riffraff will back off with a gentle rejection?"



"Well..."



Peerless beauty? That's going too far. She didn't think she was ugly, but considered herself rather plain.



"Still, Verdia? I'm not interested in relationships yet. I think it's better to seriously consider such things when I become an adult."



"My lady, you're too innocent."



Verdia sighed and countered.



"As the saying goes, even a tree that won't fall after ten strikes will eventually fall. Men are all woodcutters with axes. Do you know what will happen if these persistent creatures keep striking at you?"



"..."



"I have no intention of letting such monkeys approach you."



Verdia continued, clasping her hands behind her back.



"But it would be dangerous alone. We don't know what dangers lurk inside that forest, so you do need companions who can protect you if something happens."



"You're allowing it?"



"Yes. To be honest, I think your father's order to avoid all contact with others is a bit extreme."



Rustila's pupils dilated at those words.



Verdia was certainly different from Zermel. True to being a 5th generation android, she was more flexible.



"Your father told me to monitor you because you weren't coming home. Anyway, it's an honor to meet you."



The high-end android, purchased at great expense by the Kersil family to guard and monitor Rustila, had effectively given her freedom.



It was a misjudgment for Rustila's parents, but ultimately a good thing for Rustila herself.



"I have someone in mind."



Rustila said.



Her cheeks were faintly flushed.



"..."



Verdia sensed something unusual in the air.



Rustila continued walking around to find that person she had in mind.



Soon, she could hear a boy's voice calling her from a distance.



Immediately after, Verdia reflexively knocked away the hand of an "evil spirit" that was reaching toward Lady Rustila.



***



"What's this android saying? Look with my eyes only..."



I rubbed my reddened hand while glaring at the android.



She introduced herself as Verdia.



"My Lady Rustila is like a golden branch with jade leaves. No matter who you are, you're not worthy of comparison."



"I'm a direct descendant of the Rheinland family."



"..."



The android's expression turned blank.



"Excuse me, but who are you?"



"Eidel von Rheinland."



"...Ah. That delinquent?"



"Would it hurt to call me this year's top student?"



"I apologize. I was just testing you."



Verdia began circling around me.



After scrutinizing me for a while, she narrowed her eyes like a flounder.



"You're completely different from the information in my database. None of the news articles match what I'm seeing."



"And?"



"Please wait a moment."



Verdia circled not just me but Seti as well.



"This young lady passes."



"What about me?"



"Just a moment."



After watching her for a while, I began to understand Verdia's algorithm.



She seemed to have more lenient standards for those of the same gender as Rustila.



That's when Rustila suddenly intervened.



"Verdia, Eidel is one of my only two friends."






"Is that so?"



"Yes. Don't doubt Eidel."



"..."



Tap, tap. She suddenly started throwing light jabs at me.



They were just gentle taps on my shoulder or cheek, not painful at all. But somehow it felt degrading.



Still, I endured it.



I could roughly guess her intentions.



"Verdia, what are you doing...!"



Rustila was flustered, while Seti giggled watching me take these weak hits. I endured this unpleasant assault for nearly a minute.



"You pass."



The reward for my patience was sweeter than expected.



***



Being called one of Rustila's only two friends.



It felt strangely good. Had I completely won over one of the main characters as an ally?



I should aim to maintain friendly relationships with the rest of my classmates and make them allies too.



"Eidel, Eidel?"



"Huh?"



Rustila was calling me.



"...We are really close friends, right?"



She asked.



What kind of question is that? Of course we are.



"Of course."



"Yes, that's right? Thank goodness."



Rustila let out a deep sigh of relief, though I wasn't sure what she was so relieved about.



Me, Seti, and Rustila. The three of us entered the foothills of the Dodeca Forest to begin our journey to find Aether.



First, there were three rules for the practical evaluation:



First, no fighting with other students.



Second, golems would only appear after a certain amount of time had passed.



Third, 6 points per Aether fragment, 300 points per golem defeated.



Though called Aether fragments, they looked like glowing chunks of chromium, making them easy to spot even in broad daylight.



Fragments were scattered sparsely along our path. When we picked them up and put them in our pockets, a "ding!" sound would play and our score would update.



However, this method wasn't very efficient.



We needed to fully utilize our Aether detection abilities to find what were called "motherlodes."



"Let me concentrate."



Seti closed her eyes to meditate, then pointed in a direction.



"Hmm, over there."



Northwest.



That's roughly how it worked.



But even this wasn't enough.



For one person it might be sufficient, but to secure enough Aether fragments for three people who needed to share equally, interpreting the map was essential.



"I've solved it."



Fortunately, the interpretation wasn't difficult. After a few mental calculations, I wrote down the known numerical solutions and understood the Aether distribution.



More technically speaking, this method is called Brute Force. It involves thinking of all possible function solutions and substituting them into the equations given on the map until something works.



In simpler terms, it's grunt work.



But for someone like me with a supercomputer-level brain, it was easy.



"What? Already?"



Seti was surprised and peered at my tablet.



There were several spots where the graph spiked up like delta functions. I pointed to these and said:



"Aether fragments should be clustered here."



Targeting these areas would allow us to score massive points.



I selected several locations from the northwest direction Seti had indicated.



"We should go around this area and collect. If we're lucky, we might get as many points as defeating one golem in a single go."



We headed straight there.



As it turned out, the first motherlode point was a modest gold mine. We only managed to mine about 60 points worth.



But that was fine.



We had time before the golems became active, and we were the only team that had completely solved the map and visualized it as a graph.



We continued accumulating points smoothly, scoring 72 points at the second location and 108 at the third.



Whoosh.



Suddenly, a chilling wind blew.



"...Doesn't the air feel different?"



"Yeah."



Seti, who was best at detecting Aether, spoke first, and Rustila placed her hand on her sword hilt.



I couldn't sense anything due to the Foreign God's influence, but I could roughly guess what was happening.



Something was starting to break loose.



Just as I thought this, the Foreign God's quest window updated.





Chapter 35 - Reassignment Exam (3)



*Ding!*



[— Alert: A new task has been assigned.]



[— Succeed in both of the following quests simultaneously during the reassignment exam.]



[1. Your rank must remain unchanged after the reassignment exam.]

[2. Use the 'Wisdom Calipers' to knock out one person who has been arrogant toward you.]



[— Success reward: 'Sage's Manual (Lv.10)']

[— Failure penalty: Corpus callosum destruction]



Damn, they really don't give me a moment's rest.



I think I can manage the first condition somehow. It literally just means maintaining first place. The problem is the second one.



Hit someone arrogant with the calipers?



Isn't fighting between students prohibited in this exam?



But the success reward being the 'Sage's Manual'... that's an overpowered item that lets you glimpse the future. It would be extremely useful to have.



Emerging from my thoughts, I spoke to the two girls.



"I think we should divide our labor now."



"...Divide our labor?"



"Staying too close together like this might reduce our efficiency."



We're currently in first place, but that's because our points are the combined total of three people.



To gain an advantage, one person needs to do more than their fair share. What we need for that is teamwork. More specifically...



Division of labor.



"How about Seti handles exploration, I do collection and mapping, and Rustila takes care of lookout and combat?"



"Wait, why are you acting like the leader?"



Seti said with a pout.



"Then you can do it."



I naturally handed over command to Seti. It doesn't matter who takes the lead.



"..."



She was silent for a moment before speaking.



"Let's divide the roles. I'll do exploration, Eidel will handle collection and mapping, and Rustila will be in charge of combat."



I knew this would happen.



***



[Real-time Scoreboard]



[1. Eidel von Rheinland / Seti von Rheinland / Rustila Kersil: 426 points (shared)]

[2. Welton Yusoford: 24 points]

[3. Mathers Byteling: 18 points]

[4. Kristin Heresset / Mezulen Hueritia: 12 points]



"What is that person, seriously...?"



Kristin gritted her teeth as she checked the scoreboard.



Despite being in the early stages, Eidel's group was surging ahead with fierce momentum. They were even showing a significant gap with those below second place.



Unless they had discovered several jackpots in succession, such a score difference should be impossible.



"Is this corruption? They must have gotten in through corruption, right?"



"Chris, you shouldn't say things like that."



Mezulen admonished her well.



"But it's strange no matter how you look at it! Maybe the academy told them exactly where all the crystals are..."



It was entirely possible.



After all, who is Eidel? A delinquent rumored to have poor conduct and mediocre studies.



It might be petty to hold onto past events until now. Kristin had seen countless times from her parents, who served as judges and prosecutors, that people can reform at any time. There was a possibility that Eidel was truly skilled.



But there's such a thing as probability, right?



This defied statistical logic.



"Do you think there's really a vein around here?"



"There must be. If we can't find it, all our efforts are wasted... wow."



Mezulen, who was examining the map, exclaimed in admiration.



Mezulen was quite knowledgeable in mathematics. She used various techniques to find an approximate solution. There was a point where the flow of aether peaked.



"Here!"



Mezulen pointed at the map.



"This seems to be the vein."



"Really?"



"Numbers don't lie."



Once they got started, the two began to speed up their exploration. And frighteningly, other teams seemed to have found jackpots too, as scores were rising like mad.



[Real-time Scoreboard]






[1. Eidel von Rheinland / Seti von Rheinland / Rustila Kersil: 546 points]

[2. Welton Yusoford: 180 points]

[3. Kristin Heresset / Mezulen Hueritia: 168 points]

[4. Mathers Byteling: 150 points]



"...We're at quite a disadvantage."



"Let's keep looking for now."



Since Kristin and Mezulen were a team, they had to consider that their score would be divided in half later.



They needed to either split up now or drastically increase their search efficiency.



After wandering around for a while, the two girls discovered something.



A black, shining orb was sitting alone among the bushes.



"What could this be?"



"Probably a cheap black pearl. Someone must have dropped it."



It was a dark, exotic-looking orb.



One thing was certain—it wasn't an aether fragment.



"We're in a hurry. Let's just go."



"Hmm."



Mezulen stared intently at the orb but soon lost interest and followed Kristin elsewhere.



Because of this, the two didn't see it.



Crack.



The moment when the orb split open and something began to emerge.



***



[— The 'God of Purity and Resolve' has detected an ominous energy.]



["Be careful, Rusti. Something's there."]



In the midst of searching diligently for aether fragments, Rustila's constellation Vega warned her. Rustila interpreted it as golem activity.



Yes, that's what she thought at first.



No golems were visible. But strangely, the air felt heavy.



It felt like entering a foreign god's territory—suffocating.



"Don't you guys... feel something strange?"



"Not really?"



When Rustila asked, Seti shook her head.



Eidel did the same.



This unpleasant smell. The Rheinland siblings didn't seem to notice it at all.



"I feel like something bad is about to happen."



"What kind of bad thing?"



"I'm... not sure. Maybe a monster?"



"Come on."



Seti waved her hand dismissively.



"Even if a monster attacks, we're on a mountain. It's an open space where we can just run away and end the game. Foreign gods aren't that stupid, right?"



Seti had a point.



If they were going to attack, they would do it in a confined space like last time, not on a mountainside.



"But..."



"Don't worry. I heard the school has deployed inspectors all around just in case."



It hadn't been long since the attack during the reassignment exam.



The academy had raised security levels by deploying B and A-class inspectors from the government in the vicinity.



They could easily defeat C-class or B-class monsters. The same went for A-class ones.



["The smell is still faint. Nothing major might happen... but it's better to be careful."]



Vega continued to warn her.



Since it was a constellation speaking, Rustila decided she shouldn't ignore it.



She resolved to be mentally prepared for any contingency.



The point collection itself was going smoothly so far.



When divided by three, their score was slightly less than second place, but Seti's exploration ability was improving over time.



Perhaps they could soon achieve first place in the true sense.



"Isn't something strange?"



"What?"



"...Wait a minute."



The three simultaneously checked the rankings.






[Real-time Scoreboard]



[1. Eidel von Rheinland / Seti von Rheinland / Rustila Kersil: 546 points]

[2. Welton Yusoford: 180 points]

[3. Kristin Heresset / Mezulen Hueritia: 168 points]

[4. Mathers Byteling: 150 points]



"She's not here."



They realized the source of the discomfort. Zernya von Adelbein. The girl with genius abilities wasn't showing up on the scoreboard.



"What's going on?"



"Maybe she's just playing around."



"...No. This is."



Eidel bit his lip lightly.



"She's planning something."



That's when it happened.



BOOM!



An explosion sounded nearby, shaking the ground.



At the same time, the scoreboard began to vibrate.



[2. Zernya von Adelbein: 300]



Once more.



BOOM!



[1. Zernya von Adelbein: 600]



***



"They said it was a B-class golem."



Zernya clicked her tongue and placed her hand on her waist.



"They all look flimsy."



Her third encounter with golems.



Even facing a giant over 4 meters tall, Zernya remained confident. With its upper body disproportionately larger than its lower body, it looked more ridiculous than frightening.



Its color resembled wood, but the texture seemed stone-like.



Despite being modeled after monsters, it had a form similar to humans.



Was it meant to intimidate?



It felt like all shell and no substance.



Zernya smirked.



Shing.



A silver triple-blade drawn from its sheath gleamed brilliantly in the sunlight.



As she infused it with aether, the blade heated up intensely.



Just before the golem assumed an attack stance, Zernya lightly pushed off the ground and charged forward.



Contrary to appearances, the golem was quick. As soon as it spotted Zernya approaching, it brought down both arms with terrifying force.



BOOM! The ground was deeply gouged, creating a crater.



Zernya wasn't there.



"I'm here."



Her figure appeared behind the golem. The golem turned around clumsily. A sharp silver line rushed in from the side.



The golem raised its disproportionately large hands to block the sword strike. But it was futile. The blade, heavily infused with aether, emitted plasma energy as an output terminal.



A heat sword that could melt most objects. The powerful energy that a B-class couldn't withstand surged into the golem's body.



Stab, stab, stab.



Zernya's triple-blade repeatedly stabbed and withdrew.



With each cycle, the number of holes increased. Not just destructive power, but her speed and technique were extraordinary.



THUD!



The golem collapsed without being able to do anything.



The scoreboard updated immediately.



[1. Zernya von Adelbein: 900 points]

[2. Eidel von Rheinland / Seti von Rheinland / Rustila Kersil: 552 points]

[...]



A smile curved on Zernya's lips.



Yes, this is it. The omnipotence, confidence, and self-esteem gained from taking first place.



The sense of achievement from stepping on others. That alone drives Adelbein forward.



By the way, Zernya wondered:



"...Rustila Kersil."



Who is this girl who's with Eidel?





Chapter 36 - Reassignment Exam (4)



Rustila, Rustila. Zernya, who had been repeating that name over and over, smirked.



Whoever she was, her attitude of trying to cling to Eidel was impudent. She probably lacked skill as well.



It didn't matter anyway.



Zernya continued to move. This wasn't enough yet. She needed to exert more effort to create a gap that Eidel's team couldn't overcome.



Zernya shifted her steps.



Thud, thud, thud!



Loud noises came from the side clearing.



The footsteps of a golem.



Zernya lowered her body and hurried toward the source.



There was a golem.



But someone had arrived before her.



"Hmph."



The golem charged fiercely toward the boy. However, he smiled leisurely as he adjusted his sunglasses.



An expensive-looking sword hung at the boy's waist. It looked like a blade from the Eastern Region. The scabbard extended smoothly.



Zernya's steps halted as she was about to rush into the battlefield.



"...That guy."



She had seen him somewhere before.



Yes, where had they met?



"..."



She remembered.



That vermin who had pretended to be a teacher on the first day of school and made her the laughingstock of the class.



She gritted her teeth.



He was undoubtedly the type to act recklessly without thinking. Not knowing his place. He would certainly get beaten up by the golem.



Zernya waited quietly. She wanted to see that boy get thrashed by the golem. There were plenty of golems around anyway, so she could spare one or two.



"Come at me, rock pile."



The boy, Welton Yusoford, said.



"I'll show you some sick swordsmanship."



Welton bent his waist and twisted his body. He lowered his stance by bending his knees and gently caressed the sword's handle.



His posture was impeccable. No openings.



That preparation motion, she remembered seeing it somewhere.



Iaido.



"...Are you kidding me right now?"



She blurted out words she had meant to swallow, having lost her composure.



The completeness of Welton's stance was high, but the technique itself was garbage. It wouldn't be able to demonstrate high destructive power. It would only be useful for surprise attacks, not much else.



But the next moment.



"Huh?"



A sword blade, stretched like taffy, pierced through the golem.



No, the blade hadn't stretched. It was ionized aether creating a delayed visual effect.



The friction heat generated when drawing the sword, combined with the power of aether, had succeeded in explosive ionization.



Zernya, who had pieced together the situation, smirked.



Indeed, that method might consume less aether in terms of energy transfer.



[Real-time Scoreboard]



[1. Zernya von Adelbein: 900 points]

[2. Eidel von Rheinland / Seti von Rheinland / Rustila Kersil: 660 points]

[3. Welton Yusoford: 480 points]



Welton had instantly gained 300 points from his previous 180, rising to third place in one go.



Zernya bit her lip slightly.



How impudent.



Now she needed to be wary of that guy rather than Eidel. In terms of point ratio, he was essentially in second place.



But regardless, his swordsmanship was far inferior to Zernya's.



Iaido was an inadequate countermeasure against A-rank or higher monsters. If that was all he could do, she could win easily.



"..."



Let it go.



According to the test rules, fighting others would only result in penalties.



Sighing, Zernya continued to watch the scoreboard.



The situation was developing more interestingly than expected.



[4. Kristin Heresset / Mezulen Hueritia: 374 points]



Soon, the fourth place was catching up.



[4. Mathers Byteling: 450 points]

[5. Kristin Heresset / Mezulen Hueritia: 374 points]



Then they were overtaken by another student.



Students gaining 300 points at a time were becoming visible. They had each defeated a golem.



For every student who won against a golem, there would be students who lost.






[Eliminated: 1]



The number of dropouts who had retired due to golems.



They probably weren't seriously injured since they all had aether barriers, but once the shield broke, it was game over.



[Eliminated: 17]



The number of dropouts increased rapidly. The speed was alarming.



[1. Zernya von Adelbein: 1200 points]



By the time she had hunted one more, the number of retired students approached one hundred.



So the mediocre ones have been evaluated already?



In other words, from now on, the test was to identify the upper ranks in combat ability.



And as if to confirm Zernya's speculation, the scoreboard began to fluctuate wildly.



***



Behind Rustila. A scorpion-type golem leaped out, targeting her blind spot.



A B-rank monster of the Darwin series, Scorpion. The golem modeled after it swung its pincers down at her.



"Dodge!"



Seti shouted. Before she spoke, Rustila was already twisting her body.



But unfortunately, Eidel was in Rustila's path.



"Ah!"



Rustila let out a short groan. She avoided the golem's attack, but ended up rolling on the ground with him.



"A-are you okay?"



"Uh..."



"What are you two doing? Get up quickly!"



Seti hurriedly pulled Rustila off Eidel, who had collapsed beneath her. She drew her sword and took a stance.



"Stop showing off and both of you get ready to fight...! Huh?"



Seti's gaze swept the empty space.



"Where did it go?"



"It ran away."



Eidel said, brushing dirt off his clothes.



"Ran away?"



"B-rank monster Scorpion. Darwin affiliation. Specializes in ambush and surprise attacks."



Simply put, it was a monster good at hit-and-run tactics.



The golem seemed to have been programmed with those same habits.



"Let's chase it."



"Can we finally make a score jump now?"



"Little sister, just pick up aether fragments."



"Want to die? I can fight a little, you know?"



As the Rheinland siblings bickered, they turned their attention to Rustila.



"Rustila, let's move."



"..."



"Rustila?"



Rustila nodded slightly. Her head was hanging low.



In her mind, the recent incident kept replaying.



They had touched.



Clearly, her entire body had made contact with Eidel.



It was an unfamiliar sensation.



Having her hand held, having her wrist grabbed—these were all things she had experienced before, and nothing to make a fuss about.



But having her entire body pressed against someone was something she had never experienced before, and it was an embarrassing situation.



Moreover, the fact that she had been the one to cause it made her face feel increasingly hot.



Her male tolerance was reaching its limit.



"...Rustila?"



Was she overthinking it too much?



Tap, tap. Eidel snapped his fingers a few times, but Rustila didn't respond.



Eidel wondered: Could she have died standing up?



Eidel lowered his head to force eye contact with Rustila.



"Hyaak!"



Rustila let out a shrill cry. The deep reverie she had fallen into shattered completely.



Rustila jumped up. Her yellow bangs fell to the side in disarray, and her ponytail bounced up and down.



"What's wrong? Are you hurt somewhere?"



The girl's lips were trembling, and her cheeks were flushed like peaches. Ripples were forming in her sea-green eyes.



She looked like she might cry at any moment.



[— "God of Purity and Resolve" whistles.]



[— 300 coins donated.]






Rustila barely regained her composure.



"N-no. It's nothing. So, wh-what were you saying...?"



"Let's go quickly. We need to hunt golems."



"Oh, y-yes..."



Unlike Rustila, Eidel's expression showed that he wasn't affected at all.



Maybe she was being too sensitive?



Though she had lived a constrained life, she had learned not to attach too much significance to everything.



Yes, act normal. Just be normal.



[— "God of Purity and Resolve" demands that you focus.]



Rustila ran after Eidel and Seti. A stream was visible beyond the slope. And traces of the Scorpion could be glimpsed in the nearby bushes.



"Over there!"



Seti shouted.



With a smooth sound, Rustila drew her sword and preheated the blade simultaneously.



"It's coming!"



The Scorpion appeared from the bushes with a rustling sound. Its ambush was clumsy, probably because it was only B-rank. Rustila intuitively knew that her skills were at least equal to those of an A-rank swordsman.



"Sis!"



"I know...!"



She infused aether into her plasma sword. Flames flickered. With a discharge sound bursting forth like a flood, Rustila swung her arm with a whoosh!



The perfectly charged blade of light enveloped the Scorpion. It cut off the pincers and crushed the body.



And so Rustila...



[300 points added!]



...sliced through the Scorpion in one strike.



The mechanical scorpion made squeaking sounds. Soon its tail crumbled to dust. Where the sword strike had passed, melted metal and thick mist lingered.



"Sis, that's amazing!"



Seti hugged Rustila tightly.



But it wasn't over yet.



[— "God of Purity and Resolve" demands that you focus again!]



Rustila gently detached Seti and turned around. Another one was coming.



"...Stay back."



Another B-rank golem. This one looked like a giant.



"...Ugh."



Its size was intimidating.



But it was still just B-rank, wasn't it? Having information reduced her fear.



"Little sister, you stay back."



Eidel said. He readjusted his grip on his calipers and stood beside Rustila.



"Eidel?"



"I want to try too."



"Won't it be dangerous?"



"Even if it's dangerous, I have to try. The homeroom teacher said so, right?"



Even those who will become researchers should train sufficiently in swordsmanship.



"I'm putting that into practice."



"..."



Rustila recalled what had happened during the reclassification exam. The sensation of when she blocked the cluster and Eidel finished it with his calipers. The two of them had surprisingly good synergy.



She couldn't assign dangerous tasks to Eidel. It was something she, as a constellation bearer, had to do. Rustila gripped her sword tightly and supplied aether to the blade.



Crackle!



The blade let out a discharge sound and howled sharply.



Boom!



It wasn't just the giant golem in front of them. Behind it, dozens more were swarming in.



"Wow."



Seti's shoulders trembled.



"Why are there so many?"



"...Must be an anomalous reaction."



[— "God of Purity and Resolve" warns you. The sinister energy is growing stronger!]



It wasn't the presence of golems. She could tell that for certain.



But now was the time to focus on the enemy in front of them.



"Hoo."



Rustila inhaled.



[— Paying 3000 coins to use a technique.]



And exhaled.



[— A-rank Conversion: Comminution]





Chapter 37 - Reassignment Exam (5)



[Real-time Score Board]



[1. Eidel Rheinland / Seti Rheinland / Rustila Kersil: 2406 points]

[2. Zernya von und zu Trisha Adelbein: 1500 points]

[3. Mathers Byteling: 1278 points]

[4. Kristin Heresset / Mezulen Hueritia: 1272 points]

[5. Welton Yusoford: 1266 points]



Zernya frowned.



The score increases for 3rd, 4th, and 5th place were expected. Nothing particularly concerning there.



The problem was just one thing.



Why had she dropped back to 2nd place?



She had clearly taken down five golems, hadn't she?



So, the 1st place team...



"2400 points?"



The moment she blurted out stupidly, another 600 points were added to Eidel's team.



[1. Eidel Rheinland / Seti Rheinland / Rustila Kersil: 3006 points]



"Isn't this complete fraud?"



She was dumbfounded.



But it was fine.



If 3000 points were divided equally among three people, Eidel would only get about 1000 points.



Calculating to that point, Zernya was still ahead. Yes, of course she was.



[The scoreboard has been updated!]



[1. Eidel Rheinland / Seti Rheinland / Rustila Kersil: 4506 points]



"...?"



Wait a minute.



[1. Eidel Rheinland / Seti Rheinland / Rustila Kersil: 5712 points]



Something, something was happening.



"This... this is rigged."



The scoreboard must be wrong.



Or that Eidel was using some strange trick. Otherwise, such an abnormal score increase couldn't possibly happen.



What was it? What could it be?



While Zernya was clutching her head in frustration, a boy burst out from the bushes on the right.



"...These damn supervisors are insane!"



He had fierce features with hair so red it looked like it had been dipped in dye. His face seemed familiar.



Was he from the same class?



She remembered his name was Mathers.



"How is that a B-rank? It's at least an A-rank! Are you deliberately targeting just me? Huh? Is it because I'm from the frontier?"



Mathers shouted with a twisted expression. In the direction he was looking, two golems emerged from the bushes.



Zernya grinned and drew her sword.



"Ahah."



She had been struggling to find golems, so this was perfect timing.



Whatever the reason, it was a good opportunity.



Zernya's figure shot forward with her drawn sword.



***



Mathers had seen it.



A tail like a scorpion. A body like a lizard. But the upper body resembled a grotesquely elongated human form—a monstrously large beast.



It was a dark creature as if its entire body was wrapped in a blade.



At first, he thought it was a B-rank golem and charged at it. He had judged that one shouldn't gauge an enemy's capabilities by appearance alone.



But that judgment had gone spectacularly wrong.



The creature fought as ferociously as it looked. It was strong. In just one exchange, Mathers' sword was knocked away.



"...Kuk!"



He felt a tingling in his arm.



The next moment, the monster's tail whipped around.



With a cracking sound, Mathers' body sliced through the air.



He heard a ringing in his ears. His abdomen burned with pain.



What exactly had happened? What had hit him?



Before he could think, the monster approached within striking distance.



He needed to move. To survive.






Mathers shook his head and got up. Then he ran. He fled with all his might toward where the supervisors might be.



Along the way, he encountered a real B-rank golem that gave chase, adding to his misfortune, but that was nothing compared to what he was fleeing from.



A monster.



Without a doubt, Mathers was being chased by a monster.



"Huff, huff, damn it...!"



Running desperately like that, he eventually reached a small clearing where Zernya was.



***



[2. Zernya von und zu Trisha Adelbein: 2100 points]



"Lucky me."



Zernya grinned after swiftly defeating two golems.



With this, she had reclaimed first place once again.



But she wasn't satisfied with just that.



She would widen the gap further. Zernya intended to overturn the top position that had been taken from her at the entrance ceremony, and do it with overwhelming practical scores.



Just wait, Eidel.



I'll definitely crush you.



After making that resolution, Zernya turned her head. Mathers was there, breathing heavily.



"Sigh."



Zernya let out a sigh.



"How pathetic, unable to defeat even a single B-rank golem."



"...What?"



Mathers turned his head with a grimace. He had something to say too.



"I said you're pathetic. Laughably so."



"You think I couldn't handle just one of those?"



"Well, yes."



Zernya put away her sword and slightly raised her chin. Her expression was calmly arrogant.



"If you want to make excuses, tell them to that tree over there."



"It's not an excuse... There's something strange in the bushes besides those golems!"



"Oh, is that so?"



She didn't believe him.



Why would she? The words of a loser who had run away from a B-rank opponent.



Of course, looking at the scoreboard, she could indirectly gather that Mathers had defeated several golems. But so what? He might have just barely taken down one at a time through ambush. Fighting head-on and winning was clearly different from sneak attacks.



Zernya kicked the golem aside and looked in the direction Mathers had come from. She couldn't see anything that could be called a monster. The bushes he had emerged from were too dense. It was impossible to get a clear view.



Zernya shrugged and turned to hunt the next golem. Watching her back, Mathers gritted his teeth.



"Damn it..."



That's when it happened.



BOOM!



A sound that shook heaven and earth. Birds flew from their nests in flocks. Zernya's vision trembled slightly.



"What's that?"



THUD, THUD, THUD!



The heavy sound wouldn't stop. It was as if a giant was forging the world with an iron hammer.



The rumbling continued even after Zernya surveyed her surroundings, and soon two girls were spat out from between the bushes.



"Haa, haa...!"



"We're doomed!"



One was a tall girl with brown wavy hair, and the other had dark green short hair.



Both collapsed in front of Zernya and Mathers, vomiting. Their faces were bright red, suggesting they had been running at full speed.



"You two..."



These were also familiar faces. She had seen them in class.



"...Run, run away!"



The brown-haired girl, Kristin, shouted.



"We're all going to die!"



The green-haired girl, Mezulen, cried out next.



Were they all making such a fuss over a B-rank golem?



"Good grief."



This was ridiculous. The more she saw, the more she felt she had been placed in the same class with subpar individuals.



To be frank, it was disgusting.






"Are you afraid of golems?"



"...No, that's not it!"



"I don't understand. Not even an A-rank, but trembling before a mere B-rank. Idiots like you will probably go around claiming to be alumni later? Ugh, this school's admission standards must be dropping."



"What nonsense are you talking about! If we don't run now, everyone will...!"



Kristin's words stopped.



A chilling sensation. A dark shadow loomed over her head.



"Ah, ah, ah..."



What appeared behind Kristin and Mezulen was something grotesque.



It resembled an ink-black scorpion, lizard, centipede, or perhaps even a human.



Like a chimera from mythology, a steel reaper composed of various animals had manifested on earth.



"Shit, that's it, that's it! That's what I saw!"



Mathers cursed loudly.



Unlike everyone else who was panicking, Zernya calmly tilted her head. She raised her head to examine the monster's form.



"What is this? A golem?"



"Does a golem look like that to you?!"



"They could make something like this to scare students."



The intention seemed obvious.



A field boss created to test crisis response abilities. It was within expectations for Zernya, who had received gifted education.



Of course, it looked terrifying for a B-rank golem. It was also large. The number of weapons it had was considerable, without even mentioning them.



"Whoa, what is that?"



A boy who emerged from the bushes on the opposite side exclaimed in admiration.



His name was Welton Yusoford, wearing sunglasses. He had just arrived at the clearing after wandering around hunting golems.



Welton said:



"The visual design is completely insane!"



"Urgh."



Watching her classmate dry heave, Zernya fell into thought.



This one, that one. They were all subpar fools.



If there was anyone worth considering as a rival, it was only Eidel.



Zernya grinned and drew her sword again.



"It's a big one. Wonder if it's worth about 1000 points?"



***



[300 points added!]



Rustila and I were literally hunting golems.



Rustila took the tanking role, while I finished them off with my calipers.



Of course, Rustila could handle it alone. She took down three or four golems at once.



Her potential is insane.



That's what a sword saint is.



Anyway, thanks to Rustila's consideration, I could better understand what role the "Calipers of Wisdom" played. The calipers were effective not just on humans but on all beings with consciousness.



"Big sister, you're amazing!"



Rustila and I worked together perfectly. As a result, our score rose explosively.



"Phew, that's the last one."



Rustila said after finishing off the final golem.



"Eidel, don't you feel a strange energy?"



"Energy?"



[— 'The God of Wisdom and Curiosity' senses the energy of its kind.]



"...Indeed."



["Disgusting. A rat has sneaked in."]



It seems some kind of monster has crept in.



Right, I was wondering why nothing had happened yet.



[— Notice: Assigning emergency quest.]



[— Complete at least one of the two sub-quests.]



[Choice 1. Defeat the monster that has infiltrated the reassignment exam (0/1)]

[Choice 2. Remove the unknown anti-Aether barrier surrounding the exam site (0/1)]



[Reward: 3,000 Pron each]



"Eidel, I think we should move to another area soon."



I nodded.





Chapter 38 - Reassignment Exam (6)



I looked up at the sky and said.



"I think we need to divide the work."



"Divide the work?"



Rustila also lifted her head. Despite the sun hanging in the middle of the sky, it appeared slightly yellowish.



"...Ah."



The anti-Aether barrier that forms with a certain probability when monsters appear.



It's a phenomenon that makes the monster's activities more efficient.



Destroying that barrier was our priority.



Rustila nodded.



"What's going on? Why are you two having a private conversation?"



Seti abruptly inserted herself between us. I briefly explained to my sister. Though Seti seemed skeptical of my words, when Rustila agreed, her expression turned blank.



"...A monster has appeared?"



"Yeah."



"Aren't we completely screwed then?"



"Little sister, let's watch the language."



"No, we're seriously screwed!"



Seti's shoulders trembled.



"I thought we were in real trouble during the reassignment exam. And now this too? This is absolute bullshit!"



"Sister."



"Yeah, I know. I need to keep my wits about me."



As expected of my sister. She has quite the resilient mindset.



"Seti, Eidel."



Rustila spoke.



"I'll go look for where the monster is. You two spread the word to as many friends as possible."



"What? That's dangerous, unnie!"



"Dangerous? Hardly."



Rustila shrugged her shoulders. She looked at me with a nonchalant expression.



"When I fought against the B-rank golem... how did my skills seem to you?"



"I'd say you're well beyond A-rank."



A-rank is the highest level among ordinary swordsmen. For someone with average physical abilities like me, that's probably as high as I could ever reach.



But Rustila is different.



She's been heavily blessed by the stars, and her physical abilities far exceed those of ordinary people.



People like her are called Irregulars.



You can't compare a genius's body to that of an average person. Rustila was a child who started at A-rank from birth.



"Rustila."



"Yes?"



"Go ahead."



"..."



"Just don't get hurt or die."



"I won't die."



Rustila smiled brightly. In contrast, Seti jumped up when she heard my response.



"Hey! Are you sending Rustila unnie to her death?"



"No, I'm not."



In truth, I wanted to stop her too.



But who is she?



The future Sword Saint.



She has enough potential; all she needs is practical experience. Fortunately, her sword skills had already proven themselves by cutting down dozens of B-rank golems.



As I watched Rustila walking away in the distance, I said to Seti.



"...Stopping Rustila now would only get in her way."



"What do you mean get in her way...!"



"Sister, trust your brother."



She will somehow make her mark through this incident.






And if she does well, she might be able to resolve the parental interference issue that has been troubling her so much.



The odds are in her favor.



If anything happens, I'll do whatever it takes.



"Let's spread the word to everyone."



I said to Seti. She shook her head.



[Attention to all students in the examination area.]



"I think everyone's about to find out anyway."



The grade director's voice began to boom across the mountain range.



[A monster estimated to be A-rank has appeared at the reassignment examination site. This is not a drill. Please evacuate safely according to the guidance of the nearest instructor.]



"..."



Well, that easily took care of what Rustila asked us to do.



"Let's change our objective."



"To what?"



Back to what was originally planned.



I pointed to the sky and answered.



"Let's try breaking that barrier."



***



The teachers quickened their pace.



They had just received news from the on-site supervisors that an unidentified monster was roaming around.



It didn't take long to realize it was a monster released by the Outer Gods.



"Is the S-rank swordsman coming?"



"We just got word from the Ministry of Defense. It's uncertain when they'll arrive..."



"Damn it!"



Grade Director Evan Lotus threw down the receiver and sighed.



"How did things end up like this?"



"I suspect there might be a hole in the Aether Belt."



His colleague, teacher Karlen Hubblewei, answered while stroking her chin. She was examining a map of the forest that served as the examination site, circling several areas.



She continued.



"We learned a bitter lesson during the entrance exam. There are no safe zones in our universe. But don't you think it's strange that our school is being targeted repeatedly?"



"Teacher Hubblewei, we don't have time for regrets right now."



"I know. That's why I'm checking the monster's location and other details."



Karlen was a teacher of social studies and history, but her original major was in Outer God studies. She had some understanding of the general habits of monsters.



"There's a small clearing in the northwest. According to the CCTV, there's a high probability it went that way."



"Then let's send the swordsmen in that direction."



The Academia had deployed swordsmen to prevent a repeat of the disaster that occurred during the practical exam.



Most of them were well-trained B-rank or A-rank.



Since a C-rank appeared last time, they judged that a B or A-level monster would appear this time.



That's why they mentioned A-rank in the broadcast, which was realistically the highest grade. In reality, they didn't know what rank it was.



If it were C-rank, that would be truly fortunate.



However, comparing witness testimonies with the strange life form overlaid on the monitor, it was determined that it was definitely not a C or B.



"What is that?"



"Its outer skin seems to be like steel."



"Is it from Maxwell's forces or Darwin's..."



The four types of Outer Gods, classified after the four demons of scientific history. And the characteristics of monsters are divided according to these types.



"If it's armored, it's obviously from Maxwell."



Karlen answered toward the non-specialists who were having a heated debate about whether it was Maxwell or Descartes while watching the broadcast.



Just then, a swordsman with green epaulettes entered the control room and spoke.



"We have a problem. There's an anti-Aether barrier in place, making it difficult to approach the interior!"



"What?"



The swordsman continued his report. In summary, there was a barrier preventing them from entering with plasma weapons.



"Damn, things have gotten complicated."






However, soon after, another swordsman appeared and reported.



"The barrier has disappeared!"



***



[— Successfully removed the barrier created by Maxwell's avatar.]



[— Received 3000 Pron as a reward for completing the sub-quest!]



Nice, that's sweet.



The method to break it was simple. I just tapped it with the Calipers, and it shattered. As expected, the Outer God's weapon is truly overpowered.



"Seti, you go back and rest."



"No."



Seti stuck close behind me.



"I'm not going to a safe place until I see that unnie is okay."



"Hey, if you keep being stubborn like this..."



"Do I have a reason to live if Rustila unnie isn't around?"



"..."



I sighed.



"Sorry. I was being thoughtless."



Seti had grown up being ignored even by her own blood relatives. Rustila, who was like a real sister to her, was someone precious enough to trade her life for, and I had forgotten that.



"Let's go together."



Seti nodded weakly.



Rustila had headed northwest. If we move quickly, we might be able to meet her as she encounters the monster.



Though there's not much someone weak like me can do, with the Calipers, I think we'll manage somehow.



And so we arrived at a spacious clearing in the north.



There were about a dozen swordsmen there. They were confronting a massive chimera in reptilian form, standing at least 10 meters tall.



"W-what is that?"



Seti covered her mouth. Her yellow pupils trembled.



[— Basic protection of the Descartes-type Outer God activated.]



[— Due to the effect of 'Mental Stability,' you will not be disturbed even when seeing shocking subjects or scenes.]



Well, that looks difficult to handle.



"Everyone, spread out widely!"



A woman with blue epaulettes was commanding the entire force. She was an A-rank swordsman. She had a face clearly gripped by fear.



She couldn't help it.



[— S-rank monster 'Renanyai' subjugation: (0/1)]



Basically, a swordsman of the same rank can defeat monsters of equal or lower rank in a one-on-one fight.



None of those present could guarantee a one-sided victory against this monster.



[— 'Renanyai' uses <Paralyzing Sting>.]



Poisonous stings are fired from the monster's tail. They moved at considerable speed. Seti and I hurriedly hid behind a tree.



Glancing around, it seemed everyone else had managed to dodge as well.



[— 'Renanyai' uses <Downward Strike>.]



Thud!



The physical attack that followed. B-rank swordsmen who couldn't dodge in time were pushed back by the shockwave. Among them was a familiar face.



"Aah!"



"Mezulen!"



As Mezulen fell, Kristin quickly pulled her out. A crater immediately formed where she had been.



"R-Rustila unnie..."



Seti searched for Rustila with trembling pupils.



Fortunately, she was still alive with all limbs intact. But her clothes were dirty, and there were a few scratches on her face.



It wasn't just her. There were many familiar faces. A significant number of Elite Class students had gathered in this clearing.



"Over here, over here!"



Despite the swordsmen's attempts to hold them back, they were doing their best to divert the monster's attention from their respective positions.



I made my decision.



I have no choice but to join in.



Just as I was about to draw the Calipers and stand up, someone flew right next to me.





Chapter 39 - Three Together (1)



[— 'Renaniaye' uses <Swing>.]



As the status window updates, the bushes rustle. A tree bends dramatically. The cause was the body of a B-rank swordsman who had just been thrown through the air.



He landed right next to us.



"This can't be... Are you okay?"



Seti lifted the fallen man. He let out an incomplete groan. Bright red blood trickled from his mouth.



"P-please... save..."



The man who had been uttering fragmented words suddenly went limp.



Seti checked his pulse.



"Ah, damn it."



She hung her head.



"...He's dead."



I could only remain silent.



[— The effect of 'Mental Stability' is applied. You can maintain a calm state.]



Seti hung her head low.



A person dying right before her eyes, on the battlefield no less. It was too cruel a sight for a sixteen-year-old girl to face.



The monster didn't give my sister time to collect herself.



[— 'Renaniaye' uses <Dust Cloud>.]



It wildly clawed at the ground with its front legs, creating a sandstorm. Weeds were torn up by their roots. A whirlwind formed over the resulting pit.



The sky turned hazy.



While Seti stared up at it with blank eyes, I scooped her up.



"Are you crazy? What are you doing?"



"Do you want to die? We need to get somewhere safe!"



Boom!



The whirlwind soon flew toward where we had been standing. I ran ahead of it with all my might.



I ran, and ran, and ran some more. The sandstorm followed us in an arc.



My stamina was terrible. My running speed wasn't nearly enough.



Damn it. Is this how we die?



[— A-rank Conversion: Thrust-Slash]



Whoosh! Starlight traced through the air from the side.



"Student!"



Two A-rank swordsmen rushed in and pushed their swords against the storm. The wind gradually subsided as it lost its rotational force. I stared blankly at the scene while smoothing down my windblown hair.



"Hey, student. Are you alright?"



They guided us to a safe thicket. Fortunately, Renaniaye was distracted by other swordsmen and had lost interest in us.



I cleared my throat before answering.



"Ah, yes... I'm fine. But I'm worried about my sister."



"Are you hurt somewhere?"



"No, she's not injured, but she just saw someone die right in front of her."



"...Oh no."



The female swordsman made the sign of the cross and knelt down. Beyond her shoulder, which had been hidden in the sunlight, I could see a blue epaulet.



"Are you A-rank?"



"Yes. So don't worry. We'll handle that monster somehow."



"No. Even with your skill, it won't be enough."



"I'm not going to fight alone. All the A-rank knights here will attack together."



"It will still be difficult."



"What?"



I tracked the monster with my eyes as it tried to move in another direction as if escaping. Since we were closer now than before, I could see more details.



Its entire body was covered in scales like a snake, and its front legs resembled those of a lizard.



The tail section curved upward and split into three parts—two resembled scorpion stingers, while the third looked like a tentacle.



Additionally, the head area had fungal spores growing from it, vaguely forming shapes resembling arms and legs.



Human? Snake? Scorpion? Or something else entirely?



"Do you know what that is?"



"No."



"Can you defeat it?"



"You can't know if you can win until you fight."



"If you don't think you can win, you shouldn't fight."



"..."



The female swordsman gripped her sword tightly.



In truth, she knew it too.



That monster was strong.



But.



"I am a swordsman. Hunting creatures like that is our duty."



She was reckless but devoted to her mission. If soldiers flee, who would protect the students here? Her constellation seemed to be telling her that.



[— Defeat S-rank monster 'Renaniaye': (0/1)]



My outer god sure likes giving a lot of orders.



The swordsman went ahead, and after finishing my preparations, I took out my calipers. I assessed the situation. If I could just get this to touch that creature's body, our chances of victory would increase dramatically.






Just as I was about to get up, I felt resistance at my pant leg.



"Brother, where are you going?"



Seti, who had been in a daze, asked.



I pointed straight ahead.



"To save our friends."



"Do you think that's possible with your strength?"



"It'll be easier than doing it with you tagging along."



To be honest, I have better combat sense than Seti. I've fought about a dozen B-rank golems before, so I just need to use that experience.



"Stop talking nonsense and stay with me."



"It's okay. I won't die."



"Don't raise death flags. Just stay with me, please."



Seti grabbed my collar with enough force to knock me over. She must have been deeply shocked by what happened earlier.



It wouldn't have been difficult to shake her off.



"You'll die if you go. Don't."



"You know Rustila is out there too."



"Ah..."



"Don't worry. We'll both come back alive."



I caught Seti as she was about to collapse weakly, then picked up the calipers given to me by the outer god.



The monster, which had been turning eastward, changed course to the northwest again. Looking carefully, I could see two flashes of lightning from the northwest direction scorching the scorpion monster's skin.



Even so, the creature only let out minor growls, not the kind of scream that would indicate it was facing its end.



Most animal-type monsters raise their volume when dying, which was evidence that no effective hits had been landed yet.



I whispered to Cartesia.



"Hey. What about the Aether..."



["Figure it out yourself, kid."]



A cold chuckle echoed in my head.



Was it because it was an outer god's laugh? It sent chills down my spine.



Still, it seemed worth trying.



At least I was starting to get a sense of what that creature was.





***





"Ugh!"



Kristin felt a tingling in her hand. The scorpion's stinger had embedded itself like a wedge into the rod-shaped sword she was holding.



"This is useless now..."



Kristin gritted her teeth.



Her sword was already cracked to the limit—it would break after just two or three more swings. The charging amplifier section that held the Aether was already damaged beyond repair.



"Combat really isn't my thing!"



"Is this really the time to talk about your aptitude?"



Her childhood friend Mezulen shouted as she grabbed Kristin's collar.



"We're all going to die at this rate! Our spines are about to fold! Don't you have any better ideas than creating visual distractions?"



"I'm just a student! If I had that kind of insight, I would have been serving in the military already...!"



"Aah, this is driving me crazy! It feels like my cerebral cortex is being eaten away!"



That's when it happened.



Bang! A thunderous sound echoed.



Several swordsmen were sent flying by the monster's tail strike. Among them were some familiar faces.



"Isn't that Yusoford?"



"And there's Byteling too."



Two boys who had been standing out in the elite class in various ways. Kristin and Mezulen had seen them enough times that their faces were becoming familiar.



They weren't close friends, but they could be considered acquaintances.



What does it mean for someone like that to die?



It's probably hundreds of times more painful than witnessing the death of a complete stranger.



The two girls' eyes trembled.



"We need to save them..."



But their feet wouldn't move.



Just looking directly at the monster's body was the most difficult action. The mere sight made them nauseous, disoriented, and dizzy.



Thinking that they too might die if they moved carelessly, fear outweighed courage.



Meanwhile.



"Ow, shit."



"...This hurts like hell."



Welton Yusoford and Mathers Byteling.



The two boys who had been thrown by the whirlwind dramatically raised their heads after briefly losing consciousness. Their bodies were embedded in the ground.



Rumble, rumble.



A shadow filled the sky above them.



A massive, sharp shadow.



"Ugh, damn it."



"My body won't move..."






Struggling desperately was useless. All they felt was helplessness and despair.



It wasn't that they couldn't move at all, but they couldn't do anything beyond flailing their limbs.



Welton and Mathers, the two boys, sighed simultaneously as if they had planned it.



"Damn it. I haven't even had sex yet."



"Yeah, and I haven't even made my parents happy... Wait, what the fuck?"



Swish!



Two tail branches fell slowly like meteors.



If hit, death.



Literal fear of death invaded their minds.



While Mathers tried once more to raise his body with all his might, Welton took out a green grape candy he had been keeping and popped it into his mouth.



Welton said:



"Nothing we can do now. Might as well watch some porn before I die."



Mathers' thoughts momentarily froze.



"What the hell are you talking about...!"



"Hey. Want to watch together?"



"Stop talking nonsense and put that watch screen away!"



[Now, tell the camera your name and age.]



"Arrrgh!!"



Mathers thought that the death cry he just let out would surely be his last words. And that it would become a story that would never reach his family and relatives still on the frontier planet.



Thinking that, his eyes tensed up, but his body still wouldn't move. Reality was different from novels.



[M-my name? I am...]



"Eidel von Rheinland."



That voice was heard.



Welton cursed as the voice suddenly changed from female to male. At the same time, Mathers quickly assessed the situation.



Reinforcements had arrived.



Both of their bodies were lifted up. Eidel had grabbed them by the nape of their necks and pulled them back.



"Aaaagh!"



"Guhhhk!"



[Now, would you take off your clothes?]



Their backs scraped against the ground, nearly tearing off their school uniform jackets... but that was a hundred, no, a thousand times better than being crushed to death by the tail.



Eidel turned off Welton's screen and grabbed his sword.



But by then, the monster had quickly left and was disappearing into the distance.



"What? Did we survive?"



"Yes, we survived, you idiot!"



Mathers slapped Welton's back hard. They weren't that close, but he couldn't understand the mindset of someone who would calmly try to watch pornography in a near-death situation.



In short, Mathers was furious.



He turned around, trying to calm himself.



"Thanks. We almost died... Wait, you're Rheinland?"



"Yeah, that's me."



Mathers gritted his teeth.



He was grateful for being saved, but he couldn't bow his head to the notorious rich kid known for his recklessness.



His pride wouldn't allow it.



"Hey, is everyone okay?"



"Your spines didn't fold, did they?"



Kristin and Mezulen, classmates from the same class, ran over asking about the two boys' well-being. The two girls supported Welton and Mathers respectively.



Without giving them time to talk, Eidel pointed to the southeast and said:



"Take shelter over there. My sister should be there too. Meet up there, and when support arrives, follow their instructions."



"Who are you to give orders... Aaaagh! Kid! What are you doing?"



"Does it hurt here? That means your spine is in bad shape."



"Don't touch other people's bodies as you please!"



Mezulen tilted her head and pressed his shoulder.



"How about here?"



"Ow! Ow! Ow!"



"Your scapula is quite misaligned. Is it dislocated? Wait, I'll fix it right away with the chiropractic technique passed down through my family for generations..."



"Stop it!"



Mathers barely managed to push Mezulen away. As frustrating as it was, she was right. His waist was numb, and his shoulders were stiff, making it difficult to move properly.



"I guess I have no choice. I'll save my strength for now."



"Excuse me. What about you?"



Kristin asked Eidel with concern.



"Aren't you coming with us to a safe place?"



"I still have something to do."



"...What?"



Eidel nodded, looking northwest.



"Two more people are still caught by that monster."



After saying that, he left without looking back at the four students.





Chapter 40 - Three Together (2)



Outsiders cannot approach areas with high Aether concentration.



And the "Aether Belt," humanity's habitable zone, was safe from Outsiders due to its high Aether density.



But one day, a hole appeared.



A small but significant hole.



["That looks promising."]



An Outsider chuckled as it scouted the galaxy.



It was a still-growing black hole.



Around the black hole, entropy sometimes rewound, causing time to flow backward, while heavy particles repeatedly underwent pair production and annihilation.



Inside a world resembling a cold metal sphere.



The Outsider made its decision.



["...Let's give it a poke."]



***



After a few attacks from the Renaniaye, the swordsmen finally exhausted their strength.



"Urgh...!"



I focused on moving them to safety.



With its targets gone, the monster headed further north.



All B and A-rank swordsmen were either injured or dead. No one could move properly. At least the students were safe.



Except for one—no, two.



"..."



Gone.



Rustila had disappeared.



Zernya was missing too.



"Damn it all."



I turned my head in the direction the monster had gone.



It wasn't because the targets had disappeared. The creature had followed those two deeper into the mountains.



If I leave things like this, I won't be able to face Seti. At the very least, I need to bring Rustila back safely.



Just then, swordsmen and a medical team were arriving as reinforcement.



No S-ranks in sight, I see.



If they encountered the Renaniaye, it would only increase casualties.



I ran ahead toward where the monster had gone, avoiding the swordsmen's gaze.



***



Ten minutes before Eidel and Seti arrived, Rustila had joined the scene with remarkable speed.



She quickly raised her sword, heating the blade to create condensed plasma.



Then she drove it home.



Boom!



With that, she saved the life of a swordsman who was about to be swallowed by the monster's maw.



Soon after, Rustila felt a tingling sensation in her hand.



"Who are you?"



A girl with a white scarf landed gracefully before Rustila, performing acrobatics.



Zernya von und zu Trisha Adelbein.



She immediately assumed a stance, holding her thin sword.



Rustila prepared for the next attack and responded.



"Rustila Kersil."



"Kersil? Never heard of that family."



Zernya actually knew about the Kersil family but, due to her twisted personality, deliberately provoked Rustila by pretending ignorance.



Rustila didn't flinch.



Her gaze remained fixed solely on the monster.



"...How boring."



"Focus. That thing is at least A-rank or sub-S-rank."



"Hmm."



Having nothing else to say, Zernya responded with a nasal sound.






In truth, Zernya had been confident she could win within the first five minutes of battle.



But unexpectedly, the creature was tougher than anticipated. It certainly wasn't something that would be classified as B-rank.



Rustila's assessment had some credibility.



"We need to stop it before more damage occurs."



"What are the academy's personnel doing? Can't they subdue one lousy bug?"



Eight A-rank swordsmen had arrived three minutes after Zernya engaged, but they retired without accomplishing much.



"An S-rank swordsman should arrive soon."



"I'm not counting on it."



While the two girls exchanged barbs, the monster thoroughly subdued the remaining swordsmen. Screams and groans erupted everywhere like a flood.



Rustila and Zernya didn't explicitly coordinate. Nevertheless, they shared the same thought at that moment.



'We can't allow more casualties.'



'I can't let these insects claim credit by luck.'



They lured the monster toward themselves.



The monster, taking the bait, moved eastward.



Rustila swung her blade in a cutting motion.



The monster turned west.



This time, Zernya left a shallow hole with a thrust.



After continued aggression, the monster turned around on its grotesquely twisted legs.



'It's easier for the monster to move in open spaces.'



'We'll use the terrain to our advantage.'



The monster charged at insane speed. As if by agreement, the two leaped into a densely wooded area.



The monster's body was massive enough to trample ordinary vegetation. But it was sufficient. They launched surprise attacks by using intact undergrowth and occasional large trees.



'Hit...'



'...and run.'



The hit-and-run tactic.



It was the maximum fight a weaker opponent could put up against a stronger one.



Rustila felt her throat burning with excitement, while Zernya felt greatly displeased.



Nevertheless, the tactic was effective, successfully drawing the monster away from the clearing.



The problem was that they themselves had nowhere else to retreat.



'It's a cliff. What should we do now?'



'It doesn't look stupid enough to just fall off.'



Rustila looked at Zernya and spoke.



"Maybe we could make it fall off the cliff...?"



"You're truly stupid."



"What?"



"Just look at what it's doing."



Rustila's brow furrowed. The monster had slowed down at some point and was now slowly closing in on them. It was even uprooting trees indiscriminately to secure its line of sight.



"It's smarter than you."



"But we should at least try..."



"Do you think it would die easily from a fall? Even my sword strikes only managed to make a few shallow holes."



"We can do it. If I pour in maximum Aether...!"



Zernya clicked her tongue, cutting off Rustila's words.



"I've been watching your swordsmanship, and it's disgustingly sloppy. Didn't you have an instructor? Self-taught?"



"Yes."



"Well, coming from a wealthy family, you must have had at least some lessons. But talent is something you can't—wait, what did you say?"



"I learned by myself."



Boom!



While they were talking, the monster began to increase its speed. Rustila and Zernya scattered to the left and right.



And though there was a cliff ahead...



The monster showed surprising maneuverability and changed course once more.



'Now!'






Rustila moved nimbly with split-second judgment. Intuitively finding a weak spot, she drove plasma into it.



She drove it in and discharged it.



"Keek!"



The monster let out a weak groan.



"It worked!"



"You idiot! When you land a hit, you're supposed to back off—!!"



"...No!"



I'll end it here.



[— 5000 coins have been paid.]



She would make sure to finish it off. With that thought, Rustila paid most of her remaining coins to her constellation.



What remained was to receive a technique in return, but—



Thwack!



The monster's hidden hand snatched Rustila's body first.



"Kyaah...!"



"That fool."



Zernya clicked her tongue and stomped the ground. Her amethyst eyes reflected the sword Rustila had driven in.



'Since it's come to this, I'll finish the job.'



She judged that with the monster distracted by Rustila, it wouldn't notice her for 2-3 seconds.



As it turned out.



That judgment was wrong.



The monster's black, cicada-like abdomen was scratched, and hundreds of pairs of eyeballs popped out from a net-like structure.



'It had... visual organs on its side too...?'



Zernya momentarily covered her mouth. It was too disgusting just to look at.



Nevertheless, she thrust her thin sword without hesitation, but due to her disturbed posture, it didn't penetrate properly.



"Damn it...!"



Thwack!



A hand protruding from the opposite side grabbed Zernya's body.



"Why am I being caught by such a bug—!"



She regretted rushing in like a moth to flame in a moment of bravado. This made her no different from Rustila.



As soon as the monster caught both of them, it opened the mouth attached to its body wide. Beyond the mechanical mouth, sticky tar and undulating mercury were visible.



The monster's maw grinned and produced an incomprehensible language.



["I, will, eat, you, now, ah..."]



The unmistakable appearance of a monster belonging to Maxwell's Forces.



It was futile to try to move.



Captured bodies. Delicate strength. It was a miracle they weren't being crushed.



Soon they felt themselves being lowered. The monster was using its long, powerful arms to drag them into hell.



Both Zernya and Rustila.



Squeezing their eyes shut, they thought.



'If someone could come to help right now...'



'...I'd be willing to treat them well for the rest of my life.'



That's when it happened.



[— 13500 pron has been paid.]



[— EX-rank conversion, using "Multiple Mental Failure."]



A momentum like being hit by a bullet penetrated the monster's lower abdomen.



That tingling sensation was soon transmitted to the two girls. Zernya's vision went dark.



[— The 'God of Purity and Resolve' protects you from the Outsider's attack effects!]



A salty taste filled Rustila's mouth. Blood scent. Her lungs felt blocked as if she had been sprinting.



Nevertheless, thanks to her constellation, she maintained consciousness.



The next moment, what Rustila's jade-colored eyes saw was...



"...Eidel!"



The figure of her friend... wielding calipers.





Chapter 41 - Three Together (3)



I unleashed all the accumulated Pron at once and swung the Callipers.



With a squelching sound, the monster's stomach caved in. The creature let out a horrific scream and rolled halfway over.



"You dare lay hands on Rustila?"



Rustila absolutely must not die. Without her talent, this universe is doomed.



Thankfully, Rustila was still breathing.



"Eidel!"



"Are you okay?"



"This isn't the time to worry about me!"



I know.



I put my weight behind the Callipers.



It might be insignificant compared to the monster's size, but I was aiming for something else.



The "Callipers of Wisdom" is a tool personally created by the outer god Cartesia.



Its first function is measuring length down to the subatomic level, and its second function is damaging conscious entities.



"KIEEEK!"



It inflicts physical damage even on the toughest and most resilient opponents.



But this alone isn't enough.



I request additional attacks from Cartesia in exchange for the Pron I've spent.



["How unpleasant. Appearing before me without knowing your place."]



Outer gods form groups with their forces, and these groups are extremely hostile toward other groups.



The monster I'm currently facing belongs to Maxwell's Forces.



Meanwhile, Cartesia belongs to Descartes' Forces.



I'm taking advantage of their relationship for my benefit. Simply put, I'm the shrimp gaining from the whales' fight.



As a result, Zernya fainted while foaming at the mouth, but she'll probably be fine.



I pulled the Callipers straight out. The monster's stomach split open, and its eyeballs burst out like entrails.



["Y-you, b-bastard, I'll, k-kill, y-you...!"]



I don't stop here.



I drive the outer jaws deeper.



A nicotine-like substance gushes out like squid ink.



["Ugh, urk, ack."]



The skills of outer gods from Descartes' Forces destroy the mind, not the body. Their targets aren't limited to humans. They can manipulate anything with neural cells or similar structures.



Obviously.



Any intelligence capable of communication will inevitably suffer damage.



The Renanyai's head began to melt like lava.



["Urgh, kuk, ugh."]



First, it destroys the language system.



"Kruk, kuk."



Then even the way of thinking collapses.



Thud, thud.



And finally, it damages the circuits to the point where even simple stimuli and responses become impossible.



Though its mind was under attack, its body was melting.



As soon as the creature's movements slowed, I recalled the Callipers.



Now all that's left is to save Rustila and Zernya.



I reached out first to Rustila, who was farther away.



"Rustila!"



Our hands intertwined. I quickly embraced Rustila, then pulled the unconscious Zernya toward me as well.



Thanks to Zernya's small frame, it wasn't difficult to hold both girls at once.



"Eidel, wait...!"



That's when it happened.



The lifeless monster toppled over.



And of all directions, it fell toward the cliff.



"...Ah."



The sensation of floating.



One wrong move and we'd die.



That thought crossed my mind.



I struggled desperately, stepping on the monster, trying to reach land, ground, the top of the cliff. Any mistake here would kill all three of us. My heart felt heavy.



The more I flailed, the more helpless I felt.



Our center of gravity was already beyond the edge, and our bodies were starting to fall.






In a final desperate attempt, I pulled out the Callipers.



[— No Pron remaining.]



[— No Pron remaining.]



[— No Pron remaining.]



[— No Pron remaining!]



[— I said there's no Pron left!]



[— Hmm? What are you going to do about it? You're just a human, trying to get something without paying the price?]



[— Don't think I'm your ally just because I'm in your head, kid.]



Ahahahaha-!!



"Damn it..."



"...Eidel! Clench your teeth and pull your chin down!"



"What?"



"Hurry-!!"



Following Rustila's instructions, I gritted my teeth and lowered my head as much as possible. Rustila seemed to be doing the same.



In the end, my final struggle was in vain, and we experienced free fall.



One second, two seconds, three seconds.



I counted the time.



Four seconds, five seconds, six seconds.



Falling.



Seven seconds, eight seconds, nine seconds.



Suddenly, regret washes over me.



Ten seconds, twenty seconds, thirty seconds.



It was all my arrogance. A mistake. There must have been better ways, ways I could have handled this better.



The pride of thinking I knew the original story somewhat had driven me to the brink of death. I was not a web novel protagonist, just an ordinary human.



Ah.



If only I could have at least earned a doctoral degree...



With that final thought, my vision went dark.



***



[— You have defeated the S-rank monster 'Renanyai' using the 'Callipers of Wisdom'!]



[— You have acquired 25,000 Pron as a reward!]



***



Nine B-rank Inspectors dead.



Three A-rank Inspectors dead.



Over 40 Inspectors and security personnel hired for safety were being transported to hospitals with minor and major injuries.



Seventy percent of the northwestern area of the Dodeca Forest was destroyed, and among the students there, two were seriously injured and eight had minor injuries.



The identity of the monster that appeared in the area was still unknown.



The teachers' faces grew somber as they heard the interim report.



"...It's fortunate that no students died."



"No, there are three missing persons. We can't say there are no casualties when we don't know if they're alive."



"Damn it..."



The teachers now had two concerns to address.



First, how to announce the results of the reassignment test under these circumstances.



Second, whether to disclose what had happened to the public.



The second issue was particularly problematic.



"Let's handle this transparently."



"No way. This incident won't just blow over."



"If we report to the government immediately that it was almost certainly the work of an outer god, we might avoid being dismissed."



"You say that because you don't understand."



"My conscience can't bear it. I vote for disclosure."



"Are you all so eager to lose your jobs? I have nowhere to go if I'm kicked out of this school!"



The teachers couldn't easily reach a consensus.



Just then, one of the surviving A-rank Inspectors rushed in and exclaimed:



"Department Head Lotus! A female student is asking to see the teachers!"



"Who is it?"



"A girl with white hair and golden eyes. She says her name is Seti von Adelbein Rheinland..."



"Haa!"






This was the end.



"Adelbein, Rheinland...?"



"A girl using surnames from both families?"



"Was there a child born between the two houses?"



The second-year teachers who had joined after receiving reports of the situation were completely bewildered.



"We have a new student this year."



Kendra kindly explained to them that there was a prodigy born between the direct line of the Rheinlands and a branch of the Adelbeins.



"What should we do? Should we let her in?"



"Just a moment..."



After brief consideration, the department head spoke.



"Tell her to come in."



Soon the door opened, and a girl with white hair entered.



Her face was gaunt like someone in mourning, and her dull golden eyes showed no sign of life.



"...I can't find my brother and sister."



The girl struggled to speak.



"One is named Eidel von Rheinland. The other is Rustila Kersil. Those names..."



"Those two are still missing."



Teacher Karlen sighed as she answered, and the surrounding teachers nudged her.



"Read the room... Teacher!"



"...Reality is reality. She needs to know."



Karlen was one of the teachers who had voted to disclose the incident to the public.



Therefore, she intended to tell the girl the unvarnished truth.



"Based on the circumstances, it seems they fell from the cliff on the northwest side along with the monster. We're searching that area now."



"It's been... two hours since this happened. Why haven't there been any reports?"



"That area wasn't originally meant to be used for the test. The Dodeca Forest itself is vast, so we don't know how long it will take to find them."



The girl's expression turned tearful.



She frowned and pursed her lips.



"Hey, you shouldn't just tell her that."



Kendra smacked the back of Karlen's head, then knelt before the teary-eyed girl.



"We've received reports that there's a lake below. And listen! While the slope is steep, the cliff itself isn't that high. If they know how to swim, they could be found quickly."



"That idiot can't swim..."



"......"



Kendra fell silent.



Until positive results came in, no words could comfort the girl.



All they could do was hug her and try to console her before sending her away.



However, Seti wanted to stay with the teachers.



The second-year teachers and the conservative first-year teachers swallowed hard, eyeing her warily.



Kendra, sensing the tension, made hot cocoa for Seti.



Outside, night had fallen, and it had started to rain.



Whoosh.



A torrential downpour too heavy for helicopters to fly through.



"Bad luck."



A sound of teeth grinding.



It came from Seti.



Her parents had never shown interest in her, and her half-siblings either kept their distance or treated her harshly.



In elementary and middle school, she was treated like an untouchable flower simply because of her prestigious family.



For a girl who had no one to confide in, losing Rustila would be like death itself.



And now...



"Brother."



Her third half-sibling.



Until just a few months ago, he was the bastard she most wanted to kill, yet somehow she now found herself worried about him.



It was strange.



And numbing. So numbing that she felt she might lose her mind.



If she lost one person—no, two people—how could she go on living?



She didn't even want to imagine it. She wanted to avoid it. She didn't want to experience such a thing.



For now, she could only hope the rain would stop.





Chapter 42 - Three Together (4)



Rustila felt a sensation of water filling her lungs.



She was sinking.



Suddenly realizing she might drown, she snapped to attention and began swimming.



Then she noticed something strange. Her body felt unusually light. Rustila, who had been trying to reach the surface, looked downward. Two young people—a boy and a girl—were slowly sinking toward the bottom.



It was Eidel and Zernya.



Rustila desperately flailed her arms toward them. Dramatically, she managed to grab hold of their clothes.



Assessing their condition, she saw that Zernya was unconscious, and Eidel was bleeding from his head. His eyes were rolled back—the situation was critical.



"Huff...!"



Using every last ounce of strength, she dragged them out of the lake. The unseasonable cold made her entire body feel frozen.



["Neither of them shows signs of cardiac arrest. That's fortunate amid the misfortune."]



Rustila looked up at the sky. The heavy cloud cover suggested rain would fall soon. Looking around, she spotted a large cave and dragged the two inside.



["There are no carnivores inside. Let's go in."]



Nodding at Vega's voice, she entered the cave. As soon as they were inside, her legs gave out. Rustila plopped down and breathed heavily.



It was cold.



The atmosphere of artificial planets is generally cool. Despite terraforming, temperatures rarely rise above 20 degrees year-round. Especially during periods classified as winter, like now, nighttime temperatures frequently dropped below freezing.



Though her uniform had waterproofing and wasn't soaked, her body was the problem.



"Ugh."



Her teeth chattered. The cold moisture repeatedly evaporated in the dry cave air, stealing heat from her body. If she didn't dry off quickly, she would die of hypothermia.



Rustila grabbed Eidel and Zernya's hands. Zernya was still warm, but Eidel's hands were ice-cold.



Almost like a corpse.



"No way."



She hurriedly removed Eidel's outer clothes. She didn't have the courage to unbutton his dress shirt, so she placed her ear against his chest in that state.



She could hear his heartbeat, however faint.



But it wasn't a normal pulse.



'Just hang on. I'll get firewood right away.'



Rustila gathered an armful of dried leaves and branches and returned to the cave. She arranged stones in a circle, piled the kindling inside, and prepared a campfire.



"Fire..."



Now she needed to light it.



'How do I light it? I dropped my Plasma Sword, so I don't have that.'



She had neither the time nor experience to try primitive methods like a hand drill.



Rustila's eyes turned to Eidel's left hand.



'Calipers...'



An ancient measuring tool said to have been used in the distant past.



It was the instrument he had used during the practical evaluation, and earlier when he defeated the monster. Even while losing consciousness, Eidel had maintained a tight grip on the calipers.



It seemed to be more than a simple measuring tool. Perhaps it was given by an Outer God. Maybe it could substitute for a Plasma Sword.



["Don't touch it."]



Vega, the voice from behind, spoke to her.



["If it belongs to an Outer God, merely touching it could kill you."]



But Eidel touched it just fine?



["That's because it must have accepted that boy as its owner. If anyone else touches it, there could be penalties."]



Despite Vega's warning, Rustila shook her head.



'He saved me first.'



If Eidel hadn't come, she would have died.






'Besides...'



Even if she died from touching the calipers, it would be fortunate if the other two could survive. There was nothing more abundant than saving two lives at the cost of one.



Having made this judgment, Rustila reached for the calipers.



The calipers slipped out of Eidel's hand, spun through the air, and plunged into the campfire.



Crack! Sparks flew.



Startled, Rustila fell backward onto her bottom.



The fire was starting to catch.



"..."



["...That Outer God."]



Vega let out a chuckle.



***



With unexpected help, she succeeded in lighting the fire. All that remained was to dry off, leave the mountains, and return to the academy.



But things didn't go as planned.



It started to rain.



Quite a downpour.



"...Sigh."



The chill of the cold rain. Her breath was visible in the air.



Once the fire grew stronger, Rustila hurriedly tried to remove Eidel and Zernya's clothes.



She needed to start with Eidel, whose condition was more serious.



But it wasn't easy. Removing just the top would be one thing, but taking off everything including the bottom was the most difficult task for a virgin girl.



Doing a thousand push-ups would be easier.



Still, she had to do it. It was a medical necessity. With that excuse that wasn't really an excuse, she unbuttoned his shirt and removed his belt. Rustila's vision spun.



'I-I can't go any further...'



She decided to just wipe off the moisture from his arms, legs, and upper body, leaving the rest to the fire.



"What are you doing?"



"Eek...!"



Just as she was about to touch Zernya's scarf, the girl's purple eyes glared sharply at Rustila.



"Touch it and you die."



Zernya swatted away Rustila's hand. Then she coughed, spitting out water.



After checking her own soaked condition, Zernya casually removed her jacket and sat close to the campfire.



"Aren't you going to take off your scarf?"



Rustila asked carefully.



"It's waterproof and insulated, so don't worry about it."



Zernya replied curtly. Her complexion wasn't good after regaining consciousness from fainting.



"Damn, my head hurts."



"It's because of the cold water. You'll feel better soon."



"That's not it. I had a headache before falling into the water. What the hell happened..."



Zernya sighed, holding her forehead.



Rustila blushed as she folded her jacket and skirt. She wasn't completely naked, but embarrassment was embarrassment.



"Ugh..."



Similarly, Zernya, who was removing her stockings, turned her head to look at Rustila. She twisted her lips and said:



"Stop being dramatic."






"...You're so calm, even in this situation."



"I was trained for this since childhood."



As she spoke, Zernya kneaded Eidel's forearm. Her cheeks, illuminated by the campfire, didn't look normal either.



Then Zernya checked Eidel's pulse.



"This is dangerous."



"What?"



"His pulse is weak. Almost undetectable. Is his heart beating?"



"Y-yes. It was beating."



"Then CPR isn't necessary yet. Hypothermia should be our primary concern."



Muttering that there was no other way, Zernya pulled Eidel's left side into her arms.



At that moment, Rustila's mind exploded.



"Y-y-you..."



"It's a medical procedure. Medical."



Zernya was gritting her teeth. Even for her, this was an uncomfortable situation. Skin-to-skin contact with a boy she'd barely met!



"I thought you disliked Eidel?"



"Disliking someone doesn't mean I want them dead."



"..."



"I'm going to be a doctor when I grow up. I intend to take control of the Northern Trauma Center. If I let someone die right in front of me without doing anything, it would tarnish my career. I might even fail the character test. And since he's a direct Rheinland descendant, we might be held responsible if he dies. Yes, that's it. I'm definitely going to survive this. Of course..."



Zernya was rambling. Not only did she suddenly talk about her future aspirations, but she also haphazardly added reasons why she had to save Eidel.



"...A-anyway. I decline becoming valedictorian because he died. First place only shines when there's a second place. Without him, there might not be anyone worthy of acknowledging as second. Yes, that's right. That's the correct theory."



Zernya's lips were trembling slightly. Watching her, Rustila found herself unconsciously agreeing.



Yes, this is solely to save a person's life.



Rustila reflected on her dream. To become an excellent Examiner. If possible, to surpass S-rank and become EX-rank or even the highest rank, Omega (Ω), protecting the lives and assets of Federation citizens.



She had pledged to become such an Examiner. It was a thought she'd had since long ago. So she couldn't let a classmate die here.



Suppressing the wave of embarrassment, she embraced Eidel's right side. Rustila's cheeks burned.



Tap tap tap.



In the blazing campfire, the two girls wiggled their toes to pass the time. The space gradually felt warmer.



Night had fallen.



And the rain was getting heavier.



***



Consciousness returned gradually, like a wooden plank drifting on the ocean. But that didn't mean waking up to reality.



"Where is this..."



It was a dark space. A gloomy place where even sunlight refused to touch, where gloominess and coolness became the wind that blew around.



As I drifted through this place, suddenly a light turned on before me.



Under the white light were tentacles undulating like rippling silk.



Following those tentacles upward, I could see several dark blue skeins of thread rolling around.



After examining the skeins on the floor, I slowly raised my head. Simultaneously, a woman's voice was heard.



"Hitting your own head before falling into water."



She grinned.



"You're much more interesting than you look."



It wasn't difficult to know who the voice belonged to.



Cartesia.



She appeared before me, borrowing the form of an avatar.





Chapter 43 - Three Together (5)



I recalled my memories.



I definitely fell from a cliff.



"I called you here."



Footsteps approached.



A deity was approaching through the dark energy, commanding seventy-four tentacles—truly a monster by any definition.



"You're in a suspended state right now. Well, not dead, but not quite alive either."



The deity muttered incomprehensible sounds while laughing.



Looking down at the slippery floor, I saw heaps of blue-tinged threads piled up.



The more I looked, the more bizarre and eerie this space seemed.



I wanted to leave as quickly as possible, but that would be impossible without the deity's permission.



The deity, now right in front of me, lifted its chin and spoke.



"I gave you two quests. One was to become the best, and the other was to eliminate someone full of arrogance."



A clear voice echoed through the space.



"You managed one of them somehow, thanks to your good adaptability."



"I knew it would work out."



"No, that's what we call luck, little one."



The deity grinned. A grotesque smile.



"But the second request was different. You hit your own head with the calipers. I was expecting you to smash someone else's head."



She frowned her 'face' and spoke softly.



"Human, I thought you would break the school rules."



I had realized two things at some point.



First was that my attitude had been too passive all along.



Deities always act one step ahead of humans. To stop them preemptively, I needed to move faster, on an unpredictable path.



Contacting a graduate school professor when I'd just become a high school student?



That's entirely possible, isn't it?



Among deities, it wouldn't even be surprising.



I need to act more dramatically. I need to attempt things that can't be done as a student.



The second realization was that there was a trick in the quest given by the deity.



The "Calipers of Wisdom" was an item given by the deity.



That means others who touch it might go insane.



Especially students without constellations could die from just one touch.



"Why didn't you hit another student?"



"...I'd be expelled."



"So you hit your own head instead?"



"I'm just as arrogant myself."



It was arrogant of me to think I had one less worry after being accepted to Stellarium.



As a human, I must struggle.



Yes, the protagonist must be struggling to death by now. I can't just be sitting around like this.



"You recognized your own arrogance and corrected your mindset... Interesting story. Amusing. Very amusing."



Glowing tentacles waved before my eyes.



Then one of those tentacles extended a thick book toward me.



"This is your reward for entertaining me. Take it."



[Sage's Manual (Lv.10)]



Here it is. The quest reward.



The Sage's Manual, a unique item that reveals what will happen in the future.



At level 10, it should contain most important information.



However, just as I was about to open it, I couldn't help but hesitate.



Would knowing change the future?



"What's wrong? I told you to open it."



If it's about the future, I already know.



Destruction.



There's no need to read it.



I threw the book back without even opening it.



"What are you doing?"



I couldn't see the deity's face, but she was clearly frowning.



A fear crept over me that my head might be crushed if I said the wrong thing.



Here's one of my life principles:



Never cower, no matter what.



"I don't need it."



I answered confidently.



"You don't need it?"



"Nope."



"Knowing the future is a good thing. Whether through regression, prophecy, or this way. Knowing gives you time to prepare. Are you rejecting my goodwill?"



"It's not goodwill, is it?"






It's a quest reward.



"Clever one."



The deity clicked her tongue.



There was a subtle change in her tone. To be precise, it was an excited voice.



She asked.



"What do you want?"



"A solution."



"Looking for an easy life, aren't you?"



"I have no interest in paths I won't take. I'm going to change the future."



"How impudent. Do you know who you're standing before?"



"I know. A deity. A higher being residing in the 7th dimension, far superior to us."



"And yet you dare to be cheeky."



Whoosh! Eight pairs of tentacles wrapped around my body.



I couldn't move at all.



Cartesia approached me slowly, tightly bound as I was.



She tapped around my abdomen and smiled coldly.



"What do you think would happen if I applied force here?"



"Pregnancy?"



"Correct."



The deity is truly otherworldly. Thinking about making a man pregnant—that's no ordinary madness.



But I'm also curious.



"...Genetically, what happens when a child is born between a human and a deity?"



"......"



"No, really. I'm just curious."



The moment I said it, I wondered what nonsense I was spouting.



Slither.



The tentacles loosened.



"You're insane."



For a brief moment, I saw the deity's expression.



It was too beautiful to be called monstrous, and it had a human form.



It was strange. A deity that views humans as insects, yet mimics the appearance of a person.



I saw the corners of the woman's lips rise.



"Interesting. It was worth making you my host."



She continued.



"I'll ask you once more. Are you sure you don't want the Sage's Manual?"



"Yeah."



"Then what do you want?"



"A bomb."



A big, beautiful bomb that will blow all your heads off and make this universe peaceful.



"The theory behind it, the recipe you've established. Everything you know, as much as possible."



"You're quite greedy."



Cartesia began to laugh longer than ever before.



That laughter was too pure to be called noise, and yet it also carried a hint of melancholy.



"You want all my research results? I've never seen anyone demand a deal from a deity before!"



"......"



"...Alright, fine."



Thud. Something touched my feet.



It was a new book.



"Take it."



This time, I picked up the book without hesitation.



It was a hardcover book with nothing written in it. Every page I turned was completely blank.



"This is my masterpiece that took ages to complete. Like my child... though still incomplete."



Soon, a title was engraved on the cover of the hardcover, and a status window forcibly opened.



"You fill in the rest. It would be interesting to watch that."



Requesting a scoop of her own thesis.



She's really not in her right mind—



***



Sitting on a throne at the zero point where a black hole was condensed, the deity Cartesia was laughing mindlessly.



- Useless half-breed.



- Shame of our race.



- Stay locked away in the frontier for the rest of your life.



Crunch, she bit her tentacle.



An irregularly-shaped polyhedron glowing white reflects chaotically through space. The temperature of the black hole increases rapidly.



She was angry.






- Homo sapiens? What difference will it make to be curious about such a lowly race?



- Cartesia, you're doing something pointless.



- Just like a half-breed.



Cartesia's eyes burned hotly.



"Beings worse than humans......"



Those humans you despise.



Those humans you torment.



Let's see how you like it when those pathetic humans give you a taste of your own medicine.



***



[You have been awarded 25,000 Pron for defeating the S-class monster, Renania.]



[With your existing rewards and acquired Pron, you can now access the following thesis.]



[7-Dimension Quantum Gravitation Aether Field Theory, Cartesia, from Sgr A* (Incomplete)]



I opened my eyes in a dark, gloomy cave.



The first thing I saw was the status window, and the second was a smoldering campfire.



I definitely lost consciousness after falling into water, but Rustila must have taken care of me afterward.



Both my shoulders felt heavy.



Following the dripping sound of water, I turned my head to find Rustila sleeping while leaning on my left arm.



She had wrapped her arm around mine like intertwined vines and was off in dreamland.



Even her sleeping face is pretty. She truly is beautiful.



No, this isn't the time to be admiring her.



I shook my left arm.



"Hwaht...!"



Rustila woke up with a shrill sound like a cat whose tail had been stepped on.



After rubbing her eyes a few times, she saw my face and her eyes grew round.



"Eidel! You're awake...! Ugh...!"



A groan. Was she hurt somewhere?



That thought soon vanished.



Rustila was half-naked. The stigma on her shoulders where the divine backing resided was clearly visible.



It was fortunate she was covering her upper body with her school uniform jacket; otherwise, it would have been terribly embarrassing.



I closed my eyes and lifted my head.



Rustila, who had been clinging to Eidel, quickly moved away and gathered her clothes. I couldn't see, but I could tell from the rustling sounds.



"...Are you awake?"



"Yes."



"Are you feeling alright?"



"I'm fine."



My head was splitting from being hit with the calipers, but not enough to wail about it.



But something felt strange.



Even though Rustila had moved away from my left arm, my body still felt heavy.



I mechanically turned my gaze.



Zernya was attached to me.



"Ah......"



Rustila let out a long sound.



Asking Rustila to remove her was pointless as the girl had completely frozen up like an overripe persimmon.



With no choice, I was about to put my hand on Zernya's shoulder.



Slap!



"...Don't touch me."



Zernya, who had opened her eyes at some point, pushed my hand away.



I had no choice but to look upward again.



She was just wearing a shirt.



"Why are you clinging to me when you're telling me not to touch you?"



"...? Oh."



Only then did Zernya hurriedly move away.



While the rustling sounds continued, I recited the national anthem four times in my head.



Rustle, rustle.



"Damn it, why won't this go in..."



This Zernya, being a chapter boss, has quite the challenging phase 2.



After the silent war ended, the three nations of A-Ru-Ze entered a lull.



We sat in a circle around the campfire, all staring blankly into the flames.



Whoosh.



Rain was pouring down furiously.



It's awkward. The three of us are just watching each other in this suddenly started game of chicken.



Nothing to be done about it.



[Graviton Bomb Development Theory and Recipe (Incomplete)]



I might as well read the thesis.





Chapter 44 - Oh, yeah, it's you, Oppa (1)



The development of graviton bombs is classified into four major stages.



1. Discovery of the graviton

2. Understanding of the gravitational field-aether theory

3. Production of containers and specialized detonators for the bomb

4. Test firing



Reading a paper written by a foreign god feels different.



Still, it's written in an easy-to-understand way. I suppose that's fitting for the God of Wisdom and Curiosity.



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' feels pleased by your assessment.]



Anyway.



[The first stage is the discovery of the graviton.]



A difficult topic right from the start.



In an era where warp technology has been commercialized, gravitons still haven't been discovered.



One might ask: in an age of advanced space civilization, how have physicists failed to discover even a single graviton?



The short answer is they couldn't afford it.



The cost of running a particle accelerator once could provide three meals a day to children in Africa.



And when the Higgs particle was discovered, only science freaks celebrated.



"It's useless once discovered!" they said. "It just devours money!"



Such is the plight of those in basic science.



[There's a tip for discovering gravitons: coat your experimental equipment with 'Black Spheres'.]



['Black Spheres' are monster eggs created by a foreign god of Maxwell's Forces. They're black and perfectly round.]



[They possess the property of accelerating supersymmetric particles. Design your accelerator with this property in mind. It will save you costs.]



"Oh..."



I inwardly rejoiced.



The monster we encountered belongs to Maxwell's Forces.



This means some foreign god from Maxwell is targeting Stellarium for infiltration.



Black Spheres must be scattered all over the planet.



This is actually good.



Let's turn crisis into opportunity.



We'll find all the Black Spheres before they "hatch" and turn them into unfertilized eggs.



But how do we find them?



[Notice: Use the Wisdom Calipers to find them]



Right, I have the calipers.



Cartesia's calipers have two functions.



One is combat.



The other is measurement.



The target of measurement is up to me.



[Measurement target: Black Sphere / Measured distance: 8.23m]



I didn't expect much when I set it, but there's one nearby.



The area in front of the cave is barren.



I turned my head to look behind me.



"Is there something inside the cave?" Zernya asked.



"Seems like it."



The inside of the cave, extending deep like a snake's stomach, was pitch black with zero visibility.



I need something like a torch.



No choice.



I used the calipers as a poker to stir the bonfire. Some burning brush caught on the blade. I rolled it up like cotton candy.



"What are you doing?"



"Fireball."



["...?"]



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' is greatly bewildered.]



I discovered another new function of the calipers.



Perfect as a torch.



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' wails in despair.]



Cartesia, these calipers you gave me are awesome.



Though clearly made of metal, the handle wasn't hot, suggesting low thermal conductivity. With a satisfied smile, I stepped into the cave. The curious Lieutenant Zernya followed me.



I walked forward, holding the torch to drive away the darkness.



[Measured distance: 1.34m]



I can see it.



In the darkness, there was a sphere "shining" darker than the darkness itself.



Like a snow-white black person, if that makes sense?



I briefly wondered about the composition of the object but quickly shook my head.



Condensed matter isn't my specialty. And it's not an urgent research topic either.



I'll have another friend research this in graduate school later.



Yes, that's better. That's division of labor.



I took another step forward, and now I was certain that the fist-sized gem before me was a Black Sphere.






Lucky me.



I picked up the Black Sphere tucked away in the corner and showed it to Zernya.



"What is it? A black pearl? Pretty."



"Don't touch it."



I quickly pulled it back before Zernya's hand could reach it. She almost fell prey to madness.



"How stingy."



Zernya clicked her tongue. Tsk.



Come to think of it, Zernya's character setting includes a hobby of collecting precious metals and rare colored stones.



Like a true daughter of a noble family, she goes crazy for gems.



"Hey, shine the torch over here."



Zernya ordered me. She looked around the cave floor, searching for more black pearls.



"...There aren't any more."



Unfortunately, what I found was all there was.



Zernya clicked her tongue again.



This hobby is also why Zernya contracted with a foreign god. How could she resist shiny, fascinating stones?



Wait a minute.



Perhaps I can use this personality trait to draw her in as an ally.



"It's not like it'll wear out. Just let me see it."



"Want to touch it?"



"Are you deaf?"



She frowned deeply as she looked up at me.



Using the calipers here would yield the following results:



Figure 1. Zernya's height: 155cm.

Figure 2. Eidel's height: 180cm.

Figure 3. Height at which Eidel is holding the black pearl: about 175cm.



"..."



Zernya used 'Pick Me Up'!



Standing on tiptoes, Zernya stretched her hands this way and that. Her struggling appearance was quite adorable.



Soon, the child Zernya, frustrated by our height difference, slumped her shoulders and returned to her spot.



"Fine. What am I doing anyway?"



I timed my provocation perfectly.



"If you beat me on the midterm exam, I'll give it to you."



Whip—Zernya turned back around. Her eyes sparkled like a burning comet.



"Really?"



"Really."



"No taking it back."



Zernya smiled slyly. I bit my lip desperately to hold back my laughter.



Meanwhile, Rustila had been making strange moans with her legs together and her head buried since earlier.



"Nngh..."



What's wrong with her now?



I wanted to assess her psychological state, but unfortunately, I had no Pron left. I'm broke after paying the paper access fee.



"...Hmm."



Zernya, glancing at Rustila, leaned against the wall and closed her eyes.



Right, they must both be tired.



Let's let them rest a bit.



We can't go through the storm right now anyway. And we've lost our electronic devices, so we can't contact the school.



I feel sorry for my sister who's waiting, but it seems we'll have to spend the night here.



"Hey."



"What?"



"Aren't you going to sleep?"



Ah, right.



Of course I'm not sleeping.



I have papers to read.



***



Staring at the blazing bonfire, Zernya bit her lip.



Thump, thump, thump.



Her heartbeat was distinctly audible.



She'd been like this since waking up in the cave.



Hypothermia? Arrhythmia?



It could be simple palpitations or pulsatile tinnitus.



Why would someone like her, who exercises regularly and eats three proper meals a day, experience such symptoms?



Even with all her medical knowledge, she couldn't figure it out.



Zernya suddenly looked at Eidel.



Whatever Eidel found so amusing, he would occasionally stare into space, then flash a creepy smile or giggle.



She thought he was simply insane.






But he was the top student.



A rival she absolutely had to surpass.



Come to think of it, maybe her heart was pounding because of him.



Yes, it was inferiority.



Because Eidel was first in class. Because she was second.



She couldn't easily accept that fact, and it made her so angry she couldn't stand it.



'He said he'd give me that black pearl if I win the midterm exam.'



Zernya, who loved jewelry, had such deep knowledge of minerals that she even earned a Jewelry Master certification.



The black pearl Eidel had picked up clearly held tremendous value.



It would feel amazing to add it to her collection.



'I will definitely win.'



The corners of Zernya's mouth curved into a smile.



***



What matters is maintaining resolve even when broken. The teachers diligently carried out their duties despite their fraying mental states.



They counted the dead and searched for the missing.



Around 10 PM, abnormal weather occurred. Heavy rain poured all night.



They launched rockets with rain-reducing gases, but it wasn't enough.



"It's the work of a foreign god. The work of a foreign god..."



Seti muttered.



Her homeroom teacher, Kendra, gently placed a hand on Seti's shoulder and said:



"Seti, it's going to be okay."



"Teacher..."



"It hasn't even been a day yet. I'm sure they're all still alive."



A life born from a contract marriage. No one to love her, no one to be friends with.



In this situation, Seti didn't want to lose her friend Rustila.



And the same went for Eidel.



The old grudges had mostly washed away. She wanted to remember the kindness of recent months rather than the hatred of years past.



To think that such a brother might die.



The mere thought was horrifying.



"I report that we've found strangely damaged forest extending 1km north-northwest from the clearing where the monster appeared."



Kendra jumped up and asked:



"Is it the path the monster took?"



"The sudden downpour has damaged the path considerably, but based on the testimonies of students and inspectors, it's almost certain."



"Are you searching there?"



"Yes. There was a cliff about 50 meters high at the end. We couldn't dare go down due to thick fog and landslide risk, but... we found this instead."



The search team member pulled out a plasma sword covered in dirt and moss.



"Ah..."



Seti's pupils trembled finely.



"Our investigation detected Rustila Kersil's aether reaction on it."



Seti slid off her chair and fell.



"Seti? Seti! Don't pass out! Excuse me, couldn't you see what was at the bottom of the cliff? Like a lake or something?"



"The heavy rain made visibility extremely difficult. It seems impossible to explore the bottom of the cliff without the rain stopping or using better equipment."



Impossible.



Seti's most hated word.



If something's impossible, shouldn't you make it possible?



The rescue worker's businesslike tone, without a hint of emotional fluctuation, felt detestable.



"Sister, brother..."



Rustila. She had followed her since childhood. She loved her.



Eidel. She had only just begun to like him again.



So please, come back.



Time passes. The rain gradually thins. The team launches three helicopters.



As dawn breaks, the waiting room empties. Seti rubbed her face, curled up, sighed...



She was hungry and sleepy too. But she couldn't fall asleep.



How much time had she killed like this?



When she came to her senses, something was right in front of her.



It was a golden, glowing stone.



It had a twisted, distorted shape. It didn't seem like an ordinary mineral.



But that wasn't important right now.



Why had this suddenly appeared before her?



Seti cautiously backed away from the stone. The next moment, a giggling voice played in her head.



Someone in her mind shouted. Pick up that stone right now. Then you can confirm whether your sister and brother are alive.



That voice was as warm and sweet as cotton candy, and finally, Seti slowly reached out her hand.



And at that moment, the waiting room door opened and three people entered.





Chapter 45 - Oh, yeah, it's you, Oppa (2)



The door opened, and two people entered.



One was a mercenary wearing a combat suit with a black sheen. On her shoulder was a blue-tinged epaulette, signifying that she had obtained an A-class swordsman qualification.



This A-class swordsman was supporting a blonde girl. Her hair was completely disheveled, and her eyes were moist with tears.



Her complexion wasn't good either. The blonde girl's azure eyes met Seti's. In an instant, Seti's mind—which had been focused on the glowing stone—went completely blank.



"Is... that... you?"



A voice broken into fragments.



Right now, before Seti's eyes was Rustila, looking completely disheveled.



"Seti..."



Her thoughts were bleached away.



Seti completely forgot about her compulsion to pick up stones and rushed straight toward Rustila.



With a soft touch, she felt Rustila's cheek against hers. Seti was embraced in Rustila's arms.



While being held like that, she began to sob like a beast.



"You're alive...! Thank goodness, I'm so relieved...!"



She had nearly lost her only friend, the one she looked up to like an older sister. The thought of it almost made her world collapse.



Fortunately, Seti's wait had been worthwhile.



Rustila slowly stroked Seti's hair.



In truth, Rustila was exhausted in many ways. Too many things had happened in a single day. She wanted nothing more than to lie down in bed immediately.



But Seti must have been even more exhausted. Waiting for her, waiting for her brother.



So she needed to comfort her a little more. She needed to tell her everything that had happened.



Drowsiness washed over her. Without realizing it, Rustila rubbed her eyes and then collapsed.



"Unni?"



Seti was momentarily flustered but soon let out a sigh of relief. With steady breaths, Rustila had fallen asleep using Seti's shoulder as a pillow.



You must have been very tired.



Seti nodded, but then suddenly jumped up.



She heard something rolling.



Looking back, she saw the mineral spinning rapidly, bouncing up, and then flying out through the open window.



Seti's expression turned foolish.



What on earth was that stone?



"Ah..."



There was no time to wonder.



"Brother."



Rustila had returned. Where had Eidel gone?



Thump, thump. Seti's gaze shifted toward the footsteps coming from beyond the door.



The person who entered after Rustila was a beautiful girl with skin like white jade, hair as white as fresh snow, and grape-like, refreshing purple eyes.



Zernya von Adelbein.



Like Rustila, she had a haggard look in her eyes. She appeared to be screaming internally for a bed to lie down on.



Nevertheless, Zernya walked in proudly without anyone's support. Her steps were haughty, as if she didn't need anyone's help to move around.



"What are you staring at?"



Zernya stared blankly at Seti, then let out a chuckle as she passed by her.



Seti didn't even think she was being rude.



Right now, she was overflowing with happiness. At the same time, anxiety was gnawing at one corner of her mind.



Whether she would ever see her third brother's face again—that was what mattered.



The next moment, there was a sound from outside the door.



It wasn't footsteps.



It was voices.



The sound of two men talking.



At that sound, Seti peeked her head out of the room. In the middle of the corridor, two men were embracing each other tightly and sobbing.



"Oh, student! I was so worried about what would happen to my lab if you didn't come back! I was already anxious because we have so few applicants, but I'm so grateful you came back alive...!"



"I was worried I wouldn't be able to get into graduate school. Wow, when I fell from that 50-meter cliff, I thought I was going to die! Your face flashed before my eyes like a slideshow, Professor, and I just started crying..."



No, was "sobbing" the right expression for what they were doing?






It gave her goosebumps for some reason.



After sharing an embrace more intimate than most couples, the two men clasped hands and shook them up and down. Seti's eyes narrowed.



She didn't know who one of them was, and the other had his back to her, so she couldn't be sure, but he seemed like someone she knew.



Seti walked slowly.



She needed to confirm.



Yes.



"Then, I'll see you next time."



That voice.



That voice, she'd heard it for years. She couldn't forget that irritating tone.



Seti's hand reached toward the boy who had his back to her.



But before she could reach him, the boy who had finished his conversation turned around.



Tall stature.



Black hair.



Golden eyes.



Those fierce yellow eyes changed to a sly expression. He raised the corners of his eyes and lifted the corners of his mouth bitterly. Seti's expression turned dumbfounded.



Even at a glance, he was a handsome, well-built boy. But Seti didn't feel any heart-fluttering emotions.



She felt something beyond that.



"...!"



Seti ran at full speed and headbutted the boy who had turned around. Then she clung to his clothes like a cicada.



As she inhaled with a deep breath, a familiar scent came with it. It was the fragrance of the laundry detergent used by the Rheinland family.



Slowly, Seti's gaze lifted.



"Brother..." said Seti.



"Yeah," the boy replied.



"It's you."



Indeed, it was a familiar voice.



Tears began to stream down uncontrollably. She couldn't contain the flood of emotions that burst forth.



"You bastard... *sob* why, why did you make me worry like that...?"



She didn't know what to say first, so she cursed. This wasn't right; other words should have come first. But she couldn't think of what they were.



Then Eidel placed his hand on Seti's head.



"Sister," he said, looking down at Seti.



"I'm sorry."



As soon as he finished speaking, Eidel collapsed as if fainting.





***





Students who had undergone the reclassification test were given at least a week of emergency leave.



Injured students received treatment, and those suffering from psychological trauma began psychological therapy.



Before such treatment, Seti needed time to recover from her exhaustion.



After sleeping briefly for one night and waking up, Seti soon recalled what she had done and her face turned red.



"...shit."



This girl must have gone crazy!



No matter how worried she was, how could she have behaved so shamefully in front of her third brother, with whom she'd been at odds for nearly ten years?



She realized that just staying up all night could make a person lose their rational judgment like that.



At the same time, she realized one more thing.



I don't dislike Eidel anymore.



Eidel had started changing about six months ago. So many things had happened during that time.



At first, Seti had hurled insults at him as if seeking revenge. But at some point, they began to grow closer.



Especially during the practical evaluation. The way Eidel had protected her as his top priority while fighting monsters alongside Rustila was, well, somewhat cool.



That thought solidified completely this morning.



"Our daughter is going to withdraw. Please don't interfere."



Rustila's parents burst through the door of the hospital room.






In the four-person room, Rustila, who had been leisurely reading a book, hunched her shoulders as soon as her parents barged in.



"Mother, Father..."



"Rustila, after what happened last time, this school is clearly not working out. Let's go somewhere else. You can study law sufficiently even if it's not at Stellarium."



After going through such an ordeal, Rustila was in a mentally and physically exhausted state. She didn't have the energy to deal with her parents' sudden visit.



"Pack your things and come out. It might be dangerous here too."



Rustila's father roughly grabbed her wrist and pulled. Meanwhile, her mother quickly packed Rustila's clothes and belongings and placed them on the desk.



"Haah..."



Seti could only sigh helplessly.



Interfering with someone else's family was inconsiderate. It was something one shouldn't do.



But wasn't this going too far?



Seti, you need to change more. Can't you see the troubled expression on your close friend and sister figure's face?



"Excuse me..."



Just as Seti was about to say something—



"Hey there."



An impertinent voice came from the adjacent bed.



"Can't you see this is an intensive care unit? There are three patients here who need rest. How can I not be angry when you come in here causing such a commotion?"



"...Who are you, student?"



"It seems you don't remember me from the entrance ceremony."



Seti couldn't help but snicker.



That's right.



Rustila wasn't the only one in this hospital room.



[Rustila Kersil (Present)]

[Zernya von und zu Trisha Adelbein (Present)]

[Eidel von Rheinland (Present)]



One annoying girl and one weirdo.



Though the annoying girl was currently in dreamland. She had been admitted to the hospital late after submitting a report, and her fatigue had finally caught up with her.



So, only the weirdo remained.



An enemy weirdo can be the most annoying person in the world, but an allied weirdo can feel like the most delightful person in the world.



"I am in a fragile mental state and need rest. How can I not be angry when you two come in here causing such a disturbance?"



"Why are you talking like that, student?"



"Like what?"



As it happened, Eidel was reading a martial arts novel.



Due to his "Thought Acceleration" skill, his reading speed was about ten times faster than an average person's.



As such, his immersion in the book was also ten times that of an average person.



In other words, he was completely absorbed.



"Please leave."



"Ah, right. You're that Eidel or whatever. I remember now! The guy who's been hitting on our Rustila. What a coincidence meeting you here. Let's have a word."



"I asked you to leave."



Eidel warned again as he turned the page of his martial arts novel. In the passage he was reading, two villains were snickering as they approached the protagonist.



To make matters worse, they were whistling at the young lady accompanying the protagonist.



It was a predictable cliché, but for Eidel, who had just gotten into martial arts novels, it was a nail-biting situation.



Flip. Eidel turned another page and rolled his eyes.



At his nonchalant attitude, Rustila's father's eyebrow twitched.



"Student, are you ignoring me?"



"Huh? Don't come any closer! Don't cross that line in front. If you do, my beloved weapon won't stay quiet."



"The more I look at you, the more I see you have no respect for adults! No manners, and you speak in such a strange way!"



The Kersil couple weren't completely unreasonable parents. Though they were strict with their daughter, as people working in the legal field, they had no intention of doing anything illegal.



They planned to scold him sternly as adults and make sure he never approached their daughter again.



Just as Rustila's father took a step forward—



At that moment, Eidel had just laid eyes on a high-quality illustration of the novel's protagonist drawing his beloved weapon—



And, carried away by the excitement, he unconsciously opened his internal energy drive and drew out his calipers.





Chapter 46 - Oh, yeah, it's you, Oppa (3)



Foreign objects inherently contain massive amounts of Pron.



They're like radioactive materials. Touch them wrong, and you're in big trouble.



Scholars have researched what happens when you mishandle objects belonging to different foreign gods. They discovered that touching items from Descartes' Forces destroys the mind.



"Ugh!"



As if proving that research correct, Royce let out a groan with his mouth forming a perfect circle.



For just a moment, the tip of the Callipers had touched his hand.



A draw lasting only 0.2 seconds.



It wasn't even a hit or a tap. He had merely brushed it—an atomic speck of contact—before pulling away.



His blade control was so precise that even supreme masters would weep with envy.



This ordinary person, who hadn't even reached the level of a third-rate practitioner, let alone a foreign god initiate, foamed at the mouth without understanding the profound principles of the cosmic martial world.



"Oogh..."



"Honey? What's wrong?"



"Huoogh..."



"Honey, what on earth—hooogh!"



Ada Kersil, his wife, immediately sensed something was wrong and rushed to check on her husband, but there was no mercy in Eidel's movements.



Soon she showed the same reaction, her muscles contracting throughout her body like a corpse with vacant eyes.



A perfect double mind-control technique.



"Phew..."



Eidel exhaled and said:



"Don't worry. I struck with the back of the blade."



His skill would make even Cartesia weep.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" is shocked.]



Eidel had not only read "Foreign God Slaying," but through several (accidental) experiments, had predicted how others would react when coming into contact with the Callipers.



Less than one second of light contact would result in foaming at the mouth at minimum, and unconsciousness at maximum.



In simple terms, he had instantly raised both their Pron levels from 300 to 500.



Not enough to kill them or turn them into vegetables, but enough to make them feel absolutely terrible.



Regardless, Eidel had to deal with the aftermath.



"...Hey, you, what did you just do?"



Like right now.



Seeing Rustila's parents collapse like neatly folded blankets, Seti couldn't contain her shock.



"What did you just do, I said?"



Seti rushed over and checked on Rustila's parents. Rustila, equally startled, joined her in checking their pulses.



Fortunately, their breathing and pulses were normal. Eidel shrugged and answered:



"I did nothing."



He had drawn and returned the Callipers to his subspace so quickly that unless someone had exceptional eyesight, they wouldn't have noticed.



Damn it, Seti was left speechless.



"...Ugh. Excuse me. Are you alright?"



Eidel also got up and helped support the two. He seated them in wheelchairs and began pushing them.



"It seems you both were exhausted from rushing here out of concern for your daughter. I'll escort you back personally. My sister, please stay and chat with your friend."



"Can't you do something about that awful way of speaking?"



"I'll be going then. Adios."



Squeak, squeak, squeak.



The old-fashioned wheelchairs gradually moved away. The focus in Seti's eyes slowly faded.



"Seti."



"..."



"Seti?"



Rustila smiled bitterly and beckoned to Seti.



"Seti, come here, will you?"



"What is it?"



"I have something to tell you about Eidel."



Rustila took several deep breaths. It was mental preparation. One needed preparation when revealing significant truths.



"I'll only tell you once, so listen carefully."



All the observations she had made of Eidel with her spiritual vision.



Things she had known and suffered with alone.



Things she hadn't dared to reveal for fear of causing trouble for Eidel or getting him dragged to prison—Rustila finally shared everything with Seti.



"Ah..."



After learning everything, Seti let out a quiet sigh.



"So you're saying my brother was cruel to me all this time because of a foreign god?"



"Probably."






"And now he's like this because his pure heart has fully established itself?"



Rustila shook her head.



"I'm not sure about that. Only celestial stars can block foreign gods."



But Eidel didn't have a backing star.



"So I thought, maybe when he was young, the foreign god could control him easily because his standards were ambiguous, but not anymore..."



"So what almost happened to your parents just now was because of a foreign god possessing Eidel's body, and he was the one who stopped it?"



"...Yes. Probably."



Most of it was speculation, but one thing was certain.



Eidel was living with a foreign god.



Seti silently slumped her shoulders.



She was so dumbfounded that tears welled up.



So all the torment she had endured was because a Descartes foreign god had manipulated her brother's mind?



"This doesn't make sense. Why would a foreign god attach itself to him... What could possibly be appealing about him..."



It was a misfortune for Eidel, a misfortune for the Rheinland family, and an enormous misfortune for Seti's childhood.



And it was all the work of a foreign god.



At the same time, though it was just speculation, Eidel had somehow managed to overcome it to some extent.



Sadness and admiration coexisted.



But she had one question.



"Why didn't you tell me from the beginning?"



"...If I had told you from the start, you might have reported your brother."



"..."



She was speechless.



Just six months ago, Seti had wished Eidel would go away and die. She had cursed him daily, hoping he would end up collecting garbage on some frontier planet.



If she had known about the foreign god, her hatred would have devoured any compassion, and she would have reported him without hesitation.



And now?



She couldn't do it.



He was the only one among her blood relatives she had grown close to. He was the only one who treated her without barriers despite being her half-sibling.



So she absolutely couldn't lose him.



"...Seti."



Rustila grasped Seti's hand tightly.



"I want to save Eidel."



There was a simple way to send him to cosmic prison, but that would completely ruin Eidel's life.



That wasn't Rustila's way.



"No matter what happens, I want to give him a happy future instead of a gloomy one."



Because he had saved her.



So she wanted to save Eidel too.



Rustila's sea-green eyes shone brightly. The face of the girl who had woken from a good sleep was as white as flour.



Seti finished preparing herself mentally. She organized her thoughts. She squeezed Rustila's hand and nodded.



"...Me too."



The warm voice she had heard last night.



- Oh, yes. It's your brother.



That was definitely not a foreign god, but her half-brother speaking. Otherwise, such a gentle tone couldn't have flowed from one person's voice.



"We have to save him. He's family."



"Yes, let's do it together."



She wanted to kill the foreign god.



She didn't want to lose Eidel.



That was the ultimate conclusion Seti had reached.





***





Rustila's parents soon regained consciousness.



I was in the process of escorting them to the first-year faculty office when they screamed upon seeing me and jumped up from their wheelchairs.



"What do you think you're doing!"



I put my index finger to my lips and made a shushing sound.



"Father, we're in front of the faculty office. Please keep your voice down."



"What?"



"Many visitors have already left because of the incident, creating a somber atmosphere. If you make such a commotion, what will others think of you?"



I was right. The area around the faculty office was filled with funeral wreaths.



Rustila's father isn't a fool. He let out a groan, clicked his tongue, and stood up from the wheelchair.



I opened the faculty office door and called for Teacher Kendra.






Kendra came out rubbing her eyes.



"Eidel, is it okay for you to be up now?"



"Yes. For some reason, I'm fine."



The doctor had ordered me to rest because my condition was poor, but after one night's sleep, I was completely refreshed.



"Teacher Hamington, have the reassignment test results been decided?"



"Ah, about the test results..."



Kendra showed reluctance.



That was to be expected. Since the test was interrupted near the end, determining student transfers wasn't an easy task.



The academic affairs department must be dying right now.



"It's not completely decided yet. But one student will be transferred to your class."



"Is it Rustila?"



"...How did you know that?"



"I saw some potential in her."



Rustila's parents frowned.



"I am Rustila's father. Teacher, what exactly do you mean by that?"



"Ah... you're the parents. I didn't recognize you."



Kendra answered confidently.



"I am Kendra Hamington, the teacher in charge of this year's elite class."



"E-elite class?"



Elite class.



For first-year students, it's composed of those ranked 1st to around 20th in entrance scores. Then, in the second year, it includes those ranked 1st to 20th in first-year standings, who study separately.



Students in this class receive full support.



Most notably, they get automatic admission to the college program without taking entrance exams.



If Stellarium Academia is a prestigious high school, Stellarium College is a prestigious university.



Wow! Graduate high school with excellent grades and enter a prestigious university for free without entrance exams!



For reference, Stellarium actually counts the university courses. Of course, that's only natural.



"My, my daughter in the elite course..."



"Congratulations in advance, Father, Mother."



"Is this true?"



Rustila's mother tightly grasped Kendra's hand. Her face contorted with joy.



That's the face of a doctoral candidate who successfully published an SCI paper.



Not just anyone can make that expression. Perhaps she has a graduate degree.



While I was having these trivial thoughts, Rustila's parents began counting their chickens before they hatched.



"Honey, this changes everything. Let's stop looking into transferring to Iryuel and let her continue here."



"Yes, that might be best. For law school, pedigree is most important."



"Teacher, you must handle this situation properly. This could become a legal matter. You understand, right?"



Good grief.



There's not much a teacher can do in front of troublesome parents. Kendra's face showed the collapse of teacher authority as she sweated profusely.



She cautiously asked:



"What improvements would you like to see..."



"Please allow fifth-generation androids in the dormitory. Preferably more than ten."



"...I'll look into it."



"And another thing? Install cameras in every room..."



"Oh my goodness."



I sighed and interrupted the two.



"Father, Mother. I'm sorry, but Rustila doesn't need androids or security cameras at all."



"What do you mean?"



"Teacher, do you have the CCTV footage from that time?"



"Huh? Yes, but why?"



"Could you show it to us briefly?"



I took the two into the faculty office and showed them what had happened during the reassignment test.



What appeared on the screen was—



Rustila slicing through B-grade golems like minced meat.



***



Two weeks later.



A new student entered the elite class.



And.



[2nd Place]



Zernya's rank remained unchanged.





Chapter 47 - Affection



The assembly meeting was finally happening after a week.



Kendra banged her head on the lectern.



"T-Teacher?"



"I'm sorry, everyone. I've put you all in danger not once, but twice. And right from the beginning of the semester... As your teacher, I deeply regret my responsibility."



Thunk, thunk, thunk. Kendra kept hitting her head against the lectern.



Is this what they call kowtowing? Seeing a Westerner do it makes it seem rather unusual.



Kendra's apology was merely ceremonial. She was apologizing because higher-ups had told her to. Nevertheless, she was desperate.



"I'm sorry, truly sorry..."



She was always overly concerned about others. She was someone who genuinely cared for her students.



Everyone had nearly died, so it would be absurd to claim she wasn't suffering emotionally.



As she showed her sincerity, the students' complaints subsided like water dousing a fire. Even Kristin, who loved to criticize, just scratched her head.



Right, what would seventeen-year-old students know?



Either way, they're still minors. They're weak against apologies.



But this didn't apply to androids.



"Then why didn't you take proper measures?"



A piercing criticism followed. The voice came from right behind me.



Frilly dress. Black fabric with a pristine white apron. Headband.



A girl with navy blue bob-cut hair in perfect maid attire—no, an android—coldly jabbed at Kendra.



"For a world-renowned prestigious academia, you've repeated the same mistake twice. At this point, it wouldn't be strange if the school were to be shut down."



"Well, that's..."



"What is the chairman doing right now? Playing golf? Why haven't you created specific countermeasures?"



"We've already created countermeasures..."



"You mean having us stand here? I suppose that counts as a countermeasure. The androids here could run things several times better than the current board of directors... mmph!"



I covered Sonia's mouth.



She's being harsh from the get-go. Of course, speaking critically like this was Sonia's characteristic.



To handle Eidel, even androids had to become fierce.



Her unpleasant tone was because most of her machine learning samples came from Eidel, but there was some merit to Sonia's criticism.



Regardless, her outfit and manner of speaking naturally drew the attention of the students.



"...What's with that maid?"



Most androids wear designated uniforms. And those uniforms certainly don't include maid outfits.



"Oh, is that her thing?"



"Disgusting, disgusting, disgusting...!"



"My brain just short-circuited."



This is so embarrassing.



Originally, students weren't allowed to bring androids to Academia without special reasons. It was to promote students' independent growth.



But after what happened, at the suggestion of Rustila's parents, students were permitted to bring one android as protection during class hours.



In Seti's case, it was Dona.



For Rustila, it was an android named Berdia.



And for me, it was Sonia.



Sonia pushed my hand away and continued speaking.



"According to the data I checked from the College planet, part of the Aether Belt in this area has been torn."



The Aether Belt.



An 80,000 light-year diameter barrier that protects humanity from foreign invasions.



It wasn't artificially created; it was originally a natural formation. Later, humanity gradually modified and reinforced it until it took its complete form.



In any case, the area inside this barrier is called the "Golden Zone," which became humanity's safe living area.



Conversely, the boundary of the Golden Zone is called the middle zone, and the complete outside is called the frontier zone.



Stellarium was located within the Golden Zone, but according to Sonia, it had been breached just before this incident.



That was news to me.



Kendra exclaimed in surprise.



"T-the Aether Belt was breached? But that should still be under investigation...?"



"It's obvious at a glance, yet you're still investigating?"






Sonia clicked her tongue and stepped forward in front of me. She wrapped her arms around my torso and leaned against me.



She hissed venomously.



"I almost lost my young master. I really don't like this school's response methods."



What's gotten into her all of a sudden?



Worried that we might run over the assembly time, I covered Sonia's mouth again. She seemed to have nothing more to say and quietly accepted my gesture.



Kendra nodded and sighed. It was a sign that she would report Sonia's words to her superiors.



Meanwhile, the students' gazes toward Sonia and me were far from friendly.



They looked at us like we were trash.



"Tsk..."



Since everyone was glaring, I glared back. Some averted their eyes, while others were bold enough to engage in a staring contest.



When the assembly finally ended, only two students remained by my side.



Seti and Rustila.



That's right.



All the classmates I'd been getting along with for two weeks now avoided me.



This is all because of Sonia...



***



After the entrance ceremony, Sonia, who hadn't even properly greeted me, suddenly started overprotecting me.



Following me to the bathroom. Staring intensely while I studied. Not letting me eat unless she had prepared the food or tasted it first.



"Stop it. Eidel doesn't like it."



Rustila frowned and scolded Sonia.



Currently, Rustila also had an android named Berdia sticking to her like a doctor fish.



Perhaps she felt a sense of shared suffering?



When I didn't say anything, Sonia tilted her head.



"I have a duty to protect my young master. I can't trust this school. They're too slow to detect and prepare for disasters."



"That may be true... but you went too far!"



Rustila knew better than most how annoying interference could be.



Anger filled her eyes. If I didn't intervene, she looked ready to have a serious confrontation with Sonia.



Berdia stepped in and said:



"Your young master? Please refrain from approaching our lady unnecessarily."



Sonia shot back without hesitation.



"And your lady should keep her hands off our young master."



"Are you suggesting our lady is dangerous?"



"I've seen the recorded footage from the reassignment test. She could certainly be dangerous enough."



"You..."



Zap!



Lightning seemed to spark between Berdia and Sonia. The two androids stared at each other in silence for a while.



Android communication doesn't require much. They can just look at each other and share information wirelessly.



It was usually a process that took only a few seconds, but strangely, the two robots faced off with frowns for nearly a minute.



What's going on? Is the Wi-Fi down?



"...As expected, I can't easily trust your young master."



"And I can't trust your lady either."



Rustila and I sighed simultaneously.



"It's suspicious. Your young master's actions have been quite peculiar. Almost as if possessed by a foreign entity."



"Are you finished speaking?"



"And your interference is even worse than what I do to our lady. At the very least, I'm different from other androids. Just as I'm granted autonomy by humans, I also try to grant Rustila some degree of autonomy. In contrast, what about you right now?"



"Warning: Do not insult my young master any further."



The tension between the two androids continued to escalate.



Sonia seemed to be on the losing end. The very Sonia who never seemed like she would lose a verbal battle to anyone.



I examined her expression.



She was flustered.






An android.



It was a subtle expression, as if she were human.



After a moment's thought, I could find the source.



Sonia's mind contained ten years' worth of information about Eidel. Berdia had learned this information through scanning, and thus knew about me as well.



Ten years of Eidel's misdeeds.



Yes, I had created a structure where Sonia couldn't help but lose the verbal battle.



Berdia was meeting me for the first time. Because she had read Sonia's database, she was wary of Rustila and me being close together.



"Step away, my lady."



"Step away, young master."



While I was wondering how to separate the two androids, Rustila extended her hand.



"Here."



"...?"



I didn't immediately understand why Rustila was reaching out her hand.



Sonia and Berdia were also taken aback. The two of them were determined to separate us.



The more they tried, the more firmly Rustila extended her hand.



It was a signal to grab it as quickly as possible.



I took her hand.



For a girl, she had quite a few calluses.



How much had she wielded a sword? And under parents who didn't permit her dream.



The traces of her effort were clearly felt.



"M-my lady!"



"Young master..."



Berdia fell into a panic, and Sonia's eyes became hollow like someone who had been rejected.



We ran off, still holding hands.



"Ugh...! Wait!"



After running for a while, Rustila pulled her hand away. Though we hadn't moved much, she was breathing heavily.



"T-this isn't what it looks like! You understand, right? I just saw you were in trouble..."



Her cheeks were flushed.



"Really, really, there's no other meaning to it! Okay?"



Why is she so flustered?



For a moment, romantic thoughts crossed my mind, but I quickly shook them off.



For reference, I've never been in a relationship.



In other words, I'm single.



I've had a few crushes, but whenever I went on blind dates or tried to talk to women, things would get awkward.



A representative incident happened during my final year as a doctoral student at a ski resort.



While riding the ski lift, a pretty woman sat next to me. As we were going up, perhaps feeling bored, she struck up a conversation.



After exchanging a few bits of small talk, the topic of occupation came up.



'What do you do?'



The woman asked.



'I'm a physics graduate student.'



I answered, and the conversation died.



Damn, I should have said I was a drama scriptwriter.



Anyway... based on that and many other experiences, I've almost lost interest in romantic relationships. I stopped getting my hopes up.



Women are incomprehensible. And they still are.



In front of me was a flustered Rustila.



I can't read her intentions...



Fortunately, I had a skill to discern others' psychology and a small amount of Pron I had accumulated over the past few days.



I wasn't sure why Pron had accumulated. I hadn't done anything that foreign entities would like, nor had I done anything that would build up madness.



Either way, it was a good thing. Being unable to resist curiosity, I continued to activate the SAN parameter.



And I encountered an unbelievable result.





Chapter 48 - Duel (1)



The word "affection" encompasses many things.



It could be the attraction between people who just met, the bond between longtime friends. It could be love between family members, or the strong connection between a teacher and student.



Either way, it was an ambiguous expression.



[Rustila Kersil has affection for you. She wishes to help you as much as you have helped her.]



According to the status window, Rustila has affection for me. The question remains: what kind of affection is this?



I decided not to think too deeply about it. It's not a problem I can solve. Human psychology is complex and subtle, not something to be carelessly judged or decided.



To the rambling Rustila, I said:



"Shall we go practice sparring?"



"Huh? Sparring?"



"Tomorrow's class is combat training, right?"



"Oh, you mean prepare for class? Sure. If that's what you mean..."



Rustila's face, which had been mumbling, turned as red as a ripe persimmon.



"I'll check your form! Like last time!"



Oh. Well, I'm grateful for that. Private sword instruction from the future Sword Saint.



Actually, sparring with Rustila had been a daily routine only until I passed the entrance exam. After passing, I spent most of my time reading academic papers. I didn't have much time to hone my swordsmanship.



But I felt I couldn't put it off any longer.



If I remain physically weak, I won't accomplish anything.



"Miss! Are you alright? Miss!"



"Young master, how could you leave me behind?"



The two androids approached with frowning expressions. Berdia with heavy steps, Sonia with quick little ones.



There was a momentary sense of persistence in Sonia's appearance as she approached with quick steps, her long apron half-folded up.



"Sonia. I'm about to go practice sword fighting with Rustila."



"Sword practice? I have no objections... but please allow me to observe in case of any emergency."



"I don't mind."



Sonia bowed her head slightly. It was a sign of agreement. She added that as long as she could keep me in her sight, she would be satisfied.



Berdia, on the other hand, was not so accommodating. As a guard assigned by Rustila's parents, she was stricter than Sonia.



"No matter how much you call it sparring, what if the young lady gets hurt?"



Rustila glared at Berdia. Berdia flinched and hastily added:



"—is what your parents would worry about."



"Forget about Mother and Father. I'm an adult now."



"You still have about two years until you come of age..."



"I'm mature enough. I came to Stellarium, didn't I? I can take responsibility for myself. Whether I get hurt or not, I'd appreciate if you didn't interfere unless it's life-threatening."



Rustila spoke with intense fighting spirit. Under her heavy gaze, like being pressed down by bizarre rock formations, Berdia froze like plaster.



I could clearly feel that pressure too. Her resolute attitude. This was the aura that Rustila, bearing the title of Sword Saint, would always emit.



That's fascinating and amusing. To think this tender-hearted girl would later become a cool, cold-blooded commander.



In the novel, she died single, but if there's a happy ending here... she would probably start a family and live happily.



Considering the personality she'll show then, her husband would likely be kept on a tight leash. I don't know who she'll bring home as a groom, but I think he'll be both enviable and pitiful.



I shook my head casually and moved my feet.



***



On the west side of Academia, there are numerous athletic fields. They're called "stadiums" in fancy terminology, and they double as training grounds for combat.



In an era where humanity's living space has expanded to an entire galaxy. The dawn of a great civilization that has reached level 3 on the Kardashev scale. In such a world, human thinking has regressed beyond progress.



One such regression is the spirit of chivalry.



A swordsman is essentially no different from a knight. They serve the role of being loyal to superiors and protecting subordinates.



Therefore, "swordsman" was a term encompassing both regular military soldiers and private mercenaries. And these swordsmen literally use swords as their primary weapons.



This is the regression.



Or should I call it regression?






To borrow a term from physics, Aether behaves similarly to the "strong force."



So, what is the strong force?



It's the strong nuclear force.



The force necessary when making atomic or hydrogen bombs. The unreasonable force that makes positively charged protons stick together as if glued—that's what I mean.



The characteristic of the strong nuclear force is as follows: extremely powerful at close range.



The strong force only works at very short distances, and within that effective range, the force gets stronger as the distance increases.



Simply put, it's like a rubber band. If you tie two particles with a rubber band and stretch it, a proportional force will act on both particles, but if you separate them beyond a certain distance, it will snap.



Aether is the same.



Aether is a magical-like force that mainly appears in living beings, and it has the physical property that its power decreases dramatically the further it moves from its source.



That's why guns can't be used.



To catch monsters or incarnate bodies, you need to brand them with plasma containing Aether, but if you put Aether in a gun or beam, it quickly loses its power.



And having a person directly grab a beam and fly? That's insane.



Because of these circumstances, soldiers of this era carry plasma swords instead of guns.



What naturally arises when holding a sword is the spirit of chivalry.



Unlike guns, a sword's effectiveness depends entirely on the person wielding it. The same sword can have different powers. The distinction between the weak and the strong becomes clear, and this is true even at the learning stage.



Thwack-!



A clear, deep sound rang in my head.



Ah. I see stars.



Altair, Deneb, Vega. The Summer Triangle.



The stars corresponding to the famous three constellations seemed to expand and contract repeatedly. Then some became white dwarfs, while others transformed into quasars.



Pain followed shortly after.



"Arggghhhh!"



It hurts. No joke, it hurts like hell. My trembling left hand was screaming at me to put down the sword.



"Eidel."



"Urgh!"



"You need to become stronger."



"Gugh!"



Rustila's swift sword mercilessly penetrates my openings. There was no holding back. Her eyes were as serious as a knight in a life-or-death battle.



After being beaten like a dog, I was sprawled out on the grass field like a mess.



"Get up."



Rustila said in a low voice.



She looked colder, more stern, and even scarier than ever before. She didn't seem like the Rustila I knew.



What's this? Has she awakened?



The awakening timing seems a bit early.



Anyway, the Rustila I knew from the novel had this exact straightforward, soldier-like personality. I got up with all my might, willingly.



"You need to be able to take care of yourself even when I'm not around. That way, whether you encounter an incarnate body or a high-level monster... you can survive in any situation."



"Rustila, you...?"



"I'm going to get stronger too."



She put down her sword and approached me closely. A mix of fresh floral scent and sweat created a strange, murky aroma.



Rustila stepped on my shadow in the blink of an eye and said:



"Take your stance. I'll teach you everything I can."



Hearing that, I took a stance based on what felt right. For reference, I had never properly learned swordsmanship except what Rustila had taught me.



In other words, it was an amateur teaching an amateur.



But that was fine. I could learn proper training in the upcoming combat classes.



Also, I didn't have the luxury of going out for PT outside school.



Rather than paying that much money to learn swordsmanship from a stranger, I'd rather pay for journal subscriptions. That was my resolve.






"First of all, your hands are twisted strangely. You're not following anything I told you last time. Such clumsy movements are what beginners do."



While I was lost in thought, Rustila touched my wrist. Unlike moments ago when she was beating me mercilessly, her touch was incredibly delicate.



As she was helping with my form from behind, Rustila's face inevitably came closer. Seeing this, Berdia shouted:



"Hey! Get away from the young lady!"



"It's fine, I said it's fine! Berdia!"



Rustila immediately retorted. By now, she had started checking my center of gravity with the corner of her mouth raised.



Her hands started from the lower erector spinae and waist. Then, she gently stroked and corrected my posture.



Like an excellent masseuse, Rustila's hands, which were adjusting my lower body, lingered especially long on my thighs and calves.



This is twisted. Should I move it a bit forward? No. You've gone too far. Now, back again...



Rustila, making all sorts of corrections, was playing with my legs like toys.



"Huu, huu."



Her breathing sounds strange.



"Hey, are you okay?"



"Haa, ha... Huh? W-what?"



Rustila jumped up as if she had done something wrong. She even slurred her pronunciation.



Her deep blue eyes were spinning. Her entire face was flushed as if she had a fever, perhaps from the exercise. She didn't look well.



She blurted out:



"It's nothing. I'm just checking your form. Just your form. I'm definitely not having any strange thoughts..."



"Young lady-!!"



Berdia, in a rage, separated Rustila and me.



"The skinship is excessive!"



"D-don't interfere...! I still need to check his torso!"



"What would your parents think if they knew you were having this much physical contact with a strange man? It's indecent! Exaggerating a bit, it's almost like losing your purity!"



"Are you bringing up Mother and Father again? Please, just stop! I've grown up now! And Eidel is a friend. This much is normal between friends...!"



This is maddening. I had expected some flexibility since she's a 5th generation android, but Berdia seems to be just as conservative as Zermel.



While the two were bickering, Sonia approached and said:



"Making such a fuss over just touching arms and legs."



"I know, right?"



"It's not like you're intimately embracing at the torso level. This is contact that can commonly occur between close friends. That's why I, Sonia, cannot understand."



Thud. Sonia took another step closer. My gaze turned. I was reflected in her snow-white eyes.



"I've become curious. If you don't mind, may I hold your arm once?"



"Do as you please."



I willingly offered my arm to Sonia. She's just an android, so she'll probably fiddle with it a bit and be done. As a 5th generation, she has her own intelligence and curiosity, which is likely why she made such a request.



However, that expectation was slightly off. Sonia wrapped my arm with both her hands, then folded inward.



She crossed her legs like hugging a long cushion and intertwined her arms. Slowly, leisurely, she pressed against my right arm.



"Hmm, oh. Hmm."



Sonia, who had been making incomprehensible exclamations, gently placed her head on my shoulder the next moment.



That appearance felt so out of place that goosebumps rose on my forearm held by Sonia. I reflexively pulled out my right arm.



"W-what did you do?"



"...Nothing."



Sonia adjusted her headband and added:



"I was merely experiencing what emotions humans feel during skinship at the level of a friendly relationship. It's still difficult to understand."



She's a robot, but this is a new pattern. Indeed, the 5th generation androids aren't called innovative for nothing.



If I can defeat all the foreign enemies in the future, I thought I'd like to major in computer science too. I'm not sure about a PhD, but at least a master's degree.



However, I didn't have the luxury to continue these idle thoughts right now.



A wild Zernya has appeared!





Chapter 49 - Duel (2)



Zernya appeared out of nowhere and snapped at us.



"Both of you are sloppy."



"What?"



"You think that pathetic skill level could make you an A-rank Swordsman?"



It was a thoughtless remark, tossed out like discarded gum.



"I can excuse Rheinland since I already knew about him... but you're nothing special either."



"What exactly are you trying to say?"



"What else? Give up."



Zernya folded her fingers one by one. Blood vessels appeared in Rustila's eyes.



"I noticed it when I saw you before. Poorly learned swordsmanship. Child's play at best. All power, nothing but crudeness. With that kind of swordsmanship, you couldn't cut down even a single A-rank monster, let alone reach S-rank."



She was scratching at Rustila's pride with artistic precision.



But Zernya didn't know.



The sword was everything to Rustila—her sacred ground.



"Are you finished talking?"



"No. Not yet."



Look at that, what terrible manners.



She could be a beautiful girl who attracts crowds just by keeping her mouth shut, but she always misuses that tongue of hers and makes enemies.



"Please wait a moment."



"I cannot tolerate any further insults to the young lady!"



Things had gotten so bad that Sonia and Verdia, who had been at each other's throats until just moments ago, stepped forward in unison to intervene.



"Get lost."



The two androids were pushed backward.



"I have no interest in tin cans."



"T-tin cans...? Have you finished speaking now?!"



Verdia shouted, having a fit.



"Though my body was created by humans, I must speak my mind. Don't say such things. It's offensive!"



Even as an android, a 5th generation is still a 5th generation. They possess emotions almost identical to humans. Anyone would be angry at being called a tin can.



Unlike Verdia, who was clenching her fists and breathing heavily, Sonia remained relatively calm.



"Actually, I have no interest in humans either. No need to store this in my memory. Hmph."



She pulled Verdia away, retreating with quick steps. Apparently, her skill at walking tightropes while pestering Eidel hadn't gone anywhere—she knew exactly when to exit.



Rustila glared at Zernya, gritting her teeth.



"No need for long explanations. Just tell me why you're picking a fight."



"So impatient."



"You're just trying to mock me, aren't you?"



"Mock you?"



Zernya, who had been approaching slowly, closed the distance until she was right in front of Rustila. Zernya tilted her head up, while Rustila looked down.



This was by no means a submissive posture from Rustila. She was caressing the sword in her right hand.



"Itching for a fight, are we?"



"...Yes."



"What a coincidence. So am I."



Only then did Zernya release her hands from behind her back. Something emerged with a rustling sound.



A Plasma Sword.



"I'll make you know your place."



"You..."



"Girls who are behind in both studies and swordsmanship have no right to stay in our class. You just muddy the waters."



"I'll shut that mouth of yours right now."



Wow. A confrontation between the main hero and main villain of the college arc. My heart is pounding even though they haven't started fighting yet.



The location is perfect too—the stadium. An ideal place for a face-off.



The two gripped their bladeless swords without Aether and distanced themselves from each other.



Are they going to fight? Are they going to fight?



"I'll let you have the first move."



They are fighting!



"...No excuses afterward."



"Whatever, just come at me already."



The next moment, there was a sound of air being sliced, and Rustila's form disappeared. The ground cracked.



In the blink of an eye, Rustila's blade thrust toward Zernya's chest, and Zernya boldly parried it.






Just as Rustila's eyes were about to widen—



Zernya drove the hilt of her sword into Rustila's abdomen.



***



The next morning.



As I was organizing my dormitory space and preparing to go to class, a girl walking out from the opposite residence hall shouted fiercely.



"That fucking bitch!"



What now?



Seti, with a face as fierce as a demon, came charging while spewing every curse word imaginable. Thanks to Sonia, who was determined to protect me, I avoided the disaster of getting my solar plexus pierced.



"Little sister, what's wrong?"



"It's that bitch Zernya!"



Seti stomped her feet and shouted loudly.



"I'll kill her! Absolutely!"



I can pretty much guess why she's angry.



Yesterday, Rustila lost her duel with Zernya. And not after exchanging multiple blows—with just a single strike.



While their absolute skill levels might be similar, Zernya possessed a sense and technique that Rustila lacked.



That small difference created an overwhelming result. I was also surprised, not expecting the future Sword Saint Rustila to be defeated in a single blow.



"You were there then. Why didn't you stop it?"



"I thought she would win."



"Ugh, damn..."



"So, is Rustila okay?"



I did go to the hospital with her just in case, but her condition might have worsened overnight.



"She has a dark bruise on her stomach. She can still move, but... she groans in pain whenever she gets a chance. I will never forgive that crazy bitch."



Seti clenched her fist tightly.



But what can she do just because she's angry? There's clearly a difference between Zernya's power and ours. The gap was too wide to beat her up even if we wanted to.



Even if we somehow managed to beat up Zernya, it would be problematic. We couldn't predict the consequences of roughing up a direct descendant of the Adelbein family without justification.



Seti knew this well too. Throughout the walk to school, she kept repeating like a parrot that she would kill Zernya.



"What's our first class again?"



"Combat training."



"So we need to go to the stadium. Wait a minute..."



Seti paused and then let out a sinister chuckle.



"Maybe I can beat her up under the pretext of combat training?"



"Stop it. We'd lose even if we both attacked her."



"In my current state of rage, I might be able to do it."



I sighed.



While Seti was cold-headed when it came to handling money, she always lost her rationality when it came to Rustila.



"Don't confuse courage with recklessness because of momentary emotions. Do what you can do."



"What can I do?"



"That's for you to find out."



Actually, the answer is predetermined, but I didn't want to tell her. It's better to let her discover it herself, so she can bring down one aspect of the Adelbein family entirely with her own strength.



The Adelbein family is the villain group of "God Slayer." If we can't bring them to our side, we must eliminate them.



I'll do it through academic rankings, Rustila through her sword, and Seti through finance.



Other characters must also grow to check Zernya and the entire Adelbein family. Of course, I'll only help subtly so they feel they've grown on their own. Because that's true growth.



It might seem like we're bullying Zernya, but it can't be helped. I'd like to change her, but if she doesn't change until the end, she'll remain an enemy.



I headed to class with mixed feelings.



I could see Rustila swinging her sword vigorously on one side of the stadium.



Fortunately, she doesn't seem broken by yesterday's incident.



Soon, a sturdy-built man blew a whistle, drawing the attention of students who were training independently.



"Class is starting. Everyone gather around."



It was a face I hadn't seen before.



"Who are you?"



"I'm the new teacher."



"What about the teacher from last week?"



"Fired."



The students looked dumbfounded. Until last week, combat training class had been relaxed and comfortable.



"Let's introduce ourselves. My name is Isaac Clarke."



What an incredibly impressive name.






It's certain that he's actually a very powerful person. Even without knowing the content of the novel, one would have to judge so. This person emanated the aura of a constellation, and a galactic-scale one at that.



"Ah, Isaac Clarke...?"



"If it's Clarke, that's the surname of the Omega-rank swordsman couple...!"



The students were already whispering about how famous he was.



"Not just Omega, but Great Omega, you fool."



Great Omega.



That's what they call the twelve most powerful swordsmen among the Omega rank. They take the twelve zodiac constellations as their stars and defend the corresponding directions of each number.



Wait, why would such a person come to our school as an instructor?



"Alright, alright, enough chatting. There's only one reason I came here as a teacher. To make you stronger."



"Stronger..."



Rustila murmured.



"You had a tough time during the last two attacks. It seems there was a hole in the Aether Belt that protects us due to some unknown phenomenon. Scientists are still working hard to figure out why the belt broke."



"What?"



The students asked in great surprise.



"There's a hole in the Aether Belt...?"



"Ah, right. This was confidential, wasn't it?"



"...?"



"Well, there's no reason to hide it from you. You've experienced such attacks twice already. Rather, wouldn't it be wrong not to tell you such things? Tsk."



Instructor Clarke clicked his tongue and continued.



"Anyway, I'll teach you the best swordsmanship and skills so none of you will die in the future. Learn properly so you can take care of yourselves and grow."



Rustila's eyes sparkled like stars.



In contrast, Zernya had an indifferent attitude.



As if she had met Omega swordsmen many times before, she showed no sign of being impressed and was just glaring at me.



Since her gaze was sharp, I glared back at her just the same.



***



From the first class, Instructor Clarke made a sparring chart. He wanted to pair the students in the elite class in twos with people they were close to for simple sparring.



This way, he could roughly gauge everyone's abilities.



As Clarke surveyed the situation, two girls caught his eye.



Blonde and silver hair.



Rustila Kersil and Zernya von Adelbein.



"Didn't I say to form pairs with people you're close to?"



"Why, we're close, aren't we?"



"That's going too far just because we crossed swords once."



Zernya particularly emphasized the word "once." She was mocking Rustila for being knocked out in a single blow the day before.



Crunch—Rustila's teeth ground together.



"I won't fall for the same trick twice."



I will definitely defeat you. Such determination was visible in her deep blue eyes. Instructor Clarke's eyes widened as he sensed her fighting spirit.



"Oho."



The two girls took their ready stances.



Either one seemed to have considerable skill.



The silver-haired girl had somehow mastered the stance required for military swordsmanship. Not only that, but she had also mixed in applications to create a stance that fit her body type. In a word, a genius.



In contrast, the blonde girl's stance was crude. The position of her feet, the distribution of weight between her sword and body, securing her field of vision, protecting vital points—she relied on instinct for all of these. It was improvised.



It's hard to judge which one is more skilled.



However, in terms of proficiency itself, the silver-haired one is far superior.



"You still don't know your place. Fine, come at me."



"...I'll win."



Rustila leaped forward, leaving a long afterimage of her ponytail.



"Yaaawn."



Just as an intense battle was about to begin, a voice that disrupted Clarke's immersion gently entered his ears.



Clarke turned around. There was a boy lying horizontally on a bench, flipping through a stack of papers.



"...Right, student. Your name was Eidel, correct?"



"Yeees."



"Why are you by yourself like that?"



The boy, Eidel, rolled his eyes like a flatfish and replied.



"Because when you divide 25 by 2, there's 1 left over."



It was an extremely abstract answer, but the instructor understood immediately.





Chapter 50 - Duel (3)



"What are you doing so impudently during class time! Get up now!"



"Yes, sir."



"Take the wooden sword. I'll personally instruct you."



Eidel's eyes were cloudy like those of a dying fish as he staggered to his feet. Clarke inwardly sighed.



Students like this are always the first to die.



What good is being academically gifted? Without diligent training, they'll just end up dead at the hands of monsters.



"First, show me your stance."



"Like this?"



"Sloppy."



His center of gravity was somewhat balanced, but that was all. Only the basic framework was there; everything else was a mess.



"We need to do some pruning."



Clarke corrected Eidel's entire posture. He instructed him to extend his legs more given his height, straighten his waist to align with his center, and hold his sword higher so the tip was at eye level.



Eidel trembled as he replied.



"Please spare me."



"Good. Maintain that stance."



"Please spare me."



"Boy, stop exaggerating. In the military, they make you hold that position all day."



"Please spare me."



He seemed teachable enough, but one couldn't say he had physical talent. Eidel was ordinary.



At least, that's what Clarke thought until their actual sparring began.



"Try attacking me."



"Really?"



"I'm an Omega. Stop talking and attack me already."



As soon as those words left his mouth, Eidel lunged at the instructor. Clarke thought he could easily dodge what appeared to be a visible movement. He raised his wooden sword, intending to block casually.



The sword's energy curved.



For an instant, his vision blurred. His thoughts became paralyzed. Feints began looking like real attacks, and real attacks like feints.



A strange experience.



When he regained his senses, a cool breeze brushed past his right temple. Eidel's wooden sword had stopped just before striking the instructor's temporal lobe.



"Instructor?"



"Huh? What?"



Stupid sounds escaped Clarke's mouth in succession.



"Don't tell me you couldn't react to my attack?"



"...No. I was going easy on you."



"Come on, that's not true. You couldn't react, could you? If I had gone a little further in that state, you would have been knocked out."



It had been a long time since he'd shown such an obvious opening. Even when capturing avatars, he hadn't reacted this clumsily.



His shoulders felt stiff. The scars on his back trembled. The constellation king contracted with Clarke—the Sagittarius of the 12 zodiac houses—shuddered and sent a status message warning him to be especially careful.



Not just an ordinary constellation, but a constellation king who protects the universe against foreign gods was trembling.



Faced with this unprecedented phenomenon, Clarke's face hardened, not even hearing Eidel's mockery.



***



Deliberately staying behind to request guidance from Clarke had been the right decision. Compared to when he learned from Rustila, his posture definitely felt improved.



Now all that remained for today was to watch her duel.



While Welton pushed his advantage against his classmate Mathers, and childhood friends Mezulen and Kristin traded victories and defeats, Rustila and Zernya continued their evenly matched contest.



Moving more cautiously than yesterday, Rustila rushed forward in an arc when Zernya showed an opening.



But it was a trap. Zernya pushed away Rustila as she dove into her range, flowing like water.



A thrusting attack followed.



"Ugh!"






She pressed forward quickly like a well-trained fencing athlete. Rustila groaned. She retreated, clutching her abdomen that had been injured yesterday.



Zernya wasn't one to miss such an opportunity.



The difference in skill determined the outcome. Zernya was a girl who could distinguish between fake openings and real ones. Her sword strikes pushed forward like waves.



"Aagh...!"



Rustila fell backward with a shrill cry. Soon a blade was at her throat. The heavy piece of metal, just short of ionization, rested on her shoulder.



"Sister!"



Seti, who had been training with a classmate, rushed over. I caught her midway and calmed her down.



Zernya withdrew her sword and brushed back her hair.



"You should know the difference in our levels."



"..."



"If you have any conscience, go back to your original class. That's the best path for you, blondie."



Rustila hung her head low.



This was her second defeat. She must be deeply disappointed.



Strictly speaking, Zernya was the one who started the trouble, so Rustila had no reason to feel dejected, but for someone whose life revolved around the sword, being challenged was all that mattered.



I grabbed her hand and pulled her up from the ground.



"Ugh."



"Are you okay?"



"My side..."



Rustila frowned and broke into a cold sweat. It seemed we needed to take her to a major hospital.



***



We completed the examination and simple admission procedures at Amor General Hospital, one of the top ten southern hospitals operated by the Rheinland family. The hospitalization fee was covered by raiding Seti's allowance.



Rustila, confined to a private room after changing into a hospital gown, stared blankly out the window. Beyond the hemispherical glass barrier, the vast cosmos spread out like silk.



"I've finished filing your medical absence. Get plenty of rest."



Instructor Clarke scratched his head and sat down next to Seti and me. He peeled a few apples from the fruit basket and popped them directly into his mouth.



"How intensely did you two fight to crack a rib?"



I snatched an apple that was headed for the instructor's mouth and answered while eating it.



"They're sworn enemies."



"She's at odds with an Adelbein? That must be tough. So, what caused the bad blood between you two?"



"I don't know."



The animosity between Zernya and Rustila was taken for granted in "God Slayer." There was no need to attach a specific reason.



I just thought it was time when they started fighting.



"You know, there are people in this world who just want to kill each other on sight..."



"Ah, I get it. My wife acts that way toward me for no reason."



"What does she say?"



"She tells me to go out and die every day."



"I know that feeling."



Instructor Clarke chuckled and handed me another apple. I peeled it neatly and arranged it on a plate for easy eating.



"What would a young kid like you know about that?"



"My family told me to go out and die all the time too."



"Hey, that's different."



Seti interjected with an indignant expression, but the conversation had already gone off on a tangent.



I handed the well-peeled apples to Rustila and Seti. The two scratched their cheeks simultaneously like real sisters, then quickly emptied the plate.



I peeled another apple, this time using a bread knife for a different style. Seti looked at me with a pathetic expression, but she didn't scold me.



This was also part of training.



Originally, I had intended to learn proper sword techniques from Instructor Clarke, but thanks to his unexpected interest in me, I was promised intensive guidance.



That was also the real reason he was sitting in Rustila's hospital room.






This was a stroke of luck for me. After leading the conversation for a while, I naturally shifted the topic.



"What do you think of Rustila?"



"About what?"



"Her talent as a swordswoman. Does she have any chance of beating Zernya?"



Rustila, who had been mindlessly munching on apple slices with vacant eyes, turned her head. Her reflexive response to sword talk was quite adorable.



Instructor Clarke sighed and said:



"To be honest, it's difficult."



She doesn't lack talent, but her technique relies heavily on wild aspects. No technique, just disordered violence.



This level might be enough to defeat A-class monsters, but not intelligent S-class or higher monsters, according to the instructor.



Naturally, Rustila buried her head in despair. It's understandable to be disappointed when told to abandon the sword style you've believed in and trained with.



"You'll have to start again from the beginner level. For reference, my technique relies heavily on orthodox methods. I hardly had any talent myself. So I've clawed my way up by following the rails others laid down."



It was self-praise, but also true. Didn't Professor Feynman say something similar? To reach the top of any field, you need to build from the fundamentals.



"But it's the style I've learned from my constellation all this time..."



"I understand. Still, you shouldn't think everything a constellation says is right. Especially if they have enough rationality and goodwill to form a contract. What if, by some chance, your constellation allies with a foreign god and becomes corrupted?"



Yes, that happens, though it's rare. But Rustila's Vega is so pure that it wouldn't happen unless directly absorbed by a black hole.



Which means Rustila's path is also legitimate.



Clarke probably knows this deep down. Rustila is a student he cannot teach. So he needs to introduce her to another swordsman with a different but equally valid "right path."



Just then, a suitable person seemed to come to his mind.



He clapped his hands and said:



"My wife..."



***



Even after being discharged, Rustila continued to challenge Zernya.



Zernya's skill was overwhelming, so Rustila couldn't last more than a few exchanges. If she managed to cross swords ten times, she was lucky.



"This is getting tiresome."



A month later. Today again ended with Zernya's victory. She frowned as she lowered her sword from Rustila's shoulder.



"Let's stop this. I'm sick of dealing with someone like you."



"...Fight me. One more time. Set a date."



"You still haven't come to your senses?"



Zernya was exhausted by now.



Originally, she hadn't particularly welcomed or disliked anyone entering the elite class, whether Rustila or anyone else. She would be number one anyway, and no one would surpass her.



No tadpole swimming in the same water as her would feel they were her equal.



But that thin glass of certainty had shattered completely.



The boy she uniquely and somewhat acknowledged, Eidel, was getting along well with Rustila.



The fact that Eidel, currently ranked above her, was close to Rustila, who was far below her level.



First, it was bad for her heart.



Second, it was contemptible.



By associating with trash like Rustila, Eidel might create an atmosphere where other students could look down on her.



Such a thing must not happen.



"Get lost."



Zernya hissed at Rustila with killing intent. Rustila clenched her teeth and stepped out of Zernya's shadow.



"Phew."



That's it.



That should do it.



Now that she knows her place, she'll stay away from Eidel.



All that remained was to pull down the top student and climb up there herself.



The promised mid-term evaluation was approaching.





Chapter 51 - Midterm Exam (1)



Rustila fled from the dueling area and reached the field-like grounds.



Waiting for her there was a woman wearing cosmic-colored epaulets.



Whoosh—



Her platinum hair, swaying in the artificial wind, was infused with fresh Aether.



She exuded the aura of nobility.



Rustila made eye contact with the sword-wielding woman. Her emerald eyes, refined to perfection, sparkled as if they had absorbed the sunlight.



"Hello? You're early again today."



"Yes."



Naiere Clarke.



Guardian of the Eastern Front. One of only twelve "Great Omega" class swordsmen in the Federation. Isaac Clarke's wife.



There were many words to describe her, but right now only one mattered.



Rustila's swordsmanship instructor.



She had recently come to Stellarium at her husband's request and had been teaching Rustila daily.



"The early bird catches the worm, they say. Hehe, good posture. It makes taking time off to teach you worthwhile."



Great Omegas are commonly known as "Masters" and are considered the nation's top combat force, making them extremely busy.



In truth, if Rustila hadn't been a Stellarium student, or if she lacked talent in swordsmanship, or if there hadn't been an emergency with a hole in the Aether Belt—



Naiere would have had no reason to come here.



"Well, no need for long explanations. Prepare for ionization. We'll go straight into practical training."



Nodding, Rustila channeled Aether into her sword, causing the ionized blade to howl fiercely as it spat out photons.



Naiere matched her by drawing a tri-blade sword.



Multi-Star Sword Energy.



Heroes who contract with constellations rather than single stars are granted the ability to wield multiple sword techniques with a single blade.



Of course, not just anyone can draw out Multi-Star Sword Energy, even with the same skill level. Even if possible, it's usually limited to fields similar to one's original training.



Naiere was different.



She had created what was commonly called the "Private Wave" technique, allowing her to wield her sword like a brush, exactly as she wished.



While her sword path had the weakness of being vulnerable to psychological warfare due to its wild nature, it also had the strength of being adaptable to changing situations.



It was exactly Rustila's style.



"Try to block this."



Naiere grinned as she heated her sword. She instantly drew three sword paths.



All were feints. Rustila's eyes widened.



She maximized her Aether output. Rustila swung her sword in a wide arc.



The blade deflected, spitting sparks. The radiant heat from the electrical discharge warmed her face.



She blocked much better than on the first day.



"Now block this."



Next came five paths. They flew from the sides and from behind(!). In the blink of an eye, a diffracted ion beam targeted the back of her head.



She ducked her head. Dodged. The back of her hair lifted slightly. Her face grimaced at the scorching sensation.



How long could the Aether shield hold?



Such concerns soon became reality.



Crack!



The Aether couldn't withstand the ions. The fragile barrier, as delicate as a soap bubble, peeled away. The recoil knocked Rustila down.



"Ugh!"



Naiere withdrew her tri-blade and approached, offering a water bottle.



"You've improved a lot since the beginning. But you're still clumsy at controlling your emotions."



"Emotions?"



"Yes, emotions. You and I are the same kind. Though different in specifics, broadly speaking, we both use self-created sword techniques."



Walking one's own path is difficult. Because there's no manual. Because there's no one who could be called a master.



"You don't need proper posture or to learn specific forms. Just swing your sword however it comes to mind."



In a word, it's improvisation. And simultaneously, emotional.



That's why when fighting Zernya, a single cutting remark could heighten emotions and lead to instant defeat.



"We can't let our emotions fluctuate wildly. When angry, our sword paths become simple, and when depressed, hesitation appears."



Rustila touched the corner of her mouth and asked.



"Should I approach it with a blank expression?"



Naiere shook her head.






"That might help, but it's not a fundamental solution."



"Then what should I do?"



"In my case, I anchor my emotions with something. Love, for example."



"Love?"



She was surprised by the word that seemed completely unrelated to fighting.



"Yes, love. Like, for better or worse, I love my husband. I often fight as his pair."



Naiere's face hardened as she thought of her husband.



Fighting as a pair seemed to carry more than one meaning, but let's move on.



"I get annoyed having to match his pace. But because I like him, I synchronize my breathing with his."



Love.



For seventeen-year-old Rustila, it was both fresh and difficult emotion.



Until now, she hadn't fallen in love with anyone due to her parents' interference.



It wasn't that there weren't boys her age she was friendly with, but—



Rustila shook her head.



"You don't need to think too deeply about it. I only got the hang of it around college graduation."



Naiere patted Rustila's shoulder and checked her watch.



"Oh my, it's already time to go. See you tomorrow then."



"Ah, you don't need to come for the next three days."



"Why?"



"It's midterms."



***



"Eidel, did you do well on your exam?"



"Yes, Professor."



Day one of midterms. After finishing the written test, I had come down to the planet where the college was located and was having tea with Professor Feynman.



Sonia tried to stop me, saying I was crazy, but damn it, no one could stop me.



As the atmosphere warmed while drinking tea, I showed the Black Sphere and said:



"I picked this up some time ago."



"What is it?"



"It's something a monster I encountered during the last reassignment test was carrying."



I mixed in some lies. Actually, this was better for both of us.



"May I touch it?"



"If you have a constellation."



"I have a contract, though it's nothing special. If it's alright, please show me."



I handed the Black Sphere to Feynman and continued.



"I've read all the review papers on Material Chips, but there's no such material. Since we can't determine its properties, a physical approach is necessary."



"I think we should first run it through Elphes and SSM."



My original purpose for coming here was to hand over the Black Sphere to Feynman. I prepared to withdraw as if my business was done.



"Eidel."



Professor Feynman stopped me as I was about to stand up.



"Would you like to write a paper with me on this subject?"



"Pardon?"



Insane. What is he saying to a high school student, not even a college student?



"In my view, this is something significant. For your first paper, submitting to a journal with an IF above 20... what do you think?"



"I'd be grateful just to be mentioned in the acknowledgments."



"Haha, what professor in the world would do such a terrible thing? A student who personally brought the material should be at least the second author."



My head was spinning.



Feynman patted my shoulder and said:



"Let's have a meeting after your midterms are over."



***



Second day of midterms.



The written tests were finished, and only the practical remained.



Honestly, the written tests were nothing special.



Just subjects like language, math, science. Since it was still at a high school level, I finished comfortably.






The problem was the practical test.



"The dueling will be simulated combat in virtual reality. Since it's an exam, it will be conducted school-wide, so please take note."



That's right. I have to fight again.



Damn, I really have no confidence in fighting.



"All students should take five practical test cards. With these, you can freely fight whoever you want, so keep that in mind. The rules are posted on the blackboard, so refer to them. That's all!"



As soon as the announcement ended, students flocked to the blackboard.



[Midterm Practical Evaluation Rules]



[1. All students receive five practical test cards.]

[2. One card is consumed each time you request a duel.]

[3. All cards have binding power. That is, if someone presents you with a card, you must accept it unconditionally.]

[4. However, to fight the same person more than once, you must use two cards from then on.]

[5. All students must duel at least three times.]

[6. All five cards must be used.]

[7. Maximum combat time is 5 minutes per duel. Students who leave the arena or have their Aether Shield completely depleted lose.]

[8. Personal Plasma Swords may be used.]



While I was reading, a red-haired male student next to me clicked his tongue.



It was my classmate, Mathers Byteling.



"Ugh, why is there so much annoying detail?"



"It just says fight a lot and win."



"Huh?"



Mathers looked at me and snorted.



"I suppose the noble young master will be fine?"



"Honestly, I'll probably get thrashed."



"...What? That's no fun."



Mathers, like Senior Edward, comes from the frontier. Because of this, he greatly disliked the wealthy children from inside the Gold Zone.



As a result, he was even more of an outsider in class than Zernya. His occasional provocations toward me were probably a reaction to that.



However, there hadn't been any major conflicts so far. I knew how to yield appropriately.



This time seems difficult.



Mathers held out a card to me.



"Let's fight."



"......"



I knew he was quite skilled with a sword. It would be difficult to win using conventional methods.



I was internally sighing as I was about to accept the card when—



"Excuse me, Mathers?"



Another classmate, Welton Yusoford, appeared. Come to think of it, Welton and Mathers were on good terms in the original story.



"Didn't you say I would be your first opponent for the practical?"



He removed his sunglasses and dabbed at his eyes with his sleeve.



"Sob, sob, I'm so sad. You said I would be your first..."



"What the hell is this crazy bastard saying?"



"Cheating on me with another man!"



Swish! A golden card flew into Mathers' face.



"What kind of fucking concept are you going for today?!"



"The Heresset concept."



Welton grinned and pointed behind him. Kristin, who was (coincidentally?) passing by, blushed and pulled out a card.



"I've never done that kind of concept, you know?!"



Swish! This time, Kristin's card flew into Welton's face.



"Wow! This looks fun...!"



Mezulen, Kristin's best friend, liked the idea and threw a card at Mathers.



Is this a duel request or a game of Go-Stop?



"Hey, you guys! Who said to play cards like it's a gambling den? Hurry up and take the exam!"



The illegal gambling was busted by a patrolling officer, and the game was thoroughly disrupted.



Anyway, since I had received Mathers' card, I had to fight him. However, I could tentatively adjust when to fight him.



While fiddling with the received card, I sensed someone behind me.



"Hey."



That unlucky voice.



"Take this."



Zernya von und zu Trisha Adelbein, who had suddenly approached, pulled out her card and placed it between my lips.





Chapter 52 - Midterm Exam (2)



Even with shield technology, when students fight each other, it's normal for a rib or two to break.



That's why virtual reality was developed.



When you wear the gear, an avatar identical to yourself is created, and you're instructed to spar there.



It could be considered a type of game.



Since the technology of this era is so advanced, there don't seem to be any issues with conducting sparring matches in the virtual world.



Zernya inserted her card into the input slot and put on the gear.



[Reading card information.]

[Unique identifier: Zernya von Adelbein]

[Number of cards inserted: 1]

[Evaluation subjects: Zernya von Adelbein - Eidel von Rheinland]



"Adelbein versus Rheinland."



"A match that makes one's heart swell."



Students began gathering around us in small groups, eager for a spectacle.



"What's going on? Is this going to be good?"



I sighed inwardly as I put on the gear, following Zernya's lead.



As soon as we entered virtual reality, Zernya drew her sword and growled at me.



"I don't care about written exams anymore. Prepare to be defeated here."



There's one question that needs to be addressed.



Why is Zernya, who has been avoiding sparring with me all this time, suddenly so eager now?



To put it simply, it's because the midterm written exam results just came out.



1st place: me.

2nd place: Zernya.

3rd place: Seti.



The Adelbein princess sandwiched between the Rheinland siblings—quite a picture.



Now Zernya faces the crisis of being permanently labeled as second-best if she doesn't apply her hexagonal talent to practical skills.



Naturally, her pride won't allow that.



"Damn, why did I get that question wrong..."



"Hm? What did you say?"



"Never mind. Just draw your weapon already, will you?"



"As you command."



I took out my sword (Callipers) from subspace.



Even if I select a different weapon in the hologram menu, it's always fixed as Callipers. That's Cartesia's will.



Virtual reality is actually the perfect space for Descartes' Forces to invade. They're famous for the "brain in a vat" concept, after all.



The sensations here feel indistinguishable from reality. I might lose myself if I'm not careful.



Let's see. The foreign deity should be giving me a quest around now.



"..."



"What are you doing? I'm ready."



Strange. Cartesia is quiet.



It's actually more unsettling without a quest. It feels like watching a professor leave your lab contact on read for a week.



"What's that? Is that supposed to be a plasma sword? You're really funny."



Zernya raised her eyebrows and chin.



"If you're going to mess around, you'd better quit now. I won't go easy on you."



"I'm not joking."



"Idiot."



[Beginning practical evaluation.]



[The first to leave the ring or lose all three shields will be defeated.]



[Also, the time limit is 5 minutes—]



"I know that, so can we start a little faster?"



[...]



Soon the countdown began.



3, 2, 1.



As soon as it hit 0, Zernya rushed forward like a flash of light.



She approached within striking distance and delivered a thin slash.



She's fast, but I can still track her with my eyes. I've learned a lot under Instructor Isaac after all.



'Your style is similar to an ordinary person's. Following the manual is an easy path to walk. Of course, that's different from talent.'



The path everyone walks. A path where you'll quickly fall behind without diligent effort. I've been steadily walking that correct path.



'The most important thing in swordsmanship is confidence in your abilities. Believe in yourself. Even when fighting someone with superior skills, you can certainly win.'



I can do this. If I just maintain proper breathing, I can handle this.



Clack!



I retreated just before the sword reached my neck. Zernya's expression twisted.



But she didn't stop her attack. When one move failed, she immediately transitioned to the next.



It was like combining forms into sequences. Her movements had no delay due to her proficiency. Therefore, there was no opening to exploit.






I needed to stay defensive for a while.



"...!"



Zernya's sword strikes doubled in speed. It felt like watching a professor's video lecture at double speed.



[Shield damaged.]

[Remaining Aether Shields: 2]



Damn it.



[Shield damaged.]

[Remaining Aether Shields: 1]



I can't hold out!



This isn't working. I started swinging my Callipers as well.



Ka-gang! The Aether spat flames. The ionized blade slid with enough force to break through her guard.



"Finally decided to fight back?"



Her sword speed increased even more. What she showed earlier wasn't her full power.



I dodge some strikes and deflect others. Now that my body is warmed up, moving feels easier than before. Zernya's eyebrow twitched.



Rustila, who has more talent than me, was defeated by her multiple times. Yet I adapted quickly after just a month of training with the instructor.



Is it the core muscles I've been developing that are helping me?



No, it could be that Rustila's teaching style didn't suit me. Rustila's swordsmanship wasn't something an ordinary person could digest.



This moment made me deeply realize the importance of fundamentals.



The more composed I appeared, the more Zernya's smile faded. Time had already passed the three-minute mark.



"It's over."



Oh no. One mistake and I was pushed to the outline.



Perhaps the difference in detail is insurmountable after all—



"Get out of bounds."



'It's not over until it's over. Remember that.'



I twisted my upper body with maximum skill.



I changed direction without stepping on the edge of the line. Like a spinning top, I completely reversed my body's axis.



"...!"



Soon Zernya's sword cut through empty air. Her body lurched forward due to momentum.



This was my chance. I couldn't miss it.



Just as I was about to strike down with my Callipers with all my might—



[Sudden Quest Assigned]



[— Lose the match.]



The quest window updated.



I had intended to aim for her head, but instantly changed the trajectory of my hand to induce a false swing. Goosebumps rose from my wrist to the nape of my neck.



It was a moment of realization. Zernya instantly regained her posture and slipped into my blind spot.



What followed was predictable.



A sharp strike coming from the lower left.



[Shield damaged.]

[Remaining Aether Shields: 0]



As my shield shattered, my left arm was cleanly severed.



***



"What? Adelbein won."



"How boring."



"I guess Rheinland is only good at studying after all..."



Zernya frowned as she removed her gear.



She had won, but she didn't feel good about it at all.



Turning her head, Zernya spoke to Eidel, who was absentmindedly stroking his left arm.



"Did you let me win?"



Eidel grinned and shrugged.



"What a shame. I thought I was going to win when you were about to go out of bounds."



Ah, I see. That's why she lowered her guard and stopped attacking at the end.



Zernya's body is more flexible than others realize, allowing her to change angles even when her center of gravity is shifted forward.



"..."



But that doesn't explain everything.



If it had been her, she would have finished it decisively. And the same goes for Eidel. This wasn't reality but virtual reality—there was no reason to hold back.



Could he have lost on purpose?



She secretly followed Eidel as he got up and left.



Eidel was talking with some guy named James or whatever.



"Why did you let her win?"



"I have a policy of not hitting women."



"Even in virtual reality?"






"The sensations are the same. I almost screamed when my arm got cut off earlier."



"Oh my."



Eidel shrugged.



Zernya stopped in her tracks, dumbfounded.



"..."



The process doesn't matter. What's important is that she defeated the top student with ease.



If she continues to win like this, she'll secure first place. It's only a matter of time before she tramples Eidel and rises above him.



Now she just needs to find about four more opponents to fight. Of course, she'll accept challenges from those willing. That would be advantageous for her score.



She looked around for worthy opponents.



Every person she saw was a bug, bug, bug.



No matter how much she looked, she couldn't find a worthy match.



Eventually, she changed her stance to wait until the end and pick off someone on a winning streak.



After that, there were some fools who challenged Zernya, but after defeating a few, they naturally stopped coming.



However, there was one persistent insect who kept challenging her despite the overwhelming difference in skill.



As Zernya sat on a bench eating blueberries, five tickets flew toward her.



"Three times."



Zernya's gaze shifted sideways.



"Right?"



There stood Rustila.



***



I may have been utterly defeated by Zernya, but I didn't lose anything.



It was what you'd call an ambush quest.



The foreign deity sometimes issues quests at critical moments to distract people.



For example, let's say I'm developing a graviton bomb.



Just as I'm about to detect gravitons, a quest like "Destroy the detector within 100 seconds" appears, and I have to destroy it.



Of course, such terrible things don't happen if you contract with a constellation, as they provide some self-regulation.



But wait, I've already contracted with a foreign deity? Was forced into it?



Oh? The constellation can't intervene?



I'm essentially mortgaged to Cartesia.



This seemed to be a test to make me aware of that fact.



It was truly a wretched situation, but I don't regret it since the risk of failing the quest would have been greater. I could even say my split-second decision was good.



"Phew."



As I was sighing in relief, a boy wearing sunglasses approached.



"You got thrashed like a dog."



"Welton, is that you?"



"You're calling me by name? The young master Rheinland? Wow, what an honor."



If there's anyone I'd like to remain friends with for a long time, it's this guy.



The reason for that thought is simple.



I'm going to have him research condensed matter—specifically, strongly correlated systems.



The more research colleagues, the better. Preferably those in my circle.



For that to happen, he needs to be on friendly terms with me to some extent.



While I was graciously letting Welton's joke-not-joke slide, red-haired Mathers held out a card in front of me.



"Hey. You need to fight me too."



"I just got thrashed. Cut me some slack."



Even as I said this, I got to my feet.



I need to maintain my top position anyway. To hand over the family head position to Seti, I first need to become the head myself.



"Beating you down will make me feel a bit better."



"Fine, let's fight."



"No holding back."



In virtual reality, the weapon Mathers chose was a massive cleaver. Plasma was flowing in a crescent shape.



Meanwhile, I chose Callipers again. Sparks like lightning randomly shot out between the outer jaws.



The size and emission were quite substantial. Mathers narrowed his eyes and asked.



"You... Change that weapon to something else."



"Scared?"



"I'm warning you, I won't go down easily. It's not too late to switch to a weapon you can use seriously..."



"Scaaaared?"



"You little—"



Match start. Mathers immediately charged at me. He aimed straight for my neck with as much hatred as he had for rich kids.



He wasn't bad, but he was noticeably slower than Zernya.





Chapter 53 - Midterm Exam (3)



Mathers Byteling was born and raised in the borderlands.



A planetary system beyond the protection of the Aether Belt. A place constantly invaded by foreign gods.



People went mad at every opportunity, and children disappeared every other day.



The frontier was essentially a battlefield. Expecting support from the federal government was foolish.



That's why Mathers had clawed his way up.



During the day, he read books.



At night, he learned to shoot (with live ammunition).



He even figured out how to handle Aether, though not very well.



Later, he entered the Gold Zone with his two younger siblings—his parents' legacy—after proving they weren't insane and passing immigration screening. This happened four years before Mathers enrolled at Stellarium.



So much had happened since then.



Like how he couldn't find even a part-time job because he was from the borderlands.



Or how he fought with merchants who slashed food, housing, and clothing prices because he was from the borderlands, eventually getting expelled from the planetary system.



Or how he took his sick sibling to the hospital, only to receive an unwarranted mental illness diagnosis and get hit with astronomical medical bills—all because he was from the borderlands.



Privileged bastards.



He wanted to overturn everything.



The Rheinland young master before him was no different. Even after entering Stellarium, Mathers hadn't abandoned his hatred for high-status families.



Of course, since Eidel hadn't directly harmed him, Mathers didn't pick fights recklessly. He maintained a minimum level of courtesy.



But what time was it now?



Under the pretext of a midterm evaluation, this was a golden opportunity to bash the arrogant noble heads he'd always despised.



Since everything happened in virtual reality, even if they felt pain, there would be no actual injuries.



Therefore, there was no need to worry about consequences!



Mathers charged forward, half driven by anger, half by excitement.



Just as he was about to bring his machete down on Eidel's head—



"Ugh!"



Snake-like movements wrapped around Mathers instead.



He couldn't move his body, as if paralyzed. His entire body stiffened like he'd been injected with neurotoxin by a viper.



This feeling—he'd experienced it somewhere before.



But he couldn't remember.



"Sorry, friend. I can't give up first place."



"Wh-what...?"



Eidel's left hand moved busily.



The blade of the calipers pressed down on Mathers' crown, sinking deep.



"Argh!"



By the time Mathers screamed, he had already warped through space-time.



"Huff, huff."



Clutching his heart, he slowly shifted his gaze.



He had just awakened in a hospital bed with an IV drip attached to his right hand. Cool air circulated through the white patient gown marked with light blue lines.



"This is..."



"Hey, are you okay?"



In the bed right next to him lay a girl with dark green hair. It was Mezulen Hueritia, a classmate.



Mezulen was over 20cm shorter than others her age, which might explain why the polka-dot patient gown she wore looked suspicious. (It was actually a children's gown.)



"Where am I?"



"The infirmary."



"Why am I here?"



"You got beaten up by the top student."



Mezulen explained step by step what Eidel had done.



"What's this? What happened? How interesting!"



Mezulen, who had been watching Mathers' unconsciousness with physiological interest, offered herself as an experimental subject and fainted—



"Eek! Mezulen! How dare you hurt my friend—!"



Kristin, enraged by this, tried to retaliate but similarly fainted—



"Impressive skills. Let me challenge you."



James, another classmate, saw this and charged in, only to faint as well.



Several others followed, but all ended up joining the fainting party. Each was struck once by something called a Plasma Sword or calipers and lost consciousness.



Looking around, Mathers realized he and Mezulen weren't the only ones here. The six-bed room was full.



"What are you looking at?"



Kristin, reading a book, responded curtly.



"Kuk, how careless of me."



James clenched his fist and trembled.



"Why did everyone faint?"



"The teachers think it's hologram shock."



"Hologram shock?"



"Yes. Apparently, it's a phenomenon where the brain thinks it's dying after receiving too strong a shock in virtual reality and sends a fainting signal."



Mathers mentally reviewed his battle with Eidel.






Just one exchange. Everything collapsed in a single exchange. Despite fighting like a starving wolf roaming the slums, his wild combat instincts were easily countered.



Was it impossible to defeat rich kids who received systematic training after all?



Was family ability and money power really everything?



"Anyway, you know what? The top student got these nicknames."



***



"Crazy Eidel. Psycho Eidel. Axe Maniac Eidel."



Welton told me the nicknames I'd acquired in just a few hours, giggling.



"That's absurd."



Mistaking calipers for an axe—what a sad commentary on the current state of education.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" tilts his head.]



Anyway, after knocking down each challenging classmate and using my cards to increase my score, I reached a secure first place.



I have one card left.



I plan to use it at the end depending on the situation.



Or I could use it now.



"Yusoford. Want to have a go with me?"



"Haha. Good joke."



Well, after seeing several people dragged to the infirmary, Welton had no reason to challenge me.



"Smart guy. Ever considered graduate school?"



Shashashak. Welton quickly distanced himself.



"Eek, s-stay away! You monster!"



It seems unfair to be called a monster just for suggesting graduate school.



"I should have known from the moment you said you don't hit women but then thrashed Mezulen and Kristin. You're insane. Really, I can't handle you. Goodness, I never knew there were so many supreme masters in this world. Kuk!"



This is unfair.



If I hadn't entered this world, or been forced into a contract with Cartesia, or happened to become the body of a maniac named Eidel, I wouldn't have had to live being called insane like this.



Anyway, the important thing is that my grand plan to make Welton study solid-state physics must be postponed for now.



How sad.



After Welton left almost running away, Seti arrived.



"Brother, how was it?"



"How was what?"



"I heard you struck down everyone in our class with that weird-looking axe."



"...Not everyone."



"That's strange. How did your sword end up looking like that? Did you secretly buy it from somewhere?"



"I had it magnificently modified at the customization shop."



After all, who would use a tool as a weapon? I made up an excuse for Seti, who knew nothing.



"So, how about you? Used all your cards?"



"All used up."



Seti showed me her score. Just over 1,000 points. I couldn't help but be surprised.



"This score, how did you manage it? You're terrible at swordsmanship."



"It's simple. First, I go down to the lower classes and fight just barely enough to lose. Then those who think I'm weak come rushing at me. That's when I gradually adjust my strength and win one by one."



"That's a long way of saying you farmed weaker opponents."



"Anyway, no one knows my true skill except me. I just used an information gap to win."



It's a loophole, but Stellarium doesn't prohibit it. Being strong against the weak and hiding yourself from the strong is as important as wielding a good sword.



"Well done, sister."



I patted Seti's shoulder. Unlike before, she didn't resist or frown with suspicion.



Seti wore what I'd call a somewhat sad smile.



Wondering what was wrong, I used my SAN parameter.



[Seti von Adelbein Rheinland: 10/1000]



[Psychological state: She acknowledges you as her brother. She feels familial affection toward you. She is willing to be your strength. She understands the weight of pain you carry.]



All burdensome thoughts. But also grateful ones.



If Seti is willing to help me, I should help my sister too. That's what true family bonds are about.



Suddenly, a girl came to mind.



"What about Rustila?"



"Sister? She said she was going to fight and beat that Zernya."



"...It's getting quite late now."



The fact that Rustila hasn't been seen until now clearly means things didn't go well. Though this scene doesn't appear in the original work, indirect narration later supports my inference.



After wandering around frantically, I found Rustila crouched on a bench at the back of the exam hall.



[Rustila Kersil: 310/1500]



[Trait: Depression, Suppression - Symptoms arising from experiencing traumatic events. Decreased motivation in everything and constant self-doubt. Questions everything, which if flowing in a negative direction, can lead to complete loss of meaning in life.]



[Psychological state: Dejected from consecutive defeats.]



This is even more serious than when she was suppressed by her parents.



Rustila is now broken because of Zernya.



I carefully sat down beside her.






"Rustila."



Noticing my presence, she slowly raised her head. Her jewel-like turquoise eyes were tinged with sadness and grief.



"...Eidel."



A tearful voice.



She's always been a girl prone to tears.



Sometimes she displays superhuman spirit and becomes cold-headed, but she's still mostly a fragile child.



Nurturing her would be the best I could do to help raise the Sword Saint Rustila.



"It's okay."



No more, no less—I launched our conversation with just one phrase.



"My talent..."



"...You have plenty."



Geniuses are lonely.



When they hit a slump, they can't find empathy even if they open up to others. They must live their whole lives being distinguished as people from a different world than ordinary folks.



What Rustila is experiencing now is also isolation.



Isolation through praise.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" observes your thought process closely.]



I moved closer to Rustila. I was trying to pick up the Plasma Sword she had put down.



I could feel Rustila's breath close by.



It was unstable breathing. Irregular as if she might have a panic attack at any moment, and eerily devoid of all interest in the world.



"About wielding a sword."



I asked while placing the sword back in her hand.



"Do you enjoy it?"



"..."



Rustila shyly nodded.



"If you enjoy it, just keep doing it. That's where you find fulfillment. Not as a lawyer, but you want to be a soldier. You've always wanted to be a hero protecting the federation's citizens and assets."



"...Yes, I did."



"Don't listen to what Zernya says."



"But I lost even with a constellation..."



I smiled bitterly.



"Losing isn't what matters. What's important is that she doesn't have a constellation, but you do."



What is a constellation?



No, what exactly is a star that houses a constellation?



Stars are everyone's dreams and hopes. People measure their path by looking at stars.



So constellations—these divine beings—only shine when they embrace the path humans must take.



Whether that star is a blazing main sequence star. Or a red giant gradually expanding its influence. Or a variable star fluttering like dandelion seeds. Or a white dwarf that has burned out with only remnants left.



Because stars exist, people can move forward without losing direction.



"If you have good dreams, a bright star will come to you. If you have bad dreams, a god of darkness will visit. If you covet too much, you'll be surrounded by evil gods."



There's a reason such tales exist in eastern oral traditions.



In any case, people with dreams must, now as in the past, set their course by looking at constellations.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" falls silent in a daze.]



"Ask your constellation. What you should do."



"I..."



After a long silence, Rustila nodded.



She looked at me and said:



"Is it okay if I keep holding the sword?"



"You don't need a reason to be the best."



"I want to be the best."



"Then you should start wielding it now."



"Can I surpass that girl by endlessly swinging my sword?"



Since last month, she had lost to Zernya more than 50 times. Even a single defeat would be humiliating enough to dwell on for days, but she had suffered dozens.



It's understandable to be afraid.



But.



"You can surpass her if you swing without thinking about that."



"..."



"Nothing in life is certain. Anyone who says 'if you do this, this will definitely happen, so you must do this'—such people are frauds. What matters is whether you want it or not."



Just look at how masters in any field succeeded. Not everyone who worked hard succeeded, but everyone who succeeded worked hard.



If that uncertainty had bothered me, I would have long abandoned my trivial dream of pursuing particle theory.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" applauds.]



[— You have received a donation of 50000 fron.]



After thinking for a long time, Rustila finally stood up.



"...I'll come back victorious."



Though she omitted the subject, it was clear who she meant.



Rustila left to challenge her weak self.





Chapter 54 - Midterm Exam (4)



"A constellation is not a measure of strength, but a measure of will.



Having a constellation doesn't necessarily make one strong, but it does grant an unyielding will and integrity that doesn't break easily compared to others.



Such people recover faster from mental shocks.



Because they always have a voice that believes in and supports them.



[— 'God of Purity and Resolve' donates 2500 coins to you.]



["Rusty, let's try one more time."]



Rustila had already lost to Zernya more than 50 times.



She clearly felt it. Her current self couldn't win against Zernya in a direct confrontation.



She felt the wall and despaired.



But deeper than that despair were the wounds carved by Zernya's cutting words after each fight.



'Just give it up.'



As humans, we tend to remember one criticism more vividly than ten compliments.



'You think you can beat me with that pathetic skill? Listen well. I have absolutely no intention of pursuing a career as a swordsman. If you can't even beat someone like me, you'd better abandon that dream.'



From Zernya's perspective, it might have been sincere advice. In reality, swordsmen with mediocre skills get pulverized when facing even slightly stronger monsters or incarnate bodies.



The Federation doesn't bat an eye when they die like ants. The population is overflowing, and people desperate for money and jobs are as numerous as grains of sand on a beach.



But Rustila was different.



Long ago, when Laplace's Forces invaded her planet.



The one who saved young Rustila from the battlefield's bombardment wasn't her parents, but a swordswoman.



She sacrificed herself to ensure Rustila and her family could escape to the end.



Rustila felt a solemn beauty in that retreating figure.



She wanted to become like that person.



"You're here to challenge me again? Don't you ever get tired?"



Zernya frowned, clearly wanting her to leave.



"If you win again, that's good for you, right? More points. Isn't that so?"



"Sorry, but I've earned plenty already. I don't want to waste my precious time fighting someone who's already lost when the outcome is obvious."



Rustila gritted her teeth.



Zernya said, "Get lost."



"No."



"I said get lost."



"If you'd just face me one more time."



"You idiot. I knew from the moment you threw those five cards at once. If you want to win, you'd better use that challenge card on someone else."



Zernya stubbornly resisted.



A different approach was needed.



What did Zernya hate most?



After pondering briefly, a spark of electricity flashed through Rustila's mind.



It was a somewhat underhanded method, but it would surely touch Zernya's sore spot.



"What, scared?"



She threw those words at the back of Zernya's head as she was gracefully leaving.



"...What?"



"I asked if you're scared."



Zernya turned to face Rustila with a deeply furrowed brow. Fighting spirit ignited in her amethyst eyes.



It's working. This is it.



"Structurally, if I beat you, you'll lose a ton of points, right? Then you'll fall behind Eidel and end up in second place again. You're afraid of that, so you're refusing my challenge, right?"



"What nonsense..."



"Come to think of it, Eidel's score is really high too. Even got first place in the written exam again. You might not be able to overtake him at this rate. Are you okay with that?"



"You bitch! Are you done talking?"



Thud. Two cards fell in front of Zernya.



Rustila spoke, infusing her words with as much insolence as possible.



"Bring it on, Second Place."



That day, Rustila was called a "fucking bitch" for the first time in her life.



***



As soon as she put on her gear and immersed herself in the capsule, Zernya's fierce attack began. She charged forward without even waiting for the countdown, like a beast with rabies.



"Even spending time fighting you is a waste. Know your place!!"



Having touched her sore spot, Zernya was now in a half-crazed state.



In other words, emotional.



There might be a chance to win.



Rustila quickly completed the ionization of her blade and steadied her breathing.






"Hoo."



Heart hot, head cold.



She felt reassured just by holding the sword. A sense of becoming one with the blade.



Memories of her consistent training despite parental oppression flashed before her eyes.



Whoosh-!



Rustila swung with a heavy strike.



It blocked Zernya's blade that was thrusting upward from an angle. Crack, the sound of discharge. Using the repulsive force of the charge, she pushed forward with the two blades still touching. In pure strength, Rustila had the advantage.



Zernya's eyebrows arched upward.



"This is..."



Creating distance, Zernya changed her attack pattern. Instead of thrusting into Rustila's chest, she began striking quickly and retreating, testing the waters.



It was a rational decision. Rustila's sword was different from usual. There was no hesitation. She was emotionally unified.



In fact, whether she won against Zernya or not didn't matter. She would continue training with the sword regardless. A dream doesn't shatter just because someone says something unpleasant.



Thinking this way made her feel more at ease. The anxiety disappeared. There were no constraints in wielding her sword.



Rustila deflected all of Zernya's attacks. There was something strange about how she wielded her heavy sword with the sharpness of a light blade. How could such strength come from a frail girl's forearm?



Zernya was surprised. It was a physically impossible technique. Moreover, it wasn't a sword style taught in lessons.



She couldn't respond with conventional methods.



Damn it. Zernya gritted her teeth.



Zernya's form shot forward once more. She knew she was at a disadvantage in terms of power. Her cursed body had clear limitations in storing momentum.



So she compensated with technique. While Rustila made one heavy swing, Zernya slipped through the gap, leaped up, and performed a somersault over the horizontal slash, landing gracefully.



Got her. She instantly took position behind Rustila. Zernya's amethyst eyes flashed as she wrapped her blade with aether.



This is the end.



Or so she thought as she slashed horizontally, but Rustila's head dropped downward. The blade that followed a beat later only cut through empty air.



"Ugh...!"



Immediately followed by Rustila's back kick. Her leg didn't rise very high, but it smashed directly into the face of the short Zernya, leaving a bright red mark.



Once, twice, three times. Zernya stepped back, rubbing her face that had been kicked. It stung. Thankfully this was virtual reality; in real life, her nose would have bled.



"Damn it...!"



Zernya channeled maximum output into her blade.



"How dare, how dare you put your filthy foot on my face?!"



"Well, it's virtual reality."



Rustila shrugged.



"It still feels dirty. Well, you've done it now. You're finished. I'll take your head. Prepare to pass out in agony!"



Time had already passed the two-and-a-half-minute mark.



They needed to settle this within the next two minutes and thirty seconds.



By now, students who had gathered like clouds to watch Zernya and Rustila's rematch began to exchange comments.



"Fighting for a whole month, what a bad relationship."



"I heard it's because of some guy."



"Really? Who?"



The rumors had become so distorted. But such talk wouldn't reach the two who were completely focused on their fight.



In that completely isolated space, Rustila swung her sword with fierce determination. Facing her, Zernya precisely adjusted the angle of her light blade, timing the moment to pierce Rustila's head.



Rustila was calm.



Zernya was anxious.



Until now, Rustila and Zernya had never fought beyond two minutes, but this match was clearly heading into a prolonged battle.



This level of agility matched what Eidel had shown in their first fight. No, perhaps it was even more nimble.



What's going on?



Thinking about it, it was strange. In Zernya's mind, she was the strongest, followed by Rustila, and then Eidel.



Even after a month of sword training, Eidel had only grasped the basics and couldn't execute high-level techniques in reality.



Zernya divided her thoughts while parrying the blade. In doing so, she found herself on the defensive and was pushed to the edge of the ring before she realized it.



"Damn it."



She cut off her thoughts and quickly twisted her body. The next moment, Rustila's sword attack dangerously grazed the outside of the ring.



With that momentum, Rustila was about to step outside the ring.



It was an opportunity for Zernya.



A similar situation had occurred in her first fight with Eidel. At that time, she was in Rustila's position, and Eidel was in her current position.



'I don't hit women.'



How ridiculous.



Eidel couldn't finish the job due to lack of skill, but she was different. With this one opening, she could send Rustila outside the ring.



Given their positions, she couldn't cut vertically. Above all, she had decided to take the head, so a horizontal cut was appropriate.






As Rustila's center of gravity was about to shift outside the ring, Zernya decided to deliver the final blow.



But she couldn't.



Whoosh-!



Rustila released the sword she was swinging. With a split-second decision, the detached sword rotated freely, carrying the separated angular momentum.



Zernya's expression momentarily turned dumbfounded.



Rustila instinctively understood center of gravity and motion. The moment she released the sword, her center of gravity, which had been leaning forward, returned inside the ring. Simultaneously, the sword rotated outside the ring, drawing a smooth arc.



That wasn't the end.



To avoid Zernya's deep sword strike, Rustila split her legs wide apart. Hips, thighs, calves, ankles—all flat against the floor.



"You stupid bitch!"



The characteristic of a light blade is the short delay between strikes. After a horizontal slash, one could transition to a thrust within 0.3 seconds.



She tried to deliver the final blow to the defenseless Rustila who had lost her sword.



But she failed.



"Kyaak!"



Rustila twisted her upper body and used her split legs to push away Zernya's legs. Zernya was destined to fall as if she had tripped over a stone.



Zernya threw herself to avoid going outside the ring. In the process, she dropped her light blade. Rustila, who got up first, kicked Zernya's sword toward the center of the ring.



The next moment.



Thud!



Rustila's sword, which had rotated half a turn, stuck into the ground next to Zernya's sword.



The principle of the match was to win by cutting with a sword. Rustila and Zernya pushed each other aside as they rushed toward the center of the ring.



Rustila reached it first.



She picked up both her own and Zernya's swords and took a stance. Zernya's expression turned dumbfounded.



"Surrender."



"You crazy bitch..."



Surrender? Her pride wouldn't allow it.



Rustila, though holding Zernya's sword, was also slightly perplexed.



They should clash sword against sword to determine the winner. Only then could pride be restored. The outcome would only have true meaning if decided at that point.



After a moment's thought, Rustila threw the light blade in front of Zernya. Zernya, who had been wondering how to retrieve her sword, stared blankly at the floor.



[10 seconds remaining.]



"Hurry up and come at me."



What was the intention behind returning the sword?



There was no time to think.



[5 seconds remaining.]



Everything had to end in one more exchange.



[4 seconds.]



They dashed.



[3 seconds.]



Both Zernya and Rustila.



Emptying all other thoughts, they focused on just one thing.



Victory.



[2 seconds.]



Outside the virtual reality, students swallowed hard as they watched the monitor.



Among them were Eidel and Seti. Even the teachers were present.



Kendra, the homeroom teacher who had arrived late, watched with bated breath, hoping for a resolution.



[1 second.]



Rustila recalled Instructor Naiere's words.



Individual sword techniques are more vulnerable to emotions than standardized forms.



The advice that hesitation appears in the sword when various emotions swirl in an uncontrollable situation.



She had kept that advice in her heart until now.



And only now did she realize.



'It's good to anchor your emotions.'



From the moment Rustila first engaged in this fight, whether unconsciously or consciously, she had maintained one calm emotional breath.



Respect.



In Rustila's eyes, Eidel's image was reflected.



[0 seconds—]



Her backing wasn't just one person.



[EX-grade Conversion - Two-Star Sword Energy]



Two wills shot down like blades.





Chapter 55 - Date



The day after midterm exams ended.



Thanks to swift administrative processing, grade reports were immediately issued, and students came forward one by one to check their standings.



Zernya didn't come to school today.



[1st Place - Eidel Rheinland]



[3rd Place - Seti von Adelbein Rheinland]



"Is this right?"



"I tried matching them up, and it seems correct."



Since the era of posting rankings on blackboards had ended, we had no choice but to reveal our rankings to each other for comparison.



Continuing to match them up, the results were as follows:



[4th Place - Mezulen Hueritia]



[5th Place - Welton Yusoford]



[7th Place - Kristin Heresset]



[9th Place - James Hedelton]



[11th Place - Mathers Byteling]



There were gaps in between. It was fun trying to figure out who filled those spots.



"Eidel, Seti. Look at this!"



Rustila revealed her grade report with a bright smile.



"Wow."



"You just barely made the merit scholarship cutoff!"



We couldn't help but be surprised. Hearing what Seti said, our classmates finally started looking our way.



"I got 10th place, 10th!"



It was the moment when Rustila's name was added to everyone's notes.



"That kid's pretty good."



Some people had been looking down on Rustila because she came from a lower class. Those looks finally subsided.



"The newspaper club is excited too."



"About what?"



"Take a look at this."



Seti showed me the school website.



[Student of the Month Special: Rustila Kersil, Who Is She?]



It was the typical school popularity feature.



The article contained a detailed record and analysis of how Rustila defeated Zernya.



[The match between the two was nail-bitingly intense. Particularly, Miss Kersil's sword energy that released two streams of starlight at the end couldn't help but draw admiration from viewers.]



[According to an Omega-grade swordmaster, what Miss Kersil demonstrated was 'polyphonic sword energy.']



"What's polyphonic sword energy?"



Seti asked.



"It's a method of drawing sword energy from multiple constellations."



"But Rustila only has one backing constellation."



"Other stars near her backing constellation must have helped her briefly."



When Rustila pulled out dual-nature sword energy like taffy, I thought I'd aged ten years. No, how could she use that technique now?



Actually, it was something I could have easily guessed if I'd thought about it.



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' smiles slyly.]



What on earth is this outer god thinking?



"Oh, Eidel!"



Just then, Rustila called out to me with a raised voice.



"Would you like to go out for dinner together later? Since things turned out this way, I'll treat you."



Rustila was making a rare dinner invitation. It was a familiar suggestion since we often ate together with Seti.



I was about to look at Seti and suggest that the three of us have a party together.



Rub, rub.



Seti rubbed her lower back and drooped her eyes.



"Ah, sorry, both of you. I have something important to do today."



"Then I should also..."



"I guess you two will have to eat without me. Don't worry and just enjoy yourselves."



After patting both my and Rustila's shoulders, Seti left for the cafeteria to have lunch.



In the classroom bustling with exam results, only Rustila and I stood facing each other in silence.



"..."



"..."



For the record, I'm not so stupid that I can't read the situation that's been set up.



Still, it's uncomfortable. Suddenly being told to eat just the two of us. We get along well, but not to the point where we're completely at ease with each other.



"...Eidel."



Just as Rustila was about to ask something in a low voice.






Buzz buzz.



"Sorry, just a moment..."



With Rustila's consideration, I paused our conversation and checked my phone. There was an email on the school messenger.



*****

[Regarding Eidel's First Paper Topic]

<Richard Feynman> (Number of emails exchanged with this person: 892)



[Hello, Eidel. I hope your midterms went well.]



[I've selected a topic on Black Spheres for your paper. Since you don't have much research experience yet, I plan to provide ample guidance. Depending on your effort, you could be listed as second or even first author.]



[If you're available, please come to my office at 6 PM today.]



[Let's work on the proposal together and have dinner if possible.]



[Sincerely, Richard Feynman]

*****



Oh, damn it.



I slowly raised my head after reading the email.



"Is something wrong?"



"No. It's nothing."



"Let me finish what I was about to say earlier. Do you have any favorite food or restaurant you'd like to go to?"



Rustila asked with sparkling eyes. A few places immediately came to mind, but it was difficult to answer readily.



I could only have dinner with one person.



Rustila?



Or the professor?



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' tilts his head at your attitude.]



If I think about long-term benefits, it would be advantageous to spend time with Rustila. If I take good care of her, she'll reach Omega grade even before graduating from college.



Of course, I could congratulate her later.



But there's something called atmosphere, or mood.



Today is one of the days when I could get close to her most quickly. In fact, I didn't have many opportunities to build a deep bond with Rustila.



After all, I was planning to skip the second year of Academia and enter College early.



But.



At the same time.



If I meet with Professor Feynman, I can write my first paper right away.



No, it's not just a possibility. It's almost certain.



What physics student wouldn't have their heart racing at the prospect of having Feynman as their advisor?



Honestly, my heart is drawn toward the professor.



Moreover, the topics I'll research with Professor Feynman will all serve as foreshadowing for the discovery of gravitons. In other words, they'll be the signal flare for defeating the outer gods.



Should I delay or pass up this opportunity?



"..."



This is a dilemma.



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' feels bored by your indecisiveness.]



This won't do.



I have no choice but to use my brain at full capacity.



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' pays attention to your choice.]



***



Under a harmonious chandelier.



A boy and a girl sat facing each other across a white table.



The girl was dressed neatly, as a student would be.



However, her gaze was as beautiful as a clear jewel, and her softly flowing platinum hair seemed designed to captivate the hearts of men.



A beauty that could steal one's soul if gazed upon for too long.



"Are you really paying for this?"



"It's a meaningful day for you. As your friend, I should treat you."



"Friend..."



Rustila smiled faintly. It was a smile whose meaning was unclear—seemingly both happy and sad.



Under the elegant lighting, the food arrived one by one. Steak and a salad bar. Grape juice instead of wine since we were still minors.



"So Eidel likes places like this."



"It has a nice mood."



While facing Rustila, whose expression shone brilliantly under the light, I cut into my steak.



[Direct Message]



[Me: I'm sorry, Professor. I think I've let my guard down after the exams. My body feels feverish. (5:25 PM)]



[Professor: Oh no. Are you okay? (5:26 PM)]



[Professor: Is it a cold?]



[Me: Yes, I think so.]



[Professor: Don't push yourself too hard. Let's reschedule our dinner appointment. (5:27 PM)]



[Professor: Student? (5:30 PM)]






[Professor: Eidel, are you alright? (5:37 PM)]



[Professor: Should I call an ambulance? (5:43 PM)]



"Wow, this pumpkin porridge is delicious. It shouldn't just be an appetizer."



"Should we order two more then?"



"Yes. I'd like that."



After finishing cutting my steak and preparing to eat, I lowered my hand under the tablecloth again while answering Rustila's question.



Tap tap tap.



[Me: I'm fine, Professor. I'm sorry for worrying you. I was just talking with my family and couldn't see your messages. (5:48 PM)]



[Me: I'm not so sick that I can't move. I'm just concerned about passing my cold to you.]



[Professor: Just a moment]



[System Message: You have received a Healthy Porridge Gift Set from 'Professor'! Claim it now! (5:50 PM)]



"Your additional pumpkin porridge order is here."



"Wow, thank you."



[Me: Wow, thank you Professor (_ _)]



"Enjoy your meal."



[Professor: I hope you enjoy it and get better soon (5:51 PM)]



"Yes."



[Me: Yes ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]



I took a spoonful of the additional pumpkin porridge. Rustila shivered first. There wasn't a single lump, showing how meticulously it was made.



Something this delicious is bound to be expensive.



It was now time to move on to the main course.



[Me: Professor, if it's alright with you, I'd like to discuss the proposal through this DM. I also want to discuss the Black Sphere topic and the recent hole in the Aether Belt. (5:56 PM)]



[Professor: Are you sure you're okay? (5:57 PM)]



[Me: Yes, I'm fine.]



I dipped the pre-cut steak into the sauce and ate it. Extreme pleasure pierced through my taste buds and rushed down to my nervous system.



"Ah."



After eating a couple of pieces, I noticed that Rustila's knife skills were more lacking than I expected. It was strange.



"Weren't you good at cutting steak before?"



"Um, yes. But this one isn't working out well. That's strange..."



Whether she had lost her knack since last time or not, she was struggling to cut through the thick meat. It was quite an endearing sight. I couldn't help but curl up the corners of my mouth.



"You're really terrible at this."



"Ugh. That's too harsh."



"Should I do it for you?"



"...Can I really ask you to?"



When I nodded, Rustila's expression brightened noticeably. So I took a fork and an unused knife to Rustila's steak and began the operation.



"All done."



"Thank you!"



Rustila grinned broadly as she picked up her knife. While she dipped a large piece of meat into the sauce, I typed with my left hand.



Tap tap tap tap.



[Me: I'd like to revisit the prion topic we discussed before. (6:01 PM)]



"Ah, this is really delicious. It feels like my tongue is melting."



She blinked her eyelashes and scratched her flushed cheeks. Her fair face was charming. She was too good for someone like me. Treating this undeserved honor like wine, I dipped my meat deeply into the sauce and brought it to my mouth.



"Mmm."



It melted in my mouth like snow touching my hand.



Anyway, I continued using parallel processing until the end of the meal. That way, I could catch both rabbits—Rustila and Professor Feynman.



"Mmm, delicious!"



While eating steak with my right hand.



[Professor: The Aether Belt is under investigation, but no prion traces were found. Probably due to gravity characteristics, they couldn't be detected. (6:02 PM)]



With my other hand, I continued the discussion I was having with the professor.



[Me: The localized collapse of the Aether Belt might be due to a non-linear interaction between aether and prions. (6:04 PM)]



I continued.



And,



[Professor: Interesting idea.]



I dipped my steak again.



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' is shocked to the point of fainting.]



[— You have received a donation of 12000 prons.]



"Hey, Eidel."



[Professor: Let's use the Lagrangian here, excluding the Higgs boson. (6:10 PM)]



"Are you actually listening to me?"
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[Direct Message]



[Rustila: Tonight was nice. See you tomorrow.]



[Professor: Today's discussion was good. Let's do it again tomorrow.]



I was about to return to my dormitory after spending a cozy evening with Rustila and Professor Feynman.



"Hey, you there!"



Two police officers appeared.



"Huh?"



Before I knew it, handcuffs were slapped on my wrists.



"Eidel von Rheinland."



"We're arresting you on suspicion of collusion with foreign gods."



***



How did things come to this?



Me, colluding with foreign gods?



And they arrested me for that?



This is absurd.



Although I haven't even started yet, I'm struggling to drive the foreign gods out of this universe. I'm clearly on humanity's side.



While I was thinking about various excuses, it happened.



Bang!



Detective Terrence slammed his hand on the desk and spoke.



"It's been a while, Eidel."



"Hello, Detective."



Detective Terrence. A capable space police officer who had been promoted while dealing with the troublemaker Eidel since childhood.



He used to be in the violent crimes division but was transferred to the youth division thanks to my meteoric appearance.



I never thought I'd encounter this person again.



Is this a blessing in disguise?



The detective took out a cigarette, put it in his mouth, sighed, and began speaking.



"...Did you hit someone again, Eidel?"



"No?"



"What do you gain from hitting people?"



"I didn't hit anyone."



"What exactly do you get out of this behavior?"



Come on, please listen when someone is talking.



Damn it. I was wrong. When the speaker is Eidel, they won't listen to anything I say. While I was inwardly clicking my tongue, Detective Terrence got to the point.



"Anyway, Eidel, I called you here today because investigation results show you're connected to Laplace's foreign god."



"...What? Me?"



"Yes, you. About the gear you used during the midterm evaluation—everyone who sparred with you, except one person, passed out after just three or four exchanges, right?"



I nodded. I had briefly pummeled them with the Calipers of Wisdom to extort a large number of practical points.



"Passing out after experiencing a severe shock in virtual reality... Hologram shock isn't unheard of. The hospital examination results also gave that diagnosis for everyone. It's not actually that rare a symptom."



"Right. So..."



"But I thought something was strange. The central government contacted me. They asked me to investigate you a little."



And they reached a conclusion.



"In just one place—Capsule 54, where you knocked out five people with a single blow—large amounts of Laplace-type prons were detected."



After hearing that, I thought for a moment and then nodded. I had a rough idea of what had happened.



Laplace's Forces?



It definitely wasn't me.



Even though I borrowed Cartesia's power, the remaining prons should have been of the Descartes type. This means another foreign god besides Cartesia had invaded that space.



"You'll need to answer the questions I'm about to ask."



"Understood."



Whatever the case, I had only one thing to do now.



Cooperate diligently with the investigation.



***



The investigation continued for over a week.



As a result, I couldn't go to school at all this week. Since I was going there to study things I already knew, it didn't really matter, but eating police station food wasn't exactly a pleasant experience.



"It's uncomfortable, but bear with it. If a foreign god really has taken root in you, letting you go outside would be much more dangerous."






Human rights were restricted for the sake of maintaining public order and the safety of the majority. I couldn't go out freely, couldn't speak freely, couldn't move freely.



For the first three days or so, it felt like I was serving a prison sentence.



After a few days, the investigation seemed to loosen up.



"He shows no signs of madness at all."



"Could it be a long incubation period?"



"Even at the latest, attacks normally occur once a week. Didn't you hear what the doctors said?"



I could hear various conversations from outside the door. The most noteworthy one came at the end.



"We got a psychiatric evaluation, and all measurements were normal. No residual prons were detected either..."



Scientific results had come in.



Creeeeak. The steel door opened, and light poured in.



"Eidel, it's all over now."



"Can I go back to school?"



"Yes. You'll be under surveillance, but you can return to normal life. I'll do my best to make that happen."



Detective Terrence's face showed subtle apologetic and bitter expressions. He probably thought he had barked up the wrong tree.



To be fair, it wasn't entirely wrong.



I had made a contract with Cartesia, after all.



I even used her abilities during the midterm exam.



However, I was confident I could get away with it easily due to the characteristic of Descartes' Forces, which leave almost no residual prons.



I had stumbled over an unexpected obstacle.



[— 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' contemplates.]



["It was that Laplace bastard. Come to think of it, there was a bug that interfered when you and that silver-haired brat were fighting."]



"...?"



["A filthy kind that makes its servants work without rewards. They don't even understand the basics of entertainment. Tsk."]



Cartesia clicked her tongue. My expression turned dumb.



I remember what happened at the end of my fight with Zernya. The sudden appearance of the word "Lose" on my status screen.



I had reflexively assumed it was Cartesia's doing. I thought there was only one foreign god there.



Cartesia must have known about it. But why didn't she tell me?



["Why should I tell you something like that?"]



I was a fool for asking.



Anyway, I was released due to insufficient evidence.



"Gather your electronic devices and other belongings and head out. There are people waiting outside, so you'd better hurry."



There are people waiting outside?



"Young master."



"Brother!"



"Eidel...!"



Sonia, Seti, and Rustila. The three people I cherish most came running.



Seti was the first to throw herself into my arms, and Rustila sighed with tears in her eyes. Sonia watched the two of them and shrugged her shoulders from behind.



"Sob, I, I thought you were really going to prison..."



[Seti von Adelbein Rheinland: 140/1000]



[Psychological state: She believes you are being controlled by a foreign god. She fears you being taken away.]



"Eidel. Thank goodness. Because you're innocent..."



[Rustila Kersil: 170/1500]



[Psychological state: (Effect of Mind's Eye) She knows you have contracted with a foreign god. She was afraid you might not come back to school.]



I only feel sorry for worrying the two of them. As for Sonia, well, she's an android, so there's no need to read her psychology.



By the way, I didn't expect that not only Rustila but also Seti would know about my contract with Cartesia.



It's chilling in some ways.



In the end, if anything happens, I need to protect these two. Seti is family, and I think of Rustila as family too.



"Young master."



After calming down the two sobbing girls, I turned my gaze. Sonia approached slowly with her hands modestly folded.



"I was worried."



"..."



"I should have monitored you 24 hours a day..."



"Eidel! Is Eidel here?!"



A man's voice interrupted Sonia's words.






My head turned stiffly like a broken spring. Across the hallway, there was a person with a worried face.



"P-Professor?"



"Student."



Professor Feynman was there.



"Professor!"



"Student!"



I finished consoling Seti and Rustila and ran to the professor. We embraced each other and cried out loud.



"My student! I thought you were going to disappear like this!"



"Me too! Thank you for coming, Professor...! Is my thesis topic safe?!"



"Yes, of course! Who would take it? It's research only you can do, Eidel!"



My week-long investigation at the Southern Region Space Police Station due to foreign gods would be something to remember for a long time.



Because I could confirm the professor's sincerity toward me.



Soon after, I organized the DMs I had exchanged with the professor. Thinking I had gone missing, the professor had sent nearly 100 messages the next day. He even called an ambulance, thinking I had collapsed.



"Thank goodness. What if a talent like you had gone mad or died? It would have been a tremendous loss for humanity."



"Oh, it wouldn't be that bad..."



"Now, don't think about anything else and go back to school. You have class tomorrow, right? Let's continue our discussion later, and you should get plenty of rest today."



"Yes, I'll do that..."



Wait a minute. What am I saying?



Doesn't Academia have a grade-skipping system? I was definitely planning to use that.



If you achieve excellent grades in your first year, you get the opportunity to directly enter the college course. However, "excellent grades" doesn't just mean scoring high on the promotion exam.



The Education Department has the discretion to select students to advance to college.



For example, a high school student who is the first author of an SCI-level paper.



"Professor."



I looked at the professor and said.



"I'll mark this week as a medical absence from Academia. I think it would be good to catch up on our missed discussions during that time."



"...Are you sure that's okay?"



"Of course."



"All right. Let's do that."



So after declaring to Seti and Rustila that I would be skipping school next week, I followed the professor.



***



After Eidel and Professor Feynman had left.



Detective Terrence could only clear his throat awkwardly. The faces of the sobbing Rustila and Seti trembled in a daze.



"...After we worried so much."



"Who is that person?"



Rustila didn't know Feynman, but Seti vaguely did. That person was going to be Eidel's academic advisor.



From what she'd heard, he was going to the Physics Department in college.



She had thought that was just a joke.



But that closeness. That kindness. An atmosphere more familial than with Seti. A distance more friendly than with Rustila.



The two girls felt irritation rising for some reason.



"Please don't be too angry."



Sonia placed her hands on the shoulders of the two and comforted them.



"The young master cherishes both of you. It's evident just by looking at his eyes."



"...Sonia."



"He probably followed that professor because he has something to do. Something very important."



Sonia turned her head to face Rustila.



White eyes meet azure eyes. Sonia's proud and upright expression. Rustila unconsciously gulped.



Seti, who slowly turned her head, asked.



"Sonia. Don't you feel disappointed?"



Sonia smiled faintly and also faced Seti. She answered Seti's question with her still impassive face.



"Such emotions are a luxury for an android."



"..."



"And besides."



Sonia looked down the corridor where Eidel and Professor Feynman had disappeared and sighed deeply.



"In any case, I am with the young master..."
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Science and engineering research labs are broadly divided into two types.



One is the theory lab.



The other is the experimental lab.



In theory labs, they research theories. It doesn't matter whether you work out equations by hand or run computer simulations.



On the other hand, experimental labs focus primarily on experiments, as the name suggests. They create things, mix substances, and analyze materials.



"As you know, Eidel, our lab is a theory lab."



"Does that mean financial support will be difficult?"



"Oh my."



Professor Feynman rolled his eyes and sighed.



"Black Spheres are being discovered one by one these days. I hear they've found roughly twenty so far."



"That's welcome news."



"Indeed. Anyway, analyzing the physical properties of those Black Spheres isn't our lab's job."



The theoretical scientist's role is to identify data that can't be explained by existing theories and then build theories that encompass it.



"Is there nothing else to do until then?"



"Haha, student. The analysis is already complete."



Professor Feynman handed me a bundle of printed papers.



"Read this."



It was a report summarizing the Aether Belt and Black Spheres.



The document was 60 pages long. I read it all instantly using thought acceleration.



"Have you finished reading?"



"Yes."



The professor smiled contentedly and asked:



"What did you find most noteworthy?"



I quickly calculated. Among the theories that I wished I'd known earlier during the final stages of "External God's Murder," one clue was in this report.



"...The radiation phenomenon."



I said.



"When Aether was fed into the Black Sphere, it absorbed everything and then re-emitted it. But looking at the emission capacity, it's not in electromagnetic wave form. Something else is being radiated."



"My goodness. You can see that?"



"Yes."



I nodded.



"Looking at the pattern, they're gravitational waves."



"You know that much?"



"I've been interested in the subject."



Enough to have earned a doctorate in it.



"These aren't ordinary gravitational waves. There's noise mixed in."



"And we need to explain that noise."



Feynman nodded at my words.



What needed to be done was now clear.



***



The four fundamental interactions in the universe.



Gravity, electromagnetic force, weak force, and strong force.



Among these, the electromagnetic and weak forces have been proven to be unified as the 'electroweak force.'



In other words, contrary to popular belief, there are strictly speaking only 'three' fundamental forces in nature.



Subsequently, the strong force and electroweak force were unified. Now the forces existing in nature could be classified into two types.



What remained was gravity.



This one stubbornly refused to mix with the other three forces. In short, it couldn't be unified.



Gravity: Um, excuse me... I think the unified field theory is wrong.



Gravity, what are you saying?



Despite the invention of various theories like string theory, experimental evidence still couldn't be found.



Why?



The reason is obvious.



To verify a grand unified theory including gravity would require a particle accelerator at least the size of the solar system.



In other words, they couldn't conduct experiments due to lack of funding.



All humanity here could do was collect the scraps falling from the External Gods.



The Black Sphere, a miniature version of a black hole, exhibited radiation similar to yet completely different from Hawking radiation.



If we could figure out why this radiation occurs, it would be a breakthrough in developing graviton bombs.






This had to be shared with the world.



With that mindset, I skipped school for a week and commuted to the lab instead. (Of course, I sent survival reports to Seti and Rustila via DM.)



I clearly remember waking up in the morning, but after working intensely, it was suddenly evening.



"How does it look when plotted on the computer?"



Lab meeting without even eating.



I sipped my coffee and answered the question.



"The radiation pressure drops dramatically after a certain point. It's completely different from our predictions."



"What's the pattern?"



"It decreases inversely proportional to the sixth power of distance."



"Do you know what that means?"



"It suggests the External Gods live in the seventh dimension."



"Oh!"



Professor Feynman exclaimed in admiration.



"Your intuition is remarkable. You become more fascinating the more I observe you."



"You think so?"



"Yes. Even for Stellarium, I've never seen an Academia student this brilliant."



Despite his words, the professor didn't seem overly surprised.



That's natural.



Because he's a genius.



Only a genius would conceive of using a high school student as a lab intern(?). Or rather, only a genius could.



Thanks to him, I was doing research during Academia that should have been done in college.



A high school student as first author on an SCI paper?



At this rate, I might earn a doctoral degree by the time others graduate from college.



The results came soon enough.



"Eidel... I think this is correct."



After a month of not attending school, the professor and I worked until our underwear rotted and completed a Hamiltonian describing the gravity-Aether entanglement of the Black Sphere.



A theoretical model that would become the signal flare for future graviton bomb development.



The birth of the 'Feynman-Rheinland Model (FR Model).'



***



"He's not coming to school?"



Zernya gritted her teeth.



Seti shrugged her shoulders, while Rustila just sighed.



"Why? Missing my brother?"



"Miss him? As if."



"Then why are you looking for him?"



"That's..."



She was at a loss for words.



Yeah. Why am I looking for him anyway?



"You didn't come to school the week after midterms either. Probably for similar reasons."



Zernya glared at Seti's blunt remark.



After midterms, Zernya had skipped the following week of classes out of embarrassment. In truth, since there wasn't much to learn in school classes, missing them wasn't a big deal.



But that didn't mean she was just goofing off.



She locked herself in her room and devised plans to defeat Eidel. She reviewed her study methods. She examined how to allocate her time.



The score difference wasn't that big anyway. With proper effort, she could completely overturn the results in the final exams.



After fully recharging her self-esteem, she returned only to find him gone?



Why?



He was definitely avoiding her.



"..."



Zernya shot a sharp glance at Rustila.



If it weren't for that girl, she might have ranked first. The points lost at the end were too significant.



"Sigh."



What's the point of being angry at someone who wasn't even first? Zernya dismissed her intention to pick a fight with Rustila.



More importantly, she was curious about Eidel's whereabouts.



Why on earth wasn't he coming to school?



Even if she wanted to find out, she could only ask Seti or Rustila. The homeroom teacher only said he was on sick leave, not where he had gone.



However, her meager pride wouldn't allow her to ask them.






And fortunately, she didn't have to.



"Everyone, Eidel will be returning to school today."



At homeroom teacher Kendra's announcement, Zernya jumped up from her chair.



"Adelbein, why did you stand up?"



Oh, damn it.



"...Bathroom."



"O-okay. Go ahead."



She heard Seti and a few others snickering. Zernya fled the classroom.



"Annoying, annoying, annoying..."



She clenched her teeth. Somehow, nothing had gone right since meeting him.



Finishing the first semester in second place would be a major humiliation.



She could still get into medical school, but that was it.



All the top students go to medical school anyway. Eidel would surely enter pre-med too, and she'd have to face him there as well.



"Hmm, hmm."



It might not be so bad.



Having someone who could keep up, even slightly, might help improve her drive for achievement rather than dominating alone.



She realized having a competitor was enjoyable.



But.



She should always be the one at the top.



There was no need to be discouraged by losing once or twice. She just needed to reclaim her position.



As she was pacing the hallway, thinking of Eidel's face...



"What are you doing?"



Black bob cut. Yellow eyes. Tall for his age.



Eidel himself appeared.



Momentarily flustered, Zernya coolly retorted:



"What are YOU doing here?"



"Going to school."



"I can't believe this. It's homeroom time right now. You're late."



"Class hasn't started yet, right?"



"So?"



"Then I'm not late."



Zernya's mouth fell open. Who was this irresponsible person?



He wasn't even wearing the school uniform. Just a dress shirt and slacks. A simple sweatshirt that didn't give off delinquent vibes, but the important thing was that his attire was different. It was attention-grabbing enough.



"Let's go in, student."



"No way..."



Carrying only a lightweight laptop, Eidel boldly opened the back door. After giving a slight bow to the dumbfounded classmates and homeroom teacher, he sat down next to Seti.



"I'm sorry I couldn't attend school. Teacher."



"No, that's not... Are you feeling better?"



"Yes. I've recovered."



Others might not notice, but Kendra, who liked to fuss over students, could tell. Eidel's eyes didn't look good. There were faint shadows under his eyes.



He hadn't fully recovered yet.



As soon as homeroom ended, Kendra came to Eidel's desk and asked:



"Eidel. If you're tired, wouldn't it be better to go home and rest today?"



"I'm fine."



"Really? You don't look well."



Eidel smiled wryly while typing on his laptop. A decadent smile.



"I'll probably need to take sick leave again in the second semester. Since there are required class hours, I need to attend school to graduate properly."



"Even so..."



Only then did Zernya begin to notice.



Eidel's voice was quieter than usual.



Even after Kendra left, Eidel continued working on something while looking at his laptop screen.



Pretending to get water, Zernya secretly followed behind Eidel.



[Stellarium Academia Homepage]



[Graduation - Early Graduation]



Wait a minute.



What on earth is he looking at...?
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The greeting with my classmates after a month away was especially warm.



"Hey, I heard you were really sick? That's unusual for you."



Welton asked with a mischievous smile.



"I heard you were questioned by the police too?"



"That's right."



"What did the police say?"



"Nothing much, really."



I gave a vague answer. It seemed better not to mention that Pron was detected in the virtual reality device.



Police, investigation. At those few words, Kristin perked up immediately.



"You were called in by the police? Don't tell me you're being investigated for admissions fraud!"



"No, that's not it."



"Explain yourself!"



Even Kristin's constant demands for explanations felt endearing now.



Three months.



That's how much time had passed since I was accepted to Stellarium Academia.



Final exams are coming soon. I missed about a month of school after the midterms, but that much time had already flown by.



With a slight smile, I took in each of my classmates' faces.



None of them had changed.



How long could this peaceful scene last?



Tap tap.



I turned around at the touch on my shoulder.



A fresh floral scent. Rustila was standing there.



"Hello, Eidel."



She greeted me with a bright smile.



"Have you been well?"



"More or less. And you?"



"I've been good, thanks to you. I've been practicing my swordsmanship a lot. I want to show you when military training comes around."



I nodded with satisfaction. Rustila had been growing steadily even without me around.



I turned on my laptop and started working again.



Researching early graduation requirements. Writing a thesis. I had mountains of work to do. I didn't even have time to attend Academia classes.



When I came to my senses, a hard candy had been placed on my desk.



"What's this...?"



"You look very tired. It's from me. Take it."



Rustila extended her hand with a bright smile. A gesture urging me to eat it.



[Behavioral trait: Rustila has a tendency to frequently give small gifts to people she likes.]



"...Ah, thank you."



It seemed awkward to put it in my pocket, so I popped it directly into my mouth.



The refreshing peppermint flavor enveloped my palate.



This would taste better paired with chocolate cake.



Anyway, my gratitude toward Rustila wasn't just for the candy.



[Rustila Kersil: 80/1500]



[Psychological state: She's curious about your activities over the past month but has resolved not to ask. She knows you've been going through a difficult time and doesn't want to disturb you.]



When I checked, I found that Seti had similar thoughts.



That's considerate of them.



Imagine how embarrassing it would be if I announced I was publishing a paper only to get rejected.



These things are always more impressive when revealed as a surprise anyway.



For now, checking the early graduation requirements was the priority.



As the bell rang for first period, I began exploring the school website in earnest.



"Alright, everyone. Class is starting. Today we're studying the history of Outsider appearances, right?"



Today's first class was History, taught by Ms. Karlen Hubblewei, an extra character who didn't even have a name in the original work.



Lucky me.



She's a hands-off educator who barely cares what students do on their laptops.






"As you all know, there are four main types of Outsiders."



Click. I accessed the webpage.



"Laplace, Maxwell, Descartes, and Darwin... Oh, Miss Adelbein? Why are you going to the back?"



"...I'm sleepy. Just going to wake myself up a bit."



"Hmm, alright. You might be tired."



Using parallel thinking, I listened to Karlen's explanation while splitting my screen.



Right side, webpage.



Left side, empty space.



Using parallel thinking again, I created a space for writing my thesis on the left window.



"The first Outsiders we encountered were from the Maxwell category."



Click. I launched a program in the left window.



[RATEX: The Thesis Writing Program for You]



With that, all my setup was complete.



"Maxwell-type Outsiders have two main characteristics. First, they take the form of mechanical monsters, and second, they use time reversal."



First, I listen to the lecture.



Then I check the early graduation requirements.



After that, I work on my thesis.



"Maxwell's bunch is quite violent. Almost as bad as Darwin's. And they have a lot of irregular ones."



I listen to the lecture.



Check the early graduation requirements.



Back to writing the thesis.



"The ones that attacked you guys last time were likely Maxwell's. They probably invaded as soon as a hole appeared in the Aether Belt."



Thought 1: So they're telling the students. I thought they were trying to keep it confidential.



Thought 2: Early graduation requirements. Pass the early graduation exam or get permission from the Minister of Education and educators from higher institutions.



Thought 3: What should I title my thesis?



"Darwin's bunch is the most numerous. And all the monsters are organic. They're close to complete organisms, so they don't die by ordinary means. Are they truly monsters in the truest sense?"



1. One of Darwin's Forces will launch an offensive starting from the first year of college. No problem if Rustila is dispatched.



2. The early graduation exam is troublesome. There's a lot to cover. I'd have to retake the practical exam too.



3. What should I title my thesis?



"Laplace's bunch has only one legion. That's why they invade less frequently, but they destroy more at once. In a way, they're the most frightening. They twist causality."



1. Laplace's Forces are like the final boss of this novel. They have the strongest power, even as a single entity.



2. It's better to gain recognition through a thesis than taking an exam. A high school student as first author on an SCI paper...



3. What should I title my thesis?



"Finally, Descartes. They're the safest yet most dangerous."



1. [─ The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" laughs incredulously.]



2. Professor Feynman's recommendation should be enough. I need to get the paper published within this year. Let's hurry.



3. What the hell should I title this paper?



"Descartes-type Outsiders completely toy with people. That's because they manipulate the mind."



1. ["That arrogant girl. To think such a thing is pretending to be a teacher."]



2. Chicken for dinner tonight.



3. Ah, an email from the professor.



[Direct Message]



[Professor: Eidel, thank you for your hard work this past month. Your abilities are improving remarkably. I plan to register you as the first author and myself as the corresponding author. Since you're in class now, you can reply later. I'll wait for your response. Regards, Feynman. (9:27 AM)]



[Me: I have a free period now, Professor. I've outlined the framework for the paper. However, I'm struggling to come up with an impactful title. Could I request your help with this?]



[Professor: Of course. First, please convert what you have so far into an appropriate file format and send it to my email. (9:28 AM)]



[Me: Understood. I'll organize it a bit more and send it by noon.]



Click, tap tap.



[Me: By the way, Professor, I wanted to discuss early graduation with you. Would it be possible to have a consultation? (9:30 AM)]



As I was sending the email, I felt a piercing gaze from behind.



"...You're insane."



What?






I turned around to find Zernya staring at me with sharp eyes from right behind me.





***





"Let's talk."



After the first period ended, giving us a 20-minute break, I was summoned by Zernya for a conversation in the hallway.



"What are you thinking?"



"About what?"



"You've been looking at early graduation screens since homeroom. And you had some strange window open too."



"..."



"Can't you focus during class?"



I scratched my head.



Should I tell her about the early graduation plan or not?



Usually, I wouldn't mention it. I wanted to avoid the embarrassment of failure if I talked about it prematurely. I believe all achievements should be announced after they're accomplished.



But this time, it didn't seem so simple.



Zernya stepped closer and asked:



"If you're planning to graduate early, just quit."



"Why?"



"...I knew it."



I realized it had been a leading question. Zernya's expression darkened further.



"At least wait until I take the top spot before you leave."



"Why? Wouldn't it be easier for you if I disappeared?"



"...Are you mocking me right now?"



Zernya gritted her teeth. I could almost see the veins popping on her forehead as vast as the Pacific Ocean. Zernya was angry.



"You're not taking this seriously. Do you know how incredibly difficult early graduation is?"



"I imagine it is."



Of course it's harder than regular graduation. She's stating the obvious.



But difficulty doesn't mean impossibility.



Not everyone can become a professor, but even ordinary people can become professors with effort... that's all there is to it.



"Zernya."



I asked, wondering:



"Are you still upset about not getting that black orb back then?"



"What?"



She frowned and shook her head. Her slender silver hair swayed from side to side.



"I'm not childish enough to be bothered by a single jewel. More importantly..."



Zernya clutched her snow-white scarf and said:



"Even with early graduation, you're only going a year ahead. You'll have to study for graduation while still doing your first-year coursework. Your attention will inevitably be divided. Do you understand what I'm saying now?"



"No."



"You'll have to handle two tasks simultaneously. Naturally, your grades will drop. Why? Because you won't be able to give your best effort."



Zernya twisted her lips into a smile.



[Zernya von Adelbein: 140/1000]



[Psychological state: She firmly believes she can persuade you.]



"What happens when your focus is divided? Your grades drop, and your college admission goes down the drain. You'll spend the entire next semester defeated by me. And you'll slide down without even being able to reflect on that humiliation."



[Psychological state: She believes there's no value in defeating you if you're not giving your full effort.]



"Studies require momentum, you know. You should think carefully about this."



[Psychological state: She wants you to remain here.]



With those final words, Zernya turned and left. Only five minutes remained of the break.



Is she like this because she's always been second, unlike in the original work?



Her personality has subtly changed.



As I was tilting my head in confusion, a DM notification sounded.



[Professor: For a student like Eidel, I plan to submit a recommendation to the Department of Education for college advancement simultaneously with the paper publication. (9:55 AM)]



I smiled broadly.



That was welcome news indeed.





Chapter 59 - First Research Paper (4)



There's one problem with publishing the paper.



Time.



Considering the review period, I needed to finish everything before summer vacation started this year at the latest.



Unfortunately, final exams are just two weeks away.



I decided to use my last resort.



"Sister."



"What?"



"Lend me 10 million credits."



Seti, who was trading stocks on her phone, looked up with a dumbfounded expression.



"10 million credits?"



"Yeah."



"Do you think 10 million credits grows on trees?"



Fortunately, despite her reaction, Seti didn't immediately kick me out. Her eyes said she wanted to hear me out.



I guess building a positive relationship with her has paid off.



"I need to publish something."



"Publish? What?"



"Just something."



I hadn't told anyone specifically what paper I was writing. There were three main reasons:



1. In case it gets rejected. That would be embarrassing.



2. Confidentiality. Minimizing the chance of foreign media finding out.



3. Surprise.



So I had no choice but to appeal to her emotions.



"You're a Stellarium student, brother. If you really need money, you could do some tutoring like Mr. Meyer."



"Mr. Meyer?"



"Don't tell me you forgot? The senior who tutored math."



Ah, right. My future graduate school colleague.



If I graduate early this year, will we enter the College as the same class next year?



Anyway, that's beside the point. What matters now is money.



I pleaded with Seti.



"Sorry, but I don't have time for part-time work. I'll pay you back all at once when everything's settled. Can't you just close your eyes and lend it to me?"



"All at once, later...? Don't tell me you're planning to borrow more after this?"



"Yep."



"You're insane."



Borrowing money was like triggering Seti's trauma. Especially when it was Eidel doing the borrowing.



So I decided to take drastic measures.



"Write up a loan agreement."



I agreed to become a eunuch if I didn't pay her back.



***



[+10,000,000 credits have been deposited.]



Somehow I managed to get the money interest-free.



That's how powerful a contract can be.



Who would refuse when I left a document stating they could punish me if I didn't repay by a certain date?



Of course, writing up a loan agreement between family members wasn't exactly normal.



"Young master, you've incurred debt again."



Sonia sighed as she looked at my now-plump account.



"I feel so sorry for troubling Miss Seti."



"I'll put it to good use."



"You're shameless."



"Sorry for being shameless."



Sonia glanced at me sideways. Her face was expressionless, but that made her next words predictable.



"Is it for gambling?"



"Absolutely not."



"What on earth are you planning to use it for?"



I waved my hands, indicating I wouldn't tell her.



She continued to follow me around asking, but I didn't say a word.



"I'm your personal attendant. It's frustrating not knowing what you've been up to lately."



"..."



"Just tell me. I promise not to report this to the head of the family."



"...Really?"



"Really."






"No. I'm not telling you. Go away."



Sonia puffed her cheeks slightly, looking disgruntled.



"You're absolutely incorrigible."



"Think what you want."



The sun was already setting. While I was thinking about how to allocate the 10 million credits, Sonia approached and said:



"I'll prepare dinner for you."



"No, it's fine. I'm eating out."



"You borrowed money and you're still eating out?"



"Yes."



If I don't spend a single credit on dining out.



"Young master, I've heated your bath water... Where are you going!"



I barely managed to shake off the increasingly overprotective Sonia and escaped from the dormitory. I boarded a shuttle heading to the College planet.



<Anti-Gravity-Aether Theory Research Lab>



Knock knock.



After straightening the creaking laboratory sign, I knocked on the door.



Inside was a young researcher staring intently at a monitor.



"Professor, I'm here."



"Welcome."



We exchanged brief eye contact. There was no time for pleasantries.



"The draft of your paper is better than I expected. It's quite polished for something written by an Academia student."



For something written by an Academia student... in other words, it's terrible.



That's what I expected.



There must be specific formatting requirements for the journal, which I hadn't followed at all.



Of course, given enough time, I could do it properly. But then I wouldn't be able to prepare for final exams.



That's why I borrowed 10 million credits.



"Professor."



I fiddled with my phone containing the funds and said:



"Let's hire an editor."



"Pardon?"



"Let's hire an editor. Someone to proofread and format it."



***



After afternoon classes, Academia students scatter to do their own things.



Some might study more, others might practice swordsmanship.



Some play, others work part-time jobs. The choice is theirs.



James Hedelton, a first-year Elite Class student, chose to work part-time.



"James!"



"Coming!"



His senior editor pointed at the monitor and said:



"We have a new proofreading job. Can you take this?"



"Yes, sir."



James was working as an apprentice at an editing company.



Thanks to his diligent and reliable personality, he got along well with everyone at the company.



Being an excellent editor had been James's long-time dream. He had loved reading since childhood.



"That student could become a regular employee later."



The employees of "Mentee and Mentor Editing" had their eyes on James. After all, he showed exceptional competence for his young age of seventeen.



"I can't believe it! Amazing! This is amazing!"



A senior editor was making a commotion, even spraying saliva. James naturally turned his attention there.



"Miss Molly, what's going on?"



"Look at this. We received a request to edit an academic paper, right? And the advance payment is 3 million credits!"



"You mean 300,000 credits?"



"Boss, have you ever caught me lying?"



All the employees looked surprised.



"Wow, it really is."



"This much as an advance payment—isn't that incredible?"



Mentee and Mentor Editing doesn't just edit general publications.



With the emergence of proofreading androids, the traditional publishing editing market had declined. Editing companies had to paradoxically think of other business models to survive.



That's how they discovered academic paper publishing.



Papers require confidentiality and accuracy above all else.



Androids have limitations in this field. Human hands were still the standard.






The employees marveled again at the advance payment amount.



"This much money means... absolute confidentiality, right?"



That's not all.



"The larger the amount, the more it means 'please prioritize this.' This should be our top priority."



"..."



"What are you all doing? Hurry up and form a team!"



Soon, an editing team was formed for this request.



James was included.



It was unexpected.



"Is it okay for me to edit an academic paper?"



"You're smart, James, so you'll be fine. You don't need to check the technical terms, just focus on the flow and formatting. Oh, and issue a plagiarism check report and editing certificate. Can you handle that?"



"...Ah, yes! I understand!"



James unconsciously swallowed.



He still felt inadequate to edit something as difficult as an academic paper.



Nevertheless, he had to do it.



That was his job.



It was his supervisors' consideration to give him as much work as possible to gain experience. Touched, James clenched his fists.



He would return it to the client in the best possible condition.



With final exams a week away.



Studying during the day and focusing on editing at night, he completed the 3-million-credit project.



"I'm happy."



Completing a job brings satisfaction. James opened the company door with his chest puffed out.



"Wow, amazing!"



Saliva sprayed right in front of his face.



"Th-they sent another 3 million credits!"



"What?"



"We got 6 million credits for one editing job?"



James was also surprised and ran to where his supervisor was.



***



The paper that came back after a week was quite satisfactory.



"The format is correct... at this level, it shouldn't get rejected, right?"



"Hmm. If the idea is good, it will be published right away."



Feynman was confident. This research would definitely be successful.



Indeed, entrusting it to a good company saved time and reduced stress.



Money really is the best.



You need money to do research!



I sent another 3 million to the editing company as a token of gratitude.



In total, I spent 6 million credits on writing a mere twenty-page paper.



"Are you sure this is okay? Spending 6 million on one paper... and a theoretical one at that."



"It's worth it."



I said confidently. Feynman still looked puzzled.



His expression suggested he thought the money could have been better spent on research.



I understand.



But I knew something.



<Mentee and Mentor Editing>



There was a very capable colleague there.



Slightly slower than AI but guaranteed accuracy. He's so meticulous that I can trust him without checking.



And that friend is in the same class as me right now.



I don't want anyone to know I wrote this paper yet, so I'm commissioning it this way, but I plan to recruit him later.



"Hehehe."



My mouth is already watering.



["I've never seen such an insane human in my life."]



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' feels profundity from you.]



[— You have received a 3000 pron donation.]



I wiped the dripping saliva with my sleeve and came to my senses.



This is no time for such thoughts.



I immediately submitted the paper with Professor Feynman.



And just as final exams began, a major turning point arrived in my life.



[— The foreign deity 'Orchestra of Mud and Flesh' has begun to observe your actions.]



This was the moment when a real obstacle to my gravitational bomb development plan appeared.





Chapter 60 - Combat Preparations



The foreign press began to move.



'Orchestra of Mud and Flesh.'



I don't know who this is since it wasn't in the original work.



Calmly thinking about it, my conclusions were as follows:



1. Laplace's Forces twisted causality. Therefore, things that should exist disappeared, and things that shouldn't exist appeared.



2. My existence got mixed into this as well.



3. The butterfly effect.



If a Laplace-type foreign god has intervened, it wouldn't be strange for events to proceed in a completely different direction from the original work.



How should I deal with this?



"..."



I made my decision.



I'll publish the paper as planned.



A mere foreign god won't stop my plans.



***



Thud!



When I returned to the dormitory, Sonia greeted me with a dropkick.



"Where have you been wandering around until now?"



It hurts so much I can't even scream.



Ugh, while I'm groaning and rubbing my waist, a dark shadow looms over me.



Deep blue bob cut.

Achromatic eyes.



Sonia was looking down at me, adjusting her katyusha.



"You deserve a beating."



"Ack, aaack!"



A sharp pain races down my spine.



After thrashing her master like a dog on a hot summer day, Sonia pulled me up and dragged me to the kitchen.



A feast was laid out on the well-organized table.



"Eat."



"After beating me up, you're telling me to..."



"Eat. Now."



Intimidated by those flashing gray-white eyes that looked ready to devour me, I hurriedly picked up a fork.



I stab a piece of cold karaage and chew it.



Even cold, it's delicious.



Her cooking skills are truly exceptional.



"I prepared a meal with all my heart and even drew a bath for you, but you just ran away. How shameless. Next time, please tell me where you're going before you leave."



"Yes, yes."



"Don't just say 'yes, yes.' Apologize properly."



"I'm sorry..."



Keeping secrets is truly difficult.



But what can I do?



When a first-year high school student submits a gravitational bomb paper as the first author, of course foreign gods would take interest.



Just attempting to publish it has already caused one bastard to watch me intently.



Look at that. There's already an irregular polyhedron appearing.



Glowing yellow, it reminds me of Seti's eyes.



"..."



I had resolved not to be intimidated even if I was discovered.



I stared back at the irregular polyhedron.



Thoughts of wanting to touch it, wanting to assimilate with the foreign god, began creeping into my mind.



Mental induction, obviously.



I definitely won't touch it.



I've already been tricked once; I won't fall for it twice.



["You worm."]



A clear resonance seeped into my mind.



["Get lost. This human is not one you can handle."]



The yellow irregular polyhedron that had been approaching as if pulling on space suddenly stopped.



Swish.



It began retreating and tried to hide behind the curtain.



Just then, Sonia noticed it and approached the irregular polyhedron with a frown.



"I must not have cleaned properly. I, Sonia, have made a grave oversight."



"Ah, wait..."



"Excuse me, but I'll throw this out the window."



Sonia picked up the stone and hurled it outside.



Usually, it would reappear after something like that.



"..."



Several minutes passed, but the golden irregular polyhedron never reappeared.



"What the..."



Why did it come here at all?



Irregular polyhedra usually only appear to people they've decided to possess, but this one fled.



This too was different from the original work.



It seemed clear that my intervention was creating significant changes.



As I had resolved during my conversation with Cartesia, knowledge of "god-slaying" wasn't necessary after all.



I decided to think about the topic for my next paper with peace of mind.



"..."



Wait a minute.



I have a bad feeling.



I got up from the table in the middle of eating.



"Where are you going now?"



Sonia rushed over like she was having a fit.



"It's okay. I'm not going anywhere this time."



"Are you finished eating?"



"No."



"Then what are you doing?"



"I need to use the computer."



I stuffed the remaining nuggets into my mouth and sat down at the computer.






I need to send an email.



If my thoughts are correct, something terrible will happen during the final exams.



***



"Honey, a student sent an email?"



"Yeah."



"Who is it?"



"I don't know."



Naiere frowned.



How could a grown man not properly read work emails?



Naiere kicked Isaac's backside.



"Stop being lazy and sit down here!"



"...Yes, dear."



Having lived under his wife's thumb for eight years since marrying right after college graduation, Isaac knelt down, mourning his lost freedom.



"Look at this."



Naiere displayed the email on the screen.



Isaac's eyes widened.



"This... it's from student Eidel!"



"You know this student?"



Isaac nodded.



Isaac and Naiere, both top-grade examiners, had previously instructed Eidel and Rustila respectively.



"He's the first-year valedictorian. He's mediocre with a sword, but very intelligent."



"Why would he email you?"



"We'll have to read it to find out."



After reading the email, the Clarke couple was shocked.



[There's a high possibility that a foreign god will appear during the final exams.]



"Straight to the point."



"I understand what he's saying. He's asking for our help."



Isaac recalled the student named Eidel.



A student he had sparred with daily around midterms.



A mediocre talent in swordsmanship, but with solid fundamentals.



And he was tough.



No matter how many times he was beaten, he would quickly get up, and his wounds healed fast. In fact, his body seemed to get stronger the more he was hit.



Moreover.



"...This student is somewhat frightening."



Isaac's shoulders trembled slightly.



[— The constellations of the background constellation 'Sagittarius' are tense.]



When they first met, there was only a simple strangeness.



But occasionally, when thinking of Eidel, the constellations would vibrate wildly.



An inexplicable phenomenon.



"What's wrong?"



"The constellation lords are trembling again."



"Why are they doing that?"



"I don't know. Let me just take a deep breath."



After regulating his breathing and organizing his thoughts, Isaac spoke.



"Eidel is no ordinary student. This can't be a joke."



Considering the state of the Aether Belt, it made sense.



The Aether Belt was still under investigation, not yet repaired.



If they wanted to, foreign gods could slip through that gap and cause trouble.



"We need to stay alert."



"You're just realizing that now?"



Naiere nudged Isaac's heel.



"Don't forget why we're here. To subjugate foreign gods. We need to take down at least one monster to save face before returning."



"...Hmm."



"Why are you standing there blankly? Get ready."



Late at night.



The two changed into military uniforms, strapped on their swords, and left their quarters.



***



"What the hell... is he?"



In a nameless newborn black hole far from the galaxy where the Laniakea Federation was located.



A young foreign god that had just been born there tossed and turned, showing clear signs of discomfort.



"Children."



Swish!



Four avatar bodies gathered without being commanded.



"Oligos, Meirem. Yodel, Lüzlaktia."



They were the favored minions of Populus, a newborn foreign god belonging to Maxwell's Forces.



"I have a task for you."



As Populus waved his hand, space rippled and a clear mirror appeared.



Reflected in that mirror was a life form.



A homo sapiens with black hair and golden eyes.



"Go to the galaxy I've designated and find and kill this inferior life form."



"Will the main star not go personally?"



"I'm already overwhelmed with expanding this region. There are too many enemies nearby."



Even foreign gods fight among themselves.



To expand their territory. To create more forces as if from a factory.



Unfortunately, Populus was born in a wasteland surrounded by several black holes.



Naturally, the avatars didn't understand.



There are ranks even among avatars.



The four avatars Populus called were small black holes directly connected to Populus's own bloodline.



They were on a different level from low-grade phenomena that mindlessly destroy everything.



In other words, they were the elite forces.



Sending all of them at once to a peripheral galaxy made no sense.



"Main star, what could possibly be in such a remote place?"



"You can gather quite a lot of enthalpy there. Galaxies with life have plenty of useful energy."



"Even considering that, it's too far."






At least tens of billions of light-years.



Even warping at full speed would take a week.



"But it must be done."



Populus said while waving his tentacles.



"Gravitational bomb."



"Gravitational bomb...?"



"That boy is trying to develop a power that could annihilate us, despite his civilization's level."



The avatars fell silent.



That was a valid reason.



It's right to eliminate potential threats as quickly as possible.



"But main star, if we go to the mission site, who will protect you?"



"I'll manage."



Populus answered, bobbing his head.



The movement resembled a snail's tentacles swaying.



"Anyway, that galaxy is useful, and no one else has discovered it yet. It's far, but it's an excellent place."



"Ah."



Populus's gaze returned to the mirror.



The black-haired, golden-eyed boy.



Eidel von Rheinland.



"Another foreign god currently resides in this life form."



"...!"



"But it's not strong. Looking at its abilities, they're mostly mental manipulation."



"...So its physical power is inferior."



"Yes. I've even confirmed it doesn't communicate with other black holes. In other words, it's an isolated main star."



Sometimes foreign gods inhabit empty black holes in peripheral regions.



Without separate notification, they stay put and act like the boss of that galaxy.



In other words, they don't expand.



Evidence of weakness.



The avatars nodded and spoke in turn.



"Main star."



"We will kill that life form and erase the traces of that fool who settled there first."



"Once we drive it out, please move your residence there!"



"Ah, there are too many cruel beings here. I, I think it's better to finish quickly and escape..."



Populus waved his hand. The avatars disappeared.



Left alone inside the black hole, the foreign god fell into thought.



'Get lost. This human is not one you can handle.'



It was laughable.



Was that supposed to be a warning?



More than the resident of that place, Populus feared the black-haired, golden-eyed boy.



Populus lifted a sphere containing the flow of time.



It stored the entropy accumulated over a certain period.



["Ah, I need to write a paper."]



The disorder in space-time created by the boy who resolved to develop a gravitational bomb.



Using Maxwell's Forces' ability to reverse it.



The murky sphere becomes clear again, and the boy's mouth returns to its original position.



A new ensemble has formed at this moment.



Even in the virtual ensemble, the boy still—



["Ah, I need to write a paper."]



Was determined to create a weapon that could defeat them.



An indescribable madness could be felt.



Populus split the timeline once more.



["Ah, I need to write a paper."]



Rewinding, rewinding, rewinding.



[[["Ah ah ah, paper paper paper, need to write need to write need to write..."]]]



Rewound hundreds of billions of times.



"..."



Gave up.



["Ah, I need to write a paper!!!!"]



It seemed an unchangeable fixed point had been created. This universe is at least one where the boy is certain about developing a gravitational bomb.



Gravitational bomb.



A single term so frightening it made even the main body sense death.



After experiencing such an unfamiliar sensation, the foreign god Populus soon smiled maliciously.



It's just an empty dream anyway. What good would it do even if he made it?



"Heh, heheh."



He'll cross a path of no return, consumed by madness.



Populus decided to at least offer condolences.



"...Farewell, inferior being."



Because he was a superior life form who knew what a funeral was.



"Oligos, are you there?"



Tsss!



"You called, sir?"



"Do you know why I called only you?"



"..."



"Because I trust you the most. Now..."



A crystallized jewel emerged from Populus's hand.



A golden irregular polyhedron.



It was Maxwell's Forces' possession stone.



"If it's difficult to kill the one I designated directly, watch carefully and use this on someone close to him."



"...A possession stone. What are you planning?"



"I will personally parasitize that person's brain."



Populus cackled.



Family, lover, or friend.



If he loses someone close to him, that youngster will surely break his hollow convictions and crumble.





Chapter 61 - Celestine Incident - Preliminary Skirmish (1)



The final written exam passed in the blink of an eye.



True to the school's efficiency, the results came out immediately.



Eidel was first place again.



Everyone considered this perfectly normal.



Except for one person.



"...Damn it."



Zernya gritted her teeth as she closed the grade report window.



Despite such meticulous planning, she had failed to reclaim first place.



Just one question.



That single question difference created an insurmountable wall between first and second place.



Zernya's gaze turned toward where Eidel and his companions were.



"Brother, you got first place again?"



Seti was praising her brother with an excited smile.



She wasn't even first place herself, yet she wore an expression as if she were.



How could someone be like that?



Zernya couldn't understand.



"Eidel is really good at studying..."



Next to Seti was Rustila, who had caused her great humiliation during the midterms.



The girl who had awakened the Multi-Sword Technique.



She's gotten too arrogant after winning with powers bestowed by the stars.



Zernya frowned and adjusted her scarf.



Rustila spoke.



"...I wish I could have done better like Eidel."



"It's okay. You're doing plenty well, Rustila."



"You think so?"



"Of course. Besides, your strength is in practical skills."



Eidel comforting Rustila for her poor written performance. And Rustila grinning like an idiot as she listened.



Watching this nauseating scene made her stomach acid rise.



Why would anyone seek comfort from others for their own shortcomings?



Is she an idiot?



"...So annoying."



Zernya unconsciously voiced her inner thoughts.



Since Seti was inferior to her in all aspects, including both written and practical skills, she didn't feel particularly threatened.



But Rustila?



As much as she hated to admit it, Rustila had defeated her once.



It irritated her that such an opponent wasn't burning with competitive spirit against Eidel but instead maintained a friendly relationship with him.



What's worse, Rustila would occasionally make light physical contact with Eidel or offer him candy, gradually reducing the distance between them.



Even if she could understand everything else, this behavior was completely incomprehensible.



Thump, thump, thump.



"..."



Feeling the pulsation near her chest, she turned away.



"Damn it..."



Arrhythmia.



Her heart wasn't well.



Just watching Eidel and Rustila talk made her otherwise fine condition feel shattered.



She needed to be in peak condition for the final exam.



Zernya forcibly tore her gaze away from the two.



"Miss Adelbein, there you are."



"Professor Hemmington?"



"Here, draw one."



Her homeroom teacher, Kendra, handed her a lottery box.



"We're taking the exams on different ships in rotation, right?"



"That's right. If you draw number 1, you'll go in order of 2-3-4, if you draw ship 2, then 3-4-1..."



"I know."



Zernya cut off Kendra's explanation and quickly drew a lot.



[Ship 3]



"You'll start with ship 3, then go to 4, 1, and 2 in that order. Understood?"



"...I told you I know."



After drawing the lot, she suddenly became curious.



Which number would Eidel draw?



If he drew the same number 3 as her, that would be good.



Then she could make immediate comparisons in all tests.



"..."



No, why was she thinking about this?



Nothing else mattered. Reclaiming first place was the priority above all else.



Zernya soothed her mind by dwelling on her defeat.



This time, without fail.



Without fail, she was determined to win.



***



The practical portion of the final exam was held at an external location.



Celestine Ships 1, 2, 3, and 4.



Federation warships equipped with numerous combat systems.



They were about 20 years old, though. It would be a stretch to call them the latest vessels.



That's probably why they were here instead of on the battlefield.



Nevertheless, they were clearly marvels of science and technology, abundantly equipped with physical measurement devices and training tools.



Thump, thump.



Rustila's heart raced wildly as she looked up at the four ships floating in the sky.



"Impressive."



Eidel approached and said.



"Being able to take practical exams on ships like these—I'm glad I came to Stellarium. Don't you agree?"



"...Yes."



Rustila nodded shyly.



Her racing heart showed no signs of calming down.



"It's thanks to you," Rustila wanted to tell Eidel.



After all, she had passed the entrance exam thanks to Eidel's advice the night before.






She had also received help during the reassignment test and midterms.



"...Mmh."



She bit her lip.



The memory of the reassignment test suddenly surfaced.



The sensation of that night when they sat close by the campfire created ripples in her mind.



It felt like swimming through soft clouds.



Rustila shook her head desperately.



She looked up at the sky again.



"...Celestine."



Emotions welled up suddenly.



The Celestine ships held great significance in Rustila's life.



Just ten years ago.



When Rustila still lived in the western region, Laplace's Forces invaded from the border zone.



She lost hometown friends, several relatives died, and the planet where Rustila lived was completely devastated.



Just when she thought she and her family would perish there, they were rescued by these very Celestine-class ships.



"..."



After reminiscing about that distant memory, Rustila spoke.



"Eidel."



"What?"



"...Good luck on the exam."



Eidel nodded and replied.



"You too."



Rustila smiled brightly.



Though she smiled outwardly, her inner feelings were unsettled.



Strange. She definitely had more to say.



Yet again, she had only managed the most perfunctory exchange.



While such conversation was normal between friends, Rustila had recently begun to feel this wasn't enough.



[— The "God of Purity and Resolve" smiles gently.]



[— You have received a donation of 5000 coins!]



Though she felt uneasy, nothing else came to mind.



Suddenly, Professor Kendra appeared and held something out.



"Here, Miss Kersil, it's your turn."



It was the lottery box.



Putting aside her regrets, Rustila drew a lot.



After confirming her number, Rustila immediately scanned the area where Eidel was.



Eidel, who had drawn earlier, was checking his lot with Seti.



"What number did you get, brother?"



"Number 4."



"Ah crap, I got 4 too."



"You don't like that?"



"Don't ask such stupid questions."



Seti poked Eidel's side playfully while joking around.



Number 4?



Rustila rubbed her eyes and looked at her own lot again.



[Ship 2]



"..."



For some reason, she felt disappointed.



***



"Hmm, hmm-hmm."



Seti hummed a tune. She was in an excellent mood right now.



[Ship 4]



The same number as her brother.



It was unfortunate to be separated from Rustila, but having Eidel was better than nothing.



Family should stick together. Unity is strength.



For Seti, who had been an outsider in the Rheinland family, Eidel's presence was becoming increasingly special.



However, she didn't show this outwardly.



"This sucks."



Inside the orbital elevator heading to Ship 4.



Seti, now changed into a spacesuit, spoke curtly in front of Eidel.



"What now?"



Eidel glanced at Seti and asked.



"Who knows."



Seti responded smugly.



"Still upset about the 10 million credits I borrowed?"



"...Hmm."



She made a soft nasal sound while looking at Eidel.



The 10 million credit issue wasn't a problem since they had signed a loan agreement.



Actually, she would have accepted it even if Eidel had pocketed the money.



She heard from Sonia that he hadn't gone to the casino at all.



That was enough.



She believed that an Eidel not controlled by foreign gods would surely have used that money for something beneficial.



But she didn't show this outwardly either.



Seti continued to pretend to be upset, teasing Eidel with "hmph, hmph" sounds.



"You think I'm upset?"



"Yeah."



"I'm not."



"Little sister."



She gained a sense of relative superiority over her brother.



It was a kind of compensatory psychology.



There had been Eidel's past misdeeds, and her own marginalization within the family.



She had endured all of that.



Now she wanted to have normal sibling banter and everyday conversations.



Simply put, she was being petulant.



Eidel accepted Seti's petulance with docility.






"What do you want to eat after this is over?"



"How about pizza for a change?"



"Sounds good. With pineapple topping."



"Can't we add olives instead?"



"Pineapple."



"Ha, you tasteless jerk."



In the midst of their back-and-forth conversation.



She felt her ears becoming muffled.



"We've arrived."



Ding! The orbital elevator carrying about a hundred students came to a stop.



[Welcome to Celestine Ship 4.]



The massive battleship Celestine, hundreds of meters tall.



Lights twinkling like stars greeted the Stellarium students.



Seti and Eidel took one step at a time under the bright spotlight.



"Bella?"



Unexpectedly, she saw a familiar face.



"Why are you here?"



"Well, Young Master Eidel instructed me to come."



"...He did?"



Bella was Seti's personal android.



And she wasn't alone.



Click, click.



The sound of footsteps approached as another android in a maid outfit walked forward.



She slightly lifted her skirt and performed an old-fashioned curtsy.



"We meet here, Young Master, Young Miss."



"Sonia is here too... What's going on?"



Seti looked at Eidel with questioning eyes, seeking an explanation.



Clap, clap, clap.



Just then, applause sounded from the front section.



"Everyone! May I have your attention please!"



Dozens of soldiers stood at the front railing.



The person who had clapped to draw attention was a woman with platinum blonde hair and emerald eyes.



Students began to murmur as they noticed the black epaulettes she wore.



"Oh, an Omega-class swordmaster."



"Isn't that one of the Zodiac Twelve?"



Seti knew who this person was.



Naiere Clarke.



The Great Omega-class swordmaster who had mentored Rustila's sister.



One of the Federation's greatest military assets.



"Everyone, I will be co-supervising the exam on Ship 4. Forty-eight S-class and seven EX-class personnel here will serve as staff."



"...!"



"I understand your surprise. There are security issues, you see. Also, we can't risk anything happening to you out here in space."



Naiere said this as she vaulted over the railing.



She landed gracefully from a height of several meters.



"Is Eidel here?"



For some reason, she was looking for her brother.



"I'm here."



Eidel raised his hand.



"Please come over here for a moment."



The two began to have some kind of secret conversation.



Seti tilted her head in confusion.



What could this be about?



She hoped their conversation would end quickly.



She wanted to get on with the practical exam.



Once the finals were over, it would essentially be vacation time. When vacation started, she planned to throw a party with her brother and Rustila.



Laughing and chatting to their hearts' content.



"Hehe."



An involuntary giggle escaped her lips.



Just then.



Swish.



Something quickly passed beneath her feet.



"...!"



Startled, Seti jumped up.



"W-what's that?"



Wobble, wobble.



Something like a golden stone was slithering and rolling around her.



It wasn't the first time she had seen it.



After the reassignment test, when Rustila and her brother had gone missing for a night, she had seen it once.



Clunk.



The wildly rolling stone stopped.



In that moment, Seti's entire body froze stiff.



Her mouth wouldn't open.



She couldn't speak.



Swish.



The bizarrely twisted stone rotated half a turn.



Though it had no eyes, she felt as if it was staring right at her.



The more she looked at it, the more she was drawn in.



"..."



Her mind grew hazy.



Without intending to, her waist bent forward. Her hand moved downward.



She had to pick up the golden stone.



[— You have received 800 pron.]



Fireworks exploded in Seti's mind.



"Ah..."



It's beautiful.





Chapter 62 - Celestine Incident - Preliminary Skirmish (2)



Family.



What is family?



Seti had pondered this question for quite a long time.



To find the answer, she had to consider her birth first.



The reason for Seti's birth was truly nothing special.



"You are a bridge meant to connect the Rheinland and our Adelbein families. Remember this much without fail."



The answer was in what her mother had told her.



Seti's mother had ambition.



It was the ambition to devour the Rheinland family to overcome the sorrow of being born as a daughter of a branch family.



For that to happen, Seti needed to become the head of the Rheinland family.



Perhaps she had been striving since then.



To please her mother.



To fulfill her mother's dream.



To be loved by her own flesh and blood.



It didn't mean rejecting Rheinland and siding with Adelbein.



Both were her relatives—why would she take only one side?



She simply wanted to become great.



She wanted recognition.



She wanted to prove she was more than just a chain born from a contractual marriage.



"What kind of family head is a loveless piece of trash?"



That resolve had been tested frequently.



Eidel was the son born to the first wife of the Rheinland family.



They say his mother died from postpartum complications when he was born.



Perhaps because he grew up without a mother?



His behavior was also vicious.



Hitting her whenever he could, hurling insults, stealing her allowance.



She hated him to death.



But even so, she could endure it.



These were just surface issues.



What she couldn't tolerate was when he dismissed her dreams.



"Stop this nonsense and live normally. What do you think you're doing?"



Around the age of ten, when I declared that someday I would become wealthy and rise to the position of Rheinland family head—that was what Eidel said.



Even after years, Eidel's attitude remained unchanged.



No, rather, his personality began to deteriorate even further.



Bullying, bullying, and more bullying.



At some point, she stopped thinking of him as her brother.



That's how she came to stop considering Eidel as family.



Then what about the others?



Father, mother, other siblings?



"We're busy, Seti. If you need anything, talk to the android here."



Her parents always used work as an excuse to avoid showing their faces.



She thought it was because both were doctors, but it was excessive.



Sometimes they wouldn't come home for over a year.



And that wasn't all.



The other two siblings, excluding Eidel, also subtly avoided Seti.



Later, she realized they were keeping her in check.



The position of family head seemed distant.



At some point, Seti began to harbor the unsettling thought that she was being ostracized by her family.



The only one who assisted her was Bella, an android.



But even she was just a robot in the end.



A mechanical device that only moved as programmed.



In the end, she had no true family. Seti was absolutely, under no circumstances, a being who could be loved by her blood relatives.



"Oh, brother. Stop! It hurts! It hurts, I said! Waaah..."



She spent many days with Eidel, who was born just a year apart.



The memory of Eidel grabbing and pulling her hair while tormenting her.



She wanted to die. She wanted to kill him.



A torrent of negative emotions exploded like fireworks in her head.



No, wait.



This isn't right.



Recently, she couldn't remember feeling such negative emotions...



She didn't understand.



Seti's consciousness went dark.





***





[— Massive Pron fluctuation detected!]



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" is displeased.]



What I had feared began to unfold.



In the distance, where the students were gathered, inky black tentacles were radiating outward like the spines of a growing sea urchin.



No one had time to assess the situation.



The bodies of the students closest to it were pierced through.



"Instructor Clarke!"



"I know."



Instructor Naiere shouted while drawing her plasma sword.



"All troops, prepare for battle!"





***





Ship No. 4 instantly became a scene of chaos.






In fact, we had just intended to warn the students about possible attacks from outer gods after our brief conversation.



But this disaster struck before we could even give that warning.



It was the worst situation.



But that didn't mean we were completely unprepared.



"Everyone to the orbital elevator!"



Under the androids' control, a significant number of students evacuated.



The rescue team quickly extracted injured students.



I wasn't certain, but there hadn't been any fatalities yet.



The Federation's medical technology was advanced enough to revive even brain-dead patients, so people wouldn't die from moderate injuries.



That's what I had to believe.



"Everyone find the possessed body and cut it down!"



Naiere shouted.



She was simultaneously slicing through tentacles flying toward the escape route while calmly directing the soldiers.



As expected of a Great Omega class swordsman.



Despite the sudden crisis, she handled everything efficiently without panicking.



"Young master, please evacuate."



Sonia approached and said.



"If not now, you won't have another chance to escape."



I looked around and asked.



"Where's Seti?"



"Miss Seti is with Bella."



"I'll stay here until I meet Seti."



Sonia frowned.



"That won't do. Young master, you need to survive first..."



"Sonia."



I raised my hand to stop her.



"She's my family."



"..."



"As long as we share the Rheinland name, we're family."



"..."



"Does it make sense for blood siblings to abandon each other and run away?"



"Just a year ago, you would have done exactly that."



Even in this situation, she had to take a jab at me. That was so like Sonia. I smiled faintly and waited right beside Naiere.



After waiting for a few minutes, someone came rushing toward us.



"Bella!"



It was Bella, Seti's personal android.



She fell prostrate before me and bowed her head.



"I have committed an unforgivable sin, young master!"



"What?"



"S-Seti, Miss Seti...!"



After hearing her story, I staggered for a moment.



My mind wasn't flowing clearly.



Even after receiving hundreds or thousands of Pron as compensation from Cartesia, I had never felt this dizzy.



"Where is she? Where is she now?"



I asked.



"T-That's..."



"Won't you tell me quickly?"



"*Sob* *Sob*! She left the bridge and headed for the captain's quarters!"



"The captain's quarters...?"



I looked ahead.



Veteran swordsmen who had come with Instructor Naiere were skillfully cutting away the nest of tentacle vines, clearing the view.



At the end of that line of sight was the door leading to the captain's quarters.



Just as I was about to dash forward,



Naiere grabbed my wrist.



"You idiot! Where do you think you're going?"



"To the captain's quarters!"



"Do you want to die? Leave this to us and go down to the ground! Quickly!"



I shook my head.



"...She's my little sister."



I had made a promise right after possessing this body.



At the very least, I would clean up the mess Eidel had made.



I would restore all broken relationships to at least above average.



Seti was one of them.



I thought we had just returned to our original sibling relationship, and now she might die?



No. I absolutely won't let that happen.



"..."



I stared at Naiere with determined eyes.



She sighed and then spoke.



"Don't go without a plan."



"I do have a plan," I answered.



"It's a bit extreme, but don't be surprised."





***





The captain's quarters.



Through the transparent reinforced glass, a beautiful view of the Milky Way shines.



The girl lowered her hand while admiring the scenery.



Thud.






The two androids serving as captain and first officer collapsed lifelessly.



One had its head split open, and the other was cut in half.



"...Heh."



The girl's lips twisted grotesquely.



Her eyes were unfocused and hazy.



Drool leaked from her mouth.



Her limbs wobbled, and around her, sharp wire-like tentacles writhed like heat haze.



Her movements were generally sluggish, as if she had taken cocaine.



Possession.



The white-haired, golden-eyed girl, Seti von Adelbein Rheinland. The outer god Populus had possessed her body.



["Success."]



It checked its plan.



There were two objectives.



The first was to eliminate a human who dreamed of developing gravitational bombs.



The second was to defeat the timid outer god existing in this peripheral galaxy and obtain a new nest.



By doing so, it would gain the enormous energy emitted by the galaxy.



In fact, the first and second objectives were interconnected.



Because that boy and the outer god were connected.



For some reason, the entity known as an outer god couldn't properly control even one inferior creature.



Even itself could so easily steal a human's mind.



It must be a weak outer god.



Populus thought while loosely manipulating the girl, Seti's body.



It would shake the boy's mental state through this girl, then seize his body through the mental gap that formed.



Then, it would travel backward through the boy's cerebral cortex to invade the black hole where the local guardian lived.



That would be the cleanest way to win.



The avatar bodies would only move if that method failed.



"...You've come."



Click!



The door to the captain's quarters opened, revealing two people.



A Great Omega class swordsman.



And the boy targeted for elimination.



The swordsman would be quite troublesome. She had no small number of background stars.



At least tens of billions.



Honestly, while the main body might handle it, it would be difficult with just a possessed body.



The Omega class swordsman, Naiere, asked Eidel:



"Is that girl your sister?"



"Yes, she is my sister."



Populus, remotely controlling Seti, chuckled.



It had searched through the memories of people on the ship from the past few months, considering who to possess to inflict the greatest damage on that boy.



After searching and searching, it found this girl.



They seemed to have been close for at least a few months.



Of course, memories from before that were filthy like sewage, but for both humans and outer gods, what mattered was the present.



Blood relatives, was it?



She was an irresistibly delicious prey.



Populus decided to begin the performance it had planned.



Step.



"Br-brother..."



It uttered a word through her lips.



"It's... it's me... I..."



It dragged out the words like someone on the verge of death.



This would surely disturb him.



After all, these were the words of his precious only sister.



Even knowing she had become a possessed body, and thus could not be restored to normal.



He would hesitate to attack, thinking that since some consciousness remained, she might still be saved.



Unfortunately, there was no way to save her.



The body had been completely taken over, and the Pron level had been left just barely enough to keep the lifeline attached.



She was essentially brain-dead.



Populus saw this as an opportunity and immediately deployed its tentacles.



"What a pathetic act."



Whoosh!



Naiere swung her sword, cutting down the approaching tentacles in one stroke.



Her expression was indifferent, as if she had faced such monsters many times before.



And her skills were as exceptional as her expression suggested.



"..."



Indeed, even for Populus, withstanding an assault imbued with the will of dozens of star clusters was slightly burdensome.



Moreover, having to win while moving a possessed body made it even more challenging.



That's why it chose the confined space of the captain's quarters to take advantage of the terrain.



Its steel tentacles could freely bend and slide in such a place, always ready to strike from blind spots.



On the other hand, if Naiere used a powerful technique deliberately, the ship's hull would be torn apart, making the situation more unfavorable.



It was confident of victory.



"Heh."



Populus deployed its tentacles once more while examining the face of the inferior species called Eidel or whatever.



Soon, Naiere swept away the tentacles that attacked for the second time—



And Eidel, who had slipped through the gap, was now at close range.



"...Brother?"



Sensing something strange, Populus hurriedly tried to create distance, but it was too late.



A caliper was falling onto Seti's head.





Chapter 63 - Celestine Incident - Preliminary Skirmish (3)



Seti's neck twisted sideways as the caliper struck her.



Simultaneously, an indescribable powerful shock shook Populus's black hole.



The outer god's main body twisted violently.



["Kuhack!"]



My consciousness grew faint.



How on earth...?



There was no rule that said the main body would take damage when the possessed body was struck.



I'd never heard of such a thing.



["I, that I..."]



To allow a hit.



My joints twisted in anger.



But before I could think, the next strike followed.



Thwack!



["Kuk!"]



A hot sensation spread through the frontal lobe that governed thought.



As Seti's temple was struck, something like muddy water burst from Populus's head like an oil geyser.



Thwack!



The third strike.



Populus rolled around inside the black hole. His divine form flew to the boundary of the black hole and crashed.



It hurts.



But more than that, it feels disgusting.



That I, of all beings, would take effective hits from such an inferior life form?



It was inconceivable.



Step.



["..."]



Step, step.



The eerie footsteps felt through the possessed body's ears.



The target that he had originally decided to hunt now looked down coldly at him through the screen.



He opened his mouth.



"You damn bitch."



A single word spat out.



Populus momentarily doubted his auditory organs.



"You keep interfering until the end."



["...!"]



"Just die."



Eidel, gripping the caliper with both hands, took a striking stance.



Faced with the instantaneous terror that followed, Populus unconsciously rewound time.



***



Second attempt.



Once might be a fluke. He needed to try the same approach again.



1. He seized the girl's body.



2. To take advantage of the terrain, he moved to the narrow captain's cabin.



At least up to this point, it was identical to the first time.



He organized his thoughts while waiting for the two people to appear.



"Young master, this way is the captain's cabin."



They've already arrived.



Populus positioned the possessed body under the same conditions and double-checked the sequence of his plan.



Bang!



The door opened and two people entered.



No, two people plus one robot entered.



"Miss Seti, are you alright?"



["..."]



"...Oh dear."



The android with dark sea-blue hair frowned upon seeing the possessed body.



Everything else was the same.



Things had just become more troublesome.



This time he would need to attack more carefully—



Clang!



***



Third round.



The mood was fucking terrible.



First of all, the physical abilities of the possessed body, Seti von Rheinland, were far too weak.



Her intelligence was excellent, especially with a brain suited for handling wealth, but that was a useless discussion at this point after possession.



In any case, it was disadvantageous for launching diverse attacks.



Therefore, he decided to ask his loyal servant Oligos to find a new body.



The goal was to confuse Eidel and create a mental crack. By exploiting that gap and seizing the body, he could defeat even the outer god that had already attached itself.



However, after just two attempts, he realized that boy was no ordinary person.



He showed no mercy even to his own sister.



So who should he possess?



["Hmm."]



Before causing the incident, Populus pondered carefully, even swallowing his saliva.



The blonde ponytail girl was close to Eidel but had a constellation, making possession impossible.






The silver-haired purple-eyed girl seemed to be in an adversarial relationship, so there was no reason to possess her.



The teacher?



["...He wouldn't budge for someone like that either."]



He had beaten his own flesh and blood mercilessly, let alone someone else.



No matter how he thought about it, following the original plan seemed to have the highest chance of success.



There was an android that seemed close to him, perhaps that one could—



***



So, which attempt was this now?



It must have been over 100 times.



Counting had become tiresome.



He simply kept overturning unsatisfactory results until a victorious future emerged.



"Student, she's still your sister! What are you doing?"



Occasionally, Naiere would try to stop Eidel.



He liked these irregular patterns.



Around the 2 millionth attempt, the jackpot hit.



That Sonia or whatever troublemaker wasn't there.



Naiere, who usually cut off the possessed body's tentacles with a single stroke, had accidentally twisted her ankle on the way.



She even actively restrained Eidel.



"Your sister can still speak. That means her will remains! I'll subdue her myself, so step back and don't do anything strange!"



"No."



"Eidel!"



"This is my family's business. Please don't interfere."



"Listen to me! If the Pron value is below 800, we can take her to the Spirit Grove and save her!"



Internal conflict had finally broken out.



This was an excitingly welcome case.



He didn't know how he had captured this opportunity.



He absolutely, absolutely could not fail.



"Sob, brother, brother..."



The possessed body began to stagger, wailing more desperately than in any previous iteration.



After shedding a flood of fake tears until the tear ducts ran dry, she spoke to the approaching Eidel.



"Don't, don't hit me."



"..."



"It hurts when you hit me."



"..."



"...Are you going to hit me?"



"Yeah."



Clang!



***



100 million times.



["Let's give up."]



Despite all these attempts, Eidel's attitude remained consistent.



No matter when he possessed.



No matter whom he possessed.



No matter where he possessed.



No matter how he acted.



He tried to eliminate the possessed body without mercy or compassion.



Once Eidel showed no signs of wavering, that iteration became essentially useless.



["...Things aren't going as planned."]



But the entire plan wasn't ruined.



Once he moved to the next timeline, it would be difficult to return due to causality, but at this point, it was right to let go.



["Can't be helped."]



If he didn't like it, he could just kill everyone in a short engagement.



In other words, a declaration of all-out war against the outer god ruling this galaxy.



It needed to end quickly. He also had to mind the hostile outer gods around his base.



And that's why he had dispatched avatar bodies here in advance.



"Children, move."



As Populus's command fell, time began to move forward.



***



[— You have escaped from the hostile outer god's 'Interval Repetition'.]



[— 'Orchestra of Mud and Flesh' has abandoned the possessed body and fled the scene.]



[— You have acquired 10,000 Pron as a reward for defeating it!]



Bella held the unconscious Seti, who was foaming at the mouth.



"Sob, hic... I'm sorry, miss... I'm so sorry..."



The outer god had possessed her and then left.



It seems it tried to take a hostage, but fled hastily after seeing me strike a few blows.



But this wouldn't be the end.



A preliminary skirmish.



In other words, it was merely testing the waters.



Now that the best strategy didn't work, it would bring out the next one.



As I was thinking about what that might be, Naiere and Sonia approached.



Sonia spoke first.






"All students except the young master have been evacuated."



"Casualties?"



"Twelve seriously injured, thirty-eight with minor injuries, no fatalities."



"Good."



So far, things were acceptable.



So far.



After briefly conversing with Sonia, I met eyes with Instructor Naiere.



She seemed to demand an explanation for my eccentric behavior just now.



There was no time for lengthy words.



"...Outer gods."



I conveyed only the essentials concisely.



"When they encounter a pattern they can't understand, they become confused."



"..."



"Strike at that opening, and you can repel them without much difficulty."



"Why on earth?"



Naiere asked with a frown.



Her eyes demanded further explanation.



She was asking how I knew such things.



"The only way to drive back an outer god is to sear it with Aether while under the protection of stars..."



"...is what they say, but that's not the only way."



"That explanation is insufficient."



"For now, just know this. Outer gods are, after all, living beings."



Naiere laughed sharply.



"You mean cancer cells are also life, that sort of thing?"



Putting on a straight face, I checked Seti's pulse as Bella held her.



[Seti von Rheinland: 990/1000]



[Psychological state: — (Cannot confirm psychology due to critical condition and unconsciousness.)]



Pron value 990.



This was near death.



When a possessed body dies, the possession is automatically broken. The outer god wouldn't try to possess her again, as it would mean certain death.



"...Eidel, it would be best to take your sister to the Spirit Grove."



"You mean the place where one formally receives the constellation's blessing?"



"Yes."



Naiere continued calmly.



"If the Pron received from the outer god stopped at a certain level, recovery is possible just by contracting with a constellation. Of course, it will cost a fortune, and if madness sets in, there will be restrictions on employment and such..."



I sighed upon hearing those words.



According to the novel, that threshold was around 800.



In other words, at values around 900, even the constellation's help would be meaningless.



The one fortunate thing was that Pron values don't change in an unconscious state. As long as she doesn't wake up, Seti will remain in a body neither living nor dead.



Either way, a problem had arisen.



How could one lower the Pron value?



"Bella."



I gave an order.



"Take my sister to a hospital in the Rheinland territory. Preferably the one closest to the Spirit Grove."



"Ah, yes!"



"Be sure to contact Father and Mother."



For now, she needed to be moved to a safe place.



All that remained was to read and respond to the outer god's next move.



Just as I thought that, the mission window updated before my eyes.



[— 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' is angry because her plans were thwarted.]



[— As an apostle of the 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity', you must accomplish the following:]



[Ship 1 - Defeat avatar body 'Lüzlaktia' (0/1)]

[Ship 2 - Defeat avatar body 'Yoodl' (0/1)]

[Ship 3 - Defeat avatar body 'Meirem' (0/1)]

[Ship 4 - Defeat avatar body 'Oligos' (0/1)]



A new task from Cartesia.



As someone who clearly uses both carrot and stick, she had provided substantial rewards and punishments for success and failure.



[Success: Cartesia's gravity package filled with love (>∇<)]

[Failure: You'd better look forward to it :)]



"What is this?"



[— Notice: Detected a rapid change in Pron value!]



"And what's this now?"



"Young master, anyway, you should come with me to a safe place..."



Boom!



The ship began to shake.



Before Sonia could finish speaking, my body floated up.



"What, what is this?"



"Damn it, it's the outer god's doing."



The ship was advancing without any particular operation.



Moving away from the gravity field held by the mother planet, into the free space of zero gravity.



["Strike, Oligos."]



Crash!



The glass window of the captain's cabin shattered.





Chapter 64 - Celestine Incident - Ship No. 1 (1)



[Warning. Hull damage detected.]



Air moves as the window shatters. Wind blows.



[Abnormal acceleration detected. The vessel is malfunctioning due to unknown causes.]



[Switching to manual operation mode.]



[Unable to switch!]



Having escaped AI control, the ship triggered its sirens as a last resort. The blaring sirens spewed red light.



WHOOSH!



My body tilted backward. The acceleration counteracted gravity. I couldn't control my body at all.



"Young master!"



Sonia and Bella shouted simultaneously. I reached out my hand, but only grasped empty air.



I was already too late.



I had been too close to the window while dealing with the foreign god possessing Seti. Even the slightest acceleration was enough to separate me from the ship's system.



"Instructor!"



I shouted toward Naiere.



"Please take care of Seti!"



"...!"



Sonia's figure gradually disappeared. Her mouth moved, but I couldn't hear anything she said.



[Vacuum state detected.]



[Automatically deploying suit helmet for protection.]



Spinning like a first-class acrobat, I soon found myself far from Ship No. 4.



And so I became a space orphan.



This is bad.



If my spacesuit runs out of oxygen, or if an avatar appears, it's all over.



It's been a while since I've felt my life in danger.



I took slow breaths and looked around.



Floating on the waves of space, I gradually felt myself being pulled.



That's right.



I was falling toward the mother planet.



***



"..."



Accepting that Eidel was gone, Naiere gritted her teeth and left the captain's room.



[Activating bulkhead.]



Now there was no way to return to the captain's room.



Whether Eidel was alive or dead remained unknown. Naiere rubbed her heavy chest.



"I'm sorry, you."



"Please call me Sonia."



"Right, Sonia."



Four people had returned: Sonia, Naiere, the unconscious Seti, and her personal android, Bella.



"Captain!"



Swordsmen with red epaulets came running.



"All students have been evacuated. But what on earth is happening?"



Everyone, including Naiere, started floating.



"Zero gravity state."



"We seem to have left the mother planet's orbit."



"It's the foreign god's doing. They're planning to isolate us and cook us slowly."



At Naiere's words, Bella swallowed hard. She asked anxiously:



"Um, Instructor? What should we do now?"



"We fight."



"F-fight?"



Naiere surveyed her surroundings.



The ship was quiet. Strangely, very quiet.



Such silence usually harbors madness.






[— The 'Aquarius' background constellation has detected the presence of flesh vessels!]



Just like now.



RUMBLE!



The electrical wires forming the ship twisted bizarrely. They writhed like snakes, raising their heads.



"It seems they're trying to incarnate into the ship."



Naiere quickly assessed the available forces.



Excluding herself, a Great Omega class, there were eight EX-class swordsmen who could be effective.



Naiere pointed at Seti and ordered:



"Split into two squads. First squad follows me, second squad protects this girl. Understood?"



"Yes!"



SHING. Naiere and four swordsmen drew their swords and preheated them.



[— The avatar of 'Orchestra of Mud and Flesh,' <Oligos>, has descended.]



Ink-black tentacles crawled up the interior of the hull like ivy. The world darkened. The spaceship was being consumed by madness and terror.



She charged her blade with the constellation's energy. Aether rushed forward, releasing fierce flashes.



Soon, the mass of tentacles crawling along the walls lunged at them.



***



Ship No. 1.



An incident occurred during the 100-meter dash measurement.



One student collapsed just before the finish line and couldn't get up.



Welton thought the student had suffered a heart attack and was relieved to see emergency personnel being deployed.



Even when other students began collapsing one after another.



"W-what's happening?"



The fallen students began bleeding profusely, as if shot. Only then did the EX-class swordsman in charge of Ship No. 1's security shout:



"We're under attack. Prepare for battle!"



As the order was given, the sound of swords being preheated erupted everywhere. Their movements were unified, showing no signs of panic.



It was as if the soldiers had foreseen this situation and came prepared.



"Everyone, we're under monster attack!"



"Please evacuate to the orbital elevator!"



On the railing above, slender-legged monstrosities appeared and began attacking students. The ship instantly fell into chaos. The swordsmen swung their blades relentlessly to control the panicking students.



Welton calmly headed toward the orbital elevator following the android's instructions. Though he didn't know what was happening, he had vaguely predicted something since seeing the EX-class swordsmen.



THUD. A male student bumped Welton's shoulder as he rushed past.



"I-I don't want to die! Move!"



"Don't run! There's a risk of being crushed!"



"I said move!"



The male student reached the orbital elevator first. His face contorted with joy. But the contortion was more severe than expected.



"Ugh, urrrgh."



The student groaned. The next moment—RIIIP! The skin of his face was torn apart sideways and ripped off.



AAAAARGH!



A red-epauletted swordsman who heard the scream rushed over and swung his sword.



SNAP! The sound of thread breaking.



"Are you alright? Oh, he's fainted."



Fortunately, he wasn't dead. But even so, the witnesses had to endure a horrifying experience.



Welton frowned.



"...Threads?"



Thin, sharp threads like copper wire were spread throughout the elevator entrance and elsewhere.



"Everyone, don't move carelessly. You could all be seriously injured if you're not careful."



This was fear of a different dimension. The resolute faces of the swordsmen were the students' only sanctuary.



The white squad captain, Lucardo, shouted:



"All S-class focus on protecting the students! EX-class divide into six squads of four each—two squads secure the elevator's safety. The remaining four squads come with me to strike the avatar!"



THUD, THUD, THUD!



Even now, students were collapsing one by one.



"Avatar? Did he just say avatar?"






"Why us of all people!"



"Ah, aah."



Mezulen clutched Kristin's arm tightly with a terrified face. Her group approached Welton and asked:



"What on earth is happening?"



"...I don't know either."



"Avatars aren't supposed to appear in places like this. They're rarely found on the frontlines, so why..."



As the three Elite Class students gathered, more familiar faces approached.



Mathers and James joined them.



"Shit, what the hell is going on?"



Mathers cursed.



"Everyone, calm down. Nothing will be accomplished if we just panic."



James spoke calmly.



"James is right. For now, we should clear the threads from the orbital elevator and go down to the ground to request help..."



SNAP. Kristin's words stopped abruptly.



Her eyes lost their vitality.



"Kris?"



Mezulen grabbed Kristin's arm and shook her. No response. Mezulen's face filled with terror.



"S-stop joking around. W-why are you like this too?"



THUD.



Kristin collapsed. The back of her spacesuit gradually turned red.



["Y-you shouldn't leave..."]



A stammering voice came from behind.



At the highest point of the ship.



A monster with a spider's lower body and a woman's upper body hung from the glass ceiling, looking down at Welton's group.



She was playing cat's cradle with her hands while sneering.



["The main star ordered me to find and kill that boy..."]



Her eight eyes scattered red light.



What they felt was madness. Or the presence of a foreign god.



["N-nice to meet you everyone. I am Copper Thread Lüzlaktia..."]



As if indirectly receiving a foreign god.



["Although I'm the weakest in our family... yes, but I'll try my best...?"]



"Ugh!"



Mental pain.



Welton swallowed back the bile rising in his throat. Without a constellation, just looking at her made his head throb.



He had to escape. Reason screamed so. Welton forcibly moved his feet that refused to budge.



["Oh...? Where are you going?"]



FLINCH. His body trembled.



His entire body shuddered at the thought that he might have made the wrong decision.



["The elevator is, um, under maintenance. Use prohibited..."]



This was aimed at the students who were trying to descend via the elevator with the swordsmen's help. The avatar who introduced herself as Lüzlaktia bent and straightened her finger joints.



["But, I-I am merciful...!"]



No doubt about it. She clearly intended to finish off the students trying to escape first.



["I'll let those who've already boarded go...!"]



As the spider avatar was saying this—



CRASH!



The ceiling she was hanging from shattered, and a person fell through.



["Sigh... have the other ships already been dealt with...? I-I need to work harder too...!"]



At that moment.



CRUNCH!



The person, heavily armored in a suit, twisted their body like an acrobat and stomped directly on Lüzlaktia's abdomen. In their hand was a silver-charged caliper.



["Huh...?"]



Lüzlaktia let out a stupid sound.





Chapter 65 - Celestine Incident - Ship No. 1 (2)



Eidel spotted a ship as he fell toward the mother planet.



Another Celestine warship.



Judging by its appearance, it's Ship No. 1.



[─ The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' is concerned about your injuries.]



[─ The outer god forcibly took 500 Pron.]



[─ In return, you received <Impact Resistance (Major)>.]



I'm not sure if my suit will hold, but it's a better option than burning up in the planet's atmosphere.



I took out my Calipers and swung them.



Crash! The glass shattered and air rushed in.



After falling in zero gravity, the sudden resistance made it impossible to control my body. Flailing in the turbulence, I instinctively searched for something to grab onto.



Just then, I spotted a spider monster.



No, is it a Divine Avatar?



I noticed a perfect target hanging in mid-air, ideal for stabbing and grabbing.



["Kyaaaaaaah─!"]



Right after putting my thought into action, a terrible scream erupted from the Divine Avatar's mouth.



[─ You've landed an effective hit on Divine Avatar 'Lüzlaktia'.]



I see. So this is the Divine Avatar that appeared on Ship No. 1. It seems to have manifested earlier than expected.



Anyway, I need to deal with this quickly.



I looked down to assess the situation. Skilled swordsmen were preparing to attack.



"Now!"



[─ The 'God of Talent and Preservation' grants EX-grade conversion <Strong Sword>.]



The first strike begins.



Snap! The thread Lüzlaktia was manipulating broke.



[─ The 'God of Surface and Embrace' uses EX-grade conversion <Meteor>.]



Boom! A sword energy like a falling star flies toward her.



It was a feint targeting the thread she was hanging from, not the Divine Avatar's main body.



There was no time to adjust. Lüzlaktia and I fell helplessly downward.



"Keep pushing!"



The real attack was just beginning.



[─ The 'God of Suppression and Control' infuses EX-grade conversion <Polyphonic Sword Energy> into the blade!]



[─ The 'God of Disruption and Tolerance' infuses EX-grade conversion <Polyphonic Sword Energy> into the blade!]



[─ The 'God of Aspiration and Advancement' infuses EX-grade conversion <Polyphonic Sword Energy> into the blade!]



Polyphonic Sword Energy. A technique that directly imbues the blade with constellation energy based on the Body Star.



Turning one's sword into a sacred relic is the ultimate level that distinguishes between EX-grade and S-grade.



Sacred relics are effective against Divine Avatars. The active stellar energy greatly disrupts the anti-Aether energy created by Pron.



Now, this spider monster faced the crisis of being eliminated before it could properly move.



["Do, do you think I'll just let this happen...?"]



Lüzlaktia spun new threads.



She created a spider web, sparse but strong.



A vast network covered the spaceship. And starlight shot upward from below to counter it.



Whoosh!



The boundary between ceiling and floor. Starlight and madness clashed, tearing at each other.



This was my only chance.



["Th-that level of attack won't work...! My threads are extremely tough... Kyaa!"]



With quick judgment, I drove my Calipers into Lüzlaktia's chest.



[─ You've landed an effective hit on Divine Avatar 'Lüzlaktia'.]



["W-who are you...?!"]



Lüzlaktia reached out to remove me. I need to stab once more and get away.



[─ You've landed an effective hit on Divine Avatar 'Lüzlaktia'.]






["Th-this is...!"]



[─ Divine Avatar 'Lüzlaktia' uses <Paralyzing Thread>.]



That should be enough. I let myself fall into the void, satisfied, knowing that going further might get me killed.



"Student!"



[─ The 'God of Embrace and Stability' uses A-grade conversion <Target Deceleration>.]



A leap of faith. Two swordsmen gently caught me as I fell. Lüzlaktia's thread grazed just above my helmet. My heart sank.



"That was close to being fucked."



If I'd been 0.1 seconds slower, my head would have been gone. I keep realizing that my skills are woefully inadequate against Divine Avatars.



"Student, are you alright?"



"Thanks to you, I survived."



I removed my helmet and shook my head.



[According to the automatic management system, bulkheads are activating to normalize hull pressure.]



Just then, thick steel walls rose behind the glass window I had broken through. The pressure normalized. Gravity was clearly felt. Yes, people really should stand on solid ground.



"Where did you come from?"



"Ship No. 4."



I quickly explained to the swordsmen what had happened on Ship No. 4. They seemed surprised but adapted quickly. As expected of those who've been on the front lines.



"Understood. Please go over there for now."



Following their guidance, I temporarily retreated to where students were gathered.



"Eidel?"



There I met Welton.



"You, you really have a unique way of making an entrance now."



"I suppose so."



"So, what exactly happened?"



I told him a story similar to what I'd told the swordsmen.



He clearly didn't believe me.



The swordsmen were gaining the upper hand against Lüzlaktia. Seeing the increasingly favorable situation, the students looked relieved.



So I had time to reunite with Welton and everyone else. Mathers was frowning deeply, while James remained characteristically calm.



The problem was Mezulen.



"W-what do we do? Kris will live, right? Right?"



Welton examined Kristin with gritted teeth. Apparently, she had been attacked by that Divine Avatar before I arrived. Blood was slowly seeping from her back.



"All we can do is first aid."



"Please, the bleeding needs to stop..."



"Damn it, she'll be fine. She will."



Mezulen was sobbing. And Mathers was comforting her.



Classmates who had been on equal footing were now supporting each other through this ordeal.



I looked at the Calipers in my hand.



This was a moment when my role became important.



["Yes, you...! It was you...! The one the Master told me to eliminate...!"]



Hearing a growling sound, I looked up. An enraged Lüzlaktia glared at me with eight eyes.



So I've been marked.



The game ends here.



[─ Using <Thought Acceleration>.]



I braced for impact.



["I-if I just take you down...! Mission complete...!"]



The spider monster, battered and tattered from the EX-grade swordsmen's attacks, climbed back to the ceiling. Then, using her web as a hook, she began flying toward me.



Damn, she's incredibly fast.



I ran away screaming.



["D-don't run away...!"]



[─ Divine Avatar 'Lüzlaktia' draws out <Adamantine Thread>.]






A silver thread flew toward me. Judging by its trajectory, it was aiming for the back of my head.



Its path was easily blocked. An EX-grade swordsman appeared in front of me and twisted his sword to intercept the adamantine thread.



But.



The thread didn't break.



"No...?"



["I-it's useless...! That thread uses my core as a medium...! It's connected to my mind, so of course it's strong! You can't cut it with such clumsy attacks...!"]



Wait. She uses her core as a medium? It's connected to her mind?



I figured out how to defeat her.



["D-die quickly...!"]



Whoosh!



Another thread bypassed the swordsman and targeted me.



No one was in a position to help me.



Of course, while I was chatting with my friends, that Divine Avatar had spawned a bunch of monster offspring.



Everyone was busy fighting one of them.



"Student! Dodge!"



I needed to hold out for at least a few seconds until they finished dealing with the monsters.



I rolled with all my might.



[─ Divine Avatar 'Lüzlaktia' uses <Moving Thread>.]



Threads everywhere I tried to escape. If even one touches my body, it's game over. If not for the 'Thought Acceleration' skill making the world appear 10 times slower, I would have been dead long ago.



["W-where are you running to...! Give up and d-die quietly...!"]



[─ Divine Avatar 'Lüzlaktia' uses <Adamantine Thread>.]



Damn, I was wrong. This one is much denser than what I've been dodging so far.



She's clearly determined to kill me now.



I have no choice.



I have to gamble.



I swung my Calipers at the adamantine thread.



["...Kyaaaaaaaaaah!"]



Splat!



Two of Lüzlaktia's eight eyes burst.



[─ You've dealt a critical hit to Divine Avatar 'Lüzlaktia'!]



["How, how is this...!"]



Oily tears dripped down.



So I was right.



The core is the source of a Divine Avatar's power and mind.



And these "Wisdom Calipers" I received from Cartesia are a cheat item that attacks consciousness, regardless of what kind of being the target is.



Lüzlaktia vomited black liquid and collapsed.



"First squad, deploy!"



The EX-grade swordsmen seized the opportunity, pulling out available forces to pound Lüzlaktia.



But she was no ordinary opponent.



Even with severe injuries, she wove adamantine threads to defend herself.



While she was locked in a power struggle with four swordsmen, a student cautiously approached from behind.



A petite girl with short green hair.



Mezulen was also a girl who had contracted with a constellation, though not particularly strong. She was approaching Lüzlaktia's blind spot, tightly gripping her sword.



[─ The 'God of Courage and Dismantling' infuses Mezulen Hueritia with brave courage.]



In that moment, her eyes flashed.



"Y-you'll pay for what you did to Kris...!"



Mezulen thrust her sword into Lüzlaktia's spinnerets.



Squelch!



Lüzlaktia's waist arched like a bow.





Chapter 66 - Celestine Incident - Ship No. 1 (3)



Mezulen will become a xenobiologist in the future.



Though Maxwell's Forces are said to be filled with steel monsters, their basic structure resembles organic beings. Unlike Darwin's Legion, they don't multiply infinitely, but they have the strengths and weaknesses of living creatures.



The characteristics, habits, and weaknesses of spiders.



Mezulen knew them all. Because she knew them, she could unhesitatingly drive her Plasma Sword into Lüzlaktia's spinnerets.



["Hnngh..."]



Looking at the avatar making such vulgar sounds, I was certain.



Lüzlaktia's core was definitely in her spinnerets. And as if to prove my deduction, a status window appeared.



[— Avatar 'Lüzlaktia' has received a critical hit.]



Pop!



The sound of eyeballs bursting. Two of Lüzlaktia's eight eyes couldn't withstand the pressure and melted like honey. A thick, black liquid oozed out like tar.



["W-who, who just... Who did that?!"]



A heavy mechanical sound reverberated through the hull. An overwhelming presence. Mezulen hiccupped and quickly hid herself.



Being small makes it easier to disappear into the crowd.



Of course, even if Lüzlaktia discovered her, she couldn't chase after Mezulen. She had already taken critical damage, and the EX-class swordsmen were keeping her in check.



["Eek, eek! I-I won't let go...!"]



She seemed to have lost a lot of health, as her four pairs of legs just twitched without being able to move properly.



"Cut off her legs!"



The swordsmen brought their swords down on the avatar's legs. Lüzlaktia blocked them using her threads. It was her adamantine silk, spun with her last desperate effort.



And then, something unexpected happened.



["E-even if it costs me my life..."]



She looked at me and said.



["I'll kill at least you...!"]



Those words were her final declaration. The avatar's own death. But in exchange, she would scatter massive amounts of Pron. She would soon become death itself, the destroyer of this ship.



[— Avatar 'Lüzlaktia' is weaving <Life Thread>.]



Pop! The remaining four eyes of the avatar burst. Her face, forearms, and eight legs melted into a sludge.



A final attack performed by burning away her life.



["D-die...!"]



Crack!



Copper wires pulled taut. A web covering the entire ship. She sacrificed herself to turn every metal component in this ship into a weapon.



"Everyone, fall back!"



The swordsmen who sensed something wrong created distance. An avatar's suicide was a rare occurrence. Even experienced veterans would be caught off guard.



Anyway, there was only one way to stop this rampage.



[— Area attack <Heavenly Quake> is imminent! 3 seconds...]



Extract the core before the technique activates.



"Ha."



When I came to my senses, my body was already moving ahead of my thoughts.



A life-or-death gamble. Adrenaline raced through my brain. Extracting Lüzlaktia's core was similar to defusing a time bomb.



The survival instinct etched into my bones screamed for me to back off.



But.



I had to stop it. I could do it.



I moved to Lüzlaktia's blind spot as she was dying. Then I thrust my calipers into her spinnerets.



[— 13500 Pron has been spent.]



[— Using EX-class conversion, <Total Mental Failure>.]



Click.



I felt something.






The core.



***



[— Congratulations! You have defeated Avatar 'Lüzlaktia'.]



[— You have acquired 100,000 Pron as a defeat reward.]



[— You have acquired an additional 15,000 Pron as a collaboration reward.]



The swordsmen earned coins, and I received Pron.



Luckily, since I dealt the final blow, my income was several times more than expected. Quite lucrative.



"How about investing in vitality?"



"Strength isn't bad either."



I overheard the swordsmen chatting as they wrapped things up.



I wish I could improve my physical abilities like them. Unfortunately, Pron can only affect the mind.



The rewards didn't end there.



"Here's the avatar's core."



I handed the core extracted from Lüzlaktia's spinnerets to the white-haired captain.



"Quite large. Good, student. We'll take care of this."



"Are you sending it to a research facility?"



"It's nothing more than a trophy to us anyway. Why would we want to keep something so creepy?"



The white-haired captain laughed heartily. The look in his eyes as he gazed at me was unusual.



Before he could say anything, I took out a note.



"If you're sending it to a research institute, please use this address. It's an email that goes through the Stellarium Physics Department research lab."



"I appreciate the suggestion, but we have procedures to follow. If we don't report to the government, we could be arrested for embezzlement."



"Stellarium is a government institution too."



"Student, I see you're quite clever."



The email I provided was none other than Professor Feynman's contact. It wasn't necessary to route through that email, but if they did, it would greatly help in reducing the time needed to analyze the properties.



The more avatar cores we have, and the faster the analysis is done, the more it helps with graviton bomb research. If we learn how to destroy the inner shell of the core, we can also increase the destructive power of warheads that reach black holes.



After a moment's consideration, the white-haired captain took my note.



"Anyway, the casualty count is complete, and you've done well. May I ask your name?"



"It's Eidel."



"Yes, Eidel. I'm Lucardo. Your abilities are truly exceptional. That weapon in your hand seems to have special powers. Was it bestowed by a Patron Deity?"



Lucardo asked, pointing at my calipers. I briefly answered yes. Lucardo remarked with admiration.



"It has an interesting form. It seems to possess special power against avatars."



"You knew?"



"After years of living by the sword, how could I not know? By the way, you seem to be loved by a quite high-ranking Patron Deity."



"What do you mean?"



"Such weapons aren't easily obtained. You need sufficient communion with a Patron Deity. At minimum, trust, acceptance, and love are required. It's essentially a gift received only by those who have a deep relationship, like sworn siblings or spouses."



That's quite an elaborate backstory.



But I received this not long after meeting Cartesia.



I guess this doesn't apply to foreign deities.



"Student Eidel."



Lucardo looked at me with a curious gaze and said.



"Would you consider joining the military?"



"That would be difficult because of graduate school."



Lucardo frowned deeply. What's wrong? I don't think I said anything offensive. He raised the corners of his mouth bitterly.



"Ah, right. Well, good work. We've fixed the orbital elevator, so go down to the lobby with your friends. We'll just check if there's anything wrong with the aircraft and come down soon."



"Thank you for your consideration."






After giving a formal greeting to the soldier, I got into the elevator. With this, the commotion on the first floor was over.



But it wasn't completely over.



Ships 2, 3, and 4 still remained. The avatars appearing there must also be thoroughly defeated. Whether I kill them or someone else does.



Such conditions didn't seem to matter. While I was lost in various thoughts, Welton poked my shoulder.



"Kristin should have seen you."



"Why?"



"She's always calling you corrupt or whatever. Doesn't this prove you weren't admitted through backdoor connections? True skill can't be faked, I tell you."



I sighed. Though he was joking around, Welton hadn't fully relaxed yet. For ordinary people, encountering an avatar without a constellation is a terrifying memory in itself.



"By the way, what exactly are you?"



Welton asked. He was probably asking based on all the unusual things I'd done from the reassignment test until now.



When it's difficult to answer, I deflect with a smile. Instead, I changed the subject.



"Just worry about Kristin."



"I am."



Welton's expression crumpled. Kristin had been taken to the emergency room. Since her survival was uncertain, we could only pray, whether gods existed or not.



"She's a pretty good kid, and it would be a shame if she died like this. She needs to live. She still has a year and a half left to graduate."



Hearing those words, I lowered my head. Mezulen, leaning on the opposite side, sighed with a twitching face. It didn't seem like the right time to talk to her.



It wasn't just her. Everyone was too exhausted to speak much. I too kept my mouth shut to organize my thoughts unless someone asked me something.



I could hear Mathers and James talking.



"I heard the other ships are in chaos too. All communications are down. We somehow survived, but I'm worried about what will happen to the students there."



"What can we do? Those who'll live will live, and those who'll die will die."



Mathers' responses were consistently blunt. His tone was laced with irritation. But looking at his face, you could tell. His emotions were in extreme turmoil.



"Kids, we're at the first floor. Get out."



Enabeth, the EX-class swordsman escorting us, said. Only then did life slowly return to the faces of the students who had been keeping silent.



And what awaited us after returning to the mother planet was...



"W-what is this?"



Flickering lights damaged beyond repair. Liquid splattered irregularly. The pungent smell of blood, and cool, musty air.



Human limbs scattered everywhere. Irregularly twisted pillars distorted the original space. Around them, eyeballs that had lost their owners rolled around like balls.



"F-fuck."



Mathers cursed.



"What the hell is this goddamn scene?"



"Ah, aah."



Thud.



Female students lost strength in their legs and collapsed. Mezulen also covered her mouth with a tearful expression.



"N-no..."



It was truly a desolate scene.



[— Due to the effect of <Mental Stability>, emotional disturbance has been offset. You maintain your normal mental state.]



Caught me off guard.



I clicked my tongue and was the first to exit the elevator. Enabeth, who had been standing there with a stunned expression, finally drew her sword and moved.



I asked Enabeth.



"Weren't there EX-class swordsmen in the lobby?"



"Yes. About one squad."



"Then does this make sense? Shouldn't EX-class be able to hold their own against avatars to some extent?"



"Wait a minute..."



Her wandering eyes stopped at a certain point as I pressed her. Only then did I also sense something was wrong.



The bodies of the swordsmen were nowhere to be seen.
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Following the muddy puddle with my eyes, I could see the bodies of several people. Medical staff, security, facility managers, even teachers.



Among them, there were no Inspectors.



Literally not a single one to be seen.



"I heard they had deployed plenty of personnel here?"



Since EX-rank Inspectors were relatively rare assets, they said they had stationed only four in the lobby and sent the rest up to the ships. Besides them, there was also a company-sized unit composed entirely of S-rank Inspectors.



"All those Inspectors just vanished?"



"I-I don't know what's going on either. Anyway, this isn't the time to stand around. We need to find survivors first."



The Inspectors from Ship No. 1 who had joined us began cleaning up the lobby without a moment's rest. They collected the bodies, scooped up the gory organs, wiped away blood, and cleared away the pillars. Above all, they were desperately searching for survivors.



"N-no. No. I can't..."



When I turned around, Mezulen was sitting on the ground, tears streaming down her face. She wasn't the only one. Everyone was mentally exhausted.



"It's going to be okay, damn it. It's going to be okay."



Mathers was trying his best to comfort Mezulen, but it wasn't enough. Her condition looked seriously bad.



[— Mezulen Hueritia: 370/1000]



[Mental State: Witnessing traumatic scenes has rapidly deteriorated her mental condition. If this state persists, she may develop anxiety disorder, dissociative disorder, or post-traumatic stress disorder.]



So it begins.



Injuries to the mind are more serious than physical wounds. If not treated immediately, Mezulen would become worse than dead—a broken person. For the sake of this future xenobiologist, I had to prevent that.



"Cartesia."



I quietly called her name. Immediately, messages of displeasure flooded my mind.



["Do not casually use my true name."]



Her response was prickly. But then what should I call her? "Hey, Outer God" sounds weird, doesn't it?



"I have a favor to ask."



["A favor? A lesser species dares to ask me?"]



"Then I'll make it an order."



I mentally calculated my remaining Pron. Excluding the 100,000 Pron I'd saved for the technology tree, I had about 50,000 left.



Pouring all of it in, I commanded:



"I want to use an area-of-effect skill that helps with mental recovery."



["...How forceful."]



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" approves your request.]



Cartesia is an Outer God who values contracts and compensation. With enough Pron, I can force her to do things.



[— Notice: PN values of living beings within 20m of you have decreased by 200 each.]



I felt relieved when I saw Mezulen's gasping subside.



Mental stabilization skills are rare even among Constellations. However, all Descartes-type Outer Gods possess this technique.



At times like this, Cartesia is an excellent patron. She complains while I throw coins at her, but she'll do whatever I ask if I pay the price.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" remains silent.]



[— You have received a donation of 500 Pron.]



See? She's giving me more.



"There's a survivor here!"



An Inspector waved from a distant desk. We who had been taking unlimited rest in our chairs jumped up and ran over.



"...Teacher Kendra?"



Our homeroom teacher was there, with her left shoulder completely gone.



***



Kendra was immediately transported to the hospital.



"The pillars... beware of the silver pillars..."



The situation was so urgent that there was no time to ask for details. That was all we heard.



Since her arm had been severed for quite some time, reattachment surgery would be difficult. Our homeroom teacher would probably have to live with a mechanical arm for the rest of her life.



What a fucking mess.



And in this world, it was a common occurrence.






After the search ended, the Inspectors focused on sending students home. Welton's group exchanged a few words with me before leaving. Now I was the only student left in the lobby.



"...Your homeroom teacher, it's a miracle she survived."



Enabet said bitterly. She was standing guard over me.



"Normally, with that much time passed, she would have died from blood loss. Either the Constellation watched over her, or she was extremely lucky."



"Probably both."



I'm just grateful she didn't die.



Enabet bowed her head and put a cigarette in her mouth. Then, seeing my face, she put her lighter back in her pocket.



"Kid. Want a candy?"



"Is it a mint drop?"



"Peppermint."



I cupped my hands to receive the peppermint candy. The bright mint flavor seemed to purify the gloomy atmosphere a bit.



"My friend often gave me candies like this too. She should be on Ship No. 2, but I don't know what happened to her."



"A girl?"



"How did you know?"



"Just a guess."



I smiled slightly.



Enabet changed the subject. She looked around the cleaned-up lobby and sighed.



"As an Inspector, you see scenes like this quite often."



"That must be tough."



"No tougher than what you kids go through."



She chuckled and patted my shoulder.



"Anyway, your name's Eidel, right? You seem to have some special abilities... You should go home quickly too. There's a high possibility that avatar bodies are on other ships as well."



"I'm worried about my sister and her friend. I'm grateful just to be allowed to stay here."



"You're brave."



A shadow fell across my forehead and then disappeared. Enabet hesitated with her hand, then slowly put it down.



"Sorry. I was reminded of a junior I used to pat on the head."



"..."



The air froze. I smiled awkwardly. The corner of Enabet's mouth turned up subtly.



"Thanks for indulging me. It's quite something to have an EX-rank Inspector providing security for just one person like me."



"If you know that, wouldn't it be better to stay somewhere safe?"



"Isn't being by an Inspector's side the safest place?"



"You rascal."



I looked up at the sky. Three star-like points were visible. They were Celestine Ships No. 1, 2, and 3.



Ship No. 1 had stabilized, leaving Ships No. 2 and 3. Ship No. 4 was out of orbit and therefore out of the question.



I had two options.



But before making such a choice, I needed permission from the Inspectors, including Enabet. Permission to go there. They obviously wouldn't give it.



I wondered if I could somehow persuade them with words.



While pondering this, I lowered my head to where Enabet was standing.



"..."



But where Enabet should have been, there was only empty space.



She had vanished.



Not just her. All the other Inspectors patrolling the lobby had disappeared too. There had been over thirty of them.



A chill ran down my spine.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" has detected a malicious presence.]



["Dodge, youngster. Lower right."]



As soon as I read the forcibly opened status window, I threw myself to the left.



Slash!






A steel skewer shot up from where I had been standing. A diagonal line from lower right to upper left. It had a silver gleam that momentarily blinded me.



["Duck, youngster."]



It took me 0.03 seconds to process Cartesia's words and make a decision. As I ducked my head, a silver awl passed over me.



I nearly had my eyeball skewered.



["Oh? You dodged that?"]



After I avoided two attacks, a voice was heard. The next moment, the owner of the voice revealed itself.



The thing that slithered up from the floor had a human form, at least in the sense that it had four limbs.



Its torso was emaciated, and its entire body was white. The arms and legs were thin compared to the torso. The fingers were unusually long, and its face looked like someone had smashed the face of the figure in "The Scream" by Munch.



[— The avatar body "Yodel" has descended.]



[— Eliminate it!]



***



Celestine Ship No. 2.



Before the practical evaluation began.



"There's a possibility that avatar bodies will appear."



Instructor Isaac Clarke, who was supervising the test, declared.



"As you know, there's a small hole in the Aether Belt right now. Until scientists find a way to fix it, we don't know what kind of mischief the Outer Gods might pull. We're in a very vulnerable state."



As expected, the students stirred. A wave of unrest spread through them.



"Really, this is why I didn't want to tell them."



"They're still kids at seventeen, right? It can't be helped."



Isaac, who had been talking with his subordinate Inspector Kizel, smiled slightly. His eyes were fixed on one girl.



She was a beautiful girl with a golden ponytail. Her deep blue eyes conveyed intelligence, and her flour-white face exuded gentleness.



Beauty that could captivate anyone who saw her. But that wasn't what Isaac was focusing on. He had been carefully observing the girl's expression.



"Look at that child. Her name is Rustila, and she hasn't shown the slightest bit of unease from the beginning. Instead, she's calmly checking her sword."



"Indeed. She's a rare talent."



Kizel was also an elite Inspector who had lived by the sword. He could immediately recognize promising talent just by looking at their expression or posture.



"With a face like that, oh..."



"Hey, come on now."



Isaac lightly smacked Kizel's head.



"That girl is taken."



"I'm sure she is. With a face like that, wouldn't it be a waste of life not to have at least one boyfriend?"



"What waste?"



For an Inspector, combat ability is what matters most. An inadequate face can be fixed with plastic surgery. But an inadequate mindset cannot be fixed by anything.



In that respect, this girl called Rustila had talent. She had far more composure than her peers. Composure is the first virtue of an Inspector.



"She has a Constellation, and good skills too. Her fundamentals are lacking, but that's not because she's deficient. It's because she doesn't fit conventional swordsmanship. And she has the potential to overcome that."



"In other words, she was born with an abnormal frame, is that it?"



"That's right. She might make great achievements if she joins the military later."



The two Inspectors ended their conversation there. Isaac introduced the practical events. On Ship No. 2, which orbited outside Ship No. 1, they would evaluate combat abilities in space.



"Battles don't just happen on the ground. How do you subdue a monster that attacks from a distance in zero gravity with just one sword, or how quickly can you recover when your stance is disrupted by the gravity of an outer planet? Each of these small details can determine a person's fate."



"Um, excuse me... isn't that too difficult?"



One student raised his hand and complained. The level of the test seemed more appropriate for cadets at a military college.



"That's right. It's too hard."



"Hmm, is it?"



As complaints erupted from all around, Isaac rubbed his chin.



Just 5 seconds earlier, the star cluster he commanded had begun sending signals.



"Then how would you handle the current situation?"



Boom!



The ceiling shook. The students' heads turned blankly upward. Dozens of massive hexagonal silver pillars were falling.
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The ceiling of the second hall collapsed. Startled students screamed in terror.



"Aaaaah!"



"Save us!"



Amid the chaos, the swordsmen calmly drew their blades. They leapt from their positions. Seeing them, Rustila also heated up her sword.



[— The 'God of Purity and Resolve' detects an evil presence.]



This was what she had expected since learning about the hole in the Aether Belt. She was mentally prepared. Taking a deep breath, Rustila used her suit's abilities to soar into the sky.



"Hup!"



The elongated plasma roared as if it would pierce through the ceiling. The sword strike, imbued with stellar power, reduced the silver pillars to dust.



The pulverized stone fragments rained down on the students' heads.



"Aaaah!"



The students instinctively covered their heads. While painful if hit, the fragments weren't life-threatening.



Rustila and the swordsmen landed gracefully. The students stared at Rustila in awe, as if entranced.



"My goodness."



"Is she really a student like us?"



"Isn't she from the elite class?"



"S-so cool."



Rustila scratched her head and smiled. This was the first time she'd been praised for her swordsmanship by so many people.



"Impressive. Like a seasoned soldier."



Isaac approached and complimented her.



"Quick reflexes and excellent improvisation. If you joined the military, you'd start at S-rank minimum."



"Ah, thank you!"



Being acknowledged by a Great Omega rank was quite something. Rustila unconsciously assumed a saluting posture.



Isaac laughed heartily at her gesture.



"Save the salute for after you enlist."



"Then can I enlist now?"



"No. Graduate from the academy first."



"But Instructor, I want to keep fighting."



Isaac shook his head.



"I acknowledge your skill, but don't forget you're still a student. If anything happened to you, we'd be in trouble. All the soldiers here could lose their positions."



He explained to Rustila the weight of responsibility that comes with being a soldier. A soldier's duty isn't to win, but to protect.



"It doesn't matter if we lose an avatar, but if even one of you dies, that's our defeat. Don't forget your status just because you have skills."



"..."



"Remember. Humans are social animals."



Grip. Rustila's hand tightened around her sword.



She was frustrated because his words made sense. Persuaded, she returned to where the students had gathered.



[— Monsters are rushing in.]



Thud-thud-thud-thud-thud-thud!



Loud friction sounds came from all directions. The next moment, ventilation ducts burst open and white spears poured out.



They were noticeably faster than the silver pillars that had fallen earlier. Some moved too quickly to track with the naked eye.



[— S-rank Conversion: "Leap"]



Whoosh!



Isaac swiftly cut off the necks of the spears trying to emerge. His movements were so nimble it was almost like teleportation.



Following that, pillars shot up from the floor. Death spikes with tips sharper than awls. Isaac dodged them all with perfect timing and cut them down, despite them being invisible.



"Wow, so that's an Omega-rank swordsman."



Rustila watched in amazement. It seemed each pillar corresponded to one monster, and he was cutting them all down by himself.



How much training would it take to reach that level? Rustila's world trembled at the sight of such an unattainable realm.



"Kibel!"



Isaac called out to his adjutant.



"Lead the unit and escort the students down the orbital elevator. Check how the other ships are doing and if communications are working."



"What about you, Captain?"



"I'll handle things here alone. Once I confirm all students have evacuated, I'll follow you down."



"Understood!"






Kibel saluted and led the androids and students. Occasionally, pillars fell from the ceiling or shot up from the floor, but the EX-rank swordsmen blocked them effortlessly.



"The elevator at the stern is wider, so it's relatively safer even if we're attacked. Let's go that way."



Kibel moved forward. An android pressed the elevator call button ahead of him. Shortly after, an elevator that had been stationed on the middle floor came up and its doors opened.



Thud.



Dozens of swordsmen spilled out lifelessly.



Cloudy pupils and lifeless movements. Each was missing at least one limb, and all had their eyes gouged out.



"N-no!"



Kibel fell backward in shock. It was a gruesome sight. Some students fainted at the scene.



Rustila covered her mouth as she examined the carnage. Purple epaulets. They were all S-rank swordsmen.



"Who are these people? Why are they dead here?"



Rustila asked Kibel.



"I-I don't know. But I recognize some faces. They should be forces we left on the ground..."



"S-ranks wouldn't go down this easily!"



"True. Wait, no. If it's an avatar..."



"No time to think. Let's get these people out first. We need to get out of here anyway!"



Rustila fought back nausea as she pulled out the corpses.



Snap. Something broke. At first, she thought it was the sensation of the corpse tearing, which disgusted her.



But it wasn't.



"Huh...?"



When she blinked, she found herself alone in a dark, gloomy space.



"This is... the lobby."



Rustila muttered in confusion.



["You teleported. Probably the avatar's ability. Don't panic. Stay calm and accept the situation."]



Vega, her background voice, spoke soothing words. Rustila nodded and took slow, deep breaths.



Dark and gloomy.



Rustila put on her helmet and turned on the infrared viewer. She moved forward, using the faintly glowing lights as guides.



As she walked down the wide corridor...



["Rusti, stop. It's an avatar."]



Hearing this, she immediately hid behind a pillar.



Rustle.



Something white rippled. The hair on the back of her neck stood up. Rustila swallowed and peeked around the pillar.



In the distance, someone was facing off against a tall, white monster.



"Eidel...?"



***



Ms. Enabet disappeared without a trace. And after dodging two attacks, an avatar appeared.



Without the protection of an EX-rank swordsman, I was as good as dead.



[— The avatar 'Yodel' is watching your movements.]



So this is the second target for subjugation.



Its skinny body reminded me of Slenderman. The interesting thing was that it glowed white.



"I feel like I'm in the presence of a god."



I joked with a smile. The creature raised its elongated right arm and slowly approached.



["To inferior species, I am indeed like a god. Accept your death quietly."]



Whoosh! The avatar charged at once. Fast. I used thought acceleration to its maximum and threw myself sideways just as it planted its foot.



Crash!



The display panel behind me shattered, sending sparks flying. Not only that, but the concrete pillar supporting it also broke, causing the ceiling to shake.



["It seems Rüzlaktia has been defeated. I am different from such trash. I only hunt those weaker than me."]



"Ha. Coward."



["Avoid the strong, strike the weak. Basic strategy."]



The tips of its fingers became even sharper. It seemed to be preparing for the next attack.



["Above you. Dodge."]



Following Cartesia's warning, I dropped my head to the ground. A silver awl had flown from the diagonal ceiling toward my head. I nearly died instantly.






I dodged Yodel's continuing attacks. Half using thought acceleration, and half following Cartesia's warnings.



["You're good at dodging. Are you really a possession body living harmoniously with an outer god?"]



Yodel began to mutter.



["...No, something too weak to properly take over a human body can't be called an outer god. Then are you a possession body or a flesh body?"]



"What are you talking about?"



["If neither, then I don't know. Anyway, you remain a target for elimination as the main deity instructed."]



Yodel placed its long palm on the floor and bent its knees. A posture like someone preparing to sprint.



Sensing doom, I cursed and prepared to flee.



["Running is useless."]



I know.



With my physical abilities, I couldn't last more than a few minutes no matter what. The suit was compensating for my lacking abilities, but there were clear limits. The only useful thing I had was my brain.



No choice.



I decided to unlock the tech tree I'd been avoiding because it seemed useless. It was the only way to survive now.



The Pron I'd been saving up was precious, but what could I do?



[— Using 100,000 Pron to integrate "Thought Acceleration" and "Parallel Thinking."]



[— Integration successful.]



[— Acquired "Future Prediction (50%)"]



[— Additional evolution occurs due to the characteristics of incarnation.]



[— Acquired "Future Prediction (100%)"!]



As soon as the transaction succeeded, I saw white solid lines.



They were spread across the floor, walls, ceiling, and air. Each line had a number written on it.



[0.8 seconds]



I needed to avoid that one first.



Whoosh!



As I dodged the trajectory of the line, the physical object fell along it. A silver pillar fell exactly where I had been just 1 second ago.



I started running in earnest.



[0.5 seconds]



Whoosh!



[0.7 seconds]



Whoosh!



[0.6 seconds]



Whoosh!



I escaped Yodel's attacks with less than a second to spare each time. It wasn't that I had become faster. My body was still sluggish, but I knew where the attacks would come from.



["To dodge all my attacks, you're a lucky inferior being."]



Yodel pursued me fiercely as I ran.



["But your luck ends here."]



[5 seconds]



From sky to floor, left to right. Silver lines filled the lobby.



[— The avatar 'Yodel' is preparing "Finale"!]



Whatever it was, it was an area attack. I needed to dodge, but I couldn't. No matter where I looked, there was no blind spot.



[3 seconds]



The only cover was a pillar... but honestly, hiding there didn't seem like it would help.



[1 second]



Damn, I'm screwed.



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' is worried about your death.]



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' is devising a solution.]



With no other options, I drew Callipers and turned around.



[0 seconds]



If I couldn't dodge, I had to block.



And in the next moment.



Clang!



With a sharp metallic sound, a golden line fell before my eyes.
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Hundreds of horn-like pillars stretched like taffy. Honestly, I hadn't expected to block them. I was half-prepared to die.



Crack!



I heard something splitting. I touched my neck. Thankfully, it was still attached.



"Eidel!"



A familiar voice approached.



I lowered my calipers and slowly shifted my gaze. A girl with a blonde ponytail stood before me.



"Rustila?"



Only then did I grasp the situation.



The silver pillars split on either side of Rustila were grotesquely bent. She had cut them with her sword. As expected, the future sword saint's skills were extraordinary.



But how did she get here? Rustila should have been on Ship No. 2.



"...Are you okay?"



I nodded at her question.



"Thanks to you, I survived. Thank you."



"I should be the one... thanking you for being alive."



Rustila swung her sword while facing forward. The split horn pillars completely crumbled with a crashing sound.



"From now on, I'll protect you."



Click.



She adjusted her stance.



["What are you? Where did you come from?"]



The Yodel glared at Rustila. A bleak shadow reflected between its sunken eyes.



["This is unexpected, truly unexpected. I certainly didn't use any techniques. And you dare interfere with my hunt. How utterly unpleasant."]



I see. Now I understand why Ms. Enabet suddenly disappeared.



The Yodel must have a "Teleportation" skill. It used that ability to separate me from Enabet and then immediately attacked me.



But this alone doesn't explain why Rustila appeared.



Did Instructor Isaac from Ship No. 2 send Rustila down first? That doesn't seem like something he would do.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" states that it used "Target Coordinate Transformation."]



"..."



So it was you.



The unexpected result made me chuckle.



At least this confirms that Cartesia doesn't want me dead.



Perhaps I could use this fact to my advantage?



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" has discerned your intentions.]



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" proposes temporary submission to the "God of Purity and Resolve."]



Well, that's similar to what I was thinking... but slightly different.



And demanding submission like that isn't a "proposal." It's an "order."



[— The "God of Purity and Resolve" has rejected the proposal.]



Of course, from Vega's perspective, she had to refuse.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" snorts.]



Researchers who only work in their labs typically have zero negotiation skills. I couldn't help but sigh.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" is displeased with your assessment.]



I casually ignored the message and counted my remaining Pron. Good, I should be fine with a small payment.



[— 1000 Pron has been paid.]



[— You have temporarily acquired the right to converse with the "God of Purity and Resolve."]



As soon as that window appeared, my consciousness flew elsewhere.



Time stopped, and a pure white space appeared.



The brightness indicated this was a strategic point of the constellation. In other words, I had entered Vega's domain.



"...Who are you?"



Feeling a hot energy, I turned around.



There was a woman weaving at a loom. Around her head, faint dust particles floated in a disc formation. I recognized those dust discs immediately.



I promptly bowed my head.



"I am honored to meet the Weaver Star."



"..."



She asked with a wary look.



"Eidel von Rheinland. Who are you?"



"I am a close friend of Rustila."






"No!"



A prim voice pierced my ears.



"That's not what I asked."



"Then..."



"I thought you were being controlled by a foreign god. So I worried about you. It's our star's role to care for the living beings of this universe."



She continued speaking as she rose from her loom.



"But I was wrong. Meeting you here, I understand. You... were a monster from the beginning."



"..."



A long silence followed. I waited for Vega to speak first. Eventually, she said:



"Since the situation is urgent, I'll get straight to the point. What do you want from me?"



"I would like you to form a minimal level of 'Bond' with my foreign god."



Thwack! Something hit my head.



It was a wooden tool shaped like a leaf—a shuttle used for weaving.



"Are you insane? How dare you mention 'Bond'?"



"I apologize."



"If you're truly sorry, never make such a proposal again."



"But it's absolutely necessary."



"..."



"Please reconsider. At this rate, both Rustila and I will be killed by that avatar."



Thwack!



This time, a dragon-head part of the loom came flying. She's more violent than I thought. She asked, breathing heavily:



"What exactly do you need this 'Bond' for?"



Yes, I was waiting for that question.



"I'm going to teach Rustila about 'Body Stars.'"



"Body Stars, you say...?"



Vega's eyes wavered.



She must know. Learning "Body Stars" would increase Rustila's survival chances not just now but in the future as well. Her swordsmanship would evolve to the next level. And quickly.



"Yes. After mastering 'Body Stars' and defeating the Yodel, I'll immediately terminate the contract."



"...Then you won't gain anything from this."



I smiled wryly.



"Come on, what would I not gain?"



"Then what reward do you seek?"



"What else could there be?"



I answered with a shrug.



"Seeing my friend's smiling face is reward enough."



"..."



"Time's almost up."



[— Your effective time has expired. You have been expelled from the constellation's domain.]



My vision cleared as I returned to reality. The first thing I saw was the system window.



[— Successfully established a "Bond" with the "God of Purity and Resolve" on behalf of the "God of Wisdom and Curiosity"!]



Good. I succeeded in persuading Vega.



As expected, someone with project commissioning experience knows how to do it right.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" is greatly agitated.]



["W-what is going on here."]



Meanwhile, Cartesia, who had been scammed, was greatly confused. Ding! The status window chimed and updated the information.



[Contract Relationship]



[Party A: "God of Purity and Resolve (Alpha Lyr)"]

[Party B: "God of Wisdom and Curiosity (Sgr A*)" - represented by "Eidel von Rheinland"]



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" stares blankly at the chains around its neck.]



Cartesia had ordered Vega to submit. But when it came to its senses, it found itself as Party B?



I'd be angry too.



["...Hey, youngster."]



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" expresses anger toward you.]



[— The "God of Purity and Resolve" protects you.]



[— Due to the effect of the "Bond," the "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" is in a state of submission to the "God of Purity and Resolve" and cannot make any attempt to negatively affect you.]



I'm sorry, foreign god.






No, actually, I'm not sorry. You were planning to impregnate me if I failed the quest.



So this is self-defense. I did nothing to be sorry about.



["...Ha, fine. I didn't expect this at all. This is interesting."]



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" feels curiosity and interest about what has happened to it.]



[— You have received a donation of 2000 Pron.]



A jingling sound echoed in my head. It was the sound of the foreign god playing with its chains.



Time to deal with the Yodel.



I stepped forward and said:



"I'll help you."



"No. Eidel, stay back. You might get hurt."



"I'll still help."



Rustila tried to stop me, but I moved even further forward. Her resistance gradually subsided. She might be firm with monsters, but she was still soft with companions.



I asked:



"Rustila, do you notice anything different?"



"Different?"



She tilted her head, then let out an "Ah!" Yes, something must have changed.



Rustila blinked and looked at me. I asked another question:



"How many Polyphonic Sword Techniques can you use?"



"So far, only two..."



"Can you use them right away?"



"Well, that depends on my condition."



Polyphonic Sword Techniques require at least two constellations. Rustila only had one constellation, but with the help of a free star, she could temporarily produce a polyphonic technique.



But that's literally a gamble. Non-backing constellations are capricious. Whether they help or not depends entirely on their mood.



In other words, to manifest Polyphonic Sword Techniques with 100% probability, one needs at least two contracted constellations.



And now.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" is serving as a backing constellation for "Rustila Kersil."]



Rustila was satisfying that condition.



"It's okay. Just try to use it."



"O-okay."



Rustila nodded at my encouragement.



Boom!



The Yodel threw silver pillars again. They seem more powerful than before. Rustila took a deep breath and cut through the pillars with difficulty.



I looked down at the calipers in my hand.



"...If only I could stick this in that thing's head."



The Calipers of Wisdom. I had once used these to stun Rustila's parents. That's why Rustila also knew what this weapon could do.



She nodded.



"I'll try to close the distance somehow. When a safe opening appears, help then."



Whoosh!



Rustila kicked off the ground and moved forward. Her form flickered in sync with the blinking lights. With the suit's assistance, she moved at a speed impossible to track with the naked eye.



["Fast. But..."]



The Yodel placed its palm on the ground and bent its knees. It was some kind of preparatory movement.



[— The avatar "Yodel" has prepared to use "Teleportation" on "Rustila Kersil."]



"...!"



Using that right away? Unexpected. Does it recognize Rustila as a formidable opponent?



The Yodel was being overly cautious. And that caution would be its downfall.



I quickly followed Rustila.



["How annoying. Go somewhere else for a moment."]



[— The avatar "Yodel" is using "Teleportation" targeting "Rustila Kersil."]



The activation time for "Teleportation" is just 1 second.



And the time it takes for Rustila to swing her sword and reach the Yodel is physically about 1.1 seconds.



"Hup!"



During that 0.1-second gap, she lands one effective hit.



[— The effect of "Bond" prevents "Teleportation."]



[— EX-grade conversion, "Rational Sword Technique" activates!]
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Among the Outer Gods, there exists a "rank."



Rank is a secondary physical quantity determined by combining a black hole's lifespan, diameter, strength, charge, and angular momentum. From that perspective, Cartesia was an Outer God of considerable rank.



[— 'Joint Backing,' the rank of the 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' overwhelms the rank of the avatar 'Yodel'.]



[— <Teleportation> is overlaid with <Identity Transformation>!]



Yodel's teleportation that he was using against Rustila is blocked. To be precise, Rustila did teleport. However, her position before and after teleportation remained exactly the same.



Cartesia had pressed down with her rank to make it so.



["Wh-what!"]



And all of this happened in just one second.



"Hyaaah!"



Rustila unleashed a sword strike. I also rushed in from her blind spot to assist her.



Thunk!



At precisely the same moment, Rustila's sword and my calipers pierced through. Rustila struck the right shoulder blade, while I hit the left temple.



[— EX-grade transformation, <Multi-Blade Technique> activates.]



[— EX-grade transformation, <Total Mental Destruction> activates.]



Two daggers envelop Yodel simultaneously.



["Aaaaarrrrggghhh!"]



Oil sprayed from Yodel's eyes. Steam erupted from his mouth like a fountain.



["...mere two little pests!"]



"Little pests? Really?"



If Rustila and I were little pests, the Outer Gods would have been eradicated from this world long ago.



"Eidel!"



An urgent voice called out. I glanced sideways. Rustila's body was glowing softly.



"What is this..."



I couldn't believe my eyes.



No way.



[— 'Rustila Kersil' enters <Physical Manifestation>!]



I didn't expect this to happen so soon.



I thought she'd need to take at least a few hits before awakening.



Whoooosh!



Rustila's sword split into two streams, one white and one black.



One was rising ions. The other was sinking aether.



I grinned. Seeing my expression, Rustila's lips, which had been bewildered, gradually curved upward.



[— The 'God of Purity and Resolve' is amazed.]



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' strokes his chin with interest.]



The real attack begins now.



["Urrrrggghhh!"]



[— Avatar 'Yodel' has taken effective damage.]



When entering the Physical Manifestation state, one can inflict direct harm to an avatar. This is the criterion that separates S-rank from EX-rank.



And Rustila had reached this level in just a few months. I keenly felt the unfairness of talent in the face of such remarkable progress.



But at the same time, I knew. That behind such talent, effort always lurks.



The harmony of that effort and talent must have manifested now as <Physical Manifestation>.



"Hyaaah!"



Rustila lets out another battle cry.



Right now, she is the star.



And the star is her.



The plasma that destroys evil spewed forth scorching heat.



[— Avatar 'Yodel' has received a critical hit!]






Splat!



Yodel twisted his twig-like thin body and vomited bodily fluids. Soon his body began to swell grotesquely. Rustila and I retrieved our weapons and stepped back.



[— An indescribable terror takes root.]



I have a bad feeling about this.



"...Eidel, hide behind me."



Her will to protect others shines again.



Rustila was barely maintaining her Physical Manifestation. She must have expended most of her aether in that single strike.



But an avatar is still an avatar. Even Rustila's strike wasn't enough to kill it.



Instead, the creature was in a dying state. When facing death, one does whatever it takes. Yes, like a cornered rat biting a cat.



[— Avatar 'Yodel' uses the wide-area destruction technique, <Pillar of Spirits>.]



Everything around literally became pillars. The space twisted as if we had entered an Outer God's black hole.



This is my first time experiencing such a phenomenon.



But I instinctively knew one thing.



We're going to die.



A maximum output of madness that neither <Physical Manifestation> nor my calipers could block.



["How shameful to struggle against mere youngsters. But this ends now. Whatever trick you pulled, just accept your rest."]



Rustila swung her sword, but it didn't touch the pillars. Was it an illusion, or something else? Either way, physical attacks seemed impossible.



"What is this..."



Rustila's hands began to tremble. She still has fragile aspects. When faced with such anomalous situations, she quickly crumbles. She's still a student, after all.



Of course, I didn't have a solution either. In short, we were screwed. That's because the avatar before us wasn't one that had appeared in the story.



Despite the crisis, I chuckled.



"We've stalled enough time."



["What?"]



Boom boom boom.



From beyond, I could hear the orbital elevator operating. It was coming from the direction of Ship No. 2.



I had been calculating this from before the fight began. Whether support would come or not.



The conclusion I had drawn from the start was "it will."



Therefore.



["...!"]



Yodel probably didn't even have time to realize his death.



Sparks flew throughout the space, and his head fell off in an instant.



[— <Pillar of Spirits> is dispelled.]



The dark hemispherical veil descended. Isaac Clarke. Heavily armored in a suit, he was striking down after extracting Yodel's core.



"Instructor!"



"Children, you held out well."



He approached us with a relieved expression.



Since I couldn't go to the ship, I immediately asked Isaac about the number of monsters that had appeared and the casualties.



Nearly 1,000 S-rank monsters had appeared, but no one on the ship had been injured or killed.



"Haah."



As soon as she heard that things had turned out well, Rustila collapsed. She rested her head on my shoulder.



"Let me borrow your shoulder for a bit."



"..."



"I-it's not like that. I just used up all my aether. It was hard protecting you. You know that, right? Right."



Rustila offering excuses without me saying anything. Her self-contained performance was quite adorable.



"Haha, you two seem to get along very well?"



"That's why I told you. She's already taken."






"...ugh!"



I smiled slightly and organized my status window.



[— You have gained 80,000 Fron for cooperating in defeating the avatar 'Yodel'.]



Since I didn't deliver the final blow, I only received experience points for cooperation. But even that amount is substantial. This creature must have been stronger than Lüzlaktia.



[— <Binding> has been severed.]



[— You cannot establish <Binding> in the same way again.]



As soon as the conditions ended, Cartesia took measures to prevent fraudulent contracts from being used again. But that didn't mean the merits I gained this time disappeared.



[— The 'God of Purity and Resolve' expresses gratitude to you.]



[— You have received a donation of 30,000 Coins.]



Coins. Unlike Fron, they are stellar energy given by constellations.



There's no limit to how many Coins you can accumulate. They even have the dramatic advantage of being investable in various stats. For example, vitality or strength.



Was it 100 Coins for 1 level?



But I didn't need to use this to strengthen my stats.



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' shows interest in your Coins.]



Outer Gods love Coins. They can obtain the energy needed for their survival and development through these Coins. In fact, the reason they invade the universe, kill constellations, and devour stars is because of these Coins.



"Cartesia, don't be angry."



I spoke gently and handed over all 30,000 Coins.



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' is greatly surprised.]



Vega would probably faint if he saw this, but whatever.



[— Cartesia feels immense gratitude for your gift. She will forgive the misdeeds you committed earlier. Also, according to the laws of 'contract' and 'compensation,' she will not issue quests with penalties to you for the time being.]



See? In the end, everything worked out well. I looked at Rustila, who had fallen asleep in my arms.



Isaac approached with his adjutant Kibel and said:



"Seems she's completely depleted her aether. Such a reckless child. I've told her so many times in class that she should use it gradually, not all at once, as it strains the body."



"But isn't it amazing that she can handle Physical Manifestation? This girl, once she graduates from Academia, let's just kidnap her outright."



"I'm already preparing a letter of recommendation. If she wants, I can have her enlist as early as next year."



"Wow, Captain, you're even more ruthless than me."



Military enlistment... and early enlistment at that.



Oh, just imagining it is dreadful. But I suppose there are people who find it suitable. After all, I don't understand people who ask why I went to graduate school.



"By the way, we've cleared Ship No. 1 and No. 2, shouldn't we head to Ship No. 3 right away?"



"Ship No. 4 is also out of contact. Damn, my wife is there."



"Your wife is incredibly strong too. I'm sure she'll finish up quickly and return."



Ah, right. Seti. I need to find out what happened as soon as possible. I placed Rustila gently against the wall and stood up.



Isaac can go to Ship No. 3... and I should locate Ship No. 4.



Ding!



That's when my status window updated.



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' has updated the information for the ongoing quest.]



[— Ship No. 4's avatar, 'Oligos,' has been deleted from existence by <Incomprehensible Domain>.]



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' has gifted you 150,000 Fron!]



What is this?



***



"Haa, haa."



Zernya spat out saliva mixed with blood.



In front of her was a massive snake-like monster that appeared to be made of gold, flicking its tongue.



She was losing sensation in her hands. Below two fang marks, her hand was growing cold, making it difficult to freely move her sword.



["Regret your incompetence. Hehehehe."]



As her consciousness was fading, she desperately held on to a thought.



How did it come to this?
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"Huh?"



Enavet woke up and raised her head. As she looked around in a daze, her eyes caught a single phrase.



[Celestine Ship No. 3]



This was strange. She was certain she had been performing her duties on Ship No. 1. She had never walked here on her own.



Enavet was startled as she recalled her past memories.



"That's right, the student!"



Her stellar intuition was telling her. Eidel was in danger.



No, everyone near this trap was in danger.



Rushing to the deck of Ship No. 3, Enavet grabbed the nearest knight and shouted. That they were in a combat situation. That an Avatar had appeared. That they needed to order the entire army to battle stations immediately.



But the responses were lukewarm.



"Senior, why are you here?"



"Weren't you assigned to Ship No. 1?"



"Avatar? Don't say such frightening things."



Only then did Enavet look around Ship No. 3. Students were diligently taking their practical evaluations, supervised by S-class knights and their teachers. Teacher Karlen approached Enavet, scratching his head.



"What's the matter?"



"Well, you see..."



Enavet couldn't answer properly. It would be foolish to say anything on a ship where nothing had happened yet.



Still, she needed to inform someone. She also needed to check on Eidel, whom she had left in the lobby. She hurriedly headed for the elevator.



Then, bump.



She collided shoulders with a white-haired female student.



"Ah, I'm sorry..."



"Sigh."



The girl sighed.



"Watch where you're going. Are you cross-eyed or something?"



"Excuse me?"



The cold voice left Enavet with a dumbfounded expression. The white-haired girl with purple eyes glared at her sharply before boarding the elevator. Ding. The elevator soon ascended.



"What's her problem..."



Though suddenly irritated, she dismissed it as bad luck. More importantly, getting to the lobby was her priority now.



"Well, well, why are you coming from there?"



As soon as she reached the lobby, she saw her superior Captain Isaac Clarke, his adjutant Kibel, and several EX-class knights.



Among them was Eidel von Rheinland, whom she had been escorting. Eidel waved when he spotted Enavet.



"Phew."



Enavet breathed a sigh of relief.



After joining Isaac's team, Enavet received various reports. Ships No. 1 and 2 had encountered Avatars but cleared them, while Ship No. 4's information and location were unknown. Ship No. 3's location was known, but communication was cut off, making the situation ambiguous.



Since Enavet had just come down from Ship No. 3, she offered to lead the way.



"Good. Let's form a team. Enavet, Kibel, and our dear members. We'll create three squads of EX-class knights only and advance to Ship No. 3. The remaining five squads will stay here to protect these two students while continuously trying to contact Ship No. 4. If you locate it, report immediately via radio."



Before leaving with Isaac, Enavet looked at the blonde girl's face. She was beside Eidel, sleeping with dry lips, apparently having depleted her Aether.



Just as they were about to depart, Isaac spoke.



"Eidel, will you come with us?"



***






Shortly after Enavet joined. Isaac was looking at Eidel with a meaningful expression.



[— The constellation 'Sagittarius' is trembling with fear.]



Strangely, whenever he approached Eidel, such unsettling messages appeared.



It was too frequent to be coincidence. He had taught Eidel swordsmanship more than a dozen times already. Each time, his constellations went wild with agitation.



"...Captain," Kibel whispered.



"It would be good to take that boy Eidel to Ship No. 3 as well. I was watching him earlier, and the shape of the sword he uses, among other things, seems quite extraordinary. And also..."



"Also what?"



"I have an ominous feeling."



Isaac remained silent for a moment.



"Are you serious about that?"



"It's just a remote possibility. But there's a slight chance that student could be a Flesh Avatar or a Possession Avatar, isn't there?"



Isaac was quite surprised. Kibel also had some minor constellations in Sagittarius as his backing stars. Perhaps that's why he was thinking the same thing.



"Ah. Of course, I hope that boy is just an ordinary student. Nothing happening would be best. But as they say, better safe than sorry."



With Kibel's suggestion, Isaac asked Eidel his intention, though he had originally planned to leave him behind. If Eidel wanted to come, Isaac thought they would protect him while letting him move freely.



"Yes, let's do that."



Strangely enough, Eidel agreed to come.



***



The tests on Celestine Ship No. 3 were conducted floor by floor. Therefore, all students had to rotate through designated floors to take their exams.



In Zernya's case, her initial order was 1-4-2-8-5-7.



Then she went through floors 3-6-9, and finally, it was time for the 10th floor.



"What a terribly designed exam."



Moving around like this to take tests was the height of inefficiency. She couldn't imagine what kind of imbecile came up with this idea.



Zernya sighed and pressed the button for the 10th floor.



Prick.



"Ouch."



Something had just stung her index finger. Zernya opened her right hand and stared at it. Two dots, like snake bites, had appeared at the tip of her index finger.



"What's this?"



As she irritably examined her finger, the elevator doors opened. Zernya looked up to check the floor.



[11th Floor]



"What the..."



She was bewildered.



She had clearly heard this ship only had 10 floors. The elevator buttons were set accordingly. So what was this 11th floor?



She peered through the wide-open doors. Taking a step forward, she saw a dim space stretching endlessly beyond. It looked almost like a black hole.



It seemed like there would be nothing if she left the elevator. Or perhaps she wouldn't be able to return. A cool breeze blew from beyond the door into the elevator.



'This must be part of the test too.'



Zernya judged it to be a test evaluating courage or something similar. She confidently stepped forward, certain she could achieve excellent results regardless of the task.



That's when it happened.



Bang!



The elevator closed, creating a space where she couldn't see an inch in front of her. Startled by the sudden change, Zernya jumped.






["To think you'd actually enter, heheheh."]



Click, click, click. As the lights came on, something appeared.



It was a massive golden snake coiled up. Its tongue was dark red, and its eyes were split into crosses. It had triangular horns on its head like a desert viper.



Judging by how each connecting segment gleamed, it was a snake made of metal.



'Quite elaborate for a model.'



Zernya smirked.



The snake spoke:



["My name is Meirem. How interesting that a being without a constellation can see me. I'll show you minimal respect. Originally I planned to devour you immediately, but I've changed my mind. You shall become my toy."]



The snake, calling itself Meirem, flickered its tongue and laughed.



Defeating this snake was probably the task. Despite the surreal situation, Zernya thought positively. She tried to draw her sword and take a stance... but couldn't.



"Ugh...!"



Her right hand wouldn't respond.



"What's... happening?"



When she came to her senses, she noticed her wrist was beginning to swell. Her once pale, rice-cake-like skin was turning a greenish color.



["Heheheh! Can't move, can you? I applied poison to the elevator button. And not just any poison. It's an extreme toxin that slowly destroys the nervous system and converts blood hemoglobin into chalcogenide compounds. But don't worry. The curse will be lifted if you defeat me within 30 minutes. Well, that's up to you."]



She could feel the poison spreading from her right index finger. Zernya recalled her medical knowledge. If the poison reached her forearm, she would have to prepare for death.



"This is the worst."



This was beyond a simple test or childish prank. It was more realistic to think this was an assassination attempt by some branch family member targeting her, the legitimate daughter of Adelbein.



Her brain, processing all the keywords—foreign god, knight, Aether barrier, Celestine ship—identified the entity before her.



'Avatar.'



No doubt about it.



Zernya quickly unwrapped her scarf and used it to compress her right arm. Then she took her thin sword in her left hand and assumed a stance.



["Do you think that method will work?"]



"Don't get cheeky with the lord of all creation, you lowly reptile. I am the legitimate daughter of the Adelbein main family, the first house of the Laniakea Federation. You'll regret facing me today."



Zernya stretched her neck and grinned. Around her neck were jade and black markings of an unusual pattern. Looking at those markings, Meirem laughed dejectedly.



["Don't tell me you've contracted with a fake constellation? Well, well. I suppose the physical structure is the same! Even a planet burned into plasma could be considered a star!"]



"Our family has been researching how to create the strongest constellations since ancient times. This is the result."



An Adelbein must always excel in all fields. Under this principle, one of the projects pursued was the 'Soulless Constellation' project—an ancestral ambition to create a vending machine star that would provide infinite coins due to its lack of a soul.



The research itself was partially successful.



However, embedding artificial constellations was extremely difficult, and children who couldn't adapt died young.



'And among the main bloodline, only I survived.'



Zernya released the constellation corresponding to the tattoo on her left side. Drip. Bright red blood flowed from her mouth.



["What's this, there's a penalty?"]



Meirem snorted. As she said, Zernya's artificial constellation put strain on her body from the moment she used it.



But there was no other way to defeat an Avatar.



Zernya also released the constellation tattooed on the right side of her neck. This time, her ears became muffled and her left eye turned bloodshot. Her mind reeled as if struck by a hammer.



Nevertheless, to win, she had to end this in one go.



[— EX-class Conversion: <Heterogeneous-Multi-Sword Technique>]



[— EX-class Conversion: <False Body>]



Zernya charged in instantly.
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And she was thoroughly defeated.



Zernya, who had rolled on the ground several times, couldn't understand what had happened to her.



In truth, she didn't want to understand. She couldn't believe the reality that she, of Adelbein blood, was rolling around like a dog.



["Did you think you could pierce my scales with just a fake constellation? How truly foolish."]



"This... this is humiliation."



It wasn't even this humiliating when she lost to that sparrow named Rustila.



Well, back then she hadn't used her constellation.



She had believed that by deploying her artificial star, she could defeat even an avatar.



["Let me give you some advice."]



Meirem approached, flicking her tongue.



["All beings should always remain humble. Pride only brings trouble. Like now."]



"Shut up."



Zernya stood up, spitting out the sour-salty blood as she readjusted her grip on her sword.



"What are you saying, you foreign god lackey?"



The blade filled with Aether glowed with blue light. Zernya's body moved forward like a surging wave.



["How foolish."]



Meirem swung her tail, striking Zernya's torso. Zernya flew in an abnormal trajectory and became embedded in the wall. An unsightly groan echoed through the cavity.



["From the moment you entered my domain, you were as good as finished."]



A high-pitched ringing sound. Zernya barely managed to lift her head. Meirem was saying something.



- Fool.



- You are not a chosen one.



- Know your place.



'No.'



Everyone in the world had said she was a genius. That despite her bad luck, she was chosen. That her level of talent was different. That her potential couldn't be contained even in the entire galaxy.



That's why she had adapted to and survived the artificial constellation.



["In any field, in any place, the world is full of talents. Isn't that right, young lady?"]



"You're a monster, how dare you lecture me."



["Well, I understand. Mortals don't change easily. Usually, when they have an experience that might change them, the tuition fee is..."]



Rip.



Meirem opened her mouth.



["...paid with death."]



Hehehehe.



A pair of sharp, gold-plated fangs slowly approached.



Fear enveloped her body.



If she stayed like this, she would die.



"Ugh, urgh!"



She needed to get up, but her body wouldn't listen. Her arms were stinging and her abdomen was numb.



In front of the giant snake with its mouth wide open, Zernya's fake constellation couldn't protect her mentality. Because what is created lacks a "soul."



'Ah.'



Exposed to reality with a clear mind, Zernya's expression became distant.



'I, I don't want to die.'



In that moment, her life flashed before her eyes.



The faces of her family praising her talent. The atmosphere in the laboratory after successfully implanting the artificial constellation. The face of a slow-witted teacher confused by difficult questions. A test paper marked with 100 points. Memories of thoroughly crushing classmates who had acted up after school in an empty lot.



And, Eidel.



Eidel?



'Why am I thinking of him?'



"Be humble." The avatar's words suddenly came to mind.



She didn't know why she remembered that. In fact, she didn't want to know.



Right now, she just wanted to live.



But the reality before her was bitter. She wanted to escape from reality. Zernya squeezed her eyes shut.



So she didn't see it.



The golden-fanged snake that was about to devour her had its neck cut off and fell to the horizon instead.



"...Huh?"



When she gently opened her eyes.



A caliper was stuck in front of the avatar.





***





When we arrived, Ship No. 3 was just under attack.



Steel vipers were biting students indiscriminately. The venom connected to the avatar's core was slowly spreading through the victims' bodies.



"We need to find and kill the avatar as quickly as possible. Only then can we neutralize the effects of the poison."



We moved according to Instructor Isaac's words.



"Everyone, divide your forces from the 1st to 9th floors to defeat the monsters. I will head to the top floor with Kibel and Eidel."



"Why us for the top floor?"



"Because I sense strong madness from above."



However, the 10th floor was quiet with nothing there.



"Something's strange."



"Are you sure this is the right place?"



Isaac and Kibel swallowed nervously. Meanwhile, I was carefully examining the buttons and found a clue.



"Instructor, look at this."



"This is... a pattern of a snake biting its own tail."



"It's called an ouroboros. It symbolizes infinite circulation and completeness."



I organized my thoughts based on the pattern drawn on the first floor.



Beep.



"We'll start with the 1st floor."



Using the 1st floor as a starting point, I pressed the 4th floor.






"What's next?"



"2nd floor. Then 8th, 5th, 7th."



Finally, when I pressed the 3rd, 6th, and 9th floors...



[─ The sound of something opening was heard.]



"So you're trying to find a secret passage. What's the principle?"



I kindly explained to Kibel's question.



"1-4-2-8-5-7. This is the repeating sequence when 1/7 is expressed as an infinite decimal. When represented on a circle, it becomes the 'hexad' model used in numerology. It symbolizes infinite circulation."



"Ah, um..."



"And 3-6-9. Similarly, when placed on a circle, they form an equilateral triangle. Isn't an equilateral triangle a figure representing completeness?"



"So?"



"Now we're done. We just need to press the 10th floor."



I was about to reach for the 10th floor button but hesitated. I sensed an eerie killing intent from the button.



Instead of touching it with my hand, I took out my caliper.



"That's!"



"A gift from my girlfriend."



[─ The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' is surprised.]



Crack!



I smashed the 10th floor button with the tool.



"What are you doing!"



"There was a very faint energy of a foreign god. If I had just pressed it, something terrible might have happened."



"We knew that too. I mean! How could you break the button!"



Kibel and Isaac sighed simultaneously. They started whispering something to each other. Meanwhile, the elevator indicated an ominous floor number.



[11th Floor]



The doors opened. What appeared was a damp space with a few lights.



There was a golden-fanged snake and a silver-haired girl collapsed helplessly in front of it.



The silver-haired girl turned out to be Zernya.



Damn, she'll be eaten at this rate.



She might become a villain in the future, but it pricks my conscience to let her die when she hasn't done anything wrong yet.



After finishing his conversation with Kibel, Isaac carefully examined beyond the elevator and said:



"It's deploying a 'Space of Void.' I can tell from the elevator structure."



"Space of Void?"



"It's an enclosed space used by some avatars. None of us should step out there. Even if we kill the avatar, we might never escape from beyond that point."



"So you're saying we need to kill it from a distance?"



Isaac nodded.



"Eidel, I'll infuse your weapon with star power, try throwing it."



"Understood."



[─ The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' sees through 'Isaac Clarke's' intentions and smiles slightly.]



I also know what Isaac is thinking.



I'm just playing along even though I know.



"Hup!"



I threw the caliper infused with Omega-class star power with all my might. Once the direction is set, the rest is easy. The caliper began pursuing the avatar's core, guided by starlight.



Slash!



The caliper, combined with Isaac's star power and the mental damage of the foreign god, severed Meirem's neck in one go.



[─ You have defeated the avatar <Golden Fang Snake> 'Meirem'.]



[─ You have acquired 90,000 Pron!]



[─ You have acquired an additional 10,000 Pron as cooperation points!]



So the core was in the neck after all.



[─ The effects of <Space of Void> and <Arsenic Venom> have disappeared.]



That's a relief. We weren't too late.



I immediately approached Zernya.



[Zernya von Adelbein: 480/1000]



[Psychological state: She fears death. She is experiencing confusion about her values.]



480. Only 20 left until 500.



She almost ended up like Seti.



"Are you okay?"



"You..."



After picking up my caliper, I examined Zernya's condition. There was a bite mark on her right arm.



"Did you get bitten?"



"None of your business."



Zernya slowly stood up.



She struggled to find her balance. She had lost her sense of equilibrium due to her severely depleted mental strength.



"Need help?"



"I don't need it."



Zernya pushed away my hand and staggered as she walked.



At her predictable response, I shrugged and scanned the ground. A white scarf had fallen.



"Hey, you dropped your scarf."



"Ah."



Zernya's expression was bewildered as she looked back. For a moment, I could see the artificial star scar on her neck.



It was more of a scar than a star mark.



That was a complex for Zernya, who pursued perfection, and the reason she wore a scarf all year round.



"Give it back! Ah!"



Zernya, who had rushed toward me, tripped and fell. And it happened to be right in front of me.



Weakened, she grabbed onto me like a pillar and went limp.



This naturally resulted in her using me as support and hanging on.



Zernya's shoulders trembled slightly. After struggling for a while, she seemed to run out of energy and spoke while slumping.






"...You saw it."



I silently wrapped the scarf around Zernya, who was hanging her head.



"Let's go back."



Zernya accepted my support with her head bowed. Just then, Isaac and Kibel were coming this way.



Isaac saw Zernya leaning on me and started joking.



"Eidel, have you already switched women?"



"Don't say weird things, Instructor."



"You're such a lucky guy."



Unlike Isaac, Kibel was stiffly frozen. He turned his eyes away indifferently as soon as he saw me.



"Your friend seems to be struggling. Why don't you carry her?"



"Sure, why not."



"Wouldn't it be uncomfortable in your suit? The job's done, so you can be in comfortable clothes."



I nodded and removed all my upper clothing except for a cotton T-shirt.



"What, what are you doing!"



While Zernya was flustered, I quickly lifted her onto my back.



"Let go! Put me down!"



Zernya struggled like a live fish before going limp.



"This is humiliating. This is... humiliation."



Her eyes, reflected in the elevator mirror, were moist. Her face was half-buried in my shoulder.



"You're light. About 43kg? ARGH!"



Zernya bit my shoulder.





***





After taking the elevator down, we summarized the situation.



"There are many injured, but no fatalities."



"That's fortunate."



"Yes. Indeed."



Eidel and Kibel glanced at me and cleared their throats.



"Kibel, Enabet. Take these two down and wait. I'll clean up here and join you in the lobby. The rest of the team should continue searching for Ship No. 4."



"Yes!"



"With Naiere there, I'm not too worried, but you never know what might happen."



Isaac sighed. I received an escort from the inspectors and boarded the orbital elevator with Zernya. She was still on my back.



After a long silence, Zernya spoke.



"You got lucky."



"What?"



"If it weren't for this attack during the practical exam, I would have crushed you."



"Zernya."



I sighed.



"You almost died, and you're still saying that?"



"Class rank is a major issue. Don't you know this exam determines the semester rankings?"



"What's so important about rankings?"



"What?"



"Why are you so obsessed with being first?"



Zernya bit my shoulder three times in succession. This is really going to kill me. I wonder if I'll get bruises.



"You can say that because you're first now."



"Okay, I was wrong."



In the end, I surrendered completely. Instead of agreeing with her words, I added one more thing.





***





"You worked hard."



It was something she had never heard before.



Everyone had told her she was the best, she was number one—result-oriented praise—but this was the first time someone had praised her for the process.



Zernya felt complicated. Her heart began to race unexpectedly.



- You must be humble.



The avatar's words came to mind again.



What is humility?



It was a subject she had never thought about.



Zernya had never backed down. When fighting with others, she always believed she was right and they were wrong.



Because she believed that the victor was justice.



- Okay, I was wrong.



That's why Zernya couldn't understand Eidel's apology.



Why admit defeat and give in?



It was irritating.



She wanted to argue, but she didn't have the strength.



Biting Eidel's shoulder with her upper teeth was the only rebellion she could manage. Zernya had a habit of biting or tearing at things when she was annoyed.



"Ugh."



"What?"



"It's nothing."



Her heart hurt. There must still be some poison left.



"Let's go to the hospital just in case. If we go to where my parents work, you can get treated for a low price."



Prick, prick, prick. It felt like being stabbed with needles.



As Zernya was gritting her teeth, the orbital elevator arrived at the lobby.



And then.



"...Eidel?"



The voice of that annoying girl was heard.





Chapter 73 - Restraint



A subtle undercurrent flows through the air.



Rustila meets my eyes briefly before looking past my shoulder. Though I can't see her, she's undoubtedly engaged in a staring contest with Zernya.



I hear a snort of derision near my ear.



"Eidel..."



"You mean Zernya? She was badly injured by an avatar. That's why I carried her all the way here."



Zernya bites my shoulder again. She seems to consider even this a weakness. I'm not sure if the force has lessened or if my senses have dulled, but it doesn't hurt much.



I set Zernya down on a nearby bench and ask, "How are you feeling?"



"I'm fine."



"I'm fine."



Both girls answer simultaneously.



Zernya and Rustila frown at each other. Please, you two. Don't fight here.



I check Rustila's complexion first. Her color has returned significantly, suggesting she's recovered from her Aether depletion.



The serious concern right now is Zernya, not her.



"Fine? Hardly. Give me your right arm."



I lift Zernya's arm and rotate it carefully. The swelling in her hand is gradually subsiding after the avatar's death, but it still requires attention.



Just as I try to examine it more closely, Zernya yanks her hand away.



"Don't touch me."



"Why?"



"My condition worsens when I'm in contact with you."



She's being ridiculously rude.



Maybe I shouldn't have saved her? But then I'd probably regret it forever.



"If you're fine, could you move? I'm tired."



"What's that, little sparrow? I'm more tired than you. There are plenty of other benches, so go somewhere else."



"Don't you see the inspectors resting on the other benches? You're truly selfish. You don't have even a speck of consideration for others."



I had closed my eyes to gather my thoughts, but I look up at the sound of their argument. The once kind and polite Rustila is picking a fight with Zernya.



"You need to learn some humility."



"...Humility? Ha!"



This is driving me crazy.



I stand up, unwrapping a candy Rustila had given me earlier, and gesture that she can take my seat.



Yes, both of them need rest, so I should be the one to get up. Besides, I still have mountains of tasks to complete.



[— Quest completion reward has arrived.]



I'll start with this.



[— Although one was directly eliminated by the 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity,' we present the following package in recognition of your efforts in defeating three avatars and as thanks for your 30,000 coin donation.]



[— <Cartesia's Spine-Tingling Neural Set >3<]



What is this?



I check the contents with equal parts anticipation and nervousness.



There are four items in total:



[1. Calipers of Wisdom (A)]

[2. Tidying Up]

[3. Irregular Polyhedron Flavored Star Candy (X3)]

[4. Star Charm containing Cartesia's Hair]



First, the 'Calipers of Wisdom.' Originally C-grade, it's jumped two levels to A-grade. Summoning it briefly, I notice it's longer with improved ruler precision.



It can now measure down to the picometer level, and I can confirm that both physical and mental damage against avatars have significantly increased.



Next, 'Tidying Up.' Simply put, it's a magical item that resets Pron levels to zero. This will definitely be useful.



Then there's the 'Irregular Polyhedron Star Candy.' It contains three pieces, each increasing the consumer's maximum tolerable Pron level by 500.



Finally, 'Cartesia's Hair.' It's actually a charm... but I'm not sure what it's for. It's even sealed, so I can't tell what color the hair is.



[— Note: Outer Gods have a habit of gifting parts of their true form embedded in objects to those they favor.]



Come to think of it, I vaguely remember that setting. It was mentioned just once and quickly glossed over.






Well, why would an Outer God favor any human?



"We've established contact with Ship #4!"



A communications officer shouts. Far away, they've located Ship #4, which had deviated from its orbit, and established communication.



"Tell me more. Naiere, my wife, is she safe?"



"Yes, Naiere is reported to be safe. Everyone else is relatively unharmed as well."



"Phew, that's a relief."



"However, the ship has sustained serious damage. The avatar apparently possessed the vessel itself, making it difficult to destroy its core. An accompanying android reportedly played a crucial role."



"An android? Well, I understand. I suppose we have no choice but to go rescue them directly."



Soon, crew members are recruited to rescue the refugees from Ship #4. Isaac and Kibel are among them. Several inspectors, including Enabet, agree to watch over us.



Meanwhile, doctors treat Zernya, and I prepare myself mentally.



With the inspectors gone, a long bench becomes vacant. Thanks to that, I can sit more comfortably.



For about a few seconds, that is.



"Eidel, let me borrow your shoulder."



Uncomfortable being near Zernya, Rustila moves close to me and rests her head on my shoulder.



I roll my eyes and look at the bench where Zernya is. Having gained a spacious bench, she's lying down completely while glaring at me.



"You look like a homeless person doing that."



Rustila bursts into laughter.



"Are you done talking?"



Zernya scowls, gets up, and staggers over to our bench.



Plop.



"What are you doing?"



"Borrowing the other shoulder."



"Didn't you just say you were fine?"



"Being tired is a separate issue."



"Then lie down here. Rustila and I will move back to the other bench."



"I don't want to be called homeless."



This situation has become rather strange.



Both of them must have been truly exhausted, as they soon fell fast asleep. While I hear soft breathing from both sides, boot steps approach from the front. It's Inspector Enabet, an EX-class inspector.



"You're really crazy."



"Excuse me?"



Suddenly?



"You, you, you're barely grown and already so popular with girls? What's the point of attending Academia if you're not focusing on your studies? Time flies when you're dating."



"..."



"Seriously."



What on earth is this person talking about?



Isn't that how it should be?



***



The crew members who had left on the relatively intact Ship #2 for rescue operations returned. It had been about 40 minutes since their departure.



As I was nodding off, a shadow fell across me.



"Young master."



A familiar voice. A chilling tone.



I slowly raised my head. An apron stained with what looked like black ink, but was actually avatar blood. Then, colorless eyes. Finally, my personal android with her navy-blue bob cut.



"Do you have anything to say for yourself?"



Sonia stood there.



She carefully detached the deeply sleeping Rustila and Zernya. Then she grabbed my wrist and yanked me hard. She pulled so forcefully that I nearly dislocated my shoulder.



"Your personal android has been fighting desperately to save your sister's life, and here you are, creating a cozy atmosphere with two girls. Do you think you're some kind of king?"






Her words were several times sharper than usual.



In truth, I hadn't sent the girls away because I found it bothersome.



I thought this level of closeness with Rustila, my close friend, was acceptable, and I didn't want to wake her when she must have been tired.



As for Zernya, she was already self-centered, and I didn't want to provoke a fight.



But if I said this, Sonia would just—



—tell me to stop making excuses.



And then beat me up.



She sighed and spoke.



"Given the urgency, I'll save the discipline for later. Right now, we need to worry about Miss Seti."



Bella, my sister's personal android, stood before Sonia holding Seti. Bella hung her head like someone who had committed a crime, tears welling in her eyes.



"I'm sorry, young master. I'm so sorry..."



"Doctors examined her on the way, but her Pron level is too high to take her to the Spirit Chamber. To be frank, you should start preparing yourself."



Looking at my sister's pale face, I clicked my tongue.



"Who decides that?"



Who are they to say whether my sister lives or dies? She's only sixteen. A vibrant youth with more days ahead than behind.



[Seti von Rheinland: 990/1000]



I'm truly grateful that Rustila is asleep right now. Otherwise, it would be another flood of tears. I need to end this before that happens.



Among the quest rewards I received, only two items were useful:



The 'Tidying Up' item that reduces a person's Pron level to 0.



And the 'Irregular Polyhedron Flavored Star Candy' that increases maximum tolerable Pron level by 500.



Looking at my sister's face, the former might seem the right choice, but I opted for the latter, slipping it into her mouth. The star candy began to dissolve, activating its effect.



[Seti von Rheinland: 990/1500]



Her labored breathing began to stabilize.



"This is... how..."



"What are you doing? Hurry and take her to the Spirit Chamber!"



Emergency responders quickly took Seti away. The commotion woke both Rustila and Zernya, who rubbed their eyes almost simultaneously.



"Uncomfortable."



"Just a little longer."



Both girls attached themselves to my shoulders again.



As I sighed, Instructor Isaac and Deputy Kibel approached, having successfully completed their mission.



Beside them stood a man clearly dressed as a legal professional. He cautiously asked Isaac and Kibel:



"Is this the person?"



"Yes, it is."



"Then I'll prepare."



Something was extended before me. Even without reading it, I knew what kind of document it was.



"Eidel von Rheinland. The Federal Government considers you a suspect possessed by an Outer God, and due to flight risk, we are placing you under arrest in accordance with Federal Criminal Procedure Law."



As soon as those words fell, Rustila and Zernya's eyes snapped open. Both girls jumped to their feet.



"What are you saying?"



Sonia also looked at the man with displeasure, her tone colder than any I'd heard before.



Regardless, the man continued reading the official document bearing the seals of both executive and judicial branches, adding:



"You'll need to come with us to Planet Alcatraz."



So it's finally happened.



But it doesn't matter. In fact, it's good.



Because...



This is exactly the situation I've been hoping for.





Chapter 74 - The Guy Writing a Thesis in Prison (1)



Rustila stepped between me and the man.



"Don't say such nonsense. Eidel is not possessed!"



"I am possessed."



"No, you're not!"



A hand rested on Rustila's agitated shoulder.



It was her mentor, Naiere Clarke. Naiere sighed and said, "We already have evidence, Rustila."



"What evidence?"



"My husband."



"You mean Instructor Isaac?"



Isaac and Kibel naturally joined the conversation. The two looked at each other, then extended their hands toward me.



"Give me that weapon you used on Ship No. 3."



"You mean the Calipers?"



"Yes."



I took out the Calipers and showed them. Instructor Isaac held them up high for everyone to see.



About three seconds passed.



Drip.



Blood trickled from Isaac's mouth.



"C-Commander!"



Isaac immediately threw my Calipers to the floor.



[— The God of Wisdom and Curiosity is grinding his teeth.]



He quietly showed his hand that had been holding the Calipers. Along with burn marks, Zalgo characters symbolizing outer gods were engraved on it.



I could read those characters.



[Touch it one more time and I'll kill you.]



Seems quite angry.



"I hope this serves as evidence."



Rustila closed her mouth. Sonia, who had been preparing to launch into a tirade, also froze.



Only one person.



"Is this true?"



Zernya. Only she approached, limping and frowning.



She was still unable to properly control her body due to the wounds inflicted by Meirem.



Yet she grabbed the hem of my clothes and glared at the man who said he would detain me.



"Okay, let's say the instructor is right and this kid is possessed by an outer god. But he's still normal, isn't he? He's not killing anyone, his personality hasn't changed drastically, and he's not seeing things."



"We call that the incubation or dormant period. If we don't detain him now, it will be impossible to contain the situation when the outer god rampages again."



"But he could still be normal until summer break!"



"Conversely, he could go berserk right now."



The man's argument was more logical. Even Zernya fell silent. She slumped down on the bench helplessly.



The man then looked at me and said, "I'm sorry, but I need your cooperation."



My fate was now obvious.



I changed into restraint clothes and put on a blindfold. I was gagged and my ears were plugged. With all five senses completely blocked, I voluntarily lay down on the restraint cart.



Unwavering comfort.



"Mmph, mmph."



"What's he saying?"



This is better than the dormitory bed.



There was a reason I allowed myself to be captured so easily.



[— Outer gods from Maxwell's Forces harbor killing intent toward you.]



[— Outer gods from Darwin's Legion are showing interest in you.]



I couldn't stay at school any longer.



Actually, I had been prepared for this since the Celestine Incident. If I continued attending Academia in this state, my friends would constantly be in danger until the Aether Belt was repaired.



So this is enough.



I hope Rustila diligently practices her swordsmanship, and I hope Zernya doesn't become twisted. I hope everyone focuses on their studies without worrying about attacks.



And of course, I hope Seti wakes up healthy.



Rattle.



Soon I felt the cart moving.



After all the intense activity today, I'm dying of sleepiness. I gradually fell asleep.



And when I opened my eyes again.



"Welcome to Alcatraz, punks."



I had been changed into an orange prison uniform.






***



Alcatraz.



One of the many planetary systems located in the northeastern part of the Laniakea Federation.



The third planet in its Goldilocks zone was a prison itself. A place to rehabilitate poor souls consumed by outer gods.



"Eidel von Rheinland. Gambling, arson, verbal abuse, threats, business interference, defamation, and property damage. You're quite the bastard despite appearances."



"I have a criminal record?"



I'm a law-abiding citizen though?



"In this place, the logic of 'innocent until proven guilty' doesn't apply, kid."



I had suddenly become a criminal with 20 prior convictions.



"This goes beyond having bad tendencies—you're downright red. A real commie."



Ironic coming from someone wearing a red instructor uniform.



The muscular instructor pressed my forehead with his pen and said, "Have you heard of the stigma effect? With this many convictions, you won't be able to get a job even if you return to your senses."



"What?"



"Why are you making that stupid face?"



Not being able to get a job is quite troublesome.



"Will I really have difficulty finding employment if I have a record of being here?"



"This is a prison, you idiot."



"Would it be hard to become a professor too?"



"What? You want to be executed?"



This guy is hopeless. Communication is impossible.



"Anyway, you should prepare yourself now that you're in Alcatraz. You'll have to survive at least six months until the outer god, suppressed by the energy of this place's Aether Belt, terminates its contract with you."



[— The God of Wisdom and Curiosity snickers.]



After that, I learned about some rules and regulations before being taken away. Or more precisely, taken in.



Where to? To my cell.



It was a prison with hundreds of solitary cells blocked by iron bars, arranged across three floors.



In the center of the prison was a golf ball-shaped structure, which was the control tower.



The building itself had a dome shape, making it vulnerable to loud noises. The structure was designed this way to respond quickly to shouting or escape attempts.



"I'm bored."



Three hours of rolling around in an orange prison uniform. I scratched my head and got up from the hard bed.



"Cartesia, let's play a word chain game."



["...Are you crazy?"]



"You won't play?"



["No."]



Well, there's no time to play word games.



I shouldn't forget why I'm here. I came here to research while hiding from the eyes of other outer gods.



Theoretical physics doesn't require much. No need for computers or experimental tools. Just a head, a desk, a pencil, and a few sheets of paper.



The problem is where and how to get those things...



"Huaaaargh!"



What's that noise?



I stuck my head out through the iron bars. The crazy sound was coming from the second floor.



Waaaaaang!



Then came the sound of sirens. The sound, amplified by reflection off the dome, struck my ears violently. If I hadn't covered my ears immediately, my eardrums might have ruptured.



The instructors rushed to the opposite side of the second floor.



"You crazy bastard!"



"Won't he come down?"



Thud, thud, thud!



The instructors broke through the cell door, yelling. They beat the man senseless. The sound of the beating mixed with the sirens grew even louder.



The commotion didn't end there.



Prisoners in other cells also showed insane reactions, screaming or shaking the iron bars.



"Wow."



A man in the cell across from me took off his pants and through the iron bars—



"Damn it."



I lay back down on the bed.



This is hell.



No pencil, no paper. The blanket smells like rotten cheese. And there are many lunatics.



I was naive.






There's the benefit of not being chased by numerous outer gods, but everything comes with a price.



I have to live for at least a few months among people whose minds are already destroyed.



In this environment, it was impossible to do any research.



Ah.



I miss Professor Feynman.



***



"Eidel was taken to Alcatraz...?"



Thud.



"That's what I said."



Detective Terence nodded in frustration. Whoosh. He exhaled smoke with a cigarette in his mouth. The acrid scent filled the room.



Professor Feynman couldn't understand what he had just heard.



Traces of an outer god found? In that student? A good kid who had never done anything crazy?



Feynman hurriedly stood up.



"Where are you going?"



"I need to save that student."



Terence grabbed Feynman's arm.



"It won't be easy."



"I know. But I still have to go."



"This time, nothing will work. Alcatraz is a fortress planet itself. You know that."



He knew that much. Feynman retorted while sticking a pen in his pants.



"Direct extraction would be impossible. Visitation would be difficult too. But there are a few things we can try, aren't there?"



"What kind of things are you talking about?"



Feynman approached the computer and displayed something on the screen.



It was a paper that had just been approved for publication. Feynman printed it out, took a sip of cinnamon tea, and sat back down.



"What's that?"



"Read it."



Terence frowned as he took the paper.



"I don't understand any of this."



"Don't read the title or anything, just look at who the authors are."



"Only two people. You and... Eidel?"



Terence's hand stopped as he flipped through the pages.



He couldn't understand what the paper was trying to say. He wasn't a physics major.



But the sharp-eyed Terence began to smack his lips.



"F-Feynman. You."



Terence's voice trembled.



"Which journal did you submit this paper to?"



"Universe."



The most authoritative paper publication in the federation, one that even ordinary people might have heard of.



"I submitted it yesterday, and the citation count has already exceeded 10."



Feynman said these meaningful words with a grin.



He finished his tea with a slurp and stood up again.



"I'll be going out for a bit."



Clunk.



"..."



Terence and Feynman were childhood friends. Therefore, Terence could vaguely understand what he was thinking.



He is merely a physicist.



But.



"...If he borrows the power of the scientific community."



He could exert influence that even the leadership couldn't ignore.



Terence went to an academic search site and looked for the paper published by Eidel and Feynman.



It was definitely published yesterday, he said.



But the citation count was already approaching 30. And just now, it increased by 1 more.



"Impossible."



Even in the highly populated Greater Galaxy Era, it was nearly impossible for citation counts to increase this rapidly. Terence knew this much, having written a university thesis himself.



"Was that troublemaker a genius?"



As an outsider, Terence couldn't tell.



He would have to wait and see how things would unfold.





Chapter 75 - The Guy Writing a Thesis in Prison (2)



One week into prison life.



The Alcatraz I've been sent to is more like a detention center than a prison, so there's no morning roll call.



Instead, robots patrol around, categorizing inmates as present, missing, or insane. They search for the missing ones and call guards to beat the insane ones.



After observing for about three days, I understood why the guards beat people. The beatings temporarily alleviated the madness.



It was physical therapy in the truest sense.



"Prisoner number 888888, in room. Status?"



"I'm fine."



"Status, normal."



A robot shaped like an observatory dome whirred past me.



As time passed, the guards opened the doors for those who were mentally stable.



The daily routine here always begins with running.



"A healthy mind dwells in a healthy body. Everyone do fifty laps around the yard, now!"



"Fifty laps is too much no matter how you look at it!"



"You there, don't you want to return to society?"



The instructors urged the stragglers on with beatings. We had no choice but to run for our lives. I'm starving and haven't even eaten yet.



Even so, there was someone who ran like a maniac.



"What's with that girl?"



The girl in the cell next to mine was a prime example. She seemed about my age and always had dark circles under her eyes.



Despite her fragile appearance, she had disgustingly good stamina.



And while her face looked somewhat decadent, she was quite beautiful, captivating the hearts of many men.



No, not their hearts—their lower regions.



"Wow, look at those bouncing breasts."



"If I could just touch them once."



"...Perverted bastards."



The girl clicked her tongue and frowned.



How should I put it? She was like a friend who combined Rustila's stamina with Zernya's personality.



She finished the fifty laps first, letting her black hair, which reached her shoulders, fall as she sighed.



I came in second. After training my basic physical strength for nearly a year, this level of running is nothing.



"I... I'm done."



"Don't you want to return to society? With that level of determination, you'll just get devoured by the Outer Gods again. Now run!"



Aaaaargh!



Hearing the screams of the weaklings who couldn't meet their quota, the girl and I headed to the cafeteria first.



***



In the cafeteria, those infected by Darwin-type Outer Gods and those infected by other types must eat in separate areas.



The Darwin types are groups of complete biological organisms composed of organic matter. Therefore, their actions focus on biochemistry.



For example, spreading food poisoning. Or causing epidemics.



By the time I got my tray and found a seat, the girl was nowhere to be seen. I guessed she was possessed by a Darwin-type Outer God.



"Ah."



Clatter.



A guy who was eating his soup just fine suddenly started acting up.



"C-could the Outer Gods come here too? Would we all die if they did? Maybe. I need to escape quickly. Run away, run, I can hear voices, ah. Aah."



"You there!"



"Aaah."



"This won't do. Bring him here right now."



"I-I don't want to die. Help me! Aaaaargh!"



The previously bright atmosphere in the cafeteria grew somber again. I silently tore into my bread.



It's disgustingly hard. Even a breadboard would be more edible than this.



Damn, I already miss Sonia's cooking. When was the last time I had a warm croissant with butter and sugar?



["If you want, I could mess with the brains of the cooks here."]



No thanks.



That's crossing the line, even for me.






When an Outer God offers something like that, it's best to filter it. Their favors aren't really favors. They always expect something in return.



"Aaaaargh!"



Screams erupted from another table. I picked up my tray and raised my gaze. A young man who had been beaten all over was being dragged away by a guard, completely limp.



"Damn it. Why are they taking it out on us? We're victims too!"



Not wanting to waste time on pointless conversation after meals, I left early.



As I walked away, pathetic groans continued to fall behind me.



Graviton bombs.



I absolutely must create graviton bombs.



But there's nothing I can do except thought experiments. Even with "thought acceleration" and "parallel thinking," I couldn't fully describe the physical laws that make up the system. I needed something to write with, a pen.



***



After eating, we enter a makeshift sanctuary to pray.



If a strong constellation takes root in you, it can drive out the Outer God and you can leave this place immediately, so it's essentially our only hope.



But Outer Gods are territorial and try to drive away any constellation trying to enter.



It's not common, but what if you already have a constellation and then get infected by an Outer God?



Then that constellation might be driven out, or in severe cases, it could be violated in the imaginary space until its lifespan ends. This isn't a metaphor—it really happens.



"Anyone get a constellation?"



"No."



"If not, head to the video therapy room."



After the sanctuary comes the video room... though it's really just a place for mental education.



Maxwell types with Maxwell types.



Darwin types with Darwin types.



The education room varies slightly depending on the type of Outer God possessing you. Since today was my first time, I had to tell the examiner what type of Outer God I had.



"Which Outer God do you have?"



"Laplace."



I lied casually. I was curious if they were really identifying them correctly.



"Nothing was detected in your examination."



"..."



"Guard!"



And so I was beaten like a dog on a hot summer day before being sent to the Descartes-type video room. It hurt like hell, but I satisfied my curiosity, so no regrets.



Inside the room was a single full-screen TV.



Click, thud!



As soon as I entered the room, the video started playing automatically.



[Descartes-type Outer Gods directly manipulate the minds of their hosts and those around them. Therefore, people controlled by them must always learn to maintain a stance of not losing 'themselves'.]



It was mostly information I already knew. Utterly boring. I yawned and thought about other things.



[Now, tell me. Who are you?]



"Ah."



[Ah-]



"I want to write a paper."



[I want to write a paper-]



"...?"



Wait. Was this supposed to be interactive?



Slam!



The door opened.



"This one's completely insane. Come here!"



"Aagh! Agh!"



This time I got beaten severely even though I hadn't done anything wrong.



The afternoon passes like this, then dinner, then discipline training at an appropriate intensity, and the day ends.



Except for the beatings, it's fairly manageable. I'm even getting used to the bestial howls that come every night.



[Is there anything you're uncomfortable with?]



Just before bedtime. The robot I saw in the morning approached with a whirring sound. This seems to be the time to discuss complaints or suggestions for improvement.






Smelling the stench from my blanket, I wrinkled my nose and said:



"Please change my blanket. The sheet and pillow too."



I spoke rather politely.



But the response was quite shocking.



[Go fuck yourself.]



"What?"



Whir whir whir.



The robot nodded and moved on to the next cell. For a moment, I couldn't understand what I'd just heard.



"Did it get DDoSed or something?"



Then I heard the same sound from the next cell. The robot asking about discomforts, and a man saying something. I pressed my ear against the wall and held my breath.



- Yes baby, come here.



The man immediately said such things after the robot told him to fuck off. I rubbed my face and lay down on the bed.



Tap tap tap!



A few minutes later, I heard the footsteps of guards, then they broke into the man's cell.



From the right cell came the voice of a madman in pain.



- That's why, men are...



And from the left cell came the muttering voice of the girl. The unfortunate friend who had received all the men's gazes during the morning run.



I lay back down on the blanket.



[— The God of Wisdom and Curiosity is bored.]



["Kid, let's play word chain. Apple."]



Orchard.



["Monkey."]



Iridium.



["Doomsday."]



No, that's not a valid word. Where are you getting this from?



["It exists in my world. Come on, just play. It ended with 'um'."]



Ytterbium.



["I don't want to play word chain with you anymore."]



Even Cartesia is so bored that she's going back on what she said when I first arrived.



Come to think of it, this is only possible because my Pron value is infinite. Usually, exchanging even one message with an Outer God accumulates hundreds of Pron.



- You were a monster too, weren't you?



Suddenly, I recall what Vega told me.



I dismissed it as insignificant and fell asleep.



Dreams are where I meet Cartesia. Over the past week, by entering the imaginary space through dreams, I've had several opportunities to converse with Cartesia's true form.



"The Aether concentration is too dense. It's difficult to bestow Pron or observe you."



During the week on this planet, Cartesia's power had weakened considerably. Consequently, her once strong-willed personality had somewhat diminished.



"If something interesting happened, I might regain my strength."



The God of Wisdom and Curiosity gains power from the accumulation of knowledge and the satisfaction of curiosity. The lack of academically interesting situations is poison to her.



What should I do about this?



After living with Cartesia for several months, I found her to be quite reasonable for an Outer God, almost like a "quasi-constellation."



If Populus or some other entity had possessed my mind?



They would have given me all sorts of fucked-up quests like killing friends or violating siblings.



So if Cartesia leaves because she can't overcome the Aether in the prison, it would be a big problem. Not only would I lose abilities like "thought acceleration," "parallel thinking," and "future vision," but there's no guarantee I'd find a constellation to protect me after my release.



"Alright, let's try something."



With that determination, I went to sleep.



And from the next day on, I secretly followed the guards and eavesdropped on their conversations.



"I'm telling you, do you know how long it takes to submit one report to the higher-ups?"



"Is it really that difficult?"



"Don't even get me started. The numerical calculations must be perfect, and word selection must be as meticulous as scholars writing academic papers. It's hard enough guarding these lunatics, but doing that too is truly a burden."



Oh ho.



I've found something interesting.





Chapter 76 - The Guy Writing a Thesis in Prison (3)



One week after admission. Unable to bear the sorrow of not being able to write papers, I felt the need to overturn this situation, and thus changed my behavior pattern.



First, it was important to gain the trust of the guards.



So in the morning, I would wake up earlier than anyone else, organize my bedding, and keep my clothes neat.



When told to run 50 laps around the yard before breakfast, I moved without complaint.



I also suppressed all the nonsense I had been spouting for fun.



Nearly two weeks passed like that.



"Not showing any signs of madness for two whole weeks. The foreign god must have disappeared."



Even the model prisoner girl in the next cell gets beaten occasionally. Only I have become free from beatings.



Of course, contrary to the guard's words, Cartesia never left my side.



"Prisoner number 888888. How are you feeling? Do you know who you are?"



"I'm not sure."



"Why do you think that?"



"I can't completely trust and judge my five senses. The foreign god could return anytime. So, I can only say with certainty that I exist as someone who could be controlled by such a foreign god."



"...Impressive."



I learned this guard's name.



Guard Weisel. A man who struggles with paperwork every day.



He said:



"This is completely different from when you showed madness on the first day. Who would have thought such a quiet person was actually eloquent."



"Thank you."



"Where are you from?"



At that question, I just smiled slightly without answering.



Personal conversations between prisoners and guards were prohibited.



"You remember the rules well too."



And the next day came.



Guard Weisel must have been unable to resist looking through my files.



"Eidel von Rheinland, seventeen years old. Top admission to Stellarium Academia."



He recited my personal information with admiration.



"Well, turns out you're a prodigy."



With this reaction, I was halfway there.



Don't rush, wait slowly until he takes the bait.



For the remaining four days of that week, I lived politely greeting Guard Weisel.



And around the beginning of the fifth week, I got a bite.



"Not showing madness for nearly four weeks is unusual. You might get out within three months."



"Thank you. But I think it's better not to leave until I'm certain."



"Oh ho."



Guard Weisel fell silent for a while after that exclamation.



"What's your hobby?"



"Reading."



"Reading! I see. What do you like to read?"



"I don't discriminate by type, but I especially like mathematics and science."



"Mathematics and science. Are you also good at writing?"



"I'm not sure about that. If I had paper and pen, I could show you."



"Come over here for a moment."



Guard Weisel took me to the computer room.



A desk cluttered with piles of documents, coffee-stained paper cups, dusty triple monitors.



I could immediately understand his lifestyle. And his workload too.



He opened a notepad and handed me a Bluetooth keyboard.



"You know how to type?"



"Of course."



"Write something, anything you like."



"Anything?"



"Yes. Anything."



Guard Weisel advised me to pull the chair forward. I stared at the monitor, lost in thought.



What does this person need right now?



- He needs to submit reports.



I understood perfectly. Suppressing a smile that threatened to emerge, I started typing.



What I wrote was a diary.



More precisely, a report in the form of a diary.



When someone started showing madness. How the madness manifested, what triggered it. How it was suppressed. What was expected to happen next.



I concisely wrote down things that the guard would normally have to write and submit to his superiors.






Like writing an autobiographical novel, I wrote without any hesitation.



My typing speed was also high, almost at stenographer level. Actually, I could type faster, but I restrained myself to avoid suspicion of being a mechanical body.



After typing for about 30 minutes?



"Student."



The guard's way of addressing me had already changed.



***



"Sob, sniff."



Today began with a somewhat gloomy atmosphere.



As soon as I woke up, I heard crying from the next cell.



[Prisoner number 888887, emotional excess at 5:41 AM. Inexplicable sobbing.]



I jotted that down in my notebook and opened the cell bars. I stuffed the key in my pocket and headed to the computer room.



"Sir, haven't you slept?"



"Huh? Yeah."



"Take a rest. I'll organize the room."



Week 6 of admission. I had gained a small amount of power in this prison.



My blankets had been replaced with fluffy ones, and I had received about three notebooks. One for records, the other two for research notes.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" is showing interest in your research notes.]



The reason I could move around like this was simple.



The people who came here were originally ordinary, good citizens. (Cases where they committed crimes before being possessed by foreign gods are few enough to count on one hand.)



The guards control the madness, not the people. If someone doesn't show madness for an extended period, they gradually give more freedom while monitoring the situation.



As soon as I arrived, I organized documents and brewed coffee. I immediately sat at the monitor and started working.



I carefully observed the conditions of tens of thousands of inmates.



If I saw someone going crazy, I sounded the alarm without hesitation.



When something unusual happened, I drafted reports and saved them.



While I worked, Guard Weisel got some sleep.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" is struggling.]



Planet Alcatraz has high Aether density, making it an unsuitable environment for foreign gods to stay long.



According to Guard Weisel, foreign gods usually abandon their possessed bodies around the third week.



Cartesia was tough to have endured for six weeks.



["I'm reaching my limit. Unless I bring my true body, incarnating in flesh might not last beyond two months."]



So you're leaving me?



["...I can't do that. Things are just starting to get interesting."]



Ding, ding, ding.



Mealtime had arrived. I stopped writing documents and woke up the guard.



"Sir, it's lunchtime."



"Mmm, is it already that time?"



Guard Weisel sat down unsteadily. After a long yawn, he checked my work.



"Still unbelievable skill."



He stroked his chin and smiled.



"Student. Honestly, you've exceeded my expectations. I should give you some reward."



Finally, here it comes.



There's actually a lot I want, but a journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.



Let me start with the easiest request.



"I'd like to be able to view letters or emails sent to me."



The answer came quickly.



"That much is fine."



***



"Terence, good news!"



Early morning. Feynman jumped into his friend Terence's office like an excited child.



"What is it?"



"I can send emails to student Eidel!"



Terence clicked his tongue.



Over the past few weeks, Feynman had appealed to the scientific community to get Eidel out of Alcatraz.



'Look at these. These are papers I wrote with my student!'



The response was explosive.



The new theory, named the "Feynman-Rheinland Model," caused huge waves in the particle physics community.



It provided the most perfect description of the gravity-aether unification theory that had remained unsolved.



But that was it.



While the physics community began to recognize the name Eidel von Rheinland, the impact in other fields was minimal.






It was just one theory.



Scientific theories traditionally gain public attention when they make money. In that respect, Eidel and Feynman's paper lacked appeal.



Realizing this wouldn't work, Professor Feynman had sent an email to Alcatraz Prison.



Asking to at least allow a visit.



The response was simple:



[Foreign gods can interfere during communication. People with madness are not allowed to communicate with outsiders according to the rules.]



Rejected.



But today, that restriction had been lifted.



Specifically, just for Eidel.



"Seems his madness is being cured. That's good news."



Terence wasn't really enthusiastic but showed sympathy for Feynman.



"This is no time to waste. I need to write an email to student Eidel quickly."



"What are you going to write?"



"I'll start by asking how he's doing."



Feynman attached follow-up research papers that had been published in the meantime and sent them to Alcatraz Prison's email. His typing didn't stop for a while.



Meanwhile, two girls also received the same news:



Rustila and Zernya.



***



The next day, I received four emails.



I read Sonia's first.



[Miss Seti has been transferred to the Spirit Sanctuary for treatment. Your father and mother have also been informed of this situation. Please don't worry too much, young master.]



It was written in a stiff tone, true to her mechanical nature.



The next email was from Rustila.



As soon as I opened it, I was overwhelmed by a tsunami of text.



Reading through it, everything seemed fine. Seti had entered a stable period, and Kristin was able to return to school after receiving treatment. Teacher Kendra had miraculously succeeded in reattaching her arm.



[Eidel, I miss you.]



The last sentence conveyed a strange emotion.



If it were just me, that would be one thing. But with Seti in that situation, I wasn't sure how long Rustila could hold out. Her parents' reaction would be crucial.



I needed to return as soon as possible.



But that wasn't easy.



I clicked my tongue and opened the email from Zernya.



[Transcript]



[The homeroom teacher told me to send this. The practical exam has been invalidated, so keep that in mind.]



[And make sure you come back before summer vacation ends, no matter what. I'll make you pay properly in the second semester.]



I laughed and rubbed my face.



"A transcript?"



It was Guard Weisel.



He looked at my grades and ranking, then gaped.



"The constellations are heartless. No one took in such a genius until a foreign god infected him."



I stared indifferently at the number "1" on the monitor.



Honestly, it was a rank beyond my capabilities.



I could only reach that level with Cartesia's computational assistance. While my efforts played a part, they weren't the main factor.



People should always be humble.



Now only one email remained.



No, not just one.



Ding! Ding! Ding!



Emails were coming in real-time.



All starting with "Student Eidel, it's been a while," but their contents were surprisingly substantial.



[I've compiled the academic community's comments on the paper you and I wrote. I hope this helps you.]



[Here are review papers on cosmology published in the last month. I'm sure you can't access journals in Alcatraz? I've included the files directly, so please study them diligently.]



[These are idea notes I wrote while discussing with fellow professors. Please look them over and reply if you find anything interesting.]



[I've attached a RATEX license key. If you're in a position to draft papers, please use this.]



Drip.



"Hey, student. What's wrong?"



"Hic, hic, hic...!"



I trembled with my fist in my mouth.



"What is it, has the madness returned? Ah... I see. Your girlfriend wrote you a letter. 'I miss you,' she says."



Finally.



I can finally write papers again.





Chapter 77 - The Guy Writing a Thesis in Prison (4)



[7:28 AM]



"It's okay. Everything will be fine. Nothing unusual will happen..."



[Prisoner number 888887. Engaging in incomprehensible self-encouragement. Appears to be suffering from severe anxiety.]



At 7:30 AM, I headed to the cafeteria, leaving my cell later than usual after skipping the dawn jog.



"Hmm?"



Today was the first time I sat at the same table as the girl from the neighboring cell. Somehow, I ended up right next to her.



I rarely saw her during meals, so I thought she might have been possessed by a Darwin-type Outer God, but apparently not. She must have been eating at different times or hiding somewhere to eat.



"Please, there has to be an answer. I need to escape somehow."



She seemed out of her mind, but I quickly tuned her out. People like this aren't uncommon here.



More importantly, my paper.



I placed my printed paper beside me and slowly read while stirring my soup. Today's menu was ox bone soup.



Ox bone soup with rice, and tofu pancakes.



The food in this world was surprisingly diverse. They served dishes from both Eastern and Western cuisines. Thanks to that, I could enjoy a relatively rich culinary experience.



Sometimes they'd serve fried insects, which I absolutely hated. I reminisced about the past while swirling my spoon.



"Hoo, hoo..."



The girl next to me slowly lifted her soup bowl. She was blowing on it to disperse the steam before eating.



But something about the way she held her spoon seemed awkward.



"Ah...!"



In that moment, with my "Future Sight," I witnessed her ox bone soup about to perform a tap dance on the table.



Soup

Paper

Soup

Paper

Soup

Paper



Whirr—



And then, crash.



According to Newton's laws of motion, it would slip, rotate, and inevitably spill.



And in its path were me and my precious paper.



Damn, this can't happen. Even if my thighs get burned, I must protect my paper at all costs.



What should I do?



I'll use the reflexes I honed under Rustila and Isaac's training. I used my spoon to catch the girl's tilting soup bowl.



Pause.



Good. I avoided the worst-case scenario of my paper being violated by soup.



However, the second-worst scenario began to unfold.



"...What do you think you're doing?"



The girl started glaring at me.



Normally, I would have apologized and left.



Because I'm a gentle and soft person. A peace-loving philanthropist.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" tilts her head in confusion.]



But!



"You almost soaked my paper."



This is something I absolutely cannot forgive. In a situation where I can't even print freely, do you know how infuriating it would be to lose the one paper I managed to print?



"Focus on your meal instead of letting your mind wander."



"What are you saying, you pervert."



"Pervert...?"



Did I hear that correctly? Pervert? Me?



"You tried to touch my food. Who do you think you're fooling? You were clearly trying to get an indirect kiss. Honestly, this is why I shouldn't associate with uneducated men."



"...Is she crazy?"



I got up from my seat with a grimace.



Of course, taking my lovely 74-page review paper (courtesy of Professor Feynman) with me.



"Come on, paper. This doesn't seem to be an elegant or sophisticated enough place to read you."



"...Is he crazy?"



Who's she calling crazy? That's hilarious.



It's a loss to exchange words with a woman who baselessly accuses people of being sex offenders.



I looked around to see if there were any other seats available.



Damn, there weren't any. The cafeteria had filled up in the meantime.



Between the slow eaters and those showing signs of madness—this really isn't a place to linger.



I quickly shoveled in a few spoonfuls of tofu and soup, then hastily pushed my tray onto the return rack.



And that decision came back to haunt me in the form of hunger.



Growl.



"Ah, I'm starving."



After an unsatisfying breakfast, I headed to the computer room for work, but my stomach was completely empty. I tried to write a bit of my paper, but couldn't concentrate.



In this situation, I also had to monitor for people showing signs of madness and report them to the guards.



It was incredibly busy.



"What's that guy doing now?"



A man in one of the cells suddenly approached the wall, lifted a poster hanging there, and pulled down his pants.



A hole.



There was a shallow hole dug into the wall.



And in the man's hand was a piece of tofu that he must have smuggled from somewhere.



"Oh, Outer God."



I rubbed my face. I felt like I'd need to gouge out my eyes if I saw anything more. Without delay, I pressed the siren button.



Waaaaaang—!



Fortunately, the man was subdued early.



This kind of depraved behavior is exactly what Darwin's lot causes.



The most violent and cruel forces. If we're going to defeat those who will push up from the south later, Rustila must be kept alive. No one else can stop the Complete Organism wave.



"Sigh."



Anyway, they say freedom comes with responsibility. How long do I have to keep witnessing this kind of thing?



Come to think of it, I guess that girl had reason to be harsh with me earlier.






Guard Byzel, who had enthusiastically pounded the man's head, showed me respect.



"You're doing great work, student. I'm impressed."



"Thank you for saying so."



"I'm sorry about the email from your girlfriend. She seems to be waiting eagerly, but I haven't been able to send it to you yet."



Byzel patted my shoulder and smiled.



"But at this rate, you'll be able to return to society soon. Hang in there."



"Ah, yes."



This guy is completely taking advantage. He's being so friendly because I do all the paperwork he's supposed to report to his superiors.



"I'd like to give you some kind of reward. Is there anything you want? Any improvements you'd like to see?"



Somehow, the situation had reversed—instead of me sucking up to him, he was sucking up to me.



"Then, could I eat and stay here every day?"



"Why?"



"It's too annoying to commute from the cell."



Especially that black-haired, black-eyed girl in the cell to my left.



Lately, her sobbing at night has been driving me crazy. Even when I try to read my research notes under an LED lamp, I can't concentrate because of how noisy she is.



Guard Byzel scratched his head and replied:



"So... you want to eat, sleep, and do everything here? Just get rid of that prison cell entirely?"



"You've already entrusted me with the prison keys. Is there any reason for me to be in prison? No. I'm 'sane'—I'm not a criminal or anything. Just an ordinary citizen."



"That makes sense."



Byzel grinned. I matched him with a smile of my own.



I know we have different motives.



But what does that matter? Byzel is happy because his overwhelming workload has disappeared, and I'm happy because I can use the computer in exchange for handling his menial tasks.



The important thing is that we've entered a symbiotic relationship.



Good. Now let's check today's email...



Ding!



[— The presence of the Outer God "Orchestra of Mud and Flesh" has been detected. (Location: Inside Alcatraz Prison)]



What is this?



["Youngster, something interesting has happened. It seems the one who attacked you back then has come here on its own two feet."]



I nodded as I heard Cartesia's continuing words.



This is Alcatraz. A planetary system located in a space zone where the Aether Belt is abnormally folded.



Due to the unusually dense Aether concentration, Outer Gods could leave freely but couldn't enter. Moreover, staying here for extended periods was like drinking radioactive tea every day for humans.



"That doesn't make sense."



["It likely entered by parasitizing another human's brain. Probably came to get revenge on you. Poetic justice, perhaps?"]



I sighed.



The Outer God with the alias "Orchestra of Mud and Flesh," Populus.



I'd rather not die to that thing here.



But it would be reckless to ignore the mastermind behind the Celestine incident.



"Ah, I need to write my paper."



I had been relatively at ease since entering Alcatraz, but I didn't expect such a troublesome situation to arise.



["Youngster... you have the guards' trust. If we use violence here, it'll be troublesome for both you and me. So just this once, I'll help you for free."]



Creeak. The sound of the Outer God rising from her chair echoed faintly in my mind. Her voice followed:



["I'll take care of this quickly and come back, so continue with what you were doing."]



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" has temporarily terminated the channel connecting with you.]



"..."



Is she gone?



"Phew."



It's becoming clearer as time goes on.



Cartesia wanted me to create a graviton bomb, and she seemed to have particularly bad relationships with other Outer Gods. This even appeared to be the case with fellow Descartes forces.



Combining these two pieces of information, her purpose was singular.



Suicide.



The transcendent being was searching for a way to die.



***



Cartesia entered a girl's mind in search of Populus.



A space of nothingness, stained with an ashen hue.



Despite such a description, it wasn't truly empty.



The imaginary space is a world that expresses the mental image of an Outer God. Therefore, it's also their base. Since both humans and true forms can exist here simultaneously, it was bustling with activity, making the word "nothingness" seem inappropriate.



Yes, bustling.



There were at least twenty Outer God bodies.



Some looked like bizarrely connected electronic devices, while others dripped with rotting flesh. The former belonged to Maxwell's forces, the latter to Darwin's.



There were even Outer Gods from the Descartes forces, her own kin. Most of her compatriots took the form of cloud-like entities contained in flasks.



'This girl, what on earth.'



Cartesia took interest in a human other than Eidel for the first time in a long while. But it wasn't a primal curiosity.



This girl clearly had a limit to her Pron value.



Being contracted by multiple Outer Gods—while rare, it wasn't something beyond her understanding.



Her interest quickly faded.



Cartesia's purpose was solely Populus, the one who had angered her.



Thwack!



The next moment, Cartesia's body flew through the air.



"Well, look who it is."



A chuckling voice.



A TV screen-like entity emerged from the darkness.



"A half-baked Outer God who can only take the form of a lowly mortal?"



"...Sapaul."



A monitor for a head. Below it, a form draped with cloth like a teru teru bozu doll. However, the wires coiling around it like snakes were eerie.



This is how Outer Gods take incomprehensible and deformed shapes.



Not human forms like Cartesia.






"It's been a while."



"I'm not idle enough to entertain greetings from someone abandoned even by their own kind."



"I didn't come to see the likes of you either."



Cartesia rose naturally, dusting off her clothes.



"Where is Populus?"



"You mean that newborn Outer God causing trouble in your southern galaxy? Truly foolish, despite being our kin."



At that moment, two other Outer Gods dragged something in.



Tentacles severed in multiple places. Red glowing wires. Black blood oozing like viscous oil.



There was no doubt.



It was Populus.



"We taught it a lesson for arrogantly meddling with the place of exile."



"Do you have no minimum compassion for your own kind?"



"Compassion? Sorry, but that word isn't registered in our forces' dictionary."



Swish! Arrow-tipped wires emerged from beneath Sapaul's cloth. They advanced, piercing Populus's entire body.



The half-dead Populus rolled before Cartesia.



"We don't need it, so take it away. And you should leave too."



"...Hey, this is my territory."



"You consider a place of exile your territory? That's absurd."



"Get out of my domain right now. Otherwise..."



"Otherwise what?"



Kekeke. The Outer Gods laughed in unison. An earthquake began in the imaginary space. The sound of the girl outside suffering could be heard.



"If you're weaker than me, get lost. Don't interfere with our entertainment."



"Entertainment?"



"This girl is very fun to play with. There are no scraps for the weak."



Cartesia frowned. She dragged Populus by the collar and returned to Eidel's mind.



In her imaginary space, the discarded Populus coughed up viscous blood.



"Transcendent beings like us have immortal bodies, don't we? Right, Populus?"



"Kuk, cough."



"So I've been thinking. If someone were to interfere with my plans or my host, how should I cook them?"



"Please, stop. Stop... cough!"



The tentacle at Populus's neck was grabbed. Cartesia's eyes glowed blue.



"You know, I'm short on Pron right now. I want to stay by Eidel's side, but as you know, the air here is foul. It's not a situation where I can synthesize Pron at all."



"W-what are you trying to do...!"



"It's simple."



Cartesia giggled as she grabbed his tentacle.



"From now on, you'll be my Pron tank."



[— Omega-level Transformation: <Transformation>]



<Transformation>, one of the most noble skills of Descartes-type Outer Gods.



The range of transformation is vast. Any species, any thought—it changes everything. Literally transforming everything.



Caught in Cartesia's grasp, Populus could only writhe and emit heavy groans.



"First, I'll change that body of yours. If you want to fill a vessel with water, you should clean the vessel first, right?"



Populus's body began to transform. The glossy tentacles gradually disappeared, and limbs sprouted between the bizarrely linear body.



Populus was horrified watching his own transformation.



"I'm, I'm becoming a lower being...!"



"What gender should I make you? Yes, a female form would be good."



While the concept of gender is almost non-existent for Outer God bodies, Populus was an Outer God with strong masculine traits in human terms. He liked to take, conquer, and burn. Or at least, he didn't dislike it.



Now he was beginning to transform into the form of a modest and weak human girl.



"This, this is insane...! No! I said no!"



[— 500 Pron has been extorted.]



The mechanical sound gradually disappeared, and his voice became thinner.



Cartesia pulled out tentacles to create breasts and wove wires to shape hips.



The Outer God had transformed into a human.



"Haha, a masterpiece, isn't it?"



"S-stop this nonsense! How dare you, how dare you turn me into a lower species, and a worthless female at that...!"



[— 500 Pron has been extorted.]



Yes, be more flustered. The more you are, the more composure I'll find.



Good, what should I change next?



"...Right. I just happened to have something good."



[— Omega-level Transformation: <Binding>]



The <Binding> skill that she herself had suffered during the Celestine incident. Cartesia had always wondered what would happen if she used it on Populus.



"N-no. Anything but that. Not binding!"



The girl, who had almost exhausted her Outer God powers, wailed miserably.



But Cartesia is the Outer God of Wisdom and Curiosity.



"What would happen if I used <Binding> to remodel your mind?"



When a question arises.



"How about it? Aren't you curious?"



It must be resolved, no matter what.



"N-no! Don't! I'll call you Master! Please, just not binding...!"



With Populus's bizarre scream, Cartesia was able to regain mental stability.



[— Successfully extorted 20000 Pron.]



Not a large amount, but it's better than nothing.



Cartesia looked down at the lower world.



"Heh, hehe. Heehee."



Eidel was searching for papers with an inexplicable smile. He looked completely happy.



If only the weapon he aimed for could be created as soon as possible.



Thinking this, Cartesia slowly lifted the collar that had just formed due to the effect of <Binding>.





Chapter 78 - From Now On, This Is My Laboratory (1)



After Cartesia left, the outer god Sapaul followed her trail.



Cartesia was parasitizing a young boy's brain.



'He looks like an ordinary human.'



The boy appeared peaceful.



'He seems too normal for someone supposedly tormented by an outer god.'



There was even a sense of comfort in the way he elegantly sipped coffee while typing on his keyboard.



His pumpkin-like eyes stared at the monitor without the slightest tremor.



Curious about what he was looking at, Sapaul discovered it was academic papers.



'Reading research papers here? In this prison painted with madness and desolation?'



Sapaul snorted.



However.



The moment he confirmed the content of the papers, the smirk vanished from his face.



[On the Similarities Between Quantum Gravity Theory and Ether Singularities]

[On the Possible Existence of Ether Monopoles]

[(Review Paper) Recent Research Trends in Manipulation and Repair Methods of the Aether Belt]



Every single one contained the word "ether."



"H-he's going to kill us all with a graviton bomb! I was trying to stop things before they escalated!"



'So Populus was telling the truth.'



At first, Sapaul hadn't believed it.



Even if the boy was searching for such papers, he would have dismissed it. How could a lower species possibly understand gravity and ether?



But with the exiled Cartesia backing him, everything became more complicated.



At the very least, he needed to test this boy.



"What the hell is wrong with this thing?"



Sapaul injected pron into the monitor the boy was watching. Injection refers to any act of interfering with another dimension through pron.



The ether concentration was too dense for that amount of pron to transform the monitor into a monster.



However, it was enough to force the computer to shut down.



"No, fuck! My paper!!!"



After rebooting his computer, the boy pounded his desk as he stared at his lost data.



"......"



Sapaul lurked in his ghostly state, snickering. There were few things as entertaining as watching the contorted face of a lower being.



But then.



"From Maxwell's faction, are you?"



"...!"



The boy was staring directly at him, with yellow eyes flickering with rage.



His presence was overwhelming.



Sapaul unconsciously stepped back.



'Did I just... cower before a lower being?'



But that wasn't the end.



"Sapaul."



"...!"



"Steel that flows like earth—that's your epithet, isn't it, outer god? I know everything about your identity and weaknesses."



A chill ran down his nonexistent arms.



"When I make a graviton bomb, you'll be the first I dip in it."



Graviton bomb.



At those words, Sapaul fled back to his main vessel, a black-haired, black-eyed girl.



'W-what was that?'



His nonexistent heart was pounding.



'How could he see me? No... more importantly, how does he know my true name?'



This turned suspicion into certainty. Populus had been right.



Sapaul quickly hacked into the prison database to dig up information about the boy.



Finding his name wasn't difficult.



Eidel von Rheinland.



'I'll need to keep an eye on him.'



***



"Fuck."



I was in a very bad mood.



A Maxwell faction outer god had appeared out of nowhere, crashed my computer, and disappeared.



Thanks to that, my second paper was completely lost.



Knock knock knock.



"I'm coming in."






It was Instructor Weisel. Next to him stood a middle-aged man whose hair was just beginning to gray.



"Pay your respects. This is Director John Whitewood, the head of our Alcatraz."



Surprised by the sudden appearance of the prison director, I smoothed my expression and bowed my head.



"Pleased to meet you, Director."



"So, you're Eidel von Rheinland?"



"Yes? Yes."



Why would someone as important as the prison director come here?



I felt an inexplicable uneasiness.



He stepped forward and suddenly took my hand.



"Eidel."



"Yes."



"Congratulations on your recovery from madness."



"Yes."



"From now on, I'd like you to work as an assistant to the guards."



"What?"



And that's how I got to take off my prisoner's uniform.



***



John Whitewood, Director of Alcatraz Prison No. 3.



The prison where he worked was constantly suffering from administrative paralysis.



<The Last Bastion of Human Reason Controlling Madness>



The slogan was grandiose, but in reality, it was merely a hideout for weary middle managers caught between outer gods and the administration.



People who worked in such places typically became physically and mentally exhausted, and Director John was no exception.



While fighting madness and steadily accumulating overtime...



'A miracle happened.'



The director recalled a memory from one day.



Reports that were always late suddenly arrived on time, and they were exceptionally well-organized.



'There wasn't a single flaw in any detail.'



Clean sentences.



Accurate calculations.



Even outstanding document preparation skills.



'In civil service, this would be senior official-level administrative ability. In academia, at least a PhD holder.'



They say a brave man wins a beautiful woman.



Similarly, a brave superior gains capable subordinates.



It didn't take long for the prison director to investigate and discover the identity of this talented individual.



That's how he acquired Eidel, an administrative genius.



"With no signs of madness for over six weeks, I'd say you've passed. Barring any issues, I'll promise you a decent salary grade and position until I leave this place."



The reason he wasn't exploiting him without pay was simple.



This student was from the Rheinland family, counted among the top ten in the Federation.



Creating this kind of moral debt could establish connections for the future.



"Um, Director."



"Hmm. Go ahead."



"Would it be alright if I got new equipment here?"



Eidel pointed at the computer.



"It's been running slowly lately, making document preparation quite difficult."



"Well, about that."



Director John nodded.



The budget was tight, but it was fine. A single computer could be covered from his personal funds.



The benefits of recruiting such talent far outweighed the costs.



"Don't worry about the price. Just choose whatever you want."



However, at this moment, Director John didn't know.



That his prison would soon be transformed into a research laboratory...



***



"Yay."



I hummed a tune as I changed from prisoner's uniform to guard's uniform.



Prisoner number 888888? No, from now on, I'm Eidel, assistant to the prison guards.



I even shifted to administrative work, leaving plenty of time to write papers.



John Whitewood—is he a god?



Anyway, since the director said I could get whatever equipment I wanted, I might as well get the good stuff.



["What if he asks you to pay him back later?"]






Then I'll just pay with my family fortune.



["What an unfilial son."]



"...?"



Something about the voice sounds subtly different.



That's not Cartesia.



Then I heard the sound of a collar jingling. The outer god who had been conversing with me coughed and wheezed. Soon her voice disappeared, and another voice emerged.



["Sorry about that. That was my slave speaking. Please don't mind the 'unfilial son' comment."]



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' bows his head.]



Don't tell me Cartesia... captured Populus and imprisoned him in my head?



This is insane.



I sighed, holding my head.



Anyway, it was time to set up my computer.



For reference, when I was on Earth, I was a big fan of products from a subsidiary called "Alienware."



"Ah, this looks good."



First, four monitors to maximize the effect of "parallel thinking."



I'll need a good graphics card for the complex simulations required for my next paper...



And for the main unit, I should order one with a 5th generation AI-dedicated plug.



"Hmm."



I probably don't need to worry about the price tag.



What's most important now is preparing against outer god hacking.



Simply put, installing a 3rd generation android would suffice. That way, even if I can't block an outer god's attack, I can at least automatically back up programs to an external server.



But buying the whole package would cost an absurd amount of money.



So what should I do?



The solution is always close at hand.



I immediately opened my email and began writing.



***



["So, this is why you called me?"]



On the day the computer parts arrived and I installed the AI application.



I got thoroughly scolded by the maid android connected to my computer.



["Not only did you spend nearly 100 million on a computer, but you had the prison director pay for it out of his own pocket."]



"Yep."



["Are you insane?"]



Sonia.



Reunited after several weeks, she was as merciless as ever.



Since she was inside the computer, I was fortunate not to get physically hit, but her sharp tongue remained the same.



["What did the director say?"]



"He said it was fine."



Of course, he froze for about two minutes when I showed him the invoice, but soon nodded with a smile. What a nice person.



["Why on earth did you spend 100 million on a computer?"]



"Graphics cards are really expensive these days."



["What exactly are you planning to do that requires so many GPUs... This won't do. Should I come there in person to discipline you?"]



"No way. I'm still technically a prisoner."



["Stop lying."]



I flinched.



["Based on the analysis from my neural network database, you're in a mental state that would warrant release by now."]



"Hmm."



She's sharp.



How did she know?



Sonia continued.



["So the fact that you got the director's permission to buy a computer is obvious. He's letting you go, and in return, he wants connections to the Rheinland family. Or perhaps he found some use for you and established a symbiotic relationship... something like that, right?"]



A sigh came through the speaker.



["...This is no time for you to be leisurely staying there."]



As if I wanted to be here.



I half-listened to Sonia while opening my email. It's about time I shared my new ideas with Professor Feynman.



["Stop doing other things and listen to me."]



"I am listening while working."



["This isn't something to discuss in passing."]



Forcibly increasing the speaker volume, Sonia said:



["Lady Rustila is in danger."]





Chapter 79 - From Now On, This Is My Laboratory (2)



It had been six weeks since Rustila had a good night's sleep.



As soon as the tragedy at Celestine ended and vacation began, Rustila found herself essentially imprisoned in her home.



She could go out with permission, but always had to be accompanied by an android.



When eating.



When bathing.



Even when sleeping.



If she moved without Zermel or Verdia by her side, her parents would scold her.



"Young miss. Please give me the knife."



Zermel, one of her personal androids, skillfully cut the steak with deft movements.



Beside him, Risha, another personal android, was checking the temperature of the soup.



And next to her, yet another personal android was—



"Ah."



A piece of bread entered her absently opened mouth.



Verdia set down the fork and asked, "Is it to your liking?"



"...Yes, no."



"I apologize, young miss. We're fully aware that our interference is excessive."



"Then..."



"But it hasn't been long since that incident occurred. You need to be careful."



Verdia had a point.



The family's sole heir had been attacked by a divine vessel and nearly lost her life.



Some students had actually died.



Any parent who cared for their child would naturally act this way.



She understood. She understood, but...



"Young miss, please eat."



An appetizingly cut piece of steak was offered to her.



Rustila ate it like a baby bird and fought back the tears that threatened to spill.



She was seventeen now.



She was too old to cry.



Above all, Eidel would dislike seeing her weak.



Knock, knock, knock.



"Rustila, may I come in?"



It was her father, Lloyd Kersil's voice.



Lloyd sat down next to Rustila and placed a folder of documents and a tablet PC on the table.



"Are you alright?"



"..."



"The matter with the Rheinland siblings is regrettable. But don't be so dejected. Your mother worries about you."



Lloyd treated Rustila more gently than before.



It was because he had heard about her achievements during the Celestine incident.



"Your daughter can use 'Multi-Sword Technique' and even 'Body Control.' She's a genius among geniuses. By the time she graduates from the Academy, she'll be EX-rank, and by the time she graduates from college, she'll become a Great Omega."



"Father, Mother. I apologize for bringing this up after such an incident, but please give your daughter to us. We will certainly raise her to be the Federation's finest swordswoman."



Just last week. Two Great Omega-ranked swordsmen came and bowed their heads to the ground.



Saying she had talent that appears once in 100,000 years. That it would be a universal loss if she didn't become a soldier.



Honestly, he had been tempted then.



He had wanted her to become a lawyer because being a swordswoman was dangerous, but his only daughter had fought evenly against a divine vessel with raw swordsmanship.



It was a cursed talent.



"Rustila, look at this."



Lloyd handed the tablet to Rustila, who had been picking at her food for a while.



"You know some students died in the Celestine incident, right? I'm just coming back from finalizing their death insurance claims. Those public insurance company bastards were trying so hard to wriggle out of it."



"Is that so?"



"Those guys were really terrible. They tried to shift all the blame onto the school. The law shouldn't work that way. It just pours oil on the wounds of the bereaved families."



"Is that so?"



"This shows it's not just divine beings who can be enemies. Even fellow humans can become enemies. Judging the wicked who create such injustice is precisely the job of those in the legal profession."



"Is that so?"



Rustila's dull eyes showed no interest in her father's words.






What was so important about judging fellow humans?



When one finger-pointing from a divine being could make Seti close her eyes forever, and one kick could drag Eidel to prison.



In the end, there was nothing she could do.



Her shoulders trembled with helplessness.



"...Thank you for the meal."



Rustila returned to her room in a daze. The androids tucked her into bed.



She began to sob slowly and silently.



She had lost her friend and her freedom. Even holding a wooden sword wasn't allowed in this house.



She wanted to die.



She didn't want to live.



She truly wanted to die.



[— The "God of Purity and Resolve" comforts you.]



How much time had passed?



She raised herself up in the brilliant moonlight pouring down.



Despite crying so much, only her eyes were swollen, and she didn't feel any relief.



Instead, her heart felt heavy.



"Seti, Eidel, Eidel..."



Once you enter Alcatraz, it's essentially a life sentence. Unlike Seti, whom she could at least see sleeping at the Spirit Chamber, Eidel had become someone she would never see again.



"I miss you, Eidel."



She prayed to the moon.



Even just once, please let me visit him.



***



And it actually happened.



"Huh?"



When Rustila came to her senses, she had arrived at the Alcatraz planetary system.



"Get off."



She looked up at the curt voice. It was Sonia, Eidel's personal android maid.



The situation was as follows:



That day, an email arrived for the crying Rustila.



[I've looked into it, and it seems you can visit Young Master Eidel.]



It was an email from Sonia.



And the next day, Rustila staged a suicide attempt.



'Young miss, please come down!'



When she went for a dawn walk with only Verdia, and while the android was distracted, Rustila climbed the elm tree planted in the backyard and attempted to negotiate with her own life.



'If you don't let me go to Alcatraz, I'll die right here.'



She really meant it.



Who was Eidel to her?



He was the benefactor who had been the only one to encourage her swordsmanship when no one else recognized her talent.



The tender feelings that sprouted from there were like a double-edged sword. With him, she would be happy to death, but without him, she would be miserable to death.



'Alright! I'll let you go! I'll escort you secretly, so please come down!'



In the end, Verdia surrendered completely and escorted Rustila along with Sonia.



And then.



She met him.



"Eidel...!"



The person she wanted to see the most.



As soon as Rustila saw Eidel, she ran at full speed and threw herself into his arms.



"I missed you."



"Uh, uh..."



Because Rustila clung to him so tightly, Eidel's hands had nowhere to go...



No, that's not it. He was holding papers in both hands.



Sonia gritted her teeth and made a gesture of patting her own head.



"I missed you, I missed you."



Even a nerd like him had some sense of social cues.



Eidel put down his papers and slowly patted Rustila's back and head.






His caressing touch was awkward.



"Well, well, look at that."



Prison guard Weisel rubbed his philtrum as he watched the two.



***



Afterward, Eidel continued to comfort Rustila until she calmed down. Being a fragile child, she cried a lot.



As a result, he hadn't exchanged DMs with Professor Feynman for six hours.



[Eidel, are you okay?]

[Did something happen?]

[Student?]

[Student?]

[Student]

[If you're okay, just type anything]

[Are you sleeping?]

[You're not sleeping, are you?]

[▶(Voice message)]



"..."



Eidel sat at the monitor, trying to decide what to say.



How could he possibly explain this situation?



And when should he explain it?



Their discussion had been delayed for over half a day. He'd even forgotten what they were discussing.



He was even afraid to click on the voice message at the end.



Eidel turned his head.



Rustila, who had calmed down after crying her heart out, had stolen the blanket Eidel had been using and wrapped herself in it.



'This girl is crazy! Crazy! Crazy!'



By any standard (at least by Rustila's), what had just happened crossed a major line.



Hug me.



He hugged me.



Now her parents would hunt her down with fire in their eyes for such behavior with an unrelated man. Not being able to get married would be the least of her worries.



Unaware of Rustila's internal panic, Eidel checked her Pron levels.



[Rustila Kersil: 580/1500]

[Note: Decreasing]



Characteristics of Pron levels:



When it rises above 50% of the maximum, suicidal thoughts begin.



And Rustila had been around 750 when they first met.



As Sonia had said, it really could have been disastrous.



Fortunately, Rustila had a special buff where her levels dropped rapidly when she was near Eidel.



"By the way, how long is the visiting time?" Verdia asked.



Eidel answered, "There isn't one."



"?"



"I'm an employee here."



***



"Let me hit you."



Sonia pummeled Eidel with divine-possessed movements. If Rustila hadn't stopped her, he would have been knocked unconscious.



"Do you know how many people are worried about you? And yet, even though your madness treatment is over, not only do you have no intention of leaving, but you've practically taken up permanent residence here?"



"Yep. This space has become my research lab now."



"Ha, really. Ha."



Sonia dragged her hand down her face. The headband she was wearing slipped off.



"You're in the control room like this, and the guards don't say anything?"



"As long as I meet my work quotas precisely, they don't touch me. The lab atmosphere is really good. A+."



Eidel gave a thumbs up.



After receiving one more flick on the forehead from Sonia, Eidel finally stopped joking.



Instead, he put on a serious expression and looked at Rustila and the two androids.



"I have a favor to ask of you."



"What is it?"



Unlike the two frowning androids, Rustila was actually willing to listen to whatever Eidel had to say.



Because Eidel had protected her dream, she wanted to protect his dream too.



And soon, Eidel spoke.



"Become a graduate student."



Rustila's thoughts came to a halt.





Chapter 80 - From Now On, This Is My Laboratory (3)



"Pardon?"



"Pardon?"



"What?"



["Is this youngster insane?"]



Eidel had become the universe's greatest hook collector.



For a moment, Berdia thought her audio device was broken.



"M-Miss, what nonsense are you speaking!"



"It's not nonsense. And I'd like you to become one too."



"B-become what?"



"A graduate student."



Eidel replied with a completely serious expression.



Become a graduate student.



How could such words come from the mouth of a seventeen-year-old high school student?



She must have gone mad.



"You're not a professor, and this isn't a research lab. What nonsense are you spouting?"



"When I grow up, I'll become a professor. And within the next few weeks, I'll turn this place into a laboratory. So I have the freedom to invite you all to join my research."



This is truly maddening.



Berdia rubbed her face with both hands.



Eidel twisted her lips and spoke. What followed was rather shocking.



"Rustila, actually, I wrote a paper with a professor around midterms. I was researching gravitational theory to find a way to restore the Aether Belt."



"Wow."



Someone gasped in amazement. Berdia, feeling a chill, opened her tightly shut eyes and raised her head.



Research on methods to restore the Aether Belt.



The moment she heard those words, a strange light appeared in Rustila's blue eyes, which had been confused until now.



'M-Miss?'



The atmosphere felt strange. Something was going wrong.



"The reason I'm not leaving this place is because of the Aether Belt. If we can't find a way to artificially restore the southern belt, the same situation will repeat itself in the second semester."



"I see."



"I understand."



Sonia and Rustila nodded simultaneously.



Only Berdia remained unconvinced.



"You wrote a paper? When you're just a first-year Academia student? Stop lying! Such things would be exposed immediately just by searching the Schola site...!"



Her words trailed off.



Berdia's CPU, connected to the wireless network, retrieved search results as swiftly as a swallow carrying a pumpkin seed.



[▶Academic Information Search]

[Author Name: Eidel von Rheinland]

[Search Results: 1 Research Paper]



'W-why does this exist?'



The universe might be vast, but there could only be one person with the surname Rheinland, the first name Eidel, and a contact email at Stellarium Academia.



'And the quality is high too.'



It was a paper approaching 200 citations. The theoretical perspective, choice of terminology, and ideas used.



From an AI's perspective, it was a flawless masterpiece.



The only drawback might be its low practicality?



But papers don't necessarily need to be practical.



"Well, Berdia, you pass."



"W-what are you talking about all of a sudden?"



"The view count just went up by one. You looked at my paper, right? I commend your attitude of searching before asking."



"What-!"



"Let's work together."



Berdia looked at Rustila with desperate eyes.



She had long decided to walk a tightrope between Rustila's mental stability and the overprotectiveness of the Kersil couple. She had resolved to respect Rustila's wishes as long as she wasn't in physical danger.



But this time, she didn't like it.



"Miss, perhaps we should head back soon..."



"I want to hear more about what Eidel said."



"Ah."



Thump.



At that moment, Sonia placed her hand on Berdia's shoulder.



"Give up."



And so Berdia became a miner.






***



Inwardly, I rejoiced.



For this research, I needed someone skilled with a Plasma Sword, and Rustila volunteered for that role.



Honestly, I was a bit nervous when I asked for cooperation with the research.



If I messed up, all the friendship we'd built could have vanished.



But.



Rustila rushed to embrace me the moment we met.



That's when I knew.



We're in this together!



["Trash. Even Casanova would have more conscience than you."]



Rustila also liked the research topic.



If we succeed, the Aether Belt will be restored. And we can safely attend school.



I might even enter college... no, directly into graduate studies. Honestly, I think I could go straight to graduate school next year with this.



Anyway.



Me, Rustila, Sonia, Berdia, and even Cartesia and Populus.



["W-wait a minute. Why am I... ARGH!"]



[— The foreign god "Orchestra of Mud and Flesh" has offered you 500 Pron.]



We sat around a circular table and began our group meeting.



I displayed a hastily prepared PowerPoint on the monitor and said:



"First, you know that the Aether Belt of the Alcatraz planetary system is tilted more than others, right?"



"Yes."



"Due to that characteristic, the planet is exposed to more Aether, according to search results."



"That's right. But why is it tilted like this?"



"That's..."



"I still haven't found the answer."



In "Foreign God Slayer," Professor Feynman finds the answer just before his death.



However, it never gets published as a paper and is buried forever by the machinations of foreign gods. That snowballs and humanity walks the path to downfall.



It was lamentable. If only that point were known, it would be tantamount to finding the key to manipulating gravitons.



"My current goal is to find this reason."



"Won't it be difficult?"



"Not at all. It'll take three months."



Berdia looked at me with a disgruntled expression.



"You're overconfident. Just an Academia student."



"Berdia, are you looking down on me?"



"It's not about looking down on you. Do you think this situation makes any normal sense?"



Berdia remained skeptical.



I had expected more resistance from Sonia, but she remained quiet.



"Fine. Let's make a bet."



"A bet?"



"Yes. The winner gets one wish from the loser."



I took out a blank paper and tore it in half. One for me, the other for Berdia.



Click.



After removing the pen cap, Berdia thought for a moment and then passed the paper and pen to Rustila.



"Miss's will is my will. Is that okay?"



"Sure. And let's keep it secret until the three months are up."



Sonia tilted her head.



"Is secrecy necessary? For motivation, wouldn't it be better to disclose the bet's content?"



I answered with a smile.



"If you know the penalty before starting, where's the tension?"



Rustila nodded with a slight smile.



Since Rustila's intention became Berdia's intention, it turned into a bet between me and Rustila.



After writing down our bets, we folded the papers three times and placed them in a box. We didn't forget to write our names on the outside so we'd know whose note was whose.



"Did you write something tough?"



"Yes."



"That's harsh."



"It's an honestly difficult topic."



Rustila smiled brightly, scratching her cheek. It was a bit sad to see her smiling so radiantly without knowing what I had written.



[Collaborate on the next paper too]






Her talent with the Plasma Sword isn't limited to combat.



Good resonance with the sword means good Aether resonance.



She could play a significant role in simulations requiring intuitive analysis of Aether distribution and in several important processes using the sword.



"Heh, hehehe."



Rustila doesn't know.



That she'll make a tremendous contribution to shortening my research period.



After that, I focused on designing simulations and setting up experimental equipment.



Why do I need experimental equipment for theoretical work? Because I needed to demonstrate the "applicability" of my previous research.



I planned to conduct experiments within a relatively efficient range. Still, I had to accept that it would cost a fortune.



"Student, you've crossed the line."



And that's how I ended up hearing those words from the prison warden.



"Look at the amount on the statement. I acknowledge your exceptional abilities, but even after giving you a clean bill of health, this puts me in a difficult position."



"I admit it. I'm sorry."



"Don't just apologize; refund everything while you still can. It's not too late yet."



To cut to the chase, I had purchased 300 million credits worth of experimental equipment in half a day. And I'd used Warden Whitewood's card.



His anger was justified, but it didn't make sense to return essential experimental equipment. After a moment's thought, I spoke up.



"Please charge the debt to our Rheinland family."



My family's rich.



***



News of the Celestine incident naturally reached Arnold, the head of the Rheinland family, and his wife Rejaine.



Soldiers blocking Darwin's monsters on the southern front. And the Rheinland couple treating those soldiers.



They were busy, but the fact that their daughter had fallen into a coma and their third son had been taken to Alcatraz Prison was shocking enough to make the news. It was equally shocking to the couple.



"Sick leave, I'll take sick leave."



"Me too."



Meeting after almost half a year, Arnold and Rejaine headed to the southern sanctuary.



What they saw there was their daughter lying peacefully on a flower-covered platform.



"Seti!"



Rejaine's flat pupils lost focus. She rushed almost frantically toward Seti, who had essentially fallen into eternal rest, but tripped and fell.



"My, my daughter..."



Rejaine couldn't continue. Her wails echoed throughout the dome. Arnold, gritting his teeth, listened to the divine official who served the stars.



"Her breathing is stable, but she can't wake up. It seems she might have suffered permanent damage to part of her brain..."



"Which part was damaged?"



"Well."



"You must be in the medical field too. Can't you speak clearly?"



"We couldn't determine that part."



Yes, this is how it is. No matter how advanced medical technology becomes, it's useless against the machinations of foreign gods. It was nearly impossible to even identify the disease.



Afterward, Arnold and Rejaine occasionally came to see Seti.



They couldn't visit often due to work, but they saw their daughter's face more frequently than ever before.



"Wake up soon. How can the next family head be like this?"



Rejaine whispered into Seti's ear when Arnold wasn't around. But no matter what she said, her comatose daughter wouldn't wake up.



And a few weeks later, on a weekend.



Arnold, returning from a 36-hour major surgery, visited the sanctuary without even wiping off the patient's blood from his glasses.



He had encountered an irritating issue in the past few days.



For some reason, an additional 300 million of the family's assets had been drained.



It wasn't spent by the eldest, Brayan.



Nor by the second, Katrick.



The third.



'Eidel...'



Somehow, evidence suggested he was gradually siphoning family money from prison.



To be precise, it was Seti's money. Even in her current state, the profit system she had established continued to generate several hundred million monthly.



Arnold sighed and whispered to Seti:



"Daughter, it seems Eidel is spending your earnings lavishly. He must have set up a gambling den in prison."



"..."



"He's scraped together about a billion so far."



"...What the fuck did you just say?"



"?"



Seti von Adelbein Rheinland.



Miraculously awoke after 47 days in a coma.





Chapter 81 - From Now On, This Is My Laboratory (4)



I received an email like that.



[You son of a bitch]



That kind of email... had arrived...



[You fucking piece of shit just try coming home I swear I'll beat your face in the moment I see it are you even human how could you spend all that money and still act like this you goddamn worthless bastard]



"What's wrong? Is it from the professor?"



"Oh, yeah. It's nothing."



I reflexively pressed Alt+Tab to hide my sister's indecent message.



She must still be disoriented from just waking up. Otherwise, she wouldn't send such a long string of profanities to her dear brother. Yes, that must be it.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" stares at you with narrowed eyes.]



It's fortunate that Seti has awakened, but it's too early to tell Rustila about this.



- Director, is it okay if I keep these friends at the workplace?



- As long as you do your work diligently, I don't mind.



Whiteboard... no, Whitewood? Anyway. Thanks to the prison director turning a blind eye, today was another peacefully uneventful day for Rustila and me.



Managing, monitoring, researching. And occasionally Rustila helping with necessary tasks.



When the day ends, we head to dreamland sharing a long blanket.



Last night, I dreamed that Sonia made me cross-dress as some kind of punishment.



"Ugh."



Just remembering it makes me feel sick.



"This is more interesting than I expected."



Meanwhile, Rustila seemed to be developing an interest in academic pursuits.



She appeared interested in methods to express through the five senses the ether and stellar energy she had intuitively felt.



"When I manipulate ether, if I move this part sharply, the opposite side bounces up. I use that feeling to extend the length of the ether."



= The band itself possesses a phase structure capable of beat phenomena.



I suppose it's a scientist's job to perfectly understand such poorly explained concepts.



When I translated Rustila's intuition into mathematical language, amazing things happened one after another.



The code needed for simulations was reduced, or the model system could be set up more simply.



With such an idea bank right beside me, should I announce Seti's revival?



That would be financial suicide for the Lee brothers.



Rustila, I'm sorry, but you can't leave my side until I finish this paper.



"Hehe."



"?"



Grumble.



Even in the midst of hard work, my stomach clock faithfully announced noon.



With the sound of a bell, inmates shuffled like zombies toward the cafeteria.



I watched their movements carefully while biting into the ham and egg sandwich Sonia had made.



The crisp texture burst in my mouth.



The savory acidity of the meat juices and the fresh herbal aroma danced gently between the toasted wheat slices.



The richness tumbling around my mouth like a card shuffle nearly brought tears to my eyes.



"Sonia."



"What?"



"Stay by my side forever."



"Stop talking nonsense and finish eating."



While the two humans were having their nom-nom situation, the two mining rigs sat in the newly acquired massage chairs (with power supply function).



[Beginning charging.]



"Ahhhhh."



"Haaaaah."



"This lab has great benefits."



"I have no idea what you're talking about."



At this point, even the two robots are enjoying themselves.



The simulation results produced by Sonia and Berdia were quite satisfactory.



They made tremendous contributions to implementing the FR model that Professor Feynman and I built on the computer.



Such simulations are very important in modern science.



They allow us to prevent massive financial losses by using computers before conducting actual experiments.



Except for GPU costs, there were no expenses.



And the calculation results are almost perfect.



"I should write a draft soon."



"Already?"



"What can't you do when you have money?"



Berdia was biting her lip nervously, but it was already too late.



Your owner is awesome, isn't she?



Next time, I'll be the one taking Rustila again.



Whether Rustila knew this or not, she was smiling brightly while munching on her toast.



[Rustila Kersil: 10 / 1500]



[Psychological state: Happy to be with you. Worried about Seti.]



Her Fron level has decreased significantly.



At this rate, she should be fine without special care by the time she enters second year.



Above all, I'll be much busier by then.



From college classes onward, I'll have to hustle with various things.



Or I could just graduate early this semester, skip college altogether, and go straight to graduate school.



Graduate school next year?



That would be totally cool!



If I do well, I might become a professor at twenty-two instead of just getting a doctorate?



["You're truly insane. How did I end up caught by someone like you... Kyaaaah!"]






[— The foreign god "Orchestra of Mud and Flesh" has paid you a regular tribute of 500 Fron.]



By the way, something made me curious.



I called Berdia at a volume Rustila couldn't hear.



"What about Rustila's parents?"



"I contacted them. Told them we're here."



"And?"



"They've been busy with work, but..."



Don't tell me.



"They said they're coming today."



Oh foreign gods.



Knock knock knock.



"I'm coming in."



It was Director Whitewood's voice.



He appeared before us with a somewhat annoyed expression and quickly scanned our surroundings.



State-of-the-art computers running simulations. Bundles of graphics cards rivaling a coin mining operation.



Two androids rapid-charging in massage chairs, and a beautiful girl munching on toast.



And me, enjoying brunch after completing all administrative work early.



"What shameless creatures."



"Excuse me?"



"I give you some conveniences for doing good work, and you turn the monitoring room into a hostess bar? Huh? Try to explain yourself!"



He seems quite angry.



Well, I suppose the new stone did dislodge the embedded one rather forcefully.



"Director, you misunderstand."



"What did you say?"



"No, this is..."



...converted into a research lab.



When I nervously explained the truth, the director's expression turned dumbfounded.



I signaled to Sonia and Berdia. They both made a "tch" sound and returned to the external graphics processing.



Rustila also slurped her juice and showed her own research ideas.



"Look at this."



"We're writing a paper."



"Why are you writing papers in prison, you fools?"



Ah, the director is about to break down.



He's such a magnanimous person who even overlooked the installation of billion-won research equipment, so surely he'll be convinced if we just talk a bit more?



That's what I thought, but...



"I've never seen such shameless people."



"M-Mom? Dad?"



Rustila's parents had barged in, just as I feared.



"...Eidel."



And my father too.



Why is my father here?



"So this is what you do in prison?"



The greatest crisis since the Celestine incident was about to befall me.



***



And so began the multi-party confrontation.



In the tense atmosphere, the first to speak was naturally my father.



"Sonia."



"Yes, Family Head."



"Explain what's going on here."



Even Berdia was tense, but only Sonia spoke with a calm expression.



She concisely explained everything that had happened and submitted my paper as evidence.



In conclusion, it was a flawless speech.



Arnold clicked his tongue and looked at me.



"So, you were determined to turn the prison into a research lab?"



"Yes."



"And you spent the family fortune for this research or whatever?"



"Yes."



"...I see for now."



My father wasn't a man with much time. Instead of questioning in detail, he would probably accept it moderately.



That's enough for now.



"Eidel, when you get out of here, let's have a long talk."



Actually, it wasn't enough.



Something subtle was happening in the atmosphere.



The Kersil couple, sipping cinnamon tea, looked alternately at me, Rustila, and Berdia before speaking.



"Berdia, why don't you report as well?"



"Yes. Well..."



Her explanation was also logical.



The only problem was that Berdia had disobeyed the Kersil couple's order to keep Rustila from going far.



The two seemed displeased about this.



"Berdia, if you keep doing this, we'll have no choice but to recall you."



"Yes, I'm sorry."



If Berdia ends up on the secondhand market, I should buy her.






While I was thinking that, Sonia jabbed me in the side.



Is she telling me to manage my expression?



Strange. I don't feel like I'm smirking at all.



"Rustila, let's go home."



"But I just told you about Eidel's paper. This is the safest place right now..."



"Even Alcatraz can't be called completely safe. There are foreign gods and crazy people."



"That's right. There might even be criminals among us."



"But Mom!"



"Besides, I can never accept you living with a boy who's not your fiancé. Consider yourself lucky we're letting this slide. Understand?"



"..."



At that moment.



My father, who had been about to leave silently, stopped in his tracks.



He turned around and said:



"Eidel."



"Yes, Father."



"What do you want to be when you grow up?"



"My goal is to create a scientific theory that will drive foreign gods out of this universe."



"That's clear. Profession?"



"If I had to say... a physics professor."



"A professor."



My father laughed with a "hah."



He twisted a mint candy and raised his eyebrows.



"You like academics so much that you'd set up a lab even here? Then do well, as long as you don't cause harm."



But!



My father continued.



"Our family traditionally produces doctors or businessmen. Even if you marry and have children, they'll be considered a branch family from that child onward. You understand what your father is saying, right?"



"Yes."



"And you still want to pursue natural science?"



"I can become family head through natural science, can't I?"



"...This kid."



Arnold's expression became subtle.



As he said, the direct line of the Rheinland family has always worn medical gowns. The title of medical family has become a brand.



But what if I achieve something great enough to break that title?



"Father, it will be soon."



I answered while inserting the paper draft into a folder.



"Please tell Brother Brian that I'll visit him soon to see his face."



The knowledge of "god-slaying," and the abilities given by Cartesia.



The capital of the Rheinland family, and my determination to succeed no matter what.



I'll mobilize everything to complete the paper, restore the Aether Belt, and then enjoy a happy graduate school life.



The plan is perfect.



"The position of family head. Eidel, let me ask you one thing."



"Go ahead."



"Your eldest brother is renowned as a great doctor, and your half-brother excels in business. Both of them can bring wealth and honor to the Rheinland family if they become the head."



"I suppose so."



"But you, as a physicist, what benefit can you bring to the family?"



"Hmm."



"If you can't answer, I'll just leave."



My father's expression was complex. As he was about to say goodbye to the Kersil couple and leave, I opened my mouth.



"Academic achievement, perhaps?"



"..."



My father stopped again.



I continued.



"Once I become a professor, I'll take on many graduate students. I'll guide them sincerely. Then they will become excellent scholars and make significant marks not just in the Federation but in human history."



"And you?"



"The same goes for me."



"You're being verbose."



"If Rutherford hadn't had his graduate students conduct the alpha particle scattering experiment, we wouldn't have the medical radiation accelerators we use today."



"I don't understand what you're saying."



"To put it simply, I want to be the person who creates the polio vaccine, not the one who administers it."



My father scratched his head.



Seems like hair loss treatment isn't available yet.



The advancement of science and technology is even more urgent.



"...With that mindset, no woman will ever like you."



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" chuckles.]



With those final words, my father left.



But somehow his steps seemed lighter than when he arrived.



The Kersil couple stood there blankly for a moment before coming to their senses and calling Rustila.



"Now let's go too."



"No!"



Rustila shouted and clung to me.



"I need to write the paper with Eidel!"



Oh my goodness.





Chapter 82 - The Prime Catch (1)



"Rustila, what are you saying?"



"I'm staying here until the break is over. I promised Eidel that's what we'd do. So I can't go."



The Kersil couple fell silent at their daughter's fierce resistance.



After that, anything they said was useless.



Threats only backfired, and gentle persuasion fell on deaf ears.



"It's dangerous here."



"Where in the world is 100% safe?"



"This place is crawling with aliens and criminals!"



"According to Lyuel College's research, the crime rate in the Alcatraz planetary system is 11% lower than the average of other planetary systems."



The Kersil couple grabbed the backs of their necks in frustration.



This was all because of that boy, Eidel or whatever his name was.



The once timid Rustila became bold as brass whenever she was around Eidel, as if she'd received some kind of buff.



She even started backing up her arguments with academic papers and scholarly articles.



They certainly hadn't taught her to speak like that.



"Honey, I have an idea."



"What is it?"



"If Rustila won't leave, we'll just stay here with her."



"Dad!!"



Rustila shrieked, failing to hide her mortification.



This wasn't just embarrassment—this was humiliation. For an adult, it would be like having your parents show up at your workplace with a packed lunch.



"Don't do anything weird! You're both busy people!"



"No, we have to do something. Who knows what that boy might do to you!"



"Eidel isn't that kind of person!"



"Then are you saying you'll be the one to make a move?"



"Ugh...! No, I won't!"



"I don't trust you, young lady."



And so began the argument between mother and daughter.



Escaping the bickering, Eidel and Lloyd Kersil exchanged meaningful glances.



Eidel spoke first.



"I understand your concerns, sir. Living together is always something to be careful about."



"Good that you understand. You haven't done anything inappropriate, have you?"



"I haven't."



Of course, Lloyd didn't believe him at face value. Eidel likewise didn't expect Lloyd to believe him.



They needed some compromise.



Lloyd was about to suggest something.



"I think we should take Rustila home after all..."



"Then please stay here."



"What?"



Click, thud.



Eidel, who had been reading a paper, slowly closed the door.



***



The Kersil couple took 12-hour shifts directly supervising Eidel and Rustila. Berdia, the original supervisor, had long since been relegated to a lab graphics miner.



One day passed, then two, then three.



Nothing happened.



Absolutely nothing.



"Eidel, can't we take a break now?"



"Just after I finish this."



"Uggghh..."



If there was anything unusual, it was that Eidel wasn't letting Rustila get to bed on time.



The reason they stayed up all night was because of research papers.



No joke—Rustila was actually writing a paper.



"The first draft is always the hardest part. Just get through this."



"Hnnngh, save me."



One might worry about her collapsing from overwork, but Rustila's stamina, honed through swordsmanship, was not to be underestimated.



If anything, Eidel looked like he was about to die.



But that boy had determination—a resolve that would make even Heidegger shudder—to complete this paper no matter what it took.



"Hee, heehee."



"This is fun."






They were going crazy together.



Rustila was following Eidel's research surprisingly well.



When Rustila came up with primitive ideas, Eidel would formulate them mathematically. They continuously improved their model through simulations, fixing flaws from previous attempts.



Rustila also took care of miscellaneous tasks—checking if numerous codes were well-written, turning extracted data into tables.



She couldn't be called a formal graduate student, but she was providing help at the level of an undergraduate intern.



"Please have some."



A glass of lemonade was offered to Ada Kersil, who had been scribbling something in her notebook.



One sip.



It was mixed with sparkling water.



"Mmm, delicious. Did you make this?"



"Yes. It's one of Master Eidel's favorite drinks."



The blue-haired android maid bowed her head and stepped back.



"Your name is Sonia, right?"



"That's correct."



Sonia tilted her head and asked:



"What were you writing in your notebook?"



"I'm afraid I can't tell you."



"Then I won't pry further."



What Ada had been writing in her notebook was a "List of Potential Grooms" for Rustila.



Ada had given birth to Rustila after a difficult labor, making Rustila an only child.



As an only child, Rustila had to continue the Kersil lineage.



Ensuring the family line didn't end—the fate of all prestigious families.



Fortunately, Rustila was born healthy, so there was little chance of her dying young, but grandchildren needed to be produced.



That's why Ada, as her mother, was searching for suitable grooms for Rustila.



In simple terms, she was preparing for an arranged marriage.



"None of these boys catch my eye."



The notebook already contained hundreds of male names.



None of them seemed quite right.



Tap, tap.



[Professor Feynman, I'm finally about to complete my second paper. Progress is much faster this time because another student is helping me. I've written a draft, so please check it.]



Eidel sent a DM.



Ada peeked at it while moistening her lips with lemonade.



The conversation continued:



[Could you possibly add Rustila to the acknowledgments?]



[Wouldn't that be selling her short? You said you were able to understand the multiple diffusion effect of Aether thanks to her. At minimum, she should be listed as an author as a matter of courtesy.]



[So I'll be first author, and Rustila second author?]



[Yes. Make sure to list me as the corresponding author.]



[Of course.]



Having been to graduate school herself, Ada understood what this meant.



Her name would appear on a paper.



And in a top-tier journal, no less.



The calculator in Ada's head worked furiously.



"Military is out. But graduate school is also out."



She had completed doctoral coursework herself.



"If she develops an interest in academics and goes to graduate school... that fair, white face will be ruined!"



Because that's what happened to her.



It was hell.



Ada resolved to find some excuse to separate Eidel and her daughter as soon as the break ended.



***



While researching with Eidel, Rustila realized something.



Until now, she had only trained her body.



To run faster. To swing a sword faster.



But she hadn't trained her mind. That's why she could fight monsters that targeted her body but was vulnerable to aliens that attacked her mind.



So she needed to train her mind.



And she had recently discovered the easiest way to do that.



"Graduate school."



If she could find an advisor like Eidel—






No, if Eidel became a professor first and guided her, wouldn't a master's degree be worth pursuing?



She could learn to handle Aether quantitatively. Build knowledge and mental strength. Use that experience to reach greater heights as a swordswoman.



She would become a true Sword Master in every sense.



***



Surveillance? Confinement?



Whatever it was, it had been two weeks.



Eidel had become friendly enough with Lloyd to engage in casual conversation.



While Lloyd might be terrible as a parent, he was quite decent and respectable as a man.



Moreover, Lloyd had begun to highly regard Eidel's attitude.



"You really haven't made a single move on Rustila."



"You told me to be careful."



"What I mean is, you have deep self-control."



Eidel tilted his head.



Lloyd patted him on the back and smiled faintly.



"My daughter is quite beautiful, you know."



"Ah."



There it was.



The universal daddy's girl syndrome that all fathers have.



"Eidel. Would you mind if I test you on one thing?"



"If it clears up your misunderstanding, I don't mind."



Though they'd been getting along, two weeks wasn't enough to build complete trust.



And men know.



The three ways to strengthen male friendship:



Alcohol, console games, and—



"This just came out."



Adult videos.



"I'll gauge his reaction with this."



The portable software, smuggled past Alcatraz's checkpoints, was designed to make men's hearts race.



By observing his reaction, Lloyd could determine Eidel's true nature and whether he was putting on an act.



This was something no man could fake in front of another man.



"Oh."



He took the bait.



"I'm not interested."



The hook came up empty.



"Come on, take it. You might need it someday."



"Aren't you testing me? Wouldn't it be better if I didn't accept it?"



"Whether you take it or not isn't important. Everyone has sexual desires. No need to be embarrassed."



"I really don't need it."



After much protest, Eidel finally accepted the disk containing adult videos. It had 512 terabytes of storage. Eidel's expression turned sly.



"He's putting on a bit of an act, but judging by his face, at least he's not impotent."



If he had no sexual desire, that would have been a solemn matter in itself.



Lloyd patted Eidel's shoulder and said:



"That's enough. I understand what kind of person you are now."



"Yes, yes."



Eidel rolled his eyes and slipped the disk into his sleeve.



The two had a light meal and rested. Even during this time, Eidel didn't put down his research paper.



"You really work hard."



"Thank you."



"The title of the paper you're reading reminds me of a news article I saw in passing yesterday."



"What?"



"I think the title was... 'Method of Repairing the Aether Belt Using Quantum Gravity Tweezers'?"



He didn't actually remember it well.



He was just reconstructing the story from what he could recall.



If Eidel happened to read that article and finished his paper even a little earlier, they could get Rustila out sooner.



"The simulation apparently found an engineering method to restore the torn Aether Belt to its original state. Even to a layman like me, it seemed impressive. Perhaps you..."



Lloyd stopped mid-sentence, sensing something was wrong, and turned his head.



"Gasp... huff... HUFF!"



What a beast this kid was.





Chapter 83 - The Prime Catch (2)



"I heard they found an engineering method to restore the Aether Belt to its original state through simulation."



The moment I heard those words, one term came to mind.



Scoop.



When two or more different labs research the same topic and one publishes a paper before the other. When this happens, the side that loses the paper is said to have been "scooped," and the feeling is reportedly indescribably shitty.



One wrong move and all my past efforts could vanish in an instant.



"What was the title of that article?"



"Using quantum gravity tweezers..."



I searched immediately.



There it was.



An article posted just the day before yesterday.



[According to Professor Kallis Stranov of the Department of Astrophysics at Iryuel University-]



That's how the first sentence began.



[-quantum gravity tweezers can manipulate ether like 'optical tweezers' that capture light, and he plans to publish a paper on this in the near future.]



That's how the last line concluded.



In other words, the research hasn't been published in a journal yet.



My sinking heart returned to its original position.



["What a shame. I could have seen that contorted face... ARGHHHH!"]



[— Foreign god "Orchestra of Mud and Flesh" has made a regular tribute of 500 prons.]



Anyway, this information implies one thing.



"Rustila."



"Yes?"



"Starting today, I'm reducing sleep to three hours a day. Effective immediately."



"Huh?"



"Berdia and Sonia are androids, so they don't need to sleep, right?"



"What?"



Cartesia. Give. Me. Strength.



["...? Well, I don't mind."]



["ARGHHHH!"]



[— "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" collects 2000 prons from "Orchestra of Mud and Flesh."]



With Professor Feynman, my advisor, added to the mix.



I decided to create a masterpiece with everyone's combined strength that would deliver a fresh shock to the academic world. And to do it faster than anyone else.



However, despite such determination, one problem remained.



...What should I title the paper?



***



[■ Today Universe Physics]

[Simulation of Aether Belt's Intrinsic Level Manipulation Using Plasma-Ether Perturbation Phenomena]



[Authors]

[Eidel von Rheinland (First Author)]

[Rustila Kersil (Second Author)]

[Richard Feynman (Corresponding Author)]



[Abstract]

[This method allows for the restoration of the Aether Belt using swordsmen wielding Plasma Swords and the power of constellations. We have proven this through simulation, and with sufficient time and budget, we plan to conduct follow-up research on the real world.]



[Status]

[Publication Approved]



"Honey, what are you scribbling so intently?"



"This? It's my potential son-in-law notebook."



Ada showed Lloyd the edge of her notebook. It was filled with names of young men from families like Tahalint, Yusoford, Gonel, Hedelton, and others—families of similar standing to the Kersil family.



And at the end.



A boy's name had been added.



[Eidel von Rheinland]



"Honey."



"What?"



"Rheinland isn't on our level."



"I know."



Ada gestured with her chin toward the distance.



"But look at those two."



Rustila and Eidel, who had successfully submitted their paper, were lying on the bed like popsicle sticks, their eyes rolled back in exhaustion.



The two of them were in dreamland, covered by the same blanket.



"Don't they look incredibly close?"



"Honey, what are you saying?"



Lloyd thought for a moment that he had misheard.



Just a week ago, Ada had been desperate to separate Rustila and Eidel.



And now she's changing her position so easily?






"Hehe."



Rustila grinned and pressed her arms and legs against Eidel's body. Her face looked like she was in heaven.



"W-why are they sleeping in the same place...!"



As Lloyd was about to move forward in outrage, his arm was grabbed.



Ada shook her head and said:



"Honey, think about it differently. If you consider that boy as our future son-in-law, the problem is solved."



"What nonsense!"



"Rheinland is an unattainable prestigious family. And they say that boy could become the head of the family if he plays his cards right. Do you know what this means?"



"You disliked Eidel so much. Why the hesitation now? That child is still too early to trust."



"Honey."



Tears began to stream down Ada's face.



"You wouldn't understand. Of course, since you never attended graduate school."



"What are you suddenly talking about?"



"Universe is an incredible journal. Even papers created with blood and sweat by millions of scholars from millions of planets across the Federation can't easily get published there. Do you know how many doctoral students are desperate just to be listed as the third author?"



"A-Ada."



"Professors too. Some have left without publishing a single paper in Universe. There are even bastards who steal papers written by graduate students out of greed."



Ada, now emotional, had dropped her formal speech and was interrogating Lloyd.



"...I'm a victim too."



Ah.



Lloyd silently embraced Ada.



After bringing water to Ada, who was exhausted from crying, Lloyd received permission to open his wife's notebook.



[Eidel von Rheinland]



[Family A+]

[Ability A+]

[Appearance A0]

[Character A+]



The fact that his wife rated his character as A+ was significant. None of the many potential grooms she had met and evaluated had received such a high score.



Eidel, are you the strongest in character too?



"By the way, why is his appearance A0?"



"Because A+ is reserved only for you, honey."



Ah.



Lloyd embraced Ada once more.



Unfortunately, Eidel was awake at this time, having just woken from a nightmare where Sonia headbutted him.



'These people are animals.'



That level of kissing could cause global warming.



Truly, if Mrs. Kersil hadn't had a difficult childbirth, Rustila might have had about fourteen siblings.



He swallowed such regrets.



Eidel looked at Rustila clinging to him, then closed his eyes.



What should I write for the third paper?



***



[(Breaking News) Stellarium's Professor Feynman's Research Team Develops Modeling Technique to Manipulate Aether Belt Using Swordsmen Blessed by Constellations]



[Citations: 1428]



"How significant is this research? Simply put, we can make the entire Federation like the Alcatraz planetary system. A place where foreign gods can't approach or use their power."



The world was turned upside down.



By a single paper.



Countless follow-up studies followed.



[Professor Callisto Rankel's Research Team Successfully Restores Aether Belt Using 'Feynman-Rheinland Model']



"Professor Feynman and student Rheinland are geniuses that appear once in 10,000 years. Without the theoretical foundation they created, we would have had to continue living under monster attacks."



[Professor Dahnab Roden's Research Team Successfully Develops Technology to Transform Ether Barrier from 'Plane' to 'Polyhedron' Using FR Model]



"Many people will soon know about this. Countries need to increase investment in basic science. Professor Feynman and young Rheinland have shown that theory is never just armchair speculation."



[Iryuel's Professor Barnar's Research Team Discovers Additional Eigenfrequency Modes of Aether Belt... Effective in Blocking Darwin-system Foreign Gods]



"Eidel von Rheinland, are you watching? If given the opportunity, I would very much like to meet you."



[Southern Life Research Institute's Hueritia Research Team Achieves Excellent Elimination Effects in Experiments on Avatar Bodies]



"Now all researchers can work in an environment where they can stretch their legs without fear of being consumed by madness."



Scientific theories gain public attention when they evolve into engineering.



And the more the return exceeds the cost required by that engineering, the more people cheer.



Eidel's research had that kind of potential.



First, he thoroughly built the foundation, then opened up completely new research horizons with follow-up studies.



In just one month.



Geniuses from across the universe read Eidel's paper, understood it, derived new ideas, and reassembled them into engineering.



It was an unprecedented speed—



Which meant the matter was that urgent.






"Student Eidel, congratulations. You're being released."



"Pardon?"



Prison Director John Whitewood patted Eidel on the shoulder with a subtly regretful expression.



"If you leave now, it'll be the shortest stay ever. I'm proud of you. After all, research that saved humanity was completed here at Alcatraz."



This is crazy. How could I leave such a well-equipped research lab?



He couldn't possibly move after using it for only a month. This was too unfair.



***



Rustila, delighted by the news that Eidel could return to school, quickly packed his belongings.



His toothbrush, his soap, his papers.



Everything went into Rustila's bag.



She was grabbing things without checking, but she knew exactly what she was doing.



- Try to make Eidel fall in love with you somehow. And then make it all the way to marriage. There aren't many people as dependable as him. He's a first-class catch, so you absolutely can't let him go. Understand?



It was her mother's instruction.



Thanks to that, the interference telling her to stay away from Eidel had completely disappeared.



Instead, interference telling her to stick close to him had emerged.



'This kind of interference might be okay... Oh.'



Rustila's face turned red.



What am I thinking right now?



This makes me look like a woman who fell for him just because I got the scraps of being listed as second author on a paper.



I am a swordswoman above all else, a swordswoman.



After composing herself, Rustila took a deep breath.



- But absolutely not a soldier.



Rustila's parents wanted her to either continue the Kersil family line or marry into an even better family.



From that perspective, a soldier wasn't a very good choice.



In the Federation, which was constantly at war with foreign gods, the profession of swordsman was closest to death.



'Should I hurry and make grandchildren?'



For a moment, Rustila had such an embarrassing thought.



She shook her head, and her golden ponytail swung like a pendulum.



"Oh, a simple pendulum."



Eidel was still saying incomprehensible things.



Rustila looked up at Eidel with a bright smile.



"Shall we go back?"



Eidel smiled and replied.



"No."



Rustila's expression crumbled.



***



[Gravity-Ether Reaction Theory Laboratory]



"AAAAAHHHHH!! UWAAAAHHHHH!!"



Bang, bang, bang!



The sound of popping popcorn intermittently echoed from beyond the lab.



"What's going on in there?"



"The professor next door got scooped. I heard that lab is like a funeral home."



"You mean that paper Professor Feynman wrote? That was a huge hit."



"I know. Don't you think that professor will win next year's Archaea Prize in physics?"



The students, silencing themselves at another banging sound, swallowed dry saliva and continued their conversation.



"Shh. They were college classmates. They really don't get along, so it's rude to mention that professor's name here."



"Then let's talk about the first author. I heard the graduate student who actually wrote that paper is an incredible genius..."



On the other side of the wall, the teabagging continued. The woman groaned, tearing at her hair.



This damn school has terrible soundproofing in this respect.



Thud, thud, thuud.



After banging her head on the white oak desk several times, Kallis collapsed like a sack of borrowed barley.



"This isn't right, this isn't right."



She had no strength left.



After pouring in so much time.



And then, and then...



"...Feynman, you piece of trash."



Not content with coldly rejecting my confession in school days, now you steal my paper too?



Kallis turned on her computer with blazing eyes.



And searched.



For Eidel von Rheinland. For that student's whereabouts.





Chapter 84 - Contact Reversal ~ Becoming the Prospective Graduate Student That Professors Obsess Over ~ (1)



"I won't be leaving here for a while."



"Why not?"



Rustila's expression became unexpectedly serious.



There's a patriot who's lost her country.



She grabbed my hand and stammered.



"S-soon it'll be the start of the semester. Don't you need to return to the academy?"



Why does she look so frightened? It's not like we'll never see each other again.



Thinking about it, I soon understood the reason.



It's because of Seti.



I hadn't told Rustila that Seti had awakened because I wanted to write the paper with her. Rustila liked Seti almost as much as I did, and if she heard the news that Seti had awakened, she would immediately run off.



"Let's discharge now, okay? The director gave permission."



Rustila trembled like a child who had done something wrong. She tugged at my sleeve.



She looked so pitiful, like a puppy being abandoned by its owner, that I almost nodded.



"My sister woke up."



I told her the truth.



"What, really...?"



"You look like you don't believe me."



"No, I believe you. It's what you said, Eidel."



I was about to show her the email as proof, but it seemed unnecessary.



At least the worst-case scenario of revealing my sister's unsavory side had been avoided.



I am a true brother.



As expected, Rustila was preparing to dash out the door. Her whole body expressed her desire to run straight to the Southern Spiritual Center where Seti was. Now that's performance art.



But then.



"Ah."



Rustila, who was about to leave, put her bag back down.



"What's wrong?"



"Nothing."



"Why are you unpacking? You were acting like you were about to leave."



Rustila sat back down on the cot.



With a thump, she lay on her side and glared at me.



I could feel a profound aura emanating from her deep blue eyes.



"I thought about it, and I think it's better if I stay here."



She giggled and twisted her hair.



"If you're not going, I'll stay here too."



"..."



"You'll need me for the next paper anyway, right?"



Rustila pulled something out from her waist.



It was a note.



"Remember the bet you made with Berdia at the very beginning?"



"Bet?"



"You agreed that if you completed the paper within three months, she'd grant you one wish."



"That's right."



I recalled what I had written then.



Rustila unfolded the note and showed it to me.



[To receive Rustila's help for the next paper publication]



"How mischievous."



The corners of her mouth turned up in a bright smile.



"Anyway, I'll be here until the end of the break. I got my mother's permission."



It was essentially a declaration of cohabitation.



Cohabitation in prison.



With Berdia around, nothing should happen, and I'm not without self-control, so nothing major should occur.



"Your parents gave permission?"



"Yes."



I got goosebumps.



What wind of change had blown through Rustila's notoriously strict parents?



My deliberation wasn't long. It wasn't a problem that could be solved by thinking anyway.



At any rate, it was a positive sign that we were walking a path completely different from the novel's content. It was evidence that a future without destruction awaited us.



"Ahem."



Sonia, who had been beside us, cleared her throat and joined the conversation.



"By the way, miss, what did you write on your note?"



"Oh. Mine?"



She laughed softly.



"It's a secret."



"..."



"It's in the past anyway, right? Let's just forget about it."



"Sonia, it's rude to ask a lady such things."



"Y-young master, please be quiet."



Anyway.



Looking at Rustila's beaming smile, I could feel our relationship had grown stronger.



If things continue this way, Rustila would become the youngest Great Omega-grade swordsman. It seemed she had learned how to handle Aether more precisely while researching with me.



A good sign.



"Well, shall we go get lunch?"



"Are we eating out?"



"We can freely come and go. We're not inmates after all."



"Now that you mention it, that's true."



When was the last time I went outside? It's becoming hazy now.



"Come on, I know a good restaurant."






Rustila took my hand and began leading me. Berdia, with a dazed expression, and Sonia, as stoic as ever, slowly followed behind us.



To go outside, we had to pass through the central hall where the inmates were confined. The same cauldron of madness awaited us.



Clang!



Not far away, iron bars shook violently. Rustila and I reflexively turned our heads.



[Inmate #888887]



Black hair, black eyes.



A common-looking girl who could be found anywhere was gripping the bars, her shoulders trembling intensely.



"Y-y-you, why are you here..."



I took out my notebook and wrote down the prisoner's number and type of madness.



Her stuttering seems worse than before.



"...why are you here, no, rather, this, this shouldn't be happening."



Rustila whispered with a worried face.



"...Eidel, do you know her?"



"No. Do you?"



"I've never seen her before either."



Then there's only one possibility.



She's been struck with madness.



The more I look at it, the more unpleasant it becomes. I need to continue my next research as soon as possible.



I kept thinking about it even while eating and walking with Rustila.



Let's see. What should the next research be? It's about time to start the first phase of the development plan Cartesia gave me, but the problem is that it requires an unimaginably large research budget...



"Ah!"



Startled, I turned to see Rustila had fallen.



"Ow, ow..."



"Are you okay?"



"I think I twisted my ankle."



Rustila's shoulders jerked like a broken wooden puppet.



It feels more like I'm looking at a fragile girl than a Sword Master.



I sighed lightly and extended my hand.



"I'll help you up."



"Don't just help me up, carry me."



"Does it hurt that much?"



"Yes."



That's when Sonia intervened.



"Miss Rustila, Sonia or Berdia can carry you."



"No, you don't need to..."



"Robotics principle: 'Help those who are injured.' Isn't it natural for an android to serve humans? Come, miss. Don't hesitate, get on my back."



"Oh. Come to think of it, I think I can walk now?"



"My, there's no need to be shy."



Rustila staggered for a bit before returning to a normal gait. Now that I think about it, simple injuries heal quickly with the blessing of the stars.



["You know nothing about a woman's heart. This is why you'll never win against her... Argh!"]



[— The foreign god "Orchestra of Mud and Flesh" has made a regular tribute of 500 prons.]



Anyway, now that I've decided on the topic for the third paper.



It's about time I leave this prison.



But I wanted to be fully prepared.



Because.



[— "Steel Flowing Like Earth" shows inexplicable hostility toward you.]



[— "King of Elegant Finale" is waiting for you to leave Alcatraz.]



[— "Sky of Comfort" wants to carve out your brain.]



[— "Rippling Anger" looks forward to burning you to death.]



[— "The End" will always monitor your presence.]



I've been completely exposed to the Named Ones.





***





Foreign gods have their ranks too. Just as Cartesia subdued Populus, any of the aforementioned foreign gods could easily defeat Cartesia.



What if Cartesia is taken from me?



Just imagining it is terrifying.



["Oh?"]



[— "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" purses his lips in surprise.]



It would be like a science student losing their calculator. My research would crawl along like a worm, that's for certain.



[— "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" frowns.]



["I was a fool to expect anything."]



Therefore, there are two additional conditions needed for me to leave Alcatraz prison.



["What are they?"]



First, the complete safety of myself and those around me must be guaranteed.



Second, I need to obtain qualifications to directly enter graduate school.



["I can somehow manage the first one. This is my domain after all. But the second..."]



That's right.



It's greed.



Originally, I aimed to enter the college program, but after writing two papers, even the time spent there feels wasteful.



[Graduate School Admission Inquiry]



[To: Stellarium Academy Graduate School Admissions Office]



[I would like to know if it's possible to enter the graduate program without going through the college process after graduating from Academia.]



Just as a brave man wins a beautiful woman.



How a brave student obtains a degree.



Hoping for any possibility, I sent an email written with care.



And the result was—






[(Reply) Hello, this is the Stellarium Graduate School Admissions Office. To apply for the graduate program, you need a college-level degree or an academic background legally recognized as equivalent.]



"Tsk."



So there's no way other than the orthodox method?



["It would be better to properly enter college first, kid."]



Even Cartesia sighs.



But I can't give up.



What is a doctoral degree?



It's a degree given to someone who can solve problems.



Think, Eidel. It's about completely flipping the problem's horizon.



"Oh."



A good idea came to mind.



If I can't enter graduate school.



I'll just make others put me in graduate school.





***





One month and a half after Eidel published his second paper.



Professor Josef Renkel, who succeeded in restoring the southeastern belt for the first time, received words of praise.



Soon, the "Rallos Prize," the highest award in engineering, was given to him.



At the award ceremony, Professor Renkel clinked glasses with Professor Feynman.



Clink!



The two men who drank wine gazed at each other deeply.



"It's been a while, Professor."



"Is this the time to say such things? I received an award, but you're not even nominated for the Achaea Prize?"



"Achaea Prize? What's that?"



"Don't make such empty jokes at a place like this."



Feynman laughed heartily and popped a cookie into his mouth.



"I'm sorry. Still, I dislike becoming famous."



"You're already famous."



"I won't deny that."



Feynman tiredly rubbed his eyelids.



Renkel thought to himself.



'Actually, it's not that Feynman can't receive the award. If they were to give it, they should give it as a set with Rheinland, the first author, to avoid noise. The problem is that Rheinland is still an Academia student.'



The Achaea Prize, which can only be awarded to scholars in basic science.



Its award conditions were as follows:



- Must possess at least a college-level degree.



Originally, the Achaea Prize started with the purpose of supporting scholarships for pure science students. Because of that, there was an old tradition that about half of the total prize money had to be donated to the recipient's college or graduate school.



But what about the Academia program?



It's just high school.



There's no distinction of majors.



Therefore, no matter how good the research results, someone who only graduated from Academia couldn't receive the award.



'The restrictions are placed on such unnecessary parts.'



The entire committee was essentially watching out for Rheinland—no, a mere high school student.



'It's stranger that someone with such achievements doesn't even enter college.'



Buzz.



"An email?"



"Yes, just a moment."



Professor Feynman, checking his tablet, twitched his eyebrows.



"This is..."



[The director of Alcatraz Prison has informed me that it's too early to release me. It seems I won't be able to return to Academia this year.]



"Th-this can't be."



Feynman's complexion turned pale. Professor Renkel approached him with a worried look.



"What's wrong? Th-this can't be."



And he found out.



That a great calamity had befallen the student he was (supposedly) guiding.



"Isn't this Professor Feynman? It's been a while. But what are you looking at... Th-this can't be."



"What is it? Why is everyone gathering here... Th-this can't be."



"Professor Renkel, I've wanted to meet you. Professor Feynman is here too. What's the matter... Th-this can't be."



By now, a crowd of professors had surrounded Feynman.



Feynman, forgetting that his email was being exposed to others, scrolled down.



The essence visible in the meticulously written email was:



[It seems impossible for me to enter graduate school. I'm sorry.]



[Sincerely, Eidel von Rheinland]



The prison term has been extended, and perhaps, he can't return.



"Th-this can't be."



This is absurd.



"My graduate student."



Someone blurted out.



"...This, this is not the time to be like this."



"He's definitely being held on some trivial pretext."



"If he were held by a foreign god, he couldn't have written such a paper in the first place."



"Professor Roden is right. Keeping that student there is a loss for the entire universe!"



"Besides, we've now learned how to repair the Aether Belt?"



And so, the dazed professors' gazes suddenly changed.



"For the honor of academia..."



"...let's bring him back. With our own hands."



The rising star of the physics world.



It was the beginning of the operation to rescue Eidel von Rheinland.





Chapter 85 - Contact Reversal ~ Becoming the Prospective Graduate Student that Professors Obsess Over ~ (2)



I soon received hundreds of emails.



After filtering through them all and organizing only what I needed, the following subject lines emerged:



"Please come to our laboratory"

"Graduate School Admission Offer"

"Hello Eidel, I am a professor in the Electrical and Electronic Engineering Department at Lyuel College..."



It feels somewhat strange.



Instead of me sending emails to professors, professors are contacting me.



It's even more thrilling than when a professor asks if you can come to their office after a lecture.



"Heh, hehahaha."



[— The God of Wisdom and Curiosity is shocked.]



[— The Orchestra of Mud and Flesh cannot close its mouth.]



The emails are still piling up in real time.



Reading and replying to all of them would be difficult in many ways. No, to be frank, it would be annoying.



Subject lines need to grab attention. I acted like I was choosing a web novel, carefully scanning through the email subjects as I scrolled down.



This one's not great, that one's not great either.



"Professor who got scooped by you"



Now that sounds interesting.



I'll read it right away.



The email itself was compact.



The student and my research topics overlapped, which is how this happened. But I'm not angry. Rather, I've become ambitious and wanted to contact you about recruiting you.



Cutting-edge research facilities and abundant research funding. Papers published in prestigious journals. Lab colleagues who feel like family. All of this is waiting for you.



So, please.



"I hope you will apply to our laboratory."



[Lyuel College – Regards, Callis Stranov]



It's so well-written I can almost feel the intensity.



So what should I do now?



Reply, of course.



I prepared to send the same response to several other promising professors I'd picked out.



With their passion, they might help me achieve my goals. The thought made me smile.



That's when it happened.



Thud, thud, thud.



"Student, open the door!"



The locked door shuddered from the impact.



It was Director John Whitewood. Apparently, he had made up his mind to throw me out of this prison.



"Director, don't come near me! I think I'm having a fit of madness. Aaaaargh!"



I shouted with all my might and pounded on the keyboard.



"Stop talking nonsense and open the door!"



"Director! Gurk, quergh."



"You little bastard!"



The steel door with its state-of-the-art locking system isn't easy to open. I munched on the preserved food I had stockpiled while clicking the email send button.



Now I just need to do something else until replies come in.



And that something is the administrative work of this prison.



Since I'm not paying any rent at all, I should at least do this much.



"That's enough already! What more do you want from me! I, I don't want to die. I'm sick of this! Aaaah!"



Prisoner 888887.



That girl is at it again today.



Of course, she's not the only crazy person in this prison.



I've been documenting the various types of madness that erupt moment by moment and organizing them into spreadsheets.



Looking at the timeline, it seems like more people have been showing worsening symptoms lately.



***






There's a saying that the early bird catches the worm. It means people should be diligent.



Like many professors, Callis was diligent. However, unlike other scholars, she overflowed with sincerity and dedication. So much so that she would humble herself before a student who had stolen her research.



It was humiliating, but what could she do?



She had ambition and a desire for revenge that was second to none.



'Richard. Just as you abandoned me, I'll make your favorite student abandon you. Feel the same pain of loss. And soon, you'll be begging me. Hehehe!'



It was a story from more than ten years ago.



A burn from the past that there was no reason or need to obsess over.



But who would know? The fact that love is more stubborn than one can imagine.



The remnants of unfulfilled desire had continued to smolder like embers, gnawing at Callis's heart.



Her memory goes back to her academia days.



A boy obsessed with research.



And a girl who came to love such a boy.



"I like you."



She gathered her courage and confessed her love.



She thought they could surely date because she was pretty, her grades were decent, and their family backgrounds were similar. She believed it without a doubt. That's why, despite her shyness, she was able to push through with her pride and speak up.



But.



"I'm sorry, but I can't accept your confession."



"W-why...?"



"I've decided not to date anyone until I finish my research. Honestly, it's a waste of time."



Richard escaped with an absurd excuse.



Unable to accept this, Callis followed him and majored in physics.



And she confessed again, suggesting they research together.



"Then we can just be research colleagues."



She felt her heart sink. Why? At the age when they were entering college, shouldn't they at least be matching wedding rings? If he didn't like her, he could just marry someone else. That would have felt more liberating.



Richard left room for possibility until the end. He remained single, and Callis, due to external circumstances, had not married either.



'I'm going to change this dependent relationship today. Student Eidel, I'm sorry to Professor Feynman, but you're destined to be my graduate student.'



A reply had already arrived.



Callis smiled brightly as she read the email.



"I'm sorry."



"...Huh?"



"It seems I won't be able to enter the graduate program at all."



Callis's eyes lost their focus.



This just... doesn't make sense.



***



"It seems they don't intend to release me from Alcatraz. Being able to exchange emails like this is the extent of the privileges I've been granted."



"Also, I am a student in the Academia program. Even if I were released, I couldn't immediately apply to your laboratory. If I were a prospective graduate of the College program, I would have requested an interview with your laboratory long ago."



Eidel sent the same email to multiple professors.



All professors who desperately wanted Eidel.



The number reached about 300.



The will of the Spartans was about to awaken here, in the Laniakea Federation, thousands of years later.



"That concludes the presentation of the paper written by myself and my protégé. Thank you."



*Applause*



Professor Feynman had to wipe away tears as he heard the applause.



He had been a genius known only to me.



He had been my little Eidel.



Now the competition ratio had reached 300 to 1.



Eidel wasn't yet an official graduate student. Perhaps he could be stolen away by another lab.



'...But I have achievements that these others don't. Eidel contacted only me. I'm the only one he visited in person. So it's inevitable that I become his advisor.'



Haven't they even written two papers together?






Feynman forcibly moistened his cracked lips.



Then he looked around. To rescue Eidel, he needed everyone's help. Because he couldn't represent the academic world alone.



The professors who had listened to Feynman's presentation were discussing strategies as if they had received a buff, united in purpose.



"I've petitioned the Achaea Committee. As the most authoritative committee in academia, the government will surely feel pressured."



Notably, more than half of the scientists gathered here were Achaea Award winners.



If Eidel had seen this scene, he would have fainted without being able to breathe, but fortunately, he wasn't here.



"Let's also email famous journals like Universe."



"I happen to have the chief editor's address. I'll try contacting them."



"My relative is quite high up in politics, so I should speak to them."



"Let's also request solidarity from other research institutes."



The best resource professors can utilize is their network.



In fact, with networks, there was nothing they couldn't do.



Burying a person in academia and society was a common occurrence, and the opposite was equally possible.



The butterfly effect created by this alliance of 300 soon turned into a massive hurricane.



"Federal Basic Science Research Group Begins 'Demand for Eidel's Release' Protest"



"156 Organizations Under the Supreme Technology Innovation Research Institute – Strike Beginning Next Monday"



"Achaea Committee: 'Alcatraz Should Not Misjudge the Nation,' Essentially a Threat to the Government"



This news soon spread to the public.



"Do you remember the troublemaker Rheinland who appeared in some news articles before? Yes, Eidel von Rheinland. He has returned as an extraordinary genius."



"Eidel's achievement this time can be summarized in one sentence: 'Humanity has secured its right to survive from foreign gods.' That's right. We now know how to repair the holes in the Aether Belt."



"Why is this significant? Using this theory, the concept of frontier planets disappears. The entire area where humanity lives will be filled with aether! Neither avatar bodies nor foreign gods can enter!"



The research results, instantly disseminated through mass media, created ripples.



Engineering professors also did their best to produce follow-up research.



Money was inevitably involved in such matters.



Major corporations throughout the universe struggled to secure the "Aether Barrier Restoration Technology." The value of Professor Renkel, who first created this technology, also skyrocketed.



Renkel smiled and carefully saved all the invested money, except for the actual research funds, in his bank account.



'Eidel, this money is all yours.'



He too, not yet at retirement age, was in desperate need of a smart graduate student.



And soon, there was a response from the government.



"Eidel von Rheinland has experienced a recurrence of madness caused by foreign gods and requires additional treatment at the Alcatraz Treatment Center."



"What?"



"He wrote such an impressive paper but is being controlled by foreign gods?"



"That's nonsense. There must be something fishy going on here!"



Scholars immediately protested.



However, after the CCTV footage was released, everyone had to close their mouths.



First, video #1:



"Heh, hehihihi."



Then, video #2:



"Director, Director. Gurk, guerk."



Video #3:



"Air raid warning, haaa, air raid warninggg."



Video #4:



"Huk, huuuk, huuuuk...!"



The professors watched the tapes one by one with dazed expressions. Even in this situation, their brains were working busily. They needed to find something, anything strange.



But it all looked like madness.



"Why suddenly give me a mission? Well, this one's okay. But why is the failure penalty pregnancy again? Do you like me or something?"



Finally, video #15.



Callis, who had been sitting still like a dead person, suddenly jumped up and shouted:



"It's, it's fabricated! A government conspiracy! This can't be real!"





Chapter 86 - Constellation



"Brother has accomplished something big."



Seti murmured as she watched the news featuring Eidel.



Yes, it was big in many ways.



Waking up to find himself imprisoned in Alcatraz, flirting with sister Rustila, and even writing a thesis while doing so.



And now he's holding out in prison.



'He might fool others, but he can't fool my eyes.'



Seti was certain. Eidel had something up his sleeve.



Sighing, Seti returned to the Spirit Sanctuary and clapped her hands together.



The ritual of the Spirit Sanctuary. At first glance, it seemed like a religious ceremony, but its true purpose was to obtain a constellation and shake off the remnants of outer gods. Through the ritual, Seti became more proficient in handling Aether.



However, she still hadn't obtained a constellation.



Without a constellation, even if she left this place, she might be attacked by outer gods again.



"Phew."



Seti scratched her shoulder and relaxed her posture. It was annoying.



That's when it happened.



"Hello?"



A voice came from behind her.



"You seem to be struggling quite a bit."



The tone was similar, so at first she thought it was her mother. Seti's smile, which had slightly risen, fell back down. It was someone she'd never seen before.



"Who are you?"



"Callis Stranov. I work at Iryuel University."



"Are you a professor?"



"...You know about that?"



Seti chuckled.



"My brother constantly sings about professors whenever he gets the chance."



"That makes things easier then."



Without delay, Callis explained his story in as much detail as possible. Seti's expression was priceless when she heard about the thesis scoop.



Seti thought to herself.



'He was so dismissive at first.'



It had been barely a year. Eidel had been fierce and foolish. But somehow, he had become so smart that she couldn't keep up. And he had become kinder too.



She knew an outer god had attached itself to him. Perhaps it created some strange synergy with him?



Seti shook her head.



That was just speculation.



When seized by an outer god, one's mind is destroyed without exception.



Anyway, Seti put on a regretful expression for Callis.



"I'm sorry, but I don't know much that I can tell you. I can never tell what Eidel is thinking."



"Yes, that's how he seems."



Callis clicked his tongue.



Fifteen short videos sent by the government. Through those videos, he had seen Eidel acting like someone possessed.



Whether it was fabricated or not didn't matter. What mattered was the thesis Eidel had published.



Callis looked at Seti and said:



"Your brother is a genius."



"I know."



"Perhaps the papers he publishes in the future might change the world. He might present groundbreaking research results that could defeat outer gods. If that happens, he'll become a hero surpassing the First Sword Saint."



"Come on. That's too much. How can you compare Eidel to the First Sword Saint? That person saved the universe."



"I'm serious."



Seti pressed her lips together. Callis's face had hardened somewhat. The professor's aura washed over her like surging waves.



"I didn't come today to ask for help from a young lady. That would be too shameful for an adult, wouldn't it?"



"Then why?"



"The opposite. I came to offer help."






Callis had completed a rough investigation before coming here. He knew why Eidel was in prison and why Seti was in this place. He had figured it all out.



"It seems you need to receive the call of a constellation."



"Yes."



"Good, I can help you with that much."



***



In the current era where constellations are understood through science.



In the physics department, there exists a sub-discipline that connects plasma, nuclear physics, constellations, and Aether.



Callis, who researched gravity clamps, wasn't an expert in that field, but he was proficient enough to know how to easily accept a constellation into one's body.



Using his specialized knowledge, Callis taught Seti the Aether resonance method to attach a constellation.



The result was successful.



[— The constellation 'God of Wealth and Investment' descends upon you.]



The sensation of something rising through her mind. It felt like electrons in her brain moving in a specific pattern, tapping on her optic nerves.



Perhaps that's what created this hallucination.



["...Hello."]



[— The 'God of Wealth and Investment' blushes.]



"A constellation with a lot of shyness, I see."



Seti giggled.



She had initially thought constellations would have elegant and noble images, but she learned that they differ from one to another.



'But how did the constellation name...'



God of Wealth and Investment.



It sounded like a nickname for a legendary fund manager. Seti tilted her head.



Then, as she rolled her eyes, the status window scrolled down like a game shop, revealing an options menu.



[Tutorial: Coins are assets. Credits and coins are exchangeable, with a series of fees applied during exchange. You can earn coins through various events or actions that positively impact the world, and use them to increase your capital or enhance your personal abilities.]



[Current coins you have: 5000C]

[Exchange rate: 1C = 1000CD]



"So one coin equals a thousand credits."



She hadn't heard about this from sister Rustila. It seemed like a function granted only to her.



[The more coins you exchange for credits, the more the market value of credits will fall. Conversely—]



"Ah, I know these basics."



Seti skipped through the boring economic content that followed. Thinking of coins as virtual currency wasn't much different.



Except, it's a safe virtual currency that won't be delisted as long as the constellation doesn't die.



[Your constellation enjoys lending something to others and receiving compensation—that is, investment. Therefore, you can invest coins in other people's constellations.]



"Oh."



Seti's eyes widened.



She had always enjoyed investing in things to make a profit. This seemed like it could be fun.



[Depending on the reputation or ability of the person you invest in, you might multiply your invested coins or lose them. However, if you <donate>, those coins will be lost, and in return, the constellation receiving the donation will become friendly with you.]



"What's good about becoming friendly?"



[You can share or acquire abilities that only those who have been assigned that constellation can possess. This is established as a one-sided <Bond> skill contract.]



Hmm, it's complicated. Seti fiddled around for another ten minutes or so before packing her bags to go home.



She also thanked the priest of the Starlight Order who had taken care of her and confirmed that the stigma had been engraved.



Callis nodded and said:



"It's engraved on your shoulder. You're on the moderate side."



Seti decided not to probe further.



After returning home, Seti had a modest homecoming party with her exclusive android, Bella. They ordered chicken and bulgogi, eating to their heart's content—



"Sniff, sob."



She cried.



["...Are you okay?"]



"Sniff, it's so delicious..."



["What a strange child..."]






After finishing the sweet meal with money she had earned herself, Seti opened her room door and dived onto her bed.



Lying face down, she enjoyed the elegant silence for several minutes. Truly, the ship was as quiet as a mouse.



"..."



This time, silent tears really came.



Woong.



That's when her phone rang.



The caller was her third brother.



[I heard you got out of the Spirit Sanctuary? Congrats!]



[Take care of yourself]



[I'll be out soon too, so don't keep crying, okay?]



"Ha, this, this jerk...!"



Click.



[🖕]



After sending that single character, she lay properly on the bed. Seti, who had been rubbing her eyes, stared blankly for a moment before getting up.



'Come to think of it, there were constellations I could sponsor.'



As expected.



Father, mother, first brother, second brother.



Sister Rustila, a few classmates, school teachers, and even Professor Callis Stranov whom she met today.



If she had exchanged greetings with someone even once, she could sponsor them.



Out of curiosity, Seti scrolled through the list. She wanted to see how many people she knew had contracts with constellations.



And then.



She stopped.



"...Huh?"



[Sponsorship Available List]



[(…)]

[Eidel von Rheinland: God of Wisdom and Curiosity]



"Did he... have a constellation?"



Seti unconsciously pressed on the status window. The window, which operated like a touch screen, displayed a popup.



[Insufficient level to view additional information.]



[You can sponsor this constellation.]



[Would you like to sponsor? (Y/N)]



This was the moment to think.



Whether it was a starter pack or whatever, Seti currently had 5,000 coins. It would be unreasonable to invest the entire amount without knowing where else she could use it.



Moreover, she didn't know what level Eidel's constellation was or what abilities it possessed.



But two things were certain.



'First, thanks to this constellation, Eidel wasn't completely driven mad by the outer god's mental attack. Second, it's because of this that he suddenly became smart.'



It was a plausible inference. After all, the constellation's name was the God of 'Wisdom' and 'Curiosity,' wasn't it? It matched perfectly with what her brother was doing now.



'If this constellation exerts even a little power, couldn't it completely eliminate Eidel's madness? They say the outer god fled from Alcatraz anyway.'



She might hesitate for a long-term investment, but for a short-term one...



"..."



In fact, she knew.



Seti understood better than anyone that investments shouldn't be based on emotions. How many amateur investors had been caught up in fluctuating graphs and faced setbacks?



So.



-Sister.



-I heard you got out of the Spirit Sanctuary?



-Take care of yourself.



One shouldn't "invest" in such things.



[— You donate 2000 coins to the 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity'.]



Wouldn't the investment be too precious for that?





Chapter 87 - Protagonist (1)



Imaginary Space.



A place of pitch-black darkness and madness permitted only to outer gods.



Cartesia, the master of this place, sat on Populus while calculating time.



'...This is difficult.'



The Aether concentration in Alcatraz was beyond imagination. It would be hard to endure for long.



She needed to either break her contract with Eidel and escape, or exploit other outer gods to obtain Pron.



Thanks to this, Populus had become a crawling Pron vending machine.



"Give me more."



"GAAACK!"



This wasn't enough.



She needed to form more <Bonds> with other outer gods to guarantee the conditions necessary to remain by Eidel's side.



Cartesia, who had been resting with her eyes closed, rose to her feet.



Her target was prisoner number 888887.



A girl who was single-handedly facing twenty outer gods.



The girl was similar to Eidel, yet different.



Her manageable Pron capacity was roughly 300,000. And about 290,000 of that was already filled.



At this rate, the girl would die soon.



Though not out of mercy, Cartesia decided to extract a few weak outer gods from the girl's brain and make them her servants.



Each small outer god she touched screamed and transformed into a girl. This was Cartesia's <Transformation> skill.



She captured about five of them and implanted them into Eidel's brain.



Eidel's Pron value still remained NULL.



The single supply had increased to six. The supply amount was naturally six times greater. Now she could finally breathe a little easier.



"Hey, do you want to die?"



The voice belonged to Sapaul.



Sapaul, who had invaded Cartesia's imaginary space with his monitor-like face, displayed fierce hostility.



Cartesia grinned and stepped back.



"I need to make a living too. Don't I?"



"Are you picking a fight with me?"



Bright red wires extended from behind Sapaul's back.



It seemed like a fight between outer gods was about to break out.



Sapaul examined the abilities of the outer gods who had been captured and enslaved.



They were all weak. Weakness was a sin. There was no need for sympathy. On the other hand, Cartesia was quite strong on her home ground.



Having made his assessment, Sapaul withdrew his tentacles.



"If this wasn't your place of exile, you would have been finished."



Then he disappeared.



This galaxy containing the Alcatraz planetary system was both Cartesia's front yard and her place of exile.



A lonely outer god unable to escape from this place.



But in return, she possessed immense power and dominance within this galaxy.



Even someone as high-ranking as Sapaul could be defeated in a one-on-one fight if she utilized her home ground advantage.



Rather, from another perspective, he was practically "daring" to meddle in her territory.



At that moment, Eidel yawned and spoke.



"For the third paper... I should jump straight to making a graviton bomb."



Eidel had received an email.



It said they would make her a graduate student as soon as she got out, so she should focus on calming her madness. That was the message.



All of this was Eidel's scheme.



Defying both the laws of the country and the fate given to her.



Cartesia found this behavior quite intriguing.



But she couldn't continue staying in one place like this.



So she set a mission.



To leave Alcatraz prison by the end of this month.



Reward for success: 500 Pron.



Penalty for failure: Pregnancy.



"Isn't that too stingy?"



The one grumbling was Populus. He, or should it be she now? Anyway, Populus had become a maid covered in ribbons due to the <Bond>.



"Shut up."



Cartesia pulled on Populus's collar.



This was how it had been.



Somehow, she had been serving the human called Eidel for convenience.



"If you look at it that way, you're not an outer god but rather, ack, gack."



"I told you to shut up."



Populus, bound by the bond, couldn't resist.






It was then that something fell in front of Cartesia, who had been watching Eidel.



A coin that suddenly appeared in the imaginary space.



A golden coin that was both a blessing from the constellation and food for outer gods.



It was a Coin.



[— The contractor of the 'God of Wealth and Investment' has sponsored you with 2000 Coins.]



Cartesia blinked blankly.



It was sudden. And absurd.



Who would dare?



To sponsor me?



"Ahaha! Coins, coins!"



The outer gods, including Populus, rose. They had taken on the appearance of unsightly human maids with flowing ribbons, but outer gods were still outer gods.



"Give me the coins!"



"Once I regain my strength, you'll be nothing!"



"Goodbye, half-breed!"



But they didn't know.



The effect of <Bond> produced by Descartes-type outer gods was stronger and crueler than anything else.



"Stay still."



Boom! With one commanding word, the outer gods who had been rushing forward buried their heads in the ground and bowed.



Their thoughts, behavior, and tone. Everything changed.



"M-master."



"Please bestow these coins upon us worthless beings."



"We're sorry..."



Before they knew it, they were clinging to Cartesia, begging desperately. Betrayal? Revenge? What were those again?



Cartesia clicked her tongue. The bodies of the outer gods, steeped in slave mentality, rolled on the ground.



"Master, please don't abandon us."



"Give us coins, coins!"



Their appearance, drooling like dogs with rabies, was not just pitiful but even disgusting.



And they call themselves outer gods.



Would I become like this if I were under a <Bond> too?



It didn't matter now.



Thump thump, the organ equivalent to her heart was noisy.



This was the first time she had received such a donation, and the first time she had felt this way.



Cartesia, having shaken off the outer gods, approached the pile of coins.



Swish swish.



While sweeping the gleaming coins, she traced back through her memories. This was Cartesia's unique skill, <Tracking Mind Reading>.



And she knew who the gift was from.



"..."



Sister.



Eidel's sister.



Not only had she awakened, but she had also awakened her constellation and even donated money to her.



It was an unexpected and unanticipated result.



Anyway, having received this much, she had to do something in return. That was Cartesia's principle.



Clink.



Cartesia, preciously clutching the pile of gold coins, turned her gaze toward Eidel.





***





Cartesia had given me only two weeks. I had to leave Alcatraz before then.



It was about time to leave anyway. The second semester was approaching, and Rustila had already returned.



The professors' opinions were also being gathered.



[We will proceed with Eidel's admission to graduate school. As soon as you leave the prison, you will receive treatment equivalent to having earned a college degree.]



In short, we'll make you a graduate student.



I'm not sure if it has legal effect, but that's enough.



Rather, I've done as much as I could. Staying any longer would only damage my reputation.



A person should know when to retreat.



I organized everything, including the computer. In the midst of this, the door burst open and someone entered.



"It's me, young master."



It was Sonia.



"Are you thinking of moving out soon?"



"Yes."



"I anticipated the timing. Let me help you."



So we cleaned what needed to be cleaned and organized everything that needed to be shipped.






"This reminds me of that day."



"After I was scolded by my father?"



"Yes. You suddenly started cleaning your room and organizing all your collections."



Sonia looked at me with a slight smile.



It was a natural smile. Almost enough to mistake her for a human.



"You changed from that moment, young master."



Her voice was calm and reassuring. Perhaps that's why I felt at ease.



"Human affairs are unpredictable. I'm learning something new. Still, it would be nice if you maintained a bit more discipline, young master. That's my only concern."



"Well, that's true."



"Please speak."



"If I became perfect in everyday life too, you'd be out of a job."



I shrugged as I answered.



Sonia chuckled.



"Then I'll correct myself. Please continue living as you do now."



"..."



"There. That's done. We've packed everything."



"Yes, it's about right."



I dusted off my hands and checked my email.



There was one from Professor Feynman.



[Eidel, this is Professor Feynman. I've heard that by pleading with government agencies, they will provide an opportunity for you to enter the graduate program as soon as your madness subsides.]



Well, what do you know. A stroke of luck had fallen into my lap.



I couldn't help but smile.



The email concluded with wishes for my health and a safe return.



"Young master, let's go back. Miss Seti and Miss Rustila will be waiting."



It was truly time to say goodbye to Alcatraz.



Was I here for about three months?



It was a short time, but long enough to develop an attachment.



"Student, are you finally leaving?"



The prison warden and Officer Weisel came to see me off.



I fixed my expression and smiled.



"Yes, I seem to be fully recovered."



"Good, please leave at last. Take care of your health."



"I will."



"I heard the Aether Belt has been fully restored. There should be no more outer god invasions or relapses of madness. Eidel, you've done well. This is our final farewell."



Both of them looked extremely tired. Their haggard appearance made them look as if they were possessed by outer gods.



They must have had a difficult time. I believe without a doubt that they had it a bit easier while I was here. After all, I took care of all those difficult administrative tasks for them.



"Take care!"



"It was nice meeting you, but let's never see each other again!"



"We won't be far apart, Eidel von Rheinland!"



I'm touched.



I left Alcatraz proudly, receiving their send-off.



And then.



"Hey, you there."



I heard a woman's voice calling out.



Black hair and black eyes. The girl who received persistent stares from men every dawn during her jog stopped me.



She approached and said,



"Who are you?"



"Me? Eidel Rheinland."



During our imprisonment, we were only called by our inmate numbers, so we couldn't know each other's names.



This was the first time I had told my name to a fellow inmate.



"Eidel, Eidel..."



The girl who was repeating my name frowned.



She stared intently at my eyes, as if searching for something.



At this point, I felt something odd.



This girl didn't seem to be a nameless extra.



From the beginning, the gap between her behavior during madness and her normal state was too great. It was like she was turning a switch on and off, controlling when she was mad and when she wasn't.



"Ah, no. This can't be."



Her brilliant eyes lost their vitality.



At the same time, the guards prepared their batons.



By the looks of it, she was destined to be beaten severely and returned to her cell.



With a glimmer of hope, I spent 100 Pron to open the parameter window.





Chapter 88 - Protagonist (2)



The girl's name was Ireh Hazlen.



The word "Ireh" means "the prepared one" in the language of a certain Middle Eastern Arab country.



In a religious sense, being prepared means being chosen by a god.



But that god happens to be a foreign god? Huh?



About fifteen of them, perhaps?



That was a number that shouldn't exist in a single person's body. With that many, it wouldn't be strange if she died at any moment.



But that also meant she had an enormous Pron capacity.



300,000.



Is she even human?



I mentally gave a standing ovation to the girl who somehow maintained her sanity while possessing the impressive value of 290,000/300,000.



This protagonist has had it worse than in the novel.



It's my eternal regret that I didn't notice earlier.



At first glance, she looked rather ordinary. Well, protagonists need some distinctive physical features to be recognized. Until I saw her name, I thought she was just a passing extra.



And the girl seemed to think the same about me.



The Rheinland family is famous for amber eyes, but that's not a trait exclusive to them. Of course not. How many people exist in this universe?



"Aaaagh..."



The girl groaned, clutching her head. What, is she suffering from even the slightest breeze?



"She's gone mad! Seize her!"



The guards swung their batons. But none of their attacks reached the girl. She displayed nimble movements and approached me.



She grabbed me by the collar.



"You, why are you here...?!"



Her eyes turned red.



"After all my efforts! After wandering around trying to change this insane world! Why do you only show me this future! I'm tired of it! You bastard...! You're supposed to be rotting in some garbage dump at this point in time, not here! But, but why...!"



What's this about? Why are you the only one who knows what's going on?



She must be mentally unstable due to the foreign gods. I'll acknowledge that as a mitigating factor. But that's as far as my leniency goes.



I cannot forgive the rudeness of grabbing my collar!



I tried to grab her hands and forcefully remove them. It wasn't working. At that moment, I sensed I was screwed.



This one's physical strength is equal to or greater than Rustila's. Her delicate-looking hands are deceptively powerful. This is insane.



The next moment, my body was flying through the air. The enraged girl had thrown me over her shoulder. The world spun around once.



I never learned how to fall properly. If I crash into the urethane floor like this, I'll surely end up with a curved spine. Oh wait, the spine is naturally curved, isn't it? Anyway.



"Young master!"



Sonia caught me.



"What do you think you're doing?"



"Guards!"



Sonia's anger and the warden's attention overlapped. Realizing the situation was turning serious, the guards pulled something from their belts. Tasers.



And that crazy protagonist dodged them all.



"Is she even human...?"



"Prisoner 888888 is escaping. After her!"



In that moment, I felt a sense of déjà vu.



The prisoner number on the girl's uniform ended with 8. Originally, that was the number I received when I was admitted.



A Maxwell-type foreign god must have split the world line.



"...This round is over."



The girl ran toward the exit. I had a feeling that letting her go would ruin something important.



"Tsk."



I clicked my tongue and took out my calipers.



And then.



"Where do you think you're going!"



I threw the calipers (Grade A) with all my might. Grade A means they'll hit the target perfectly even if thrown like a dog. The tool drew a strange curve and struck the girl's head.






Clang!



A clear sound echoed through the corridor.



***



Ireh Hazlen was a child chosen by the stars.



The God of Patience and Integrity, Altair.



She received power to fight against foreign gods from the constellation that grants unyielding mental strength against any adversity. However, young Ireh did not know that with great power comes great responsibility.



The nightmare began then.



- That one doesn't die easily.



- We can extract the star's energy to its maximum.



- Let's take advantage of this.



Even a restaurant in a sparsely traveled alley can be famous for its food. The foreign gods quickly discovered the identity of the girl named Ireh Hazlen, and that's when her trials began.



Foreign gods that should have attached to other people entered her mind instead.



The foreign gods had various objectives. Some extorted coins or energy produced by the constellation, while others simply enjoyed watching the girl break down.



Through all this, Ireh did not collapse. She couldn't collapse.



It was because of a skill named "Indomitable."



No matter how high her Pron value rose, it would approach but never equal her total capacity.



At the same time, she could suppress her madness for a limited time each day. She separated her time as a normal person from her time as a lunatic.



She lived as a normal person during the day and as a madwoman at night.



This lifestyle pattern attracted another foreign god.



- This looks interesting. Perfect for harvesting star energy. Yes... using you will greatly help me achieve my goal.



[— The foreign god "Steel Flowing Like Earth" has arrived.]



One of the highest-ranking named entities among Maxwell-type foreign gods had arrived. Of course, Ireh in her first cycle had no idea about this fact.



Just another one who sees me as a plaything, she thought.



But that wasn't the case.



"Steel Flowing Like Earth," Sapaul, was different.



He gradually subjugated the foreign gods who had entered Ireh's mind before him. He established hierarchy and determined distribution.



- Listen well, all of you. This world is survival of the fittest. Regardless of which forces you belong to, strong foreign gods have the right to rule over weak ones. If you don't want to follow my opinion, feel free to challenge me.



No one could match Sapaul. Disorder became order, and Sapaul reigned at the top of that order.



Thus, Sapaul became Ireh's landlord. He demanded rent from other foreign gods while exploiting the star's energy.



[— You have received 1000 coins as a donation.]



[— "Steel Flowing Like Earth" has stolen 1000 coins.]



[— Coins are being distributed to the foreign gods.]



The intensity was so severe that Ireh's time of maintaining full consciousness was greatly reduced.



She even thought about dying.



- You must endure, Ireh.



Her constellation faintly called out.



It tried desperately to pass coins to Ireh. But that became the pretext.



Altair, who had been hiding in a corner of her unconscious, was eventually captured by Sapaul.



A constellation captured by a foreign god. It was horrifying. Altair became completely reduced to a coin mining machine, squeezed by the foreign gods. He was raped and his celestial body was damaged through terrible experiments.



As a result, the Cowherd Star became the dimmest star in the Summer Triangle.



Ireh also struggled to endure. All day long she heard nothing but giggling, and strange quests dominated her life.



[— Kill your parents.]



No reward.



Death upon failure.



[— Conceive and give birth to a child of the divine avatar, then cannibalize it.]



No reward.



Death upon failure.






[— Create a hole in the Aether Belt.]



No reward.



Death upon failure.



She would die either way.



If the world was this unfair, wouldn't it be better to just take her own life?



So she tried suicide.



- Where do you think you're going?



Sapaul wouldn't allow it. He was the first Maxwell-type foreign god to enter Ireh's brain.



Every time she tried to die, time rewound. And then another quest would appear. Similarly, if she couldn't complete it, time would rewind.



- Look, this way we can permanently extract the star energy produced by the girl. The energy gained is greater than the energy invested. This is true creation!



Please, stop.



After about 100,000 cycles like this?



In one cycle, Ireh began to grit her teeth.



This couldn't continue. She had to break the eternal chains.



So she put all her effort into her time as a normal person.



She trained endlessly to become stronger, and wrote down the locations of useful events or sacred objects in notebooks. These notebooks were protected with the blessing of stars that foreign gods couldn't touch, and stored in a sanctuary.



Through 700,000 cycles, she created 80 such notebooks, and titled them:



"Surviving Foreign Gods"



There was a limit to how strong she could become in a single cycle. When the quest time ended, she would face forced death.



However, some memories and power were still inherited. At some point, Ireh discovered that dying near the Aether Belt created this effect.



In what she thought would be her final cycle, the 888,887th, Ireh entered Alcatraz Prison. She knew that on this planet, which received the full effect of the Aether Belt, the foreign gods' schemes would be weakened.



No quests occurred, and apart from gradually absorbing star energy, nothing changed.



"I've done everything I can now. All that's left is to watch the world move on its own."



She had relocated all necessary sacred objects and transferred fateful connections to those she judged as "key figures." Now she could only place her hopes in them.



And that prediction went terribly wrong from the start.



Eidel von Rheinland.



The worst scum in the universe, who should have died early on, was alive.



***



That was as far as I could read of the girl's mental image using the calipers' unique function.



At a glance, it seemed like a "poor me, boo-hoo" kind of story.



In other words, it could be called misery porn.



Such melodrama is common. But since foreign gods enjoy watching others suffer, it was inevitable.



"Hmm."



I rubbed my chin thoughtfully.



There were more than a few questions.



First, after so many cycles, why didn't she recognize my face?



Second, if she wasn't the one who caused my transmigration into this world, then who was it?



"I'm truly grateful, student Eidel. I find myself indebted to you beyond expectations."



For now, it didn't matter. I made a proposal to the guards who were trying to drag away the collapsed girl.



"Wait a moment."



"What?"



"Can I take her with me?"



"You're talking nonsense again."



But I'm tempted.



I fingered the "Organization" potion I received as a reward for solving the Celestine incident and fell into thought.



After all, she has a mental strength of 300,000.



She's exactly the talent our lab needs...





Chapter 89 - Protagonist (3)



Inside Ireh Hazlen's mind.



The outer gods looked around in confusion.



Originally, Ireh Hazlen couldn't fall asleep until Saphaul permitted it.



But she had fainted.



And with just one attack from Callipers.



"How did this happen...?"



"Cartesia must have had a hand in this. This is her domain."



Saphaul tilted his head and continued.



"He may be physically weak, but he's skilled in mental attacks. Knocking out one inferior creature would be nothing to him."



But what was even more frightening was what was inside the mind of Eidel, who had thrown that Callipers.



"That boy, I simply cannot read what he's thinking."



"Is Cartesia protecting that human?"



"Then they're birds of a feather. Ptui."



The Darwin-type outer god spat. The acidic liquid splattered with a sizzling sound.



Just then, one of the outer gods pointed in terror.



"T-that crazy bitch..."



Something extraordinary was happening inside Eidel's mind.



Five or six outer gods, including Populus, who had been parasitizing Ireh Hazlen's brain, were being held captive in a horrific state.



"Why do they all look like human females?" Saphaul asked.



An outer god shaped like a flask answered.



"I know her kind well since we're of the same lineage. Our type of outer gods transform captured enemies into what we consider the most inferior species and play with them. We believe that to be the most dishonorable destruction."



"So Cartesia considers humans to be the most inferior, it seems."



"Probably because they're the only intelligent life forms she knows."



Ribbons, leashes, and even aprons. It was quite a spectacle.



They had even been mentally manipulated, stripped of their final dignity. This was the effect of "Binding."



The outer gods across from them cried out.



- Save us!



- This bastard is completely insane!



- I don't want to be here!



They wailed pitifully in female voices.



Truly a spectacle.



There was neither a way nor a reason to rescue them.



Saphaul turned his back.



"They swore to be your subordinates. Why turn your back on them?"



"Because they're weak."



Weak outer gods were unnecessary for Saphaul's plans.



***



After laying the unconscious Ireh down properly, I made a request to the director.



"I'll take responsibility for this girl."



"No."



I expected this.



"Even if you're from the Rheinland family, what's not allowed is not allowed. Do you think our country operates on a caste system?"



"I don't mean I want to take her outside."



"Then?"



"I knocked her out, so I'll take responsibility."



I extended my hand to Sonia. She blinked, sighed, and opened her wallet.



What she took out was an electronic check worth 10 million credits.



"I understand she can't be released into society. So if you could transfer her to the Northern Sanctuary..."



And that's how I brought Ireh to the Northern Sanctuary.



The Sanctuary was a place watched over by countless stars.



Even outer gods couldn't be very active in the aether energy emitted by the constellations.



It was like a religious facility of this era.



I don't believe in gods, but I do like this cathedral-like atmosphere.



Well, in a world where many people get possessed by demons, it makes sense.



With treatment facilities and even a choir, it truly was a haven for humans.






After contacting Seti, Rustila, and Professor Feynman, Sonia and I looked after the protagonist.



"You don't even know this girl. We've paid for her treatment, so shouldn't we be on our way?"



"No."



"Why not?"



"I knocked her out. I should at least see her wake up."



This was a matter of basic human decency.



Ireh couldn't wake up easily.



[Ireh Hazlen: (299,792-ε)/299,792]



Interpreting the formula: "Infinitely close to death."



In other words, she was in a near-death state.



The moment that ε symbol becomes 0, Ireh's life would be gone. I needed to do something before that happened.



There was a solution.



"Reorganization"



[A potion-type item. It reduces the user's Pron value to 0 for one time only. Can be obtained by defeating a Descartes-type outer god or receiving their favor. Cannot be acquired through normal quests.]



This was a potion I had been saving for absolute emergencies.



I hadn't even used it on my sister Seti.



But should I give it to a girl I've just met?



"...Am I trash?"



I was talking to myself.



To think such thoughts. How can I put a price on a human life?



If I can save someone, I should.



[Ireh Hazlen: 0/299,792 (This value will not increase due to the "Star's Blessing" in the Sanctuary)]



Good.



Her Pron value has been reset.



"Sonia."



"Yes, sir."



"Let's go make some food."



I got up and opened the prayer room door.



When she wakes up, we'll have a lot to talk about.



***



It's been a while.



Truly, it's been a while since I felt this comfortable.



The cackling voices of the outer gods were gone, and my usually tired body felt refreshingly energized.



It felt like receiving the blessing of the stars directly.



I carefully opened my eyes and adjusted to the ceiling light. Ireh raised her upper body slowly and looked around.



The Sanctuary.



A familiar place.



In some cycles, I had used this place as a base instead of Alcatraz.



My head feels unusually clear and fresh.



It seems I've moved on to the next cycle.



"Haah..."



I sighed deeply.



When will this end? This regression.



I don't want to break, but I end up breaking so many times.



If I leave here, I'll start being attacked by outer gods again. I'll have to endure all that while adjusting the positions of sacred objects, secretly helping my companions grow stronger, and killing a few human traitors.



I steeled myself.



This hell won't end until I defeat the outer god Saphaul.



With that fact in my heart, I reviewed the previous cycle.



'What did I miss?'



Eidel von Rheinland. Why is that villain still alive?



That was the biggest question.



I quickly traced the errors in my movements that I couldn't recall due to the outer gods' mental attacks.



'...Come to think of it, I didn't kill Zernya.'



Zernya von Adelbein.



She doesn't commit major crimes during her time at Academia, but she becomes a contractor with the outer gods who pose the greatest threat to humanity in the future.






Perhaps not taking her down early caused this variable.



That's when it happened.



"You're awake."



Two people entered through the recovery room door.



Ireh's eyes widened.



"You...!"



She reflexively moved toward the corner.



Though his face had changed... black hair with amber eyes. Plus that pervert who keeps an android maid with navy blue hair by his side.



Eidel von Rheinland.



I need to kill him as soon as possible. That's the only way to avoid trouble.



Ireh felt around her waist. Gun, I need to shoot.



But where did my weapon go? I should have it after moving to the next cycle.



Could it be...?



"Why are you so surprised?"



"S-stay away!"



Ireh threw whatever she could grab in her panic.



She had a slight aversion to men.



Not without reason—every time she fought male villains possessed by outer gods, she experienced perverted gazes and language.



- "500 Pron for raping the girl in front of me? Thank you, outer god!"



Such vile remarks were everywhere. Of course, she put bullet holes in the heads of such weeds whenever she met them.



Admittedly, they had some mitigating circumstances. They had been mentally corrupted by outer gods.



But even men who weren't possessed had all been flawed in Ireh's experience.



Ireh came from a frontier planet known as the slum of the universe, where the quality of men wasn't very good.



And Eidel was no exception.



A piece of garbage who sexually harassed her without hesitation in every cycle they met.



And then, whether killed by outer gods or by her, he always met a miserable end.



Now this detestable person was approaching her.



"Get out, die! Stay away!"



She had nothing left to throw.



In desperation, Ireh grabbed the bedside table and threw it.



Sonia caught it easily and sighed.



"How ungrateful. Although our young master did stick a tool in your head, he brought you to this sanctuary, paid for your treatment, and took care of you. Yet you attack without thinking..."



With a swift movement, Sonia took a karate stance.



"For the crime of trying to harm my young master, you deserve a beating."



Thwack!



At that moment, Eidel gave Sonia a light knock on the head.



Sonia didn't flinch. She was an android, after all. But she looked quite bewildered.



"...What are you doing?"



"What are YOU doing to a patient?"



Eidel took away Sonia's headband.



"Confiscated until we leave."



"Ah!"



Sonia made a disappointed sound.



"Give it back!"



"Why do you like wearing this thing so much?"



"Because it's cute. Give me back my headband. Now!"



"It's embarrassing, please take it off when talking to others..."



"I'll count to three. One, two."



"I won't give it back even if you threaten me. Argh!"



In the end, Sonia thoroughly beat Eidel and reclaimed her headband. The battle between human and machine ended in the machine's victory.



'What's going on?'



Ireh felt something was off.



Surely Sonia and Eidel should have a terrible relationship.



Yet they were as comfortable as cotton candy and as casual as siblings.



Realizing something had changed, Ireh's brow furrowed involuntarily.





Chapter 90 - Protagonist (4)



Eidel was still smiling despite being repeatedly smacked by Sonia. The two seemed to get along extremely well.



"Sonia, that's enough hitting. What kind of embarrassment is this in front of others?"



"If young master would conduct himself properly, this wouldn't be necessary."



"If I conducted myself properly... you know what would happen?"



"Sigh."



Sonia scratched her head.



"Go bring that thing."



That thing?



What thing?



Surely not some torture device?



Strange imaginings ran wild through Ireh's mind.



Of course, this was a sanctuary. If anything inappropriate happened, a single scream would bring investigators rushing in.



Still, she felt uneasy. She had suffered enough already. What if the Rheinland family had bought off this entire sanctuary, or if this was actually an elaborate fake location...



The door slid open.



Sonia entered pulling a tray.



"Chicken stew."



Sonia placed a chicken porridge in front of Ireh.



Strictly speaking, chicken stew and chicken porridge were different, but since Eidel had taught Sonia Korean recipes, the distinction was blurred.



Ireh stared at the stew in bewilderment.



"I soaked the rice in plenty of water and simmered it until soft. Then I added chicken breast, carrots, chives, onions, and let it simmer for a long time. Every ingredient helps with eye health and prevents skin aging."



"Why chicken..."



"Chicken helps restore vitality. It's the perfect diet for someone whose mind and body are exhausted from long imprisonment."



Steam rose before her eyes.



Ireh's anxious eyes darted around. Looking closely, she noticed something like grains of sand sprinkled on top of the porridge.



Could it be poison?



"It's ground pepper. Also good for your eyes and skin."



Ireh frowned.



She couldn't trust this.



She needed to investigate.



'Altair. Sorry, but help me just this once.'



Sparkle.



The tattered Gyeonwoo Star dimly responded to her.



As Ireh decided to use her skill, her eyes turned red.



[— Using <Appraisal>.]



[Name: Oriental Chicken Stew]

[Description: Delicious.]



"...?"



The skill window was as simple as if she'd returned to level 1.



There was a detailed information window below, but when she clicked it, it only showed ingredients and cooking methods, with no mention of poison or aphrodisiacs.



A constellation's status window never lies. Especially when using <Appraisal>.



Ireh slowly raised her head. Her eyes met Eidel's. He clicked his tongue and said:



"Your eyes are bright red. Sonia made it well. Eat up so you can get healthy and run around again."



"...Don't speak informally to me."



"Ah, yes, ma'am."



Eidel immediately bowed his head. His innocent demeanor left Ireh feeling perplexed.



This was strange. He wasn't usually like this.



His changed face was also suspicious. Originally, he had looked more foolish. He didn't have such a sharp appearance.



Especially those golden eyes. They were different from all the cycles she had experienced before. Deep and profound like beneath a water's surface, making it impossible to read him.



"It's going to get cold. Please eat quickly."



Eidel urged.



"...I have a sensitive tongue."



"Then take your time and eat as it cools. I, Eidel, will withdraw."



Eidel made a fist-and-palm salute and stepped back.



Ireh furrowed her brow.



Looking closely, she noticed he was holding a book.



[Space Traveler 6077]



'What kind of book is that?'



No one knew that even the great Eidel liked to read novels when he wanted to relax.






"..."



With Eidel gone, the room felt empty.



Ireh looked at Sonia.



Sonia looked back at Ireh.



Growl.



Come to think of it, she hadn't eaten anything for a full day.



After hesitating, Ireh picked up a spoon. She slowly stirred the stew, creating a whirlpool, then carefully brought some broth to her lips.



"...!"



"How is it?"



"Well..."



The taste was bright and clean.



"Jujube, ginger, ginseng, kelp. Plus bok choy and cabbage. I wanted to capture the flavor of shabu-shabu too."



"...It's unique."



A combination of ingredients that could taste bland or strange if prepared incorrectly. But Sonia had adjusted the proportions perfectly to create a delicacy.



Ireh smiled faintly.



It suited her palate, having grown up in the borderlands.



***



Even after finishing the meal, her suspicions remained.



Why had Eidel changed so much?



And why was he being so nice to someone he'd just met?



There were too many questions.



"...Sigh."



Ireh looked at herself in the bathroom mirror.



Greasy hair and hollow eyes.



The tear stains below her dark circles refused to wash away.



She left the bathroom and turned the corner. She organized her thoughts. For now, it would be best to stay here and review her plans.



And about Eidel.



He must be plotting something. She couldn't believe that after hundreds of thousands of cycles where he never showed any sign of reformation, he had suddenly become a good person.



Whisper, whisper.



The sound came from the room next to the infirmary.



Ireh carefully leaned against the door. She could hear Eidel and Sonia talking.



Through a gap in the door, she observed them.



Eidel was lying on a single blanket, reading a book.



[The Art of the Master's Degree]



What kind of title is that?



Their conversation came through clearly.



"Why is the protagonist doing this? He should at least get a doctorate before leaving."



"Young master, graduate school is like the martial arts world—where there are first-rate practitioners, there are also second-rate ones, and where there are second-rate ones, there are third-rate ones."



"So?"



"For someone who becomes third-rate, isn't taking a government position after applying gold powder to one's face a way to protect oneself in the dangerous world?"



"Ridiculous! Not thinking about advancing his level but running away instead! Such a person won't succeed much even outside academia!"



"That's from the perspective of those who've experienced doctoral degrees."



Ireh couldn't make sense of their conversation, but they both seemed crazy.



Especially Eidel. In this cycle, he was out of his mind in a different way.



"By the way, Stellarium's new semester starts in just four days. We should head back soon or we'll be late."



"I know."



Eidel closed his book and stretched.



Ireh couldn't help but be surprised by their conversation.



Eidel von Rheinland, at Stellarium?



That idiot?



[— Using <Appraisal>.]



[Name: Eidel Rheinland]

[Affiliation: Rheinland Family, Stellarium Academia]

[Detailed Information: Cannot be viewed (Attempting to forcibly view may drastically increase your Fron value.)]



Something was definitely wrong.



This cycle was the most anomalous she had ever experienced.



"Ah, wait. I got a message from Professor Roden."



At the name Professor Roden, Ireh's ears perked up. Like Zernya, he was also someone who had contracted with an outer god to become humanity's enemy.






And Professor Roden was talking with Eidel?



Something was definitely going on.



"Ah, yes, Professor. I can talk via voice code now. But, well..."



As expected, they were conspiring together.



"...Yes, yes. I'd appreciate that. It's not just for my benefit anyway."



She had found something worth investigating.



After listening to their entire conversation, Ireh returned to the infirmary as soon as Eidel got up. And she revised her plan.



Roden, Zernya, Eidel.



Whether they had truly changed, or the situation had shifted and they were making different plans—either way, it was clear they needed to be closely monitored.



To monitor all three, there was only one way.



'...I need to enter Stellarium College.'



Ireh left the infirmary with heavy steps.



***



- Rheinland student. Thanks to the FR model you developed with Professor Feynman, I was able to successfully complete follow-up research expanding the dimensions of the Aether Belt. I want to express my gratitude for helping solve a problem I couldn't crack after 10 years of effort.



Professor Roden of Dahnab University.



Originally, he was a villain possessed by an outer god.



- I won't be applying for a patent on this technology. It will be more valuable that way. I wanted to share this with you, Rheinland student, as the developer of the theory.



Somehow, he had transformed into a hero saving the entire federation.



Everyone's taking a completely different path from the novel now.



Except when dealing with Ireh Hazlen, the content of "God Slayer" had become utterly useless. The misfortunes that had befallen Seti and Rustila wouldn't happen anymore either, since Professor Roden had released the patent for the Aether Belt expansion project.



Everyone would be able to enjoy their academy life safely.



"What a relief."



Now I could freely research until the results of my graduate program admission came in.



Knock, knock, knock.



With an excited heart, I knocked on Ireh's door.



There was no response.



"I'm coming in?"



I know it's extremely rude to enter a lady's room uninvited.



But I had knocked and waited 30 seconds.



There wouldn't be any embarrassing situation. I even covered my eyes with a research paper as I slowly opened the door, perfectly maintaining gentlemanly virtue and respecting her privacy.



And then.



"...?"



Ireh wasn't in the room.



"Ah."



I reduced her Fron value to 0, and she ran away.



"Are you talking about that young lady? She left while you were packing your things, young master."



"How do you know that?"



"I saw it with my own eyes."



"What? Why didn't you stop her?"



"Didn't I tell you? That girl and you were just going to spend one night here and then part ways. Is this what they call a one-night stand in professional terms? Oh my."



"Stop talking nonsense, Sonia..."



"Young master used to trifle with female students like this in the past."



I held my forehead. It was quite an ordeal to receive mirror therapy with words I'd never actually said.



Anyway, if I examined Ireh's memories read by the calipers, she would certainly try to monitor me.



Keeping that in mind while I research, we'll surely meet again someday.



In the meantime, I decided to think about how to spend the remaining second semester.



Soon, one word came to mind.



Zernya.



***



"A-achoo!"



"Miss Adelbein, you're pushing yourself too hard. Even if the head of the family scolded you, you shouldn't stay up all night..."



"Mind your own business."



"But I'm worried about your health..."



"Get out of here—achoo!"



One day before the new semester.



And she had caught a cold three days ago.



Zernya was suffering through her closed-door training.





Chapter 91 - Chasing After You (1)



Sonia opened the dormitory door to air out the room while I changed clothes. The cold wind from outside made me shiver.



"Ugh, it's cold."



"Would you like to wear a scarf before you go out?"



"That would be good."



When I nodded, Sonia held out a black scarf.



"Was something like this in my closet?"



"I knitted it myself."



"Oh."



"Oh? What does that mean?"



Sonia's expression turned sulky.



"No, it's just unexpected. I've never even received a gift from my parents or siblings. Oh my, what a life I have. What kind of family would ever give me such a heartfelt gift?"



"Then why don't you marry me?"



"Who would bear the children?"



"Since I have this body, you should bear them, young master."



"That's quite an extraordinary solution."



Sonia wrapped my neck with her arm. Her face was close. With a rustling sound, the area around my neck began to warm up.



"The weather today is clear and fine."



"That's fortunate."



In novels, there's always a description of storms or weather disasters before major incidents occur.



Since the weather is clear, nothing dangerous should happen for a while.



"Soon we'll be saying goodbye to this planet too, right?"



"Nothing's been decided yet. But since we don't know how long we'll be here, I should take in as much as I can with my eyes."



Living in prison had made waking up at six in the morning my daily routine.



I left the dormitory early. My plan was to leisurely enjoy my recently recovered daily life in the empty classroom.



But that thought was soon shattered.



"Are you student Eidel von Rheinland?"



"I'm from the Southern Public Broadcasting. Excuse me, but I'd like to request an interview about the paper you wrote!"



"Could you briefly explain the content of the paper you wrote while attending the Academia?"



"What's your relationship with Professor Feynman!"



As soon as I stepped out of the entrance, reporters who had been hiding quietly like mice rushed at me.



The determination of those wanting to interview me was stronger than my resistance. I tried to close the door, but one reporter blocked it with his hand. His eyes were filled with passion and madness.



Coming without even sending an email contact first—this is the worst.



"Young master, you've become famous."



"If this is fame, I'd rather be unemployed for life."



While saying this, I estimated the number of reporters by eye.



Roughly 50 people. If I answered all their questions, I would inevitably be late. People who show up without even sending emails wouldn't give up interviewing for my convenience, so I had to make a decision.



"Sigh."



I took out my calipers.



***



I moved quickly. I covered my nose and mouth with the scarf Sonia had given me and used a paper that happened to be in my pocket to cover my eyes.



Good. This disguise is absolutely perfect.



As I was walking slowly to the classroom, someone placed their arm on my shoulder.



It was too bold to be Rustila and a bit too heavy to be Seti.



Could it be...



"Hello, Professor. How are you?"



"Oh, it's just Welton..."



"Who did you think it was?"



"A reporter."



Welton Yusoford.



One of my classmates who wears sporty sunglasses all year round. He patted my shoulder and handed me his sunglasses.



"What on earth happened during the break that's causing this? The reporters seem desperate to get their hands on you."



"Ah, that."



"It's fine, no need to explain in detail. What kind of person could possibly understand what the foreign press does!"



He's teasing me about my time at Alcatraz.



"Just so you know, I was declared mentally sound before I was released."



"An Academia student who covers his face with his own paper and thinks 'hehe, my disguise is perfect' is mentally sound? Even ordinary geniuses don't do such bizarre things, mister. And you know what? If you're normal, then everyone else here is abnormal, completely abnormal."



Welton joked as he released his arm from my shoulder. I put on the sunglasses he gave me.



"Now, look around while wearing those."



There were quite a few outsiders wandering around the campus.



"That person is a reporter from outside, and that kid is from the Academy newspaper club. And that person is..."



"A professor."



"A professor? Why would a professor be at the Academia?"



"I wouldn't know that."



It wasn't just the entrance. The campus was dangerous too. If I got caught, things would instantly become troublesome.



I parted ways with Welton, who was going to get breakfast, and headed to the classroom.



"Excuse me, are you student Eidel...?"






And there was an ambush waiting.



***



"Cough, cough."



On the first day of the second semester, Zernya arrived at the classroom before anyone else. Having arrived first, she felt confident that she would also rank first in grades this semester.



At that moment, someone entered.



"Excuse me, is Eidel student here? Is Eidel student around?"



"Who are you?"



"Oh, there's a student here! Hello! I'm Sophia, a reporter from the Interstellar Daily!"



Strange. Why would an outside reporter be here?



"What brings you here?"



"Actually, I came to interview a student named Eidel von Rheinland who attends this school."



"...Eidel, that guy?"



"Oh. Are you perhaps in the same class?"



"Yes. Well..."



Zernya replied curtly. Then she belatedly realized her slip of tongue.



"That's great! I wasn't sure if I had the right place. Now I can finally do my interview! Hehehe!"



And so began Sophia's praise of Eidel.



"Everyone must know what amazing achievements Eidel has accomplished. The originator of the theory that could indirectly repair the Southern Aether Belt!"



"..."



"No wonder the preference for the physics department in this year's college admissions has increased so much! It's a difficult path for me and one that only geniuses can take... but isn't that what makes it more romantic? Right?!"



Eidel, Eidel, Eidel.



It was all the same talk, making this time pure torture for Zernya.



Clearly, until the end of the first semester, the gap between him and herself had been minimal. It was at a level she could catch up to.



But Eidel, that guy, by writing just one paper—and from prison, no less—had completely tipped the balance.



"So, from what I understand about that paper...!"



Creak.



Zernya stood up, grinding her teeth.



"Oh, where are you going?"



"Bathroom for a moment."



Bang!



Zernya closed the door irritably and came out.



There was a boy in front of her.



"...Huh?"



A voice that escaped without her realizing. It was still a beautiful tone, except for being slightly cracked due to her cold.



Zernya's gaze quickly scanned him.



Eyes, intelligent.



Hair, glossy.



Attire, black scarf.



Zernya glared sharply.



"Zernya, you're early."



"Move."



"You should at least return my greeting."



"Who would greet someone like you?"



"Aren't you glad to see me?"



In truth, she was a little glad. But not knowing why made her even angrier at herself.



Eidel shrugged and entered the classroom.



And immediately met with misfortune.



"Hello!"



"Ah."



He was caught by the reporter lying in wait in the classroom, resulting in a forced interview event.



Zernya turned her steps and glanced inside the classroom.



"Just answer a few questions. Then I'll leave right away. First...!"



Despite everything, she was curious. What exactly had Eidel done during the break to cause such a commotion? He must have accomplished something that shouldn't normally be possible.



If she could steal that know-how and make it her own, she could do even better.



Then all the scolding she received from her family for coming in second would turn into praise. Zernya imagined such a wonderful future.



"A-achoo."



Despite taking so much medicine, her mind was still foggy.



"...So my third question is: What are your future academic plans? For instance, when and which school and department you plan to attend."



"Well, I'm not sure since nothing is confirmed yet."



Eidel scratched his chin and replied awkwardly.



"Thoughts on early graduation?"



"I'm considering it."



Considering it.



At those words, Zernya's heart sank.



"I've heard early graduation from Stellarium Academia is very difficult. Are you confident?"



"I'm going to try at least."






Just trying, he says.



There was no certainty in Eidel's words.



But the results from last semester showed it. If Eidel set his mind to it, he could certainly graduate early.



This won't do.



She couldn't let that happen.



From college onwards, everyone would choose their own majors and follow their paths, which meant Zernya and Eidel wouldn't be competing in the same subjects anymore.



Her goal was pre-med.



And Eidel, at this rate—



"Your future career is obviously in that direction, right?"



"Yes. I'm going into physics."



He'll go into pure academics that don't even make money.



But still.



No matter how good a paper he wrote, if she crushed him in exam scores, wouldn't that make her superior?



- You must rank first in the second semester.



- Zernya, the world only recognizes the first place.



Her parents' words. Also their reproach.



She ruminated on the advice she had heard endlessly during the break. She also swallowed the defeat from last semester.



With her family's honor and personal pride at stake.



This time, she must win.



***



"Eidel, I baked cookies for you. In Western region planets, there's a culture of giving white cookies to people who've been released from prison."



"Thanks, Rustila."



"You idiot brother. I told you not to leave without me yesterday, didn't I?"



"Ah, I forgot."



"Is writing papers what you do in Alcatraz? Don't tell me you bribed the professor...!"



"I see you've recovered, Kristin."



"Is Eidel corrupt?"



"No, little one."



There were many people around him. Regardless of gender, most of the class members showed interest in him. Of course, there were suspicious glances questioning if he really wrote the paper himself, but that was still interest.



Meanwhile, no one came near Zernya.



That was better, actually.



She wouldn't be disturbed in her studies.



"It's been a while, everyone. Thanks for still being alive."



"Teacher, is your arm okay?"



"They miraculously succeeded in reattaching it. I almost had to live as a cyborg!"



During homeroom.



While homeroom teacher Kendra and the students were catching up, Zernya was scribbling with her pen.



"Cough, cough."



She was coughing, but it was fine.



She had taken medicine, so she could hold out until she got home.



"Eidel, you've done so much. In my 10 years of teaching, I've never seen anyone like you."



"No. It wasn't me. The professor helped a lot."



"Look at you being modest."



Kendra grinned and stepped forward.



"Is that the same guy secretly reading a paper during homeroom?"



"What?"



"Bring it here."



"Ah, no. I was just playing a game."



"Where are you learning to lie like that?"



The students laughed loudly. Only Zernya looked back with a stiff expression.



"Let me see. The title is... 'On the Method of Graviton Detection Using Supersymmetric Pair Distribution Analysis'? The title alone is intimidating. Do you understand this when you read it?"



"Actually, I'm not sure what it's saying."



"Still, it's impressive. But you shouldn't read secretly during homeroom or class time. During class, you should focus on the teacher's lesson. No matter how much you've studied ahead, it's important to build a solid foundation."



Eidel nodded.



Zernya couldn't help but wonder.



With skills that allowed him to write a paper as first author in a good journal, why was he agreeing to the advice of a mere Academia teacher?



"And Seti... what is this one doing? Stocks?"



"No?"



"I told you, you can't fool teacher's eyes. How is this possible? Wait a minute. Teacher wants to know about that stock too!"



Zernya, who had been gripping her pen as if to break it, let out a groan.



She felt too dizzy. Maybe because of the cold.



Besides, she had devoted herself to studying and swordsmanship for two months without proper sleep. She should take a break soon...



No. She had to beat Eidel. This semester, without fail.



Zernya's eyes slowly closed. But she endured. She maintained her consciousness by supporting her forehead with her hand.



"Now, everyone. I have an announcement, so listen carefully."



Kendra, returning to the podium, announced to the entire class.





Chapter 92 - Chasing After You (2)



"There will be a career experience event in two weeks."



Kendra announced.



The career experience event is exactly what it sounds like. A time when college students show Academia students what they learn in their departments—"This is what we study in our major."



It's a meaningful opportunity for Academia students to consider which major to choose.



Of course, it was also beneficial for the college students who received 10 hours of volunteer service through this event.



It was a win-win situation, so there was no reason to refuse.



"I'll hand out career questionnaires, so please fill them out by this time next week. Understood?"



"Yes."



And so we received A4-sized questionnaires.



Basically asking what we want to do when we grow up. What our aspirations are. What career path we'll take, and what major we'll pursue.



As if essay questions weren't enough, there weren't even right answers.



Even the elite Stellarium students were busy chewing on their pens and groaning.



I quickly wrote down my answers.



While finishing up, I overheard my classmates talking.



Kristin wants to become a lawyer, and James an editor. Just like in the original story.



"Hehe."



Seti put down her pen with a giggle. Business administration. That's the major she'll choose.



Rustila also finished her answers quickly.



She looked at me with eyes half-worried, half-hopeful.



"Eidel, do you think I can become a soldier?"



"Is it because of your parents' opposition?"



"Yes, for now."



Rustila still seemed hesitant. Not that she wanted to give up her dream, but she feared becoming estranged from her parents.



I scooted right next to Rustila and whispered.



"I don't know about others, but I think you should do what you love."



"..."



"Rustila, live happily."



Rustila looked up at me with a dazed expression.



I patted her shoulder and stood up from my seat.



***



After school, Rustila and Seti went their separate ways to attend to their own business.



From what I could see, Seti had joined an economics club to build her credentials.



My sister is a money-making genius, so there's no need to worry about her.



"Ha, hap!"



"Your feet are sluggish. Move faster!"



When I went looking for Rustila, I found her training with Naiere at the small field below the hill.



I came to give her a sports drink, but they were training so intensely I couldn't find a moment to hand it to her.



"Oh, isn't it Professor Eidel!"



A voice called me from behind.



It was the external reporter I'd seen this morning.



She hurried down the grassy hill and greeted me politely.



"It's me, Sofia. Thank you so much for the interview early this morning."



"Ah, yes."



"May I sit beside you for a moment?"



"That's fine."



Though it was bothersome, I needed to manage my reputation and fame. I reluctantly nodded.



And so I found myself in the strange situation of watching the sunset with a female reporter I'd never met before.



Crack, crack!



Above the setting sun, two real Plasma Swords, not wooden practice swords, sparked against each other.



The sound was so distinct that even from a distance, the hair on the back of my neck stood up.



"Wow, that's intense. Is that blonde woman a student too?"



"Yes. My classmate."



"I see. If she's your classmate, that means she's your friend. Or girlfriend..."



I glared at the reporter.



"Just kidding, just kidding. Ahaha."



"Even as a joke, I'd appreciate if you didn't make such misinterpretations."



"Are you two not on good terms?"



I held my tongue.



I was wrong. Sofia's interview hadn't ended earlier. She was asking as many questions as possible while walking a fine line.



My throat felt parched.



I wanted to gulp down the drink I'd brought.






"Wow. You're reading a paper even at a time like this?"



"Yes, well, that's right."



"You're working on new research, aren't you? I love reading research. I'm actually a science major. I told you my name is Sofia, right? 'Sofia' means wisdom, which..."



"Excuse me."



A shadow fell across the chattering reporter.



Drip, drip.



Droplets fell onto the dry autumn soil.



Following those drops upward like a salmon swimming upstream, I saw Rustila, drenched in sweat.



With a pink towel around her neck, she glared at us.



Sharp eyes, like those of a military general.



"Who are you beside Eidel?"



"Excuse me. I'm Sofia, a newspaper reporter. I was interviewing Professor Eidel."



"I see."



Rustila wedged herself between Sofia and me.



"If you're done with your interview, please leave."



"No, I'm not finished yet..."



"Then let me ask you one thing. If this is an interview, why were you explaining the meaning of your name?"



"Well, that's..."



"Everyone at Stellarium is busy. Would you please stop disturbing Eidel's studies?"



"I'm sorry! I'll be going now!"



Reporter Sofia scurried away.



I calmed my surprised heart.



To witness such dignified charisma here—something she only showed in the original story after her parents passed away.



Had Rustila grown?



Either way, it felt like walking on thin ice.



I smiled bitterly and said:



"Thanks. I was in a difficult situation."



"Did you just meet her today?"



"We barely met. She just followed me around one-sidedly."



I poured her an ion drink as I continued.



"She's been like this all day since we wrote that paper together."



"...I see. That's a relief."



Rustila sighed deeply and relaxed her tense expression.



The gentle breeze gradually grew stronger. Rustila's throat moved slowly in her light clothing. Each time, beads of sweat dropped from her chin.



"Thanks, that was refreshing."



"You'll catch a cold."



I put down my paper and took off my coat to place it on her shoulders.



"Ah, ouch..."



"What's wrong?"



"Just muscle pain. Would you like some?"



"Just a little, then."



My throat was parched from talking with the reporter. I took just a few sips before returning the drink.



"I need to go."



"Where to?"



"I forgot something in the classroom."



While reading the paper, I realized I'd left one document behind.



***



Naiere watched from a distance as Rustila and Eidel chatted amicably.



"Youth, indeed."



Normally, she should have approached Eidel to apologize.



Sorry for sending you to Alcatraz.



But it was an unavoidable choice once the foreign press got involved.



Above all, she was grateful that Eidel had shaken off the possession and returned.



She wanted to say these things, but there was no opportunity to interrupt.



"Hehe."



Naiere recalled a memory from her past.



The time when she was approaching her current husband, whom she had taken a liking to. Everyone tactfully gave them space whenever the timing was right.



Interrupting now would be disrespectful to Rustila.



After finishing her conversation with Eidel, Rustila came running back excitedly.



"Master, Master!"



She was as warm as sunshine and as soft as cotton.






Rustila smiled brightly and kept drinking from the beverage Eidel had given her. She seemed thirsty.



"That's a green light."



"A green light?"



Rustila tilted her head.



Naiere chuckled.



"You're so innocent. It's nothing."



"Let's continue our training."



Rustila adjusted her grip on the sword.



With the Aether Belt fully repaired, the military cadets could train with peace of mind more than ever before.



In gratitude for the peace created by a certain physicist, the two continued swinging their swords until nightfall.



***



"Sonia."



"Yes, sir."



"Why is she sleeping here like this?"



After taking care of Rustila and returning to the classroom.



I discovered a silver-haired girl sleeping in a corner.



"She's been sleeping here the whole time."



"I didn't see her."



"She's quite small in stature."



I grabbed the paper I'd come for and approached the girl.



A few strands of white hair fell from the wind blowing in from outside.



Eyes closed like Sleeping Beauty.



Looking at her like this, you'd believe she was an angel rather than the universe's greatest villainess.



I clicked my tongue and shook her shoulder.



"Zernya, wake up."



"..."



No response.



"Ma'am, your face will get paralyzed if you sleep here."



Even words that would make her go berserk if she heard them got no response.



Listening carefully to her breathing, I could hear a nasal sound.



"Sonia."



"Yes, young master."



"Can you tell what her body temperature is?"



"311.8, sir. She has a fever."



"This isn't the time for writing papers. Use Celsius, not Kelvin."



"38.6 degrees Celsius."



If left like this, Zernya could become seriously ill. No matter what, I couldn't ignore a classmate.



I grabbed Zernya's shoulders and slowly raised her up. She was sweating slightly.



"Sonia, close the window."



"Understood."



"She's tough. Not waking up even when shaken like this? How deeply is she sleeping?"



"She seems to have taken antihistamines. She might be suffering from seasonal allergies since it's the changing of seasons."



If I left her here, Zernya could really become seriously ill.



I didn't know why she was here like this, but I needed to move her to the infirmary.



With Sonia's help, I carried her on my back.



Just then, a piece of paper fluttered to the floor.



"What's this?"



"It's the career questionnaire."



Zernya's name, student ID, and "doctor" written in the future career field—otherwise, it was a clean sheet.



The reason Zernya wants to go to medical school.



Simply put, it's because "that's where the top student goes."



If the top student went to the physics department every year, Zernya would have aimed for physics. If only this talented person would join my department, she'd make an excellent graduate school colleague.



In the end, she's a friend who lives by rankings.



She'll become a great evil in the future, so it might be better to eliminate her now while she's defenseless—



But that's not my way.



In this world line, Zernya hasn't committed any crimes yet, so why kill her?



"Sonia. Follow me."



I adjusted my posture to secure Zernya completely against my back.



Just as I was about to head to the infirmary.



Grip.



I felt a hot sensation on my left shoulder.
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Sometimes it happens.



When the film cuts out.



Zernya couldn't remember why she had been sleeping face-down in the classroom. She only knew that when she came to her senses, she found herself being carried on someone's back.



It was a familiar height.



And a familiar feeling.



"Aack!"



Zernya bit Eidel's back fiercely.



"...Ugh, what? Are you awake?"



"Put me down."



"What? You want me to put you down?"



"Do you want me to, *cough*, say it twice?"



Eidel ignored Zernya's protest and continued walking with quick steps.



By the time they arrived at the infirmary, Eidel's shoulder had acquired about fifteen teeth marks.



The school nurse, Tierbel, clicked her tongue as she put away the thermometer.



"39 degrees. You have a high fever."



It wasn't a condition that could be managed by simply taking medicine.



Fortunately, the position of school nurse at Stellarium Academia wasn't something just anyone could fill, and the facilities were superior to those found in ordinary hospitals.



Tierbel skillfully inserted an IV.



"Your body is completely wrecked. Studying is good, but you need to rest while you do it."



"But..."



"Rest while you study."



Nurse Tierbel leaned in with a mischievous smile.



"Yes, yes."



"Good. You're a good child."



Tierbel then attended to Eidel.



Since Zernya had bitten through his clothes, the wounds weren't very deep, but there were bruises in several places.



"My goodness, who did this to you?"



"I'm not sure. They're just injuries that happened somehow..."



Even through her foggy consciousness, Zernya could tell that Eidel was defending her. She still didn't understand why he would do that.



Whoosh.



A knife-like wind rattled the glass window.



The temperature inside the infirmary wasn't particularly high. Despite having taken medicine, Zernya felt chilly and sneezed.



"Why did the temperature drop so suddenly..."



Tierbel sighed, sucking on a non-burning tobacco leaf like candy.



After a series of thoughts, Zernya said:



"Could it be that a foreign god from Maxwell's forces has entered, *cough*?"



"That's an interesting hypothesis. But the possibility is low. Scientists repaired the Aether Belt, didn't they?"



Tierbel looked at Eidel with admiration. Even the school nurse held respect for him.



I want that kind of look directed at me too.



Zernya sighed and closed her eyes.



She felt completely drained, like having a lazy cold.



...Well, she actually did have one.



"No, teacher. Zernya might be right."



Eidel, who had been contemplating, raised an objection.



"If it's the work of a foreign god that's already inside the belt, it's not impossible."



"Yes, that could be the case."



Tierbel immediately agreed.



Zernya smirked.



See, what I say is right too.



***



That night, Eidel took meticulous care of Zernya.



Even after the school nurse went home past midnight, he stayed by her side reading a book.



It made her so nervous that she couldn't sleep.



"...Why are you still here anyway?"



"Because if something happens to you in the middle of the night, there would be no one to help."



"*Cough*, how funny. Are you my parents or something?"



Despite her curt words, her heart pounded with joy.



Her arrhythmia was getting worse.



Life really is tough sometimes.



As night fell, the temperature dropped further. The blanket alone wasn't enough.



So Eidel asked Sonia to bring a throw blanket and heat packs. He also forcibly took away Zernya's scarf, which was soaked with sweat.



"Ah, no. That's...!"



"I've already seen everything anyway."



The hideous artificial constellation pattern like a barcode.



It was so shameful that she had never shown her nape to anyone except her parents.



She wanted to take back her scarf immediately, but she didn't even have the strength to reach out.



Eidel raised Zernya up and wiped away her sweat.



"*Cough*, really, *cough*, this is pathetic."



"What is?"



"Why are you doing this for me?"



Eidel smiled slightly.



"Is it wrong to do this?"



Zernya couldn't answer.



"Young master, Miss Adelbein has brought a blanket and heat packs. I've also brewed some ginger tea, which is good for throat colds."



"Thank you, Sonia."



"This is nothing. I've put it in a thermos, so please drink it slowly as it cools."



Zernya took a small cup of ginger tea and sipped it.



The spicy yet sweet taste seemed to perfectly represent her current situation.



Her body was clearly suffering, but her heart didn't feel troubled.



What kind of emotion is this?






"Zernya. I'll lend you this."



Eidel unwrapped the black scarf he was wearing and placed it around Zernya's shoulders.



It was smaller in area than the scarf Zernya usually wore, but the fabric was thicker, making it more effective for warmth.



"Young master, I knitted that for you..."



"Let's just lend it to her for a while."



"...As you wish."



Sonia lowered her head, gripping the hem of her skirt tightly.



I see.



Even a tin can like her can get arrhythmia!



"I'll go get my assignment real quick."



Sonia glared at Zernya. A "tsk" sound could be heard shortly after.



Would you look at that?



She was already annoying enough that Zernya had been planning to tease her at least once. While Eidel was in the bathroom, Zernya spoke with a cracking voice.



"Hey."



"What is it?"



Sniiiiiff.



Zernya buried her nose in Eidel's scarf as if smelling flowers. Sonia's eyes widened in shock.



"W-what are you doing...?"



Sniiiiiff, haaa.



"The quality is nice. I think I'd like to buy one like this."



"That's not possible. It's something the young master cherishes."



"What a coincidence. I want to cherish it too."



Sniiiiiiiiiff.



She genuinely liked it. She had expected it to smell bad, but the scent clinging to the scarf was surprisingly addictive.



Like someone doing cocaine, she buried half her face in the scarf and sniffed repeatedly. Unable to stand it anymore, Sonia stood up abruptly.



"You're acting no better than a stalker. Give it back."



"I'm a patient."



"At the very least, don't use the young master's belongings in such a strange way."



"No, *cough*. Why are you being so indirect? How much is this? I'll buy it."



"It's not for sale!"



"Come on, we're not talking about someone's heart. There's nothing in this world that can't be sold."



She wrapped the scarf more tightly and inhaled its scent. The exhaled breath mixed with his scent melted into each alveolus of her lungs like snow.



"The scarf you made is awesome."



Having deployed this tactical compliment, Zernya smiled victoriously. In such psychological warfare, the first one to show emotional agitation always loses.



Sonia approached with wide eyes.



"Listen."



Her eye color changed.



From white to pale jade.



"You'd better stop this, human."



"Wow, scary."



It was a bit startling when someone who had been speaking politely suddenly approached with a sharp expression, but she was still just a tin can.



An android wouldn't hit a person, would it?



Fortunately, footsteps could be heard from outside.



"I'm back. Sonia, why are you standing like that?"



"...I was just adjusting Miss Adelbein's posture."



"I can do that myself."



Creak, creak.



While Eidel was looking down, Zernya showed Sonia a smiling face.



It was a vicious and confident smile.



***



The next day.



Her condition had improved somewhat.



She wasn't completely better, but she could walk a little and hold a pen.



Despite her improved condition, Eidel continued to attend to her like a servant.



"Why are you doing this anyway?"



She asked the same question as the day before, but received the same answer—just a smile.



"Take another sick day and rest today."



"But, school..."



"Rest."



"That's not what I meant, I want to go back to the dormitory and..."



"Rest here."



She couldn't go anywhere because of Nurse Tierbel's pressure.



After changing the IV about four times, Eidel came to visit around sunset.



He was carrying various things.



"These are the notes I took during today's class. This is supplementary material for the lesson, and I've filled in the blanks. Oh, and these are the math and language homework due next week, and the announcements from today's homeroom..."



A flood of precious information poured out. It was almost too much to take in.



Zernya was confused.



What Eidel was doing was like entrusting fish to a cat. It was all benefit for Zernya and all loss for him. After all, she could overtake Eidel academically at any time—



—Know humility, mortal.



"..."



Zernya groaned, clutching her throbbing head.



"Later, I'll look at it later. I'll handle it myself."



"Alright. You're sick, so hearing about schoolwork would make you feel worse. Sorry, get some rest."



"That's not what I..."



Thank you.



That simple phrase wouldn't come out of her mouth.



She was afraid. Afraid that once she uttered those words, she could never return to her former self.



"Nurse, something's wrong with Zernya."



"Has the cold flowed to her brain?"






Her energy drained completely.



Fine. Me, bowing to someone else? That's not something a bloodline of Adelbein, the most prestigious family in the universe, should do.



"Hey, *cough*. Give me that career survey."



"Yes, miss. Here it is."



Eidel handed over the survey form with a playful tone.



Name: Zernya von und zu Trisha Adelbein.



Future aspiration: Doctor.



Intended major: Medical school.



Special skills: None. Because I excel at everything.



But beyond that...



"...This is ridiculous. Expecting me to fit all my dreams and ambitions on this tiny sheet of paper. That doesn't, *cough*, make any sense."



"Actually, you do have things to write?"



"No, I don't."



"Then you need to fill it out. It's due next week."



"Sigh."



"Rustila and Seti have already completed theirs."



"..."



"I've already submitted mine."



"Give me the pen."



Zernya began writing the first few answers with precision.



Q: Why do you want to become a doctor?



A: Because I can make money and build a reputation. Because medical school has the highest admission standards every year. Because entering Stellarium's medical school means you're the most outstanding among your academy peers that year.



"That's honest."



"Shut up."



After finishing one question, she thought the next would be easier.



That expectation was completely wrong.



Q: Do you have specific goals you want to achieve?



"..."



I don't.



Isn't seeing patients and making money enough?



But writing that would surely get her called to the faculty office.



She wrote down one word.



A: Next.



Q: Name one person who helped shape your career path during childhood, and how they helped you.



A: Next.



Q: What values do you consider important, and how have you worked to achieve those values?



A: Next.



Q: Reflect on how these values might influence your pursuit of your career aspirations.



A: Next.



It was strange. The further she went, the more questions she couldn't answer.



Between her foggy consciousness and the survey questions, it was torture. Her head was spinning like a top.



"This can't be..."



Possible.



After preparing for essays so diligently. After learning how to structure writing so thoroughly.



After learning how to choose appropriate words and select the right style for different contexts and situations.



In private tutoring, at academies.



She had studied ahead of everyone else.



"How..."



Why can't I solve these problems?



Have I been living so meaninglessly? Did I study carelessly? Did I neglect my swordsmanship?



Zernya clutched her head, complaining of dizziness.



Come to think of it, if I'm going to be a doctor, why did I delve so deeply into swordsmanship?



If I'm not going to be a writer, why did I bother composing aphorisms and reciting haiku?



Because they appear on school exams? Well, that's true.



"No."



That can't be it.



She felt a heat rising deep from her heart.



"Zernya."



"..."



"Why are you crying over something like this?"



"...Be quiet."



Zernya put down her pen and lay back down. Eidel sighed and opened a research paper.



Thinking about it, she realized she had never deeply read medical textbooks.



Meanwhile, what about Eidel?



Even now, he's sitting there because he enjoys his studies.



Zernya asked casually:



"Is it fun?"



"Yeah."



"Good for you. I'm envious."



She surprised herself with her own words.



She thought she had never envied anyone in her entire life.



Her tongue had spoken her true feelings before her consciousness could filter them.



Belatedly feeling embarrassed, Zernya completely covered her nose and mouth with her scarf.



Eidel chuckled and put down his paper.



"You envy me?"



"..."



"Want to join me in graduate school?"



Only then could Zernya understand the advice her divine incarnation had given that day.



To be born with natural talent yet willingly become a servant, gladly bending one's body.



Perhaps that is the true meaning of humility.
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Zernya snickered.



"You've gone mad."



Even so, graduate school was going too far.



She had seen people in graduate programs before. They looked like they were possessed by evil spirits.



"Have you been visiting my hospital room just to deceive me?"



"Not deception—a proposal. Because you're smart."



Smart.



That one word almost swayed her heart. Regaining her composure, Zernya snorted.



If she were truly smart, she wouldn't even consider it.



Excluding oddities like Eidel, of course.



"If we enter graduate school together, we could play a game of 'who gets their doctorate first.'"



"Don't provoke me."



"Weren't you the one so obsessed with competition?"



"Stop testing me."



Zernya coughed and continued.



"I'm not stupid enough to lack judgment."



"I see."



Eidel let out a deep sigh. Somehow, he seemed relieved. He patted Zernya's shoulder and smiled.



"I hope you maintain that state."



After that day, Eidel continued to visit the infirmary regularly.



He came and took care of various things. When she asked him to bring food, he brought it; when she asked him to tidy the bed, he did so. Whenever she mentioned even the slightest discomfort, he addressed it immediately.



Why was he being so nice?



Thump, thump—her heart was making a racket.



"It's due tomorrow."



Zernya sighed, looking down at her tattered career survey form.



"What's wrong? Still haven't figured it out?"



"...Why are you here again?"



"Wondering if you're still sick. Not working on it?"



In truth, her symptoms had subsided by the fourth day. Still, wanting to annoy Eidel, she had dragged it out until now.



"If you're worried about your career..."



"Let me tell you in advance, I'm not going to graduate school."



"No, I just meant you should finish what you have and submit it."



Zernya raised her middle finger.



The career survey wasn't that important academically.



But she knew it was important in life. Zernya wanted to live a perfect life, and to do so, she needed to settle things with this survey right here and now.



"Want to see mine?"



"Yours...?"



Eidel grinned and pulled out a clear file.



"My career survey."



"Give it! Let me see!"



Like an orca leaping above the sea surface for air, Zernya shot out of bed, reaching for the file.



But between Eidel and Zernya existed a height difference of a full 40 centimeters.



Just by raising his hand slightly, the answer sheet became unattainable.



"Give it to me...!"



"You should say 'please give it to me.'"



It felt like her head had been struck with a sledgehammer.



Please?



PLEASE???



She would never say it, even if she died. No, she couldn't say it! For a pillar of the Adelbein family to say such words would be tantamount to being told to go die.



"If you won't give it, just leave."



"Just say 'please' once and I'll give it to you."



"Get out."



Zernya turned her head away.



She displayed a strong determination not to engage in any conversation with this reactionary terrorist making ridiculous threats.



However, the flow of time that leads us to inevitable death cruelly tightened around Zernya.



Tick-tock, tick-tock.



"Q-quickly, hand over the file."



"You have to say 'please.'"



"W-we'll be here until dawn at this rate."



Tick-tock, tick-tock, tick-tock.



"I'm telling you to hand it over while I'm still being nice! Quickly!"



"Please."



"Time is running out—!!"



The sun peeked over the ridge of the mountains.






120 minutes remained until roll call.



"Please show me just once..."



The standoff between the terrorist and the Adelbein police officer ended in the officer's defeat.



Zernya gritted her teeth and bowed her head. She extended both hands, receiving the yellow imperial decree like a subject.



"Damn it, damn it. Why am I doing this...!"



She had never once asked anyone for a favor before. She had always been able to do everything herself. She even thought her parents were less capable than her, so she had never acted spoiled.



But for the first time, she asked for a favor. For the first time, she acted spoiled.



And to the classmate she wanted to defeat the most.



"Damn it! You dog! This is humiliation!!"



With reddened eyes, she filled out the survey form using Eidel's as a reference. As expected of someone who writes papers as first author, his survey answers were excellent.



Two hours later.



Except for one question she had to rush through due to lack of time, she managed to fill everything out. It wasn't satisfactory, but it wasn't lacking either.



Since she had referenced the best answer sheet, yes, it would be second place. If quantified, it would be a second-place survey.



"Good job, *cough*."



"...?"



"Huh?"



Eidel started coughing.



***



The positions were reversed.



Zernya had recovered, and Eidel had fallen ill.



"Young master, Miss Rustila and Miss Seti are worried. They said they'll be coming to visit soon..."



"No need, *cough*, they'll catch it."



The basic symptoms of influenza are similar for everyone.



Headache, cold sweats, sore throat.



Tierbell sighed and asked.



"Didn't you get vaccinated?"



"Do you know, *cough*, how much, *cough*, vaccinations cost...?"



"I hate to say this, but the Rheinland family is renowned for medicine. It's not like your family lacks money or vaccines, so why didn't you get vaccinated?"



"If I put that money, *cough*, toward research funds, *hack*."



"The virus has invaded your brain, I see."



Cartesia, who had been leisurely enjoying tea time in Eidel's head, flinched.



"Enough. Rest."



Eidel was confined to the infirmary.



"Tsk."



Zernya clicked her tongue.



It was all self-inflicted. Who told him to take care of a sick person? He wasn't a medical professional or family member.



Stretching her stiff body, she went out to the small field. The fresh air she breathed after so long felt so good it made her body tingle.



She walked slowly along the field. She planned to warm up her body first. Now that Eidel was bedridden, she just needed to study hard and catch up on the missed progress.



She wasn't worried about keeping up. She had the summary notes and worksheets Eidel had brought. Yes, with those, she could easily catch up—



"..."



Her chest hurt.



Last time it was "thump, thump, thump," but this time it was "prick, prick, prick." It felt numb and tight, like someone was stirring her ventricles and atria with a needle.



It was strange.



Until now, Zernya had lived like this: she took others' sacrifices for her as natural, and they were merely stage props or spotlights meant to illuminate her, the protagonist. So she had no intention of sympathizing with Eidel.



"Hah."



Stroking the bridge of her nose, she cast her gaze down the field.



She saw a now-familiar face.



"Master, please let me meet Eidel just once. He's sick, right?"



"That's exactly why you shouldn't go. You're destined to become an Omega-grade swordsman. You should be able to endure not seeing him for a while."



"Master! Please..."



"My disciple. It's not a fatal disease anyway. He'll be sick for a few days and that's it."



It was Rustila and Naiere Clarke of the Zodiac 12.



"That person still hasn't left?"



After the Celestine incident, I heard the Zodiac 12 would return to the military. Who would have thought Rustila and Naiere would form a master-disciple relationship?



She couldn't help but laugh.



"Miss Adelbein!"



It was Sonia.



She came running with a distorted expression, as if something was urgent. For an android.



"You need to return that scarf before you leave."



Ah.



Zernya looked down.



No wonder her neck didn't feel empty despite the gusty wind. She was wearing the black scarf she had received from Eidel.



"Please return it."






"I don't want to."



"I'll say it again. Please return it."



"Tell me your account number."



"I told you it's not for sale."



Sonia's eyes turned blue.



So she hadn't been mistaken that day.



This android had feelings for her master. And quite fanatical ones at that.



She could run away with the scarf, but that would be too petty. After punching some numbers into a calculator, Zernya moved her feet.



"The young master is very ill and needs his scarf."



"...I forgot. I didn't bring my scarf."



"Your scarf is right here, miss."



"..."



"Please give me that scarf."



A piercing blue gaze shot straight at her. Following it, Sonia slowly closed the distance, radiating killing intent.



Having seen Eidel being beaten up for a week, Zernya felt her life was in danger. It was obvious that if she didn't hand over the scarf here, she would be beaten regardless of the laws of robotics.



Thus, her conclusion:



"F-fine, I'll give it to you."



"You will give it to me."



"..."



"You should say 'I will give it to you.'"



"I-I w-will."



"Say it properly."



"You filthy woman."



Even so, she wouldn't bow to an android.



***



"What? *Cough*. Why are you here?"



"This."



In the end, Zernya went directly to Eidel and threw the scarf at him. The fluttering scarf landed on Eidel's face.



Zernya belatedly realized her mistake.



She had been wearing it for a whole week. Surely he could smell her scent just by taking a slight breath.



Suddenly, her face felt hot around the cheeks.



Sonia shot Zernya a sharp look.



"...So that's your game."



"Hmm?"



But well, since the android seemed to dislike it, that was good.



Sonia quickly removed the scarf and said:



"Young Master Eidel. Don't you smell something strange in the room?"



Eidel rolled his eyes. He sniffled and answered.



"My nose is blocked."



"Oh my, student! Oh my!"



Just then, someone burst through the infirmary door.



Similar in height to Eidel but about a dozen years older. Tall and handsome, dressed in a suit, he was clearly no ordinary person.



The man grabbed Eidel's withering hand and cried out:



"Why did you catch the flu this season, student!"



"P-Professor F-Feynman."



"Student. Are you okay? You are okay, right?"



"Next, paper, topic, over there... *cough cough*!"



Eidel pointed weakly at the bedside table. For him, today through the day after tomorrow would be the critical period.



"There, I have 24 ideas I've written down for a new paper. Take them and read them, *hack*, and please commission whichever ones you like..."



"Student..."



Feynman, deeply moved, gripped Eidel's hand tightly and shook it.



Zernya's expression turned dumbfounded. Sonia stepped forward and whispered:



"He's the young master's academic advisor."



"What..."



"This will be interesting. Young Master Eidel will soon jump to graduate studies. You'll probably say goodbye before midterms, so you should talk here and part ways."



Sonia's next words were even more shocking.



Eidel is leaving?



To graduate school?



Not college?



"...Student Eidel. Actually, there are a few more people who came today after hearing you were sick. They say they want to visit briefly—would it be okay to call them in?"



Eidel nodded with a haggard smile.



"It's fine. Come in, everyone!"



The next moment, Zernya couldn't help but be surprised at the people who entered.





Chapter 95 - Chasing After You (5)



About ten professors from the Stellarium Physics Department, specializing in particle physics and cosmology, came to visit Eidel.



Upon seeing the bedridden young scholar, they immediately burst into tears.



Zernya asked with a bewildered expression, "Why are all these people here?"



"The academic circle that Eidel and I belong to is deep but narrow. Everyone is a research colleague, separated by just one degree. How could we not visit when a future professor has caught the flu?" Professor Feynman explained calmly, though concern was evident in his eyes.



"Also, they've all requested to be joint advisors with me. Everyone wants to co-work with Eidel."



Zernya, who hadn't fully accepted how extraordinary Eidel was, focused on the title of professor.



What is a professor?

The final boss for undergraduates and the king of graduate students.



These individuals with exceptional talent and considerable authority had rushed to see a single Academy student.



It irritated her.



"Aren't professors very busy? I don't understand why you'd come to visit this guy."



Zernya spoke curtly. However, Professor Feynman responded kindly without showing any discomfort.



"We scholars must always remain humble. Obviously when facing nature, but also in human relationships. Even those in high positions should know how to bow their heads to those below them."



"But—"



"Of course, there are professors who aren't like that. You might not know this, but such individuals have poor reputations in academia. What good are excellent achievements if one lacks basic humanity? Everyone judges and avoids them for that reason."



This string of statements was incomprehensible to her.



"Isn't it enough to just have good achievements?"



Zernya—no, the entire Adelbein family had always operated that way. They had trampled competitors to amass enormous wealth and prestige.



As a result, their authority in the northern federation was formidable. They maintained a noble elegance that prevented them from associating with other families.



Such arrogance had never led to the downfall of the Adelbeins. Because they had always been exceptional. When political opponents emerged, they eliminated them, remaining strong despite those who harbored grudges.



Zernya had been taught that this was the absolute truth.



But Feynman shook his head.



"Have you ever heard the saying 'a person cannot be fully judged until death'?"



"It means you can't evaluate someone until they die. Why?"



"I suggest you contemplate the meaning carefully."



Feynman clapped his hands with a gentle smile.



"Everyone! Eidel seems to be struggling, so let's leave our gifts and depart!"



"Sob... student...!"



"Student, please remember me."



"As I mentioned before, my laboratory is located at..."



And just like that, the professors who had flooded in like the tide ebbed away.



"A person cannot be fully judged until death." Zernya repeatedly pondered Feynman's parting words. She couldn't think of anything beyond the surface meaning.



What does that have to do with achieving good results?



"Um..."



Zernya unconsciously started to call out to Eidel but closed her mouth.



She had almost asked him for the answer.



This was something she needed to figure out herself.



That was her way.



Just as Zernya was thinking she should leave as well:



"If you have no further business, miss, please leave. The young master seems very tired and needs to rest in a quiet environment."



Sonia issued the dismissal first.



Zernya noticed her lips curling up slightly.



"Oh really?"



Suddenly, she didn't want to leave at all.



***



Being with Eidel caused symptoms of arrhythmia or palpitations.



In normal circumstances, it was just a fluttering feeling, but when they grew closer or had comfortable conversations, her heart would pound loudly.



Sometimes it would jump or flutter, especially when she felt embarrassed or inferior.



And finally.



When she did something that pricked her conscience, her heart would ache.



Because of that last reason, Zernya couldn't leave the infirmary.



"What are you doing?"



"Can't you tell by looking?"



Despite Sonia's glare, Zernya remained confident. She showed the tray and smirked.






"I'm bringing food."



Zernya had prepared mushroom beef stew.



It was made with premium beef known for its tender texture and first-grade mushrooms grown on the Adelbein farm.



From local sourcing to ingredient preparation to cooking.



She had done it all by herself.



"What's gotten into you..."



"That's my business."



"The young master has already eaten."



"Tell him to eat mine too."



Zernya brushed past Sonia.



Eidel was lying down, reading a paper. He had a tablet mounted on a stand and was flipping through a journal.



"Wow."



This guy is really something else.



"Cough, what?"



"Eat."



She set the table and placed the freshly made, steaming stew down.



There was also spicy ginger tea (Adelbein-grown) with a sharp, pungent taste. She remembered what Eidel had given her when she was sick and planned to return the favor with this devious scheme!



Zernya slowly helped Eidel sit up.



"I don't have an appetite."



"But you have an appetite for reading papers?"



"That's, cough, irresistible."



"Stop arguing and eat. I personally made this for you."



Eidel slowly raised his hand but then dropped it.



"I don't have the strength to hold a spoon."



A vein popped on Zernya's forehead.



Oh, so that's how you want to play it?



Sonia's eyebrow twitched.



"Young master, then I shall—"



"Sonia."



Eidel waved his hand dismissively.



"Zernya brought this food. If you feed me, what becomes of her effort?"



"...I see. I was being thoughtless."



A grinding sound of teeth.



Yes. That's it. That's the sound she wanted to hear.



With a smug feeling, she dipped the spoon deep into the stew.



The rich, savory aroma spread, stimulating her nose. Even though I made it myself, it really looks delicious. Zernya swallowed her saliva and blew on the stew.



"Eat."



"Yes."



"How is it?"



"Well."



She was secretly nervous. This was the first time she had cooked for someone else and was being evaluated on her cooking.



"It's as delicious as the citation count of my papers."



"What does that even mean?"



"It means it's delicious."



Thump, thump, her heart pounded.



For a brief moment, she considered becoming a chef.



"Here, have another spoonful."



"This is suddenly embarrassing."



"...Hmm, is that so?"



When Eidel forcibly tried to pick up the spoon, Zernya grinned.



A good idea had just occurred to her.



"Here, you eat, and I'll also..."



She used the same spoon that had been in Eidel's mouth to scoop up some stew for herself. The tender beef and the rich mushroom flavor tapped against her tongue and palate.






"Now, again..."



That's when it happened.



"..."



Eidel's gaze mechanically turned.



It was toward the direction of the infirmary entrance. Zernya, who had her back to the door, sensed something was wrong and turned around.



Thud.



The sound of a lunch basket dropping.



"Y-you. What are you doing?"



Rustila was standing there.



***



As soon as Rustila heard that Eidel had caught the flu, she wanted to rush to his side immediately.



But she had made a promise.



To become a Great Omega-grade swordsman, succeeding Instructor Naiere.



And to stay by Eidel's side forever.



Of course, this was a promise she had made to herself without Eidel knowing, but he didn't seem to dislike the idea.



"If possible, create a connection with that child. If things go well with the Rheinland family, I plan to marry you off to Eidel."



Plus, her parents had said this.



She wasn't sure how this had all come about, but she wasn't complaining.



"Phew."



Rustila practiced her sword daily with flushed cheeks.



Marriage?



With him?



Though it seemed premature, she was happy about it.



Rustila recalled what she had written during Berdia's bet with Eidel.



Piggyback rides and walks.



As a married couple, they could do that every day!



"Hehehe."



Imagining herself repelling foreign enemies and living cozily with Eidel and a dozen family members made her sword strikes two or three times faster than usual.



Watching her create these intricate sword paths, her master Naiere thought:



Rustila, this war will end in your generation.



Naiere called to Rustila as she trained.



"My disciple, I have a business trip later, so I'll have to skip today's guidance. Can you practice on your own?"



"Yes, of course."



Rustila smiled brightly.



Right after Naiere departed for another planetary system, she quickly prepared a lunch box and ran to the Academy infirmary.



And there she witnessed an unbearable sight.



"Y-you two, what are you doing?"



Zernya was sitting beside Eidel, feeding him soup. And she was using the same spoon to eat the stew herself.



Slurp, slurp.



She ate with apparent nonchalance, as if enjoying the taste.



"What."



Turning around, Zernya met Rustila's eyes. With the same arrogant expression she showed in class, Zernya raised her chin.



"...Adelbein. Why are you here?"



"What about you? Shouldn't you be practicing your sword instead of coming here?"



"You, you just..."



"Oh. The spoon? I was hungry and there was only one."



Grind, grind.



The sound of teeth grinding was heard twice in succession.



She had tormented Sonia, tormented Rustila.



Add in Eidel's embarrassed expression, and she had tormented a total of three people.



Zernya realized from the expressions of the maid and her classmate that they were experiencing cruel defeat. Though her own ears were burning red from her actions, that wasn't important right now.



She had won.



She wasn't sure what exactly, but she had definitely won!





Chapter 96 - Chasing After You (6)



For Rustila, there was no woman who could be considered her rival.



Sonia was an android, and Seti was his little sister. Besides these two, there were no close female friends around Eidel.



She had thought it would be fine to reveal her secretly harbored feelings once they entered college.



That was until some stray cat snatched him away.



"Get away from Eidel," Rustila said coldly.



"Who are you to tell me that?" Zernya retorted nonchalantly.



"Young Master." Sonia made no attempt to hide her discomfort.



Shhh.



A quiet silence enveloped the infirmary.



In this tense situation, Eidel suddenly covered his mouth.



"Cough! Cough! Cough! Cough!"



"...!"



"Young Master!"



"Eidel!"



It was a long, persistent coughing fit that seemed to choke him.



The three girls were startled. Eidel, who had been eating stew, rolled his eyes back and collapsed.



"Eidel, Eidel!"



Rustila screamed and rushed to him. Sonia stood frozen with wide eyes.



"Wake up, Eidel!"



"Miss, look at the IV line!"



"Blood, there's blood..."



Blood was flowing backward through the IV tube.



Zernya frowned.



What a drama queen.



Still, the blood backflow needed to be addressed.



'The main IV fluid and antibiotics are all gone. The regulator is open too. Air has gone down to the flow regulator, so I can't replace the IV with my current skills. In this case...'



"Bring gauze!"



There was no choice but to remove the needle.



Zernya cleaned her hands as thoroughly as possible and removed the tape. Then, after putting on gloves, she pressed the gauze against the site and carefully pulled out the needle.



"What are you doing?"



"Go get the school nurse. Quickly!"



"Where is she?"



"In the cafeteria next door!"



Zernya shouted. Rustila, thinking she needed to save Eidel, ran outside.



After Rustila left,



Zernya organized the lunch basket and put it away.



"Hey, get up."



Zernya poked Eidel.



After rolling his eyes back for three minutes, Eidel sat up with a smirk as if nothing had happened.



"Young Master, are you actually fine...?"



"Cough, yes."



Sonia slumped down.



"Prepare to be severely scolded when you recover."



"Ugh."



Zernya put away the stew spoon and packed her things.



"I can't stay any longer today."



She felt somewhat disappointed.



Zernya smiled wryly after hearing Eidel tell her to be careful on her way back.



And so she returned to the dormitory.



Thump-thump-thump-thump-thump-thump-thump.



Her heart was racing belatedly.



"Haah."



Although she had immediately realized it was an act, she had almost been shocked like the other two.



Making accurate judgments when examining a patient.



Even though she was still not a medical student and it wasn't a real situation, that simple experience greatly shook Zernya's mind.



After all, hadn't she calmly done what needed to be done while everyone else panicked?



"This is... interesting..."



She found herself smiling without realizing it.



She was very much looking forward to next week's major experience fair.



***



[Zernya von und zu Trisha Adelbein: 30/1000]



[Psychological state: She feels attracted to you.]



Look at this one, accelerating so quickly.



"Young Master, why did you pretend to faint earlier?" Sonia asked, expressing her displeasure.



"Because Rustila and Zernya shouldn't fight."



"Miss Adelbein has a bad character. She's not someone you should keep close, Young Master. If she wants to fight with Miss Rustila, let them fight."



I waved my hand dismissively.






"Sonia."



"Yes."



"If I advance to graduate school this semester, who do you think will rank first in our class?"



"Miss Adelbein, I suppose."



"How do you think Zernya will behave if she takes the top spot again in this state?"



"Well... the same as before."



"Seti and Rustila would have a hard time. Zernya would torment them both no matter what, and she might even act rashly toward teachers. Zernya is excellent in many ways and has her family backing her, so she'll try to do whatever she wants."



Ah, Sonia sighed and nodded.



"Currently, only you can keep Miss Adelbein in check, Young Master. You're her peer and overwhelmingly superior."



"That's putting it bluntly, but yes."



"Before that, we should correct her..."



"...behavior."



Very firmly.



Sonia bowed her head and replied.



"As expected, Young Master, you see far ahead. You're not just excellent at research but also at politics."



"Politics..."



I burst out laughing. My lungs stung as if filled with thorns, but I ignored it.



"I've never done politics at this age."



"Where there are people, there's politics. Learning the art of tolerance and the study of kingship—to become the head of the Rheinland family with its power struggles, you must know how to... Oh!"



I waved my hand dismissively.



"Young Master, surely not."



"Sonia, do you know how much our family's assets are worth?"



"I believe it's a little over 200 trillion credits."



"If we poured all that into making a gravitational bomb, would it be enough?"



"...Probably not."



"Would 300 trillion be enough?"



"...It wouldn't be enough."



"Then, would 500 trillion be enough?"



"...It wouldn't be enough."



"Then how much would be needed?"



I got up from the hospital bed and put on my slippers. I looked into Sonia's eyes as she didn't know what to do with my frail body.



"W-well, about 1,000 trillion would be needed."



"Really?"



I hugged Sonia. She felt soft and warm, making it hard to believe she was an android.



"Sonia."



"Ah, y-yes. Please speak."



"After I'm gone, tell my sister what I just said. Tell her to save money diligently, and siblings should..."



"Eidel?"



"Cough! Cough!"



Of all times, Rustila returned just then. I pretended to collapse sideways while holding onto Sonia.



"That's a severe cough. We should give him an expectorant and let him rest more."



Teacher Tierbel replaced the IV and handed over some medicine.



Rustila's eyes were red.



"Where's that Zernya?"



"She left."



"Just let her come back. I'll teach her a lesson."



It seems it will take time for those two to become close.



That day, Rustila stayed by my side until dawn, watching to see if Zernya would return. I thought my stomach would burst from eating all the food she had brought.



***



The next day.



Zernya came to see me when Rustila wasn't around.



"Is she gone?"



She looked around cautiously like a vigilant wolf before entering.



She had packed medicine, wet towels, hot packs, and various other things in her basket.



"Since you took care of me, it's only common sense that I take care of you too. I'm not stupid enough not to know that..."



[Psychological state: She wants to be with you.]



"The bet has already begun. You'd better be prepared."



[Psychological state: She hopes you recover soon.]



How did things end up like this?



Zernya's every action made Sonia uncomfortable. She did everything Sonia was supposed to do, from feeding me to changing my clothes.



She took care of me so attentively that there was nothing I could do about it.



"I must admit, her nursing skills are impressive. I can't find a way to intervene."



"Well, isn't that obvious?"



"Zernya, you just need to say thank you in situations like that."



I instructed Zernya on how to use polite language. Most of it would probably go in one ear and out the other, but something might stick.



"If you were just a little more careful with your words, it would be good."



"Don't lecture me."






"You're cute, so all you need is some humility. Then everyone would like you."



"I told you not to say such nonsense."



"I don't know if I should be the one saying this, but people should be humble."



"..."



[Psychological state: She is wavering.]



"Have you ever heard the saying 'to reform oneself for the greater good'?"



"Are you looking down on me right now?"



[Psychological state: She is greatly wavering.]



"If you've been harsh until now, you can live more warmly from now on. Something will definitely change. I hate to say it myself, but take the long view in life."



It was such bland advice that anyone would call me an old fogey.



Thanks to Zernya's devoted care, my illness subsided quickly. By the second day, the fever had gone down, and the main symptoms were residual coughing, canker sores, tonsillitis, and pharyngitis. My head was also slightly foggy.



All those symptoms eased by the fifth day.



As soon as Teacher Tierbel said I could be discharged, Zernya boasted:



"I took a week, you took five days."



"So what?"



"I won."



"What?"



"My medical talent is superior to yours. If you're thinking of joining the medical school, you'd better give up now. I'll be better than you there."



"I'm not going, really not going."



"..."



As I packed my things, I asked:



"Isn't today that major something?"



"It's the Major Experience Fair, Young Master. College and graduate students from the college come to let us experience each department's major."



"Sounds fun."



We left the building and climbed the hill.



From early morning, people were gathering and setting up tents.



"I heard it runs all weekend. You can look around at your leisure when you have time."



"Let's go now."



I slowly descended the hill with Sonia.



"The medical school and engineering departments are already crowded with students."



"They offer good job prospects."



"But that alone doesn't explain that phenomenon."



Sonia pointed to a booth in a corner.



Under a sign that read [Department of Physics and Astronomy], dozens of people were gathered, engaged in conversation.



"Honestly, we feel wronged."



"What do you mean?"



"We didn't even get a chance to introduce our lab to that student. If he's interested in cosmology, he might also be interested in our solid-state theory lab, right?"



"Eidel came looking for me. He wanted to be my student from the beginning."



"That's just your opinion, Professor. He's still young, so we should introduce him to various fields of physics and give him opportunities to experience different labs."



"Excuse me!"



"Professor Frederick is right. At the very least, he should have time to rotate through labs to be fair to everyone."



It was an argument.



But somehow, all their faces looked familiar.



No, more importantly, there were no college students—only professors.



"By the way, why are professors from other academies here? Eidel has already decided to enroll at Stellarium!"



"That's assuming he'll attend the same place for college and graduate school."



A female professor said with a cunning smile. Her eyes showed more venom than Zernya's.



"Professor Stranov, why are you doing this to me?"



"I wonder, Professor Feynman."



Sensing the atmosphere might turn sour, I moved closer. I approached Professor Feynman and greeted him.



"Hello, Professor."



"Eidel!"



"Rheinland!"



"Student!"



"Student, how's your cold?"



Why did over a dozen people answer when I only called one person?



"Professors, what brings you here?"



"Well, we knew you'd come here."



Does that mean they were openly waiting for me?



I felt a chill run down my spine.



Looking closely, the professors' eyes were ominous.



Sharp and fierce like wolves eyeing their prey.



"Slurp."



What was that sound?



"Student. I'm sorry, but there's something I must tell Eidel."



"Go ahead. What is it?"



"It's..."





Chapter 97 - Chasing After You (7)



"The long-awaited major experience day has finally arrived.



"Hmm, hmm-hmm."



Zernya hummed a tune while looking around the booths.



Literature, natural sciences, social sciences, arts and physical education, and so on.



It seemed like every possible major was gathered here.



Among them, the medical field stood out as the most prestigious. The proof was in the students crowding around those booths.



"It's Adelbein."



"Shh, don't make eye contact."



"What if she finds something to criticize again?"



Students hesitantly backed away. Thanks to that, she didn't have to wait in line, which was convenient.



She felt smug.



When you have talent and excellent grades, people naturally bow their heads to you. In such circumstances, why bother learning humility?



It made no sense.



Ignoring Eidel's advice, she confidently strode into the booth.



"What can I try here?"



"You can experience CPR, and try using an electrocardiogram and magnetoencephalography. From a doctor's perspective, of course."



Following the guide's instructions, Zernya stood in front of a mannequin.



CPR practice.



Any doctor should naturally know how to do this.



"Is this your first time, student?"



"Yes, well."



She had received education on it, but since it wasn't essential for entrance exams, it was knowledge she only knew theoretically.



Trying it hands-on would be a good experience.



"Here, press this area at about 80 compressions per minute. Yes, hold your hands like that..."



The key was to put your upper body weight into it.



Zernya drew on knowledge from safety education she'd received long ago and pressed firmly on the mannequin's sternum.



The LED attached to the mannequin's torso would light up if the compressions were done correctly.



But no matter how hard she pressed, the light wouldn't turn on.



"Try putting more weight into it."



Beep, beep, beep.



All she heard was the sound of air escaping.



Though her arm strength was weak enough that she only used lightweight rapier-type Plasma Swords, this was ridiculous!



She glanced around nervously.



Others were doing just fine, and she felt like she was falling behind.



Students watching from outside gave her piercing looks.



Cold sweat formed on her brow.



"Ugh..."



Zernya straightened her shoulders and raised her hips high. Applying three-quarters of her body weight for maximum pressure.



Only then did the light finally start to flicker.



"Well done."



"Ha!"



As expected, I'm someone who can do anything when I try.



With confidence overflowing, Zernya's next target was the electrocardiogram.



"At our booth, we pair students of the same gender in teams of two to learn how to use the ECG machine."



A plain-looking girl stood before Zernya.



"H-h-hello..."



"Hi."



Medical students explained how to use the device, and then the practical session began.



Zernya first attached the device to the female student and pressed the buttons as instructed.



A graph showing heartbeats appeared.



"This graph represents the electrical signals from the heart. As you can see here, there are sharp, repetitive patterns that indicate normal heart rhythm."



"Oh..."



This was actually interesting.



Though she heard unfamiliar terms like PQRST graph and ventricular depolarization, she still enjoyed it.



After the female student, it was Zernya's turn to be examined.



"Your results are normal too."



That can't be right.



"Is it possible to diagnose arrhythmia with an ECG?"



"Chronic arrhythmia can be diagnosed immediately. For intermittent cases, you'd need a Holter monitor test."



"Holter monitor test?"



"It's a 24-hour ECG monitoring test."



"I think I might need that test."



The medical students looked at each other blankly.



One of them answered with a serious expression.






"Arrhythmia in a teenager is a very bad sign. You should visit a general hospital as soon as possible."



"Oh no."



She didn't want to die before even entering college.



It seemed she would need to visit the hospital today.



Just then, she noticed doctors moving busily beyond the booth.



"What's happening?"



"Someone collapsed on the street!"



"What? Who?"



Zernya poked her head out to see.



"I'm not sure who it is, but it happened in front of the physics department booth..."



***



An unfamiliar ceiling.



"Where... am I?"



"You're in the hospital. Don't worry."



I felt a warm sensation in my hand. Sonia was holding it, looking at me with a blank expression.



Plop.



The headband she was wearing fell onto my face.



After retrieving her headband, Sonia spoke bluntly.



"Who in the world faints just because professors said a few words to them?"



"...I fainted?"



"Seeing that you don't even remember, you must have been truly shocked."



I sat dazed, trying to recall what happened.



I couldn't remember.



Just then, professors rushed in, wailing loudly.



"Student Eidel!"



What's going on now?



"We're so sorry, student! We wanted to send you to graduate school, but we had no other choice..."



"What did you just say?"



Wanted to send me to graduate school.



Had no other choice?



No way.



"The government wouldn't allow it. The only option is early admission to college, student."



"What are you saying?"



"We're truly sorry. We won't be able to keep the promise we made through email with Alcatraz."



This can't be happening.



If I could follow the graduate track here, I could become not just a PhD by twenty-two, but even a professor.



My ambitions.



My grand ambitions...



"Ah, aaaah."



"Student...?"



"Nooooooo!!!"



***



"How is Rheinland doing?"



"He's refusing to eat and is focused only on research in the recovery room."



Hearing the professors' conversation, Zernya laughed in disbelief.



"That's just a hunger strike."



She'd never seen an Academia student cry over not getting into graduate school. Probably neither had Zernya, nor the professors.



Rustila was crying along with Eidel, offering unlimited sympathy just because he was sad.



Meanwhile, Seti was laughing so hard she nearly died of hyperventilation.



Zernya was feeling both emotions simultaneously.



She wasn't sure which reaction was appropriate.



As Zernya peeked into the recovery room, Rustila blocked her way.



"Why are you here, you thieving cat?"



"Thieving cat?"



What a strangely cute nickname.



Zernya smirked and retorted.



"I haven't stolen anything, so why call me a thief? Honestly, I amuse myself."



"Then what was that thing you did with Eidel last time?"



"Is Eidel yours?"



"What?"



"I mean, are you dating or promised to each other?"



"T-that's..."



Rustila fidgeted with her hands, her face turning red.






She was straightforward to a fault. A complete lack of improvisation, such an innocent demeanor. The perfect type to tease.



Zernya twisted her lips and said:



"If not, I might take him for myself."



"No!"



"Relax. I wouldn't take someone like him even if offered."



As she said those last words, Zernya felt a slight sting in her heart.



Another arrhythmia!



She needed to end this pointless argument quickly and make a hospital appointment...!



Rustila spat out:



"If you have no business here, just leave. Eidel needs rest."



"But I do have business."



Zernya pushed past her and entered the recovery room.



She'd heard that Eidel had merely passed out briefly and had no physical issues. However, he was deeply disappointed about going to college instead of graduate school.



Either way, this was good news for Zernya.



She asked:



"Hey, what are you going to do now?"



"...I'll go."



Eidel sat up.



"I'll go to college. It will delay my graduation timeline, but... I'll humbly accept it as an opportunity to strengthen my foundations. Come to think of it, believing I could go straight to graduate school was self-deception. It was arrogance."



His broken mental state was clearly visible.



His tearful, pitiful appearance was so wretched that even Zernya, who couldn't empathize with his situation, felt sad.



Zernya said:



"I have something to tell you."



"What is it?"



"I'm going to follow you."



Zernya looked up at Eidel with her arms crossed. Rustila, who had been standing dazed, exclaimed in shock:



"What are you saying...!"



"Isn't it obvious? I'm going to graduate early and follow Eidel."



She had made up her mind.



During the first semester, the two of them had fiercely competed for first and second place. Through that competition, she realized something.



Without competing with him, even in just general education or common major courses, she would never be able to alleviate this boredom. They needed to go together.



"Everyone else here is too boring."



Zernya openly mocked Rustila. Taking it as a declaration of war, Rustila's eyes flashed dangerously.



"You. Want to settle this with swords?"



"Sure. Without swords, you have no talent, and losing that too would be pitiful. You might as well give up on being a soldier and go farm in the southern planets."



"Are you finished talking?"



"Yes, why? Oh, my tongue hurts from arguing after so long. What a fate I have."



"..."



"What? Want to grab my hair and fight?"



Rustila's expression was ominous. She looked like a warrior facing a cosmic monster. She was gradually releasing controlled anger, pressuring Zernya with just her gaze.



"Sigh."



Eidel sighed.



"Rustila."



"...Yes, what?"



"You shouldn't emit killing intent. If you aim to be a swordsman, how can you harbor ill will toward Zernya, a fellow citizen of the Federation?"



"That's..."



"And Zernya, stop saying mean things to your friend. How long will you act like a child?"



"..."



Eidel's words resembled an adult's scolding. Like forcing two children to make up after fighting over something trivial.



Still, he had a point.



Zernya reluctantly nodded.



"I'd like you two to make up."



"Alright. I'm sorry."



Rustila apologized first.



"Now, Zernya should apologize too. Say you're sorry."



The word "sorry." She had never said it in her life.



But it wasn't like she had committed some great crime; they had just quarreled over something trivial. Apologizing hurt her pride.



So Zernya:



"S-s-s..."



"Come on, don't hesitate."



"...Meow."



And she sidled up to Eidel.



It didn't take long for Rustila to explode.





Chapter 98 - Rap Tour (1)



In the chilly October wind, I graduated from Academia a week before midterms and transferred to the preparatory college program. This happened just eight months after I enrolled.



"Hey, hey!"



Just as I was about to board the orbital elevator with my diploma in hand, someone called out to me.



It was Zernya.



"Are you crazy?"



She shouted as she stepped onto the ascending platform.



"Who graduates without taking midterms? You should at least complete a full year before graduating!"



I scratched my head.



I knew it wasn't a common thing to graduate from the Cosmos program during high school.



That's why I showed Zernya the official document with special provisions along with my graduation certificate. It basically stated that due to my outstanding research achievements, I was specially permitted to advance directly to a higher school.



Zernya's expression hardened when she saw it.



"You're joking, right?"



"No joke."



"This is completely unreasonable."



"The professors helped a lot."



"That's corruption."



"What are you, Kristin?"



I didn't expect to hear the word "corruption" from Zernya's mouth.



"Your family must have lobbied for this. You think the Adelbeins can't do the same? Just wait."



"Where are you going?"



"To get my diploma."



With that, Zernya disappeared somewhere.



"Young master, it's time to go."



Sonia looked up with her hands folded neatly.



I followed her gaze toward the sky.



There was a large banner attached to the connection point between the orbital ascender and the elevator.



[Congratulations on the early graduation of (Excellent) Student Eidel von Rheinland (Celebration)]



[— All professors of the Stellarium Department of Physics and Astronomy]



What is that?



"To receive such great attention and love from the professors. I, Sonia, am truly envious, young master."



Sonia chuckled and grabbed my shoulder.



"Let's go."



"Wait! Waaait!"



Someone else was running toward us.



"Eidel!"



This time it was Rustila.



Rustila approached the ascender in just a few steps. Looking up at me, she shouted with all her might.



"Eidel, I won't forget what you said! I'm going to do what I want to do!"



She clenched her fist.



"Even if my parents object, even if foreigners interfere, even if that thieving cat Zernya causes trouble!"



"?"



What's with the sudden thieving cat reference?



"I'll definitely achieve what I want—!!"



Rustila jumped up onto the ascender.



The distance between us closed instantly.



She approached quickly and hugged me tightly, whispering:



"...If you need me for writing papers, call me anytime. You don't have to list me as a co-author. I'm fine being in the acknowledgments section, I'll help you every time."



"Wait a minute."



I was momentarily confused.



According to our bet at Alcatraz, she was supposed to help me just one more time.



But every time?



She'd help me every time?



"Do you understand what you're saying?"



"Yes."



Rustila nodded and looked up at me.



As vast as the sky and as deep as the sea.



Her eyes trembled like gentle waves, as if waiting for an answer, and I could only stand still as if petrified.



"..."



Even I know this is a green light.



I gently detached Rustila and answered.



"How many publications would you like?"



"Pub-publi... that's..."



Rustila's azure eyes rolled around like candy.



Her cheeks were slightly flushed, and her lips quivered as if there was an earthquake.



Stumbling over her words, she answered with a gesture instead.



Ten.



"...would be nice."



Was that a direct statement or a metaphor?



In that ambiguous boundary, I adjusted my thoughts. Soon I concluded there was no need to rush.



Either way, I'll need to work hard.



I patted her shoulder.



"I won't be able to see you often from now on because I'll be busy."



"That's okay. I'll come running whenever you call."



"Then contact me through Seti."



"Y-yes!"



We looked at each other and smiled.



But Rustila's smile felt somewhat...



Slightly fishy.






***



'I won.'



Rustila was confident in her victory.



By creating this connection, she could maintain contact with Eidel while preventing other women from getting involved.



Currently, there was one person she needed to be most cautious about.



Zernya von Adelbein.



Sharing stew in the infirmary and having an indirect kiss, making cat noises and unconsciously seducing him.



She was nothing short of a thieving cat.



Until now, she had been a rival to overcome with the sword, but from now on, she would be a love rival.



There was no need to lose composure.



Rustila firmly believed she had the upper hand.



"Sister, did you see him off well?"



"Of course."



Rustila exchanged smiles with Seti.



"Sister, I've always thought of you as family. But it's so exciting to think we might actually become real family if things go well."



"...But we still don't know. We don't know how our parents will work things out."



The talk of an arranged marriage.



She had only told Seti who the potential match was.



For the first time in her life, Rustila was hoping that her parents' interference would properly reach the Rheinland family.



But there was still a long way to go.



Seti patted Rustila's shoulder.



Rustila smiled slightly. How could siblings be so alike?



"But your parents said they would consider letting you become a soldier if they saw grandchildren... Why did they say that?"



"Because the family line needs to continue."



"Is that really all?"



"...You know, I'm an only child."



Seti nodded.



"By when do they want grandchildren...?"



"Well, before twenty-five at least?"



Rustila was currently seventeen.



That meant she needed to get married and have a child within about eight years.



Normally, Rustila would have hated having her future plans decided by her parents.



But she thought it would be fine if it was with Eidel.



After all, he was her benefactor.



The person who showed her that her dream of becoming a swordswoman wasn't just a vain hope.



Rustila looked up at the sky.



The orbital ascender carrying Eidel was leaving the Academia satellite.



It would be farewell for a while.



"Rustila von Kersil Rheinland. Sounds nice, doesn't it?"



"Stop it...!"



"Why?"



"It's... it's embarrassing."



Seti giggled.



The two of them were lost in sentiment, with the clear sky as their backdrop.



Ding!



Just then, a new window popped up in front of Seti.



[— <Stock App> Notification!]



[— The results of your 50,000 C investment in 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' have arrived.]



[— Would you like to collect now?]



Her lips twisted into a grin.



***



"In the end, I am the final victor."



"What did you say?"



"Just talking to myself."



I unpacked and organized my dormitory. I had used up all my energy moving from daytime until night.



Of course, Sonia helped considerably.



"Young Master Eidel, the head of the family says to visit him soon."



"Tell him I'll go when I have time."



"Understood."



There's a mountain of work to do.



First, the paper.



...But before writing it, I should find a lab first.



I sighed and opened my email.



[Congratulations on your admission to College, Eidel.]

[Regarding the schedule before the formal admission procedure (Stellarium)]

[Internship proposal from the Southern Galaxy National Research Institute]

[Notice for Callisto Applied Particle Physics Colloquium]

[Stellarium Space Simulation Seminar Schedule]

[Regarding lab assignment at Iryuel Academy Physics Department]



The subjects varied, but the content was the same.



Please join our lab.



It's auspicious when professors make such proposals to a student.



However, I couldn't meet everyone's expectations.



I am just one person, and there are hundreds of professors.



Besides.



[This is Professor Feynman.]



I already had someone in mind.



Let me interpret Professor Feynman's email:



[Hello, Eidel. This is Professor Feynman.]



= Look at me.






[I sincerely congratulate you on your early graduation from Academia.]



= So you're a college student now?



[I also want to apologize that you were transferred to the college program rather than the graduate program you were expecting.]



= I tried my best to keep you in my lab.



[The reasons you couldn't transfer to the graduate program are first - the government didn't approve it, and second - other professors also wanted a fair opportunity.]



= But others objected.



[Eidel, you are generating great expectations at Stellarium. However, I am the only one who has a 'personal relationship' with you, and other professors encountered our papers without even knowing your background.]



= Other professors are lobbying hard to contact you.



[They hope that you will explore various fields and broaden your perspective.]



= There are many hyenas targeting you, so be careful.



[I will do my best to help you graduate from the college program quickly if possible.]



= I'll keep trying.



[I look forward to seeing you healthy on campus.]



= You'll definitely come to our lab, right?



[Thank you.]



= Thank you so much.



[Feynman]



His appeal, rivaling Zhuge Liang's famous declaration, brings tears to my eyes.



Could there be a better advisor than Feynman?



I don't know.



Actually, I don't want to know.



No matter what happens, I will become this person's student.



After reading most of the emails and sending rejection replies, the sun had already set.



"Young master, please go to bed now."



Sonia patted the bed after arranging the bedding.



"Just a moment, let me check this one."



Only a few left.



[I'm the professor whose paper was scooped by student Eidel 2]



"This person is..."



Professor Callis Stranov from Iryuel Academy.



If my memory serves me right, he was someone who was thoroughly rejected by Professor Feynman during his school days and turned bitter.



We had exchanged emails before, and dealing with him was quite challenging.



"..."



It's too late to send a reply now.



Reading it, I see it's basically asking me to visit his research lab.



A visit, huh.



I decided to postpone replying since I didn't know what my schedule would be like.



Above all, I'm sleepy.



"Young master, come in."



Sonia, already changed into pajamas, patted the blanket urging me.



"There's only one bed."



"That's right."



"So we have to sleep together tonight."



"Think of me as a long cushion and sleep comfortably."



I closed my laptop and slid into the blanket.



"A new day begins tomorrow."



"Indeed."



"I, Sonia, will follow wherever you go, young master."



She smiled softly and stroked my shoulder.



"...I say this because a fool who forgets to eat needs a capable android like me for household matters. Understand?"



"Ah, yes."



"Entering power-saving mode."



Sonia slowly closed her eyes.



"Sonia."



"...What?"



"Can't you take off that headband when you sleep?"



"No."



"Why not?"



"Because it's cute."



"But there's no one watching here."



"That's not entirely..."



Sonia trailed off and fell into a deep sleep.



"Tsk, fine."



It's better to sleep well tonight and continue thinking tomorrow.



I closed my eyes as well.



And that night, I dreamed of being chased by tentacles.



***



"Why, why isn't he replying...?"



In the late dawn.



Professor Callis Stranov was biting his nails while obsessively checking his inbox.



"It shows as read but..."



Read and ignored.



Read and ignored by a student!



No, that might not be it.



He could still be thinking about it. Maybe he's coordinating his schedule.



Also, some professors dislike receiving emails at dawn. Callis wasn't that type, but he decided to wait for the newcomer who might not be used to professorial customs yet.



And so, dawn broke.





Chapter 99 - Rap Tour (2)



I woke up from a dream about being caught by tentacles only to find Sonia's limbs entangled around my body.



Since this was my first time sharing a bed with Sonia, I was a bit flustered. Was her sleeping habit always this bad? Wait, she's an android—do androids even have sleeping habits?



"Sonia. Sonia?"



"I'm awake."



She groggily rose and felt around my body. Seems like she was still booting up.



Then she slowly got up, putting her weight on me as if she was about to crush me. Sonia atoned for this grave sin with a simple "I'm sorry."



"What's going on? You're sleeping in?"



"No, young master, you've just woken up early."



I checked the clock and saw it was the same time I usually woke up.



However, since I suddenly didn't have to go to school, my schedule was completely empty. No one would say anything if I crawled back into bed and lazed around.



But in a world where every minute counts, being lazy is practically asking to be killed.



I washed my face quickly and opened my email while munching on toast Sonia had prepared.



[Schedule for October-December]



Though I had about five months until officially enrolling in college, there were things to do before then.



[An open lab information session for graduate students is scheduled for November. Eidel, please attend at the designated location below to tour various laboratories.]



I was to join other graduate students on a lab tour.



Though I wasn't in a graduate program, they were treating me as a proper graduate student.



After enrollment, I'd need to gain experience through internships or something similar. What I lacked most right now was connections.



Meeting professors who would become future colleagues and sharing ideas with them was crucial. Even I had limits when it came to conducting multiple research projects simultaneously.



I reread the email I'd received from Professor Stranov yesterday.



Sonia rested her chin on my shoulder and asked, "They've written quite elaborately to say 'come visit our lab once.' Do you intend to go, young master?"



"I'm not sure."



"You should at least reply."



"I'm about to."



The email specified exact dates and times to visit, but coincidentally, there was a Stellarium lab presentation scheduled for the same time.



I used this as an excuse to politely decline. It was essentially a rejection.



Within three minutes of sending my email, I received a reply.



[Then I'll come to you.]



***



A colloquium at a university was essentially a promotional event.



Researchers present their work, exchange questions, and expand each other's knowledge.



It also serves to attract prospective graduate students.



What a sweet and elegant event!



The main presenter for this colloquium was Professor Callis Stranov—the person I'd recently exchanged emails with, and the professor I'd unintentionally scooped.



Honestly, I do feel sorry. If someone published my research in a journal before I could, I'd be devastated too.



But it can't be helped. Academia is a competitive world.



"Student Eidel! Over here, over here."



As I entered the physics building to attend Professor Stranov's lecture, Professor Feynman was waiting to greet me.



"Professor, what brings you here?"



"I need to speak with you beforehand."



Professor Feynman led me to a secluded spot.



Looking around cautiously like a vigilant wolf, Feynman carefully began to speak.



"Are you attending Professor Stranov's lecture?"



"Yes."



"......"



"......"



An awkward silence.



"...I won't stop you from gaining diverse experiences—that's a student's right. But when choosing a laboratory, you must be extremely cautious. Understand?"






Though indirect, his meaning was transparent.



Feynman was afraid.



I nodded with a slight smile.



"I understand."



"Good. Well then."



"Aren't you attending the colloquium, Professor?"



"No. Something else came up."



With that, Professor Feynman departed as if making a hasty retreat.



As I turned the corner in the opposite direction, I heard the click-clack of dress shoes and stopped in my tracks. Immediately after, a tangy perfume scent hit me.



"Oh my, Mr. Rheinland."



"You know me?"



A woman nodding with a gentle smile.



"You're quite famous, Mr. Rheinland. Those distinctive Rheinland family eyes, for one, and your face appears prominently in search results. Alongside that damn... I mean, Professor Feynman."



"......"



"Oh, I forgot to introduce myself. I'm Callis Stranov. This is our first face-to-face meeting, right? Pleased to meet you."



She offered her hand with a faint smile.



Keep your composure, Jinsoo.



I quickly smoothed my hardened expression and shook her hand.



"Now, the seminar room is this way."



Professor Stranov led me by the hand. Her movement was both gentle and calculated.



I felt uncomfortable with this unexpected reverse escort. I'd even left Sonia behind, so I had no one to call for help.



Moreover, her attire was inappropriate—a burgundy blouse with a plunging neckline under a lab coat. Anyone could see it was fashion designed to seduce men.



"Have you decided on an advisor?"



"Nothing's confirmed yet. I'm entering through the college program."



"Is that so? Sigh..."



Why are you sighing? It's intimidating.



Upon reaching the seminar room, I grabbed some refreshments and coffee from the back and sat in a suitable spot.



Damn, raisins.



Not as good as what Sonia makes.



"Ah, everyone. Thank you so much for attending today."



Before starting her presentation, she glanced around the room.



She kept looking for quite some time, as if searching for someone.



With a somewhat disappointed expression, Professor Stranov sighed deeply and took the microphone.



"I've recently begun a new line of research. Today, I plan to introduce this field to all of you."



A new research field!



I focused on those words.



After all, Professor Stranov was someone whose research had overlapped with mine. It would be good to keep a close eye on this.



That was also why I'd attended the colloquium.



"I've started this research."



[Development of Mode Synchronization Technology for Maxwell & Descartes System Outer Gods and Avatars Using Quantum Gravity Resonators]



"Wow."



A dumbfounded sound escaped my lips.



How could someone come up with such an idea?



"There are unfamiliar terms here: 'quantum gravity' and 'resonator.'"



A resonator is a device for obtaining resonance, simply put, it's used in creating lasers.



"Gravity can also be described as a field using field theory. And outer gods are beings that manifest in our world through this gravity."



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' frowns.]






"Maxwell and Descartes system outer gods, which exhibit more wave-like than particle-like properties, can be neutralized without killing them if we can create gravity resonators to contain them. Just like how we neutralize immortal Darwin system monsters by cutting off their limbs."



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' slightly bites her lip.]



"As the first step, our laboratory will create quantum gravity resonators strong enough to contain outer gods."



I see.



Say what you will, she's a tenured professor at one of the universe's top academies. Her skills and ideas are certainly outstanding.



"Since submitting my proposal, I've already received funding worth billions of credits from the government."



"Ohhh."



"Well, that concludes my presentation."



As soon as Professor Stranov finished speaking, people raised their hands. This was the time for questions.



"How will you obtain materials for the resonator?"



"We'll use the divide-and-conquer approach. We'll try using 'crystals' that emerge when Darwin system avatars are defeated."



"Is implementing the device in four-dimensional compact space sufficient? I anticipate many trials and errors."



"That's why simulations are crucial in the early stages of research. We'll also need technology that can affect Kähler manifolds. Fortunately, the FR model will be a breakthrough in that area."



"How long do you estimate it will take once full-scale research begins?"



"I can't say exactly, but with consistent support, it should be possible within 10 years. With good colleagues and groundbreaking ideas, we could significantly reduce that time to within 2 years."



As the questions dwindled, Professor Stranov's gaze turned to me. It was captivating, and therefore troubling.



"Any questions from the students?"



She spoke as if testing me. The professors and graduate students had already asked all the difficult questions, leaving the undergraduates hesitant.



The professor's gaze was unusual, so I half-reluctantly raised my hand.



"If you trap an outer god in a completely shielded resonator, specific mode energies could accumulate and explode. But if you make the resonator from materials that allow partial wave transmission, you're not really containing the outer god. How will you overcome this contradiction?"



"Well."



Professor Stranov said with a wink.



"I might need help from a theoretician."



I felt a chill run down my spine.



["Kid, don't help that person with their research. You should focus solely on developing gravity bombs."]



But still.



That looks quite interesting.



["That's separate from whether it's interesting. I dislike that person. I dislike the research they're doing."]



"......"



["It's an order. Don't upset me."]



The voice I heard was trembling.



Cartesia is a Descartes system outer god.



This bizarre idea wasn't about killing or banishing outer gods like her, but permanently confining them in solitary cells.



I immediately weighed the pros and cons.



This must be done.



["No."]



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' sponsors you 1000 Pron.]



["No."]



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' sponsors you 5000 Pron.]



["I said no."]



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' sponsors you 10000 Pron.]



Cartesia desperately poured in Pron. This wasn't for completing a quest or special interaction.



[— Descartes system outer god, 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' is anxious.]



But it must be done.



[— Maxwell system outer god, 'Steel Flowing Like Earth' is devising a plan to kill you.]



[— Descartes system outer god, 'Sky of Comfort' is looking for an opportunity to parasitize your family's brains.]



[— Descartes system outer god, '???' is creating custom genitalia to violate you.]



Because there are too many terrible outer gods in this world.





Chapter 100 - Rap Tour (3)



A week after the lab tour began.



I had a hard time fending off countless love calls from professors.



There were interesting labs and not-so-interesting ones, but none that were worth joining.



The problem was that my current interests lay elsewhere.



How to create a gravity resonator—



"So our lab focuses more on theory and coding rather than experiments... Eidel? Are you listening?"



"Yes, what?"



I hunched my shoulders after being caught spacing out.



I had been thinking too deeply.



"I'm sorry."



"It's alright. I imagine it must be boring for you since you already know all this."



Professor Feynman smiled. Right now, I'm touring his lab along with other prospective slaves.



Why waste time on this mandatory tour?



The lab didn't have any remarkable research equipment.



At best, there were just a few supercomputers with graphics cards more expensive than a postdoc's annual salary. A typical feature of theoretical physics labs.



"Shall we go get something to eat?"



Professor Feynman knocked on the door of the adjacent room.



Three haggard-looking men tumbled out.



"Food! Food!"



"Huff, huff!"



"Here's the company card, Professor!"



The expressions of the prospective graduate students hardened.



"Let me introduce them. From the left, these are Ian, Mercury, and Frans. Friends from our lab."



Hmm, what a mess.



Even while moving to the restaurant and ordering food, I continued my train of thought.



"Eidel. Eidel?"



"Yes, what?"



"Please choose your menu."



"Ah, yes. I'll have this."



I randomly pointed at something and passed the menu.



Meanwhile, in my head, Cartesia was wailing loudly.



I needed to appease her somehow.



"..."



When I closed my eyes, the world was dyed in silence.



I felt water soaking my feet, then opened my eyes in a fluctuating mental landscape. And there she was—the outer god skillfully manipulating her still-glowing tentacles like limbs.



"Hey, youngster."



Cartesia.



She approaches.



"You're wandering through my domain like it's your own living room."



Step, step.



"I don't like it."



Her fingertip aimed at my chin.



Whoosh!



Cartesia, who had bound my limbs with her tentacles, brought her face close to mine.



"If your integrity and mental strength were like that of a normal human, I would have killed you instantly."



I couldn't see her face, but I felt like she was grinning.



"Well, that's what makes you interesting."



"..."



"Now, youngster. If I wanted to, I could trap you here forever. I could stop you before you even start planning to trap outer gods like me in your gravity resonator."



That's probably not an empty threat.



Cartesia is powerful.



I looked at the other outer gods beneath her feet.



"Master, please give me coins. Coins."



"Heck, hack."



"Aah, good. Aah."



Those once lofty and arrogant outer gods.



In human form, wearing maid uniforms, they were writhing like slaves at Cartesia's feet.



A miserable life, surviving day by day by squeezing out prons.



It was disgustingly pitiful.



"No need for sympathy. They tried to kill you."



Ting!



Cartesia flicked something like a coin. The spinning object landed on an outer god's tongue.



"Thank you, Master! Thank you!"



"Give it here, it's mine."



"Do you both want to die? She bestowed it upon me!"



What a mess.



By the way, what Cartesia just threw was...






"A coin?"



"Yes, a coin, youngster."



"Where did it come from?"



"Want to know?"



Squeeze.



I felt pressure on my bound limbs.



"I'll tell you if you swear not to create that technology."



"Really? Then don't tell me."



Cartesia's expression loosened. Not in a good way. I still couldn't see her face, but I could feel her anger.



"So, this is as far as we go."



"Leaving?"



"There's a saying: if you don't like the monk, leave the temple."



"That's backwards."



"Here, I am the temple, human."



"Then I'm a renegade monk."



Cartesia frowned.



"Fine, let's do this."



I couldn't just let my calculator... I mean, my small and precious outer god leave like this.



I hastily added:



"This research is only meant to keep Saphaul and other outer gods in check. The gravity bomb research will take a long time. We need a preventive measure in the meantime, right? Do you agree so far?"



"...Well, yes."



"So I'll swear. Even if I make the resonator, I won't use it to trap the Alpha Centauri black hole."



"How can you guarantee that?"



I answered with a smile.



"<Binding>."



"Right. That exists."



Cartesia smiled back and flicked her hand.



As the tentacles released me, my consciousness returned to where it belonged.



And then.



"Your mint pineapple omelet, sir."



"What."



An abomination that could barely be called food appeared before me.



"Why did you order that?"



"I wonder."



I mumbled vaguely and shoveled a spoonful into my mouth.



"Hmm."



Better than expected.



***



Skill <Binding>.



A top-tier Descartes-type technique that connects outer gods with other outer gods, outer gods with constellations, or outer gods with humans through contracts.



Once activated, it remains in effect until both parties agree to terminate it.



Its effects include absolute compliance with the contract terms and severe penalties for violations.



True to its name, it forcibly creates a situation where neither party can betray the other.



[─<Binding> has been established.]



[─ 'Eidel von Rheinland' must not use gravity resonator technology on the 'Sgr A*' black hole.]



[─ In return, the 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' must not leave 'Eidel von Rheinland's' cerebral cortex until his death.]



[─ If 'Eidel von Rheinland' violates this, he will be eternally trapped in the black hole where the 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' resides and serve her as master.]



[─ If the 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' violates this, she must surrender all prons acquired from 'Eidel von Rheinland'.]



An incredibly unfair contract.



But think about it.



Has there ever been an outer god who accommodates this much?



By any measure, I got off easy.



["Make sure you keep it."]



With Cartesia's admonition deeply engraved in my heart, I was about to board the orbital ascension ship when—



"Eidel!"



Professor Feynman called out to me.



"Huff, huff. It is you, Eidel. Where are you going now?"



"Ah, well..."



I quickly racked my brain.



"I'm worried about my girlfriend."



"...Girlfriend?"



"Yes."



"You have a girlfriend?"



Actually, I don't.



"May I ask who she is?"



"That's a secret."



"If it's a secret... I can't help it."






"Professor, of course research is my top priority."



I emphasized the word "research."



"Haha."



Feynman winked.



"I remember what I told you when you first contacted me."



"You said I should try dating, right?"



"Seems like you took it seriously."



No?



I was dumped before anything could even begin?



Though I have spent a few hot nights with research papers.



"Professor, did you ever date during your school days...?"



"Almost never."



The deceiver—I mean, the professor's dating stories went like this:



1. Someone confesses to him.

2. He rejects them because of stalled research.

1. Someone confesses again.

2. He rejects them because he's looking for journal publishers.

1. Someone confesses yet again.

2. He rejects them because he has to attend a conference.



"..."



"Like you, research always came first for me."



What kind of person is this?



"Do you regret it?"



"Half and half."



"Was there someone you liked?"



"There was one person, but we never dated."



"Why?"



"That's a secret."



Since he's not telling, it must be a story that would damage the other person's reputation. I decided not to ask further.



"Anyway, Eidel. Please be careful."



"The wind is cold. You be careful going home too, Professor."



That's how we parted.



Sonia sat next to me on the ascension ship.



"Young master, is it really alright to speak to him like that?"



"It's fine. I'm just going to check something quickly and come back."



And so began a half-day space journey. After passing through several warp gates, we arrived at—



"So this is Iryuel Academy."



Someone was waiting for me barefoot at the entrance.



"Rheinland, you came!"



It was Professor Kallis Stranov.



"It's quite cold outside, isn't it? Please come this way quickly."



Sonia and I entered her lab through a high-pass entrance.



Professor Stranov hurriedly brought us cocoa. Usually, they'd call over some overworked master's student to do this. Well, at least her personality passes.



Taking a sip, I tasted sweet and mellow flavors. It also provided warmth against the sudden drop in temperature from space.



"So, how was last week's colloquium?"



"It was really good."



Stranov's face brightened.



"Rheinland, are you close with Professor Feynman?"



"Yes."



"I see. He's known for his good character."



She unpacked compliments about Feynman like opening a bundle while guiding me to her lab.



"I do both theory and experiments. Mostly experiments though."



The lab Professor Stranov showed me was truly magnificent. It was as spacious as an orchestra hall with gleaming research equipment lined up.



She even had many rooms under her control.



"This device measures gravity with extreme precision. That one over there is designed to discover gravitons through Aether fusion reactions, and that's a gravity clamp we used when researching Aether Belt reinforcement."



"Ah, Professor, about that paper..."



"It's fine. Academia is competitive."



She says that, but I can see her eyebrows twitching.



"What do you think of our lab?"



"It's nice. The equipment is impressive, and it seems well-funded."



A smile bloomed on her face.



"Rheinland. We're scientists. Let's skip the roundabout talk since neither of us likes it. I'll ask directly."



She grabbed my shoulders and pressed her body close.



"Would you consider joining me?"



Like an anaconda constricting its prey, she wrapped around me and whispered:



"Here, you can do both theory and experiments as much as you want. The lab atmosphere is friendly. We offer full funding, and our research spectrum is much broader than Professor Feynman's."



She's as smooth as the serpent that tempted Adam and Eve to eat the forbidden fruit, with the added bonus of taking shots at Professor Feynman.



"Even just for your master's would be fine."



Professor Stranov was so close she could almost bite my ear.



"Would you like to do your graduate studies at Iryuel Academy?"





Chapter 101 - Smart College Life (1)



*Splash.*



Professor Stranov filled a whiskey glass and added ice.



"Care for a drink?"



"Um, Professor?"



"Yes?"



"I'm still a minor."



She let out a soft "Ah." I continued with a sigh.



"Besides, we're inside the college. Isn't alcohol prohibited on university grounds?"



This wasn't just an empty classroom but a professor's office. Having drinks in such a place seemed to violate academic dignity.



"Hehe, Rheinland, you're quite the straight arrow."



She finished filling her glass with sparkling water and gave me a sly smile.



"It's only a problem if we get caught."



Right, whether it's adultery or murder, you're innocent if you don't get caught.



The real issue is conscience.



I ultimately chose to wet my throat with carbonated water instead of alcohol.



I was already weak with alcohol. I feared making mistakes if I drank here.



"Scared?"



"Yep."



"What a shame."



I won't fall for the spinster professor's provocations. I see right through you.



As time passed, Professor Stranov's face loosened up.



Her eyes grew heavy, her expression softened. Her limbs flailed like a newborn's, and her voice became flirtatiously coy.



She grabbed my arm and whined.



"Rheinland. Won't you stay and discuss with me all night?"



Lady, you're being ridiculous.



"Hmmmm. Just listen to me for a bit."



Please, stop being so undignified...



My inner conflict deepened. I couldn't just abandon a research colleague.



Above all, she was a professor—a key person for gravity resonator research. I couldn't openly reject her.



In the end, I endured the professor's fixation with the patience of Sima Yi at Wuchang. And during that time, I heard many behind-the-scenes stories.



"That guy... rejected my confession three times. I'll never, never forgive him. I'll grab him by the collar and throw him into a particle accelerator! Let him suffer too, hic...!"



Perhaps due to excessive drinking, her tongue was slurring and her speech became sluggish. I wanted to wipe away her welling tears—actually, no, I didn't. I'd never seen such hysteria before.



"Richard, I'll kill you. Really, hic."



Professor Feynman. What kind of battle have you been fighting?



"Professor."



"Whaaaat."



"Thank you for the master's program offer. I appreciate you valuing me so highly. And thank you for having this sincere conversation despite your busy research and teaching schedule."



"Then don't gooo."



"Still, I need to think about this more. Thank you. I should get going now."



"No, no. Nooo."



A blanket is perfect for a drunk woman throwing a tantrum.



I headed toward the station, feeling the cold breeze of Iruyel Academy.



"..."



Let's pretend today's drinking session never happened.



***



The obligatory lab tour finally ended.



Ah, the long period of humiliation and oppression is over. Eidel is free!



[This is Professor Stranov......]



I casually ignored the professor's email that belatedly assessed the situation. The classic "read and ignore."



Actually, I was giving her time to correct herself. Emails can be canceled if the recipient hasn't seen them.



Anyway, I was in a good mood today for the first time in a while.



Why?



Because I had a constructive conversation with Professor Feynman.



"I'm going to research the discovery of gravitons."



Here it is. The mainstream!



When dividing graviton bomb development research into four stages, the first button is precisely "the discovery of gravitons."



Gravitons. Long predicted to exist, but still undiscovered due to humanity's lacking technology—those goddamn elusive particles.



"Oh, is it finally time to end this hide-and-seek?"



"No, you idiot. If we mess up, we might not even graduate."






"Let's toss this topic to junior Rheinland. Hehe."



Thanks so much, seniors. How kind of you to throw this research topic at humble me. I'm so delighted.



"But Professor, there's a problem."



"What is it?"



"We don't have money."



"..."



Breaking news: Research topic falls through.



Damn it, my graviton bomb production plan!!!



"That's the fatal flaw of theoretical labs. It's incredibly difficult to secure funding, whether from national projects or corporations."



"Isn't that why we have simulations?"



"Student, we're aiming for 'discovery' right now. Simulations aren't very meaningful."



Graduate student #1 sank under Feynman's sharp criticism.



Students #2 and #3 followed with pointed questions about how to obtain research funds and what the theoretical outlook or experimental plans would be.



Our advisor presented a simple solution.



"We'll try to convince the government."



Yes. The plan was to have no plan.



"How?"



"Thanks to Eidel's recent achievements, theoretical research has gained some spotlight. It sent a message to the public that theory can be profitable and important. There couldn't be a better time to convince those in charge."



The professor proudly declared he would emphasize this point.



Being a theorist, he's too pure—naively so.



Jinsoo Lee, a young man born and raised in a certain country with experiences of rejected proposals, research budget cuts, and a prevalent "theory can go to hell" attitude, already knew Professor Feynman would fail.



And it actually happened.



"We got rejected..."



"Why? You wrote a good proposal."



"They rejected it, saying it lacks scalability and profitability."



I knew this would happen.



["Fools. Rejecting it because it won't make money."]



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" snickers.]



I patted the despondent Professor Feynman's back and said:



"I'll try to fund it even if I have to use my family's assets."



"Student, you might get kicked out of your home for that."



"I'll find a way somehow."



I'll have to become the head of the family, I guess.



For that, reputation was important first.



And to build that reputation, research was the only thing I could do right now.



I needed to somehow establish the frame of "a scientist who's good at crushing foreign gods." I needed to become famous enough that even if I sealed my excrement in a can and listed it online as "Foreign God Repellent," it would sell.



In the end, days passed without much progress.



And then, an email arrived.



[(Reminder) This is Professor Stranov......]



No, not that one.



[January New Student Orientation Guide]



Yes, this one.



That's right.



I, Jinsoo Lee, in my second year of being possessed as Eidel von Rheinland.



I was about to attend university for the second time.



***



Going back to October of last year.



When Zernya heard that Eidel had gone to college, she flipped off her midterms and ran around everywhere.



The faculty office, administration office, college admissions office, administrative department, House Adelbein, education department, and so on.



She went and whined.



Let me graduate early, please.



But wherever she inquired, she heard the same thing.



"According to the Higher Education Act, you can directly transfer to the college program if you pass the early graduation review."



Take the exam once you get your diploma.



That was correct.



"Who says I can't do it?"



Zernya's eyes gleamed with determination.



Midterms?






She took them casually without much concern. Why? Because she was still number one.



Though she lost to Rustila in swordsmanship, she secured the top position in other subjects by thoroughly outperforming her classmates.



Still, she wasn't happy.



"Did you really take the top spot? You got it for free because Eidel's gone."



"You're still below Eidel anyway."



"Rheinland was smarter. And had a better personality too."



"The fact that you're still here instead of going to college already means you've lost. Look at what a real genius does—it's different."



Her classmates kept needling her. It was annoying how they constantly sang Eidel's praises at every opportunity.



Contradictorily, she felt lonely because he wasn't there.



While he had already reached the summit and was striving for even greater heights, why was she content with this throne...



Being number one. What had seemed natural before was no longer so.



To meet Eidel anyway, she needed to graduate early. With that goal, Zernya put in a final sprint during the final exam period. She needed to be evaluated as equal to or better than Eidel.



And Zernya succeeded.



[Name: Zernya von und zu Trisha Adelbein]



[This student's academic level is deemed suitable for college studies, and permission is hereby granted for graduation from this school and transfer to the college program.]



She lost some points during the interview when asked about her future plans, but she managed it somehow.



Zernya grinned as she received her diploma.



What she looked forward to most was Rustila's reaction.



When she realized that Zernya was nowhere to be found in the Academia upon becoming a second-year student, what kind of face would she make?



"Wait for me, Eidel."



I'm coming.



***



[— You have failed the sudden quest.]



[— As a penalty, 50,000 Fron will be accumulated.]



"Ugh!"



Blood poured out as Ireh exhaled.



Staggering, Ireh barely grabbed the wall and vomited. The pain felt like her intestines were being severed and her brain was throbbing.



"Haa, haa..."



How many pranks was this already?



If she had known it would be like this, she should have stayed locked up in the Spirit Sanctuary.



But there was no choice.



If she had stayed there, she would have inevitably been transferred back to Alcatraz.



["Move, girl. Don't you have a mission to save your kind?"]



The foreign gods who held her reins kept urging her with snickers. It was just a pretense; in reality, they sought to obtain "Star Energy" through Ireh's suffering.



The more Ireh struggled and broke, the more Star Energy emerged.



This energy could be converted into coins, a substance the foreign gods greatly favored.



"Damn it... ack!"



After walking a few steps, Ireh collapsed in a sparsely populated alley.



It was all because of her trait.



If only she hadn't been born with this cursed body...



["Then you wouldn't be controlled by us. Hehehe."]



["That's why we gave you the quest to kill your parents who gave birth to you like that, remember? Hahaha."]



["Enough chatter. If you want to live, move quickly. You worthless woman!"]



Her mouth tasted bitter.



Even so, she had to get up.



If she couldn't save the world, there would only be loops. An endless cycle of pain.



Ding!



[— A new quest begins.]



Ireh looked up at the air with dead fish eyes.



There, another quest had appeared.



[— Eliminate Eidel von Rheinland.]



She didn't want to think too much about it.



[— "Mental Induction" has been activated.]



Ireh's lips twisted grotesquely.



She had already tracked this iteration of Eidel's movements with her "Tracking" ability.



Early graduation.



Stellarium College.



Ireh slowly walked toward the application office.





Chapter 102 - Smart College Life (2)



The long-awaited freshman orientation had finally begun.



My goal for this orientation was simple: find decent future colleagues. Since this was Stellarium College, I could assume they'd all have sufficient intelligence, and naturally some would be aiming for graduate school.



Simply put, I was networking. Making friends with multiple people would be mutually beneficial, right?



Dawn.



I arrived three hours early to secure a good spot. I planned to look around first, then explore the campus if I had time left.



But someone was already waiting in front of the theater.



She had white hair and wore a white coat. She had on a fur hat, was petite in stature, and wore a black scarf like mine.



The woman looked around before sitting on a bench.



Then she stood up.



This time, she sat down in the adjacent seat.



After a few seconds, she repeated the same actions countless times. Sitting, standing, sitting in the next seat... Was she trying to claim every seat?



I scratched my head and secretly approached. Something about the roundness of her head from behind seemed familiar.



"Zernya?"



"Eek!"



The woman nearly fell backward. I quickly reached out and pulled her back.



Our eyes met like two grapes touching.



It really was Zernya.



"Y-you! What are you doing here? When did you arrive?"



"That's what I should be asking you."



I was the one who was confused. What was a high schooler who should be relaxing at home or in a dorm doing at a university?



"Don't tell me you're just visiting the college?"



"No!"



"Then what?"



"Obviously I'm here for early admission! Are you that slow-witted?"



I see. So she actually graduated early. That was a very Zernya-like solution.



"Did you miss me that much?"



"Shut up."



"Why were you sitting down and standing up repeatedly?"



"You don't need to know."



No choice then. I'll have to use my skill.



[Mental State: She was looking for the perfect first-class seat to sit with you. She wanted to surprise you but ended up being surprised herself, which embarrassed her.]



Ah, I see...



I must have trampled on the innocent heart of an eighteen-year-old girl. I felt oddly apologetic.



Zernya found a suitable spot and sat down, and I placed myself beside her. She glanced at me with narrowed eyes and spoke.



"Sit a bit farther away."



"Okay."



"Ah."



She sighed as if disappointed.



[Mental State: This isn't what I meant.]



Does she want me to sit with her or not?



Pretending to give in, I moved back to the seat beside her.



Whoosh.



The chilly winter wind cut through like a knife.



It was unbearably cold, like entropy in reverse. Zernya must have felt the chill too, as she began to huddle closer.



That's when I sensed something ominous.



[— The Outer God "Steel Flowing Like Earth" is moving.]



Zernya and I reflexively turned around. I did so because of my status window, while Zernya, despite having an artificial constellation, was sensitive to the subtle energy of Outer Gods.



Another woman stood behind us.



She wore a baseball cap pulled low, had black hair and black eyes. Her expressionless face was intimidating in a different way from Zernya's.



And this looking-down posture was an unfavorable low angle for the proud Zernya.



"Who are you?"



Zernya immediately picked a fight. It happened so naturally, like breathing, that I couldn't stop her.



"None of your business."



The woman shot back.



Hearing her voice, I recognized who she was.



Ireh Hazlen. Our protagonist.



So you've finally returned after running away.



***



I remind myself that "Outer God Slayer" is a cosmic horror novel.



While Ireh is the protagonist, she's more of a "main narrator." In other words, she's the primary storyteller in the novel.



This isn't like an overpowered webnovel. In this genre, the person who suffers the longest becomes the narrator.



Simply put, only after witnessing Rustila's death, Seti's death, and Zernya's death does one truly become the protagonist.



Ireh was perfect for that role.



She had a high tolerance for Fron values, and her background entity was related to "patience."






Of course, she wasn't completely weak, but not as strong as an Outer God.



Anyway, Ireh was looking down at Zernya and me with indifferent eyes, like we were roadside pebbles.



I could guess the reason.



Me, Eidel. A third-rate villain.



And Zernya, the college's main boss.



[Mental State: She's contemplating how to dispose of you and Zernya.]



Damn, she's actually thinking about killing us.



The big data from 800,000 iterations is truly terrifying.



But this iteration is different, damn it!



Especially me—I've done everything I could! I made chicken porridge for her at the Spirit Sanctuary, reset her Fron values, and even prevented Outer Gods from beyond our galaxy from coming with my two papers. She must have seen the news. Wasn't that carrying the team?



So why is she trying to kill me? Is she thinking straight? Has she been mentally influenced by an Outer God? Damn, she really has been! I'm sorry.



Having grasped the situation, I gently suggested:



"Excuse me, would you like to sit here?"



"...?"



"This is the best seat. You can see everything below, and it's convenient when leaving."



"...Sure."



"Just a moment. Before sitting with us, there's something I need to do."



I took out my calipers.



I should purify her first.



"Huh?"



Clang! Clang! Claaang!



With three clear sounds, the protagonist collapsed.



"Y-you crazy bastard! What did you just do?"



"It was summer..."



I stood up carrying the limp Ireh on my back.



Zernya gaped like a fish.



"Are you attempting murder or what? Even so, suddenly doing something like this..."



Here's what happened:



To break the mental manipulation on Ireh, I needed to use a two-birds-one-stone approach. So I administered some Cartesian-flavored discipline, and our protagonist fell unconscious.



The protagonist's Fron value had increased by about 10,000. A bump was starting to form on her head.



"You idiot! You've crossed the line!"



"Zernya."



"What!"



"I'm really touched that you'd say something like that."



"Have you completely lost your mind?"



It was difficult to explain the whole situation from my position. How could I explain the Calipers of Wisdom? So I vaguely described it as physical therapy. Naturally, Zernya gave me the finger.



I sent a text message and then asked Zernya:



"There are circumstances. Do you trust me?"



"Trust you?"



"I'm asking if you can understand why I did this without questioning me."



"..."



After pondering for a few seconds, Zernya nodded.



Her artificial constellations probably sensed it too.



The trace of an Outer God detected from Ireh Hazlen. That she was partially being controlled. That we needed to hurry to the Spirit Sanctuary for treatment.



"Well, you're as smart as I am."



I responded to Zernya's consideration with a gentle smile.



"Thanks for understanding."



"Fine. I understand, so just hurry up and go..."



She stopped mid-sentence and stood up.



"I want to come too."



"What?"



"I'm a pre-med student, even if I'm a freshman. As a doctor, it would be a complete failure not to follow when someone is sick."



Wow, that was touching.



Is this the same ill-mannered Zernya? She's made tremendous progress.



I nodded and began running with her.



***



Shortly before the freshman orientation.



Southern Front.



"...It's over."



One of the surviving soldiers shouted.



"It's over!"



"We've stopped the Queen!"



"Honey, I survived! I made it! Yes, I'll buy souvenirs and come back, so prepare the bed nicely!"






For at least several decades, Darwin-system Outer Gods had repeatedly invaded with alarming frequency, but now they were completely blocked by the Aether Belt.



Until now, there was no way to fix holes in the Aether Belt. The best they could hope for was that nature would somehow restore the belt by chance.



Scientists had overcome that limitation.



They created theories, concretized them through simulations, verified them through experiments, and transformed them into technology.



"Medical Officer Rheinland, thank you for your hard work."



It was a moment when a burden was lifted from the shoulders of Arnold, the head of the Rheinland family.



"On behalf of the military, I express our gratitude for your dedication to the frontline soldiers."



"No, I didn't do anything."



"You don't need to be modest. Besides, isn't it thanks to your third son that this war could end? You're truly blessed with wonderful children, haha!"



"Hmm..."



Arnold's lips curled up slightly.



"By the way, Stellarium Academy has proposed to hire you as a professor at the medical school. Have you seen the email?"



"No, I've been too busy..."



"If you're interested, I recommend applying now. Someone like you, who has performed countless surgeries for the Federation at a fraction of the cost, deserves such a position."



Arnold nodded naturally.



"I'll do that."



That was the moment he became a professor at a school.



Afterward, while finishing his work at the Southern Front, Arnold sent an email to his third son.



The content was simple:



I'll be coming to see you soon.



He kept his professorship a secret. That was something he planned to surprise Seti and Eidel with in person.



Meanwhile.



Having received regular reports about Eidel's changes from Sonia, he knew his third son had definitely changed.



It was good news but also bad news. Because Eidel had achieved such outstanding accomplishments, and earlier than his two brothers.



"Ending the Southern Front."



That alone was enough.



Outside the barracks, soldiers were already cheering and praising Eidel. Naturally, his two older brothers couldn't help but feel resentful.



"Father, Eidel is unpredictable. You absolutely shouldn't trust him easily."



The first son, Brian, adjusted his glasses and offered unsolicited advice.



"You fool. How can you say that after seeing the paper your brother wrote?"



"He might have blackmailed a professor to ghostwrite it. With Eidel's character, that's entirely possible. Father, this is just an extension of his fraud to avoid being expelled from the family."



"Brian, stop slandering your brother."



"No, it doesn't make sense. How could that idiot write a paper? Even I struggled for months to write just one when I graduated from medical school. But he wrote two in three months, and in 'Universe' no less..."



"Fine. If you're so suspicious, come with me to Stellarium. We can ask your brother to explain the content of his paper directly. How about that?"



Brian couldn't continue.



In truth, the first son was afraid.



Afraid that the rapidly rising third son might overthrow his secure position as the future head of the family.



Becoming the family head meant inheriting most of the Rheinland assets, so he couldn't afford to give it up.



"Where is your mother?"



"I have only one mother."



"I told you to treat Rezein as your mother too."



"How can someone with no blood relation be my mother? Honestly, I still don't understand the council of elders' decision."



"Enough, let's drop it."



"...She'll probably stay here for a while."



Arnold nodded in understanding.



A month later, Arnold came down to Stellarium. The feeling of looking around the empty Rheinland ship alone and entering the college was indescribably lonely.



Buzz.



"?"



Buzz. Buzz. Buzz. Buzz...



[Seti: Dad]

[Da d]

[Help]

[Help]

[Helpp]

[Heeeelp]

[Please help!!!]

[Quiick]



[Me: What's wrong?]



[Seti: Third brother is at the Southern Spirit Sanctuary]

[Someone brother knows was attacked by an Outer God]

[It's critical]

[Dad you're near home right now]



[Me: How did you know I'm at Stellarium?]



[Seti: Tracked your account number]

[If you control GPS like hacking]

[No this isn't the time to explain]

[Please help]

[Go to the Southern Spirit Sanctuary]



I wasn't sure what was happening, but it was my daughter's request. With plenty of time on my hands, there was no reason to refuse.



[Me: k.]



Arnold closed the message window and headed to the Spirit Sanctuary.
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We arrived at the Southern Sanctum.



After greeting the priests, I laid Ireh down in the infirmary.



"May the blessing of the stars be with both students."



The foreign gods made retching sounds—gweeeeek—inside my head.



The Sanctum is a place where stellar energy is concentrated. Since foreign gods can't use their power here, Ireh needs to recuperate here until her condition improves.



I sighed as I looked at the dazed protagonist.



"Let's do some friend-or-foe identification."



Zernya and I waited until my father arrived.



Zernya spoke with a gloomy expression.



"There's nothing we can do."



"Same here."



"They said she's in a coma. Do you think she'll survive?"



"Why are you asking me that?"



Just then.



Urgent footsteps sounded from outside.



Zernya and I poked our heads out to look. A man in a white coat was rushing toward us with quick steps.



"Who's that man?"



"My father."



"Oh."



Zernya, who had just taken one stack of Talulla, sank into silence.



I jumped forward, bowed my head to my father, and picked up my bag.



"Father, it's been a while."



"Eidel."



"Yes, the patient is over there—"



Father immediately washed his hands and entered the infirmary.



After examining Ireh, he spoke gravely.



"How strange."



"What is it?"



"There are at least a dozen foreign gods."



The priests were startled and trembled.



Father diagnosed Ireh's condition quite accurately. He determined that three legions had joined forces to consume her, and that her Pron levels weren't too bad yet.



"The main cause of her unconsciousness is this external injury that looks like it was made with a tool."



Ahem.



"Is treatment possible?"



"We'll try preventive measures. Emergency treatment should be possible."



Soon, my father began the procedure.



Though I call it a procedure, he didn't open up Ireh's skull or anything like that.



Medical arts using constellations.



Using his constellation, my father performed non-destructive surgery to suppress the foreign gods' energy. It was an advanced technique that involved channeling the constellation in wave form to fight them.



"This should get her through the immediate crisis."



Checking her status window, I saw that Ireh's Pron level had dropped by about 2,000.



Right after the surgery, Zernya exclaimed in admiration as she watched my father wiping away beads of sweat.



"Amazing."



She looked at me and asked.



"What constellation does he have that makes such surgery possible?"



"Ophiuchus."



"Ophiuchus, as in the zodiac?"



"Yes. The thirteenth constellation."



The Rheinland family isn't a renowned medical family for nothing. That's precisely why I called my father.



"Which medical school did your father attend?"



"Stellarium Medical School."



Zernya's face lit up.



She stood up and went straight to my father.



"Senior! Senior!"



Look at this fox-like girl!



***



There really must be such a thing as chemistry between people.



I never dreamed my father would be so fond of Zernya. The same was true in reverse.






["I've heard humans value school ties, regional connections, and blood relations."]



Following Cartesia's words, I thought about it.



School ties - Both from Stellarium Medical School, with a senior-junior relationship. (O)



Regional connections - Adelbein (North) / Rheinland (South). (X)



Blood relations - The Adelbein and Rheinland families are related by marriage. (O)



"I can't believe this."



Now I see that Zernya's sudden approach wasn't sudden at all—it was part of her grand plan utilizing school ties and blood relations.



Moreover, my father has become a medical school professor starting this semester. He'll likely encounter Zernya much more often from now on.



After talking with Zernya for a full three hours, my father approached me with a somewhat relaxed expression.



"Eidel."



"Yes, Father."



"What exactly have you been up to all this time?"



"Pardon?"



Did I do something wrong?



I've been extremely careful not to do anything that would upset Father.



"The Council of Elders is in chaos because of you."



"What do you mean?"



"Several family elders have changed their position, saying you should be made the head of the family."



Ah.



To summarize my father's words:



You've completely disrupted the power succession structure.



"This father of yours had hoped that the Rheinland family would remain a family of medical professionals. But it seems you've understood my intentions quite well."



What are you suddenly talking about?



"It's no use pretending. That's why you brought that young lady, isn't it? She told me everything—that the woman you claim needs treatment is actually someone you barely know."



Wait a minute.



Something seems off about this conversation.



"Your judgment and audacity in summoning your father to a place like this is impressive. The timing was perfect too. Boldly aiming for the family head position just when your value has skyrocketed after recovering the Aether Belt."



"Father, there's a misunderstanding—"



"Not a misunderstanding, but a well-executed plan, you cunning fox."



Father pressed firmly between my eyebrows.



I was at a loss for words.



The family head position? I wasn't even interested in it.



As they say, "Let he who desires the crown bear its weight." Becoming the family head comes with corresponding responsibilities and hardships.



How could I possibly handle business and asset management?



I had planned to leave the family fortune to Seti at the very least.



"Very thorough indeed. Well, I don't doubt your abilities themselves."



Father patted my shoulder.



It was the most affectionate exchange we'd ever had, yet somehow it felt more chilling than ever before.



"How's your madness?"



"What?"



"From Alcatraz. I heard you were attacked by an avatar and ended up that way. If needed, your father could diagnose you again—"



"I'm fine now."



"...Then my son was simply a genius all along."



I felt a chill down my spine.



Though he's Eidel's father, sometimes my heart tightens when I look at him. It's fortunate we share Rheinland blood—if we were complete strangers, I might have been terrified.



"Eidel."



Pat, pat.



Father lightly tapped my shoulder again.



"Get along well with that girl."



Something, something is happening here.



An absurd misunderstanding seems to be snowballing.



I turned my head to glance at Zernya.



She was smiling slyly.



It seemed both my father and Zernya had some kind of scheme...



"Sigh."



My head hurts.



At times like this, I should relax by reading research papers.






***



One week later.



I found a seat at a suitable PC room for course registration.



I'm somewhat relieved having left Ireh under Sonia's surveillance. I even gave instructions to tie the protagonist down by force if she tries to escape.



I checked the time.



8:10 AM.



There's still plenty of time until the 10 AM registration window.



However, there was one problem.



"Ha, fancy seeing you here again."



Enter Zernya.



Sitting down next to me and grumbling like a cat that's had its treats taken away.



She stares at me with a thug-like expression, reminiscent of the school bullies you'd see at some bottom-tier high school, giving me mixed feelings.



"Of all places, the same PC room? Coincidence or what?"



I sighed and focused on the screen.



The important thing is which professor's class to take for my major courses.



Even with an easy course like General Physics, if the professor's teaching ability is exceptional, you'll learn something new—whether it's innovative ideas or insights that view problems from different perspectives.



Click.



I added Professor Feynman's General Physics class to my cart.



And, click.



Zernya added the same class.



"Hmm, so you're in that section, huh?"



"Hey, you should be taking classes with the medical students."



"It's a common course anyway, so it doesn't matter which section I take. The grades are combined too."



"There are plenty of other good professors. Don't target mine."



"That's ridiculous. Does this person belong to you?"



Professor Feynman wasn't the only one Zernya was targeting.



Click, click.



General Chemistry, General Biology, basic coding, writing, mathematics—she was trying to register for all the same sections as me with the same schedule.



"Aren't you taking any major courses?"



"Hmm, first-year pre-med is basically the same as natural sciences. Besides, I still have 12 credits to spare even with these courses."



It's infuriating that medical students can take up to 30 credits per semester.



This is so unfair. Honestly, the Physics department should get the same treatment. I remember crying from how manageable it was when I took eight major courses every semester in my previous life on Earth, trying to live like a medical student. Sob.



As soon as it hit 10 AM, I quickly snagged General Physics first. Honestly, as long as I got into Professor Feynman's section, I didn't care much about the rest.



"...Ah, got it."



Zernya succeeded too.



"...Ah, I'm screwed."



She doesn't seem to have reformed yet.



If this leads to some political marriage, I won't be able to face Rustila. At best, we'd end up like my father and Seti's mother, and at worst, both families would be completely ruined together.



[Registered Credits/Available Credits: 21/22]



"Argh! This is so frustrating!"



I have 1 credit left.



The standard formula of "3 credits = 1 course" is the norm, so I can't use this anywhere.



"Now let's add some required major courses, hmm."



Unlike the medical students with their exclusive league, I had to struggle desperately to find a 1-credit major course.



"Molecular Biology. One option."



Second year, not available.



"Organic Chemistry. Need to take this too."



Third year, not available.



"History of Medicine? It's a second-year course, and the lecturer is your senior?"



Fourth year.



Damn it, nothing's available!!!



There are no delicious 1-credit Physics courses at all!



With trembling hands, I selected to change the course registration process.



[Undergraduate Courses (College)]



Click.



[Graduate Courses (Graduate)]



Suddenly, there were plenty of options.
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There's something called a mutual recognition course.



It's a course that both undergraduate and graduate students can take.



I wonder who first thought of this. I'd really like to give them an award.



Also, at Stellarium, there's a system where if you take a course during your undergraduate years, it only shows as completed in your undergraduate record, but the credits are added to your graduate program. This is absolutely golden.



If you play it right, you can finish the required coursework during your undergraduate years and focus solely on research in graduate school.



[Mutual Recognition Course (Credits counted toward graduate completion)]



When I asked senior students in the community, "Is this a good idea?" about ten people replied with "Yes." That's how much of a sweet deal this is.



[Quantum Gravity Phenomena and Current Research Trends (1 credit / Major Elective / Mutual Recognition / Guest Lecturer)]



Hehe, this should be fun.



I looked for other options, but nothing fit my schedule. Half by choice and half by necessity, I registered for this course.



So far so good, but then...



[Lecturer: Kallis Stranov]



Why are YOU teaching here?



***



"...Some of you may have done preliminary work and find this textbook trivial. But let me ask you this: Can any of you clearly explain what mass, charge, force, and motion—all the things you learned in academia—actually are?"



First day of the semester.



Starting with Professor Feynman's lecture—how fortunate.



His philosophy as a physicist is truly exceptional. Just listening to him explain the fundamentals makes my ears happy.



If someone made ASMR recordings of the professor's voice and distributed them, it would be a huge hit. It would become the bedtime companion of physics students across the universe.



Heh.



"So when are we getting to the actual lesson?"



Zernya grumbled.



Gah!



To start with practical techniques rather than discussing the essence of the discipline!



"What a heretic."



"What are you talking about?"



Zernya would stick by my side and whisper things like this. She did it in almost every lecture I attended.



Especially when coding, she would implement complex simulations first and then smugly say, "Feel free to copy," which made me want to smack her.



After rushing through three classes in the morning, I received a text.



[Rustila: Eidel]

[Are you free right now?]

[I need to ask you something]



[Me: Yes]



[Rustila: Have you seen Zernya?]



I slowly raised my head.



I was currently in the student cafeteria.



And right in front of me, Miss Zernya was munching on a steak.



"What is it? A text?"



"No, just an ad."



"Hmm."



After hesitating briefly, I sent another message.



[Me: No]



A few minutes passed after sending that message.



When no reply came, I felt a chill down my spine.



But wait, why should I feel nervous? It's not like Rustila and I are dating. Though I'm not saying I don't have feelings for her—



[Rustila: Zernya has disappeared]

[Is it for the early graduation review?]

[I just asked Professor Karlen who was in charge of that]

[He said she went up to the college]

[Have you run into her at all?]



I can hear Rustila's gentle voice in my head.



Suddenly, I have a headache.



It's not because I have something to hide, but because this is my first time in this kind of situation. I'm wondering how to respond in a way that smooths things over.



I took a deep breath.



And I thought to myself.



I, Lee Jinsoo, a man, might be pushed around by professors, but I won't be pushed around by women's issues.



[Me: Yes, I've seen her]

[We just attended the first class together]

[There's an overlapping basic course between medical school and physics]



After sending the message, I took a bite of my pork cutlet while waiting for a reply.






The crispy coating and juicy meat, combined with the flavors of the salad, spread throughout my mouth. Add to that the well-grilled bell peppers and onions— Wait, bell peppers and onions?



"You're enjoying that. Have some of this too."



Zernya slid several pieces of roasted carrots onto my plate.



"What are you doing?"



"The sides here aren't great except for the meat. I'm not eating them, so you can have them instead."



So she's using me as a garbage disposal?



Despite my frown, Zernya dumped the remaining onions onto my plate. My precious pork cutlet suddenly became the onion edition.



Since I don't actually dislike onions, I reluctantly ate them. Food becomes trash if you throw it away, so it would be wasteful. Wait, why am I eating someone else's leftovers?



Zernya took out a multivitamin.



"Since we're college classmates now, I'll give you one. Take it. It's blueberry flavored."



The bottle said "Rich in Vitamin B!" I don't know what's gotten into her, but I guess it's fine since she's not being villainous yet— Wait, no. In this world, I need to be constantly suspicious.



I opened my status window.



[Blueberry Flavored Supplement]



[Delicious. Has blueberry scent and flavor. Grape flavor partially added. Rich in vitamins B1 and C.]



Seems like it's not some strange pill after all.



I decided to accept the gesture with gratitude. When I rolled it in my mouth, it had a sweet taste. Just like rolling a real blueberry.



"Hey, is it good?"



"Yeah, it's nice. What's gotten into you? Giving me things like this."



"Payment for being my trash can."



"Ah."



I was completely played.



After finishing lunch and afternoon classes, the sunset was beginning to fade. I quickly returned to the dormitory before Zernya could follow me.



Evenings without Sonia were rather lonely.



I half-expected her to pop out from somewhere saying, "Young master, do you want a beating?" if I were to just sprawl out like this.



But that wouldn't happen. Sonia is busy keeping tabs on Ireh right now.



Still, it's the first day of the semester, and not a single person has checked in on me. I'm really feeling like a loner.



[Seti: How was today?]



I take back what I just said.



[Me: Save me]



[Seti: Lol]

[Chicken to celebrate the new semester?]



[Me: College is crazy busy]

[Classes, assignments, papers to write]

[No time for chicken]



[Seti: You crazy guy lolololol]

[It's the same except for writing papers lolol]

[Hey]

[I'm feeling totally HIGH today]

[Want to know why???]



[Me: What is it]



[Seti: (Graph showing 28 stocks hitting their ceiling)]

[Made over 50 billion in one day lololololol]

[LOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOL]



[Me: WTF]

[How is that possible with stocks]

[Are you moonlighting as a fund manager?]



[Seti: Yes]



[Me: ?]



[Seti: ?]

[There's a backstory to this]

[Every stock I pick lately goes up]

[But as you know, I was able to get a constellation and leave the spirit chamber]

[Someone named Stranov helped me a lot when I got that constellation. He told me about common characteristics of constellations and stuff]



Wait a minute.



Stranov?



Seti met Professor Stranov? When?



[Seti: So when I did what he said, my constellation's characteristic turned out to be]

[Just stocks lol]

[I invested some coins in your constellation and your constellation gave me something awesome]

[It happened to be an app that reads the market's mind, wow]

[Your constellation is amazing]



Constellation?



This is the first I'm hearing about Cartesia being a constellation.



She must be mistaken. How could that guy be a constellation?



Questions arose, but I soon stopped paying attention to them. The most important thing right now was to confirm whether the Stranov I know and the Stranov Seti met are the same person.



And they were indeed the same person.






"Wow."



I was originally planning to help with his research, but since he was acting a bit strange, I was thinking of keeping some distance for a while.



But it turns out he's my sister's benefactor.



I should probably have a serious conversation with him tomorrow.



***



Orientation for the quantum gravity whatever course with the guest lecturer.



When I opened the classroom door, there were a few people who looked like graduate students.



I sat in the very front. I don't understand why everyone avoids this prime seat where you can observe the professor's face up close.



["I'm tired now too."]



Shortly after, the rest of the students came in, and Professor Stranov entered as well.



About 10 people in total?



That's quite a few for an undergraduate-graduate linked course.



Professor Stranov's face brightened as soon as he saw me.



"I'll take attendance."



His voice was cheerful too.



The general orientation and the first week's progress were completed. Since it was only a 1-credit course, the lecture hours weren't that many.



The graduate students scattered somewhere, clutching their books and cigarettes. Eventually, only me, the beam projector, and the professor remained in the classroom.



"Mr. Rheinland, about that time..."



"No, Professor! I'm fine! Actually, my memory of it is already getting fuzzy."



The image of the professor drunkenly rambling at me flashed through my mind, but I deliberately ignored it. One shouldn't hold onto others' shortcomings for too long.



"I'm sorry. I was being silly."



"Not at all. Thanks to you, I had a great tour of the lab."



I shifted the topic toward research to break the awkward atmosphere. Good, that was natural.



"Actually, the reason I came all the way from Iryuel to here as a guest lecturer was to see you, Mr. Rheinland. I thought that if you were okay with it, you might register for my class... That's why."



"Of course. I'm interested in your current research topic, Professor."



"Really?"



"Really."



Her expression relaxed completely.



"I heard you helped my younger sister?"



"Your sister?"



"There was a Seti von Rheinland at the Southern Spirit Chamber, and you told her how to be easily chosen by a constellation—"



At that, Stranov let out an "Ah!" and nodded.



I pretended to be surprised, but I got the distinct impression that helping Seti had been part of a calculated plan all along.



But what can I do? She helped my sister. It would be problematic not to repay that kindness.



"Then, could you come to my research lab?"



"Weekdays would be difficult, but weekends should work."



"Right. It's quite far from Iryuel to Stellarium."



Professor Stranov nodded.



"Good. I need to set up the lab, so please come starting two Saturdays from now. Any time is fine, just let me know by email when you decide."



I agreed.



It's about time for Ireh Hazlen to wake up. If I could just deal with her somehow and then enter the lab as an intern, it would be perfect.



"You must come. Understood?"



"Understood."



Professor Stranov left the classroom first, waving her arms like an excited child.



I then sent a text to Professor Feynman.



[I'm planning to take a break from research this semester.]



One semester? Two semesters? I don't know how long Professor Stranov's research will take, but I'll help her focus and finish it quickly.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" reflexively flinches.]



That would be the best way to repay the kindness I've received.



I returned to the dormitory and opened the door.



"Sonia. Sonia?"



Ah, right. Sonia isn't here today either.



She was gone yesterday too. I've completely lost it—I've become someone who can't live without Sonia—



"Sigh."



I satisfied my hunger with something like cup noodles and went to bed.



That night, I dreamed of being pounced on by Cartesia.
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Wednesday.



After receiving a report from Sonia that Ireh Hazlen had awakened, I rushed to the Southern Sanctuary as soon as school ended.



"Sonia!"



"You've arrived, sir?"



I used "Give me a hug" on Sonia.



"I missed you."



"Stop saying such cringeworthy things."



Sonia buried her face in my chest and sniffed.



"...This smell, it's cellulose. What is this? Did you sleep with research papers instead of a blanket?"



Busted.



Sonia sighed and lightly grabbed and shook me.



"There's no need to tidy up before I return... It's a maid's duty to take care of her inadequate young master."



She smirked slightly.



Afterward, I followed Sonia's guidance to where Ireh Hazlen was.



When we entered the recovery room, there was a girl seemingly enjoying some sort of bondage play.



"Mmph, mmph."



A gag in her mouth, a blindfold over her eyes, and plugs in her ears.



Her ears were bound with wire-like material—goodness, that looks uncomfortable.



"Sonia, explain."



"She seemed likely to escape, so I just restrained her."



"Who told you to go this far? This is basically kidnapping and imprisonment!"



"Still, I couldn't just beat an unknown person unconscious. What if we end up having to pay compensation later? This was all done with your and the family's interests in mind, so please understand."



Now that I think about it, she's right. I can't logically refute that.



But this situation won't do. We can't communicate, and more importantly, it will only increase Ireh's hostility toward me.



I decided to remove at least the restraints on her face.



When I removed the blindfold, moist eyes were revealed, and when I removed the gag, sticky saliva stretched like thread.



After catching her breath, she slowly opened her mouth.



"...Kill me."



Protagonist, what are you saying?



Do you think I'd release a walking miracle with knowledge and know-how from 800,000 iterations? You escaped once, so I'm making sure you can't run away again.



Of course, since the protagonist was likely to be hostile toward me, I had prepared a few necessary items before coming here.



"Sonia, please step outside for a moment."



"Understood. However, just in case, please keep this with you."



Sonia handed me something. It was a small plastic object.



"What's this now?"



"It's a personal alarm. If you pull this like so—"



Beep-beep-beep-beep.



"The sound can be heard outside. If a dangerous situation occurs, please pull it immediately. I'll come in and take measures."



Good grief. Am I a child?



"Well then, I wish you luck."



After Sonia left, the atmosphere became even more oppressive.



Ireh was still looking at me with what seemed like resentful eyes.



"Sapaul, kill me quickly. I don't want to see this guy suffer. Absolutely not...!"



Her desperate struggling was pitiful.



However, time would not rewind as she wished. That's because this was a sanctuary where outer gods had no power.



Watching Ireh struggle spiritedly, I sat down in a chair.



With her restrained while standing, my eye level was now lower than hers.



Looking up slightly, I could see a few drops of bloody tears falling from Ireh's eyes. She looked utterly frustrated.



"Are you okay?"



"..."



"I guess not."






"You tie me up like this and have the nerve to ask that...!"



"I apologize for that. But compared to when you were suffering under the outer gods, isn't being like this much more comfortable?"



"..."



Ireh closed her eyes.



She probably didn't suddenly faint. She just doesn't want to talk to me.



"...Get it over with quickly."



"What?"



"You know what...! If you're going to do it, just get it over with!"



What exactly?



The interview?



Or is she asking me to end her life because she's suffering?



If it's the latter, I refuse. If you're gone, I'll have to face this world alone, and that's not fair. Isn't there a saying that happiness grows when shared, and suffering diminishes? So let's suffer together.



Of course, to make her a companion in suffering, I first need to open her heart. I need to convince her, beyond any doubt, that I'm not the Eidel she knows.



It was time to execute my prepared strategy.



"Hehehe."



I placed the bag I brought on the desk. When the heavy sound hit the wooden table, Ireh's expression crumbled slightly.



Yes, you must be surprised.



Now, behold! The comprehensive gift set I personally brought!



***



In a dazed state, I infiltrated the college, hiding my identity to monitor Eidel and Zernya.



But on orientation day, something went wrong.



Eidel von Rheinland. That guy knocked me out with the same strange tool as before, then dragged me to the sanctuary and imprisoned me.



When I came to my senses, I was restrained, and shortly after, Eidel appeared with a sly smile and asked about my well-being.



Naturally, I was displeased.



Various thoughts crossed my mind.



Why wasn't Eidel banished from his family? Why was he still with Zernya? How much of that smile was fake? And why did the outer gods want Eidel eliminated?



My vision blurred from the intense tug-of-war in my mind.



Eventually, Eidel grinned and put down a black bag.



"I prepared a gift for you."



Here it comes, I thought.



"It's going to be very interesting."



"Ugh."



"But it takes a little time to make."



For a moment, I considered biting my tongue. Though extremely painful, it might be the best way to end this without suffering humiliation.



Unlike in dramas or movies, taking one's life in a single attempt isn't easy, but when pushed to the brink of rape, I could do it multiple times.



Just as Ireh was about to slightly open her mouth:



[This week's headline news. The war with the Darwinian outer gods in the southern region, which had lasted for at least decades to centuries, has effectively ended. Some scholars have called this a historic event signaling the successful development of Aether Belt restoration technology.]



"...?"



A radio was placed on the desk.



Most of the content coming through the radio was good news.



The war in the south had ended, the Aether Belt was expanding, and the outer gods' forces were retreating—is that even possible?



This had never happened in hundreds of thousands of iterations.



No, I still don't know. Perhaps I'm seeing a life flashing before my eyes.



Next, Eidel neatly arranged papers, notebooks, and a tablet PC on the desk.



Finally, after taking out writing tools, he alternated between looking at the tablet and notebook, then began scribbling what looked like equations on blank paper.



"What are you trying to do...?"



"Shh!"



Eidel put his index finger to his lips.



"I'm going to make a gift for you now."



Scratch, scratch.






Only the gentle sound of pen scratching paper echoed in the quiet recovery room.



A question mark floated above Ireh's head.



What on earth are you plotting, Eidel von Rheinland?



Though curious, she managed to endure without asking for about the first 30 minutes.



However, after an hour passed and she still couldn't discern what he was doing, she grew restless. Were the characters he was writing even human language?



Flutter—



One hour in.



Unlike the motionless Eidel, Ireh faced a new crisis.



She needed to use the bathroom.



"...Ugh."



This much she could endure.



Even if she had to make a request, she would ask that android, not this third-rate vermin who was notorious for his perverted nature throughout tens of thousands of iterations. It wasn't for rational reasons—she just instinctively disliked him.



But this guy showed no sign of switching out.



How could someone maintain the same posture for three hours, just looking at books and notes?



And he hadn't even glanced in her direction once.



Finally, four hours in.



"Phew."



At last, Eidel stood up.



"I've finished organizing my ideas."



"?"



"Now I need to write a paper."



Eidel took out a laptop.



Click, click.



The warm, gentle keyboard sounds, like a burning bonfire, completely drained the last bit of Ireh's spirit.



"Ah, um, excuse me."



"Yes?"



"Could you, loosen, the restraints..."



"No. You'll run away."



"That's not it!"



Another hour passed, making it five hours total. Floundering like a fish under the pressure of the restraints pressing against her lower abdomen, Ireh finally managed to go to the bathroom after desperately pleading that she absolutely wouldn't escape.



"...Haa."



The humiliation made her want to die.



However, the unprecedented hopeful news flowing from the radio made it difficult for Ireh to easily abandon this world line.



Eidel's eccentric behavior continued even past the weekend.



"Can I put it in here?"



"Yes, that's fine."



Startled by such words from Eidel, Ireh, who had been sleeping soundly, jerked her head up. Eidel was hammering a nail into the wall with a nail between his lips.



"Got the nail in, now I just need to hang it."



"Young master, what madness are you up to now?"



"Can't you tell by looking? I'm hanging a chalkboard."



"Did you lease the sanctuary?"



"No?"



"Then why are you damaging someone else's property?"



"Sorry for the misunderstanding. I didn't lease it—I bought it."



"?"



"?"



"This is now a sanctuary under the God of Education and Graduate School."



In other words, it's a personal study room—that's what I'm saying.



While Sonia and Ireh were dumbfounded by Eidel's declaration, he took out several sheets of paper and began copying the equations written on them onto the chalkboard.



["This can't be."]



Around that time, Sapaul, who had been quietly conserving his strength, began to stir.





Chapter 106 - Smart College Life (6)



Land in the Golden Zone, like all such properties, is worth its weight in gold.



"What do you mean the outer gods can't use their power here?"



Looking at the entire galaxy, these areas are scattered and disconnected—worthless land where nothing can be done—but at least you're safe if you're stuck here, right?



Makes my mouth water.



After paying about 20 billion including acquisition tax, tada! I now have a house in my name. The Southern Sanctuary is now mine. I can use it however I want.



Actually, that's a lie. My conscience got the better of me, so I put it in my sister's name.



And the result?



[Seti: You crazy bastard]

[Do you really want to die?]

[You have the brains to develop belt restoration technology but you do this?]

[Spending 20 billion on completely useless land you insane idiot]

[That's MY money]

[We'll have to pay taxes when selling this too]

[You're such an ass]



A text message bombardment from my sister arrived, scarier than any health insurance bill.



But I, Eidel Rheinland, have lived with Seti for almost two years now. I can tell whether my sister is truly angry or not.



I can say with certainty that Seti wasn't particularly upset. If she were really furious, she would have come to beat me up in person without hesitation.



So this is implicit consent, a deal.



Alright, little sister. I'll use this land as capital to help you reach the family head position you so desperately want.



In exchange, you need to earn lots of money for your brother's research, understood?



Now that our agreement is settled, it's time to get to work.



"I'll now begin the seminar."



"?"



"Ahem."



After clearing my throat, I make eye contact with my student.



Look at those bright, attentive eyes of our protagonist. She's well-prepared for the lesson. Her posture is straight and disciplined.



I spent the entire week preparing a presentation for a non-major. As I project it onto the board through the beam projector, large text appears:



[On Quantum Gravity and Resonator Theory]



[Subtitle: Simple Enough for Even a Fool to Understand]



"I'm currently collaborating with Professor Callis Stranov. The subject is exactly what's written on the PPT."



"What the..."



"Excellent question. What is this, you ask? It's technology that makes outer gods look stupid."



I explained everything I could to Ireh. I also did a bit of self-promotion.



"I laid the foundation for this resonator theory over two weeks by myself. See this formula? It's called the FR model, and I created it first."



Rather than telling the protagonist struggling with outer gods "I'm on your side," this approach is much more effective. At least that's what I believe.



"You there, suffering from outer gods! As soon as the prototype of this resonator is made, I'll give you the opportunity to use it. I was originally planning to charge 1 billion credits per use, you know? But for my first customer, specially—five times! Free of charge!"



"What on earth..."



"How about it? Good deal, right?"



My form is impeccable. With this eloquence, I could be a shopping channel host.



But contrary to my expectations, the response was lukewarm. Far from smiling brightly, Ireh wore a deadpan expression.



[— The outer god "Steel Flowing Like Earth" lets out a terrible scream.]



It seems others are more enthusiastic.



***






After raging for a while, shouting expletives like "That bastard ruins everything!!!", Sapaul finally regained his senses thanks to the restraint of fellow outer gods.



["We must stop that guy."]



There was no time to waste now.



Eidel Rheinland.



Before it's too late, he must be killed.



As long as the host was in the Sanctuary, escape was impossible, and Maxwell's characteristic time reversal was difficult due to the high Aether density. They needed to find another way.



So the outer gods gathered around a table, tentacles touching.



["..."]



No matter how much they thought, they couldn't come up with even a mediocre plan, let alone a good one.



In the end, they had to resort to the worst option.



["...Someone must be sacrificed."]



Their final conclusion was to sacrifice one of their comrades to take control of Ireh Hazlen's body.



["Do we really have to go that far?"]



["There's no choice. Without a 'Grand Explosion,' controlling a water body in a place like this is nearly impossible. Unless Cartesia's father comes."]



Even black holes have lifespans.



The death of an outer god begins with voluntarily stopping the activity of the black hole to which they belong.



["One of you needs to give up all the energy of your black hole. Then, for a very brief moment, I can control that girl as I wish."]



["..."]



["Well? Any volunteers?"]



Naturally, no one stepped forward.



At that moment, a Darwin-type outer god approached, dragging its head. It looked like a withered mushroom standing upside down.



["We created this hideout here, transcending our differences between forces, to prevent the 'End.' But Sapaul, what you're doing now seems perfect for causing division."]



["What are you saying?"]



["I'm asking if sacrificing the few for the many is right. From my perspective, you're making hasty decisions for your own advancement."]



Sapaul found this rebuttal extremely annoying.



["That's right. Perhaps we should just observe the situation?"]



["Who knows? The girl might leave the Sanctuary before the resonator is built. Or she might die first."]



["It doesn't make sense for one of us to die."]



Sapaul observed the characteristics of the outer gods who agreed with this sentiment.



They were weak.



At least within this cluster, they were beings with cramped black holes.



They were undoubtedly afraid of being chosen.



Sapaul quietly nodded while harboring different thoughts.



Wondering who to sacrifice.



***



"Here, try this apple pie made by my house's maid android. It's premium quality, made with apples and honey from Kentark orchards. By the way, there's the Western Physics Association on planet Kentark, and I recently had an interview with the professors there..."



"..."



"I'll explain what you learned in calculus class this week. Let's look at an applied example with partial derivatives. Wow, this is an extremely important equation that you absolutely must know."



"..."



"We'll have the 5th week resonator development seminar. Based on last week's research results, I'll present and listen to the student's opinions. Before we start, are there any questions from last week that we didn't cover?"






"..."



Restrained in a straitjacket, having my basic needs and bodily functions managed, locked in solitary confinement, and all I do is endure lewd and obscene acts— yeah right.



I'm going to lose my mind.



"Tonight's special is fried dumplings."



"Kill me, please."



I admit it now. The current Eidel is clearly different from previous iterations.



He's become even more insane.



If he were just mindlessly sexually harassing me, I could bite my tongue and die, or if my hands were free, I would kill him immediately.



But this is neither here nor there, making it even more maddening.



"Today's side dish is glazed carrots. Very good for eye health."



"No, I don't want it."



"Come on, don't be picky. Listen while you eat. Finding materials for the resonator is most important. But it seems we can't make it with naturally occurring substances alone, so our research team is trying to create..."



Finally, Ireh exploded.



"Stop it!! I'm going to lose my mind—!!"



Mentally exhausted, yet paradoxically, her Pron levels decreased. Thanks to Eidel's surprisingly hopeful presentations.



"Just sexually harass me instead! Say something obscene!"



"No."



"Why, why!"



Then I could at least commit suicide with peace of mind...!



I have lingering attachments. What if this world line is the "happy ending" I've been longing for? What if I never get another chance once I pass it by?



Ireh was that suspicious. Through hundreds of thousands of iterations, how many times had she been killed by villains who outwardly showed kindness?



That's why she learned the lesson to "go alone."



Not depending on anyone, not listening to anyone. Only collecting constellations and affinities, running toward the ideal of a happy ending.



That had become Ireh's life principle at some point. But now...



"Me, harassing you? Why? That's a crime."



"And keeping me tied up like this isn't...?"



"That's because your head is full of demons."



"..."



"That's why I told you there are government officials waiting outside. You weren't listening properly when I explained this the week before last."



That single phrase—"it's legal"—completely flips Ireh's composure.



"So where were we? Ah, let me explain what a Ricci tensor is..."



"You're just a physics pervert—!!"



Ireh shouted loudly, feeling like she was coughing up blood.



Hearing those words, Eidel's expression changed completely.



"...Finally, you're seeing me properly?"



His face looked more perverted than at any other time in this iteration.



***



Meanwhile, around the same time.



Rustila was boarding a shuttle headed for the Southern Sanctuary.



The reason was that Eidel hadn't been reading any of her messages for the past few days.





Chapter 107 - Smart College Life (7)



To change a person's perception, you need a powerful shock.



This is especially true in human relationships.



Want to show someone you've become a completely different person? The method is simple. Consistently act in ways opposite to your original behavior, without pretense.



Then, at the right moment, tell them the truth.



"...So, you're saying you're not Eidel von Rheinland?"



After two weeks of expounding on the mysteries of physics, I revealed my identity, and Ireh's attitude changed dramatically.



Her expression said, "Is this guy insane?"



No, seriously, why?



"So you're actually from another world, and you read something I wrote, then fell into this world, and now you're doing all this to get your doctorate again..."



"That's right. It's the truth."



"And you expect me to believe that?"



Right. Even I would find it hard to believe.



But the evidence was overwhelming.



Her name, the skills she used, her background, the names and numbers of the foreign gods attached to her, events from previous cycles—after I explained everything, Ireh's face turned pale.



[Psychological state: She is confused.]



She cautiously spoke.



"...Even if what you say is true, there's no guarantee you're a good person. So prove it. Prove you're not a bad guy."



I smirked.



I took out a security buzzer from my pocket.



"If I pull this, Sonia will come running immediately. The receiver is connected remotely, no matter how far away she is. And as long as she's here, you can't defeat her."



"So? What are you going to do with that?"



"Gambling."



I placed the buzzer on the ground and kicked it away. Then I pressed the button to release the restraints.



As the devices constricting her body gradually opened, Ireh collapsed weakly to the ground.



She staggered and leaned against the wall. She looked pitiful, struggling to get up like a newborn kangaroo.



I offered her a chair.



Seated, Ireh caught her breath and looked at me. But her eyes were strangely red.



They weren't bloodshot. The color of her pupils had changed, and she was shedding dark black tears of blood.



"Finally, finally..."



I sensed a malevolent energy.



[— The foreign god 'Steel Flowing Like Earth' has devoured 'Skeleton's Altar' and absorbed black hole energy.]



[— A Tempest phenomenon is occurring!]



[— The Aether energy of the Sacred Spirit Chamber is temporarily disappearing!]



Click.



Ireh Hazlen—no, Sapaul who had seized her body—drew a gun made of pron.



"...I can kill you now, human. Farewell."



Whoosh!



The first shot grazed my earlobe. That was close.



"What? I was clearly aiming for your forehead, ugh!"



Ireh's consciousness was still resisting.



I failed to respond immediately, but I seized the opportunity to strike her wrist. Ireh dropped the gun, which vanished like an illusion. She immediately created another gun, making my effort meaningless.



There's only one way to avoid gunfire.



Take the rear position and get close.



I kicked her lower abdomen and bent her knee, forcing her to kneel. This is exactly the self-defense technique I learned during training.



"You... anticipated this...?"



"I know the Sacred Spirit Chamber isn't 100% safe. By the way, you were thinking about something else during our conversation, weren't you?"



"Ha, human."



Sapaul twisted her body with an eerie smile.



"Don't underestimate me."



My survival instinct rang alarm bells. With split-second judgment, I jumped away from Ireh's body. Immediately after, countless iron spears shot up from where I had been, forming a checkerboard pattern.



If I had been hit by even one of those, I would have died instantly.



"How dare an inferior being provoke our kind? You shall pay the price."



"Tch?"



"What did you say?"



I surprised even myself with what I said.



But now that I'd started, I couldn't stop.



"Honestly, it doesn't make sense for a foreign god to be threatened by something like this. Getting all worked up over someone making one resonator? How cute. Foreign gods aren't all that special, are they?"



What am I doing? When faced with mortal danger, I'm just spouting whatever comes to mind. Is this also survival instinct?






Boom.



The room began to vibrate like rippling water.



"...Indeed, you must die here."



I smiled grimly.



Time limit: 30 minutes. I need to prevent this entity from leaving while keeping myself safe. Until the Sacred Spirit Chamber's effect returns and Ireh regains her senses—



"Come at me, you little punk."



I have to hold out.



***



[Me: So]

[You're saying Eidel has been hanging around the southern Sacred Spirit Chamber a lot lately?]

[Not only did you buy that chamber with your money, Seti]

[But he's not even coming out to see us]



[Seti: For realsies]

[He's such a bad person]

[He doesn't listen to anything I say]

[I only trust big sis Rustila]



The shock of losing 20 billion had apparently turned Seti into a child.



Rustila was on her way to take care of Eidel, having accepted Seti's assassination request. Verdia and Zermel, who had become more like servants than supervisors, accompanied her.



"You even brought your sword, miss."



"Well, there's always the possibility of an emergency. If Eidel is in danger, or if he's cheating—"



"Excuse me, you two. You're not even dating yet."



"Yes, and that's why if something unexpected happens, I want to talk to the other person first."



The two androids trembled. Rustila's eyes were quite fierce.



Of course, it would be best if there was no need to use the sword.



As soon as they arrived at the Sacred Spirit Chamber, a familiar face greeted them. It was Sonia, Eidel's personal android, known for her stoic expression.



"It's been a while, miss."



"I'm looking for Eidel. Do you know where he is?"



"The young master is in the recovery room over there. He said no one should enter without a special signal because he's doing important work... Miss, come back! Miss!"



Rustila hopped to the door.



What could have happened that he hadn't checked his messages?



Suspicion, worry, and anger mixed into a strange feeling.



Before knocking, she put her ear to the door. Since it was soundproofed, she couldn't hear well.



But when she enhanced her senses with Aether, she could make out something:



- Ah, hnngh, ugh.



Moans.



One female, one male. The two voices intertwined alternately. She could also hear the sound of bodies rolling on the floor.



Rustila grabbed the doorknob in shock.



It wouldn't turn. It was locked from the inside.



["Rusty, something's wrong. I sense a strange energy from inside."]



Her background star, Vega, warned her.



In that moment, a thousand thoughts raced through her mind.



Rustila immediately drew her sword and heated it.



In just one second, the roaring blade plunged into the door.



With two horizontal and two vertical cuts, she perfectly cut out the door panel, which fell backward, finally revealing the interior.



"Eidel! Ei, del...?"



The smell of sweat hit her nose.



Humid air and murky fog warmed her cheeks. Rustila looked down at the floor like a broken doll.



"Die, just die!"



A girl was straddling Eidel, holding a dagger to him. Eidel was desperately resisting, pushing the girl away. It was a tense struggle.



"Rustila, perfect timing! Help me...!"



Assessing the situation.



Assessment complete.



Eidel had done nothing wrong.



There was simply one more thieving cat eyeing the handsome and capable man.



"What are you doing to my Eidel?!"



Rustila kicked the girl, knocking her over. She was momentarily surprised by her own action but quickly justified it.



The strange energy emanating from that thing was none other than a foreign god.



["Rusty, that child is being controlled."]



Eidel rolled over to the doorway.



"Ah, shit, that really hurts."



"A-Are you okay?"






"I'm fine but not fine. Anyway, thanks for coming exactly when I needed you. I really have no one but you..."



"No one but you"—at those words, her heart, which had remained calm through countless training sessions, began to race.



Rustila touched her heated cheeks and looked straight ahead.



A dark energy was surrounding the girl. It was unmistakably the energy of a foreign god.



"...I understand what's happening."



The girl had been possessed by a foreign god trying to kill Eidel.



This much could be considered mitigating circumstances.



But the fact that they had pressed their bodies together, rubbing against each other, rolling around... that was absolutely unforgivable.



"What, are you also here to die?"



The girl pulled out a gun from thin air.



"Then die."



Rustila sensed the flow of Aether. Somehow, the Aether that had dimmed was gradually gathering again.



The foreign god probably only had a few minutes left to rampage.



Rustila recalled what she had learned from Naiere. What should she do in this situation? What skill should she use?



She made her decision.



Quickly and concisely, without causing life-threatening damage—



[— Omega-level Transformation: <Multiple Body States>]



She would subdue her.



***



Rustila's strike purified the entire recovery room. The massive stellar energy that swept through neutralized all the pron.



Sapaul could no longer use pron-based techniques. So he had to attack with martial arts, but Sonia, who had followed, beat him like a dog on a hot summer day, and he retired.



Thus, the situation was resolved.



With this, one foreign god in Ireh's mind was gone, and Sapaul had lost the trust of his comrades.



They would probably split up soon. I hadn't intended this far, but it was a win-win situation.



Meanwhile, I couldn't help but be amazed.



To think that Rustila had reached the level where she could freely use Omega-grade techniques.



"Ha, I almost died pathetically. Rustila, I really have no one but you."



I hugged Rustila with all my might.



"Uh, uwaaa."



"Oh, right. My clothes are dirty now. Sorry."



Just as I was hurrying to let go.



Instead, Rustila hugged me tightly.



The warm, heartfelt touch, the sound of a beating heart, even the floral scent that passed by—everything felt vivid.



Rustila whispered in my ear.



"...That's all I needed to know."



Her voice was seductive.



Ah, wait. This position might be a bit dangerous.



***



Zernya sat empty in the student cafeteria.



She hadn't seen Eidel today.



So she was eating alone to rave reviews.



Cube steak with diced onions was her lunch today. Usually, she gave about half of those onions to Eidel, because his father had asked her to.



"Why am I responsible for managing his son's diet?"



Zernya grumbled, but she had no choice. He was someone she would see day and night once she advanced to the main course. If she listened well, her grades would be good, and she could advance her career.



For several weeks, she had fed Eidel onions, beans, oysters, eel, crab, shrimp, sesame, and pumpkin. Especially onions, which she always fed him with vitamins. His father had asked for this too.



"..."



Suddenly, she became curious.



"Search, search."



Zernya looked up the benefits of onions while munching on her steak.



[The main component of onion smell is allicin. When combined with vitamin B1, it creates allithiamine, which has excellent effects on enhancing virility.]



"What."



[Similarly, selenium and magnesium components enhance sex hormone secretion.]



"What!"



[The aforementioned vitamin B stimulates the parasympathetic nervous system, increasing sexual arousal, and the quercetin component is known to have a positive effect on prostate function.]



"..."



[In southern regions, there is a custom where newlyweds share onion dishes to spend a passionate night.]



Zernya threw her phone.



...Her knowledge had increased.





Chapter 108 - Stolen (Former) Comrade



The ambush had failed.



All that remained was rebuke.



"Answer me, Sapaul. Why did you kill your comrade?"



Saying 'I didn't kill him, he died because he was weak' wouldn't work when even fellow deities from Maxwell's Forces were looking at Sapaul with disgust.



So he softened his words a bit.



"That boy had to be eliminated."



"I told you to wait. Why did you have to be so impatient?"



"Wait? Why? Do I need such patience to kill one inferior creature?"



His patience had already reached its limit.



That boy was nothing but a fragile beggar who would crumble at the slightest squeeze, yet his audacity to act beyond his station was deeply irritating.



"We may not get another chance. Earlier, when we had the opportunity, we should have eliminated him. If just one more of you had stepped up, the operation would have succeeded."



"Acting alone on your own thoughts isn't called an operation, Sapaul."



"What did you just say?"



Sapaul wrapped his tentacles around the fellow deity's neck. The pufferfish-like deity choked and inflated its head.



"Here, I am the law. Anyone who has complaints, come at me all at once. If you defeat me, I'll hand over my voting rights and step back to just snort coins."



Despite his challenge to establish dominance, no deity stepped forward.



Growing even more arrogant, Sapaul shouted.



"If it weren't for that yellow-haired girl, I would have killed the boy with just one comrade's sacrifice. But everything went wrong. The opportunity flew away, and they've prepared themselves thoroughly. Now there's no solution!"



"Why are you making such a fuss—ARGH!"



A circular wire mesh swept through the head of a grape-like deity.



The head was ripped off with a tearing sound. The other deities flinched in shock and lowered their bodies.



"Does any other comrade think I'm making a fuss?"



"......"



"Good, I guess not."



Sapaul brought the plucked grape-like head to his mouth with an inhale. His amplifier-shaped mouth resonated with a thump-thump before crushing the head in one gulp.



"Those Darwin fellows are too arrogant. Acting so nonchalant like it's not their business. Surely they must know we'll all suffer if 'The End' gets us..."



"Urgh, ARGH!"



"Enough, I'll specially forgive you just this once."



After plucking a few more heads from fellow deities, he slammed them to the floor.



Trapped in the sacred spirit chamber with nowhere to go.



Anyway, in this place, there was no deity who could oppose him or defeat him if they did, so it was his world.



He could gather more comrades to fight against 'The End' anytime.



After biding his time, when an opening appeared, he would kill all his comrades here as sacrifices, kill the boy, and escape the sacred spirit chamber.



However, finding that opening now seemed nearly impossible.



A female-formed entity wearing a maid headband entered the recovery room he was observing.



***



"Young master, why is the security buzzer in such a secluded place?"



"I dropped it during the fight."



"I don't think that's true."



Sonia's sharp gaze pierced through me. It was as if she was saying, 'I'll kill you if you lie.'



"Why did you release Ireh Hazlen's restraints?"



"That guy went berserk on his own."



"For that to be true, the restraint device was released too smoothly."



"......"



"I'll proceed with fingerprint analysis."



I'm screwed.



After an investigation that would put forensic teams to shame, Sonia had narrowed down the culprit of this mess to me. She made me kneel, placed a hibiscus tea bag, and took a sip.



She pulled back her fist and said.



"I'll give you a chance to explain. Three, two, one."



And punch.



***






Only after reciting "I won't do it again!" one hundred times to Sonia did my bones turn to dust, and whether my soul remained or not, damn it hurts so much.



Just as I was suppressing the urge to cry out loud, it happened.



Sonia embraced me and stroked my head.



"Do you know how terrified my power core was?"



"......"



"If I were to lose you, I would have nowhere to go except the scrap metal yard. Please understand that your lifespan is my lifespan. I'm begging you."



Around the "begging" part, she slapped the back of my head repeatedly.



This is that thing.



Parents who beat their child senseless when they do something wrong, then hug and comfort them at the end. In the past, it was considered a proper disciplinary method, but looking back as an adult, it was just gaslighting.



That's right. I'm currently being manipulated by an android's tongue skills. The end of the human era has arrived.



"Sonia? Eidel? What are you two doing?"



"I was just comforting him for a moment."



When Rustila called, Sonia naturally released her entangled hands.



"What's happening?"



"This child is about to wake up."



Ireh's shoulders were twitching. We sat side by side and observed her. It felt like we were staring blankly at an egg about to hatch.



"What on earth..."



Ireh woke up, holding her head. As soon as she made eye contact with me, she startled and backed away. Then, seeing Rustila, she cautiously peeked forward again.



"Do you remember what happened?"



"No, not at all..."



"There's nothing to apologize for, Rustila. It was the deity's doing."



At my advice, Rustila nodded.



During the brief time, Rustila and Ireh introduced themselves.



In fact, Ireh already knew Rustila. Her bitter smile looked somewhat pitiful.



After all, the two had built a strong bond several times in previous cycles.



Ireh had been Rustila's sparring partner when she was wandering.



She had stood up for her whenever Zernya picked fights.



And lifted her up whenever she was about to collapse in front of the divine avatar.



The Rustila in the novel is Ireh Hazlen's creation. Although Ireh only helped Rustila because she needed her qualities, Rustila of that cycle would have considered her a meaningful friend until her dying moment.



Ireh probably harbored some affection too.



The two looked at each other and exchanged warm smiles... wait, why aren't they smiling? Hey, you two?



"You've talked enough with Eidel? Now rest."



The ice-cold voice came from Rustila's mouth. Ireh's expression turned to bewilderment.



"...Um?"



"What."



"No, just... wondering if you're feeling unwell."



"I'm fine."



With each frost-like short sentence, the room temperature seemed to drop by about 10 degrees. For reference, that's in Fahrenheit.



"Let's go too."



Rustila gently took my damaged hand and slowly stood up. She naturally rested my arm on her shoulder.



It was a common way to support someone, but what mattered was that Ireh had a dumbfounded expression seeing us like this.



"You two, seem close...?"



"We are close."



Rustila looked at me and added, "Right?" Unlike before, her tone was bright and warm, which surprised me. I nodded, quite pleased.



"Sonia, take good care of Ireh."



"Understood. I will monitor her thoroughly to ensure she doesn't leave."



And so we left the sacred spirit chamber.



Although I inadvertently showed a friendly relationship with Rustila, it was beneficial in the end. This way, I provided another piece of evidence that I wasn't 'Eidel.'



All the way back on the shuttle, Rustila kept leaning her head toward me. It was a gesture she occasionally showed when she wanted something.



"Should we go eat together? It's been a while."



"Y-yes!"






Rustila's face lit up.



***



While Eidel and Rustila were having dinner time.



Sonia, who was in charge of Ireh's meal, laundry, and surveillance, was lonely baking bread.



She placed sweet honey and garlic sauce inside the moist, spherical bread, adding cheese for volume.



Inside, she filled it with rose cream spaghetti and decorated it with bacon and parsley.



Finally, she added two roasted cherry tomatoes to capture the unique acidity of fruit.



She made another identical one and prepared yogurt soaked with rye cereal.



Originally, these were meant for her young master.



"Meal is ready."



"Aaagh, ughhhh."



When she entered the recovery room with the tray, Ireh was pulling at her hair.



"Meal is ready."



"Why on earth, argh."



"Meal is ready."



"Rustila, why are you with someone like him...!"



"I said the meal is ready."



"My head hurts, it hurts!"



"......"



Carefully returning to the kitchen, she grabbed a 1.2-meter baguette.



This hard and heavy sensation. Perfect for gripping and swinging.



"Please come to your senses."



"Kyaaak!"



Sonia (as she had done with Eidel) beat Ireh and then comforted her. Even amid this sudden gaslighting, only one thought circled in Ireh's mind.



Rustila, and Eidel.



What kind of relationship did these two have in this world line?



When asked about this, Sonia gave a bland answer.



"Didn't you see it once at Alcatraz? The young master and miss are exceptionally close."



"No way, that can't be."



"If I were to describe it, they're more than friends but less than lovers. They're soulmates. I hear the Kersil family is secretly considering marriage arrangements..."



"Aaaaargh!"



Ireh put a spoonful of pasta in her mouth and twisted her body in all directions. It's delicious, this can't be. It's delicious, but what about Rustila now?



Calm down, Ireh Hazlen.



You've already determined that this cycle's Eidel isn't a scoundrel.



But the changed aspect was even more serious.



- Do you know physics?

- It's a really fun subject.

- Want to come to graduate school?



At this rate, Rustila might pick up a pen instead of a sword.



"No, no. Absolutely not!"



That would mean the end of the universe.



Someone with talent for the sword should be in the military, not somewhere like graduate school, or this cycle would have to be abandoned. Rustila is the federation's greatest military power!



"Bring Rustila here. I need to talk to her!"



"She went on a date with Master Eidel."



"W-what?"



"Even if I call her, she probably won't return until tomorrow."



"Ah."



Ireh fell backward, foaming at the mouth.



"I'll eat the remaining pasta."



Slurp slurp slurp.



After clearing the food, Sonia sighed.



"If only I were human too..."





Chapter 109 - Your Student Was Awesome (1)



After the midterm exams, I compared answers with Zernya. She opened her general physics exam paper, lifted her head, and proudly declared with her chest puffed out.



"I won."



"Indeed."



When I readily admitted defeat, she tilted her head skeptically. Zernya soon shrugged and began snickering.



Throughout lunch, she kept taunting me. "Physics major who's worse at physics than a student from another department"—that was my new title for the day.



Actually, I'm fine with it. If Zernya is better at physics than me, she could just transfer departments. She could do the graviton research in my place.



When I expressed this opinion, her response came quickly:



"G-get lost."



I swallowed my disappointment. Career choices aren't something I should be dictating to others.



After lunch came a long break between classes. Zernya left early for a quiz.



I was just about to read some research papers since I had nothing else to do.



[Professor Feynman: Eidel, could you come to my lab right now?]



A sudden summons to the lab.



Usually, only professors with terrible personalities do this sort of thing.



But I know better. Professor Feynman is a benevolent ruler.



If he's calling me to his lab, it must be good news. I replied that I'd be right there and rushed over immediately.



"We've received research funding!"



As expected, it was good news.



"It seems your reputation has reached the national level, Eidel. They've offered to provide a whole 100 million credits in support. Now we can conduct our research with a bit more comfort. Thank you so much."



Feynman grabbed my hand and shook it. A smile bloomed across the professor's face.



I smiled back outwardly, but my inner thoughts were different.



Yes, 100 million? That's nowhere near enough.



What we're attempting is the discovery of gravitons. We need at least thousands of fellow researchers. Just feeding them would probably cost 100 million.



Moreover, the experiments themselves cost money. We need a large particle accelerator, and running it just once would drain national finances.



The professor wasn't unaware of this fact.



Either he had something up his sleeve, or he was burning up inside but not saying anything. I hoped it was the former, but the latter seemed more likely.



"Junior, we believe in you."



After my meeting with the professor, the lab's senior researchers appeared and grabbed my hands.



"This research will be an enormous project. It might take years."



"We desperately need the help of a junior who's published two first-author papers in *Universe*!"



"Please help us graduate! Aaaargh."



Three seniors pleading desperately. It gave me an odd feeling, like looking at puppies about to be abandoned.



I had no hobby of holding men's hands, but I couldn't bring myself to turn them away. I felt a sense of kinship with them.



"Alright. Let's make this work somehow."



"Yaaaay!"



"So you three will handle the co-work proposal, right?"



"What?"



The graduate student trio stared blankly before asking.



"Shouldn't we do that together...?"



"I'm just an undergraduate."



The lab members' expressions crumbled one after another like dominoes. They all seemed to think of me as the lab leader, but not a chance. You're the ones who have to do the grunt work.



And by the way, with such a small amount of money, we can't work together right now.



For the sake of more research funding, I'll go train and come back. Professor, please don't look for me for a while. Well then, adios.



"Ah, where can I find a good conduit for internal energy training?"



[Professor Stranov: Mr. Rheinland, could you come early today?]



Found one right away.



***



I arrived at Iryuel Academy as evening approached. Like last time, Professor Stranov was waiting for me at the main entrance.



"The weather is quite unpredictable, isn't it? Come in quickly."



She gently pushed my back.



I examined her expression with sidelong glances. The professor's eyes were more radiant than usual, and a triumphant smile was fiercely displayed on her lips.



She must have prepared something.






"If you have time, there's something I'd like to show you, Mr. Rheinland. Would that be alright?"



When I nodded, the professor gestured for me to follow.



She led me to a secluded building.



A basement painted white.



It was dark and filled with the stuffy smell of asbestos. The lights installed throughout flickered as if screaming.



"Here it is."



When we reached a certain room, she turned around.



With a click, the lights came on, revealing a massive spherical structure.



The diameter was roughly 50 meters.



It was clearly no ordinary apparatus.



"Professor, this is..."



"Let me introduce you. This is a gravity resonator."



My mouth fell open.



"You've already built this?"



"It's still just a prototype. Only the framework has been constructed."



"Even that much is impressive."



I thought it would take at least until the end of the year to build, but the progress was faster than expected.



My heart pounded as I watched the sphere swinging back and forth like a pendulum according to the non-inertial induction device. Wow, this is so exciting.



So this is love.



"As soon as they heard about my research topic, several corporations sent money. Don't be surprised. The amount is a whopping 50 trillion credits."



"F-fifty trillion..."



The contrast in amounts is too overwhelming.



"If this research succeeds, Maxwell's and Descartes' outer gods will be finished. Even if we can't kill them, we can at least contain them so they won't harm us. Can you imagine the economic benefits that would bring?"



"This is beyond imagination."



"That's why I've staked everything on this research."



This time, she was determined to prevent anyone else from scooping her. That was the meaning behind the radiance in Professor Stranov's eyes.



"There are still many shortcomings. What to use for the resonator mirrors, how to operate it, whether it's safe. There's a mountain of things to test."



She looked at me and said:



"I need one excellent theoretical physicist."



"..."



"If the project progresses well, we might be able to secure hundreds of trillions more in credits."



"..."



"Then we could buy even more experimental equipment."



"..."



"What do you think, Mr. Rheinland?"



My thoughts were bleached white. Of course, when a theoretical physicist sees such a large and beautiful experimental apparatus—



"Mr. Rheinland."



"Yes, yes, Professor."



"Do you have much time during summer vacation?"



"O-of course, Professor."



"Then how about we have another leisurely conversation at that time?"



She whispered in my ear. It was a proposal as sweet as honey and as melting as cotton candy.



I was about to nod under some unknown force, but barely managed to regain my senses and answered:



"...I'll need to check my schedule."



"Is that so..."



For a very brief moment, Professor Stranov showed signs of disappointment. She soon regained her original expression and said:



"Would you like to have dinner before you go?"



***



"That was a close call."



Having returned to Stellarium after midnight, I heaved a sigh of relief.



50 trillion.



Just hearing the amount made my heart race. With that kind of funding, one could conduct almost any experimental research.






I had originally planned to collaborate with Professor Stranov, but I didn't realize she was such an impressive person. I almost became a master's student in her lab.



But my heart ultimately belongs to Professor Feynman. After all, developing clues for the graviton bomb is his achievement.



I shouldn't choose a lab just because of research funding. Yes, absolutely.



["You seem quite troubled. Unlike your usual youthful self. How about taking a walk?"]



Unusually, Cartesia was looking out for me. Since it wasn't bad advice, I slowly walked along the campus park.



And then I encountered someone.



"Eidel, why are you here?"



It was my father. Why are you coming out of there?



"Father, why are you in such a secluded place?"



"I was heading back after finishing my lecture. Come with me if you're not busy."



So I followed my father.



The conversation between father and son wasn't anything special. What did you do today, how are your studies going, how's school life? Just routine questions.



Even those dried up when I answered with brief "Yes, yes" responses. For a while, only our footsteps and cricket sounds lingered.



On our way, we found an unmanned café and stopped by briefly. I inserted a card and got two iced coffees.



"Is that your card?"



"It's Seti's."



"You still haven't come to your senses. Even among family, there are boundaries. Using your sibling's money carelessly..."



"She gave it to me to use."



"Pfft!"



Father spat out his coffee. He seemed to have choked, so I patted his back.



"Your sister gave it to you?"



"Seti earns money, you know. For tax deductions."



It was my sister's struggle to avoid all sorts of penalties like monthly pension contributions, health insurance premiums, and taxes exclusively for the wealthy.



"Your sister certainly has business acumen. No one taught her, yet she already knows such things."



"Don't you think she'd manage assets really well if she became the family head?"



I subtly probed my father. As expected, he showed signs of discomfort.



"If she brings home a capable doctor as a husband, perhaps."



"That's a difficult problem."



"It's not just about money."



My father and I moved to an outdoor table. On the serene campus, a bridge stretched across an artificial stream.



Appreciating the scenery, I could hear nature's concerto.



I sipped my coffee and enjoyed the prelude performed by frogs. Being like this helped me regain some stability.



"Eidel."



"Yes, Father."



"How are things going with the Adelbein family's child?"



"You mean Zernya? What about her?"



"Wedding preparations."



"Ugh, cough, hack, wheeze...!"



Coffee went up my nose.



"Since we're talking about the family head position, let me tell you this: this father of yours has no intention of handing over the position unless you marry that girl. Make sure you understand this one thing."



"Y-yes. I understand..."



Marry Zernya?



This is actually the first time I've heard this from my father's mouth. Why did the conversation suddenly go in that direction?



"Let's talk about this another time."



I used an evasion technique for now. Marriage with the college chapter boss? That would ruin both families at once.



Rehabilitation comes first. If I can't change her personality this year, I'll have to prevent Zernya from running for the student council next year. It's just one thing after another.



Yes. Just one thing after another.



"Wait a moment, I got a DM."



With my father's permission, I checked my phone and found messages from two different people arriving simultaneously.



[Professor Feynman: Eidel]

[Professor Stranov: Can you receive messages now?]



This is driving me crazy.





Chapter 110 - Your Student Was Awesome (2)



Opportunity cost exists everywhere.



When focusing on one research project, time for other research decreases. It's like how spending money on jajangmyeon means you can't use that same money to buy jjamppong.



And tonight.



I found myself at a crossroads.



[Professor Feynman: The midterms are over, how about lunch together?]

[Professor Stranov: I need to go on a business trip to the south, how about lunch together?]



This is truly maddening.



Professors are the kind of people who barely have enough time to grab a sandwich.



When they try to schedule a meeting first, it definitely means they have some special business.



While I was pleased, I couldn't satisfy both of them. I only have one body.



My deliberation didn't last long.



***



"Thank you so much for joining me today, Rheinland."



In the end, I chose Professor Stranov.



I'm sorry, Professor Feynman. But I had no choice. I desperately need Professor Stranov's research to remove the foreign god attached to Ireh.



So this isn't betrayal. It's truly unavoidable.



"Shall we go to that restaurant over there?"



"Sounds good."



I nodded without giving it much thought. By the time I realized it was the professor's trap, it was already too late.



Damn, why is everything so expensive?



"Don't worry about it. I'll cover the meal expenses with the lab's budget anyway."



"No, you should save money and add it to the research fund..."



"This level of expense is fine. Our lab has plenty of money."



I was momentarily speechless.



The conversation continued until the food arrived. In the comfortably developed atmosphere, Professor Stranov brought up the main point.



"Are you still close with Professor Feynman?"



"Yes. We don't interact often, but I think we're still close."



"...You don't interact often, I see."



Professor Stranov nodded subtly.



"For your master's program—"



"I'm sorry, Professor. I'd prefer to do an integrated program through doctoral studies. I'll likely stay at this university for graduate school."



I preempted her. The professor looked dejected. She still seems to have lingering hopes.



She regrouped and launched another attack.



"While mathematics or philosophy might be different, physics is a discipline where experiments are crucial. If you want, our lab would provide unlimited support for any experiment you wish to design."



"Thank you for your consideration, Professor. But I think I need more time to decide on a lab."



"Is that so? I suppose that makes sense. Interests and aptitudes can change over time...!"



Hope gleamed in the professor's eyes.



Even though I was just speaking indirectly.



"What do you think about my resonator research? Do you think it's progressing well?"



She smoothly changed the subject, riding the momentum. This was a topic I had plenty to say about.



"Conventional mirror materials won't be able to contain the wavelength of foreign gods."



"That's an accurate observation."



"So I'm considering specific methods of using 'crystals' from Darwin's Legion as material."



"The avatar-grade ones?"



"Yes."



"Isn't there something lacking with just that?"



"It's more of a financial issue than a technical one—ordering them comfortably from home comes with excessive markups."



I noticed the professor's lips twitching into a smile and hastily added:



"Even for a well-funded lab, they're prohibitively expensive."






"That's all hazard pay. Crystals are crystallized madness that must be handled with caution."



"Yes, anyway, it seems we need to deal directly..."



"That's quite dangerous."



Professor Stranov's eyes met mine.



For a brief moment, my thoughts froze.



We're currently in the southern region. And Professor Stranov said she came here on a business trip.



Could it be?



"Rheinland, do you have some time?"



She smiled seductively.



***



Give and take.



If you eat a meal, you should provide labor to match.



Eventually, after reading the situation, I boarded a shuttle heading to the processing facility at the southernmost point with Professor Stranov.



The processing facility was, as the name suggests, a place for cleaning up the waste left behind by foreign gods.



"Just a month ago, the southern border zone was teeming with blood and flesh. It was a death zone. If it weren't for you scientists, we would still be fighting here."



An inspector guarding the dock offered us words of gratitude. It was respect for scientists.



We received a basic explanation.



The Darwin's Legion led by the "Emperor of Elegant Finale" consumed planets one by one based on immortal organic matter, and the planets thus eroded transformed into decay, turning black.



Sulfur gas instead of oxygen. Smoke instead of grass.



Life existed even in these deathlands where survival was impossible without protective equipment. These were perfect organisms with immortal DNA.



When these organisms are processed according to heat and pressure, the madness disappears, and they transform into useful crystals.



"This is a crystal."



An S-class inspector with purple epaulets showed us a black crystal.



"This crystal was left by an A-class monster, and its strength and hardness are so high that if processed well, it could perform better than diamond. It's often used for cutting in industrial settings."



It was an interesting story.



But not what we were looking for.



"Do you have anything with high reflectivity? Preferably avatar-grade or higher."



"We do have something. However..."



The inspector's subsequent words were rather solemn.



A crystal obtained by a Great Omega-grade inspector who formed the Virgo constellation among the 12 zodiac signs, sacrificing his life.



"Transparent like glass, and pure like innocence, we decided to call this crystal..."



Virgo.



It was dozens of meters in size.



"That's enough to spread widely on a resonator and still have plenty left."



"It's perfect for making resonator mirrors, Rheinland."



I trembled. Professor Stranov probably felt similarly.



"But there's a problem. Since it's like that person's legacy, members of the same unit are opposing its sale. It would be good if you could discuss it with them..."



I glanced at Professor Stranov. She was nodding with her chin raised.



"Alright, where are they?"



***



"Captain Rasella sacrificed her life to obtain this. We absolutely cannot sell it!"



"That's right, this is like a memento!"



"Unless it's enshrined in a museum, we can't allow it to be used for scientific research...!"



Here we go, the sweet potato time.



I tried to persuade them first, but it was useless.



Upon closer listening, these people seemed to have strong Eastern indigenous religious beliefs.



The souls of the dead are guided to constellations, engraved on the remnants of foreign gods, and so on. I'm pretty sure I read about such a religion in a novel.



I don't remember clearly.



I just find it awkward.






Ugh. I can't just tap the inspectors with calipers.



["Need help, youngster?"]



Monkey hands, stay put.



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' droops his shoulders.]



No matter what, I didn't want to rely on Cartesia's help for this. I intend to try everything I can as a human first.



That's when Professor Stranov gently grabbed my shoulder.



"Rheinland, let me try."



She stepped forward.



The inspectors still looked uncomfortable.



"How much would it take?"



"Like I said, we won't sell it no matter how much you offer."



"Would it be possible to sell even a small piece?"



"What nonsense! This crystal is practically Captain Rasella's soul!"



"Hmm, this is difficult."



"Look, I don't know how much money you have, but we won't sell even for 10 billion credits."



10 billion. Half the price of the southern spirit station I purchased. I unconsciously snorted.



And Professor Stranov did the same.



"Hmm, then how about 100 billion credits?"



"O-one hundred billion?"



"Don't be ridiculous. Do you even have that much money?"



"I keep saying, even if you offer that much, not even a speck..."



"200 billion."



"..."



"300 billion, let's settle it here?"



They stood dumbfounded before flushing and stubbornly persisting. It was their last shred of dignity.



"How dare you put a price on our loyalty to the Captain—!!"



"Okay, 500 billion."



"..."



"Everyone, are you perhaps thinking: 'She doesn't have the money and is trying to scam us'? Though we've just met, if you harbor such thoughts, I, Stranov, would be disappointed."



The inspectors fell silent.



A bit of trivia here.



Stranov is one of the Federation's top 10 families, standing shoulder to shoulder with Adelbein and Rheinland.



***



We received 1 trillion.



"Callis, my light, my soul, my flame."



I didn't say anything.



"Bishop, I will now leave the order and return to secular life."



Just saying they were keeping their promise to the Captain.



They provided everything from Gold Zone subscriptions to child-rearing expenses.



"Professor, I hope your research goes well."



In that moment, I realized. This is the power of capital. This is the difference between labs.



Professor Stranov moved the Virgo crystal to the cargo hold and looked at me with resolute eyes.



I don't know why.



She just looked really cool.



"Rheinland."



She placed her hand on my shoulder and said:



"Shall we go do some research now?"



I could only move like a grain of sand swept away by the waves...





Chapter 111 - Your Student Was Awesome (3)



"I'm sorry, Professor."



"I'm afraid I have prior engagements this week as well."



"Please enjoy the party with just the four of you."



"Regards, Eidel"



Professor Feynman swallowed a sigh.



Today was the birthday of Frans, a lab member. Wearing a party hat, Frans stared at the cake covered in candles and muttered.



"I'm another year older..."



"That's not what matters right now. Our junior isn't coming."



"What? Again?"



"Yeah. Again."



"He used to come whenever the professor called."



"Something must have happened."



Frans tilted his head in confusion.



Meanwhile, Feynman was reminiscing about the past.



No, there wasn't much to reminisce about.



It had only been a few months since they wrote papers together.



"Is he possibly interning at another professor's lab?"



The moment he heard those words, his heart sank.



Poaching undergraduate students.



It wasn't common, but it certainly happened.



But Feynman had reason to believe otherwise. Eidel had contacted him immediately after enrolling at Academia, showing exceptional passion for this lab. He was talented too. Surely he wouldn't switch labs without any reason.



He must simply be busy with something else and would return eventually.



"The professor seems to be having a hard time."



"It's because the Rheinland junior isn't here, so he's overthinking things."



A professor's mood greatly affects lab morale. Moreover, Eidel had been rapidly rising as Feynman's star pupil.



"Ah. If only we were geniuses too."



"Is that what matters right now? At this rate, our graduation might be delayed!"



The three graduate students began to worry sincerely.



They thought:



They needed to bring Eidel back somehow.



"Hey, I have a good idea."



"What is it?"



"Let's hire a detective."



Frans's party hat crumpled.



"Where would we get money to hire a detective?"



"We might as well ask a newspaper."



So, at fellow graduate student Mercury's suggestion, they invited a newspaper employee who had a particular interest in "Eidel von Rheinland."



"Hello everyone! I'm Sophia Krentelin from the Interstellar Daily. Just call me Sophia!"



The three graduate students explained the situation to the bold reporter. Sophia nodded along with "mm-hmm" and jotted down notes in her notebook.



After closing her notebook, she cheerfully replied.



"Interview with student Eidel von Rheinland! Request accepted!"



It was called an interview, but it was closer to surveillance. Eidel's whereabouts had become mysterious lately.



The three graduate students exchanged glances and handed Sophia a white envelope.



"If he refuses the interview, please give him this."



It was quite thick. She asked with a smile.



"Can I take a commission?"



"We have something separate for you, Sophia. Here, an advance payment."



Sophia's mouth fell open as she checked the online banking transfer.



It was a high price for an interview request.



In reality, it was the lab rats' personal savings, paid as an opportunity cost for their future. Now they had no money left...



"May I ask why you're going to such lengths?"



At Sophia's question, the three graduate students sighed and confessed.



"Our graduation."



"Is at stake."



"Please help us, reporter."



"Ah."



Sophia sighed as well.



***



Several more weeks had passed since I started working with Professor Stranov.



It's almost final exam season, but I haven't had time to study because the resonator was coming along smoothly.






Who cares about exams right now?



There were several trial and error moments along the way, but most technical flaws were resolved by throwing graduate student manpower, time, and money at them. That's what research labs are for.



But even considering that, the resonator was being built too quickly.



"Did you even bring in outside contractors?"



My question must have hit the mark because Professor Stranov's lips curled up.



"Time is money. And money is time. Just as I bought Rheinland's time with steak that day, wouldn't it be great if we could purchase companies' time and manpower with money to save our own?"



"But hiring outside experts must cost a fortune."



"Rheinland."



She placed her hand on my shoulder and whispered.



"I told you. Our lab doesn't worry about money."



"Wow."



The power of capital was truly magnificent. Ninety percent of the resonator development, which I thought would take at least several months, was completed in just one month.



"The issue is the theory that will reduce trial and error."



Stranov said.



"Depending on how well the theoretical progress goes, it could take ten years or just a few weeks. Now, Rheinland?"



Finally, it was my turn to step up.



I received the material analysis data for the "Virgo" crystal that Professor Stranov gave me. Based on this information, I need to calculate how to trap the external god within the resonator.



Skimming through it, I noticed something strange.



"There are impurities."



"That's right. We need to find a way to reduce defects."



"But Professor, I'm not yet well-versed in condensed matter physics."



"Hehe, I anticipated that too."



Before I knew it, my hands were full of books.



Fundamentals of Solid-State Physics, Basics of Optics, Material Analysis Theory, Diffraction Theory, Aether Spectroscopy, External God Material Physics, Gravity and Materials Engineering, and so on.



It was a collection of specialized textbooks worth at least several thousand credits.



"With your intellectual abilities, I believe you'll master these quickly. I've included several papers as well."



"..."



"Next week is finals, right?"



"What? Yes, Professor."



"Prepare well for your finals, and I'll see you when summer break starts. I'll be waiting."



"Thank you, Professor..."



Food, money, and now books.



I've received so much.



"I won't go far."



Despite saying that, Professor Stranov escorted me to the main gate. I was touched a second time.



I shook my head.



Still, I'll eventually need Professor Feynman's help for graviton bomb research. He's the only one for me.



But Professor Stranov is also starting to seem quite... quite good. Honestly, excluding her drunken behavior, isn't she TOP CLASS?



It's a shame to choose just one.



Is there no way to merge the two professors' labs?



"Gasp!"



At that moment, a brilliant idea came to mind.



After returning to Stellarium, I placed the books in my dormitory and sat on the bed. I didn't have much time to rest. I just stretched briefly, packed my things for final exam preparation, and left.



Come to think of it, I heard it was a graduate senior's birthday today... I'll just send a gift card later.



"Hello!"



As I exited the entrance, someone approached me.



A reporter. Someone who looked familiar.



"Who are you?"



"It's me, Sophia! Reporter from Interstellar Daily! Professor Rheinland, you interviewed with me before!"



I glanced around. There didn't seem to be any other reporters.



"What do you need from me?"



"I'd like to request another interview!"



Sophia immediately pulled out her notebook. Her determination to record every word I said without error was evident.



"I'm sorry, but it's finals period now, so I'm very busy."



"Then, may I have just a moment of your time?"



She pulled out an envelope. The magical white envelope symbolizing solicitation and slush funds—it felt thick when I touched it.



"This is payment for the interview!"



"...How much did you put in there?"



"It's my utmost sincerity. I thought this much was appropriate for someone who will become a promising scientist."






I could receive tens of thousands of won for just one interview.



I briefly debated between finals and the interview.



If I set a time limit, I could both earn money and not significantly impact my finals schedule. Okay, decision made.



"Then I'd be happy to..."



Just as I was about to accept the envelope, corrupted by capitalism:



"What are you doing?"



A petite woman inserted herself between me and the reporter. Her amethyst eyes flickered fiercely, and her silver hair fluttered nobly without a speck of dust.



It was Zernya.



With a haggard face, she looked back and forth between us and spoke.



"Who are you?"



"Ah, I'm a reporter from Interstellar Daily..."



"I didn't ask for your name. I'm asking what kind of person steals my rival's precious time."



"Pardon?"



"An interview? If you're going to do one, avoid finals period. Really, such basic manners."



"..."



"Judging by your reaction, you didn't even make a proper appointment?"



Circling around the reporter, Zernya snatched the envelope in the blink of an eye. After opening it and quickly counting the money, she scoffed.



"Just 1,000 credits? Who do you think you're dealing with?"



"Ah, that's not actually my money..."



"Did anyone ask about the source of funds?"



Sophia was completely intimidated by Zernya's sharp retort.



"Don't waste time with useless interviews. Take this and get lost. Got it?"



Five checks.



An amount that could help an average person buy a house.



Zernya tossed that much money as casually as throwing away tissue paper. Sophia's eyes spun.



"Go."



"I apologize for the intrusion!"



Ah, the reporter fled.



Zernya looked at me with a sigh.



"What an eyesore."



"Me?"



"Is there anyone else here besides you and me?"



She retorted curtly. I almost gave her a knock on the head but managed to calm myself by mentally reciting "patience" three times.



"Idiot who doesn't know his own worth. People with superior genes like you and me should value every minute. Why waste precious time dealing with a mere reporter?"



Wait, how can someone who studied biology talk about royal DNA?



The next moment, Zernya held out the same checks to me.



"You should be worth at least this much. Understand?"



Her unspoken thoughts were evident in her demeanor: "Only then can I acknowledge you as my rival." What an adorable thought.



"I'll give you this if you come to the library with me. Let's have a proper competition until grades come out, for the next week."



"No thanks."



Though accepting money would be nice, I politely pushed the envelope away. Zernya looked dumbfounded.



I tested her carefully.



"A friend's time isn't bought with money, Zernya."



***



Returning to her clients, Sophia explained briefly.



"He has a girlfriend."



The three graduate students let out deep sighs.



"She was extremely wary of me. Despite me saying I was a reporter. Anyway, she told me to take this and get lost."



Sophia took 30,000 credits from the 500,000 she received and gave it to the three graduate students. It was a form of apology for failing the request.



"Wow, research funds!"



"Damn it, junior! When did you get such a girlfriend!"



"I want to meet a woman who gives lots of research money too."



Sophia felt a chill from their conversation. Somehow, despite the warm room, goosebumps rose all over her.



"Anyway, please continue your efforts."



"Of course. I don't plan to end it here. For the honor and future of our newspaper!"



Sophia made her declaration and left the lab. It was time to retreat for now.



Soon, Professor Feynman would also hear Sophia's story.



"He has a girlfriend? Rich, fierce attitude... could it be."



Professor Feynman bit his nail.



"...Stranov?"





Chapter 112 - Your Student Was Awesome (4)



The final exams were over.



"This is ridiculous. Why is my answer wrong?"



The Creative Engineering Building, one of Stellarium's landmarks, was bustling with students coming to dispute their grades. The first victims of these protests were none other than the graduate students.



"If you look at the answer key, you'll see it's completely different from what you wrote. So when grading..."



"That's exactly my point—why is that the only correct answer? Couldn't what I wrote also be correct?"



The teaching assistant scratched his head awkwardly. I pulled Zernya away as she was throwing a tantrum in real time.



"Either grade it again or call the professor... mmph! Mmph!"



"I'm sorry, I'm so sorry..."



I had to cover her mouth to stop her nonsense.



"Ugh, ow!"



She bit my hand. I'm seriously going to lose it!



"Are you a child? What's wrong with you?"



"That question—I definitely got it right. The TA doesn't know what they're doing and graded it terribly!"



I rubbed my forehead, feeling dizzy.



She reminds me of an immature tomboy. Where did the charismatic Zernya from the novel go?



"If I just got that one right, I'd have the same math score as you. It was such a close call. But that TA ruined it."



"Whether you get everything right or miss one, it's still an A+ either way."



"But the class ranking is different, the ranking!"



"We're in different departments."



"...? Oh."



Ugh, this idiot. I told her to stop obsessing over grades.



"But there are still subject-specific results. This was my chance to prove I could beat you in calculus, and now I'm upset. What? Why are you looking at me like that?"



"Good grief."



It was frustrating, but I had nothing to say. Second place can't receive sincere consolation from first place. Once you're branded as second, the filter of inferiority comes as a buy-one-get-one-free deal.



"Give it up. The professor rarely changes grades for things like this."



"Wait. If I use the Adelbein influence, I could easily..."



"You've got to be kidding me."



I flicked Zernya's forehead. She let out a cute "Ouch!" before belatedly raising a question mark above her head. I guess she didn't expect to get hit suddenly.



"Let's just enjoy the break. We get three months off, right?"



"Medical students only get two weeks."



"...Hmm."



"Be honest. You're saying this to mess with me, right? You're doing this on purpose. Answer me."



"No, I really didn't know..."



"Do you want to die?"



Zernya kicked my shin with all her might.



"Ow, my shin!"



"Yes, it's the end of the semester. Let's celebrate by letting me hit you a little. How dare you flick the future head of the Adelbein family? You've really messed with the wrong person today."



Now I had no good options left.



"Where are you going? Get back here!"



I ran away with all my might.



This is truly pitiful. As if getting beaten by Sonia wasn't enough, now I've been reduced to Zernya's punching bag.



Looking back, I saw her chasing me at a terrifying speed. Zernya's face was bright red. She must be really upset about having lower grades than me.



I darted into a crowded place to save myself.



"How cowardly of you to run into a café."



Zernya followed me in.



After finding seats, we entered a temporary ceasefire. A chilly atmosphere hung between us. I quickly ordered some tarts.



And a sweet latte to go with them. This was the combination that novel-Zernya went crazy for. It should lower her anger gauge by about 30 points.



[Seti: Are you insane]

[How many coffees are you drinking in a day]

[Exceeding your limit you jerk]

[You little sh—]



...I should buy something for Seti when I have time.






"Eat, Zernya."



"Why should I?"



"Because the semester's over. It's a party."



"Hmm."



As Seti's anger energy rose, Zernya's expression softened. This is what we call the law of conservation of energy.



She devoured egg tarts, cheese tarts, and carrot tarts. Then enjoyed a sweet coffee with leisure. Zernya smiled with satisfaction.



"Sugar really is the best when you're tired. Not good for health, but..."



Thud.



The medical student collapsed.



***



After being examined by my father, who works as both a university professor and a hospital specialist, we learned about Zernya's condition.



"Overwork."



That's what he said.



For reference, the medical fee was 0 credits. That's what you call the dad advantage.



"Let her rest for a few days. Don't make her do anything strenuous. Make sure she sleeps and wakes up at regular times."



"Father, do medical students go through this every semester?"



"The physically weak ones do. Building stamina is the only way to endure it."



My father declared that Zernya should not drink sweet coffee or touch bread at all.



Her expression immediately crumbled. It was somewhat surprising to see such a childlike reaction.



The next day, Zernya came looking for me with her worn-out body.



"What are you doing during the break?"



"Having fun."



"Then I'll have fun too."



"Go ahead."



Just then, I received messages from two professors simultaneously.



Professor Feynman requested a meeting, which I declined again, while I sent an OK to Professor Stranov's DM.



I was about to board the shuttle to Iryuel Academy.



"Why are you following me?"



"Our paths just happened to cross."



I looked at Zernya. Zernya looked at me.



"I'm about to take the shuttle now."



"What a coincidence. Me too."



"Which shuttle are you taking?"



"Why should I tell you that?"



I started walking again. Coincidentally, Zernya came in the same direction.



Coincidentally, we took the same shuttle, coincidentally got off at the same stop, and coincidentally walked up to Iryuel Academy together.



What an amazing coincidence that our destinations matched.



"Hey, I thought you said you were going out to have fun?"



"This is my vacation spot."



"It's a college!"



"It's a college, but I'm still going to have fun here."



Zernya's expression buffered.



"I... I see. The night view is pretty nice. The old Western architecture has a good atmosphere too. Perfect for walking around together to soothe our minds."



"What are you talking about? I'm going inside the building."



"What?"



"There's a nightclub inside."



Buffering ON, round two.



"Are you mentally ill? Or did you fall down some stairs? A nightclub in a college? You need to start making sense..."



Seeing is believing. I shrugged my shoulders instead of answering.



I walked toward the Science Building where lights were coming on. Zernya hesitated but followed me.



"It's cleaner inside than I expected."






"Of course. It's a club."



[Quantum Gravity Resonator Development Laboratory]



"So this is what you call a nightclub...?"



"Night, meaning evening. Club, a place where people with specific purposes meet. Together, nightclub."



"It's just a research lab!"



Zernya started backing away. But it was too late.



"Damn it, why won't this open!"



The last door we came through had a fingerprint lock, so no one who wasn't affiliated with this club could leave freely.



"Why is the door lock installed on the inside?!"



"That's how graduate school is."



"What does that have to do with graduate school?!"



Click, click!



After frantically pulling at the door handle, Zernya soon became exhausted.



"It's no use. It won't open."



She finally realized she couldn't leave on her own no matter how much she struggled. To think I'd witness "learned helplessness" from psychology in real time.



Anyway, it was a satisfying result. I may have lost yesterday afternoon, but tonight I won.



"Oh my. Is that Mr. Rheinland?"



Professor Stranov emerged from the lab and greeted us with a bright expression.



I took out well-organized papers from the bag I had brought.



A total of 300 pages. It was the result of my research on how to arrange the "Virgo" crystals from the Southern Processing Center for optimal efficiency.



"You already finished all this while preparing for your final exams?"



"Once I got into it, it was so interesting that I caught fire."



Thank you, Cartesia. I'm always indebted to you.



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' shrugs.]



"Mr. Rheinland always exceeds my expectations. Like how you stole my thesis topic at first... Of course, I'm joking. No need to look so serious."



"...Please review it and let me know if there's anything strange or insufficient. I'll help with your research throughout the summer break."



"My, that was almost cool just now."



Professor, you really do joke well. The person you're interested in is elsewhere, isn't it?



So, from now on, I'll be your cupid for both of you.



***



Zernya was witnessing a very strange scene.



"Now, could you state your name and student ID for the camera?"



"Eidel von Rheinland, Stellarium College, Class of '24. I'm interning at Professor Stranov's lab at Iryuel College."



"How long have you been interning?"



"Umm, four months."



"That seems like enough time to understand the lab atmosphere. How do you like our lab? Is it fun?"



"It's fun. However, I think I need to do more research before I can be certain."



"Great. Now let's make a gravity resonator with Mr. Rheinland. Could you take off your clothes?"



"Yes, Professor..."



This is supposed to be a vlog?



Her mind was going blank.



What was even more absurd was that she was in charge of one of the secondary cameras. Zernya felt strange as she filmed Eidel removing his coat.



"I've changed into clean room attire."



"Good. Let's go inside."



She swallowed the nauseating feeling. Despite being exhausted from overwork, she couldn't run away now that she was here.



Eidel von Rheinland.



The only rival she acknowledged.



How could she not be curious about what kind of external activities such a rival was involved in?



"What did you make that's causing all this fuss?"



Zernya, now wearing a makeshift clean room suit, also entered the research area.





Chapter 113 - Your Student Was Awesome (5)



Zernya entered with confidence.



What awaited her was a large and beautiful structure.



A spherical steel chamber, wires tangled like noodles, a supercomputer connecting all sorts of control devices including coolers and transformers. Plus various other equipment that would cost millions of credits each.



It was overwhelming just to look at.



"Wow, look at the size. It's enormous."



Zernya was shocked, and Eidel was impressed.



"The inside of the sphere is a hollow cavity. That's because we need to put a person inside. We paid special attention to the size in many ways."



"Did you place the frequency generator over there?"



"That's right. Would you like to see it?"



"Excuse me. Wow, setting it up this way would increase the Q-factor. The application of 4D Macrocomb technology is also innovative."



The two continued their vlog. As technical terms started appearing, things became increasingly confusing.



I knew that woman conversing with Eidel was a professor. Since Eidel wouldn't give proper answers, I'd have to ask her directly if I wanted to know anything.



Somewhat awkwardly, Zernya approached Professor Stranov when the two paused their recording. After belated introductions, she received an explanation about that enormous device.



"It's resonance equipment for containing foreign gods. The principle itself is similar to a laser. The difference is that it contains the waves of foreign gods rather than light."



Zernya tilted her head.



"If you just keep containing them, wouldn't the waves build up and eventually burst?"



"That's right. That's the problem."



"Then doesn't that mean you can't contain foreign gods? I'm also doubtful whether any mirror could withstand the manic pressure of foreign gods... Do you have a solution?"



It was a question mixed with a spoonful of bluntness.



In truth, Zernya wanted to show Eidel. This is the level of my insight. Even a non-major like me can point this out.



"Oh."



Professor Stranov's expression became intriguing.



"That's a good question."



Then she smiled.



In that moment, Zernya realized she had made a mistake.



Professor Stranov was looking at Zernya and licking her lips.



"Once that issue is resolved, the resonator is essentially complete. Mr. Rheinland has done most of the theoretical work. Of course, we're trying to solve this problem in collaboration with him as well."



"That means..."



"Yes. Mr. Rheinland's contribution is enormous. Even if I came up with the concept design, developing the theoretical framework isn't something just anyone can do. I'll probably include him as the first author."



If successful, this would add another achievement to Eidel's credentials.



Her insides twisted with jealousy.



But now wasn't the time to worry about that.



"Miss Adelbein."



She needed to escape.



"Are you interested in our laboratory too?"



Right now.



"I-I'm from a different department."



As Zernya backed away, the professor approached with a sly expression.



"That doesn't matter. We deal with various topics related to foreign gods. We accept students from many departments. We even have someone who majored in medicine. What do you think?"



"No, no, no?"



She continued backing up.



Then, thud.



Her back hit the wall.



She was trapped. There was no way out. Cold sweat ran down her face. The professor's expression was intense.



Damn, I shouldn't have shown off.



She suddenly regretted it. Eidel had warned her to watch her words. She had been told by a divine vessel to be humble as a mortal. Yet she still misused her tongue and got herself into this trouble.



She was recalling all the advice she'd received in this strange situation.



"Professor, the equipment setup is complete. Could you come take a look?"



Ironically, it was Eidel who rescued Zernya from her predicament. At his words, Stranov seemed entranced and began checking the equipment with him.



It was a large crystal with various instruments attached all over it.






It looked intriguing.



Zernya couldn't resist joining them.



"What is this?"



"Is Miss Adelbein curious too?"



"Ah, no. I..."



"It's the raw material for the mirror to be installed inside the resonator. It's a crystal obtained by processing the remains of a defeated Darwin-type divine vessel. It's extremely expensive?"



Stranov particularly emphasized "expensive?" Zernya turned around and smacked her lips repeatedly. What was I thinking!



"So why are we doing this?"



I'm not curious. I absolutely won't ask.



"When the swordsman fighting the divine vessel died, a constellation got stuck to this crystal. Like how a foreign god possesses an object."



"Hey, wait. Isn't that extremely rare?"



"Yeah. But."



"Shouldn't you sell something like this for a high price? Do you have no sense of money?"



"Gah—!!"



Zernya squinted and covered her ears.



She was startled. It was almost the first time she'd seen Eidel angry.



"This is just an impurity. It's waste that lowers the quality coefficient."



"You said there's a constellation inside?!"



"Constellation or whatever, it interferes with the research. We have no choice but to remove it."



It was an argument completely devoid of respect for constellations. Zernya, dumbfounded, thought for a moment.



Could he actually be a foreign god too?



It was quite a reasonable inference.



"So to solve this problem, we decided to use a high-speed terahertz wave generator to apply alternating vibrations to the entire crystal. Just enough not to destroy the crystal's physical properties."



"What are you talking about?"



"We're waking it up with an electric shock."



Zernya folded her arms and snorted.



"What nonsense. That couldn't possibly work."



["Kyaaaah!!"]



It worked.



***



As electrical vibrations were applied, part of the crystal's boundary began to crack, and plasma energy rose like steam through the gaps. The steam formed a cluster and awakened with a woman's scream.



[— The constellation fragment, 'Shard of Purity,' awakens from deep slumber.]



Virgo, one of the twelve zodiac constellations, the goddess of purity and love.



She revealed herself.



["Ow ow ow... W-what's going on here...?"]



Golden hair flowing like waves. Sapphire eyes sparkling like jewels. Parts of her body were wrapped in purple silk, and three pairs of sky-blue plasma wings danced in the air.



I turned around to look at Zernya. Her eyes were unfocused.



Virgo, the constellation corresponding to the Virgin, was famous for her beauty even in novels. So beautiful that she even charmed women, or so they said.



I turned back and gulped. There was the crystal, now free of impurities after the constellation had left.



"Professor, we did it!"



I high-fived Professor Stranov.



Zernya's expression became twice as dumbfounded.



["Lasella? Lasella! Where did my master go...?"]



Virgo—or more precisely, the fragment of Virgo—looked around in confusion.



"Your master is dead."



["...Dead?"]



[— 'Shard of Purity' is shocked.]



"Yes. While fighting a Darwin-type divine vessel."



When I told her the truth, the constellation's face turned pale. Afterward, Virgo sobbed for a while, then collected herself and changed her tone.






["She was a good master, but now there's nothing I can do. This has happened before. Now I need to find a new contractor. We must stop the invasion of foreign gods. Of course, this body is just a fragment, not the original. So to fully use my power..."]



That's annoyingly long-winded.



I half-listened and turned my attention back to the crystal.



"Professor, we did it anyway!"



["Yes, you woke me up, so you want a contract, right? First, I have conditions. I only accept pure and chaste individuals as my masters..."]



"We removed the impurity!"



["A-accept... What?"]



"Now we can build the resonator!"



["Hey, did you just call me an impurity? Just now? To me? To me, the most pure and chaste being in this universe? Come here and let's talk... Where are you going!"]



I'm excited. We can complete it in about a week. With another paper under my belt, my recognition will grow, and it will prove that I'm an all-rounder proficient in both theory and experimentation.



That alone will help secure plenty of research funding.



The development of the graviton bomb is truly not far off.



["Oh, really! Are you crazy? How dare you ignore me?"]



[— 'Shard of Purity' uses <Focus Attention>.]



My mind, absorbed in research, was suddenly pulled toward the constellation. Not just mine, but Professor Stranov's, Zernya's, and the other graduate students' attention was focused on Virgo's fragment.



["Good, now you're ready to listen to me. Now I'll examine those of you who want to become my contractors..."]



This feels like being forcibly aggro'd, and I don't like it.



[— 1000 Fron has been paid.]



[— 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' removes the effect of <Focus Attention>.]



Good. That should do it.



["Hey! You there! Aren't you listening to me properly?"]



At least I could resume my research alone. First, I need to reanalyze the physical properties. If the optical characteristics have changed because the constellation left, that would be a problem in itself.



["Listen to me!"]



The constellation finally descended right in front of me.



Now I really couldn't ignore her.



["You, are you interested in becoming my contractor?"]



"No, I'm not."



["...Well, at least you're definitely a virgin."]



Seriously? She's saying this to my face?



"Are you really a constellation?"



["A fragment of one. And I place great importance on my contractor's sexual experience. I have lots of skills that convert pure and noble hearts into aether."]



In the novel, it only mentioned that she "died with the swordsman," so I just accepted it and moved on.



This constellation is more abnormal than I imagined.



["Still, you have the clearest eyes here, let me see..."]



Virgo began to stare intently into my eyes.



After a few seconds...



["This won't work. You're rejected."]



"What?"



["Your body is clean, but your mind isn't. How can someone be so dark and dirty?"]



I moistened my cracked lips. Could she have detected the foreign god farm in my head?



No, that can't be it. Cartesia is too good at hiding. Unless it's something like Rustila's <Mind's Eye>, it shouldn't be detectable.



I waited nervously for the constellation to move on.



Virgo then approached Professor Stranov and the graduate students.



["Rejected, rejected."]



Everyone failed to become her contractor for various reasons. Some were already married, others harbored impure thoughts.



After conducting her examination and filtering people out, only one person remained.



["Finally, only you're left."]



Zernya.



Virgo approached her.





Chapter 114 - Your Student Was Awesome (6)



Virgo frowned and said.



"You have a filthy body."



Zernya von und zu Trisha Adelbein frowned back.



"What?"



I'm filthy?



That's absurd.



As the heir of Adelbein, I've always kept myself immaculately clean. I've never gone a day without bathing. I've never done anything promiscuous.



"That's not what I mean. You, you've had fake constellations implanted."



"...!"



"Three of them, even."



Virgo pretended to gag, covering her mouth.



"What a filthy procedure. What on earth happened to you? Were you tortured by someone?"



Zernya tightened her scarf. The artificial constellation marks resembling barcodes. They were hideous, and she didn't want others to see them.



Yet this constellation noticed them immediately.



"How could you get such horrible tattoos on your neck?"



"Shut up. I said shut up!"



"Who did this to you? What garbage performed such a horrific procedure?"



"I told you to keep your mouth shut because it's none of your business!"



The implantation of artificial constellations was half voluntary. The other half was at her parents' request.



"I became like this because of you all."



The Zodiac 12 are finite. Despite the greatness of the Adelbein family, they weren't chosen by these constellations. There had never been such a case in history. The same went for Zernya.



"My family had everything. Yet no constellation came to us."



"That's because you aren't virtuous. We have no power to lend to the wicked."



"Fine, think whatever you want."



"Anyway, you're saying you created artificial stars modeled after us because of that? How dreadful."



"If you have no intention of making a contract with me, just leave already."



Virgo clicked her tongue. Zernya anxiously looked around. Everyone must have heard. One of the Adelbein family's secrets had been exposed.



"Look at that. Everyone's staring at you strangely."



"That's all because of you!"



"We constellations always try to convey the truth. You should be grateful that I gave you this advice despite not being your patron constellation."



"You're so damn annoying..."



Zernya gritted her teeth.



"Ah, right. At least your heart is clean."



"...?"



The unexpected compliment momentarily stunned her. Virgo pointed at Eidel and said.



"Better than that boy. He's completely black inside. So dark you can't see what's in there. Compared to him, you're a light gray? You could get worse, but you could also become cleaner."



Then Virgo whispered quietly enough that only Zernya could hear.



"A piece of advice. Try living humbly."



She'd heard that somewhere before.



"Ugh, I don't like anyone here. I'm going back to rest. I'll wake up again if I see someone suitable as my master. Bring them here if you find someone worth recommending. Everyone understand?"



Swoosh.



Virgo retreated back into the crystal. Like a fairy entering a magic lamp.



As it happened, Eidel Rheinland was cheerfully studying that very crystal.



"What the..."



His expression darkened dramatically as he analyzed the crystal.



The impurity concentration suddenly increased.



"No way, my research sample—!!"



Eidel screamed as he realized what had happened.





***





"We have a problem."



The strategy meeting began. Participants included one professor, about fifteen graduate students, two postdocs, and two undergraduates.



"The constellation won't wake up even with terahertz wave interference."



"Could the crystal be unusable now?"






"That's impossible. Our paper!"



Everyone clutched their heads.



"Professor, isn't there some way?"



"Well, I'm not sure either..."



He had studied constellation physics, but this situation was unprecedented. The incarnation phenomenon of a Zodiac constellation. That alone could generate hundreds of papers.



"Should we invite experts from other fields?"



"What if the crystal becomes a common research subject in academia? We'll lose our rare material, and it's obvious we won't be able to write our paper."



"Hmm."



There was no solution.



"In the end, we need to find someone the constellation would be willing to possess."



"How?"



"We'll have to mobilize all our connections."



"First, we should specifically determine what kind of person this constellation prefers."



After much discussion, the graduate students seemed to reach a conclusion. Someone pure, innocent, and upright.



"Someone with noble integrity, I'd say. Rasella, the previous master of Virgo, was frugal in everything and always thought of others."



"Like a saint or nun."



"Yes, she even gave most of her specialty and salary to her subordinates. She said having just enough to feed herself was sufficient. It was a famous story on the frontlines."



"What an incredible saint. Where can we find someone like that?"



It was a difficult task. Most humans have desires. They don't like giving away what's theirs.



"Rheinland? Do you have any good ideas?"



All eyes turned to Eidel. He had been spacing out in the corner. Muttering something like someone possessed, he stood up.



"...Even if we find such a person, we'd be shifting responsibility to them."



Virgo is one of the Zodiac 12. Anyone chosen by the Zodiac 12 suddenly takes on a heavy duty. Moreover, they must live purely and cleanly for the rest of their life.



"We shouldn't impose this unilaterally. It's unethical. What we're doing is no different from what external gods do."



"Then..."



"Scientists should fight with science."



Zernya laughed in disbelief.



Just a first-year undergraduate, yet spouting such irresponsible words in front of graduate students and professors.



If it were possible, they wouldn't be racking their brains like this. Well, it wasn't Zernya's concern anyway.



It was just a day that put her in a bad mood. Just as Zernya was about to quietly get up.



"What, do you have a method?"



"Do you have a good idea?"



Graduate students, postdocs, even the professor. Everyone stood up with surprised eyes and focused on Eidel. Zernya flinched at the movement.



"I just drafted an outline."



Eidel handed over a paper. He must have written something else in the meantime.



"Let's slightly modify the resonator. So it can trap constellations, not just external gods. And to provide continuous heat transfer inside. Then it will go crazy and won't be able to endure."



A change in perspective.



"Connect the cryogenic equipment and high-pressure device like this. There are electrons in the crystal too, right? If they exist in low-temperature, high-pressure conditions, they'll form Cooper pairs. The superconductivity effect."



"Perhaps, you mean..."



"We'll use Cooper pairs with spin 1. And the theoretical spin of gravitons, which constellations hate, is 2."



"So, you're going to create pairs of Cooper pairs?"



"If that doesn't work, we'll try other methods. I'm also thinking about smashing it with an accelerator."



The graduate students rose with cheers. Professor Stranov smiled wryly. The postdocs' pupils dilated so much they seemed to devour the whites of their eyes.



Zernya's head went blank. What on earth was this situation? More importantly, why was she still here?



Stranov slammed the desk, drawing everyone's attention.



"Rheinland. You're an excellent student. If I were your advisor, I'd let you graduate with a doctorate this year."



"Thank you for saying so, Professor."



"Anyway, let's concretize this idea. Our goal isn't the Zodiac 12. It's enough if we can use the crystal without impurities. Lab manager!"



"Yes, Professor!"



"Contact the low-temperature physics lab. Since it's come to this, we're going for collaboration!"



The lab began bustling with activity. Even Eidel, a theorist, was running around on his feet. Setting up equipment, moving the crystal back to its original position, cutting parts to place on specimens.



Zernya's gaze followed Eidel's movements.



"What is this..."



She wasn't sure, but something, something was happening.






Their preparations continued until dawn broke. As soon as they contacted external labs, equipment appeared like a swarm of bees.



"This is a cryogenic probe that can measure the coupling between gravity and electromagnetic force."



"Huk, heok...!"



Eidel choked and stopped breathing.



"Hey, what are you doing! Breathe, breathe!"



Zernya patted his back hard.



"Kek, kek, heok."



"Have you gone crazy after staying up all night?"



"What, oh, it's Zernya. Why didn't you leave?"



"That's..."



I was watching what you were doing and missed my chance to leave. She couldn't bring herself to say it. Somehow it felt embarrassing.



"...None of your business."



"Alright then."



Eidel smiled, rubbing his eyes. It felt like her breath was caught. Her heart pounded heavily.



Zernya pressed down on her thin chest. It didn't hurt, but it felt strangely uncomfortable.



New equipment kept arriving.



"And this is a spin adjuster. It can directly manipulate electrons or muons to create pseudo-bosons."



"Wow, shit, heok!"



"I said breathe, you lunatic!"



At this rate, her one and only rival might die suddenly. If that happened, she would be lonely. Probably.



So she should stay close.



Because she's a doctor.





***





The research team, which had been just over a dozen people, had grown significantly. Already its size reached 100.



As the research team grew, the speed of experimentation accelerated.



Moreover, Professor Stranov spared no expense.



"We've contacted engineers and technicians too. About 2,000 of the federation's top engineers will solve pretty much any defects."



"How much have you spent...?"



"I'm not sure."



Stranov shrugged in response to Eidel's bewilderment.



"It's not that much expenditure for my lab."



"Heok."



"Anyway, including other authors, it's about a hundred people. Rheinland, congratulations on leading such a research project."



"Um, Professor? What do you mean..."



"I told you before. Rheinland is the first author."



Professor Stranov raised the corner of his eye with a wink. Eidel nearly died from hyperventilation syndrome. If Zernya, who had been dozing, hadn't immediately gotten up, he might have stopped breathing.



"Idiot. What's so great about this research?"



"It's fun."



"Fun? It looks difficult, and it doesn't seem to pay much."



"Being a doctor seems just as hard."



Eidel glanced at Zernya with a smile.



This is driving her crazy. Her pulse won't calm down. Somehow, Eidel was the one running around, but she was the one losing energy. Zernya pushed Eidel away and clicked her tongue.



"I've been living here for a week already."



"You said you wanted to have fun too. If you don't like it here, I'll book tickets for you to go see a movie or something."



"Movie my ass. This thing you guys are filming is the real movie."



Zernya looked up at the resonator. The crystal attached through ultra-fast processing sparkled brilliantly. A signal came from the optical research team.



"Mode synchronization starting."



Click.



The test operation began.



Waves are created, pass through the gain medium, and circulate like standing waves through the device. As it heats up, it's cooled to cryogenic temperatures, pressurized... After all kinds of procedures.



[— 'Fragment of Purity' screams.]



A cosmic first.



Humanity successfully subdued a constellation.
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Something that should never have been created was created.



[Constellation Confinement Phenomenon Using Quantum Gravity Resonator]



The title alone is terrifying.



Looking inside makes it even more serious.



It roughly outlines the principles and conclusions of how to take down a constellation. If published as is, it would be declared a religious forbidden text before even getting approval for publication.



I crumpled the paper mid-revision and threw it into the trash can. Score.



"Let's not make this into a paper."



"Why not?"



"I think I might get stabbed by someone from the Holy Spirit Church."



The Holy Spirit Church is a religious organization that worships constellations like gods.



If we were to announce that we had kidnapped, imprisoned, and tortured a constellation, we'd immediately become their targets.



Dealing with foreign media was challenging enough; I didn't want to end up being carved up by religious extremists.



I stood up from my seat for no particular reason.



As I walked, I stopped in front of the resonator. From beyond the wall came a faint but distinct wailing.



It's too dark in here. Help me. Please get me out.



It was a pitiful sound, like a child trapped in an elevator.



"Just get it out quickly. Before things get worse."



The curt remark came from Zernya.



I nodded and turned around.



"Professor."



"I understand."



After making all necessary preparations, I released the decompression device.



With a hissing sound, the structure split in half. Soft plasma leaked through the gap.



Following that, intense sparks stretched out, tracing brilliant trajectories.



Waves transformed into particles, and the phenomenon became a constellation.



Click.



Thud.



Virgo slowly emerged, gripping the edge of the entrance.



Her eyes were hollow as if pierced through, and her complexion was as blue as someone with cholera.



Naturally, the constellation was extremely angry.



["Y-you repay kindness with enmity. I-I cannot forgive this."]



And so we were thoroughly scolded.



Professor Stranov, the project leader, bowed his head in apology, while the person who suggested trapping the constellation received an electric massage. It was more bearable than I thought—ha, ha, ha, haaaazzzzzt!



["This place is too disgusting to stay in. Just give me one crystal fragment. I'll settle in there and leave. How about it? That should be enough, right?"]



I broke off a piece of the remaining crystal and handed it over. Virgo complained about the cramped accommodations before entering it. Except for that crystal fragment, the rest was clean without impurities.



As soon as she settled in, the crystal disappeared with a "poof."



"What a shame. We could have done more research with that."



"She left because of you. What were you thinking?"



I scratched my head.



Anyway, with the problematic element gone, we could now proceed with our proper research.



All that remained was to pull all-nighters.



***



The resonator for trapping foreign stars was created more easily than anticipated.



The experience of trapping a constellation helped. Having done it once, everyone became proficient the second time around.



When errors occurred in theoretical calculations, Eidel would work on the computer day and night. After witnessing this for two weeks straight, Zernya began to feel something.



A sense of defeat? Humiliation?



No.



Something similar, but slightly different.



Here, she could only be an observer. An awkward position, neither a graduate student nor an intern. Meanwhile, Eidel was in a position of responsibility, generating ideas and implementing them.



Let's set aside whether this would be possible in other research labs. Let's also put aside the fact that Eidel was an unrivaled genius.



That face.



The expression of happiness while creating, modifying, and measuring something without any compensation. Watching Eidel's face like that, something welled up inside her.



Zernya, who had somehow become a drink courier, handed Eidel black coffee and asked:



"Why are you working so hard? Will you die without research?"



"Yeah."






She flinched, a reflexive movement.



"Without this, I'm just a corpse."



"What a strange thing to say. How can someone live only for this? I could never do it, even if I died."



She knew that Eidel had published a paper in "Universe." But at the time, it hadn't made much of an impression.



Ghostwriting papers was a common form of misconduct. Zernya herself had used connections during middle school to slip her name onto a college paper. It was research misconduct.



So back then, she thought Eidel had done the same thing.



"Ha, haah."



Zernya stepped back with an uncomfortable shiver.



Her heart pounded loudly. It felt like a dinosaur was rampaging inside her body. This had been happening frequently lately.



Why am I here? Why am I wasting precious time?



Next semester's studies. Practical training. Building academic connections with Professor Rheinland to pave my way as a doctor.



Why am I not doing any of that and instead watching this person's research?



I just don't know. I wanted to hang around for no reason. I wanted to see the troubled expression when I occasionally picked fights.



How much time had passed?



"Mr. Rheinland, let's take a break."



It was Professor Stranov.



She placed cookies on the desk. They were chocolate chip cookies with chocolate on top of a nicely browned base. The savory aroma stimulated the senses.



"Thank you, Professor."



"How do you feel after continuing your research? Do you like this lab?"



"Yes, I like it very much."



Eidel turned his head to look at the equipment.



"Huk, heok, heoook."



"There he goes again."



Stranov laughed softly.



"Those cookies, I baked them myself. Would you mind tasting them to see if they turned out well?"



Eidel bit into a cookie with a dazed expression. The crisp texture resonated as sound. At that moment, Eidel's eyes widened.



"This is..."



"It's a fortune cookie. Would you like to open the contents?"



Eidel carefully unfolded the rolled paper. Zernya stood behind him on tiptoes. There were incomprehensible characters lined up.



"It's a DOI. Professor, is this..."



"It's our next research topic."



"Wow... May I search for it?"



"Of course!"



Eidel hurriedly opened a search window. After entering the number written on the note into the Scalar search site, a noticeable phrase appeared at the top.



[Contribution: Beyond the Horizon of Graviton Discovery]



"Wow."



"After this research is done, I want to try discovering gravitons. It might be difficult, but it's research I've always wanted to do. This could really take a long time."



Zernya felt a chill. Both Eidel and Professor Stranov had looks that weren't quite sane.



"Mr. Rheinland."



"Yes, yes, Professor."



"Would you continue working with me?"



It was a sweet as honey and warm as sunlight. Almost like a devil's whisper. Zernya saw it. Eidel's cheekbones were rising as if they might tear.



He was already captivated.



Nevertheless, Stranov continued her offensive.



"Stay in my lab. I'll quickly give you a master's, no, a doctorate. You deserve to be recognized as an independent researcher. Look at you now. You're playing an important role in this research."



"Professor."



"Salary? I'll pay you plenty. Research funds? Just tell me if you have a project you want to do. I can make it happen on the same scale as now, no, even bigger."



"Professor..."



"So, Eidel."



With a thud, Professor Stranov placed her hand on the desk. Eidel shrank into the corner. Zernya was inwardly shocked.



A moment of silence.



Professor Stranov's subtle gaze and Eidel's wandering eyes met precisely.



Eidel was the first to speak.



"I-I'll do it."



"What did you say?"






"I'll do it. I'll join your lab, Professor."



"Are, are you serious?"



"Yes, I promise!"



"Wait! Just wait a moment!"



Professor Stranov rushed out like a flying butterfly and returned with thick documents. Thus, after pinky-promising with Eidel, they completed the paperwork by stamping and signing.



The document was called an "Employment Contract."



And there was more.



"Vlog, let's make a vlog. We're having an early welcome party for student Eidel in the lab! Is that okay? Well...!"



And so began the wild party.



They recorded videos, took photos, and put arms around lab colleagues' shoulders.



Zernya felt out of place in that scene. Stranov approached her with a sly smile.



"What do you think, Miss Adelbein? Doesn't Mr. Rheinland look truly happy right now?"



Zernya said nothing.



Even during the celebration, Eidel didn't stop researching. In fact, the resonator production gained momentum.



The party continued until late at night.



***



[Student Eidel]

[Is it still difficult for you to come this week?]

[I'd like to see my student's face after so long]



Looking at the DM with no reply, Professor Feynman sighed. He pushed the messenger away and focused on his paper.



The current paper on graviton discovery.



Progress was not going well.



That was to be expected.



In a theoretical research lab, there was no way to extract experimental data.



"Student Eidel..."



He had said he would have time when summer vacation approached, but two weeks had passed without seeing him.



In this situation, research slowed down, and the budget was depleted. The only thing to rely on was the FR model completed under Eidel's leadership.



If Eidel had been by his side during these difficult times, they could have written proposals to the government and supported each other.



It was summer. But it felt cold. Feynman put on his coat.



"Who set the air conditioner to 18 degrees?"



It became hot again.



That's when it happened.



"Extra! Extra!"



A young woman entered the lab making a commotion. It was Sophia, a reporter from the Interstellar Daily.



Sliding as if on ice, she shouted loudly.



"Hoeeee—!!"



"Alright, I get it. Did you find something?"



"Of course!"



Sophia explained the situation with a twitching corner of her mouth.



"Actually, I've been secretly following Mr. Rheinland for a while! Of course, using my 'Stealth' skill to avoid detection, I've learned everything! Every! Single! Move! He makes!"



"Okay, okay..."



"Now, look at this!"



Swoosh. The long group desk was covered with photos. The person in the photo lineup was Eidel, and...



"Isn't this Professor Stranov?"



Feynman, who had been absentmindedly reading a paper, stood up and approached. His expression hardened as he scanned the photos.



"This, this is."



Eidel taking the shuttle. Eidel heading to Iryuel Academy. Eidel meeting Professor Stranov.



Eidel researching with her. Eidel eating meals with her. And...



A stolen graduate student.



"Mr. Rheinland has been an intern in this professor's lab at Iryuel Academy. From then until now, continuously. Your deduction was correct, Professor Feynman!"



"That, that..."



"He seemed to be leading the research quite actively. They were making something round, but I couldn't understand much about it. It was difficult. But he was clearly playing an important role... Professor? Professor!"



Feynman collapsed on the spot.



Yes, this is a dream. A dream.



A very unlucky, terrible...



"Professor, there's an email from Professor Stranov?"
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Professor Stranov's email had a video attached.



"Would you like to say your name and student number to the camera?"



"Eidel von Rheinland, class of '24."



"Shall we do something nice?"



"Resonator research! Resonator research!"



"Would you take off your clothes?"



"I've changed into clean lab clothes, Professor."



Professor Feynman's jaw dropped.



"A master's isn't enough, is it? I'll take responsibility for your doctorate too. Mr. Rheinland, no, Student Eidel. So please, please stay in our lab, continue to stay."



"I will! I'll join your lab, Professor!"



Eidel fell into Stranov's embrace. The two became one in body and mind.



"From now on, I declare myself one with Professor Stranov. Any attack on the professor will be considered an attack on me."



The video continued for five more hours. It was formatted like a vlog, showing Eidel researching while Stranov watched him with satisfaction.



The sweet scenes continued. Feynman clutched his heart. Just watching made him feel like his teeth were rotting.



"Would you sign the employment contract?"



"Yes, Professor..."



For a moment, he thought he'd misheard.



"From today, I will be working as a paid employee in Professor Stranov's lab..."



"No."



This must be a dream. It has to be a dream.



"Professor..."



"This can't be happening. This can't be happening. This can't be happening!"



Feynman pounded the desk, tears streaming down his face.



He'd lost him. He'd lost the undergraduate student he'd been watching most closely.



"Please! What did I do wrong..."



He banged his head on the desk. His head throbbed and his vision went dark.



Crackle.



That's when the video's mood suddenly changed.



"Hello, Richard?"



It was a hidden clip. The screen was dimly lit, and in the center was a woman with a sinister smile.



"Hehe, it's been a while since I called you by name. Have you been well?"



"Stranov..."



"I'm not sorry, but I'll be taking Eidel. Too bad for you. Losing an undergraduate student you've been in contact with for so long."



"You, you really!"



"Don't be too depressed though. And don't go making trouble with lawyers. I never forced or threatened the student. Rather, think of it as a genius finding his proper nest."



"..."



"You're not angry, are you? That would be shameless."



"What?"



"Richard, you brought this on yourself."



The light disappeared from the woman's eyes. Click, the lighting went out. In the deep darkness, only a single candlestick flickered.



Stranov pressed her face close to the camera and continued.



"You rejected me. Three times, even. No, actually was it four? Right, if I count the love letter of mine you ignored, it would be four."



"..."



"I liked you so much, loved you so much. How could you be so cold? Is research such a big deal?"



"..."



"Look at this. Between you and me now, who's the better researcher? Who's the winner? For your information, I'm also rich. Since I do both theory and experiments. Unlike you who only reads books and deals with abstractions, I receive substantial corporate support."



Venom gathered in her eyes.



As if trying to vent all her pent-up frustration. As if trying to avenge all her humiliation.



"So regret it. Regret rejecting me then, slap your cheeks and regret it."



"Kallis...!"



"You should know the pain of rejection too."



A deep, high-pitched laughter echoed.



Joy.






Anger.



Sadness.



Various emotions transmitted through the speaker.



The video faded to black and the player turned off. Simultaneously, a DM was updated.



[Your student was amazing lol]



"Ugh, aaaaargh!!"



[Oh, by the way. Do you know what our next research topic is?

It's discovering gravitons.]



"Wh-what...!"



[I heard from Eidel. You're researching gravitons too, right?

Oh my? You should be careful not to get scooped! Eidel's research speed is beyond imagination, haha]

[But can you afford accelerator usage fees with your chicken-feed government funding?]

[Good luck]

[Well, I need to go research now, so~]

[Oh]

[And]

[I loved you, you bastard]



Ding!



[Notice: The other person has gone offline.]



"This can't... be happening."



Feynman opened his email. There must still be something he could do.



[DM: Student Eidel von Rheinland]



[Student Eidel]

[Are you available now?]

[Let's have a chat]

[Please reply as soon as you see this]



A time of agonizing waiting. And then, after dozens of minutes.



[I'm sorry for the late reply, Professor.]



Feynman hurriedly read the message. The phrase "(typing...)" appeared at the bottom of the DM window. Reading "typing" backwards gives "gravity," "graviton," tears flow.



Finally, the reply came.



[I have something sudden to tell you, Professor.]



Wait.



[I'm sorry, but I'll need to pursue graduate studies at another school.]



No.



Don't do this.



[After interning elsewhere, I've discovered that lab suits my aptitude better than Professor Feynman's lab.]



Lies. These are lies.



[...So I've decided to pursue my combined master's and doctoral program at Stranov Professor's lab at Irvyel Academy.]



You just entered Academia and came looking only for me. It's not right to notify me so suddenly without any warning.



[Student Eidel]

[Did I do something wrong?]

[If you think there are areas our lab needs to improve, please tell me candidly]

[I'll try to fix them right away]



[No, Professor]

[There's nothing to improve.]

[It's just that my personal research interests have changed.]



[That's a lie]

[I heard everything about researching gravitons with Professor Stranov]

[Please don't lie to me]



There was no reply for several minutes after that.



Feynman continued his keyboard performance with tears in his eyes.



[We still have so much research to do together]

[(graviton_research_paper.pdf)]

[This is the paper we're currently working on]

[It's just a draft without much yet, but I'd like Eidel to review and edit it]

[It's my life's greatest wish]

[Student Eidel]

[Student]

[Student]

[We shouldn't end like this]



And soon, a reply came.



[I'm sorry, Professor.]



Just one sentence of apology.



"Ah."



The ceiling turned yellow. (Actually, it was already yellow due to lack of maintenance.)



"Professor...? Professor!"






"Professor Feynman, snap out of it!!"



When he regained consciousness, several hours had passed. He had lost his paper, his time, and his student. It was the worst day a professor could experience.



From evening, Feynman began screaming in earnest.



He screamed and screamed and screamed until his throat was raw, then soothed it with honey water, only to scream again until his vocal cords bled.



That day, the graduate students couldn't go home.



But.



Feynman wasn't one to completely collapse like this.



"...Let's go on a *cough* business trip."



The professor assembled an expedition team with the sole determination to somehow reclaim his lost prospective disciple.



And.



"I never thought things would turn out like this."



"At this rate, we really won't graduate!"



"We have to get our junior back somehow."



Three lab slaves—no, our smart and brave graduate students who would do anything for their papers and graduation.



Ian, Frans, and Mercury.



"Though we may have different surnames, we are bound by the ties of graduate school!"



"We shall share our hearts and combine our strength to help each other through the shittiest and most dog-like times."



"We only wish to repay our professor above and bring peace to our junior below."



"Though we did not enter on the same day, we hope to graduate together, and may the cosmic energy and constellations look down upon our hearts, and may those who betray righteousness and principle be punished by foreign and fire gods to pay the monthly dinner bill."



The three doctoral students, who had become sworn brothers through the Universal Peach Garden Oath, left the Academy.



By the way, the dropout rate in the Quantum Gravity Theory lab exceeds 80%.



That's why they had no master's juniors...



***



BANG BANG BANG!



"Kallis! Come out right now!"



A familiar voice. An unfamiliar tone.



I was smiling happily as I neared the end of my resonator fabrication research when I jumped at the sudden shout.



Professor Stranov hurriedly covered me with an outer garment and said:



"Go into the side room."



"But that voice is..."



"It's probably nothing important. I'll handle it and come back."



But it seemed too late already. BANG! The locked door opened with a violent sound.



The lab instantly became ice-cold. And the look in Professor Feynman's eyes when our gazes met was even colder.



"Student Eidel... I've come to rescue you."



"Ha!"



Stranov blocked me and confronted Feynman. She spoke lightly:



"Are those graduate students behind you? Just three?"



"Not three, Kallis. Four."



"Looks like there's one more in your lab. But it doesn't seem to be Student Eidel von Rheinland."



"That student belongs to our lab. Step aside."



"My goodness, forgetting your dignity with such nonsense. You're a professor. Can't you converse more elegantly?"



"No matter how undignified I am, I'm still better than you, aren't I? Hmm, Kallis."



Professor Feynman displayed a message window in mid-air. Everyone could see it—me, Professor Stranov, and the lab's graduate students.



"What's this all about?"



"Ah, Zernya, welcome."



"That... 'Can you afford accelerator usage fees with your chicken-feed government funding?' 'I loved you, you bastard?' Wow, what kind of ill-mannered person would write such vulgar insults?"



"Professor Stranov."



Zernya froze.



Anyway, my plan was proceeding steadily. I had anticipated Professor Feynman would come here.



I quietly took out a corn snack wrapper from my pocket and handed it to Zernya. Her expression turned sulky.



"...What, why?"



"Microwave, 5 minutes 30 seconds."



It's popcorn time now.





Chapter 117 - Love and Thesis (1)



Ten years ago.



"Richard, I love you."



And just yesterday.



"You bastard."



Professor Stranov's face turned red as his DM history was exposed.



"Hey, Lee! Will you take this down right now?"



"Why should I?"



Feynman smiled sweetly while putting on airs. His usual polite speech, but with a noticeably more sarcastic tone.



Stranov gritted his teeth.



"Pfft!"



One by one, graduate students failed to hold back their laughter. Professor Stranov glared at them with sharp eyes.



She made a gesture of slitting her throat.



Behave if you want to graduate.



"Sigh."



I stopped stomping my feet and peeked into the kitchenette. I needed popcorn. Definitely popcorn.



Near the microwave, Zernya was rocking back and forth on her heels with her arms crossed.



Our eyes met for a moment.



Zernya flinched.



"What are you doing?"



"Oh, nothing important."



"Are you doing exercises to stimulate your growth plates?"



Zernya burrowed into my chest and punched me in the stomach.



"Oof!"



"Be quiet."



That must have hit the mark.



"I think at eighteen, your growth plates are already closed? So don't be too discouraged if it's not working. I personally think you're plenty attractive in other ways, even if you're short."



I nearly became a eunuch for saying that.



"Kuhurgh...!"



"Shut up, I said shut up."



Just then, I heard the popping sound of popcorn. Thanks to that, I was spared from further beating.



I left the kitchen hiding the steaming popcorn behind my back. The hyenas must not discover the existence of this food.



We nibbled on the popcorn one kernel at a time, sitting far enough away that the seniors couldn't see us. Fortunately, the seniors didn't seem particularly interested in us.



Anyway, Zernya and I watched the movie for a while. The title of the movie is "Love and Thesis."



In the second cut scene, the male lead barges into the female lead's house and creates absolute chaos.



"From now on, we'll be conducting our research here."



"What? Are you crazy? This is my lab!"



"Eidel is in this lab. Since Eidel is our student, naturally this lab is our lab."



A change in perspective.



"Unless Eidel returns to Stellarium, we'll stay here for days if necessary."



"Have you lost your mind? Don't you have work to do in your own lab?"



"We don't have any assignments coming in."



Another change in perspective.



The male lead nodded, and the extras behind him began moving busily.



They set up tents and placed desks. Camping cookware and toiletries were just the beginning. They had clearly come prepared with everything.



"You lunatics!"



The female lead grabbed the back of her neck.



But it didn't end there.



The male lead placed a small box on the desk.



"From now on, we'll be collecting a toll."



The front of the box read "10 credits per entry." And below that was written "All tolls will be used for quantum gravity theory research lab funding."



Now I noticed they had set up a blockade at the only entrance.



The entrance on the other side had double doors, so if the male lead deliberately locked the door, the people inside would be unable to enter or leave.



A truly ingenious use of terrain.



Meanwhile, another side of the box the male lead put forward had this message:



[Eidel von Rheinland - Free]



I guess that means... free passage?



"Richard! I'm disappointed in you. How can a person be so shameless?"



"You're the shameless one. Trying to break the bond between me and Eidel built through research papers with mere pocket change. The galaxy trembles and foreign media gasps at such audacity!"



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" nods in agreement.]



"If you just return Eidel to us, we'll withdraw quietly."



"Stop talking nonsense and get out. Get out now!"



Professor Stranov, her eyes wild, threw a triangle ruler. Professor Feynman caught it easily between two fingers.






"Oh."



Zernya exclaimed in amazement as she munched on popcorn.





***





"Isn't this all because of you?"



"If you think about it, yes."



"You've really been up to all sorts of things behind my back."



Two hours after the Feynman-Stranov war broke out. As the bombardment that had continued for a while subsided, both armies took time to regroup.



I waited in a separate room as a prisoner. Martial law had been declared throughout the lab, and we were cracking nuts while chatting.



I say "we" because Zernya was with me.



"Hey, you're free to go, you know."



"Money is precious."



Zernya clicked her tongue while fiddling with her wallet.



"But your time isn't?"



"Not particularly. If it were, I would have escaped long ago."



Professor Stranov was still negotiating with Professor Feynman. Meanwhile, Zernya finished the remaining popcorn, and I focused on revising my paper.



There wasn't much else we could do.



I need a foreign god. A suitable foreign god to enter the resonator and serve as research data.



Should I get on the experimental table myself?



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" flinches.]



Just kidding. Actually, it wouldn't work because of the effect of <Binding>.



If I put Cartesia in the resonator and trapped her, I'd have to spend the rest of my life calling her "master" in a cramped black hole.



That ending is absolutely out of the question.



In the end, I need to bring Ireh.



But Ireh is likely to go crazy as soon as she leaves the Spirit Chamber. The foreign god Sapaul is definitely waiting for that moment.



And moving the resonator from here to the South? That's insane.



Putting costs aside, just recreating a similar environment to the Spirit Chamber would take two months.



And after two months, summer vacation ends.



The end of summer vacation means fewer days to commute to Iryuel Academy for research.



"No way."



I need to execute the plan as soon as possible.



Just then.



"I really shouldn't deal with that person anymore!"



Professor Stranov opened the door in disgust. I don't know what happened, but she was sweating profusely.



I stood up unnecessarily and handed her a handkerchief.



"How did it go?"



"Eidel, don't leave this room."



It seems things didn't go well.



Stranov began cursing Feynman vehemently. Her profanity-laced tirade was mixed with a hint of regret and despair.



"I'm sorry for keeping you here. But there's no other way. As a quick compensation, take this and buy something nice with your girlfriend later. Understand?"



And so I received a check worth 100 million won. This person is not in her right mind.



Eventually, she took out whiskey from the refrigerator and drank straight from the bottle.



"Haa. Just one more bottle..."



And so two bottles, three bottles, four bottles—what the hell, how many does she have?



It wasn't long before it started.



"Hic, foolish man."



Drunk rambling time.



"Am I such a flawed woman? A woman with personality issues! It's not like I locked him up at home like those psychopaths on the news, or chased him with a knife!"



There's only one way to survive when a superior is drunk rambling. Just agree with everything they say and wait until they fall asleep.



"I just, just followed him to graduate school, that's all. What's so scary about that...! Hey, am I wrong? Eidel?"



"I think he's intimidated because you're too beautiful, Professor."



"Then, sniff, that's good... No, that's not good at all!"



Ah, I'm so happy. My eardrums feel like they're about to burst.



"Then should I get some plastic surgery? Or maybe ruin my figure?"



What do Japanese people call this again? I can't remember.



Yandere? No, that's not quite it.



"Ah! Right, family! If I abandon my family, it might work. They say birds of a feather flock together, so if I throw away my status as one of the 10 great families, then he and I..."



Stranov couldn't continue and dropped her head.



"The smell of alcohol is really strong in the side room."



"Ventilation, we need ventilation."



After roughly tidying up the room, I poked my head out the door. Zernya also peeked out below me.



The graduate students' guard seemed lax, probably because Professor Stranov was here. If we play this right, we might be able to reach the exit without being noticed.






Then I checked the opposite camp.



Neither Professor Feynman nor any other seniors were there. Only Senior Plance was standing guard in front of the double doors like a sentry.



That was a good sign.



"The situation looks good. Even a fool could escape now."



"Sorry Zernya, but I have no intention of running away right now."



"What? Why?"



"Because I need to see the bigger picture."





***





"Senior. Senior Plance."



"Wha—you startled me!"



I covered his mouth and put my index finger to my lips. The struggling senior soon nodded.



We hid in a tent to avoid being discovered. Only after locking the inner door and zipping up the tent could we feel completely safe.



There was no one else except me, Zernya, and Senior Plance.



"Where is Professor Feynman?"



"He's a busy person. Right now, it's just me here."



"I see."



This is the perfect situation.



Senior Plance grabbed my hand and wiped away tears. I think I heard him mutter "Now I can graduate" in between, but let's ignore that.



"Just a moment. I should contact the professor..."



"Wait. There's no need for that."



I calmed the senior down while fingering the check in my pocket. Senior Plance tilted his head.



Zernya was watching me and Plance with her arms crossed. She wanted to see how I would use my silver tongue.



"Senior Plance. Do you happen to know what kind of relationship Professor Feynman and Professor Stranov had?"



The senior nodded.



"Professor Stranov is still in love with Professor Feynman. What happened today is just a lovers' quarrel."



"Professor Feynman isn't very keen on Professor Stranov. He's basically a free spirit. He's the type who would rather look at papers than start a family."



"But don't you think he still has some interest?"



"I don't know that much."



A wise answer.



The reconnaissance was over. I gradually shifted the topic.



"The reason I found Professor Stranov's lab more suitable for me was funding. I really liked being able to freely pursue my ideas without budget constraints."



"...So?"



"I'd like to suggest a collaboration with you, senior."



The senior wasn't a fool. He spoke with uneven breath.



"So you're telling me to switch professors?"



I smiled slightly.



"Junior, do you really not know how small this field is? You might be fine since you're still an undergraduate, but once you enter graduate school, switching labs without a legitimate reason will definitely lead to bad rumors. I absolutely cannot betray Professor Feynman..."



"It's not about switching, senior. It's about riding both horses."



"What do you mean..."



"Professor Feynman overflows with ideas. Professor Stranov overflows with funds. They even work in similar fields. I don't understand why these two have never collaborated even once from the past until now."



As Senior Plance said, it's already a small field.



Without collaboration between people working in the same field, quality papers cannot emerge.



"I want you to understand the true reason I came to this lab."



"The true reason, huh."



Hesitation began to show on Plance's face. Now was the opportunity.



"Take this, senior."



"No, this! This money...!"



"It's part of the 'snack money' the professor gave me. You've been looking quite gaunt lately."



"But, I..."



"...Ah, I'm sorry. I guess it's too little."



I added the other half to the half I had already given. Plance's face turned pale.



"Do the 10 great families spend this much on snacks?"



"Yes. Most of them do."



This is where pretending to be a young master from a rich family really helps. Your economic perspective changes.



"Still, I can't accept this much money personally."



"As expected of you, senior. Then please use it for research."



"...Junior."



"Well, I'll be going now."



I stood up confidently and dusted myself off. Just as I was about to open the zipper and leave the tent with Zernya, I felt resistance on my right wrist.



"How much do they pay over there?"



The fish has taken the bait.





Chapter 118 - Love and Thesis (2)



Flans was a senior student with difficult financial circumstances.



Despite struggling to make ends meet, he had entered the physics department driven by his determination to explore nature, and had been living on a meager salary in the theoretical research lab.



"Y-you're giving me this much?"



Now he wouldn't have to live that way anymore.



***



"Flans, we made a promise."



"We may not have enrolled on the same day, but we agreed to graduate together."



I persuaded two more people using the same method.



Senior Ian, who came from a relatively wealthy family, had resisted fiercely, but eventually surrendered when a wad of cash worth three times his family's entire fortune was metaphorically shoved where the sun doesn't shine.



"Student Eidel."



It's no wonder Professor Stranov looked surprised.



After all, I had acted somewhat unilaterally.



"You always exceed my expectations. How did you come up with the idea to poach all of Feynman's students?"



"I thought that's what you wanted, Professor. Was I wrong?"



"Why did you think that?"



This wasn't a rebuke. It was the professors' unique way of speaking. I just needed to answer honestly, but pleasantly.



"Because Professor Feynman is such a good match for you."



"Oh my."



"You're a perfect match."



Your research labs, that is.



Stranov began humming contentedly. Her mood seemed much improved compared to yesterday.



Even though she had sent messages badmouthing Feynman, her true feelings were different. Well, it has been an unrequited love for over ten years.



The reason she brought me on in the first place was to provoke him. Something about how Feynman needed to know the pain of unrequited love too.



It's too late for them to marry, and she believes a physicist's prime begins in their thirties. To change the professor's mind, this much was necessary.



"Ah, the professor is calling."



"What should we do? Answer it?"



"Don't answer."



Stranov took Senior Mercury's phone and set it down.



"Everyone, aren't your communication devices quite outdated?"



"It is about time to replace them."



"Then give me just the bodies without the chips. I'll replace them with new ones."



She was offering to replace their phones as an excuse to alleviate any guilt about ignoring calls.



"Shall we start preparing then?"



"Professor, I sincerely hope you succeed."



"I..."



There was no need to finish or hear the rest of that sentence. She was ready.



But there was a hint of fear in her expression.



"This will be the fifth attempt. Honestly, I don't think I can take much more."



"You can do it, Professor. They say if you strike a tree ten times, it will eventually fall."



"So I need to strike six more times?"



"Maybe Professor Feynman is a tree that will fall after just five strikes."



"That's right. We'll be your sharp axes."



The seniors quickly chimed in.



I had prepared excuses. But I couldn't predict how the seniors would be treated in academic circles if things didn't go well.



So.



We absolutely had to succeed.



"What am I watching here?"



Zernya was still opening her popcorn.



***



The Quantum Gravity Theory lab had been disbanded.



Professor Feynman paced at the entrance with a dazed expression, occasionally touching his phone and letting out deep sighs.



Stranov's graduate students would sometimes offer him tributes like corn or coffee as they watched him. But he barely touched even those.



Honestly, I felt sorry for him.



And guilty too.



But this was the path for everyone's benefit.



For graviton bomb research, to prevent the world's destruction.



I had to use myself as bait to play matchmaker between these two people.



On the day of the decisive battle.



Professor Stranov took the lead, while my fellow graduate students and I became the bullets loaded in her gun.



All preparations were complete.



Now only one thing remained.



For the professor to pull the trigger.



"Richard, you're still here?"



Feynman, who had been staring blankly at the ceiling, lowered his head.



Stranov set down two cups of black tea.



For reference, in the southern regions, black tea symbolizes reconciliation and reunion.



"Professor Stranov, have you seen my graduate students?"



"Oh, them?"



Feynman's face hardened as if he'd caught on to something.



Stranov took a sip of tea and gestured.






It was time for us to leave. I pushed the three seniors forward.



"Professor."



"Are you talking about these people?"



"...!"



[— The God of Wisdom and Curiosity holds his forehead and laughs.]



The madness was beginning.



"Why are my lab students coming out of there?"



"Actually, Professor Stranov called us to discuss methods for discovering gravitons."



"We got so caught up in discussion with the professor that we completely lost track of time."



"We're truly sorry, Professor."



It's not uncommon for graduate students to have discussions with professors other than their advisors. In fact, it's common and encouraged.



But how would this look to Feynman right now?



I could see his expression gradually crumbling.



"Why did you take my students without saying anything?"



The kind professor confronted Stranov instead of scolding his students. Stranov responded with a tone half apologetic, half defiant.



"I like these students too."



"What!"



"If they want, I'll let them transfer to my lab. With their doctoral qualifications intact, of course. I'll even consider their years and expedite their graduation timeline."



"Kallis!"



Feynman shouted, pointing at the ceiling.



"Aren't you afraid of the academic community?!"



"I don't care. I can just give them more incentives."



Changing graduate programs isn't an ethical issue if you explain yourself well. The problem is that Feynman is known to be too nice a professor.



Plus, he's had his students poached four times already.



I could almost hear his mental fortitude crumbling.



[— The God of Wisdom and Curiosity questions your humanity.]



I hadn't intended to be this harsh.



The stick has been used enough. Now it's time for the carrot.



"Professor."



The most delicious and powerful carrot stepped forward.



"When I was a first-year at the Academy, you gave me the opportunity to be first author on a journal paper. I haven't forgotten that kindness."



That carrot was me.



"The memories of writing papers together. The days of exchanging discussions. I remember it all. I cherish it all."



I set the mood by evoking memories.



After immersing him in nostalgia, I broached the main topic.



"However, meeting Professor Stranov has allowed me to learn even more. So now I've come to respect both of you professors simultaneously."



I guided Feynman to view Stranov more favorably.



"I want to be advised by both of you."



A request for joint advisors—in other words, playing both sides.



Feynman moistened his cracked lips with his tongue and bowed his head. Breaking a brief silence, he spoke.



"Stellarium and Iryuel are different schools. In such cases, Stellarium doesn't allow applications for joint advisory permits."



"Professor."



I took Feynman's hand. Sensing the moment, the other three seniors also grabbed his hands, helping to heighten the emotions.



"There are plenty of ways."



"What would that be?"



"Richard, look at me."



Professor Stranov answered instead of us.



She pulled up a chair and sat across from him in a slightly crooked posture. Her sleek bare legs showed beneath the dress she wore to stimulate male interest.



"Don't you think of a good solution when you look at me?"



"Kallis, I..."



"We've known each other for almost 15 years. We should understand each other without words by now. Surely you're not that stupid."



He probably had three options here.



First, run away now.



Second, skillfully reclaim his graduate students and leave.



And third...



"Marry me."



"...I just want to do my research freely and then go. I have no thoughts of marriage, or rather, I did think about it, but it's already too late."



"It's not too late yet."



Both were still in their early thirties.



Isn't that just right? Though in this world where thousands die every second, early twenties was the average marriage age.



But so what?



As long as you have love and research papers, age doesn't really matter, right?



"Marry me."



"Kallis."



"If you marry me, I'll give you research funds, my lab, everything. And I'll never do something this dirty again."



"..."



"But if you reject me this time, it's completely over between us. I'll take responsibility for all these students here, so keep that in mind."



She had gone all in. Professor Stranov knew this was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.



I winked at Professor Stranov. She nodded and delivered the pre-prepared confession line.






"I'll make sure your name appears on every paper I write from now on."



Wow.



That was absolutely perfect.



"...Give me a moment to think."



***



"Student Eidel, can you really return to my lab?"



"I was in Professor Stranov's lab, shamefully, because of the research funding. I'm truly sorry for deceiving you."



"No, that's fine. It was all because of my inadequacy."



An angel. An angel has appeared.



"So, if I just agree to marry, the problem will be solved?"



"I have nothing to say."



I bowed my head in apology.



"But if you two at least improve your relationship and conduct joint research, couldn't you save more people? Like when you created the theory to restore the Aether Barrier."



"..."



Feynman swallowed.



He loves a free and pastoral atmosphere, so he's not naturally compatible with Stranov, who is known for her strong attachment.



But still.



Pretty face, nice figure. Wealthy, well-equipped lab.



"You should always collaborate with labs like that."



So if he marries her, that would be true love.



What I call "research paper romance."



Feynman sighed and stood up.



"Marriage isn't something that can be decided as simply as dating. I'm not from a promising family like the Stranovs, and my income isn't great. I don't know if I can maintain a household smoothly."



"You're thinking about her."



"Yes. She could find a better match."



"After she waited 15 years?"



"..."



Feynman hesitated before speaking.



"But we fought every time we met at conferences..."



"That's just married couple bickering."



"..."



"Ah, I finished my popcorn."



Zernya folded the bag, tossed it aside, and sat next to me. She offered some advice.



"Let me tell you one thing. Women don't even try to be near men they dislike. They don't even speak to them."



"...Is that so?"



"You're completely clueless. All my friends have notarized this fact."



"Zernya, you don't have friends."



"Shut up. I have more than you."



Professor Feynman nodded slowly. He looked at Professor Stranov, who was waiting for his answer.



"What do you all think?"



"If you're okay with it, Professor..."



"We'd like to collaborate with Professor Stranov too."



Ah.



Feynman sighed softly.



I'm already trapped. I've become someone who can't research without Stranov. That's probably what he was thinking.



Unable to withstand all the scheming, Feynman finally surrendered.



"Alright, let's do it."



"W-what...?"



"Let's get married, I said."



Professor Stranov blinked blankly for a moment.



"Darling!"



Then she rushed to Feynman and gave him an intense deep kiss.



Wow, wow.



So now we can use both labs?



***



"So neither of them could come in today?"



"That's right."



Strange. They were supposed to register their marriage after finishing the resonator research.



"They both said they injured their backs."



"W-what?"



I sat down, holding my forehead. Zernya looked at me with contempt.



"Anyway, the resonator research is suspended this week. It's a rare vacation—why don't you take some time off too, Student Rheinland?"



"Oh, no. My vacation..."



"?"



I couldn't just sit around doing nothing.



I needed to use this spare time to take care of things I hadn't been able to do.



I decided where to go.



"Hey, where are you going?"



"To the Spirit Chamber."



It was time to check on Ireh Hazlen's condition.





Chapter 119 - Last of Us (1)



I was on my way to the Spirit Sanctuary when I picked up a straggler.



"Why are you following me?"



"You're the one following me."



Zernya von und zu Trisha Adelbein.



When you bring her along, there's a 30% chance per second she'll start an argument.



"You live such a ridiculous life."



"..."



"Can you actually manage your grades next semester while wandering around so carelessly?"



"..."



"Just so you know, I'm going easy on you."



"..."



Yes, exactly like this.



At least the journey won't be boring.





***





"Welcome back, Young Master."



Sonia's voice, which I hadn't heard in a while, was coldly subdued.



"Many things happened while you were away."



"What happened?"



"It would be faster to show you once than explain a hundred times."



I sensed it immediately.



Something had gone wrong.



Following her guidance into the treatment room, I found Ireh Hazlen slumped over with a gag in her mouth. The restraints I had loosened before leaving had been tightened again.



Most concerning of all, she was unconscious.



"What exactly did you do?"



"This wasn't my intention. It just happened."



"This kid doesn't look good."



The one who cut me off was Zernya. She gave Sonia a sidelong glance before approaching Ireh.



First, she lifted Ireh's eyelids with her fingers.



"Bloodshot."



Next, she touched her forehead.



"High fever."



Finally, she checked her arms, legs, and lower back.



"Chills."



She made her diagnosis.



"Most likely an Outer God infection."



"Did a storm break out?"



"If it had, I would have contacted you immediately, Young Master."



A storm. When an Outer God commits suicide or kills another Outer God, the resulting black hole collapse can temporarily blow away the Aether density in the Spirit Sanctuary. It happened last time, and I nearly died.



But these symptoms weren't from a storm.



That meant one Outer God hadn't attacked another.



So then...



"It attacked the constellation. Since it can't directly drive humans mad in a place like this, it must have attacked the fixed star to trigger an immune response. It's not a common pattern, but there are precedents."



"You know quite a lot. Where did you learn that?"



"I studied Outer God Immunology in advance."



Zernya raised her head with a smile. It was clearly a face saying, "I'm smarter than you."



There's a way to train people like this.



"Wow, you're really smart."



Mindless praise is the key.



People who love to brag about themselves are usually starved for compliments. If you dangle the bell without making it obvious you're feeding their ego, they'll fall for it every time.



This is how I've been buttering up professors all my life.



"Zernya, you could become an excellent doctor."



"Shu—haa."



She almost said "shut up." It was right on the tip of her tongue.



Hmm.



Maybe I've been talking too much nonsense.






"Judging by how she's drenched in sweat, she seems to have been cycling between consciousness and unconsciousness. Hey, tin can, how many times a day did this happen?"



Sonia frowned momentarily but answered calmly.



"Seven or eight times a day. The priests helped when they could, but there were limits. Eventually, they had to restrain her when she became violent."



No wonder Sonia looked exhausted.



"It's determined to kill her."



I was referring to Saphaul.



Since it couldn't use Ireh Hazlen as a good energy source and couldn't leave the Spirit Sanctuary, it had decided to just kill her. A truly Outer God-like choice.



As a result, the Phron level hadn't dropped below a certain threshold. We needed a new treatment approach.



"What? Why are you looking at me?"



Zernya fidgeted and stepped back.



"You're smart, aren't you?"



"So what?"



"Can't you solve this problem too?"



"If your father couldn't solve it, what do you expect me to do?"



Suddenly hit with a family insult.





***





Ireh Hazlen woke up with a faint groan.



"You..."



"Yes, it's me. Eidel."



"Aaahhh!"



She jerked back in shock. I had been leaning in close to her face. A tingling sensation shot through my philtrum.



Damn, I think my nose is bleeding.



Punched by Sonia, struck with a wooden sword by Rustila, kicked in the leg by Seti, bitten by Zernya. Now this one's trying to take me down too.



"Don't come near me!"



I'd forgotten that Ireh has mild androphobia and misandry.



"You physical pervert...!"



"...?"



"What is it this time? Mechanics? Electromagnetism? Just stop it already!"



Some misunderstanding has occurred.





***





I checked what I had on hand.



1. Calipers of Wisdom (Grade A).



2. A pill that increases maximum Phron levels, obtained during the Celestine incident.



3. An envelope containing Cartesia's hair.



The first two aren't particularly useful.



As for Cartesia's hair... I have no idea what it could be used for.



"Haa, hnngg."



"Are you okay?"



"I-I'm, ugh. Hnngg."



I had no means to help Ireh, who was suffering from high fever and headaches.



I couldn't even release her restraints. With me—her target—present, there was no telling what Saphaul might do.



This is the typical situation in this world.



Slowly crumbling without methods or hope.



Ireh probably wants to bite her tongue and move on to the next cycle right now.



"Zernya."



"What?"



"Take care of her for a bit."



"Why should I?"



"You're a doctor, aren't you?"



"I'm not even a resident, let alone someone who's performed surgery. If I mess up and she dies, will you take responsibility instead of me?"



I gave her a light smack.



"That's not what I meant."



"..."






"Call me if anything happens. I'm counting on you."



I left Ireh in Zernya's care and went outside with Sonia. Through the door, I could hear grumbling about whether this would count toward service hours and complaints about having to care for a "backwater nobody."



An ironic picture.



In previous cycles, Zernya and Ireh were adversaries, and Ireh eventually finished Zernya off. That happened during their third year at college.



I hope things will be different this time.



But that wasn't the only issue that needed attention.



"The government wants us to hand over Ireh?"



"It started recently. First came a recommendation letter, and as of today, they threatened to send people."



Strange.



"Why are they suddenly acting up after staying quiet all this time?"



"I assume they're coming to explain that very reason."



If we were still at the Northern Spirit Sanctuary, this might make sense, but at the Southern Spirit Sanctuary, we had submitted patient records to the government after purchasing the land. Ireh Hazlen's whereabouts had been legalized at that time.



And...



"Hello there."



When something is legal, it means it's in the government's grasp.



Men in black suits disembarked from a spaceship that had landed at the dock. The one who appeared to be their leader approached with an extended hand.



"I'm Humphrey Lockdalman from the Outer God Management Bureau."



"Eidel von Rheinland. This is my android, Sonia."



His hand felt rigid in my grip.



This man has done some heavy lifting.



Mr. Lockdalman looked at Sonia in her maid outfit with suspicious eyes, then raised his eyebrows and said:



"This is the first time I've seen an android in such a unique outfit."



Translation: Are you some kind of pervert?



"She's fifth generation. They say they have intelligence comparable to humans. She likes dressing this way."



Translation: I'm not a pervert.



"As previously communicated, we've come to take custody of Ireh Hazlen, who is receiving treatment at the Southern Spirit Sanctuary. We ask for your cooperation."



Lockdalman blinked as he removed his sunglasses. He looked surprisingly gentle.



But the conversation that was about to unfold would be brutal.



I needed to take the initiative.



Before he could take another step, I spoke up.



"I'd like to ask why you want to take custody of her, and where you plan to relocate her if you do."



"...I see. I'll explain step by step."



He put his sunglasses back on. His expression grew serious.



"According to Article 109, Section 3 of the Outer God Management Act, when a Spirit Sanctuary is used as private property, it is subject to the Medical Health Act, just like private hospitals or nursing facilities. And the Medical Health Act requires health facilities to record and report patient visit information to the federal government."



"Yes, and we did report it."



More precisely, my father and Seti did.



Because I'm neither a doctor nor a property owner!



"And there's Article 121, Section 1 of the same law. It states that the government can restrict the basic rights of those possessed by Outer Gods for the purpose of public interest."



That's how they were able to imprison and beat people at Alcatraz.



It's not that human rights have regressed.



If they hadn't isolated and restricted people like that, the Federation would have collapsed long ago.



Reluctantly, I nodded in feigned understanding.



"I've seen the report submitted by the facility owner. Ireh Hazlen was diagnosed with an Outer God averaging 15 bodies."



That's true.



The diagnosis came from my father, renowned throughout the Federation for his medical expertise, so its credibility is high.



And the fact that this man is here means the government was previously unaware of this fact and is only now paying close attention.



Mr. Lockdalman raised his voice slightly as he continued.



"Fifteen bodies is normally impossible. A person with average mental strength would go insane with just one Outer God inside them."



"Is that why you want to take her?"



"That's correct."



At this point, I figured it out.



The authorities didn't send people just to relocate her treatment facility.



"Where are you taking her?"



"To the Outer God Biology Research Institute located in the Toba planetary system in the northern galaxy."



These people.



They intend to conduct human experiments.





Chapter 120 - Last of Us (2)



"Hey, it's noisy outside."



"Someone from the Foreign Entity Management Bureau came. They say they're taking this person away."



"Hmm."



Zernya, who was changing Ireh's wet towel, stretched her arms.



"So, where to?"



"The Northern Foreign Entity Biology Research Institute."



"That's where they do human experiments."



Ireh, who had been groaning in pain, suddenly opened her eyes wide. Seeing that, I pretended not to know and replied:



"You're messing with me."



"It's not a lie. Everyone from Adelbein knows."



"Even so, should you really be telling me this?"



"You're fine to tell, I guess."



I stared at Zernya.



She cleared her throat and casually loosened her scarf. The barcode tattoo on her nape was clearly exposed.



"Besides, broadly speaking, I'm a victim too."



***



I think I need to update the Zernya Roulette.



Before: 30% chance per second of picking a fight.



Now: 25% chance per second of picking a fight, and 5% chance of saying something conscientious or doing something mischievous.



These are the default values.



When she's treating a patient, she becomes notably gentler. She still grumbles, of course, but compared to the days when she used to step on my feet, it's practically endearing.



I pondered why this change occurred.



Father.



As the southern front stabilized, my father joined the university as a professor and secretly instilled ethical awareness in Zernya while teaching her.



A fairly logical deduction.



Zernya, who had been caring for Ireh, flew out the door to implement her conscience. Since Adelbein is the ruling family in the north, most officials back off when they see her face and receive some money.



"We'll see you in a week."



The Rakdalman group bowed their heads and scurried away with their tails between their legs.



Zernya puffed out her chest and raised her eyebrows.



"What on earth did you say to make them leave in such a hurry?"



"Well..."



She swallowed and answered.



"Just that I'm the legitimate daughter of Adelbein, that even government officials can lose their jobs, that this woman is a patient, and that I'd cut off all the circular investments to research institute-related companies?"



"You applied pressure from multiple angles."



I think again.



She is, absolutely, someone I should never make an enemy of.



Returning to the room, Zernya helped Ireh sit up. Ireh's back was damp with cold sweat.



"Hey, clean this kid's back while I look away."



"I'll just wait outside."



I decided to chat with Sonia until Zernya called me back. Sonia handed me a few homemade cookies and asked:



"Is that resonator research or whatever going well?"



"I need to finish it within a week."



There were two problems.



First, two professors had thrown out their backs, leaving the lab without supervisors.



Second, I needed to transport Ireh to Iruiel Academy in a sane state.



These two issues intertwined to create a maddening situation.



"Can this be done in a week...?"



The latter especially troubled me.



"If it's you, young master, you'll find a way."






"Don't pressure me."



"It's neither pressure nor a joke."



Sonia embraced me with open arms. It was sudden. She patted the back of my head and said:



"There, there."



"...What are you doing?"



"I learned this from observing what human mothers do for their children. I hope this gives you strength, young master."



"Am I a child?"



"From my perspective, you're definitely a youngster."



Sonia pulled away and raised just the corners of her mouth with an expressionless face.



"Of course, this statement too is something I learned to say."



***



Zernya von Adelbein and Ireh Hazlen were mortal enemies.



After becoming the student council president of the college, Zernya's arrogance reached the heavens. She dreamed of being above all others and made a contract with a foreign entity to reach greater heights.



The entity had one condition:



'Sacrifice everyone in the college.'



By then, Zernya had fallen so far into corruption that she used her medical knowledge to torture resisters and place them on the altar.



Ireh fought to stop this, banging her head against walls in the process.



In most timelines, her attempts failed, but she won dramatically a few times. And each time, Zernya met a terrible end.



Sacrificing everyone in the college.



That "everyone" had to include the person making the wish.



When Ireh succeeded in stopping Zernya, she would flee the college to Academia. Hiding in any building, she would eventually face penalties when the contract conditions expired.



The school would be engulfed in flames, and demonic guardians would appear.



With her lower body severed and being burned alive, as she was being devoured by a fire entity, she realized.



That she had been too arrogant.



Denying it until the very end, the girl would reach out to Ireh, who arrived too late. Help me. Save me.



But by then, Zernya's heart had already been consumed.



With vacant eyes, she looked at Ireh,



And the girl passed away.



Ireh would carry all those memories like broken glass. Because that's what she wrote in her diary.



That's why she wouldn't understand the current situation.



"Your body's completely on fire."



Changing towels, wiping her back, prescribing fever reducers.



That's all a first-year pre-med student could do.



But it was enough.



Sometimes, who provides care matters more for recovery than how the care is provided.



After twelve hours of dedicated care, when the fever finally broke, Ireh managed to speak.



"Why. Just why."



Her voice was trembling.



"Why would you do all this for someone you've barely met?"



I watched their conversation from a distance.



Zernya let out a hollow laugh.



"I'm a doctor, and you're a patient."



People change.



Some say humans can't be rewritten, but even such people can change when they experience meaningful transformation.



"Stop groaning and stay calm."



Ireh's pupils dilated as if they would consume the whites of her eyes.



"This guy is making something incredible right now. Once it's complete, all the monsters in your head will be finished."



Now Ireh wouldn't know who was the villain,



And who was the hero.






***



I needed a decisive move.



A decisive move to bring the protagonist completely to my side.



The time limit was one week, and within that time, I needed to create a vaccine or something to deliver a big "screw you" to Safaul.



"So... you're asking to borrow the right to use the lab for a while?"



"Yes."



Professor Stranov smacked her lips. Lying face down, she peeled an apple and popped a piece into Professor Feynman's mouth, who was lying beside her.



Both of them groaned almost simultaneously.



"How are your backs?"



"Please don't mention that."



"Okay."



Both were lying face down. I took out two tablet stands from my bag and offered them.



"What are those for?"



"You must be bored. I thought you might want to read some papers with these."



It's a gift from me.



Professor Feynman choked on his apple.



"Would you like some water?"



"Please... *cough* *cough*."



As I brought water, I couldn't help but notice the professor's neck and arms were covered in kiss marks. Oh, shit.



"Are you okay, Professor?"



"I have no feeling in my lower body..."



"...ANYWAY!"



Professor Stranov cut in.



"So you want to run the research equipment while we're gone?"



"Yes."



"Not possible."



I figured as much.



"It's impossible for an undergraduate to lead a research team. Even if I allowed it, the external researchers and postdocs would strongly oppose it."



I know you're capable, but that would mess up the hierarchy.



"Besides, test operations aren't simple."



If something goes wrong and an experiment blows up, a written explanation won't be the end of it.



"I know this paper includes your efforts, Eidel, but the fate of two doctoral students as co-authors is also at stake."



If they don't graduate this year, they're screwed.



"That's not the only issue. The reason this research received so much funding is because many important people or their children are possessed by foreign entities. There's naturally a rule that they should get priority."



Will you take responsibility if funding falls through for the next project?



She was firing away fiercely. A professor through and through.



"How many can you put in the resonator at maximum?"



"Calculating the crystal's strength, roughly ten. It's not many, but considering what humanity has endured, it's tremendous progress."



I nodded.



In short, it was already reserved. There was likely no chance for Ireh.



Of course, one solution would be to build multiple resonators, but then materials would be the problem.



Where would we find another crystal as pure and reflective as the white one?



"So you can only contain that many foreign entities..."



Feynman, who had been staring blankly at the tablet, clapped his hands and suggested:



"Eidel, I have a good idea. Would you like to hear it?"



"What is it?"



"Find someone to collaborate with."



What?



Does he mean increasing the number of graduate students?





Chapter 121 - Last of Us (3)



"Have you heard of non-resonant lasers?"



"I've only heard of them."



A laser that can trap light in something shaped like a fish trap.



Not mainstream, more of a hipster laser.



"But why do you ask?"



"We could trap foreign gods that way too. Gravitational waves are waves like light, after all."



Hmm.



"It's incomparable to resonance methods that have various limitations in size and angle. The manufacturing difficulty would be high, but if successful, it could solve our problem."



It meant we could imprison more foreign gods.



At this point, I carefully asked after reading the situation.



"So, you're suggesting we create a new trap for foreign gods, beyond the resonator research we're currently doing?"



"That's correct, student."



"We'd need experts in condensed matter physics for that."



And many other things would be required.



Capital, manpower, proposals for government submission, patent applications, securing raw material routes, laboratory expansion, equipment rental.



Above all.



Verification of business feasibility.



If money is poured in but no results come out, the higher-ups will be furious.



But what can I do?



Theoretical physicist trait: Throwing practical sense to the dogs and only examining whether something is possible or not.



And the examination result.



Possible.



Absolutely possible.



"In my view, despite some disadvantages, it would be more cost-effective than resonators."



"It can be miniaturized, and mass-produced if we find the right materials."



There was much to discuss with Professor Feynman.



It's wishful thinking, but...



This is what theoretical physicists do.



And it's through such endeavors that breakthroughs happen.



Feynman and I grinned at each other, which made Professor Stranov visibly annoyed.



"What's this? Why are you two having a private conversation without me?"



"Professor Stranov."



"...Yes, what is it?"



"We still have plenty to discuss."



"Yes?"



"May I borrow your husband for a while?"



"?"



Your husband is amazing.



***



I know someone influential in condensed matter physics and foreign god biology.



What kind of work does this person do?



They torture avatar bodies with metamaterials and Darwin crystals. In the foreign god biology field, there are only a few people who make a living from writing, and this person is one of them.



What's their name?



Director Angela Hueritia of the Southern Life Research Institute.



Hueritia.



A familiar surname.



"So she's the mother of Miss Hueritia, who was your academy classmate."



Sonia asked various questions while styling my hair with mousse.



"Are you expanding your research again?"



"That's why I'm going to meet someone now."



It took three days to get an OK after sending an email to such a busy person. Considering how obsessively researchers check their emails, that's quite late.



"What about Zernya?"



"She returned to school."



"Is it already the start of term?"



Time flies so fast.



After this semester and the next one pass, Rustila, Seti, and the others will come up to college next year.



That's when the main story begins.



After enduring Zernya's schemes comes Seti. Soon the family head succession battle will erupt, and the child goes crazy after being expelled from the family.



The eldest brother, being an intelligent bastard, kills his half-sibling and mother too. What a dysfunctional family.



Let's say I've prevented that.



Oh my, what's next? The Descartes' second-in-command invades from the eastern front?



At that time, two Great Omega class individuals lose their heads and become host vegetables.



Let's say I've prevented that too.



Then Darwin's boss invades from the south.






Damn. This one tears the Aether Belt. And Naiere and Rustila die by their hand. The Rheinland and Hueritia families are also exterminated then.



Hmm, let's say I've prevented that too.



Next is Descartes' boss. This one is Cartesia's father.



Invasion from all directions: east, west, south, and north.



The "Foreign God Slayer" story I read ends there. Because the author kills the protagonist at that point.



As a result, we never even get to see Laplace's Forces.



At that time, I closed the page thinking, "Wow, this is cosmic horror!" But damn, why did I have to be reincarnated into this?



Anyway, I was now face to face with the original author.



"How are you feeling?"



"..."



"Are you hurting anywhere?"



No response.



I sat down in the chair without thinking. A sigh, from whose mouth I couldn't tell, was heard.



"I can't... take this... anymore."



The protagonist speaks.



"Being... so powerless... like this."



A month?



Two months?



I've forgotten how long it's been since I kidnapped, imprisoned, and interrogated our original author who gave us that terrible ending.



It's July now, and she came here in February, so... Ah, she's been tied up for five months.



Unable to do anything.



Never feeling the sunshine.



"I'm... really... just living because I can't die. Taking the capsule is too painful and scary, so I only do it right before seeing those bastards' things."



"..."



"Really, now death would be the end. That foreign god bastard, despite being vicious, doesn't seem to have the ability to rewind time here."



"..."



"This time I'm tied up here listening to physics lessons from some pervert. I want to go out and do something, use my abilities, destroy everything. But I can't."



Hmm.



"Hah, fine."



She sighs.



"I can see you're a different person, and something is different. Even though I don't know who you are, and I've been betrayed too many times to trust you completely... you know what I mean, right?"



"Of course."



"My head hurts, and the constellation says it's fine but never stops crying. It feels like all kinds of screams are scratching my entire body, and there are mountains of events I need to prevent, and why, why was I born with this constitution?"



There's no guarantee that a protagonist must be strong.



Rather, in this genre, they must appear weak. It's a genre that's established by constantly breaking down, going crazy, and being in awe.



However, for the novel to continue for a long time, mental stability must be maintained.



It's a contradictory strength.



"And now I'm tied up in a place like this, forgetting what day it is."



"..."



She raises her head and...



"I'm tired now."



...pleads as if spitting out the words.



Save me.



"I don't care what happens from now on."



Save me.



"Just, end it here."



Save me.



"If you're not 'Eidel,' that trash, then you can show at least some mercy."



Save me.



"Please, kill me."



Please, save me.



The original author, the protagonist, shouted.



To put an end to the entire process of 13.2 million years, with an average lifespan of 15 years repeated 880,000 times, spent in solitude.



Because resonator research and all that seems like chasing clouds.



No.



Simply.



Because she wants to irresponsibly run away. No, because she never wanted to bear such responsibility in the first place, didn't need to, being a fragile and weak human.



But.



It's a request that can't be granted by sword, medicine, or money.



"Alright."



Only.



A pen.



Only the person holding the pen can grant this request.






"From now on, just count to 600,000 seconds."



I placed my finger on Ireh's forehead and whispered.



"When you finish counting, I'll definitely end it for you."



***



"Whew."



While I was engrossed in studying non-resonant laser papers in the lobby, a crisp whistle tickled my ear.



A petite woman came trotting over with her mint-green hair fluttering.



Safety goggles on her forehead.



An oversized lab coat on her shoulders.



Her collar fluttered before she stopped gracefully like a butterfly.



I slightly lowered my head to exchange greetings with her.



"It's an honor to meet you, Director."



"Hello! You must be Eidel?"



A quite distinctive appearance. I indirectly know this person.



The mother of Mezulen Hueritia, one of the main characters,



The director of the Southern Foreign God Biology Research Institute,



The owner of a modest 150cm frame,



The mistress of the Hueritia family, masters of foreign god biology,



And my joker card for the next leap forward.



From now on, I'm going to thoroughly exploit everything this person has.



"I've heard a lot about you from my daughter. She says you're an incredible genius?"



"I wouldn't go as far as genius."



"So modest. A college student who's published two papers as first author in <Universe>?"



"Hahaha..."



I laughed awkwardly as we walked.



By the time we reached the director's office, Director Hueritia twirled around and slid open the door. Through the wide-open door gap, I could see a mountain of large minerals.



They were a collection of gems that emitted various colors while giving a feeling of attraction.



"Trapezohedron..."



"...with chiral priority."



This wasn't in the original work.



A substance that couldn't be seen from the protagonist's perspective.



The director walked over with heavy steps and picked up a scalene polyhedron piece. Despite holding it with her hands, she didn't get infected by foreign gods or anything like that.



[— The foreign gods in your head widen their eyes.]



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' sparkles with interest.]



While I was wondering about the principle behind this, Director Hueritia began her explanation.



"Even with the same compound, there are some that polarize light in opposite directions when illuminated. Ketamine would be a representative example, right?"



"Ketamine is a drug, isn't it?"



"That's right. One is used as an anesthetic, but the other one, which appears when reflected in a mirror, is a toxin that induces anxiety symptoms. Do you know what these are called?"



Optical isomers.



In physicists' terms, materials that show parity symmetry.



Left-handed and right-handed.



Just as a right hand becomes a left hand when reflected in a mirror, the effect of scalene polyhedra on humans differs depending on whether they're left-handed or right-handed, according to her claim.



"Left-handed scalene polyhedra are ones inhabited by foreign gods. They're dangerous and should never be touched."



"I would think so."



"On the other hand, right-handed scalene polyhedra are amazing new materials. You can change the dielectric constant and permeability as you wish, and by stacking them in regular structures, you can transform them into metamaterials with various properties. They even have topological properties, so if done right, they can be used variously as semiconductors, insulators, or superconductors. With these, you could make the 'trap' you mentioned in your email."



Her claims had already been established as theory through experiments and were on the verge of patent application.



But they were stopped right at that point.



"The Foreign God Management Bureau absolutely won't give permission. They say how can we use dangerous, unverified materials in industrial settings."



"...I would say the same if I were them."



The process itself is suspicious from the beginning.



Scalene polyhedra are objects from higher dimensions, so they can't be obtained in a natural state.



Then one should try to get the original scalene polyhedron and manipulate it well to change its parity.



But people who encounter scalene polyhedra definitely get infected.



If infected, they go crazy.



And if crazy, they can't conduct research.



"It's a contradiction... that's what you're thinking, right?"



Director Hueritia sat on the desk and smiled gently.



"There are ways."



Interpretation: You don't need to know.



"As scientists, shouldn't we always explore new possibilities? It might be scary at first, but sometimes we need the spirit to challenge boldly. That's how knowledge is pioneered."



"Director."



"Yes, what is it?"



"Did you experiment on people?"





Chapter 122 - Last of Us (4)



"...I don't really understand what you're saying?"



Director Hueritia smiled warmly. She took two candy drops from her inner pocket and offered one to me.



"Your blood sugar must be low. Want one?"



"Thank you."



The director unwrapped her candy and popped it into her mouth with a little "nom."



Munch, munch.



She's really enjoying it.



"Aren't you going to eat yours now?"



"I'll save it for the trip back."



I stuffed the candy drop into my pocket.



"Coffee?"



"I'm fine, thank you."



"So, where were we in our discussion?"



"We were talking about how properly utilizing irregular polyhedra could create harmless new materials."



"...Right."



She grinned.



I smiled back in response.





***





Industry, education, research.



These three elements are inseparably linked in the scientific and engineering fields.



Researchers can become excellent instructors depending on their position, and in other places, they transform into seasoned businesspeople.



Currently, I am a businessperson.



A low-level employee sent here on orders from the CTO—my professor—at the business entity known as graduate school.



Compared to me, my counterpart is a veteran who has weathered countless storms to reach the position of CEO.



The difference in our weight classes is too great.



When you're in a subordinate position like this, the business basics dictate that you shouldn't get greedy but maintain an appropriate balance. I negotiated by giving what needed to be given and taking what could be taken.



"This should be sufficient for now... For specific business expansion, please work with my younger sister later. This is enough for today."



"Oh? Won't you be handling it yourself then?"



"She's the one providing the funding."



"Ah, I see. Following the major shareholder's instructions, is that it?"



Hueritia showed a surprised reaction.



"The Rheinland family really is different. At such a young age, running businesses and signing contracts. What was I doing at eighteen...?"



While chatting, we finished stamping all the documents. We each transferred two neatly prepared electronic documents to our tablets.



I had already finished my conversation with Professor Stranov.



As she requested, I will devote everything to researching non-resonant external god containment devices, and in return, Ireh Hazlen will be placed in the resonator.



Therefore.



For what comes after, we concluded the following contract:



1. Professor Stranov's laboratory will have priority rights to borrow Darwin-system crystals, anti-madness solution, madness-capturing stone, and other processing materials and special equipment produced and managed by the Southern Biology Research Institute.



2. In return, the Southern Biology Research Institute will have priority rights to demonstrate the gravity-aether wave non-resonant external god containment device—colloquially known as the "trap"—upon completion, and will receive 50% of the resulting business profits.



3. We will co-author the research papers. (This is fucking important.)



"Quite favorable terms."



"I'll relay this to the professor."



"Good. Send my regards to Kallis."



"Thank you for your consideration."



She escorted me to the main entrance.



A pile of sparkling jewels was loaded onto the spacecraft I had arrived in. I narrowed my eyes and looked back.



"What are those?"



"What else? Dextrorotatory irregular polyhedra."



"Are you giving those to me?"



"Just about a ton for testing purposes."



"Are they free?"



"Half price."



"Could you reduce it to a quarter of the price?"



Director Hueritia put her hands on her hips and pouted.



"Do you have no conscience?"



"This money is coming from outside the national project, so I have to use my personal funds. If I don't do this, my sister will beat me with a stick later."



"Fine, I'll compromise to one-third."



"Thank you."



She extended her hand with a dry smile. I took her hand and said:



"You look quite tired."



"Research is hard work."



"I can relate. Research isn't easy."



"There are many things in this world that are even harder."



I took out the candy drop and put it in my mouth. It had an ordinary sweet and sour green grape flavor.



"Director, my constellation allows me to read other people's minds."



"Oh? Really?"



"Believe it or not."






Hueritia whistled lightly.



"Then I'll choose not to believe it's a lie."



She seems to whistle habitually when trying to lighten the mood.



"Director."



"What now?"



"Let's take the long view."



Another whistle sounded in response.





***





No, we have priority, don't you understand? You were supposed to contact us when it's finished, so why can't you comprehend this?



I don't care about test runs or whatever—let our child be tested first. Do you think I invested ten billion just to hear this kind of news?



Both my mother and father died because of external gods. Now I only have my little brother left. Kael, without you, your sister is nothing too. Hmm? You're hungry? Wait. Sister will make you something delicious, hehehe.



I need to contact the professor.



I'm going to withdraw my investment, just so you know.



What does your father do for a living?



You son of a bitch. You fucking bastard. After all the money I paid, not even ten people can go in? The waiting list is backed up? Does that make any sense? This is fraud! My wife might die before winter comes!



It's too late for me now. I ate an ant that crawled out of the bathtub. The bubbles sink as they pop. The house is cold. A yawn escapes my nose, and I fall asleep eating jewels. I'm coming to meet you now.



Mom, please save my mom, waaaaaah...



Beep, beep, beeeeep.



The sky is sickly yellow.



I wonder why.



Although I've seen people who died during the Celestine Incident, I never thought the world was this bleak.



The main story approaches.



Destruction approaches.



Countless beings who have devoured other galaxies are now reaching for ours.



How should we face them?



What must I do to fight and win?



Actually, I already have the answer.



I just can't do more than this right now due to circumstances.



["You're walking a truly difficult path, youngster."]



The list of investors that Professor Stranov sent me.



The contact information of 124 people written there.



I contacted all of them and canceled everything.



Using the excuse that safety verification was incomplete, I postponed the scheduled resonator usage time entirely and circulated this news via email and phone. As a result, I received a ton of abuse.



Gritting my teeth.



I thought of only one person.



The person suffering the most.



The girl who tried to save everyone but couldn't even save herself.



Ireh Hazlen.



Because if we were to follow the waiting list, she would be number one.



It might be a selfish thought. It might mean weighing one human life against another. No, that's exactly what it was. I was assigning priority numbers to lives.



Well, she's the protagonist. The character I was most immersed in while reading the novel.



It was an absurd logic.



She's not the only one suffering in this world.



[Hello? Student Eidel?]



"Professor, how is your back?"



[Yes, I just got discharged and I'm on my way to the academy.]



"Please be careful on your way up. This is sudden, but when can we start operating the resonator?"



[Well, it was almost complete. I think it will be ready as soon as I get there and make a few adjustments.]



"Then, please proceed immediately."



A bitter sigh came through the phone.



"I'm sorry."



[It's okay. We can start researching the trap right after this is done. Thinking about it, that might be the best approach.]



Originally, she had no intention of following my suggestion.



She only changed her position after Professor Feynman made the same proposal.



[So, how was it? You got cursed out a lot while making those calls, right? That's enough.]



I ended up owing Professor Stranov.



[That's the bitter taste of society. I think I'm making the right decision, but to others, I look like the worst jerk in the world. You have to endure that to get your doctorate, become a professor, and climb higher and higher.]



"Thank you for your consideration."



Click.



I finally finished the phone calls that had stretched over three full days.



My fingertips are tingling from handling the tablet so much.



My throat is sore from talking for so long.



I'm sleepy. I've barely slept.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" observes you closely.]



The world isn't easy.



Research isn't everything, and it's not all about hearing and seeing only good things.






"Huh..."



What am I doing right now?



I'm keeping a woman I've barely seen as my ace card, desperately trying to use her at a critical moment.



It feels unsightly and perhaps even foolish.



But what can I do?



Scientists must do science.



And science is a discipline meant to benefit the world.



If you want to save even one more person, the answer is to develop one more equation rather than wasting time feeling guilty.



Ring ring ring, click.



"Oh, Sonia."



[Young master, we have an emergency. There's a warship in front of the Spirit Chamber—]





***





When I came to my senses, the "next week" I had promised had arrived.



The professors had been discharged, but time flows equally for everyone, and officials from the External God Management Bureau visited the Spirit Chamber once again.



But this time was different.



They brought a military vessel and many inspectors.



"This is Captain Leopold Padremont of Leo, from the Zodiac 12, and over there is Captain Eshu Malkram of Capricorn."



Two of the Federation's greatest powers had appeared.



How badly must they want to take her away to go this far?



"You're student Eidel von Rheinland? I've heard a lot about you. Pleased to meet you."



Leo extended his hand for a handshake.



His grip felt as hard as steel.



"Nice to, meet you, yaaawn..."



Capricorn just waved her hand while rubbing her eyes. However, the aether flowing from her body was so dense it could be felt on the skin.



Both were among the most powerful in the Zodiac 12.



"How have you been, student Eidel?"



"Fine, of course."



Mr. Rakdalman, the bureau official, extended his hand. I twisted my lips while exchanging a superficial handshake.



I briefly examined his expression. His mouth was smiling, but his eyes were deeply sunken.



"As I mentioned last week, we've come to escort Ireh Hazlen."



We're here.



"To prevent damage from madness during transport, we've prepared two Great Omega-class inspectors and a state-of-the-art vessel."



Try to stop us if you're upset. But are you stronger than the inspectors here?



"Please cooperate, student Eidel."



Your test subject was impressive.



"...There's a phenomenon called the madness storm. It's when an external god devours another external god and temporarily regains its power."



"We know that. These forces are gathered to prevent exactly that."



"This isn't something I can explain simply. If a leader devours multiple vessels at once, the true body might manifest."



As a scientist, I gave a warning in advance.



And such scientific advice...



"That's quite an interesting hypothesis."



...is never heeded, as is the cliché.



"Student Eidel, the true body of an external god has never appeared until now. And if such a thing were possible, wouldn't our Federation have perished long ago?"



That's exactly it.



You're really going to perish.



"If you're truly concerned, you're welcome to come along."



"Then I'll take you up on that offer."



Sonia and I moved forward.



Leopold Padremont, one of the Zodiac 12, led the way and opened the door. Ireh, who was wearing restraints according to the Federation's External God Management Law, struggled in startled resistance.



"You people...! Mmph!"



They gave her no chance to resist.



They gagged her, covered her eyes, and tightened her restraints. It was exactly the same method of restraint used when I was taken to Alcatraz.



Poke, poke. Sonia jabbed my side and whispered.



"What will you do now?"



"Wait."



The cart carrying Ireh began to move.



"What are you going to do?"



"Follow them. And wait."



The cart wheels clattered as they boarded the warship.



"Right now..."



"Wait."



Air stabilization procedures and additional restraints were applied.



Under the watch of dozens of Omega-class inspectors, three vessels glided through the cosmos, emitting impressive negative pressure.



It was the beginning of a long voyage.





***





[— The external god, "Steel Flowing Like Earth," stretches itself.]





Chapter 123 - Last of Us (5)



The True Form refers to the original body of a constellation or outer god.



When a True Form descends to the human dimension, it's called manifestation.



Manifestations are divided into two types:



Incomplete manifestation through possession, and

Complete manifestation that emerges directly from the celestial body without a medium.



An outer god's incomplete manifestation is similar to a larva transforming into an adult.



The caterpillar dies.



The butterfly is born.



Elegantly displaying its true form to this world.



I repeatedly warned that the leader of the outer gods possessing Ireh Hazlen would soon undergo an incomplete manifestation, but my warnings fell on deaf ears.



"Nothing happened all the way until we got here."



"Indeed."



Rakdalman glanced at me with a suspicious expression.



It was silent pressure for me to leave.



"You don't need to worry about Ms. Hazlen. Our Outer God Management Bureau will take responsibility for providing her with every convenience."



"Nothing is certain yet."



"Are you still concerned about the outer god?"



"Of course."



I sighed and said.



"There are fifteen entities inside one person's head, fifteen of them. For a storm to occur, at least one of them needs to die, and don't you think the outer gods would be negotiating over that?"



"..."



"There's a reason nothing happened on our way here."



"Sigh, if you're that concerned, wait here until the examination is finished."



"I appreciate your consideration."



"Fine. Shall we make a bet?"



And so Rakdalman stayed by my side, offering to keep me company. In reality, he was monitoring me, not being friendly.



But at this point, it's all the same. At least I wasn't bored.



After a few hours, I was able to meet Ireh coming out of the blood collection room.



Ireh frowned as soon as she saw my face.



The skin around her eyes had turned bluish, as if swollen. Reading her psychological state, I could tell she felt deeply betrayed by me.



I prostrated myself, pressing my forehead to the ground.



"What are you doing?"



"I'm performing a dogeza."



"A what?"



"It's a thing."



"Are you perhaps a Holy Spirit Church believer?"



"I'm an atheist."



Ireh passed through our E Building and headed toward C Building. C Building houses the psychiatry department and psychology center, so she was probably going for a mental examination.



After confirming she had completely disappeared around the corner, I got up and asked a question.



"Hey, if outer gods infest the brain, why are they drawing blood?"



"If I knew that, I'd be a doctor."



What a cute response. Spending too much time with such cute people gives me hives on my forearms.



"Where are you going?"



"To read some papers."



"But this way leads to the restroom."



"Restrooms are where papers are read."



I locked the door and sat right on the toilet. I could hear a dejected laugh from outside.



"Student, is your dream to become a professor?"



"No."



"Then why do you need to read papers now?"



"I do."



I checked my tablet with a nonchalant response.



[Young master, I've started the engine.]



The escape route was secured. All that remained was to take Ireh Hazlen to Iruiel Academy at the right moment.



"When are you coming out?"



"I'll be out soon!"



"Let's go get something to eat. My treat."



Just as I was about to leave the restroom—



BOOM!



The entire ground began to shake violently.



Rakdalman lost his balance and made a surprised sound before grabbing my shoulder to steady himself.



"W-what is this noise?"



"Seems like an outer god is going berserk."



"You still believe in that hypothesis? This planetary system has a high aether density, though not as much as the Holy Spirit Sea. It's probably just an earthquake."



"If it were an earthquake, wouldn't the building shake too, not just the ground? And the storm phenomenon can occur even in the Holy Spirit Sea. What matters isn't the location but an environment where outer gods can run rampant."



It was frustrating. Still, I could give this person some leeway since I hadn't told anyone that I was the only target the outer gods were after.



The shaking grew more intense. The ground vibrated back and forth, but the ceiling remained in place. It meant the upper and lower planes were moving separately.



It was as if the ground was flowing.



Rakdalman's face turned pale as he too sensed something was wrong.



Honestly, it was impossible not to feel it.



[— An eerie killing intent can be felt.]






The presence of an outer god.



The survival instinct inherent in humans sounds the alarm.



[This is an actual emergency. Storm phenomenon occurring in A Building, Room 5. Non-combatants in the vicinity should quickly evacuate to Buildings B or C.]



The broadcast confirmed our fears.



[Repeat: This is an actual emergency. A storm has occurred due to an outer god-infected subject being examined in A Building, Room 5—]



Rakdalman frantically checked the emergency exit location.



The wall with the exit sign bulged and turned black.



The floor became sticky.



Floor. Ceiling. Walls.



Every surface began to soften as if becoming viscous.



"I think the outer god is coming this way."



"Impossible. There should be two Great Omegas attached to it!"



"...I have a bad feeling about this."



Perhaps the Lion Constellation and the Scorpio Constellation were already no longer of this world. Or perhaps the star clusters they led had already been devoured.



I couldn't know for certain.



What I did know was simple and clear:



An outer god had arrived and was trying to break free from Ireh Hazlen's body.



I grinned.



"Mr. Rakdalman, I won the bet."



"W-what bet?"



"You promised earlier. If an outer god appeared before I left today, you'd give me a one-year subscription to 'Universe.'"



"...Are you insane, student?"



Rakdalman raised his voice in displeasure. He frowned as cold sweat poured from his brow like oil.



"Is a bet important right now?"



"Of course it is. This problem could have been solved if you had listened to the scientist earlier."



"What scientist? You don't even have a doctorate!"



I took out my calipers and struck Rakdalman in the groin.



***



["Ha, things are getting interesting."]



After propping the fallen man against a section that hadn't been corrupted yet, I readjusted my grip on the calipers.



Just then, a woman with tired eyes appeared, smashing through the opposite wall.



"Ow ow ow... Who are you?"



"You must be Captain Scorpio. Your name is..."



"Eshu Malkram. I don't know if you've heard the alarm, but you should flee from here immediately. Monsters are spreading throughout the research facility."



True to her words, several tar-like undulating creatures followed behind her. Malkram drew her sword and swung it in one motion.



SLASH! Black chunks flew everywhere. Impressive skill.



"Where's the other person?"



"If you mean the Leo guy, he's handling the evacuation of Building A."



Malkram approached and then startled.



"Yawn, what about that person?"



"I don't know. He suddenly collapsed."



"Must be the effect of the storm. Those with weak constellations collapse when exposed to it—ah, this isn't the time for explanations. Can you carry him and run?"



"Yes. Somehow."



THUD THUD THUD!



Monsters were rushing down the corridor.



Some had iron balls for heads, others had limbs made of wire.



Some had parts of their bodies that were reapers, while others were round and shiny like mirror balls.



The type didn't matter.



Malkram was a Great Omega class examiner.



When she swung her sword, the acupunctured aether released a purple blade light, drawing a crescent moon-shaped Milky Way.



The world lit up brightly.



More and more monsters gathered.



She continued her attacks.



Despite being surrounded, she didn't lose her resolve.



I dragged the foaming Rakdalman while receiving her special escort.



Her chosen method was simple.



"Move. Back."



Breakthrough at a single point.



Strike the weakest spot and escape.



Monsters melted wherever she stabbed. Like a laser targeting cancer cells, she applied just the right amount of force exactly where needed.



The Scorpio Constellation specializes in poison. A deadly poison that works especially well on avatar bodies. Naturally, mere monsters couldn't withstand it.



And.



The opponent must have known this too.



A madness that constricts the heart draws closer.



"...Oh no, too late."



3 seconds, 2 seconds, 1 second.



Ireh Hazlen appeared from around the corner.



She was wearing a white patient gown, her lips curled upward, and her eyes rolled back showing only the whites.



"Was that child in Building A?"



"That's what I was told."






As I suspected, going to Building C was just a smokescreen.



Building A houses the neuroscience research complex, famous for human experimentation. It seems Saphaul succeeded in negotiating just as they were about to open her skull, causing the storm.



How many are there?



["Six."]



That's what it says.



["It devoured all of Darwin's forces. I see, so that's why."]



Crack.



Ireh twisted her head toward me and began to cackle like a madwoman.



Hee hee hee.



"Found you."



Thump.



The girl's body collapsed.



From where Ireh fell, a monster with a monitor for a face rose up smoothly. As if it had been there all along, naturally.



[— 'Steel That Flows Like Earth' manifests.]



Facing this sight, Captain Malkram—



"Ugh."



Clutched her chest and vomited bile.



"Are you alright?"



"T-this is nothing."



Despite her expressionless face, her shoulders were trembling slightly.



"But... why are you fine?"



"I wonder."



"You're a strange one. Anyway, that's a real outer god..."



Thud, thud.



Squelch, squelch.



Steel flows like earth, and mercury solidifies like the sea.



Facing Saphaul, who approached like a monster navigating the vast ocean, Captain Malkram raised her sword with her eyes closed.



"Are you going to fight?"



"I must."



"No. It's too reckless."



"I am a soldier."



She calmly gathered all her aether to construct a sword energy.



She manifested body energy in the multi-layered sword energy used to capture avatar bodies, then added special techniques unique to the 12 Zodiac Constellations to complete the secret technique.



Swift and decisive.



Malkram's three sword strikes shot out fiercely.



And.



Saphaul caught them with a single tentacle, as if they were nothing.



"Do not interfere."



Like light, something beyond human perception passed by. The wall tore. I heard the sound of rupturing. With a time delay, the concrete on the left collapsed and crumbled.



Simultaneously, a piece of flesh fell to the floor.



A shrill scream scraped my eardrums.



"Well, the interference is gone."



"This is insane..."



Thud, thud.



Saphaul slowly approached, raising menacing tentacles in the air.



"Eidel von Rheinland, you've managed to run away quite well. I acknowledge you. Though you're merely a mortal vessel, you've managed to pose a significant threat to our kind."



"..."



"To kill you, I sacrificed six more comrades to plan for the future with the remaining eight. It was a lengthy process."



"..."



"That's all I have to say."



The situation wasn't good.



My future vision was active, but it simply indicated my death in every scenario. The next attacks would all be area attacks, impossible to dodge at this rate.



I needed to counter.



But with whose help?



Rustila wasn't here, and Scorpio, one of the higher-ranked among the 12 Constellations, had her arm severed before she could do anything. For reference, she was unconscious.



Only I remained.



Ireh Hazlen could have withstood this situation somewhat, but the problem was that this disaster happened while trying to rescue her.



I did have a plan, but it required talking my way through, and Saphaul was in no mood for conversation, having backstabbed fellow outer gods to manifest its True Form.



"Meet your end here, mortal."



I checked what I had.



The calipers were useless.



There was only one thing left.



[— Cartesia's Hair: Hair from Cartesia's True Form. It's contained in an envelope.]



I received it as compensation for the Celestine Incident.



I always carried it because it felt important.



Save nothing for a rainy day.



I tore open the envelope.



***



[— 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' manifests.]





Chapter 124 - Last of Us (6)



"The young master has requested that you put pressure on the exchange."



[I know what that means. You want me to mark all the investors there.]



"He says to completely delist them."



[That's illegal.]



"I was just collecting biological experiment data. Their security was surprisingly lax."



[Ah, so they started it? That changes things.]



One.



"Professor Stranov, this is Eidel's personal attendant. I should be able to visit you within three hours."



[I've asked the chancellor to open a direct portal to Iruyel. Be careful when you cross over—it's confidential.]



"Understood."



[And make sure to remove any foreign traces before you come.]



"That shouldn't be a problem."



Two.



"Yes, Head of the Family. This is Sonia."



[I'm in the north now. I've set aside 30 ambulance ships, so if there are any critical patients, call immediately using the number I texted you.]



"I appreciate your consideration."



[No need for such formalities between family.]



"I am an android."



[You're family too.]



Three.



Sonia calmly looked up at the spacecraft. The hull was trembling with slight vibrations.



- Section A is clear. Captain Padremont has successfully evacuated with the civilians.



- The possessed body escaped through Exit 7, passed through Section C, and headed straight to Section E. Captain Malkram is currently engaged in combat there. The Rheinland student who came with the patient is also reported to be in Section E.



- The backup team will restrain the remaining researchers, and we'll search Section E. If we encounter monsters, avoid combat if possible and just retrieve casualties. Let's go—today is the day we finally cut off the darkness of Adelbein.



She watched as the soldiers headed somewhere.



What she needed to do now was clear.



As a maid should, she simply needed to go meet her young master.



***



[— You have used "Cartesia's Hair."]



[— For a limited time, the foreign god will fully manifest.]



[— Time remaining: 03:00:00]



Black mist.

Hair tangled like a ball of thread.

Navy blue tentacles.

A white book.

Radiance.

And madness.



Though it maintained a human form, many parts were incomplete, as if pixelated. If anything, it resembled a humanoid slime.



Still, it wasn't difficult to recognize who it was.



Cartesia.



"What is this?"



She manifested, albeit imperfectly.



"Attempting full manifestation when you can't even manage partial manifestation properly—are you in your right mind?"



["It's not easy when I'm in exile."]



She was still speaking through my mind. Evidence that she couldn't implement vocal organs in her true form.



"This is why you're still considered second-rate, Cartesia. You can't defeat me with such an incomplete appearance."



Descartes-type foreign gods are inferior to Maxwell in combat.



But I didn't summon Cartesia to fight.



"Hey, you amoral bastard."



I raised my voice with determination.



"How incompetent a leader must you be to kill six of your comrades and still fail to catch just one of me? And you call yourself a foreign god?"



"...Have you lost your mind?"



"Did you ever apologize to those foreign gods? Or did you even get proper consent? Or did you just brutally overpower them with force?"



[— "Steel Flowing Like Earth" is displeased.]



Then.



Sapaul, having lost his composure, launched his tentacles at me. But they didn't hit me. Unlike before, I now had a reliable shield.



["Look at this?"]



Cartesia.



She emitted a sharp resonance with her gentle voice.



["How dare you try to touch my host? Do you have a death wish?"]



Let me remind you of a fact here.



The Descartes and Maxwell forces absolutely despise each other.



And this applies to the Descartes-type foreign gods attached to Sapaul. They claim to be bound by solidarity, but in reality, they were a loose coalition that could stab each other in the back at any moment.



They just don't realize it themselves.






They've been gaslighted.



Now it's time to remove their blindfolds.



"Cartesia is tens of thousands of times better than you. At least our foreign god doesn't kill weaker foreign gods. Rather, she's clear about give and take."



[— "Goblet of Blood Wind" tilts its head curiously.]



"She gives us clothes, gives us coins. She distributes coins fairly without discrimination. The import volume is substantial, so everyone lives contentedly."



[— "Bridge of Pleasure and Displeasure" shows interest at the mention of coins.]



"She also possesses mercy. When an ignorant foreign god tried to strip her black hole, she didn't kill him. Compared to that, what about your leader...?"



[— "Swelling Heart" expresses dissatisfaction with the unjust sacrifice of fellow foreign gods.]



Good, it's working.



I spread my arms wide and raised my volume.



"Foreign gods present, hear me! Is it right to follow a leader who sacrifices so much just to kill one human? I don't think so."



[— "Rainbow of Melancholy Silence" nods.]



[— "Truth and Falsehood" hesitates.]



[— "Wealth and Concealment" leaves a pron in memory of the dead Darwin-type foreign gods.]



I know exactly what kind of character Sapaul is.



And I also know exactly how he falls.



"Honestly, I could do a better job of killing just one person than he could. Any foreign gods who agree with me... raise your hand?"



Hypocrisy.



Whether human or foreign god, those whose outside and inside differ are bound to be rejected. It's a case of chasing flimsy ideals only to be caught by those very ideals.



Naturally, he couldn't gain support.



[— "Goblet of Blood Wind" raises its tentacle.]



[— "Swelling Heart" raises its tentacle.]



[— "Truth and Falsehood" hesitates, then raises its tentacle.]



[— "Bridge of Pleasure and Displeasure" raises its tentacle, curious about the source of coins.]



[— "Silent Reverberation" raises its tentacle with a hollow laugh at your eloquence.]



[...]



The 20th strategy of the 36 Stratagems:



Muddy the waters to catch the fish.



"Don't be fooled! He's trying to divide us! If we all want to live, if we want to stand against 'the end,' we must unite...!"



["Live? All of us? When you've already lost nearly half your comrades?"]



["Because of you, our Darwin-type comrades were forced to give up immortality. Yet you shamelessly intimidated us, preaching about the survival of the strong."]



["Where did the greater cause go? What happened to the grand plan to drive out Laplace using this woman's body?"]



["You're just a moderately strong being, nothing more."]



I did nothing.



Likewise, Cartesia did nothing except block the incoming attacks.



["Since you've killed all the weak foreign gods, I suppose we're next."]



["Even if we kill that boy here, it would be meaningless. Cartesia cherishes him, so we'd only make another enemy."]



["The original plan has fallen apart. What do we do now?"]



["Then we can only mourn those who went before us."]



I simply gave the foreign gods a little push.



[— "Goblet of Blood Wind" and 7 other foreign gods declare:]



"I'm warning you now—even if you all gang up on me, you can't defeat me. If you want to preserve your lives, cooperate in killing that human instead of me!"



[— Oppose "Steel Flowing Like Earth."]



"These bastards, of all times to do this!!"



The intensifying attack suddenly stopped.



Civil war had broken out.



***



The Foreign God Biology Research Institute quickly descended into chaos.



Other foreign gods began releasing their avatar bodies to enjoy the effects of the storm, and Sapaul twisted his body in resistance. As a result, a sinkhole formed in the central corridor of Section E.



["I'll watch your back, so somehow make it to the dock."]



Cartesia urged me while blocking incoming debris.



It was clearly a good situation, but worry outweighed joy.



Sorry, Rustila, I think I'm going to get pregnant.



"Foreign God, will you be alright?"



["Are you, a mere youngster, worried about me?"]



[— "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" uses <Coordinate Shift>.]



We were instantly transported to the block in front of the dock. I say "we" because Captain Malkram, Mr. Rakdalman, and Ireh were also with us.



The inspectors waiting there rushed over in alarm.



It was because of Captain Malkram's arm.



The bleeding was severe, but thanks to the protection of his background, I heard survival was possible.



As for Mr. Rakdalman, well...



"He suddenly collapsed."






I quickly finished briefing and carried the unconscious Ireh on my back. When I threatened that I needed to take her to her father, everyone stepped aside.



"Young Master!"



Sonia came running from the opposite direction.



"Are you alright?"



"Somehow."



"I see you've secured Ms. Hazlen. I'm glad things worked out well. Let's hurry."



"Wait, over there..."



Cartesia is still there.



I almost said it out loud.



"Is someone else there?"



"...No."



I don't need to worry about a foreign god. Rather, I should be worried about what might happen to me.



Thud, thud, thud.



Ambulance ships began docking one by one.



"The Head of the Family sent them."



After confirming that Mr. Rakdalman and Captain Malkram boarded the ambulance ship, Sonia and I quickly boarded the spacecraft.



Time is running out.



Considering the theory of relativity, two hours to the portal, then another 30 minutes to Iruyel Academy.



We need to arrive before Cartesia's manifestation time runs out.



In the worst case, the northern research facility could be destroyed, and both Ireh and I could die.



"Professor, this is Eidel. Yes, I'll be there soon. Yes. You're in the middle of a test run? Understood!"



I'm not sure about everything else.



But the professor has always been on my side.



***



Cartesia is similar in rank to Sapaul.



However, she wasn't a foreign god specialized in combat; rather, she had developed an aversion to violence after spending her exile pursuing knowledge out of boredom.



Moreover, bound by invisible chains, she couldn't even manifest completely.



A half-baked foreign god.



No, it's questionable whether such a being could even be called a foreign god. Compared to the knowledge and wisdom she possessed, Cartesia was incredibly fragile.



Therefore.



"Ha, you fools. Is this all?"



She was bound to lose.



The foreign gods who had been attached to Sapaul betrayed him, but Sapaul, specialized in combat from birth, still maintained a slight advantage.



Virtual space and real space.



Moving between the two spaces, he purged the eight traitors and reduced Cartesia's true form to tatters.



As a result, in just two and a half hours, the research facility was completely burned down, and a 2km radius turned into wasteland.



"You idiots. Didn't I tell you? Even if you all gang up on me, you can't defeat me alone."



If she had manifested completely, Cartesia would have won.



If she hadn't been in exile, Cartesia would have won.



If she had been aggressive and known how to exploit humans, Cartesia would have won.



She lost because she was incomplete.



Sapaul stood before Cartesia with a device resembling a cutting tool. He placed the instrument on her shoulder, which was flowing like liquid.



"I am merciful, so I'll give you a chance. You, and all of you. If you swear never to betray me again and pledge your loyalty, I'll spare you."



[— Time remaining: 00:00:30]



"In any case, no matter how much we fight among ourselves, we're nothing before Laplace. Once he begins to act in earnest, all causality will flow in their favor."



[— Time remaining: 00:00:20]



"I don't want everyone to die. Not the inferior mortals, nor our superior species. So surrender. Yes, Cartesia. Kill that mortal and retrieve Ireh Hazlen's body."



[— Time remaining: 00:00:10]



"Then I'll let you join our club."



Cartesia, also an incarnation of knowledge and learning, understood.



This was politics.



There was a clear purpose behind accepting her: to secure the absolute loyalty and integration of the remaining foreign gods.



[— Time remaining: 00:00:05]



Cartesia.



["...I don't want to."]



She stiffly raised her head.



["I like that youngster much better than you."]



[— Time remaining: 00:00:00]



With those words, she ended her manifestation.



And simultaneously, Sapaul felt all strength drain from his body.



Woong, woong.

Woooooong———





Chapter 125 - Last of Us (7)



Something was wrong.



A sense of weakness spread through every part of my true form. As if trapped in an unstoppable causality, Saphaul's world turned pitch black.



The brightness itself was similar to imaginary space, but the atmosphere was completely different. At least when wandering in empty space, I felt comfort if anything—never this kind of unpleasantness.



This place is, how should I put it?



Extremely uncomfortable.



The other foreign gods who had been with me were all gone. I don't know where they went. I tried walking toward the real space that had existed just seconds ago, but only repetitive structures like crystal lattices awaited Saphaul.



Mirrors.



Mirrors.



Mirrors.



And more mirrors.



"...What is this?"



Prisms surrounding me on all sides diffracted my true form.



It's a wave.



Here, Saphaul existed not as a physical entity but as a wave.



And along the highly reflective mirrors, that form oscillated back and forth, making me feel like I would lose my mind watching myself mindlessly going back and forth.



"...!"



Yes, continuously.



Back and forth back and forth back and forth.



"I, I need to get out of here..."



Back and forth back and forth back and forth.



"Exit! Where is the exit?!"



Back and forth back and forth back and forth.



Saphaul screamed.



[What you see here is the Free Spectral Range, or FSR for short. The sharp protruding parts represent the dwelling points of each foreign god. The peaks are proportional to each god's rank.]



Back and forth back and forth back and forth.



[There are nine peaks, so nine foreign gods are trapped. You can see this pattern even with a classical measuring device like an oscilloscope. Using equipment that converts gravitational signals to electrical signals, you can also view 4D positions through tomography.]



Back and forth back and forth back and forth.



[Since Saphaul is the highest-ranking god here, it must be at this peak. Can we communicate if we send an electromagnetic pulse here?]



Back and forth back and forth back and forth.



[Knock knock, are you there?]



Back and forth back and forth back and forth.



[In this low-energy domain, gravity and electromagnetic force aren't unified, so we can't do that much. Reception might be possible, but two-way communication would be difficult.]



Back and forth back and forth back and forth.



[Let's move this to the discussion section and write the paper.]



[Hooray! Finally!]



"Aaaaaaaargh!!!"



I'm going to go insane. My thoughts are being bleached. The space is too narrow. It's dark. This place is completely mad. The constant repetition of the same pattern is boring, frustrating, and infuriating—



Feeling so powerless, like I've become less than an insect. Even if I try to count time, I don't know when "now" is; even if I try to gauge space, I don't know where "here" is. I can't receive any information—



That's why I said we should kill Eidel von Rheinland first. I said that level of sacrifice was nothing. Back then, at the Sacred Spirit Place, if just one more had cooperated, it wouldn't have come to this. No, if these traitors—



If they hadn't betrayed me, if only that much had worked out, I could have killed her. I wouldn't have been trapped in this resonator. Why, why did I end up in this absurd situation—



That's why I said we should follow survival of the fittest. The supremacy of the strong is absolute truth. Therefore, it's only right that you follow the words of me, the strongest—



And then.



Back and forth back and forth back and forth.



"..."



I realized my complaints were meaningless.



My breathing becomes rapid. I have no organs equivalent to lungs, but I can't breathe. My heart trembles. I have no organ equivalent to a heart, but I feel like I'm going into cardiac arrest.



I can't even hear the voices of other foreign gods.



It was undeniable.



I was trapped in a resonator.



To protect myself from the true destruction that "the End" would bring, I created companions. Forming groups is a characteristic of the weak. But among them, Saphaul was the strongest. I believed I was the strongest.



Now I painfully realize I was wrong.



If steel is a weapon,

Then wisdom is also a weapon.



If Saphaul possessed 10 units of steel and 1 unit of wisdom,




Then Cartesia possessed 1 unit of steel and 100 units of wisdom.



I was defeated by an unseen power difference. Recalling the "sinister smile" Cartesia showed just before releasing her manifestation, Saphaul shouted violently.



"Cartesia! Yes! You won, you bitch! You made the better bet! So please, I'll do anything, just get me out of this godforsaken space!"



Back and forth back and forth back and forth.



"I'm losing my mind! How many times has it been now?! Where is Azrael? Typhus? Kedel, Pacoton, Naiyura! Falcue! Sicamon! Orelwalt!"



I'm slowly breaking down.



Myself panicking, myself getting angry, myself shouting. Yet, I can't receive any support, can't confirm space-time.



In this unprecedented helplessness, an unknown chill spreads through me.



It was the eerie emotion that the girl I had been tormenting all this time, and countless other inferior creatures I had killed, had harbored until their final moments.



That emotion's name is:



Fear.



"Eidel von Rheinland!!!"



Futile, fear.



"Just kill me instead!!!"



The fear that I would never escape even if a black hole's lifetime ended,



A fear worse than death itself.



***



My head hurts, and though the constellations say they're fine, they never stop crying. It feels like all kinds of screams are scratching my entire body, and the incidents I need to prevent are piling up like mountains. Why was I born with this constitution?



I'm tired now. Just end it here. Please, kill me.



I'll just count exactly 600,000 seconds from now. When I finish counting, I'll definitely end it.



One, two, three.



Ten thousand, ten thousand and one, ten thousand and two.



Five hundred and ninety thousand and one, five hundred and ninety thousand and two, five hundred and ninety thousand and three.



Five hundred and ninety-nine thousand nine hundred and ninety-one. Five hundred and ninety-nine thousand nine hundred and ninety-two, five hundred and ninety-nine thousand nine hundred and ninety-three...



Five hundred and ninety-nine thousand nine hundred and ninety-nine.



Six hundred thousand...



"..."



I opened my eyes hurriedly.



My mind is strangely quiet. The usual giggling noise is gone, and I can't hear the scratching sound that always seemed to be scraping at something.



It's like waking up from a terrible nightmare.



"Are you awake?"



I turned my head at the sound.



A beautiful woman with blonde hair and blue eyes.



She sipped coffee from a mug and smiled freshly. She looks to be in her mid-30s at most, but I sense more years of experience.



"Your name is Ireh Hazlen, right? How are you feeling now?"



"You are..."



"Oh right, I forgot to introduce myself. Callis Stranov, associate professor of physics at Iryuel Academy."



She added meaningfully, "With this research, I'm about to receive tenure and be promoted to full professor soon, hehehe," but that wasn't what Ireh was concerned about.



Callis Stranov.



Professor Stranov.



Someone who was neutral in some iterations, caused minor troubles in others, and was even a puppet of foreign gods in yet others.



Ireh's body tensed up.



Friend or foe?



...I curse myself for reflexively thinking this way. Ireh secretly sighed.



"How's your physical condition?" she asked again.



"Well, I, um..."



"Try moving your body. You know your condition best."



Ireh nodded. She got up and tried walking. She also tried swinging her arms or taking a shooting stance, and lifted one leg to test how long she could maintain balance.



She's fine.



"I'm... okay..."



"The doctor says there's nothing wrong with your coordination or anything like that. But I asked just to be sure."



Growl.



"Are you hungry?"






"...Yes."



Come to think of it, I've rarely eaten satisfyingly. Whenever I ate nutritious food, the Darwin-type foreign gods would take it all away. So Ireh's staple food was calorie bars.



"Let's see. Since the cafeteria isn't open now... delivery would be good. Is there anything you particularly want to eat?"



"...Then, chicken stew."



The delivery arrived quickly.



Ireh glanced at Stranov nervously before picking up a spoon, scooping up some stew, blowing on it, and eating it.



"..."



"What's wrong? Doesn't it taste good?"



"No, that's not it..."



It doesn't taste like what I ate at the Northern Sacred Spirit Place.



"There was something I ate before. It was rice cooked thinly and simmered together..."



"You mean rice stew? People in the eastern region eat that sometimes."



Ireh nodded and continued eating earnestly. For now, she just wanted to fill her stomach with anything.



Suddenly, checking the TV, she noticed interesting news streaming one after another.



A crater 2km in radius created in the Toba planetary system in the north.



The evaporation of the Foreign God Biology Research Institute that had been there.



The complete burning of nearby forests.



Reports of high-grade monster appearances and foreign god sightings.



A hearing on allegations of biological experiments surrounding the institute.



Good news that the limb reattachment surgery for Sagittarius of the Zodiac 12 Palaces was successful.



The circuit breaker for biology research institute-related stocks being triggered twelve times in one day.



And.



Professor Stranov's research team developed the world's first quantum gravity resonator capable of trapping foreign gods, and achieved positive results in its test operation.



[— "The God of Patience and Integrity" smiles at you.]



[— You have received a donation of 5000 coins.]



Coins.



A representative currency that foreign gods used to intercept completely, leaving Ireh with nothing whenever constellations donated.



This time, those coins were properly placed in Ireh's status window.



As they should have been from the beginning.



"It's late at night, so let's rest well before moving. We have people to meet."



Ireh sat on the bed that Stranov provided.



She offered a handkerchief.



"Take it. You need it, right?"



"..."



After Professor Stranov left, Ireh lay on the bed, curling up like a shrimp.



Ah.



The foreign gods are really all gone.



Now, time repetition and such things will no longer exist.



This will truly be my final journey.



Salty drops fell one by one onto the soft pillow. Whether for better or worse, the sobbing wouldn't stop. Her shoulders shook uncontrollably.



600,000 seconds.



Someone had promised that if she endured just that long, she would find peace.



In her sinking consciousness, there was someone who carried her—who was about to be used as an intermediate host for foreign gods and discarded—all the way to the academy research lab.



Eidel von Rheinland.



No, someone wearing his skin.



A lifelong benefactor.



And debts of gratitude must always be repaid.



***



The next day, when Ireh arrived at the hospital with Professor Stranov, she saw Eidel lying in a hospital bed with IV drips hanging all around him.



"...W-what happened to him?"



"Well..."



Apparently, he hadn't woken up for two days.



"He collapsed while writing a research paper."





Chapter 126 - Sleeping Beauty in the Graduate School Forest



"You wrote a paper and ended up like this?"



"It's not surprising."



Professor Stranov continued in a matter-of-fact voice.



"I was running around trying to save you. You must have accumulated quite a bit of fatigue."



She slowly recounted what Eidel had done over the past week.



"You wrote a paper, invested in resonator research, and got beaten up by people who were at the front of the waiting list. Since you couldn't abandon those people, you commissioned new research. You even went to an external organization and secured a contract."



Just hearing it made me dizzy. This wasn't a workload that an ordinary person could handle in a week.



"After writing all the discussion sections and revising the conclusion, you suddenly collapsed from hyperventilation."



"Is... is that okay?"



"The doctor says it's not life-threatening, but he can't guarantee when you'll wake up."



Stranov patted Ireh's shoulder and made a request.



"So please keep an eye on him and contact me immediately when Eidel wakes up."



Stranov left first, saying she had a conference to attend.



Thump.



My legs gave out.



"Why on earth..."



The more I thought about it, the less sense it made.



How could he bestow such favors on someone who was practically a stranger?



Even if he came from a good family, how could an eighteen-year-old boy secure such an influential position in academia?



And moreover.



By what principle had he managed to remove the foreign gods?



It was truly incomprehensible. After all my desperate struggles, how could he do it so easily—



"Why are you sitting there blankly?"



From a place where sunlight didn't reach.



"Leaving perfectly good chairs empty and sitting in such a place isn't good for hygiene. Get up quickly."



A familiar voice came from there.



An android in a maid outfit with bluish hair emerged from the shadows. She held out a coffee cup over Ireh's shoulder.



"I don't need to introduce myself, do I?"



Sonia.



I'd been beaten by this android many times. Just thinking about it reminded me of being hit on the head with a baguette at the Holy Spirit Chamber—



"Huh, thanks."



Ireh smiled bitterly and accepted the coffee cup.



Not forgetting debts of gratitude. That was the truth of life I'd learned through countless regressions.



Eidel was my lifesaver. So Sonia was the same.



"I've been running ragged trying to keep up with the young master's schedule."



Sonia leaned against a chair and complained.



"If I don't at least brew some coffee like this, I'll really break down."



"But you're a robot..."



"We also want to secure our own rights. How about a 110-hour workweek? I'd like some time to oil my joints."



Sonia smiled slightly. After downing her coffee in one shot, she grabbed a broom and started sweeping the floor.



"Oh my, my poor bones."



"Wait, why use a broom when there's a perfectly good vacuum cleaner..."



"Is there no well-mannered lady who would help this poor maid?"



Ireh, who had been watching cautiously, got up from her seat.



She owed Eidel her life. She should at least help with this minor cleaning.



Time passed quickly as they swept the floor, polished the windowsills until they shone, and adjusted the humidifier's humidity.



Eidel still had his eyes closed.



"Now it's time to give the young master a light massage."



"Huh?"



"A massage, a massage."



Sonia narrowed her eyes and pressed Ireh.



"You don't think I'd ask you to do something perverted, do you?"



"That's not what I meant...!"



"Muscles deteriorate if they don't move even for a day. You were also confined to the Holy Spirit Chamber for a long time, weren't you? That's why I massaged you often."



"I know that much! What I mean is!"



Ireh, who was about to raise her voice, shrank back again. The next words she wanted to say were embarrassing, shameful, and somehow angering.



"...I, I've never touched a man's body before."



"My, aren't you shy."



"It's not at that level."



"Do you have some kind of androphobia?"






Ireh reluctantly nodded.



"...A little."



She didn't mind if it was just a brief encounter.



But if a man tried to make advances on her, or if it seemed like a human relationship might form, she would unconsciously avoid him.



Thanks to the Constellation of Patience, it stopped at mere avoidance, otherwise she would have been unable to breathe just by being near Eidel long ago.



"Why are you like that?"



"Don't ask."



"Usually, interpersonal phobias targeting specific genders arise from abuse, sexual violence, bullying, and so on. So, perhaps..."



"Don't try to dig into it!"



Strictly speaking, it was because of the foreign gods.



The "pheromones of delusion" spread by the Darwinian foreign gods. Men addicted to these pheromones lost their reason and became beasts who unconditionally lusted after Ireh.



It was a cursed curse.



She hadn't been defiled. Whenever something happened, Ireh either fled immediately, put air holes in the would-be rapist's head, or in the worst case, took her own life to move to the next world line.



But she had lost many good opportunities.



Throwing ashes on a perfectly cooked meal. Even that was the foreign gods' scheme.



And now,



[— "The God of Patience and Integrity" wishes for you not to avoid men.]



The constellation was trying to scheme.



[— Help the android with the massage. Upon success, 1000 coins will be awarded.]



Ireh rubbed her eyes and wiped her face dry.



"Oh, geez!"



Her face flushed hot. Sonia tilted her head.



"So, are you going to do it or not?"



Gulp.



Her Adam's apple moved involuntarily.



A whole 1000 coins.



With 1000 coins, she could buy twenty "Holy Spirit Bullets" capable of killing an EX-class monster in one shot. Or she could roll the "Dice" five times.



"Why are you hesitating so long?"



"I'll do it, okay? I'll do it!"



Right now, every coin was desperately needed.



Besides, Eidel was her lifesaver. If she didn't at least do this much, there would be no way to repay his immense kindness.



"I'll take the left side, you take the right."



Following the instructions, Ireh moved to the inside and glanced at Eidel's face.



He was more handsome than she expected.



More specifically, he looked like a diligent person.



She recalled a distant memory. A time when she could still look at men's faces without squinting. Back then, Eidel had seemed somewhat cunning.



Ireh bit her lower lip as she pulled back the blanket.



"..."



There was something in his left hand.



"What's this?"



"Can't you tell by looking? It's paper."



"I mean, why is he holding this while unconscious?"



Sonia poked her head out from the opposite side and checked what was written on the paper. She sighed.



"It's his paper. If he keeps holding it like that, his hand will cramp."



She glanced at Ireh with a subtle mischievousness in her expression.



"I can't reach it from here."



"Fine, I'll do it!"



Carefully, like defusing a bomb, she gently pulled at the paper, trying not to touch Eidel's hand.



"...?"



Grip.



There was quite a bit of resistance.



"Touch his hand directly to remove it. That's the sure way."



"I got it, please!"



Cold sweat ran down her back and her heart pounded. Being sober made it worse. Ireh Hazlen was facing the greatest crisis of her life since gaining independence from the foreign gods.



Tap.



Contact.



"Ugh...!"



A shiver ran through her. Instinctive revulsion. She quickly took a deep breath.



She had to repay his kindness, even like this. At the very least, she needed to get used to the existence known as Eidel von Rheinland.






"W-why won't this come out!"



"Can't you do even this properly? Wait, I'll come over there. Damn, why won't this come out?"



The more they tried to open it, the tighter it seemed to grip.



"Is this a Venus flytrap or something..."



"More like a paper trap."



It was a moment when Eidel gained another nickname.



"Is he actually awake?"



"The young master absolutely hates wasting time like this. If he were conscious, he would have gone back to his research already."



Finally giving up, they decided to just do the massage.



At first, she felt intense revulsion, but after using the "Composure" skill and convincing herself that she was doing volunteer work, she gradually got used to it.



[— You have received 1000 coins as a quest reward!]



It was a difficult battle.



"Eidel! Eidel!"



A blonde girl with a ponytail flew in like a bullet and flung open the door to the hospital room.



"Miss Rustila, you're here."



"Eidel, are you okay?!"



It was Rustila, who had rushed over right after finishing her daily training with Naiere. She dove into Eidel's arms.



Rustila held onto Eidel and cried her eyes out.



She asked why he hadn't called her when writing the paper. She had told him to call her whenever he needed help, so why did he try to shoulder everything alone?



"Wake up... wake up soon..."



There was no answer. Rustila shed even more tears.



Ireh was bewildered. Rustila had been Ireh's only sanctuary. Cold to others, but warm to her own people. That was Rustila. How much help had she received from her in previous cycles?



And now that Rustila was snuggling against a man. At the same time, she occasionally shot cold glances at Ireh.



"Sister, it's just overwork."



A beautiful girl with white hair and golden eyes entered next.



Seti von Adelbein Rheinland. She patted the whimpering Rustila while slurping on tapioca pearls.



"You there."



Seti addressed Ireh.



"You made our brother work too hard, so make sure you pay him back properly later."



Ireh nodded. Of course she intended to.



But brother? Brother?



Even Seti, who became nasty when it came to Eidel, used such a term of address. How good were Eidel's interpersonal relationships in this cycle?



She felt newly grateful.



That this place was the world line she had arrived at last.



"Student! Student! Eidel student!"



A man's voice was heard. Ireh stiffened.



The person who entered was a tall, middle-aged man. Judging by his clothes, he wasn't a doctor, but seemed to be an adult connected to Eidel.



He pushed away Rustila, who had been stroking Eidel's face, with just a look, and thrust a paper covered in calculations at him.



"You can hear me, can't you, Eidel student! Two days is plenty of sleep! Get up and look at this! I've developed an amazing theory that will change the world right now!"



"I don't know who you are, but..."



"Discussion, I request a discussion on this! There's no one else but you who can discuss this topic with me! This is urgent!!"



"That's not going to wake him up..."



"You promised we'd write papers together for life!!"



Slide.



Eidel opened his eyes.



***



"Professor, Professor Feynman. I thought I wouldn't see you after that time. Wow, this is definitely worthy of the Archea Prize. Thinking about it makes it hard to breathe suddenly...!"



"As long as you're alive! When I thought about losing a student I'd just gotten back, everything went dark. Thank goodness it was just overwork. If it had been a stroke, I would have, sob, really..."



"Professor!"



"Student!"



"Professor!"



"Student!"



"Professor!!"



"Student!!"



The two men shared a warm embrace. The scene was so sticky that Ireh momentarily froze.



Rustila and Sonia had similar reactions.



Rustila in particular looked very disheartened. She muttered, "He didn't wake up when I tried..." and looked dejected like an abandoned puppy.



"This guy's at it again."



Only Seti made the correct judgment and escaped the hospital room.





Chapter 127 - Become a Science Girl (1)



"Do you have any idea how much trouble you've caused to our investors just to save one girl? If we want to keep our research funding flowing, we need to quickly meet the demands of those who invest in us."



"So I'm planning to start research using a non-resonance method from now on."



"There's no time. If we don't complete it within two months, several people are likely to die. Then no one will fund our next research project."



"So in the end, a resonator is the only answer for now."



"That's right."



"But what can we do? The mirrors used in resonators are made of unique materials, boo-hoo."



"Don't cry, graduate student. That's why this professor has brought an incredible theory to solve that problem."



***



"A method to forcibly embed constellations into matter?"



This is extremely interesting.



"Your wif— I've heard everything from Professor Stranov. You used white crystals to create mirrors for the resonator."



"Yes. There, the constellations were impurities."



"In some materials, it could be the opposite."



Professor Feynman whispered quietly so only I could hear.



"I heard about dextrorotatory asymmetric polyhedrons from Director Angela Hueritia. With that material..."



"...are you saying it's possible?"



"There are no problems in the theoretical equations I've developed."



So he accomplished all that while I was running around? As expected of the professor.



"But theory is just theory. It means nothing if we can't demonstrate it experimentally. That's why I'm discussing this with student Eidel."



"I caused this mess, so I'll clean it up."



I pulled out my IV and immediately processed my discharge. Rustila, Sonia, and Ireh followed me.



When I opened the trunk of my spaceship that I use as a personal vehicle, bundles appeared in a row. Now I need to move them one by one, but there's too much for me to handle alone.



"Young master, I'll help you."



Sonia stepped forward first. She carried two bundles, and I carried one. Even carrying just one was heavy and strained my strength.



"Ah, I'll help carry it too!"



"Ah, thank you..."



To think I'd receive help with physical labor from Rustila of all people. I can feel how much my arm muscles have deteriorated from only holding pens all my life.



Once this is over, I should bulk up or something.



"We just need to take these to the lab, right?"



"Y-yes."



As Rustila moved busily, Ireh, who had been watching cautiously, also began moving bundles.



However, Ireh kept her distance from us. She's still wary of men, and above all, we're not that close.



She probably can't shake her suspicions.



Why I prioritized saving her.



In fact, while she might not know, I, having observed her records from a third-party perspective, know very well how high Ireh's potential is.



Ireh, who had put down a bundle in the lab, glanced at me with side-eyes.



"So what is this..."



"Asymmetric polyhedrons."



"!"



Her expression changed completely.



"W-what did you say?"



"Want to see this?"



I took out a sparkling gem from the bundle I was carrying. It had a color close to opal and was quite pretty.



Rustila looked at the asymmetric polyhedron and seemed slightly surprised. It was a bit cute how she muttered, "So that's related to the outer god..."



In contrast, Ireh was on the verge of having a fit.



"W-why do you have something like that?!"



"Research materials."



"It's dangerous! Dangerous! Don't tell me...!"



Ireh looked back at the bundle she had brought and turned pale. Yes, everything here is exactly what you're thinking.



Ireh's eyelids were trembling.



"W-we need to dispose of everything here. Otherwise, it's over for all of us. You'll die, I'll die...!"



"It's okay, we won't die."



"We will!!"



"I'm telling you it's really fine. They just look the same, but their optical properties are different..."



"You're completely mistaken!"



This girl. How dare she ignore an expert's words and insist on her own understanding. Such a lady needs shock therapy.






"Here, look."



I took out a piece of the asymmetric polyhedron. Ireh screamed.



"Put that down! Right now!"



"To prove it's safe, I'll lick it with my tongue."



"Are you insane?!"



I gave Ireh, who was glaring at me like a hissing cat, a cultural shock. This is civilization, this is science. Know that tomatoes are harmless to the human body, you barbarian.



Thud.



At my flamboyant tongue display, Ireh's legs gave out and she collapsed.



"N-now everything is over."



She muttered with a blank expression.



Afterward, it took three hours for Ireh to accept the truth and blush.



***



Ireh sighed and tried to organize her thoughts.



They wouldn't organize.



Eidel, asymmetric polyhedron, outer god, constellation, resonator, research, science.



"Haah..."



She couldn't make sense of any of it.



Eidel had briefly left to attend a colloquium. Ireh decided to stay with Rustila in the meantime.



She needed to establish a relationship with Rustila somehow. But it wasn't easy. This iteration's Rustila was much more prickly than in other iterations.



What could be the reason?



"Could it be because of Rheinland?"



Ireh disliked beating around the bush.



"From what I can see, Miss Kersil seems to like Rheinland, and I'm wondering if my presence is making you uncomfortable..."



"Ugh...!"



She'd hit the mark.



Ireh recalled when she was controlled by the outer god. Once, when she lost control of her body to Saphaul and lunged at Eidel.



Of course, she didn't lunge in a sexual way but aimed a gun at him to kill him. However, what matters is that there was excessive physical contact in the process.



Like embracing and rolling around several times. Or straddling him.



"Ah, ugh, haah."



Just remembering it gives her goosebumps. To think she did such things with a man.



And Rustila had witnessed the final straddling scene.



Even knowing the circumstances, it would be natural to feel bad seeing someone you like in such a position with someone else.



Ireh spoke soothingly to Rustila, who was staring with wide eyes like a startled fawn.



"I hope things work out well between you two."



I'm not your rival.



"From what I can see, Rheinland seems interested in you too."



So don't be wary of me.



"Hu, huhu..."



Rustila's expression gradually softened like melting snow. Good. She'd hit the mark. Ireh inwardly rejoiced.



The original Eidel wouldn't deserve Rustila a hundred or thousand times over.



But what about someone who saved her life?



Not bad at all.



Though she's wary of men, she's not so narrow-minded as to interfere with someone else's affections. Ireh smiled contentedly at the softened Rustila.



Click.



Just then, Eidel opened the door and came out. He wiped the sweat from his forehead and sighed.



"Phew, that was a tough battle."



"What did you talk about with the professors?"



"Various things. The main topic was using asymmetric polyhedrons for the resonator... but it's not easy. Since they're literally asymmetric polyhedrons, it seems the constellation lords aren't willing to enter them."



Ireh stood up abruptly and asked.



"...Tell me more about that."



***



A week after escaping the outer god, Ireh had thought about many things.



Why could this iteration's Eidel accomplish at once what she couldn't? What was his true identity? Why had his personality and impression changed so much?



There were countless questions, but one thing was certain.



There were still many unresolved "stories."



[Prosecutors have launched a full-scale investigation into the incident at the Northern Life Research Institute in the Toba planetary system.]






That story currently flowing from the news.



Soon, the Adelbein family would be caught. After all, they were the shadowy figures managing the Northern Biology Research Institute.



And after that?



Who knows what might happen next. Each time, they would have to move frantically. She might even be possessed by an outer god again. To prevent that, she needed to create more countermeasures.



The conclusion she reached:



Help Eidel von Rheinland.



Beyond helping, maintain ongoing cooperation.



[— Paying 200 coins to roll the <Dice>.]



That was how Ireh Hazlen decided to repay her debt.



[— #8: <Scale of Penetration> has been selected.]



[— You can store constellations in bullet form and penetrate objects or concepts. Please select a 'color' next.]



Starlight traversing subspace arrived in the girl's hand. The white-hot gun barrel declared its readiness to fire as it discharged excited plasma.



"A gun? Not a sword...?"



Rustila showing the same reaction in every iteration.



And.



"Hmm."



Eidel nodding as if he knew everything about her.



The more she saw that expression, the more convinced she became.



[— I select <Bright Blue>.]



[— Attack power decreases, but penetration power increases, and the penetration depth of spiritual energy transmitted to objects increases exponentially.]



Surely, in this world line.



[— Paying 1000 coins to attach three new options to the special bullet.]



[— <Convergence>, <Reversal>, <Radiation Wave>]



Humanity could achieve victory.



[— Omega-level transformation: <Constellation Bullet>]



***



Bang!



Massive energy spread forward like witnessing the manifestation of a constellation. Rustila's shoulders trembled slightly as she faced that energy head-on.



A shiver ran through her.



Rustila thought.



This person is incredibly strong.



The strong recognize the strong. She possessed Aether far surpassing Rustila, who had awakened both multi-sword techniques and body refinement.



The asymmetric polyhedron piece hit by Ireh's bullet remained calm as if nothing had happened. But Rustila, using <Inner Sight>, could tell.



A constellation had entered and then exited again.



And it was contained in a mere bullet.



Aether rapidly decreases in intensity when separated even slightly from its source. That's why plasma swords, which make direct contact, are used when fighting monsters or avatar bodies.



Being able to contain Aether in a bullet and maintain it while firing has many implications.



Either she has an abundance of Aether, or she can control it remotely, or she has a constitution beloved by constellations.



"Hoo, hooo."



She felt awe. Her legs were trembling.



"Is this enough, enough?"



Ireh carefully placed the asymmetric polyhedron on the desk. Due to the trauma from when she was possessed by the outer god, she was flinching even though she knew it was safe.



Eidel, taking the asymmetric polyhedron, trembled and said:



"I'll just analyze its physical properties. It won't take long, so wait here."



With a slight smile at the corner of his mouth, he went upstairs.



Rustila and Ireh, who remained, sat back in their chairs.



"...Are you really not involved with Eidel in any way?"



"Of course not."



Ireh nodded with a bright face.



The innocent Rustila believed her words at face value and felt relieved.



What a relief. There's only one stray cat.



And soon after, paramedics could be seen rushing down the corridor with a stretcher.



"Make way! This is an emergency, make way!"



"What happened?"



Without time to answer, they rushed past, and soon came back down from upstairs carrying someone.



It was Eidel.





Chapter 128 - Become a Science Girl (2)



I didn't recognize the ceiling.



"...Where am I?"



"Oh, you're in a hospital room. You idiot."



"...?"



***



"Do you enjoy passing out every chance you get? Don't you ever think about how worried your family is?"



As soon as I woke up, Seti started lecturing me. I had to endure the verbal abuse without knowing what was going on.



"You're really something else."



Sonia followed up with a physical attack.



Since I was a patient, she didn't hit me with her fist.



She flicked my forehead instead. I had to offer my forehead to Sonia for a flick with every bite of apple I took.



"Are you okay?"



After being thoroughly scolded by those two, Rustila comforted me. Was this some good cop, bad cop routine?



"Who in the world passes out from laughing?"



You were the worst of all.



Since I had only briefly lost consciousness, the discharge process wasn't difficult. Seti grumbled that I'd unnecessarily incurred hospital bills.



"How else would we get to use our health insurance benefits if we don't visit occasionally?"



"Don't bring up health insurance. Don't. Bring. Up. Health. Insurance."



I made one joke and got hit by my sister again.



Meanwhile, Rustila's expression had softened considerably compared to before. She seemed to have been wary of Ireh initially.



"Hey, we're leaving."



"Yes."



"Don't waste money."



"Yes..."



Seti and Rustila soon returned to Stellarium. Everyone's busy with graduation and college entrance exams coming up.



So.



The only people left were me, Sonia, and Ireh, who was crouched in a corner.



When I started walking, Sonia automatically followed. And Ireh trailed behind at a distance.



I could guess why she was acting that way. She probably still felt uncomfortable around men.



"Yes, Professor. Yes. I just woke up. Yes, they say there's no problem. I understand. I'll be right there."



When we returned to the lab, it was like a festival.



"Graduation! It's graduation!!!"



"Woooooooah!!!"



Two doctoral students who participated as co-first authors in the resonator research were popping champagne and shouting at the top of their lungs. Were they people or beasts?



They were shaking their butts without any shame despite undergraduate students being present, showing they were completely lost in the moment.



When I looked back, Ireh's expression was quite amusing.



"What on earth..."



"This happens sometimes."



"Could it be external gods...?"



"No."



Despite my denial, Ireh couldn't hide her suspicious gaze.



Anyway, passing by the two graduate students twerking while holding experimental equipment, I greeted Professor Stranov.



"Hello, Professor."



"Welcome. Are you feeling better?"



We nodded with small smiles. She knew. She knew why I had fainted.



"You succeeded in changing the properties of the irregular polyhedron."



A processed product of the irregular polyhedron with its lattice transformed by "Star Bullet." The material surpassed the "White Crystal" originally used in resonators in terms of reflectivity and hardness.



No wonder I couldn't breathe.



With this alone, we could sweep the Archea Physics Award, Archea Chemistry Award, Archea Biology Award, and Archea Peace Award. That's not my opinion—it's the professors' official stance.



"This person did it."



I gestured to Sonia to bring Ireh over. Ireh hesitated before giving Professor Stranov a slight bow.



"Oh."



Professor Stranov's eyes sparkled.



"How did you do it?"



"It's a long explanation..."






With my help, Ireh explained in detail the process using constellations. However, Professor Stranov, being a scientist herself, seemed skeptical.



"I'll show you directly."



Seeing is believing.



Ireh fired the "Star Bullet" again in front of everyone. As the bullet containing starlight grazed the irregular polyhedron, its texture subtly distorted.



We conducted a structural analysis again. After confirming the exact crystal structure using 4D electron tomography, the professor...



"Ah, hnnng, haaa..."



What's wrong with this woman?



"Young master, something's wrong!"



"No!! Professor, breathe! Breathe!!"



Professor Stranov clutched her chest and placed both hands on the desk. Her breathing was irregular. Her face gradually reddened like a blooming heat flower.



"What, what's happening?"



Ireh asked with a startled face.



"Is it external gods? I knew it, because of the irregular polyhedron...!"



"...Student!"



Huff, huff, then Professor Stranov straightened her back and grabbed Ireh's hand. It was a swift movement as if she had used some teleportation technique.



"Why, why are you doing this? Suddenly!"



While Ireh was flustered, Stranov intertwined their hands further. Looking closely, the professor's eyes were shining brilliantly like gems.



No, that look in her eyes?!



I immediately realized.



Of course.



"Your name is... Ireh Hazlen, right?"



For a professor.



To look at a student.



With such an intense gaze.



There could only be one reason, couldn't there?



"...Are you interested in graduate school?"



Ireh blinked blankly before realizing what she had just heard and gaped.



"Graduate school, me...?"



I quickly gave Professor Stranov a signal. In a very brief moment, the professor and I exchanged glances and nodded slightly.



[Professor, it's not the right time yet.]



[Oh, really?]



[Yes, you're being too obvious, Professor. Hehe.]



That's right. Now wasn't the time to bring up such a topic. Professor Stranov cleared her throat and cut off the conversation.



"By the way, one of the investors came by yesterday."



"Why?"



"Saying his daughter might die soon... yes."



The professor didn't continue. That was enough to understand the context.



My head lowered involuntarily.



In saving Ireh, the share that should have gone to the original investors couldn't be delivered. This was entirely my fault.



Glancing sideways, I saw Ireh biting her lip with her head down. She probably thought other people's turns were being skipped because of her.



In truth.



Freeing her from the external gods first was the best choice.



The irregular polyhedron that Ireh just processed.



If we could mass-produce this, all our problems would be solved.



***



There was a man.



He was a funeral director. In the Federation, many people died in the war against monsters, so after conducting a few joint funeral services, money quickly piled up.



Although it was an avoided profession, the income was substantial. The man had considered this job a blue ocean since childhood and had become wealthy enough to buy a small satellite.



Then he had to go to a frontier planetary system.



'I heard the planetary administrator passed away. The inspectors have already recovered the body, so guide them well to the constellation gods and come back.'



Honestly, he wasn't keen on it.



The frontier? Isn't that where humans infected by external gods swarm? Even without external gods, it was a place with poor security due to the slum's characteristic underdeveloped economy.



It's a place anyone would avoid. It would be better to conduct funeral services for soldiers. Serving the country and getting paid.



But once he arrived at the planet, his thoughts changed.






Just a little away from the central area, corpses were everywhere. Dignity stuffed into every corner of building debris, neither burned nor buried.



As a human being, he couldn't just ignore it.



After finishing the planetary lord's funeral, the man took personal time to bury those people. He felt he wouldn't be at peace otherwise.



That's when he realized.



People die. And while there may be discrimination in death, there is no hierarchy. Death is equal to all, so funerals should also be equal to all.



After that, whenever requests from frontier planets came to the company, he volunteered first.



It was somewhat dangerous work, but it was rewarding. Before he knew it, the man had become someone who focused on the funeral itself rather than the income.



Then he met a woman.



'Thank you for sending off my parents.'



The parents of that woman with exquisite beauty had lost their lives due to the machinations of a Descartes-type external god.



Her parents, known for their good relationship, suddenly went mad and started tearing at each other. They fought every day.



Eventually, the husband developed delirium and schizophrenia, while the wife developed Othello syndrome and an eating disorder. These weren't ordinary mental illnesses. What the man heard at the funeral that day went beyond mere pathological issues.



'Father stabbed Mother with a kitchen knife, thinking she was a monster. And Father... suddenly died while eating food Mother had prepared.'



The man bestowed the blessing of the stars and embraced the sobbing woman.



'I have no family now.'



'If you wish, I'll go with you to the grave.'



He didn't know why he said such things to a woman he had just met.



Because she was pitiful and pathetic?



Of course, that was part of it. But the man was beginning to realize that a bigger reason was taking root somewhere in his heart.



Probably love. Does falling in love need a reason?



Hehehe.



After that, the man established a base with the woman from the frontier planetary system. His workplace colleagues waved him off, asking why he married a woman from the frontier, but he didn't care.



It was really fine.



But happiness didn't last long.



'...The mother has passed away.'



The crying baby and the limp wife.



Birth and death. At that stark contrast, everything before his eyes turned white.



Hehehe.



The man blamed the midwife and then cried like a madman on the spot. He collapsed. He had lost the person he loved, and only the child she left behind cried desperately, pleading to live.



'I'm sorry for leaving first, honey.'



Yes. He had to live.



Because there was a treasure his wife had left behind.



'Your name is Liza, from now on, you're Liza.'



He conducted the funeral for his loved one with his own hands. An indescribable feeling. And the man raised the child with all his heart and soul.



It was his only purpose in life.



They say fortune and misfortune are unpredictable. The planetary system where the man settled wasn't a place with bad people.



Some women breastfed the newborn baby, and they taught him various things needed for childcare. Drawing strength from that kindness, he regained his energy.



His daughter, Liza, grew up healthy. Since she inherited her father's surname, she could hide the tag of being from the frontier.



But she was still from a single-parent family. Liza always asked:



'Where's Mom?'



Each time, it felt like his heart was being torn and his intestines cut. The father inevitably had to hide his emotions. That way, his young daughter wouldn't worry.



He didn't drink or smoke. That too would lead to an early death for his child.



When time passed and his daughter turned eight and entered elementary school, she came home crying not long after.



His daughter was quite pretty and received a lot of attention from the boys in her class, which made some girls bully her.



'What did those kids say?'



'Well, that...'



Girl without a mother.



Elementary school students these days were particularly aggressive in their speech.



Liza was so upset that she vented her frustrations to him. Why was she the only one without a mother? Was she really just picked up from a space station by her father?



The man swallowed his emotions for the first time in a long while.



So it got a little better. Indeed, there's nothing better than alcohol to make you feel the hardship.



Staggering, nodding, barely holding onto his crumbling sanity as he returned home, what he saw was:



'D-Daddy, h-hehehehehehe.'



His daughter was scribbling all over the house with a red crayon.
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"It's madness."



I nearly fainted upon hearing the diagnosis from the Holy Spirit Sanctuary priest.



It must be a misdiagnosis. It absolutely must be.



But the world is cruel and gave the man no time to accept it.



The government temporarily housed his daughter Liza at the Western Holy Spirit Sanctuary, reassessed the severity of her madness, and promptly transferred her to Alcatraz Prison.



Alcatraz.



A place that, along with the Holy Spirit Sanctuary, treats those afflicted with madness.



While the Sanctuary serves as a welfare facility caring for mild cases, Alcatraz is where severe cases are isolated.



"My daughter is severely afflicted now?"



"Your daughter currently cannot distinguish reality. Left as is, serious problems could arise. Going to Alcatraz, with its high Aether concentration, would be safer for her."



Government officials always say such things. To reassure civilians who know nothing.



But the government doesn't realize that people aren't ignorant—they actually know but pretend not to.



"My, my daughter is not a monster."



When he came to his senses, he was back home. Collapsed at the entrance like a dying man, he painted vivid images on the floor using his dried tears as pigment.



Despair. Regret. Sorrow. Grief.



["It's a fine work."]



He took alcohol from the refrigerator. He couldn't remember how many bottles he drank.



Then he vomited everything he'd consumed. His stomach felt unsettled, as if he had anorexia. He wanted to expel not just what he'd eaten, but his gastric juices and stomach too, flushing them all down the drain.



Without his daughter, life had no meaning.



It didn't matter why or where this emotion originated. She was the child of the woman he fell in love with at first sight.



"Liza, Liza."



"Tsk, you've become a complete wreck."



When he stopped going to work, a colleague came looking for him. The colleague clicked his tongue disapprovingly and helped the man to his feet.



"You can't stay like this. You need to find some solution, don't you?"



"But how could I possibly..."



"First, let's find out what kind of treatment your daughter is receiving at Alcatraz. I'll introduce you to someone who works there."



Through his colleague's connection, the man was able to dramatically secure a visit to Alcatraz. Normally impossible, but apparently some people provide favors when slipped some money.



Hee-hee-hee.



"Face-to-face meetings are difficult, so we'll arrange a video conference for you here."



"Why can't I see my own daughter in person?"



"External quarantine protocols. In cases of possession by Descartes entities, severe cases cannot meet with non-specialists."



"I'm the foremost expert on my daughter. Do you know Liza better than I do? Huh? Do you know what kind of child my Liza is better than I do?"



The guard wore a grim expression. He raised an electric shock device used to subdue those manifesting madness and quietly murmured.



"...Please leave now."



"Wh-what? Are you serious?"



The man was eventually thrown out.



However, thanks to the guard's consideration, he received a video file documenting his daughter's life in the correctional facility before being expelled.



[Daddy, Liza's cold. It's freezing here. Scary. Itchy.]



[People are screaming. There are many children. They all cry for their mommies. But Liza didn't cry.]



[Because Liza doesn't have a mommy.]



In the video, his daughter was scratching herself until she bled, grinning vacantly. She's only ten years old. Yet her skin was cracked and her hair disheveled. Her eyes were completely unfocused, like someone under general anesthesia.



The video automatically deleted itself after some time. Even the copies he had made in advance disappeared, as if they had been specially processed.



Hee-hee-hee.



"Damn it! Damn! God damn it!!"






He threw whatever he could grab. A liquor bottle shattered against the wall, and simultaneously, a picture frame fell from the shelf and broke.



Photos with his wife. Photos with his daughter. Glass frames containing such precious memories.



"Kuh, kuheuuk..."



Why weren't there any photos of the three of them together?



Hee-hee-hee.



Suddenly he heard a chilling sound.



The man touched his lips. Was that sound from his own mouth? Or was it the voice of an external entity? Were the corners of his mouth turned down or up? Was he still normal, or not?



Should he just die now?



No, Liza is still alive.



There's always a slim chance. She could miraculously recover.



[Q. Has anyone ever returned to normal after being possessed by an external entity?]



[A. No.]



Still, she could get better.



[Medical Encyclopedia / Possession & Incarnation / Treatment Cases: Currently, there are no viable treatment methods.]



After building this family with such effort, surely there must be some way for things to improve.



"...It's difficult."



"And you call yourself a doctor!"



When he came to his senses, he was grabbing the doctor's collar.



He knew it was rude, but it was too late. Fine, let's see how far this goes. The man frowned and spat harsh words.



"I don't understand why people praise you as a great physician. You're supposedly so brilliant, commanding the 13 Constellation Seats! How can you not save one child possessed by an external entity?!"



"S-someone, stop him!"



Androids forcibly pulled the man away. The doctor smoothed the wrinkles in his clothes and adjusted his cuffs before sitting down. His expression was calm, even familiar with such situations.



"Please, sit down."



The doctor personally brought jasmine tea. He sighed while rubbing his eyes. The man stopped his outburst and paused.



"...My wife also died because of an external entity."



He was speechless because of the unexpected turn in conversation.



"After giving birth to our third son, my wife crossed the Milky Way shortly after. At first, I thought it was an acute illness or postpartum complications. But..."



"...It wasn't?"



"My specialty is external entity pathology. I know how to perform autopsies."



"..."



"My wife died because of causality."



"...What does that mean?"



The doctor's closed eyes slowly opened. His golden irises, like gold melted with tears, shone gravely.



"It was likely Laplace."



"...!"



"This is something only I know in my family."



"D-doctor... I apologize. I was completely out of line."



"It's nothing. You came all the way to the South seeking help from Dr. Hendrik, who assisted during our joint funeral. I simply did what was necessary. I understand your feelings, so please don't worry about today's incident."



The doctor rose from his seat, looking tired.



"But I don't have more time to spare. As you know, this place is a battlefield. I am not only a doctor but also a military physician, so I must return to the barracks soon."



"Dr. Rheinland, what should I do..."



"I'm sorry to say this, but truly, I have no advice to offer on that matter."



The man gritted his teeth.






Was there really no solution left?



He had scoured through all available information but could only find how long people typically lasted in Alcatraz. Adults averaged 8 years, children just 3 years.



And already, a year had passed.



"No, this can't be."



There wasn't much time left.



***



Two years later.



"Hey, have you heard? A professor at Iryuel Academy is starting new research."



"Come on, why bring up such boring topics at a drinking party? No wonder your wife nags you every—urk!"



In the end, he couldn't find any treatment.



There's a folk saying that good fortune follows misfortune, but that proved to be nothing more than the Monte Carlo fallacy.



For people to grow stronger, they need adversity they can overcome. This was adversity that couldn't be overcome. Before external entities, individuals are this powerless.



What are the Constellations doing? What are the Inspectors doing?



He felt utterly alone in this world.



"So this professor is a woman, young and incredibly beautiful."



"Oh? What's her name?"



"Callis Stranov."



"Let me search... Wow, she really is beautiful."



He'd lost count of how many bottles he'd consumed.



By now, he must have burned through thousands of credits on alcohol. Even what he was drinking now could be considered quite premium liquor.



Touching his chin, he felt stubble. His head felt heavy, and his face was greasy with sweat. It was suffocating.



Understandably so.



He had tried everything.



Further research was meaningless. Searching for treatments was futile. Even a brief search revealed the same information. He'd heard about someone who supposedly recovered and was released, but it turned out the person had been normal all along.



This was truly the end.



All that remained was to hear news of his daughter's death and follow her.



"So, is this professor famous for being young and beautiful?"



"That's part of it, but her new research is about... what was it? Gong? Gong? Gongguri? No, that's not it. Gongcheonggi? Something like that."



"Air purifier?"



"No, not an air purifier. You think a professor would make something so trivial?"



"Look here, you said 'gongcheonggi'! If you're going to tell me, be accurate from the start!"



"Stop talking nonsense and just search for it—that'll be most accurate."



The man pushed away the liquor bottle and leaned back.



The thought of his approaching suicide made him feel detached yet simultaneously afraid.



His drunken state impaired his judgment. Yes, just one more bottle. Just finish that one and go home.



Just as he raised his hand to call the serving android:



"Let's see. Resonator? What's a resonator?"



"Ah, that's it! It's a device that captures external entities and destroys them! I remember now!"



"...!"



The man staggered to his feet and fell from his seat.



"Hey, mister! Are you okay?"



"W-what did you just say?"



He had discovered a breakthrough from an unexpected source.
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Thud!



The man kicked off his shoes carelessly and sat at his computer without even washing up. Then he began searching for everything Professor Stranov had researched.



Quantum gravity experiments.



Department of Physics.



"Physics department?"



Not medicine, not biology.



"Resonators effective against Maxwell and Descartes types..."



A research he'd never heard of before.



Had word already spread?



On one site, a fundraising campaign was underway.



[We plan to begin research this summer. We ask for your continued interest and support.]



[Additionally, we promise rights to use the resonator according to contribution amount and waiting list position. The expected research completion time is within 1-3 years.]



[Thank you. / Regards, Callis Stranov.]



Starting this summer.



Waiting list based on contribution amount.



Rights to use the resonator.



Research completion in one to three years.



The donations were displayed in ranking form. Some had already contributed over 100 billion.



The man blankly scanned the donation page.



Though anonymous, most people donating here were likely in the same situation as him.



Because they, their family, lover, or someone dear had been harmed by Outsiders.



That's why they had no choice but to rely on research that reeked of fraud.



The man checked his account.



10 billion.



Money saved through years of others' deaths. It seemed almost wrong for a funeral director to earn so much, but then again, that many people had died.



"..."



Anyway, this money was his life.



What father wouldn't risk everything for his child?



***



[I'm sorry, sir.]



It was about a month after research had begun.



He'd heard the resonator itself was completed quickly due to sufficient technology, but he felt an inexplicable uneasiness from the phone call.



[Through our research, we've discovered that one resonator can only contain 10 Outsiders maximum. We plan to contain about ten Outsiders during the test run, so during the safety verification stage—]



"Hey! Are you crazy?"



The caller's voice sounded young. Whoever it was had terrible manners.



"I don't care about test runs or whatever. Let my child be tested first. Do you think I invested 10 billion just to hear this kind of news?"



[I'm sorry, sir.]



"Fine, whatever. Where's the professor? Why are you calling? Put that person on the phone right now!"



[The professor is currently busy and unable to speak. I'm truly sorry, sir.]



It seemed to be a graduate student from the lab.



Pitiful, perhaps.



But my daughter is more pitiful, you bastards.



The graduate student on the other end repeatedly apologized and promised to return the invested money if desired. That was only right. If they didn't return it, he planned to sue for fraud and blow himself up too.



No, forget that too.



What good would getting the money back do? His heart was already broken.



Hehehe.



When would news of his daughter's death arrive? He couldn't even die peacefully until then.



His wife's face was now blurry in his memory. He wondered how he'd ended up marrying a woman from the border region.



Hehehe.



Perhaps everything was the Outsiders' doing. They found prey, possessed them, enjoyed the suffering, and discarded them when drained.



This wasn't even cheap melodrama.



For Outsiders, this was pleasure, happiness, everyday life.



Someone once said: when one person falls victim to an Outsider, it's a tragedy; when tens of millions suffer, it's just statistics on paper.



He too would soon become a government statistic. Someday, a government official would turn on a remote, display a PowerPoint, and explain:



'Ladies and gentlemen, this many people have died from Outsiders. We must establish countermeasures. Family members are likely to suffer mental illness. Since many victims are from border regions, we must focus on welfare in those areas.'






Go ahead, you bastards. Quote me all you want.



[Next news item.]



Yes, I existed here. I existed as a number. I existed as a number to marginally justify your armchair theories.



[The Iryuel Quantum Gravity Research Team has announced plans to expand production of quantum gravity resonators.]



My time stops now. With my daughter's death, I'll head beyond the Milky Way forever. The past ten years fighting Outsiders was truly futile.



[Currently, four units are under construction, and contributors will receive text messages according to their donation amounts.]



I just want peace now.



Buzz.



He felt his phone vibrate and slowly raised his hand.



[Hello, Mr. Bromwell Hendrick.]



"...?"



[We've resolved material shortage issues and can now produce additional resonators.]



A text message had arrived.



[We will treat your daughter, so please attend Alcatraz Prison #3 on the designated date below.]



"Wh-what...?"



Life is full of unexpected turns.



The man's time began flowing again.



***



Someone thought:

This war must end.



'We'll complete it by this week somehow. Pour in as much budget as needed—don't think about costs, just meet the deadline.'



Yet no one dared to take on the challenge.



The enemy was too powerful, and humans were infinitely weak.



'This design is wrong. Don't you know angles are the most important part of a resonator? If it's off by even one billionth of a degree, hundreds of billions will be wasted. Got it? If you understand, reassemble it correctly!'



They were opponents who couldn't be defeated no matter how many constellations one commanded.



They were monsters no skilled soldier could defeat.



That's why they were terrifying, that's why they were darkness.



'We've discovered a mode that can vibrate up to fifteen Outsiders by increasing reflectivity. This will improve efficiency.'



Nevertheless.



There were people trying to overcome that fear and illuminate the darkness.



'Tell the Southern Biology Research Institute to stop their inspections. Irregular polyhedron supply takes priority. Let's have them bring everything they've made so far.'



'Let's add alloy to the irregular polyhedrons. If we increase the entropy of the solid itself, we can make mirrors of the same efficiency using less irregular polyhedron film.'



'Request additional custom polarizing film production. Let's hurry before the Outsiders notice.'



Scientists.



"This is the last one."



"It's finished."



"Haven't seen my wife's face in two months. Sigh."



They were called scientists.



"I'll now present a general overview of our results."



Alcatraz Prison #3.



Amid a flurry of camera shutters, a female professor with dark circles under her eyes read the results in a flat voice.



Participating universities:

Stellarium, Iryuel, Callisto, Dartrich, Ellogodos Academy, and 37 other colleges.



Research institutes:

Southern Outsider Biology Research Institute, Central Mechanical Engineering Research Institute, Outsider Countermeasure Science and Technology Institute, Descartes Intensive Research Institute, Maxwell Response Engineering Research Institute, and 138 other research institutions.



A total of 175 research facilities.



And.



38,722 Ph.D. holders.



Additional processing period: 68 days.



Total budget invested: 80.18 trillion credits.



Number of resonators produced:



20.



Therefore, the total number of Outsiders that could be contained:



"...300."



The female professor collapsed backward as soon as she finished the briefing. Another professor caught her. Then that professor also collapsed like dominoes.



It was a funny situation, but no one laughed. Everyone was sipping their coffee.



"D-daddy. Daddy? It's Daddy. H-hehehehehehe."






The man, Hendrick, stood in the waiting area watching.



Watching his daughter, withered and twisted like a rotting old tree, emerge from solitary confinement and enter the resonator.



And.



And...



***



And Ireh saw it.



"Daddy, Daddyyy—!!"



"Lisa! Is that really my Lisa? Lisa—!!"



A father and daughter reuniting after three years.



"Sis, I-I'm here..."



"You bastard! Where the hell have you been all this time?! Waaahh!"



A brother and sister embracing each other after five years apart.



"Honey, is it really you? My goodness, am I dreaming?"



"You've been waiting for me all this time...?"



A woman who had waited alone for her husband for thirteen years finally embracing her family.



Everyone had their own story. Each was a tragedy, but from now on, they would become stories of hope.



"..."



Ireh Hazlen caressed her hand.



She had used up all the coins the constellation had given her.



There were many abilities she had wanted to enhance with those coins.



"In the end..."



I used them in the right place.



"Professor Stranov, thank you so much. Thank you so much..."



Ireh smiled faintly and glanced to the side. There stood a black-haired, golden-eyed man gulping down strong black coffee.



Eidel von Rheinland.



While others were thanking Professor Stranov, she knew he was the hidden hero behind this research.



Ireh carefully approached him. Perhaps caught up in the moment, she felt no hesitation now.



"Don't you want to go show your face to those people?"



"...It wasn't just me who did this, you know."



Haah, Eidel sighed.



"38,000? If we write a paper on this, we'll have to list names in alphabetical order. Let's see, the first letter of my name is... ah, damn."



Ireh chuckled.



What a real oddball.



At this historic moment when people possessed by Outsiders were being cured, the healer himself was only thinking about writing papers.



It reminded her of her past self, who struggled to save a collapsing universe even as her own body was breaking apart.



She had collapsed once.



But she was able to rise again.



Thanks to the person standing right beside her.



"Ms. Hazlen."



"You can... call me Ireh."



"Ireh Hazlen. Thanks to your help, we have this scene before us today. Everyone here now owes you their lives."



"That's not..."



No. I didn't do anything that amazing.



"The same goes for me. Actually, the reason I can't proudly go before those people is because I'm embarrassed. Even now. But thanks to you, at least I don't have to worry about being stoned in my sleep."



Everyone is looking only at Professor Stranov. To those who don't know better, she must appear to be the hero who saved humanity.



But in this world, there are far more heroes who quietly do their work behind the scenes.



"Ah, I need to write the next paper."



Just like him right now.



"Need to write it, but I'm so tired."



Plop.



Eidel dropped his head where he sat. Just then, the 300th inmate received a clean bill of health, and cheers and applause erupted.



Woooooo!



Clap clap clap clap clap.



Amid the applause, the hero closed his eyes peacefully.





Chapter 131 - Become a Science Girl (5)



What exactly was the cause?



I meticulously reviewed the path I had walked. Had I missed something? Was there something I didn't know?



After contemplating from various angles, Ireh looked up.



People emerging from the resonator were embracing each other. Reporters were busy interviewing them.



Meanwhile, the scientists were completely exhausted. Several had already collapsed. Professor Stranov, the lead researcher, was barely managing to give interviews.



"Hm."



It was a sight I had so desperately wanted to see.



Ireh wiped her eyes with her sleeve. The world looked hazy, as if covered in fog. Just then, she sensed movement nearby. Two people.



"Thank you so much, big brother!"



A young girl about ten years old gave a formal bow to the sleeping Eidel. Her youthful innocence was so adorable that Ireh couldn't help but smile.



"Liza, you should thank this big sister too."



"Are you a scientist too, big sister?"



"No, I'm..."



"Thank you so much!"



She received an equally respectful bow. I'm not a scientist. Ireh wanted to correct her, but the moment she received the bow, she felt so peculiar that she missed her chance.



"When I grow up, I want to be a scientist like big brother and big sister!"



The girl continued, her eyes sparkling.



"I'll become a scientist and heal lots of people who are suffering because of monsters!"



"That's wonderful, my daughter. Then from now on, you'll have to study very hard."



"Do I have to study a lot? Ugh, I don't like studying..."



"Daddy would love to see our Liza become top of her class and receive lots of praise from her teachers."



The girl called Liza scratched her messy hair. She clutched her hungry stomach and looked at Ireh.



"Big sister, how good at studying do I need to be to become a scientist...?"



"Huh?"



That was a question Ireh couldn't answer. She would have to have been a scientist herself to know. Actually, she had barely done anything that required using her brain. Being cunning was another matter entirely.



"Um, well. That brother over there knows much better than I do."



"Really? But this brother is sleeping."



The girl gently shook Eidel's shoulder.



"Brother, please wake up. Brother?"



Eidel von Rheinland. Currently enjoying a trip to dreamland.



"This brother must be very tired. Why don't you go ask someone else over there?"



"Do you have business with my young master?"



Hearing a voice from behind, the father-daughter pair and Ireh turned around. Sonia, an android in maid attire, stood with her hands folded demurely.



"Who are you?"



"I am Sonia, this young master's personal android."



Ireh's eyes widened in surprise. She hadn't sensed Sonia's presence at all until she spoke.



"It's the big sister with ribbons! So cute!"



"...!"



"So flowy and pretty. Can I touch them just once?"



"For a human child to appreciate the true value of frills... *sigh*, very well. I'll specially allow you to touch them."



And so Sonia was patted by the little girl. Ireh noticed the android's expression was unusual.



"In return, I'll wake up the young master for you."



Sonia stood behind Eidel and kneaded his shoulders firmly. She whispered into his ear as if blowing a breeze.



Ireh, blessed by the stars with enhanced senses, could hear what Sonia was saying...



"Young master, there's a question about graduate school admission."



"Urgh."



...I wish I hadn't heard that.



"Graduate school?"



Liza blinked. That was the catalyst. Eidel staggered to his feet and looked at the young girl before him.



"...Little friend, do you want to come to graduate school?"



His tone had changed from drowsy to something cheerful yet eerie. Ireh felt goosebumps rising on her arms.






"What's graduate school? A big academy?"



"It's a school for people who want to become scientists, little friend."



"It's where professors' lackeys live."



"Shut up, Sonia. Now, let me tell you how fun graduate school is..."



Eidel taught the girl everything about becoming a scientist, from zero to one hundred. Though the father's eyebrows twitched chaotically, Eidel didn't stop.



"This is how you can become a science girl. Want to try, little friend?"



"I want to! Me too! I want to go to graduate school too!"



"L-Liza. Let's think about that a bit more and decide later. First, let's eat... okay?"



"Okay. I'm hungry."



The girl clutched her hungry stomach and smiled softly. Seeing his daughter's response, the father sighed with relief.



But Ireh saw it. There was something unusual in the girl's eyes.



"Big sister! Big brother! Thank you so much! I'm going to work hard from now on!"



The girl waved as she boarded the ship with her father. There had been a brief commotion, but seeing her laughing so vibrantly made Ireh feel warm inside.



"Ah, I'm sleepy. I'm dying of sleepiness."



"Young master, you should at least finish properly before leaving."



"What do you mean, finish?"



Eidel staggered to his feet.



"This is just the beginning."



He looked around as he spoke.



"One day, the black hole suddenly emptied. The outer gods beyond the Aether Belt will notice too. 'Ah, some primitive species in the Milky Way has grown strong enough to crawl up.'"



A mortal trying to kill a god.



How would the gods react?



"What will the outer gods think now that they recognize us not as toys to play with, but as worthy opponents?"



A chill ran down Ireh's spine.



"Let's crush them."



***



There was no time for interviews or rest.



While Professor Stranov and other key figures were bombarded with questions from reporters, nominated for the Archea Prize, and invited by the government for lavish meals, Eidel remained planted in his laboratory.



Sleep time: exactly five hours. Even this was a lot compared to recent days.



Eidel quietly scratched away with his pen as if nothing had happened. He showed no reaction except for occasional trips to the bathroom, drinking water, or turning on the computer to run simulation programs.



"Young master, you'll really die at this rate."



"Dying while writing a paper would be an honorable death."



Better than being devoured by outer gods, Eidel muttered.



Ireh gazed absently at the man from five steps away.



One project had ended. He looked tired. She wanted to let him rest. She wanted to create something that would give him a breather.



But Ireh didn't know how to change the mood. She didn't have Rustila's gentle demeanor, nor was she like Zernya who, once started, would bulldoze forward.



She traced back through the past again.



What was the cause?



Why hadn't they been able to stand against the outer gods until now?



Why hadn't they devised a method to trap even a single lesser god, to prevent it from ever escaping?



"Ah."



Power wasn't everything.



To defeat the outer gods, one needed to be as strong as them, but the standard of strength wasn't just about sword proficiency.



That kind of wisdom.



That kind of integrity.



That kind of... madness.



"Young master, there are too many authors on this research, your name will be buried."



"That's to be expected. An undergraduate should be thankful to even be in the acknowledgments."



Madness on par with the outer gods.



"The rewards are minimal compared to your efforts. It's essentially a paper scoop."



"Then we'll write another one."






Madness directed in the right way had rewritten human history. It was liberation from the shackles of convention, inspiration, and creativity itself.



"What?"



"I said we'll write another one."



"Aren't you going to rest?"



"I'm resting right now."



"Are you insane...?"



Looking at Eidel before her, she realized.



To see a truly happy ending, she needed to learn something new beyond her current understanding.



"We'll continue the non-resonance research separately, and this time I'm really going to try this."



Eidel pieced together large sheets of paper like a collage to create a huge drawing board.



"This is our galaxy."



In the center is the Sagittarius A* black hole, with spiral arms drawn around it. He marks points where the spiral arms end. Finally, he connects them in a circle, into one.



"This is the Aether Belt."



Next, he draws a small circle on a planetary system in the southern region.



"This is where we'll place the accelerator."



"Are you finally planning to research graviton bombs?"



"Yes. But how do you know that?"



"I heard you talking in your sleep. There's no way I wouldn't know."



Eidel sighed deeply. Despite his fluid pen strokes, his face was gloomy.



"There won't be technical issues, but it costs too much money. This is phase one, and there are four phases total."



"Then perhaps starting with the head of the family position..."



"...Excuse me!"



Ireh interrupted the conversation. Sonia's face, which had brightened slightly, returned to its blank expression. She seemed annoyed that their private time was being disturbed.



But Ireh spoke regardless. It was that important.



"H-how can we keep seeing people smile like today...?"



No, this stammering won't do.



[— The "God of Patience and Integrity" casts <Stability> on you.]



Yes. Look straight into his eyes.



"...How can we keep seeing people smile like they did today?"



Be proactive like that little girl earlier, speak with courage.



"I wanted to make everyone smile, to do something. But thinking about it, I realized I hadn't done anything. I was just drifting. I became stronger, but not resilient. Then I met you."



The words came out haphazardly. A series of unrefined language. But the thought continues. The meaning is conveyed.



That meaning points to one thing.



I want to color this damn hopeless world with hope.



"How can we eradicate the outer gods from this world?"



Eidel turned his head and shot her a sharp look. Ireh flinched momentarily but stared straight back into his eyes.



The maximum resoluteness, sincerity, and will she could show. A fleeting will.



She laid everything bare before him without reservation. This is my true heart, she seemed to say. To this heart, the man soon opened his mouth and asked:



"Do you want to crush all the outer gods?"



"Of course..."



"Then can you do something about it?"



"...Of course."



Bang——!



Eidel threw down the pen he was holding and revealed his snow-white teeth.



"Ireh Hazlen! I've been waiting for you to say that!"



"...Huh?"



"Welcome to the Department of Physics!"



***



"...Huh? What did you say?"



Looking at Ireh Hazlen, who was gaping in confusion, I gave her a broad smile.



Professor, we've got another one coming up.





Chapter 132 - Election (1)



Eidel spoke.



"Know yourself, know your enemy. If you know yourself and your enemy, you can fight a hundred battles without danger."



"The Outer Gods live inside black holes. What should we do to defeat such beings?"



Ireh moistened her lips as she reflected on her past experiences.



She had captured monsters and isolated people with madness many times. She had defeated divine vessels countless times. She had even annihilated dark organizations like Adelbein several times.



Whatever she did, nothing had worked. So Eidel must be getting at something else.



Ireh was quick on the uptake.



"...We need to understand black holes."



"Correct."



Eidel's lips curled into a smile. Ireh was surprised by her own answer.



The fact that Outer Gods lived in black holes. She knew it already, but saying it aloud gave her a fresh perspective.



"Scientists see the world differently. Before trying to kill the Outer Gods, they try to understand them. What exactly are these beings? By asking such questions, they discovered that they live in black holes."



"Then, if we find a way to destroy black holes..."



"Yes. That's how we win."



Her heart was swayed. Without realizing it, Ireh was already solidifying her decision.



If I could fight alongside you. If we could save the world. If I could repay my debt. I would do anything.



But majoring in physics to fight Outer Gods wouldn't be easy. She had to consider the sunk costs.



Also, science required talent. Ireh was clever, but she had rarely held a pen. She didn't know if she had the talent.



"Studying is done with your backside."



As if seeing through her thoughts, Eidel answered.



"You have enough skill to enter Stellarium, don't you?"



"Y-yes."



"That's enough."



Right, talent isn't everything.



Just looking at the recent resonator project, over 40,000 scientists participated. By adding her strength to theirs, humanity could fight the Outer Gods.



"Then I'll do it. No, I will."



"Really?"



"Y-yeah. We're senior and junior now, right? We've known each other for months. So you can drop the formalities..."



"You're my junior?"



"...Oh."



The hierarchy got mixed up.



***



While mutual respect is the principle between seniors and juniors, Ireh and I reached a compromise.



We would speak comfortably to each other.



"What are you doing?"



"I'm bringing you books."



She speaks casually. I speak formally.



It's not that Ireh lacks manners. The truly rude one is Zernya. Rather, Ireh is trying her best to build a close relationship with me.



"You can speak casually too..."



"It's fine. I prefer this way."



For reference, I automatically use formal speech with people older than me. It's just more comfortable.



Damn Confucian mindset.



Anyway, I smiled brightly as I searched through the bookshelf. I passed each book I grabbed across the desk.



"This is university physics. These are the four main physics subjects: mechanics, electromagnetism, quantum mechanics, and statistical mechanics. Plus mathematical physics, general relativity, field theory, plasma physics..."



"Huh?"



"You should finish these in one year."



"W-wait. Finish in one year?"



"Yes."






"All of them?"



"Well, not exactly all."



"Phew."



"Skip relativity and field theory. To understand those properly, you'd need to take mathematics courses too."



I'm just asking her to get a taste, just a taste.



And I've already found a mathematics major colleague two years ago. They must be studying hard for graduate school by now.



That person handles math, I handle physics, and Ireh assists with experiments or when spirit bullets are needed. This way, we can enjoy research infinitely.



Of course, she needs basic knowledge to help.



"...?"



What's with that expression?



"Even so, finishing all this in a year is too much."



"If you focus, you'll finish quickly."



"Haaa!"



Even with such deep sighs, I know she'll manage. There's a reason her codename in the Backroom is "Patience and Perseverance."



"Fine, just undergraduate level. Let's try undergraduate level."



Ireh muttered while buried under waves of textbooks, but soon different words will come from those lips.



Yes, maybe up to master's level. No, should I go for a doctorate while I'm at it? And so on.



Of course, it's not time to recommend graduate studies yet. A frog must be boiled slowly so it doesn't jump out.



That's how I spent the rest of summer vacation with Ireh.



After spending about two months together, Ireh's condition improved enough that she would occasionally make eye contact. The five-step distance she maintained was reduced to four steps.



Meanwhile, many things happened in that short time.



First, I formally published two papers.



Naturally, both papers were published in "Universe," and I received first author and co-author titles respectively.



"Huh? What's this?"



I thought the credit would be divided among many participants, so why am I sitting in first class?



"I told you, Eidel. I would definitely make you the first author."



"P-Professor Stranov...!"



That day, I bowed deeply to Professor Stranov. In return, I had to endure the belated media onslaught.



Having my portrait rights sold to newspapers was nothing unusual. How many days has it been since I watched the news?



Also, the Southern Outer God Research Institute was raided by prosecutors.



After the Outer God descent incident, the government tried to impose reporting restrictions, but couldn't stop the journalists' unity. Tabloids transformed into malicious rumors, and the entire federation was in uproar.



Eventually, evidence of live experiments was found, and prosecutors' photo lines were busy.



And then, suddenly.



The investigation was concluded.



All primary suspects who survived from the Northern Institute had committed suicide.



"Adelbein cut off the tail."



Ireh, studying beside me, growled in response to the news.



"As you know, the Heresset family is fearless enough to investigate even Adelbein. That's why they acted this way. Those vicious people. Acting like that just because they think they're great..."



Ireh gritted her teeth and asked me.



"...So, are you close with Zernya Adelbein?"



"We're not on bad terms."



"I don't know how it happened, but she enrolled a year early."



Indeed she did.



"The student council election is coming up in the second semester. If she gets elected, she'll take the president or vice president position. Once that happens, it can't be reversed. You know what I mean, right?"



"Of course."



Here's another reason why I finished the resonator research early during summer vacation.



First year, second semester of college.






This is when Zernya awakens as a true villainess.



If I can't reform her by the end of second year, the college will be destroyed, and Professor Feynman's lab will be engulfed in flames.



No.



I must prevent it at all costs.



***



[I heard the Rheinland family made remarkable theoretical contributions to the recent resonator research. Isn't the Rheinland family famous as a medical family?]



[Yes, that's right. But Eidel von Rheinland is an undergraduate physics student at Stellarium. He was also famous for the FR model before.]



[So not everyone from a medical family becomes a doctor?]



[Of course not. There's such a thing as freedom of career choice, isn't there?]



[In my personal opinion, this achievement is even more remarkable than being from a medical family. What do you think, Professor?]



[I think exactly the same. This is a revolution. Humans can fight and win against Outer Gods. That's what matters most.]



[So Rheinland is now a scientific family.]



[A physics family. A physics family. Completely a physics family. He's a student with a promising future.]



"Tsk."



Zernya turned off the TV and lay down on the sofa.



Today was the last day of summer practical training. She needed to rest briefly before registering for fall semester courses.



The life of a medical student is this arduous. The higher the expected future income, the more extraordinary the suffering.



Plus, she had to manage various extracurricular activities.



Student Council President.



That was the position she was aiming for.



"Eidel..."



Her teeth gritted.



While you rise so high, why am I stuck here? She wanted to reproach him.



But Adelbein must always be great. A family motto she had heard since childhood, like brainwashing, that wouldn't bleach out of her mind.



She had lived guided by that motto. But you, you always shake me up.



She didn't feel good. Her heart pounded. It was a subtle, sour, sweet yet stinging sensation.



She knew from her studies that it wasn't due to arrhythmia.



So this must be that emotion.



Competitiveness. Ambition. Jealousy.



Just once, she wanted to beat him.



Grades alone wouldn't be enough. That was a childish thought. Capturing 300 Outer Gods was already enough to earn a line in history books.



So the girl decided.



To become the greatest physician in the universe, surpassing Rheinland.



After showering and changing into pajamas, Zernya threw herself onto the bed. With a tablet in one hand and a white teddy bear in the other, she began formulating her plan.



Number 1.

Find a way to heal people suffering from Outer Gods.



Number 2.

Steadily build the reputation of "Zernya," not "Adelbein."



Number 1 would be somewhat difficult. She would need to go at least to graduate school. Zernya wrote "graduate school" under item 1.



"Ha, hahaha, ahahaha!"



Even to herself, she seemed crazy.



If she just wanted to live as an ordinary doctor, passing the Federal Medical Examination would be enough. But to truly become a renowned physician, a doctoral degree was essential!



"Well, he's going for a doctorate too."



Zernya giggled as she moved on. She realized it was an inevitable choice from the moment she acknowledged him as her rival.



And Number 2.

Build the reputation of "Zernya" herself.



For this, there was something she could do right in the next semester.



Stellarium College Student Council President.



Zernya decided to seize the reins of power at Stellarium.





Chapter 133 - Election (2)



From a distance, she looks like a hydrangea, but up close, she's a rose.



Approach her beauty carelessly, and you'll be pricked by thorns. That's Zernya von und zu Trisha Adelbein. A girl blessed with the trifecta of extraordinary beauty, talent, and power.



There are two ways to handle such a rose.



Either remove all the thorns, or possess hands strong enough to embrace even those thorns.



Choose the former, and the rose will soon wither.



Some wouldn't care. They could simply plant another flower where the rose died. It would grow vigorously from the soil's nutrients.



Choose the latter, and it will be a long, arduous journey.



But if you succeed in taming her, you'll taste romantic fragrance and sweet nectar. You might even be able to use those thorns together.



"Hey, long time no see."



"So what?"



I greeted the rose I hadn't seen in two months, pretending it was nothing. As expected, a thorny response came back.



I checked the time. 10 minutes before 10.



I double-checked my shopping cart too. Everything was properly packed without missing anything.



Since I received good grades in the first semester, I can take 3 more credits. I plan to register for one more junior-level class.



I'm setting my second semester research schedule as leisurely as possible. Three months is just a fleeting moment for an outsider. I need to accomplish something definite before then.



In that sense, my goal for this semester:



"How annoying. So obnoxious."



Taming this rose.



However, to make her grow properly, preliminary work is required. First, some pruning is necessary.



'I'm an outsider now, so I can't interfere on campus. I'm sorry, but I need to ask you. Eidel, no matter what happens, please prevent that person from becoming student council president.'



I need to make Zernya lose the student council election. Or become student council president myself.



I would have started this even if Ireh hadn't mentioned it.



In fact, I became famous through research partly for this purpose. To run for election, you need supporters.



After successfully registering for all my classes, I glanced at Zernya sitting next to me.



"Aack!"



"What now?"



"The physics section... I missed it."



She glared at me with a vicious expression and fumed.



"It's all your fault."



"Why?"



"You're asking because you don't know? You're so famous...! Ah! Forget it. I shouldn't even speak."



This is a severe case.



I really need to tame her quickly.



***



How Stellarium elects its student council president.



First step:



"I will now accept nominations. If anyone wishes to run, please raise your hand."



Initially, they collect potential candidates with eligibility from each department.



Not many people apply.



It's like a real political nomination process, so it costs quite a bit of money. And you have to pay part of it yourself. What a pain.



"Is there really no one?"



The science and engineering departments, by their nature, don't favor stepping forward. It's certainly not because the seniors are so passive they ignore group chats.



"We barely have time for our majors, let alone student council."



"Does that experience even help with getting a job?"



"Well, maybe when demonstrating leadership?"



"Leadership, yeah right. If you want to prove that, an internship would be better..."



"Is there really no one who wants to apply?"



There's truly no enthusiasm here.



Well, companies are eager to recruit Stellarium science graduates, so there's no reason to spend time being student council president.



"I'm just asking in case. I'll post a notice in the group chat soon, so please let me know if you change your mind..."



This is annoying, but let's do it now.



I carefully raised my hand. A murmur spread like ripples. As expected, everyone is looking at me. Ah, how embarrassing.



"No way, it's you!"



"Junior Eidel von Rheinland!"



Embarrassment level 2.






"Junior, are you thinking of running for the student council election?"



"Yes. That's my plan."



Embarrassment level 3.



"Junior! We've been waiting for you. Finally, our Holy Physics department will grasp Stellarium's supreme power."



The emergency committee chairman grasped my hand and patted my back. For reference, this department doesn't even have a student council because of low internal voting rates.



"Everyone, let's all cheer for Junior Rheinland!"



"Holy Physics! Department Physics! Mathematical Physics!"



What the hell is this FM... ah, forget it. I'll stop talking.



"I've registered you on the candidate list. With your recognition, you'll gather plenty of supporters. The pioneer of resonator research, the FR model! Is there any fashion science student who hasn't read your paper?"



"Hahaha!"



And so I collected embarrassment levels 4 and 5 abundantly. It feels so overwhelming I might get indigestion.



Since it's a nomination, I need support within the department (party). However, there shouldn't be anyone casting opposing votes...



"Wait! Junior Rheinland would benefit a hundred, no, a thousand times more by attending academic conferences than running for student council!"



...or so I thought.



"Are you talking back to our heaven-sent junior?"



"What's with that senior? Does he want to get dunked by Rheinland?"



"Let's dunk him first."



"?"



The opposition forces were suppressed before they could even start a filibuster.



And then stage 2.



Public opinion survey and recognition vote.



It's similar to legislative notice in lawmaking. Or, if we compare it to products, it's like a new product demonstration corner.



Whether it's the school newspaper or whatever, they post the candidates' faces along with their pledges. Slogans are important too, but even the most impressive slogan is useless if the pledges are weak.



"Please write down some pledges you've thought of first. Then we can discuss them together."



Hmm, pledges.



I do have a few things I've noticed while wandering around campus.



Why doesn't this school have this? Why is this so inconvenient? I decided to write down the inconveniences I experienced over the past six months.



And the result:



[1. Increase orbital elevators to the College-Graduate planet]

[2. Participate in tuition review committee with graduate student council]

[3. Discuss modification of early graduation system]

[4. Expand undergraduate-graduate shuttles]

[5. Install additional smoking booths]

[6. Establish graduate school counseling center]



A hodgepodge was created.



"Excuse me, junior?"



"Yes?"



"Your pledges are, um, something."



I scratched my head. I should have done this properly before. This is my first time, I swear.



"Why are there so many graduate school mentions in your pledges?"



"Well, college and graduate school are originally one body, right?"



While high schools and universities are rarely bundled together, universities and graduate schools are inseparable. In other words, benefiting the university also benefits the graduate school.



Actually, number 3 is the most important.



Early graduation. By revising the existing rules to shorten the years, one can accelerate graduate school admission.



"...Indeed, with junior's pledges, we could get a ton of votes from third-year students planning to enter graduate programs."



"Such sweetness to take care of graduate students too!"



I've seen statistics showing that over 60% of physics department students advance to graduate school each year. Could it be that the third-year seniors here also...?



"Um, junior? I understand everything else, but why a graduate school counseling center...?"



"Oh, that's for freshmen. First-years lack a lot of information, you know."



"What?"



"Is something strange?"



Thinking about it, the wording could be misunderstood. I modified number 6 to make it more intuitive.



[6. Establish graduate school admission counseling center]



There. Written like this, it looks like it's for undergraduates.



These are the core pledges for now, and it would be good to flesh out the rest gradually.



But something...



Why do the seniors have strange expressions?






***



At the same time, in the medical school student lounge.



"Cheers!"



"Clink! Clink! Clink!"



Zernya, attending the opening assembly, volunteered to serve drinks to the seniors.



"Ahh, northern mountain beer is the best!"



"Isn't this expensive? Where did you get all this?"



"Well, our junior Adelbein provided it."



The flushed seniors turned their attention to her. Zernya smiled slyly, curling the corners of her eyes. Everything was going according to plan.



"Seniors' drinks today? It's on me!"



"Really?"



"Ah, as expected, Lady Adelbein is different!"



She played the role of a vivacious girl who knows how to match the mood appropriately. A mask she never showed when alone with Eidel.



"Junior Adelbein is smart and respectful. She'll go far."



"As a senior entering clinical years, let me give you some advice. Listen well!"



She continued to endure the seniors' drunken ramblings. Idiots. And they call themselves medical students. But she needed their votes too. Zernya maintained her artificial smile.



Just then, the department's student council president opened the door and entered.



"You guys, drinking on campus?"



"Look, it's the pseudo-disciplinary committee."



"Want a drink, officer?"



The unusually drunk medical students raised their glasses. Several officials who recognized the expensive alcohol swallowed hard.



The president held her head and shook it. This was a common occurrence.



She shifted her gaze to Zernya. She was the only one with pale cheeks.



"Junior, you're not drinking?"



"I'm still a minor."



"Right. You graduated early."



The student council president seemed pleased. After all, the current medical school student council president was a girl who insisted on proper conduct.



Zernya knew this too. That's why she had been putting on all kinds of airs throughout the first semester to gain her favor. Of course, she secretly mocked her.



Zernya behaved this way because of the medical school's uniquely closed environment.



These were faces she'd see for life. Year, student number. These things matter. If you talk back to seniors when you're a junior, it just becomes troublesome.



As an adult, one must be more cunning and crafty.



That was Zernya's slogan.



"Hey, attention everyone!"



The president clapped her hands to focus attention.



"As you all know, the student council election period will begin soon. I posted in the group chat, but if anyone is interested in running for office, please raise your hand."



And no one did.



"We're already busy enough without student council."



"Wasn't there a second-year pre-med student? The one who made it to the finals last time but lost to that political science kid."



"Right. Isn't he running this time?"



The seniors blew hot air and frowned. They all seemed annoyed.



Zernya, watching carefully, met eyes with the president. They exchanged subtle glances. Seeing no hostility in her eyes, it seemed safe to step forward.



Zernya cautiously raised her hand, acting like a shy girl.



"I'd like to try."



The response was positive.



The primary results came out soon after.



Unification.



The medical school nominated Zernya von und zu Trisha Adelbein as its sole candidate for student council.



She crafted decent pledges and wrote an excellent slogan. Plus, she had the name value of the Adelbein family. With just a little effort during the campaign, the presidency was practically guaranteed.



No, even if she did nothing, she'd at least become vice president.



Stellarium uses an officer system where votes determine the president and vice president based on vote count. Even if a well-known senior takes first place, there's no way she wouldn't get second.



"Heh, hehehe. Hehehehe."



Zernya was confident.



"I heard Eidel von Rheinland is running for student council?"



At least until she heard that news.





Chapter 134 - Election (3)



Two first-years.



Six second-years.



A total of eight students engaged in a death match for the positions of president and vice president of the Stellarium Student Council.



The second-year seniors, who would soon become third-years, sighed as they looked at the list of candidates who had made it to the finals.



[First-years]



[Eidel von Rheinland]

[Zernya von und zu Trisha Adelbein]



"Adelbein and Rheinland..."



"What's with the freshmen this year?"



"At this rate, first-years will take both the president and vice president positions."



At Stellarium, there's an unspoken rule that typically a capable first-year has a certain probability of becoming vice president, while a second-year definitively becomes president.



But look at this magnificent lineup that appeared unexpectedly.



One is the next head of the great Adelbein family, and the other is a hero who sent 300 foreign gods packing.



Moreover, both are top students in their respective departments, gorgeous enough to rival celebrities, and their campaign promises are impressive.



They can't help but receive substantial support.



It's said that first-years are already arguing among themselves about whether Eidel or Zernya will become president.



"If things continue like this, we'll all lose."



And so, an emergency countermeasure meeting was convened.



The second-year candidates sat around a round table like knights preparing for battle and began whispering among themselves.



"The support for these two juniors is extraordinary. At this rate, none of us will be elected."



"So what should we do?"



"If our probability is approaching zero, let's raise it to 1/6 instead."



"Consolidation?"



"You mean consolidate the candidates?"



The senior leading the meeting had a gleam in his eyes.



"First-years are still inexperienced. They don't know the school system well, and even if they have student council experience, it's lacking compared to everyone gathered here. Therefore, I believe this is something we second-years should handle."



He naturally created a sense of solidarity around being "second-years." By building this fence, he subtly encouraged competition and hostility toward the first-years. Divide and conquer—a basic quality of politicians.



"But you know, I think both of them might do better than us..."



"Just because someone's popular doesn't mean they should be elected—would you make an idol the president? One is a medical student, and the other only does research. They're already busy with their own work; they won't have time to handle proposals coming from everywhere."



Zernya and Eidel would scoff if they heard this, but what matters isn't their reaction.



The priority is to unify the second-year candidates into one.



"Right now, the student council president election has become a popularity contest because of family names. I wonder how many students actually vote based on campaign promises."



The senior leading the meeting spoke calmly.



"Everyone, have you seen the promises made by our Rheinland junior?"



"I haven't yet. What are they?"



"About half were related to graduate studies. Setting up a graduate school admission counseling center, comfortable meeting rooms with professors, adding research lab search functions to the school's anonymous forum..."



Other promises included reviewing tuition fees together with the graduate student council, constructing a massive moving walkway connecting the college and graduate school, increasing the frequency of colloquiums, and so on.



"Are these really promises for college students?"



"Oh. Not bad."



A senior who occasionally mentioned planning to attend graduate school for political science expressed admiration.



"If it's a promise targeting third-year seniors planning for graduate school, that's pretty clever."



"Let's continue without this crazy guy."



And he was immediately shut down.



"Ahem."



The senior at the center of the round table cleared his throat and brought the discussion back on track.



"As you all know, the voter turnout for third-years who are about to graduate is low. Conversely, our second-year turnout is the highest. If we consolidate, we can secure the student council president position."



"So, who do we consolidate behind?"






"That's what we need to decide now."



***



[Then, we'll consolidate behind Sinclair. The rest of you, please submit your resignations by this Saturday.]



She heard everything.



The second-years' movements, their judgments.



"How boring."



It was so boring she wanted to die.



To have to win the student council presidency against such fools in an election—there could be no greater humiliation. Zernya removed the eavesdropping earpiece and clicked her tongue briefly.



"No matter how many minnows gather, they're still just minnows."



Even if a salmon swims upstream with all its might, once it's scooped up by a bear's paw, that's the end.



Zernya couldn't help but smirk. Her smile was unmistakably that of a bear.



All that remained was to devise a plan to divide them. As Zernya pondered various strategies, a voice reached her.



["How interesting. Using eavesdropping just to win an election."]



Was it from the side? From behind? Or perhaps from above?



["I'm speaking directly into your mind."]



"W-who are you?"



A voice she had never heard before in her life. Startled, Zernya stepped backward and tripped over a desk leg, falling down.



["Oh my, you should be careful."]



"D-damn it."



["Your palm is slightly scraped. Wait a moment. I'll heal it for you right away."]



Zernya stared blankly at her palm.



Starlight was flowing through it.



"Ah..."



The pain from where she had scraped her hand gradually subsided with a refreshing sensation. Looking closely, she could see new skin forming.



Healing? Healing?



She had seen Professor Rheinland do it before, but this was her first time experiencing it directly.



["Were you very surprised?"]



"You're a constellation, aren't you?"



She unconsciously used formal speech. It was a kind of reverence.



"Why did you come to me?"



She asked reflexively.



["I was just passing by and happened to see you. I was simply curious. But you don't seem to be such a good child."]



Definitely a constellation. The immediate moral judgment proved it.



It was laughable. She hadn't killed anyone—she had merely eavesdropped on opponents to win.



["That's the problem. It's wrong."]



"You don't understand."



Zernya absolutely had to win this election. To build a foundation of fame comparable to Eidel's.



["Winning isn't everything. Why don't you try doing as I say?"]



"No thanks."



["Aren't you looking for constellations? If you keep acting like this, even approaching constellations will run away."]



"This is my business, and I'll handle it myself. If you have nothing else to say, please go somewhere else."



Something felt instinctively wrong.



Making a contract with this constellation would be troublesome in many ways.



It probably wasn't even one of the constellations corresponding to the twelve zodiac signs. Only those would be worth contracting with.



["Well then, for now..."]



Surprisingly, the constellation withdrew without resistance. She left with words suggesting she would return later.






"..."



Something was strange about that constellation.



First, she didn't reveal her name.



Second, she didn't mention artificial constellations.



Especially the second point. Demanding adherence to petty morals while saying nothing about artificial constellations? Something was off.



"How annoying."



Zernya examined her palm where new skin had formed. It was fine, but something felt unsettling. She went to the bathroom and scrubbed her hands thoroughly.



Just then, she saw Eidel approaching from the opposite direction.



Perfect timing.



She had something to confront him about.



***



"You should just focus on research. Why waste your precious time running for student council president?"



Once again, I find myself being confronted today.



Heavens above. What am I to do with this white rose? Must I truly remove all its thorns if there's no other solution?



["I could soak it for you if you'd like."]



No, Cartesia, stay out of this.



[— The God of Wisdom and Curiosity clicks his tongue.]



Asking a foreign god for favors is like the monkey's paw.



They always take something dangerous in return. That's why requesting favors without insurance is taboo, no matter what.



Zernya continued with venomous eyes.



"Withdraw now. Don't waste your valuable time."



"I don't want to."



But surprisingly, my polling numbers are quite good.



Although I started this to prevent Zernya from meeting foreign gods and becoming corrupted, I also have many policies I'd like to implement as student council president.



Especially considering that next year, talented researchers like Mezulen Hueritia and Welton Yusoford will be entering. As their senior, shouldn't I pave the way for them?



"I hope we have a good competition."



"...Don't tell me. You entered deliberately to compete with me?"



Zernya widened her eyes like a rabbit, then twisted her lips.



What is she talking about all of a sudden?



Well, it is a competition, but still.



"Hmm."



[— Psychological state: You feel good about being recognized as a rival.]



I blinked and touched my forehead.



Strange. Just three seconds ago, she was incredibly angry. I really can't figure out what this person is thinking.



"Hey, why are you here anyway?"



"I came to pick up the promotional pamphlets I ordered."



Elections are war.



In war, what's important is people (manpower), ammunition (publicity), and oil (gossip).



Strategic reserves are better in abundance. People need maximum exposure to me and my promises to decide whether to vote for me.



Of course, picking up pamphlets wasn't my only reason for coming here.



A meeting disguised as coincidence.



I lower my head slightly and lean my face toward Zernya.



"Zernya."



"W-what's with you suddenly?"



"I have something to tell you."





Chapter 135 - Election (4)



There's no guarantee that foreign gods won't appear before the election.



They might not show up at all since the Aether Belt is blocking them, but conversely, they could move earlier than expected.



I needed to make a decision considering all possibilities.



So I had to tell Zernya about this.



"If any constellation offers you a contract, don't even speak to them."



"What?"



Zernya looked bewildered.



Oh no, did I get too close to her face?



I hastily tried to pull back.



"Are you dissing me right now?"



Instead, Zernya frowned and brought her face closer.



"You're mocking me, saying no constellation would approach me because of my nasty personality, right? Think I wouldn't notice your roundabout insult? Do I look that stupid to you?"



No. That wasn't my intention at all.



"I'm genuinely concerned. That constellation might actually be a foreign god."



"Foreign god?"



Zernya snorted.



"You sound ridiculous. Listen, foreign gods are dangerous even if you just hear their voice. They're fundamentally different from constellations."



Their origins are actually similar.



The final stage of stellar evolution. Slightly larger stars can become black holes.



But that's beside the point right now.



"Hey, even if you're going to lie, at least be selective about who you lie to."



"I'm not lying."



There wasn't time to discuss this in depth anyway. Telling the truth wouldn't help since I couldn't prove it at this point.



There's a good approach for situations like this.



"I just overheard some professors talking about it—apparently there are foreign gods that can mimic constellations' voices."



Appeal to expert opinion.



"Just keep it in mind."



"...Why are you suddenly telling me this?"



"Because we're friends."



"Huh?"



"Friends share this kind of information casually. Don't they?"



I tested her reaction naturally. And I could see Zernya's earlobes gradually turning red.



"F-friends? Who's friends with whom? That's ridiculous! You think we're friends just because we've spent some time together?"



"Aren't we?"



"W-well, that's..."



She's so dishonest.



"We shared coffee during summer break and toured the research lab together. I told you several times that you could leave, but you stayed until the semester started. I thought that made us friends."



"..."



"That's really too bad. If we're not, I can't help it. I'm sorry. I misunderstood."



"Hey!"



"Yes, what is it?"



Zernya's voice trembled as she touched her earlobe and moistened her lower lip. Her shoulders quivered slightly.



But perhaps because of her Adelbein bloodline, she quickly returned to her poker face.



"Of course we're friends. Who says otherwise?"



"You just said we weren't."



Zernya, who had been bristling, quickly put on a brazen face.



"We are now because I just acknowledged it."



"Friendship doesn't work that way with acknowledgments. It happens naturally when people get along."



"N-nonsense."



Wow, why does her expression crumble like a child who didn't get a Christmas present?



Good heavens, Adelbein. How exactly does your family raise children? I didn't know the backstory since she died in the college part, but this is even more dysfunctional than the Kersil family.



Actually, this is good.



I can lay some groundwork here.



"Zernya."



"What?"



"Even if one of us loses this election, we'll still be friends, right?"



"Huh? Well..."



"So compete fairly. You're talented. Don't use underhanded methods to become president only to be criticized later."



***



Underhanded methods, huh? Zernya smirked as she stared blankly at the space Eidel had just vacated.



There was a family motto she had repeated since childhood.



The best.



The direct descendants of Adelbein must always claim first place, driven by the obsession that they should leverage their outstanding appearance and refined talents.






One must always be the best. It doesn't matter what underhanded methods are used in the process. Results are what matter. Winning is everything.



So this time, she had decided to use underhanded methods.



She climbed to the third floor of the Business Administration building.



Following the white stairs up, she came to a double corridor with two turns. Following the signs to the lounge, she found a second-year student sipping instant coffee.



"Ugh..."



A girl with a gloomy expression.



Zernya knew who she was. She had completed all her preliminary research.



"Hello?"



"W-who...?"



"I'm Zernya von und zu Trisha Adelbein, running in the student council election. You're also a candidate for the election, senior? I came to meet you."



"W-well."



The senior shook her head with a tearful expression. What followed was within the expected range.



"So you consolidated your candidacy?"



"...Yes."



The senior was completely deflated. She seemed to have some ambition, but couldn't straighten her back in front of a direct Adelbein descendant.



This was where she should speak up.



You shouldn't withdraw, senior.



We all agreed to be evaluated fairly.



Aren't you ashamed in front of the students who supported you?



If she persuaded her like that, the senior would likely jump up from her chair. She would tear up her resignation letter right there.



Repeat this about four times.



Then the second-year students would be divided, and with that alone, Zernya could easily secure the vice president position.



"...I see."



At the last moment, Zernya withdrew her plan.



Sowing discord? That's something she shouldn't do.



It would only backfire and harm her.



Of course, even that could be "silenced" with Adelbein power. But she judged it wasn't the right thing to do.



The same applied to Eidel.



If she dug up his weaknesses, her election would be guaranteed. She could become president and rise to an even higher position.



But she didn't want to do it.



Friend.



Because they're friends?



Yes. A rival and a friend. The only person who had ever been kind to her throughout her lonely life.



She admitted it somewhat. Zernya didn't want to lose that relationship.



"I'll respect your decision, senior. Well then, I'll be..."



Zernya got a coffee for the senior and left. Her heart felt tight, as if being pricked. The fact that she had eavesdropped remained unchanged. Perhaps she was feeling pangs of conscience.



This was all because of Eidel.



If she hadn't met him, she wouldn't have felt anything about using others like chess pieces.



"Fair and square, huh."



Zernya let out a hollow laugh. Then she suddenly rummaged through her clutch bag at the sound of an incoming call.



"...Father?"



[Yes, Zernya. I heard you proudly ranked first again during the summer semester. I'm proud of you.]



"That's only natural."



Someone who never contacted her suddenly calls like a ghost at times like this. Zernya shrugged and grinned.



[Right. Of course. And I heard you're running for student council president this time.]



"You knew?"



[Of course. I expected it.]



What exactly had he expected?



[Being student council president is a basic step to gaining connections and power. Whether you become a doctor or start a business later, the experience of being above others will be important.]



The same words she had heard before continued. Be better than others, work harder, you must always be first. Don't be afraid to put someone beneath your feet.



Zernya just repeated, "Yes, yes," indicating she understood.



[Additionally, it's a good opportunity to beat the third son of Rheinland.]



"Yes. I'll do my best."



[Not your best, but be the best. Don't be picky about means and methods. Conveniently, that boy has done many bad things in the past. Dig into that, or threaten the professor researching resonators, and knock him down.]



"..."



Zernya stood still, unable to close her mouth.



Threaten?



That was going too far.



"...Professor Stranov is an outsider. He's also a member of the Ten Great Families."



[You've gone soft, child. I told you. Don't be picky about means and methods to win.]



Click.



The call ended.






Suddenly, she felt a chill.



Digging up past wrongdoings is quite common. It's a negative strategy used in politics. A method to increase support by tearing down opposing candidates. Let's say that's somewhat acceptable.



But what if she messed with Eidel's professors?



That would be the end.



If caught, she would face backlash.



She would also cross an irreversible river with Eidel.



Zernya shook her head vigorously.



No.



She couldn't fall that far.



"Ugh."



Suddenly her lower back ached.



She didn't know why, but it felt like her body was being severed below the waist. A sensation like being devoured by a Darwin-type monster.



Was this some kind of precognition?



Although Zernya didn't believe in primal feelings, this time she was overwhelmed by the sense that she shouldn't cross the line.



"Ha, fine."



She decided to think differently.



"Who does my father think he is?"



When he's beneath me anyway.



He talks too much when he'll just become an old man in the back room after passing on the family headship.



Eidel is much more impressive. At least Eidel was willing to put her on the same level as his future self.



She moistened her throat and picked up her tablet. While scribbling something, a telepathic message sounded in her head.



["Hello, what are you doing?"]



It was that constellation from before.



["I see you're revising your campaign promises. How's it going?"]



"I told you I'd handle it myself..."



'If any constellation offers you a contract, don't even speak to them.'



"...but you're still here."



This was dangerous.



The timing was too suspicious.



How did Eidel happen to mention that information just today?



["It seems that boy is determined to drive a wedge between us."]



"What do you mean?"



["You humans consider us as specs, right? Contracting with me would help your election. Yes, I can heal sick people with my abilities. Without any medical knowledge."]



Having one's thoughts read is quite troublesome.



The constellation started chattering.



She seems to have a conscience, so she's not a bad child. Rather, I like you. I hope you become president in the election. I'm cheering for you, so do your best.



In short, she was asking for a contract.



"No thanks."



Zernya brushed off the constellation's attempt to butter her up.



"I don't want to receive blessings from a constellation whose name I don't even know."



["That's because this is a blind test. If you heard my constellation name, anyone would want to contract with me."]



"Since I haven't heard it, I don't want to contract."



["Why are you following that boy's words so well? Do you really think I'm a foreign god?"]



Not quite.



Actually, I'm not sure.



Eidel is something of an expert on foreign gods.



He wouldn't joke about something like that.



"Leave."



["...Then I have no choice."]



The constellation retreated obediently again. This also made it seem like a real constellation.



Anyway, the election was what mattered now. Zernya continued revising her campaign promises.



Zernya's promises were divided into two main directions.



Medical-field promises like strengthening discount benefits for Stellarium General Hospital students, providing temporary nap areas for those studying overnight during exam periods, and expanding campus health and fitness facilities;



And general promises like improving scholarship systems, changing the GPA evaluation method in the job market to be equal with other academies, and activating an online used bookstore in the Bamboo Forest.



This way, she could leverage her strength as a medical student while creating a broad support base.



She revised and revised and revised again.



For the upcoming candidate debate.



And.



"Heh, heheh."



Finally, it was complete.



"Just wait."



I'll step on you lightly.





Chapter 136 - Election (5)



"Excuse me, why aren't you submitting your resignation?"



The unified candidate, senior Sinclair from the Department of Political Science and Foreign Affairs, raised his voice at the election headquarters, his face hardening.



Zernya and I had stopped by to put away the election pickets when we witnessed this precious scene.



"Who hasn't submitted it?"



"Not me."



"Not me either."



"I... I haven't either..."



"Don't you all know that none of you submitted it?"



The second-year senior raised his voice, clearly displeased. I quietly pulled out my emergency popcorn from my pocket. And soon enough, Zernya snatched half of it.



Zernya started chuckling as she munched on the instant popcorn.



"What's so funny?"



"Nothing. Just thinking how they're falling apart without me even having to do anything."



***



Human greed knows no bounds, and that applies to those involved in politics too.



Though it's just within the school, the position of student council president is one that fuels the desire for power.



Power struggles, splitting and separating, negative strategies—all at the student level. One must endure it all to sit on the throne.



And those who fail to see the bigger picture quickly become obsolete.



That's exactly what was happening with the second-years now.



"Really, how did it come to this..."



One hour before the public debate.



There were five candidates in total.



Originally there should have been three, but two candidates, blinded by the desire for the presidency, backstabbed Senior Sinclair. That's how the current five-way race came to be.



It was an extremely favorable situation for Zernya or Eidel.



And the debate began without any particular twist.



After stating their main pledges, the candidates would take turns attacking other candidates. The first attack opportunity went to a second-year senior.



Currently, Eidel had the highest approval rating.



He needed to attack him.



"Candidate Rheinland seems to have many pledges focusing on graduate school welfare. I wonder if the College Student Council should be concerned about this when there's already a separate Graduate Student Council."



Zernya nodded. It was a fair point.



"Those are pledges for third-year seniors planning to enter graduate school. The seniors don't have the right to be elected, but they do have voting rights. So we shouldn't fill our platform with pledges that exclude them."



"But such discussions should be held at the Graduate Student Council..."



"Seniors don't immediately receive Graduate Student Council voting rights upon admission. And in graduate programs, they're too busy with research alone. Even if they have rights, they don't have time to exercise them."



"So the college should help?"



"Yes. We use the same space, operate under the same administrative system, and learn from the same professors."



"Even so, the budget issue..."



"I've already secured investments from professors."



Eidel pulled out the materials he had prepared.



Graduate School Admission Counseling Office, Moving Walkway to Research Units, Graduate School Day Events, Laboratory Tours, Graduate School Promotional Video Production, Committee for Eradicating Graduate School Irregularities.



"I've secured this much support for various projects."



"How did you... I mean, will that be enough?"



"If it's not enough after trying, I'll attract additional capital."



"Wouldn't it be better to focus that money on student welfare?"



"Specific budget allocations will be discussed with the finance department."



"Your speaking time is up."



The senior who had attempted to attack Eidel was counterattacked instead. When someone with the Rheinland surname said they would bring more money, it didn't sound like a false promise.



Next, Eidel took the attack opportunity.



The senior who had attacked Eidel gulped down water repeatedly. But Eidel didn't even glance at him.



Zernya von Adelbein.



The eyes of the two first-years met.



"You've pledged to restructure the school health insurance support. What specific plans do you have?"



As expected. Zernya smiled slyly. I knew you'd attack from there first.



Zernya quietly asked back.






"Do you know how the school's health insurance association's reimbursement process works?"



"I'm not sure."



Right, you wouldn't know. You're just a science freak who only knows research.



Let me tell you. What kind of irregularities remain at Stellarium.



"First, you need to have been enrolled in the Federal Health Insurance for at least two years and use hospitals in the southern region. Pharmacies are excluded. Problems arise from here."



"What problems?"



"Why do you need to be enrolled for two years? Why must you use only hospitals in the southern region?"



Zernya began explaining point by point.



"It's fine for students who grew up within the Aether Belt because they recognize dependent status. Their parents pay the insurance premiums for them. But what about students from the border zones?"



Eidel's mouth fell open. Even someone as research-obsessed as him could understand this much. Seeing his expression, Zernya continued her counterattack.



"They aren't even eligible for health insurance coverage. Because public authority doesn't reach that far. And after struggling to enter Stellarium, they can't get reimbursed for their out-of-pocket expenses. Despite being the same! Academy! Students!"



Zernya pounded her chest as if frustrated.



"Moreover, reimbursement is only possible in the southern region. It's regional discrimination! Because hospital tax rates are applied differently in each area! The school is using tricks! To save even a penny!"



In fact, most of Zernya's actions were an act.



The so-called crocodile tears.



It was comedic that someone who grew up with a diamond spoon, lacking nothing, would say such things.



But some might see it differently.



"Wow, she thinks so deeply."



"Didn't they say she's only eighteen?"



"She's much better than the previous student council that didn't even discuss this."



An underage rich young lady having such thoughtful ideas for the common people?



That was the strategy.



"I'm going to change this. From two years to just three months of enrollment. I'll ease the criteria so that comprehensive hospitals in all regions of the federation are eligible. I'll also double the reimbursement limit."



"...Is that realistically possible?"



"I can attract as much capital as needed."



She repeated exactly what Eidel had said earlier. It was killing two birds with one stone—showing that Adelbein had as much financial power as Rheinland while also boosting her approval rating.



"As I've already mentioned, I plan to implement multiple pledges focusing on student health and rest. I've already prepared budgets for library nap areas and gym expansions."



"Ooh!"



"Wow...!"



The audience couldn't hide their amazement. Good reaction. That exclamation, I'd like to hear more of it.



Eidel, after moistening his throat with water, resumed his attack.



"You also have a tuition freeze in your pledges. If you increase the reimbursement limit, won't tuition have to rise to some extent?"



"I'll discuss it well with the school."



"Without specific plans, it's likely to end up as an unplanned promise."



"Here's my thought. Keep the total reimbursement amount for six semesters constant, but increase the amount per semester."



"Isn't that just robbing Peter to pay Paul?"



"It's the flexible operation of medical funds."



"Your speaking time is up."



The two people who had been sparking off each other replenished their fluids. Their throats were burning. Zernya smiled crookedly.



Thump thump. Her heart was racing.



Why? Debating with you gives me a sense of exhilaration. It makes me feel alive.



"Next, we'll give Candidate Sinclair the opportunity to criticize an opposing candidate."



At that, the expressions of the second-year seniors visibly hardened.



They must be feeling a sense of crisis.



"Which candidate do you think is good?"



"Aren't the two first-years the best?"



"That silver-haired girl speaks incredibly well. I just saw her today, but I might vote for her."



The fear of becoming a mere supporting candidate.



The anxiety of becoming experience points for the two first-years.



A debate level higher than expected.



Especially Zernya, who had just scored many points. From her clear explanations to her sharp personality and kindness toward those from the border regions.






Zernya looked at Senior Sinclair.



For a moment, it overlapped with the image of a predator opening its jaws, making Sinclair's lips go dry.



Come at me.



I'll cut you down.



That's what she seemed to be saying.



"...I'd like to ask Candidate Rheinland a question."



He changed course to Eidel, who seemed relatively milder. After all, he had the highest approval rating, so he had to challenge him somehow.



However, other candidates had already asked most of the reasonable questions, and Eidel had perfectly defended against them.



In short, there was nothing to pick on.



"A question, a question..."



"Go ahead."



Sinclair bit his lip.



At this point, it was all or nothing.



"When you were researching the resonator..."



"Yes?"



"There are rumors that you engaged in research misconduct."



"What?"



Zernya frowned.



For a moment, she thought she had misheard.



"I've confirmed that you have personal connections with Professor Feynman and Professor Stranov from Iryuel Academy. I wonder if you unfairly included your name in papers using these connections..."



It seems she hadn't misheard.



Sinclair was questioning Eidel's genius.



It wasn't completely unreasonable. How could a first-year college student publish papers in "Universe," and as the first author! And four of them in just one year! What kind of skill is that!



Even professors find it difficult.



Someone who didn't know better might spread rumors about black money changing hands.



But.



Zernya had clearly seen.



How hard he had worked during the summer vacation.



"I'd like to hear your explanation on this."



"There's nothing to explain."



Thud.



Zernya slammed the desk to draw attention.



"Candidate Rheinland truly has nothing to explain regarding the research misconduct issue. Because he's innocent."



"Candidate Adelbein, it's not your turn to answer..."



"It's fine if I'm testifying, right?"



Everyone is inferior to Eidel, yet they dare to nitpick on such nonsense? Against my rival?



You've picked the wrong fight today.



"Now, give me the floor."



Zernya gave the moderator a look. The moderator downed his water and hastily nodded.



"I'll give Candidate Adelbein the floor for, uh, testimony."



"I visited the research lab with Candidate Rheinland before this summer's seasonal term. I have video footage of Candidate Rheinland and Professor Stranov researching together."



"W-what?"



Sinclair flinched, and Eidel jumped up in surprise.



"W-why do y-you have that...?"



"Why? Because I was the one who recorded it."



Zernya raised her eyebrows with a shrug.



"Then, I'll submit the evidence tape."



She placed the film on the table with a sly smile.



***



[Now, could you state your name and student ID for the camera?]



Ah.



Well, shit.





Chapter 137 - Election (6)



Life can be quite tumultuous.



My reputation has evolved over time—first I was a cosmic troublemaker, then a genius, then a physics pervert, then a hero who saved humanity.



And now.



"Is that candidate really the ghost of graduate school?"



I've become the ghost of graduate school.



All sorts of rumors are spreading across the campus community.



That I coexist with foreign gods.



That I'm actually an outsider with a doctorate.



That I bribed professors.



Surprisingly, all three are correct.



["Humans have surprisingly accurate instincts. I'm impressed."]



If there's one thing that's unfair, it's that my approval ratings in the polls have dropped since the video was released. Thanks to that, the gap between Zernya's support and mine has narrowed to within the margin of error.



Honestly, what does being good at research have to do with leading the undergraduate student council?



Based on that logic, some of my votes were absorbed by her.



I glared at Zernya. She tilted her head as if she didn't understand what was happening.



"What? Why?"



"Why on earth did you do that?"



"I was trying to defend you. The seniors were saying such nonsense..."



"But why did you have to play the video there!"



Zernya, who had been standing confidently with her back straight, immediately hunched her shoulders like a scolded child when I shouted.



"You know too! The entire student body! Was watching! There were hundreds in the audience! Our debate! Was being broadcast! Live! On campus TV! I was! Immortalized! In front of 25,000 people!"



And not just any 25,000 people. They're the future pillars of the Laniakea Federation.



Me, acting coquettishly saying "I love you so much, Professor..." in front of all these elite students. Ugh.



"But it proved your point, didn't it?"



"What nonsense are you talking about!"



"Everyone who saw you researching would know. That you're a genius. That you're different from those fakes who have professors ghostwrite their papers. I-I intended it that way..."



"...It should have stayed buried."



"Huh?"



"I said it should have stayed buried!"



I clearly remember the expressions on the faces of the senior candidates and the audience when the video played.



Those weren't looks you'd give to a fellow human.



This can't be happening. I'm human too.



"You're not thinking of changing your platform now, are you? People will call you spineless."



"Why would I?"



I can't abandon my graduate school platform no matter what. For the sake of the juniors who will enroll next year, and for my own sake!



"That's not what I'm upset about. That video was only meant for Professor Feynman to see!"



"That makes it even weirder, you idiot!"



"...Does it?"



Looking back, she's right. I can't argue with that.



Zernya put her hands in her pockets and looked up at me with a rather triumphant expression.



"We're competitors. We're fighting over who becomes president. I had to do at least this much."



"Hmph."



"Don't worry. If you become vice president, I'll take good care of you."



It's not you taking care of me, but me taking care of you, you troublemaker.



If Zernya becomes president, it'll only be a matter of time before foreign gods attach themselves to her. If possible, I should become president to make things run more smoothly.






"And you know what?"



"What now?"



Are you planning to embarrass me again in the next debate?



"I actually like your platform more than I expected."



"...?"



What's this?



Is she trying to seduce me now?



***



"We will now begin the second debate and hearing for the student council election candidates. The first half of the second debate will consist of candidates answering questions from the audience..."



The moderator is rambling on, but nothing is registering in my head.



'I actually like your platform more than I expected.'



I'm still analyzing what Zernya said.



Could she be thinking of going to graduate school too?



I recalled our previous conversation. Clearly, Zernya had gotten angry when I asked her about graduate school.



But in less than a few months, her reaction has done a complete 180.



I don't understand.



"Audience members with questions, please raise your hands."



I slowly raised my head.



Most of the hundreds of people were raising their right hands like they were taking an oath in court, all looking at me.



I feel like a criminal.



But wait, what did I do wrong?



"I have a question for Candidate Rheinland. I understand that in your youth, you squandered your family fortune and lived a dissolute life. I'd like to ask if you've ever shown restraint or apologized for this."



"That was during my immature years. I've reflected on it and become a new person. I apologize."



Yes, questions like these are actually the easy ones.



"I have a question for Candidate Adelbein. How did you obtain the video evidence you showed regarding Candidate Rheinland last time?"



The problem is the video. The moment that topic came up, I felt my breath catch.



"I was there at the time. I recorded the video with the consent of the person involved."



"So are you two friends?"



"Fr-friends?"



Zernya stammered before nodding her head.



"Yes, we are friends."



Laughter leaked from the audience.



Many seem to think that we're close friends, and one of us orchestrated this scheme to get back at the other. No, people, we're not that close.



"I have a question for Candidate Rheinland. What is your relationship with Professor Stranov, who led the resonator research?"



"As you saw in the video, he will be my advisor when I enter graduate school."



Well, at this point, I might as well be shameless about it.



"Do you plan to attend Iryuel Academy for graduate school?"



"No. I've submitted an application for a joint advisory position at Stellarium..."



"I believe it's impossible for Stellarium to have joint advisors with other schools."



"The professor whose lab I plan to join is going to marry Professor Stranov soon. I can study in that professor's lab while maintaining continuous exchange with Professor Stranov."



Murmurs spread.



The audience's expressions changed noticeably.



"...I didn't know that was possible. Thank you for your answer."



Anyway, the questions about me continued in this manner.



What's going on?






Why do I feel like I'm the only one being attacked?



Even after an hour, people only asked questions to me or Zernya, with hardly anyone asking the second-year seniors about their policy directions.



After thinking about it carefully, there was only one thing this meant.



["It means they won't choose the second-years as officer candidates. All the attention has already shifted to you and that girl."]



When I turned my gaze, there she was, smiling contentedly.



That's right. This was Zernya's scheme all along.



["That silver-haired girl is truly clever. She used that video to shine the spotlight only on you two. She sees only you as her competitor, putting pressure on the others to just be background characters."]



In the students' minds, only Zernya and I exist.



They're just curious about which of us will become president.



That's why they're bombarding only the two of us with questions.



"I have a question for Candidate Adelbein. If you become student council president, what policies will you implement first?"



"I will consult with the vice president to select suitable people for each department and review the budget. Only then can we estimate how much should be spent on student welfare."



"I'd like to ask Candidate Rheinland the same question."



"I would also take the same approach as Candidate Adelbein."



The budget is the most important thing.



And soon, the most important topic came up.



"Personally, I have a request for all candidates. Currently, the Federation's economy has slowed due to the long-standing invasion of Darwin-type foreign gods. As a result, the employment situation at Stellarium isn't what it used to be."



Employment.



To think that even Stellarium has to worry about employment.



Don't major corporations come recruiting?



"Generally, I'd like to see increased recruitment efforts from galactic-scale mega-corporations like the Adelbein Group or Hudson Corporation, rather than just companies operating within a single planetary system."



"Ahem, I'll try my best."



"I'll do my utmost as well."



The second-year seniors cleared their throats.



Now I see it was just privileged talk. It's like people who could go to Samsung saying they won't settle for anything less than Google.



The question is, can this be accomplished with the power of a student council president?



"For a company like the Adelbein Group, I can work to arrange a recruitment booth."



"Ohhh!"



Everyone except Zernya.



I envy how she can speak so confidently without hesitation.



Zernya smiled and delivered a follow-up strike.



"Additionally, I will prepare specific measures for large-scale startup support, such as bringing in professional consultant lectures and attracting external capital."



"Ohhh!"



The audience was instantly swept into a cauldron of emotion.



"What are your thoughts, Candidate Rheinland?"



Zernya asked.



Her malicious smile doesn't look innocent at all.



"I'm curious how you would address the employment concerns of current students."



She really seems determined to become president by any means necessary.



Not a chance. I have my own plan.



"There's also employment in graduate school."



***



[Voting Results]



[1. Zernya von und zu Trisha Adelbein: 8,472 votes]



[2. Eidel von Rheinland: 8,219 votes]





Chapter 138 - I am the Chairman and You are (1)



I think I need to revise my plans.



"Why did you say such nonsense at the end? Graduate school is employment? You're quite skilled at tanking your approval ratings. If I were in your position, I would have stormed out."



Sonia scolded me.



"Please don't become a politician when you grow up."



"I won't."



I didn't realize that mentioning MegaCorp would recruit me after graduation with my doctorate would be such a fatal blow.



"Ireh, this is my oversight."



"No, it's not. Adelbein clearly used underhanded tactics. Like vote manipulation."



"I don't think it went that far."



There's no evidence that Zernya committed any illegal acts. Probably.



"Given the situation, I'll take responsibility and handle Zernya until the end. As vice president, I should be able to detect immediately when foreign stars start making their moves."



"...What can I do to help?"



"Just focus on studying hard."



Ireh is reluctantly immersing herself in her textbooks.



"Damn it, this is boring."



"It'll get interesting as you keep at it."



Professor Feynman once said that physics is like sex. For innocent people, it's difficult and strenuous at first, but they come to enjoy it later. And once you get a taste for it, it's hard to quit. Or so they say.



"Wait!"



Ireh called out to me as I was about to return to school.



"Let's create code names to call each other in case foreign stars appear."



"That's a good idea."



I moved closer to Ireh. She flinched.



"W-why are you coming so close...?"



"Because even Sonia shouldn't hear this."



We need to be absolutely thorough with this.



After all, only Ireh and I know each other's true identities.



She nodded reluctantly and whispered:



"If you really know me well, call me by my star name when discussing confidential matters. I've never told anyone else about it in my life."



Altair.



That's her code name from now on.



"Then I'll tell you my real name."



Of course, revealing my actual Korean name might elicit responses like "what kind of name is that," so I decided to share my college nickname instead.



Binary.



And so my code name became Binary.



***



"I won! I won!"



Zernya shouted and jumped around from the moment she entered the front door.



It wasn't just anything.



She had become the student council president.



Her sense of fulfillment and satisfaction was no joke.



But what made her even happier was that for the first time in her life, she had met someone who could be her rival, fought with all her might against him, and even won.



Intoxicated by the sense of achievement welling up from deep within her chest, Zernya forgot her routine of washing her hands upon returning and executed a screw dive straight onto her bed.



"Ahahahah!"



She hugged a white teddy bear that matched her hair color and rolled around on the queen-sized bed.



The plush mattress and soft microfiber sheets provided a blissful euphoria as sweet as winning the election.



Her body relaxed completely, and a smile spread across her face.



Then.



["You did it."]



A voice resonated in her skull.



["Defeating the boy called the hero of humanity—how impressive. Young lady, may blessings fill your future path."]



"Hehe..."



Eidel's warning to not even engage in conversation with constellation stars attempting to make contracts came to mind, but she was in such a good mood right now.



"This was the expected outcome from the beginning. Because I'm amazing."



A little conversation should be fine.



["You'll become even more famous from now on. If the Rheinland boy is the sunset, you are like the dawn. Now that you've placed him beneath you, this era is practically yours."]



The nameless constellation continued praising Zernya for a while.



But the more praise she heard, the stronger her sense of discomfort grew.



["It's an undeniable fact that you're more exceptional than the Rheinland boy."]



It was tearing down Eidel to build her up.



Why would a constellation need to do this?



Eidel was a once-in-a-century genius who had accomplished historic feats.



"No, him being beneath me is..."



["Humble too! You're the perfect young lady. Oh, if only I could contract with a human like you! If I could become your first backing star among all the countless stars, I could offer you infinite coins."]






Zernya sat up, wetting her lips with her tongue.



The constellation's whining was starting to irritate her.



Just then, a call came from her father.



"Yes, Father."



["I heard you became student council president, Zernya. You've achieved the expected result."]



"Yes, of course."



The word "expected."



Something about it stung.



Is there any first place that isn't expected of an Adelbein?



["Remember that the Rheinland family has always been our Adelbein's competitor. You understand what I'm saying, don't you?"]



"I know. You want me to keep checking the one who became vice president, right?"



["Not just checking. You must always be superior to that boy. You must achieve even greater accomplishments. If you can do that, I will gladly pass the position of family head to you."]



Click.



The call ended without even a simple greeting.



The room fell back into silence as the voice disappeared.



She felt an inexplicable loneliness.



Zernya turned on her computer without any particular purpose.



["Will you contract with me?"]



"Give me some time to think."



["Of course, take your time. I'm ready whenever you are."]



Making a contract with a constellation whose name and abilities she didn't know while intoxicated with victory would be amateur behavior.



An Adelbein must always handle everything meticulously, without mistakes.



So there was something she needed to do first.



Contact Eidel.



["Why suddenly contact that boy?"]



"I'm the president, and he's the vice president. Isn't it common sense for the president to contact the vice president and greet them?"



That's right. It's common sense. As the incoming president, Zernya had an obligation to contact Eidel first.



["Do you know his phone number?"]



"No."



She had never wanted to share the phone number of the noble Adelbein. That's why Zernya had very few contacts besides family and her homeroom teacher.



But not anymore.



Now that she's become student council president, she needs to exchange phone numbers with many people.



["If you don't know his number, how will you contact him? Don't tell me you're planning to meet that boy at this hour?"]



"I got his email contact when we were at Academia."



Zernya opened her email inbox.



Excluding spam, the topmost email was one she had sent to Eidel.



She remembered sending him the first semester grades and communications on behalf of the teacher when he was at Alcatraz, but that was already a year ago.



"Time really flies."



Their first meeting was at Ergos General Academy.



Until then, she had thought he was just a passing extra.



But then he surpassed her in the mock exam, took the top spot in the Academia test, and thoroughly defeated her in the first semester.



Perhaps that's when she gradually began to acknowledge him.



My only rival.



Smiling gently like a cat smelling flowers, Zernya carefully typed out an email, one character at a time.



She asked about his well-being.



Told him what she planned to do going forward.



Asked about the date to meet the current student council president for the handover.



And finally.



"My, my phone number is..."



She had forgotten it.



She rummaged through her phone to find it.



Carefully, she typed it without making mistakes.



After clicking the send button, a sense of powerlessness came over her entire body, as if she had completed a triathlon.



"Haah."



She felt tired.



Lonely.



After the day's events, she had no family, friends, or even a loved one to exchange greetings with.



Woong.



[Email received.]



She had been sprawled on the bed like dried squid jerky, but she jumped up when she heard the notification.



[Sender: Eidel von Rheinland]



[To my friend Zernya]






[Congratulations on becoming student council president. I admit defeat. It was good to see you prepare and work hard this time.]



[Let's set the meeting time as you wish. My schedule is open for now, so it doesn't matter to me. If you want to discuss anything specific, feel free to call me now.]



Below that was Eidel's phone number.



With trembling hands, Zernya picked up her phone.



Click.



After capturing the number, she immediately called it.



After two or three rings, there was a click.



"Hello. Is that you?"



["Yes, it's me. President's lackey."]



Zernya's lips quivered. President's lackey? She almost burst into laughter.



["Congratulations, Zernya. You beat me. I wanted to be president too, but I ended up as vice president. Still, I don't feel frustrated losing to you."]



The corners of her mouth curled up at his words.



"Ahem, hmm. Isn't this the expected outcome?"



["No, it's not expected. If it were, would you have worked so hard? Would I have worked so hard?"]



"...You're right."



After hearing Eidel's words, she realized.



The fact that she had always been first, and that she won the president's position in this election.



None of it was expected.



Because without effort, she could never have achieved it.



["Good. Then I'll see you then. Rest well."]



Unlike with her family, the call ended with a proper farewell.



"Haah..."



It gave her a warm feeling.



She couldn't yet understand why.



***



Meanwhile, at the same time.



There was a girl wildly swinging a sword at the Academia small field, preparing for college entrance exams.



Her golden hair was tied back like a pony's tail, and her turquoise eyes focused intently as she drew her blade.



With each elastic swing of her sword, beads of sweat flew from her forehead.



The girl was not alone.



Opposite her, a woman with platinum hair was receiving all of the girl's sword strikes.



"Too slow, still too slow. Can you protect your boyfriend with a sword like that?"



"...!"



Responding to those words, the girl unleashed a flurry of swift strikes.



"That's more like it."



The woman's lips twitched as she twisted her waist.



Her name was Naiere Clarke, a member of the Zodiac 12 with the backing constellation of Aquarius, and a Great Omega class swordswoman, the highest rank.



And the student she was privately tutoring was Rustila Kersil, a genius among geniuses who had awakened her "physical nature" at seventeen.



"Alright, that's enough for today."



"Haa, haa... thank, haa, you..."



Having pushed her sword skills to the limit, Rustila collapsed once again today.



Training to build her stamina to the extreme.



Honestly, even Naiere was starting to get tired.



"At this level, you could enter the military academy with top honors and graduate at the top of your class too."



"Really? Do you mean it?"



"Of course. Your skills now are better than mine when I graduated from college. Soon you'll be refined enough that even a constellation from the Zodiac 12 could approach you without issue."



"Thank you!"



Rustila moistened her throat with an energy drink and imagined her future.



Herself contracted with a constellation, becoming a Great Omega.



Herself defending people against foreign stars.



And.



Herself perfectly protecting Eidel if he ever faced great danger from a foreign star.



Just thinking about it sent shivers down her spine.



"Breaking news! Breaking news!"



At that moment, Seti, who had finished her evening classes, came running up cutely and made a soft landing in front of the two.



"What is it?"



"Sis, it's a disaster."



"What?"



"Eidel became the vice president of the college student council."



"Really? That's amazing! Isn't that good?"



"That Zernya woman is the president."



Splash.



Rustila spilled all of her drink on her chest.





Chapter 139 - I am the Chairman and You are (2)



Look at the long view of life.



Let's compare achievements, not grades.



So as not to fall behind the person right in front of you.



"From today, you'll have to stick with me for a year. Don't stray or act alone. It's the president's order. Understand?"



"I wasn't planning to stray anyway."



"...What?"



Different dreams, same bed.



Zernya, to surpass Eidel.



Eidel, to prevent Zernya's rampage.



Both thought they would become watchdogs monitoring each other.



And so, the new student council was about to launch.



***



The handover.



A necessary procedure when the old student council welcomes the new one.



Appointing new department heads, teaching council regulations, passing on tips—it should be a warm and friendly space.



Or at least it should have been.



"No, really! We can handle it ourselves!"



The stubbornness of the newly elected president was beyond imagination.



"You juniors are still first-years."



"What does being a first-year have to do with anything?"



"If you had student council experience, that would be one thing, but running for office and getting elected without knowing anything will cause all sorts of problems in actual operations. It's better to fill department head positions with experienced second-years."



"As I've said before, Rheinland and I will handle that ourselves."



The aging student council president on the verge of lame duck status.



A bright, supernova of a kid.



While these two engaged in their magnificent battle of wills, everyone beneath them could only watch nervously.



Of course, "everyone beneath them" included me and the current vice president.



Glancing at each other, she and I awkwardly smiled and moved closer.



"Junior, you must be having a hard time."



"Not at all. By the way, I didn't get to drink water this morning..."



"Ah, there's tea and snacks over here."



While Zernya and the current president—two predators—engaged in verbal combat, we two herbivores moved to a separate room and chatted about various things.



"As vice president, you can also take charge of one department. The Welfare Department or Disaster Safety Department are sweet spots. Oh, and avoid External Relations or Administration if you can—they're absolute hell..."



The vice president seems like a good person.



It's the person above her who's the problem.



"Ugh, seriously."



The current student council president spat out the words as he flung the door open. Seeing me with the vice president, he narrowed his eyes.



"Junior Rheinland. I'd like to hear your thoughts as well."



So he came to me since he couldn't get through to Zernya.



"What do you think about placing experienced student council members as department heads?"



His tone was quite authoritative.



"I'm fine with it."



Simple.



I add one more thing.



"I think it would be good if about half the positions were filled by current seniors. There are first-years who are already part of the student council, and we can also discover talented people even without experience."



"Half... At least you're reasonable."



"Is Adelbein saying she won't compromise at all?"



"Yes. She says the new council needs new department heads and wants to place first-years with absolutely no experience."



That makes sense. She's a child who thinks she's the best, so why would she need department heads?



Zernya wants puppets.



At the same time, she's wary of generational conflicts.



That's why she's trying to drive out the existing veterans and replace everyone.



"Well, we shouldn't have generational conflicts like this."



I stood up and said.



"Adelbein and I have known each other for a long time. I'll try to persuade her somehow."



"Junior, no, Vice President, if you say so, that would be perfect."



"It's all for the student council."



And also for Zernya.



I gave Zernya a look. She frowned deeply. When I walked out of the president's office, she hurriedly followed.



"What do you want to talk about?"






"Let's hand over four departments."



"What are you saying right now?"



It's certainly not politics, but Zernya's eyes sharpened as if we were engaged in a real political battle. It was the expression of someone who had studied imperial governance feeling like their bowl was being taken away.



"You said it yourself yesterday. That you got this position through your own efforts. So you won't give your authority to anyone."



"What if your approval ratings drop?"



"If every policy I implement succeeds, they won't drop."



"..."



I see what she's trying to do.



Creating loyal followers.



If she handles everything herself, the budget-leeching do-nothings will shout "Wow, the president is amazing!" and she'll use that to expand her influence.



Oh, the perfect type to be taken advantage of in group projects.



But Zernya is different.



She had the ability to do it, and she had actually done it before, reaching the top of Stellarium's small society.



"Hey."



Zernya raised her head with a pout.



"I'm the president and you're the vice president. You know that, right?"



"Yes."



"As vice president, you should listen to and respect the president. We may be friends outside, but here, we're superior and subordinate. Do you understand?"



"Being subordinate means I can also offer honest advice."



"What?"



"The student council president represents the students. You're not their owner. If you exclude second-years and focus on rookie first-years, what will the upper-class students think?"



Zernya is smart, so she must have realized it.



But let me make it clear.



"Oh, she won't be getting re-elected."



"...Re-elected."



"Yes. A first-year became student council president. You could potentially serve for two years, couldn't you?"



"You and me, two years...?"



Zernya rolled her eyes.



I can practically hear the calculator running in her head.



She put her hands on her hips and nodded. Then she began to circle around me casually and asked directly.



"Are you planning to run in next year's election?"



"Depends on how this year goes."



You, me, or maybe the second-year seniors.



I didn't specify the subject.



That alone would make Zernya's mind race.



Let me throw a jab here.



"But will you be okay by then? You'll be entering the main program right after finishing the preliminary courses. You'll be too busy then."



"What do you take me for? Of course I can do it!"



I'm sure you can. You actually did it for two years.



Though the lame duck syndrome hits hard at the end of your second term. Actually, your legs disappear completely, so even the word "lame" doesn't quite fit.



"What I'm saying is, if you say you'll do it then, I'm confident I can face you."



"Fine, I'll run then."



"Sigh..."



Zernya's expression brightened. I suppose that means she enjoys competing with me that much.



In truth, I plan to use the early graduation system and run to graduate school.



But if I can find and deal with any foreign gods that might attach to Zernya before then, that would be wonderful.



"Alright. If that's what you want, I'll do it. I can give up those positions."



She was calculating how to win against me in the re-election by securing the support of current second-years in advance.



Sure, be the student council president all you want. I'm going to meet with professors.



Afterward, Zernya compromised with the current president and handed over the Administration, Finance, Internal Affairs, and Policy and Personnel departments to second-years. In reality, she gave up all the prime positions.



The rest:



Cultural Affairs.



Welfare.



Public Relations.



Athletics.



College Cooperation.



These are relatively less important departments. Even if they don't perform well, the council won't completely fall apart.



Here, she plans to identify and appoint talented first-years. If there aren't any, she can always put in second-year seniors.






And then.



"External Relations and Disaster Safety. Who would be good for these two departments?"



Two hellish positions remained.



External Relations deals with arguing with public institutions and educational organizations to secure budgets and recruiting opportunities.



Disaster Safety monitors school security and watches for foreign gods 24 hours a day.



Just hearing about it makes me tired.



But.



"If there's no one, we can skip them for now..."



"I'll take External Relations."



For me, it's a sweet spot.



Why?



Because other universities also count as "external organizations."



"...Junior Rheinland, are you serious?"



"Yes."



"If you take External Relations on top of being vice president, you might literally die. Wouldn't it be better to take Public Relations or Athletics instead?"



"I'm planning to bring in people from the art and physical education departments for those."



I need to help them build their portfolios too.



"And for Disaster Safety, I know someone perfect among my acquaintances."



***



Edward Meyer.



He was once Eidel's home tutor, a non-regular employee at Ergos General Academy, and a senior by one year during Academia days.



And now, he was a college peer.



Though he studied mathematics daily and had talent, he lacked credentials. It's a mistake to think companies will hire you just because you can handle calculus and algebra.



Of course, he had no intention of going straight to a company.



He was going to graduate school.



He had promised Eidel that.



"Senior, no. Peer brother."



"Yes, what brings you here?"



At Stellarium, the natural sciences building housed various science departments in one large building. Thus, the physics and mathematics departments were right next to each other.



Eidel, who had crossed over to the building, topologically transformed Edward's head as he was fiddling with manifolds in an empty lecture hall.



"Brother, would you like to join the student council?"



"Ha, the student council?"



"Yes. I'll give you a department head position."



"But my studies come first..."



"One of this student council's campaign promises involves improving conditions for graduate students."



Edward Meyer.



That's how he became the head of the Disaster Safety Department.



***



"Thank you for your hard work."



"See you next time!"



We ended on good terms with the seniors who had been arguing.



Zernya and I left the building and walked through the park. She had an uncomfortable expression.



"Why did you choose External Relations?"



"Huh?"



Why, she asks. Because it's convenient for meeting professors from other schools.



That's half a joke, but there's actually more to it.



"If we want to invite MegaCorp to the job fair, we need to meet with their people first. I thought External Relations would be the most appropriate department."



"...You remembered my campaign promise."



"Yes, I'm the president's lackey after all."



Zernya, who had been walking ahead, stopped. She turned around with a chilling smile.



"Heh, hehehe. You know it well. I'm the president and you're the vice president. I was thinking of bringing you to the Adelbein Group anyway."



"...?"



What scary thing is she suddenly saying?



She'll personally bring me to the Adelbein Group, which is practically a shadow organization? I'd rather do a PowerPoint presentation in a tiger's den.



"Want to stop by a restaurant before we part ways? This president will treat you to celebrate our election."



"Thank you, President. Thank you..."



Thinking I could use the money saved on food for more research funds, I followed Zernya's unexpected escort into an upscale-looking family restaurant.



It was while I was half-chewing the onions Zernya had left behind that Rustila called.
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Zernya isn't unable to eat onions. Rather, she's not a picky eater.



However, she's awkward about sharing food with others. The Adelbein family doesn't teach table manners. To them, eating is merely an act of consuming calories.



Therefore, eating with someone else is extremely awkward and difficult.



"Eat it."



"No, Madam President, you should eat it."



"Stop arguing and just eat it, will you?"



Zernya stabbed an onion with her fork and transferred it to Eidel's plate. Charitably speaking, it was sharing; uncharitably, it was disposing of leftovers.



Eidel chewed thoroughly, mixing meat and onions in a 1:5 ratio.



"Without the perilla dressing, this would be unbearably bland."



Eidel harshly criticized the steak.



"I ate at a place with Rustila before. That was much better."



"...Where was that?"



"I don't remember the name."



Zernya's face soured at the mention of Rustila. She felt a churning in her stomach and irritation rising.



"Here, eat this too."



She handed over bell peppers and broccoli as well.



"Aren't you being picky now?"



"No, I'm not."



Zernya deliberately chewed an onion loudly. Her attitude suggested: whatever you can eat, I can eat too.



"I'm stuffed. Why do you keep giving me food?"



"Because I can't finish it all."



"Then take less from the beginning. Don't keep giving me little bits throughout the meal."



"Well, you have to taste it first before deciding."



"You just never give in, do you?"



Of course not. An Adelbein never yields, even in trivial matters.



Besides, Zernya was barely eating anything. At this rate, Eidel was consuming nearly two portions by herself. Eidel took out a card in her sister's name from her wallet and fiddled with it.



"I'll just pay today."



"No."



Zernya quickly snatched the bill.



"I have more money than you."



"Oh."



Though it was petty pride, Eidel quite enjoyed it.



"Ah, just a moment."



Eidel's phone vibrated. It was brief, but Zernya caught the caller's name.



"Hello, Rustila?"



Zernya flinched.



Rustila Kersil. Just hearing that name put her in a bad mood. There was no particular reason. That face, that behavior—everything about her had been disagreeable from the start.



"Where am I? I came out to eat. Oh, with whom? Well..."



Eidel rolled her eyes. Zernya was in her line of sight. Zernya munched on french fries, listening intently to what would follow.



"With a friend. Yes. I came with a friend."



Friend. It still had a nice ring to it.



But somehow it felt insufficient.



"This weekend together? Um, well. Wait. I don't know what my schedule will be like this week. Let me check that and call you back. Yes, bye."



Eidel hung up with a gentle smile.



"No."



Zernya answered before Eidel could even ask.



"What?"



"Making other plans is absolutely not allowed. The student council isn't even fully formed yet. Where would you find time to go out?"



"Who said anything about going out?"



"Aren't you planning to go to Academia?"



"I have to."






She had to stop this. There was no grand reason. But under no circumstances could she allow Eidel to meet that Rustila girl.



What method should she use?



Her mind worked quickly.



"Recruiting."



Her campaign promise.



"We need to invite companies for recruiting, so come with me this weekend."



"Where to?"



"My home."



***



The Adelbein Group is one of the Federation's largest mega-corporations.



It encompasses countless subsidiaries spanning heavy industry, clothing, food, cosmetics, entertainment, healthcare, private education, construction, and civil engineering, all clustered like a galaxy of stars.



Government-funded research institutions are also entangled with them, making them a long-standing symbol of government-business collusion. The Northern Foreign Research Institute and Southern Biological Research Institute, where the recent incident occurred, are both places where Adelbein provides under-the-table funding.



"This way."



I followed Zernya off the shuttle. After more than 12 hours of space travel even with the warp gate, my body was already in shambles.



"From here, over 10 parsecs in every direction is all our front yard, ahem."



The Adelbein planetary system.



The closest planetary system to the Federation capital, and a playground for high-intelligence criminals whose appearances belie their true nature.



Feels like I've walked into a tiger's den.



"Actually, the recruiting matter will be over quickly."



"Of course. It's your home."



"So what do you think I expect from you here?"



Zernya's reason, or purpose, for bringing me.



"Since you're in charge of external cooperation, you need to practice how well you can do it."



It was to evaluate me in advance. To see whether I could handle the department I had applied for.



"If I see you're really not up to it, I'll move you to internal affairs."



Internal affairs.



The organization that manages and assists with work schedules.



At Stellarium, it doubles as the student council president's direct subordinate. Because the student council's schedule is essentially the president's schedule.



In other words.



It means doing more of the lackey work for Zernya that I'm already doing.



"But you already gave internal affairs to a second-year senior."



"What was given can be taken back."



Zernya answered confidently as she walked.



Before long, we arrived at a magnificent mansion. When Zernya snapped her fingers, the main gate opened without hesitation. Simultaneously, dozens of fifth-generation androids lined up on both sides.



"We welcome the honorable Miss Adelbein."



The androids bowed their heads.



And then.



"What a ridiculous display."



Sonia whispered so no one else could hear.



"This is the epitome of snobbery that should have died out millennia ago. It's enough to give you goosebumps. Young master, let's just handle the agenda and leave."



"What are you two whispering about?"



"Nothing at all, Miss Adelbein."



Sonia lowered her knee and slightly lifted her skirt. Zernya pursed her lips and flicked her finger.



"Come in."



We took our seats. Sonia, unlike usual, didn't remain standing but sat right next to me with her legs crossed.



Soon the automatic door to the reception room opened, and a man entered.



An older gentleman with white hair. His pupils had a slight tinge of purple. The direct bloodline of Adelbein was mixed in him.



"It's been a while, Miss."



"Great-uncle, it's been a long time. Please come sit over here."



Great-uncle. A title that sounds both familiar and unfamiliar.






"He's a seventh cousin. Legally marriageable under Federation civil law—essentially strangers."



Sonia whispered quietly.



Only then did I get a sense of who this person was.



"Pleased to meet you both. I am Kashu von Adelbein. I work in the biotech sector."



Kashu von Adelbein.



One of the many villains of the Adelbein family.



Particularly someone with whom I have business to discuss regarding the previous right-angled asymmetric polyhedron incident.



"I've already heard that Adelbein Bionics was asked to come to Stellarium for recruitment."



Kashu bowed his head and continued.



"I'm sorry, but it will be difficult for us."



"...What do you mean?"



Zernya stood up in surprise. Of course, I had anticipated this.



"Are you backing out of your promise now?"



"Although we replied by email that we would come, the situation changed just yesterday."



"Then why didn't you inform us by email in advance?"



"Because it's a confidential matter that can only be conveyed verbally."



Zernya showed signs of discomfort.



"Are you saying our email system lacks security?"



"We would have to trust the encryption keys made by that Nordi fellow's company. I've heard rumors that they secretly extract information..."



"We're part of the same group!"



I watched the situation while munching on the snacks placed before me. Zernya continued her dispute with Kashu. Sonia likewise opened a cookie and whispered.



"This family is just like these snacks. Take one bite and it crumbles to powder."



A family of bean powder.



No, a family of bean noodle soup.



"Humans are so puzzling. They're supposedly of the same blood, yet they fight like this."



"You said they're essentially strangers."



"Even if they're practically strangers, blood is thicker than water. At seventh cousins, they share 1.56% genetic identity."



I smiled bitterly at Sonia's words. It reminded me of fighting with my biological parents back on Earth, calling each other "you bastard" and "Jinsoo, you bastard." Being related doesn't always mean everyone gets along.



Kashu and I made eye contact. He bowed his head and apologized.



"I'm sorry."



At least he has some decency.



"We have matters to discuss privately, so would you please leave for today?"



Wow, I was an idiot for expecting anything. I'd forgotten the universal truth that Adelbein bloodlines lack basic manners.



"Listen. My home is twelve hours away from here. And you're asking me to just leave today?"



"You could get a hotel nearby. If necessary, our family will cover the expenses."



"The expenses aren't the issue!"



I jumped to my feet.



"The problem is that I'm a college student. I have classes the day after tomorrow. If I don't finish today and leave immediately, I won't be able to face my professors because of you."



"...?"



Beside me, Sonia gave me a look that said, "What nonsense are you talking about?" What? There's nothing wrong with my logic. Facing professors is a serious matter.



"Then it would be best if you came back next week."



"No. I won't have time from next week on. If you want to do this, let's do it in writing. If you want to call it off, say so clearly now."



"Hmm."



"Is your hesitation because of the prosecution's investigation?"



"...I don't know what you're talking about."



"The prosecution is currently conducting a search and seizure of your group for the human experimentation case."



"...!"



"So all your executives are about to be dragged away, and you're whining that you can't prepare for recruitment when everyone else is participating."



"How did you... know that?"



As I thought. It's as obvious as a video.
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Kashu von Adelbein couldn't hide his bewilderment.



The prosecution's search and seizure of his company was confidential. He had pressured the media to restrict reporting on it. Yet somehow, that fact had been exposed.



How? When? Through whom?



Was there an informant among his people?



"Student, let's have a talk."



Kashu gestured toward the door. Eidel put a biscuit in his mouth and dusted off his hands.



"Let's do that."



Before Zernya could say anything, the two walked away.



Once outside the mansion, Kashu immediately took out a cigarette. He studied Eidel's face. Those weren't ordinary yellow eyes. They sparkled like molten gold.



"Are you from the Rheinland direct line?"



"I am."



"Then you must be that Eidel von Rheinland."



Kashu lit his cigarette with a laser lighter. He was frowning. Eidel also furrowed his brow at the cigarette smoke and stepped back.



After exhaling a cloud of smoke, Kashu asked, "I'll be direct. Who told you?"



His tone was quite insolent. So Eidel responded just as casually.



"I figured it out myself."



"You deduced it?"



"Yes."



Kashu bit his lower lip hard. Looking at him now, this young man was no ordinary person.



"How much do you know?"



"Well..."



Eidel rolled his eyes before speaking.



"About the money envelopes you gave to prosecutors, covering up the Toba planetary system foreign affairs incident, and how you experimented on people to create artificial asymmetric polyhedra?"



Damn it. He knows everything.



"You played with people's lives by the millions. If law enforcement decides to dig into this..."



"Hey!"



"...your face will be all over the news in no time."



The situation was turning unfavorable.



"The embargo will be lifted eventually. Silencing people won't help. When that day comes, what will your family do?"



"..."



"They'll cut you loose."



These were statements that would have warranted immediate silencing if the speaker had been an ordinary person. But the opponent was from the Rheinland direct line. Moreover, he was renowned for his resonator research.



Right. Resonator research. That's it. Kashu was forming a sinister smile when—



"Yes, resonator research. That's it. You want to blackmail me with that. Isn't that what you were just thinking?"



"...!"



How could this be? Did he read my mind?



No. That's impossible.



"Haha, sir. I did apply asymmetric polyhedra to resonators. But that's no reason for me to play games with you."



"...What exactly do you want?"



Eidel laughed heartily. It wasn't the laugh of a young man but that of a seasoned politician. Kashu felt a chill. He trembled like a mouse caught in a snake's mouth.



"Is it money you want, or information? Or something else?"



"Information."



Thank goodness. There's room for compromise.



"How do you make those right-handed asymmetric polyhedra?"



It was a trap after all.



"I don't know that either!"



"But you're the chief director, aren't you?"



"No, absolutely not! The laboratory directors handle the field operations. All I did was provide research funding."



"Ah, so you drank alcohol but didn't drive drunk?"



Eidel subtly raised his voice. Kashu was sweating profusely. How did he know these secrets? What was his relationship with Zernya? All sorts of thoughts raced through his mind.






He crushed his half-finished cigarette under his foot. His throat felt parched. There was no way out of this situation. He started walking ahead of Eidel.



"Let's go back inside."



If a mere young man had discovered this, it wouldn't be long before special prosecutors caught the scent.



Soon he would need to set up a scapegoat and disappear.



***



The agreement was reached smoothly.



"Our company's situation isn't great. Still, I'll send a PR team to participate."



Thanks to Kashu's submissive attitude, Zernya was able to maintain her dignity. Other Adelbein affiliates also expressed their interest in participating in the recruitment event.



"Well, I need to prepare, so I'll be going now."



"Great-uncle! Where are you going? You need to explain what's happening!"



That's another matter.



Zernya was uncomfortable.



What was this about a search and seizure of the affiliate? And how did Eidel know about family matters that even she wasn't aware of?



"Hey, you, come here."



Zernya pushed Eidel against the wall. It was time for interrogation.



"How do you know about our family affairs?"



"Madam President, calm down. I'll explain everything."



Internal family matters were sensitive issues. Eidel knew this and began explaining calmly.



"Your family created right-handed asymmetric polyhedra. I don't know the specific manufacturing method, but there were systematic human experiments. And your great-uncle directed it all."



"You!"



"Sounds unbelievable? It's not. I've been to various research labs for resonator development. I learned things I didn't want to know. You're aware that asymmetric polyhedra are used in resonator production, right?"



Eidel described the human experimentation methods as he knew them. It was a true story reconstructed from Ireh's testimony.



Zernya couldn't close her mouth.



"Though it's been buried, at least millions died."



Zernya had vaguely known about the human experiments. But this was the first time she'd heard the specific process or circumstances. Her stomach churned. It felt like acid reflux.



"Wait, stay here a moment."



Zernya stopped her questioning and rushed to the bathroom.



A girl's reflection appeared in the mirror above the sink.



When Zernya removed her scarf, the girl in the mirror did the same. On one side of her exposed neck, three black lines were visible. A barcode engraved with fake constellations. Evidence of human experimentation.



"Ugh, ugh."



Just looking at it made her retch.



As she hunched over the sink, a few drops of bile fell.



"Hoo, hoo."



The memory of that day vividly replayed. The dark operating room, the stinging sensation digging into her skin, the nauseating smell of alcohol swabs. It was a past she didn't want to recall.



["Now I understand why the Rheinland boy approached you."]



The voice brought her back to reality.



It was that constellation that always spoke to her.



["That boy wanted to use you as bait to catch Adelbein's weaknesses. He saw you as competition. He probably wants to eliminate or ruin you somehow."]



Zernya didn't respond. There are foreign entities that mimic constellation voices. Be wary just in case. She recalled Eidel's advice and sharpened her breathing.



["You still! You still believe that boy's words without any evidence?"]



The entity, whether constellation or monster, sighed.



["Think about it. Where in the world would you find a foreign entity that cares about people? The Rheinland boy is lying to you right now. To prevent you from obtaining a constellation and surpassing him!"]



There was some logic to it.



Still, Eidel was a friend? Yes. A friend. She'd heard that friends should get along well.



["Friends can betray each other too."]



Zernya gripped the sink tightly. She imagined Eidel stabbing her in the back. If that happened, she would never forgive him.



"There's no guilt by association in the Federation. Even if the family falls, I..."



["True. You've done nothing wrong, so you won't be punished. But society has something called stigma. Even as a victim, being an Adelbein means living with pointed fingers for the rest of your life."]



For Zernya, who wanted to build her reputation, this was the worst-case scenario.






["My dear. Right now, I'm worried about your re-election."]



The student council election wasn't the end.



The reason Zernya had placed second-year seniors in key departments was to aim for re-election. Simply put, she wanted to serve for two years.



She hadn't even properly built her reputation yet. She hadn't even become independent from her family's shadow. If a scandal broke out, it would be difficult to regain support.



["Why don't you ask the Rheinland boy if he's aiming for the next president's position? That might clarify things a bit."]



Zernya rinsed her mouth and rubbed her face with a towel. It didn't feel refreshing, just uncomfortable.



She was angry, and on the other hand, embarrassed.



"So what are you going to do now?"



Sonia looked back and forth between Zernya and Eidel.



"Isn't this a private villa? A young man and woman alone in such a secluded place—it's perfect for misunderstandings."



"Ha."



"Hmm."



Eidel scratched his head, and Zernya finished wrapping her scarf.



Zernya rubbed her cheek. Whether from the aftermath of anger or something else, the burning sensation wouldn't stop.



***



Other corporate recruitment proposals also passed quickly.



Wherever Zernya went, companies bowed their heads. The power of the Adelbein was that strong. With Eidel as a totem alongside her, the effect was doubled. Even setting aside his Rheinland family background.



"How are you so good at talking?"



"Practice makes perfect. Do it enough and you get better."



Even mega-corporations with no open recruitment plans nodded along after just one display of Eidel's verbal skills.



It was a talent Zernya didn't possess. So she felt a twinge of jealousy.



"Where and when did you learn to be so persuasive?"



"In graduate school. Every day."



Eidel explained about research proposals.



"You make research proposals to corporations or the government. It's like saying 'We're going to do this research, so please give us money, pretty please' but packaged elegantly. When you spend time dealing with corporations, you naturally pick it up."



Zernya bit her lip. She had planned to move him to the Interior Department if he couldn't perform well. But he was doing too well. Her plans were falling apart.



"Pandora Group. That was the last one, right?"



"Yes. Now we can go back to school."



"Good work, Madam President."



Eidel smiled amiably as he walked. This was her chance to ask.



"Are you running in next year's election too?"



"Hmm, probably?"



Her heart sank.



"Early graduation is a major issue. It's a campaign promise I need to fulfill somehow. And there are other things like improving graduate student conditions."



Eidel had leverage over the Adelbein family. If things went even slightly wrong, disaster could befall her family.



["See, I told you I was right?"]



She was beginning to vaguely understand her father's words.



Eidel was someone to be wary of and monitored.



From the moment she realized this, Zernya tightened her grip on Eidel. They attended classes together without fail, and whenever student council matters arose, she always kept him close. Eidel didn't object, saying he needed to fulfill his duties as vice president.



It was surveillance in the guise of companionship. The situation became so extreme that rumors spread about the two dating. Both were too busy with work to hear these rumors, however.



"As we do every year, the major experience fair is coming up soon. I'd like the College Cooperation Department and External Cooperation Department to go to Academia as representatives."



"...Academia delegation."



"I'll go check it out in advance."



Before the administration changed. Eidel raised his hand to assist with the previous student council's work. As it was also customary, no one objected.



"I'll go too."



And Zernya raised her hand as well.



It was all to monitor Eidel. She couldn't let him tell outsiders about the crimes committed by the Adelbein family.



Because she was focused on this, and because she had been very busy, Zernya completely forgot.



Rustila Kersil was at Academia.



Naturally, Rustila was in a very displeased state due to Eidel's consecutive broken promises.





Chapter 142 - I am the Chairman and You are (5)



The student council handover was completed successfully.



Five second-year seniors were promoted to department heads. Thanks to this, support rates from the second-year students began to improve.



Additionally, there was an immediate announcement of successful recruitment. It became known that work had been done even before the official launch. Zernya's reputation soared.



Looking at the elegantly furnished new president's office, Zernya smiled with satisfaction.



"Good job, Vice President."



"Ugh, Madam President."



Exhausted, I could only shake my head. Between assisting with administrative duties, studying, and research, I was completely drained. Zernya, a medical student, wasn't much better off. We yawned simultaneously.



We couldn't rest yet.



"I now call this meeting to order."



The secretary scribbled on the electronic board.



Assistance for the Major Experience Fair.



"We need to send staff to Academia through the academic affairs team."



Excluding administrative promises like improving medical aid, this was the student council's first activity.



"By next week, we'll select helpers for the Academia Fair in cooperation with the colleges. We also need to prepare booths and equipment. We'll need active support from the Department Cooperation Bureau and External Relations Bureau."



I'm the External Relations Director. Looks like I'll be running around again.



Actually, I prefer it that way.



"Director Rheinland."



Sinclair, a second-year senior, addressed me specifically. He had lost the presidential election but was recognized for his student council experience and became the Planning and Culture Director.



"You must have known the fair would be held soon. Have you contacted the Physics Department's student council?"



"The Physics Department doesn't have a student council."



"...? Ah."



It's under an emergency committee system. The students don't vote!



"Then have you at least contacted the College of Natural Sciences student council?"



"I've spoken with them. We're gathering volunteers, and I'm planning to staff the Physics Department booth myself."



The second-year seniors, including Sinclair, widened their eyes. They didn't look pleased. Zernya's expression hardened as well.



"Wouldn't it be better to send someone else, Director? You must have a lot to do."



"It's fine."



The Major Experience Fair was an event I really wanted to participate in as an organizer. It's a perfect opportunity to meet potential juniors.



If I do well, I might convince students who would otherwise choose different departments to join ours.



Plus, the Physics Department is at its peak right now due to the resonator research. It's common sense to strike while the iron is hot, right?



"Junior Rheinland—I mean, Director. It must be difficult for you. You could just provide support from behind."



"I agree."



"Me too."



The second-year seniors cast their opposing votes one after another. At first glance, they seemed considerate. But not to me. I can't miss this fair.



"What do you think, Madam President?"



"Sigh."



Zernya shook her head.



"I'd prefer you didn't go."



"But everyone, would you please look at this?"



I stood up and displayed a DM on the electronic board. In a group chat titled "Professors☆," there was a series of messages:



[Oblon (Department Chair): Rheinland student, congratulations on being elected vice president of the College student council. I'm writing to recommend your participation in the upcoming Major Experience Fair, as our student has achieved remarkable research results in the Physics Department.]



[Rudan (Admissions Director): Good idea. I believe Rheinland student understands the importance of nurturing future researchers. It's not mandatory, but I recommend participating if you can manage it.]



[Abel (Director of Strongly Correlated Materials Research): I recommend it as well.]



[Chlore (Graduate School Dean): Oh...! I recommend it too!]






[Feynman (Director of Gravitational Theory Research): I recommend it. If Eidel decides to participate, I'll help with booth setup.]



[Stranov (Director of Iryuel Quantum Gravity Research): Professor Feynman is currently receiving treatment for a herniated disc. Though I'm from another school, I believe I can help.]



There were over 50 more messages below. I showed just enough to make my point. I'll omit the rest.



"You see, even if they say it's not mandatory... well, you know what I mean, right?"



The seniors and Zernya became speechless.



***



I came to Academia to set up the booth.



"Mmm, that sexy smell."



Physics newbies have a distinctive scent.



I want to teach them everything quickly. I want them to experience the true taste of physics and choose it as their major. I want to tutor them when they join. I want to memorize each student's name while taking attendance during TA sessions. I want to take them on a tour whenever they come to dispute their midterm or final grades.



"Hey, stay close to me. Follow right behind."



Ah, I want to become a professor.



"Hey, hey!"



"What?"



"Are you even listening to me?"



Zernya was looking up at me with her arms crossed.



"When someone speaks to you, you should at least pretend to listen!"



"Sorry, Madam President. I was just thinking about something else."



"Thinking? About what? Don't tell me you're thinking about that blonde girl?"



"Which girl? Oh, you mean Rustila?"



Zernya nodded. She was making eye contact with me while glancing around.



Those two don't get along.



Regardless, I should probably see Rustila after today. It's been too long. She's rejected my invitations to meet several times.



"What time do you think we'll finish today?"



"We're just here to survey, so we'll finish early. Now hurry up and follow me."



That's when it happened.



"Hurry up and follow? Alright."



I turned around at the familiar voice and saw Rustila. I involuntarily choked. Her gaze was as cold as frost.



However, I realized that gaze was directed not at me, but at Zernya. Zernya turned around like a broken wooden doll and frowned.



Eventually, the two girls' eyes met. I was caught between them. The temperature seemed to drop by about 5 degrees, making my back feel chilly.



"It's been a while, Adelbein."



"Who are you? Do I know you?"



"Don't tell me you don't remember me? Miss Eternal Second Place."



I was a bit surprised. Usually, Zernya was the one to start arguments. This time, Rustila had launched the first attack.



But don't people normally not immediately start arguments when meeting after a long time?



As I was thinking this, Rustila's expression softened as she approached me.



"It's been a while, Eidel."



Her smile was as radiant as an angel's. Yes, this is the Rustila I know. Just seeing her is healing.



"I heard they're setting up major booths starting this week, so I thought you might be here. I heard you'll finish early today. Want to have dinner at that restaurant we went to before?"



"No, he's busy."



"I didn't ask you, Zernya."



"Alright, both of you calm down!"



At this rate, they might start pulling each other's hair. I desperately tried to mediate between them. But this was proving more difficult than expected.



While I was checking the booth location and greeting the Academia staff, Zernya and Rustila continued their back-and-forth. Their exchange was so fierce that I could feel the stares of passersby.






"Can't you two stop fighting?"



"We're not fighting."



"No, we are. I'm sorry for causing a disturbance."



"Is she crazy? Why are you apologizing to her?"



"You..."



Seeing Rustila about to explode, I patted her shoulder to calm her down. Seeing this, Zernya exploded instead.



"Don't follow us."



"I'll help you, Eidel."



Rustila helped me set up the canopy. Indeed, having two tall people made tying the upper knots easier. We worked together as if we were one body, our movements perfectly synchronized.



"This is ridiculous, seriously."



Zernya's face reddened as she rolled up her sleeves. Seeing me working only with Rustila must have provoked her competitive spirit.



"Give me the string. I'll help set it up too."



"Here."



"Be grateful that the president is helping you, Vice President."



Zernya struggled to tie the string and make knots. She managed the lower parts skillfully. The problem was the upper part. Being short, she couldn't reach the connection point.



"Bring me a chair, Vice President!"



"Here it is."



"Give me a piggyback ride, Vice President!"



"Ah, yes."



Rustila frowned. Zernya glared at me too, with a look suggesting she'd make me experience all sorts of injustice if I refused.



I hesitated before lifting her onto my shoulders. It was a kind of compromise. Of course, I added the ad-lib that she was heavy. She pulled my hair for that.



As I stood up with her sitting on my shoulders, Zernya started making a fuss.



"Ah, wait! It's too, too high...!"



"What? Are you afraid of heights? Then get down."



I put Zernya back down. She had a dumbfounded expression. Rustila was busy chuckling.



"You have it tough," said an Academia teacher, patting my shoulder with a sympathetic smile.



***



"Listen to this mosquito buzzing around, who couldn't even graduate early. Why don't you go practice your precious sword techniques instead of bothering us while we work?"



"I already finished that. And you're the one who's not doing anything despite bringing Eidel here. What did you even come for?"



"I'm the student council president and he's the vice president."



"So what?"



"Don't you know it's natural for the president to supervise the vice president's work? Oh, you don't understand how college works. Well, what would a dummy who couldn't graduate early know?"



"The dummy is you. You haven't even written a single paper."



"What? And you have?"



"I've had my name in 'Universe.' I wrote it with Eidel. Want to see? Eidel is the first author and I'm the second, so our names are right next to each other."



"Look at you bragging about riding on someone's coattails when your head is full of nothing but plasma. Ugh, it's sickening."



This is insane. It's so chaotic.



Meeting two women with such terrible chemistry is more exhausting than I imagined. I paid 100 prons to Cartesia for noise cancellation. I didn't have the energy to mediate between them right now.



I'm hungry. I feel like I'm starving to death.



["Rookie. Want me to help? I could just tweak their brains a little."]



No. Don't do that.



"Are you ready to order?"



The three of us were currently choosing from the menu at the restaurant Rustila had recommended.



...Let's eat first and think later.





Chapter 143 - I am the Chairman and You are (6)



Rustila was not in a good mood.



She had met Eidel after a long time and expected to spend time alone with him. She thought they would eat delicious food together, talk about recent events, and take a walk in the park.



That expectation vanished in an instant.



"Why are you glaring like that?"



Zernya was by Eidel's side. She wore the smug expression of a victor as she elegantly speared her salad and chewed.



"Adelbein, switch seats," Rustila said through gritted teeth.



"Why should I?"



"It's too uncomfortable here."



"If you're uncomfortable, why don't you just adjust your posture?"



One man and two women at a four-person table. The two women didn't get along. It was literally a nightmare combination.



When Zernya and Eidel sat together, Rustila's mood turned upside down.



When Rustila and Eidel sat together, the frequency of Zernya's provocations increased exponentially.



And if Zernya and Rustila sat together, the flames of conflict would grow uncontrollably.



Eidel alone was going crazy over the situation.



"Come on, you two. Can't you get along?"



"I'm trying, but she keeps—"



"Ha, this is ridiculous. Who started the argument today?"



The tension between the two girls intensified. Eating a meal in this state would upset everyone's stomach. Eidel decided to take drastic measures.



"A loser who can't even get into college should just keep her mouth—eek!"



"Madam President, please be quiet."



"D-did you just hit me...?"



"It was just a light tap."



It wasn't even a hard hit, just a simple knock on the head. But that alone was enough to make Zernya look dumbfounded. The corners of Rustila's mouth turned up involuntarily.



"I'm the president and you're the vice president! The vice president hitting the president? Are you in your right mind?"



"If you're the president, maintain your dignity. And how long are you going to use that same routine?"



"You really...!"



Eidel stood up from his seat. Then he moved to sit next to Rustila.



"W-what are you doing?"



"It's too embarrassing to sit next to you."



Zernya was always the one raising her voice. Rustila, on the other hand, spoke calmly and articulately. That was the difference between the two girls—knowing manners versus not knowing them.



Rustila silently mocked Zernya. Now the situation had completely reversed.



That's when Eidel lightly touched Rustila's shoulder.



"What?"



"Can you check if she has a foreign god in her?"



"Foreign god...?"



It was an unexpected request.



He probably wanted her to use "Inner Sight." One of Rustila's techniques, Inner Sight could determine whether a foreign god was present in someone's mental image.



Using her spiritual vision, Rustila frowned.



"Have you ever communicated with a foreign god?"



"Huh?"



Zernya, who had been cutting her steak, furrowed her brow.



"Setting our relationship aside, I'll tell you objectively. I can detect foreign gods and constellations in other people."



"So what?"



"You have several scratches in your mental image. It seems like a foreign god has touched you slightly. Have you been having headaches?"



"What nonsense."



Rustila spoke with sincerity. Disliking someone and foreign gods were separate matters. But Zernya wouldn't listen.



The content of the statement was already absurd, but it was made worse by the fact that it came from the girl she hated most in the world.



"...Let me give you one piece of advice. If you think an entity approaching you is a foreign god, don't hesitate to contact the nearest Spirit Office or Alcatraz Rehabilitation Center. That's the only way you can survive."






"Who are you to tell me what to do?"



"Zernya, Rustila is right. I told you about this before, remember?"



"...Hmph."



She couldn't argue with Eidel. It was because of the fundamental fact that Zernya accepted: Eidel was a rising supernova in the field of foreign god studies—an authority.



"Ugh, I've lost my appetite."



Glancing at Rustila, Zernya speared a heap of onions with her fork. Eidel's expression darkened in an instant.



"Eat this."



"Oh, here we go again."



"...Again?"



Rustila was startled like a cat that had fallen into water. Zernya began passing vegetables like onions and bell peppers one after another.



Every time this happened, Eidel would sigh. It was one of the few moments when he appeared troubled. Enjoying that expression, she would pass her leftovers whenever they ate together.



To Rustila, it looked like a stray cat wagging its tail.



"If you're going to leave it, just give it to me. I'll eat it."



"I don't want to. I'm taking care of our vice president."



"Then rather..."



Rustila clumsily cut off a piece of meat. What she would do next was obvious.



Zernya, a talented swordswoman, was also skilled at cutting meat. She cut her steak faster than Rustila and speared it with her fork.



"I'll specially give you this today."



"Eidel, I tried this menu before and it wasn't good. I'll give you mine, so have two pieces of this instead."



The battle of nerves between the two girls continued for a long time.



And here, Zernya was the one who lost. It was because Eidel ate all of Rustila's meat. It was a silent form of discrimination.



Taking this as a green light, Rustila asked:



"Eidel, do you have an ideal type?"



"A woman with a graduate degree."



His guard was still up.



***



After the uncomfortable meal ended, Eidel began to worry about how to treat Zernya.



It was difficult to fully understand Zernya's psychology. He could read her mind, but it was hard to predict the principles behind her actions. Was this how Newton felt when he was trading stocks?



Anyway, he needed to manage the relationship carefully.



It was a kind of push and pull.



So far, he seemed to have handled it reasonably well.



"Let's meet again later."



"Sure. Want to have a party at my place after the entrance exams?"



"Oh? Yes, I'd love to!"



They parted ways with Rustila in the middle. Zernya's troublemaker was gone. But those few words exchanged at the end stabbed her heart like a dagger.



What was this discomfort all about?



On her way back to the college, Zernya pondered deeply. It didn't take long to find the answer.



"Hey, cancel that promise you made with that person during the break."



"No."



"We don't have that much time, you know? Do you think being on the student council is easy?"



"We can take a day off to rest..."



"No way. We need to work. I'm the president and I'll be working, so are you saying the vice president won't work during the break?"



"I don't care. I'm taking that day off."



She didn't know exactly which day it was, but it absolutely couldn't happen. Zernya tried a few more threats disguised as threats. Eidel didn't fall for them.



"Actually, I'm going to minimize student council activities during the break."



"What?"



Zernya's pupils dilated so much they almost consumed the whites of her eyes.






"I need to do research. Non-resonance method research. Remember what I told you before? I've already scheduled everything with the professors."



Of course, dealing with the foreign god attached to Zernya was also important.



However, if it was from the Darwin system, there was no immediate solution. If signs of madness appeared, he would immediately knock her unconscious and put her in the Spirit Office.



"See you tomorrow."



"Tomorrow..."



She couldn't stop him. The sun was already setting. Zernya blankly watched Eidel's back as he returned to the dormitory.



Zernya also returned home. After a quick shower, she lay down on her bed. She was tired. A part of her heart felt empty.



"...This doesn't make sense."



She needed to keep a close watch to prevent him from revealing the Adelbein secret. Otherwise, her family could be wiped out at any moment. Zernya felt a strange threat.



He was just a boy she had known for two years. Although they were friends... they didn't seem particularly close. She couldn't fully trust him.



"The break is two months, no, three months..."



["Isn't it clear now?"]



"...!"



She quickly sat up from her bed.



It was that constellation again.



["It's clear he's planning to gather evidence during the break and expose you."]



An unnamed star. Whether it was a main sequence star, a red giant, a white dwarf, a supernova, or a black hole—she didn't know.



It had been whispering sweet words to her. And strangely, those words were persuasive.



["Of course, it's certain your family did something wrong. But you're a victim, aren't you? You're not at fault for problems caused by adults. Yet they say you must equally bear the consequences."]



"I..."



["If he had a conscience, Eidel would ask for your opinion. Whether it would be okay to report your family to the prosecutors. But he didn't. Because he sees you as an enemy, not a friend."]



"N-no. That's not..."



Although the doubts were deep.



There were also good feelings.



Even if the present was fake, it was fine. Even if the friendship was just a shell, it was fine. She wanted to cherish the first worthy opponent she had met in her life.



["But still."]



"..."



["As someone who has been a constellation for a long time, let me tell you. People like the Rheinland boy are the most dangerous. You're still innocent, so you might not understand..."]



"...Please leave for today."



Zernya brushed away the voice and lay down on her bed. She hugged the teddy bear that had been her only friend until she met Eidel and closed her eyes.



She was tired.



For now, she would think about it again tomorrow.



***



That night, Zernya had an ominous dream.



A dream of being betrayed by Eidel.



A nightmare where her home disappeared, her wealth vanished, she lost everything, and was exiled to a frontier planet.



"Hah, hah, haak."



The sheets were soaked with cold sweat.



Her condition was poor.



She couldn't stay like this.



Today was the start of the major experience fair. Her first public activity as the college student council president. She had to make it a success.



Zernya turned on the news and splashed water on herself.



[Breaking news. The parliament has proposed a special law for the investigation into the Adelbein Group and the Southern Foreign God Life Research Institute.]



"...?"



[Twenty-three individuals directly involved in the creation of the right-angled irregular polyhedron, including Director Angela Hueritia, have been urgently arrested.]



Wait, what?



Zernya quickly turned off the shower and listened carefully to the announcer's continuing words.



[...Meanwhile, Kashu von Adelbein, the president of Adelbein Bionics who was identified as the main person responsible, was found dead at his residence.]





Chapter 144 - I am the Chairman and You are (7)



On the day of the major fair, the student council members sacrificed their precious time and came to Academia.



Perhaps because of that, Zernya's face looked completely miserable.



"Why the long face?"



"Nothing."



She glared at me with narrowed eyes.



"...Do you really not know?"



"Know what?"



"Your innocent act is top-tier. Ugh. Never mind. Forget it."



"How can I respond if you don't tell me what's wrong?"



"I have nothing to share with you, Vice President. Just follow me without complaint. We need to work hard for the next two days. And don't you dare leave my side."



Zernya replied sulkily and started walking. She didn't even need to come here since she was the president, yet here she was, just being irritable.



"Junior Rheinland, it's time for our appointment."



"Understood. From now on, the President and I will be at the physics department booth. If you need anything, please come find us there."



I followed after Zernya.



"Sigh."



It's been a year already.



Last year I was experiencing the fair as an attendee, but now I'm on the other side, providing the experience. Time really flies.



"Senior Rheinland, you're so cool!"



"Look over here, please!"



Two female students squealed and waved their hands. I waved back. Their high-pitched voices echoed all the way to our booth.



"Hello, juniors. Are you interested in the physics department?"



"I'm interested in you, senior!"



"Oh my god, she's gone crazy!"



One girl jabbed the other who had made the sudden confession. The two bickered for a moment before turning their attention back to me.



"Senior, your reputation has spread throughout Academia."



"Stories of your heroism have circulated all around Stellarium. We heard you were in Kendra's class. That teacher brags about you so much that our ears hurt from hearing it!"



Even if it was just flattery, it was nice to hear.



I smiled warmly and began introducing the department.



"...So that's everything you'll learn during the three undergraduate years."



"Wow, that's less than I expected?"



"Yes. The workload is actually less than engineering or medical departments. This just covers the basics. If you want to learn properly, you need to go to graduate school."



"Wow, graduate school?"



The expressions of the two female students changed. They began to back away hesitantly.



"Graduate school is mandatory for physics majors."



That wasn't me speaking. Zernya, leaning against the wall with her arms crossed, offered advice to the students.



"If you don't plan on attending graduate school, it will be difficult to follow Senior Rheinland's path. Even after graduating from college, you'll need to study for at least 2 to 8 more years. Your health will deteriorate, and your youth will slip away."



"Oh no."



Hey, why are you scaring them like that?



"You can ignore what that senior said. Graduate school is a wonderful place. They teach you, pay you a salary, and help you build your career."



"R-really?"



"Yes, absolutely. If you find a good professor, there's no place more comfortable. It will be a choice you won't regret."



"Can we join your research group, Senior?"



"Yes, if it suits you."



At that, one of the female students' eyes lit up again.



The other student still looked disgusted. A 50% success rate. Not bad for my first hit.



As the sun rose higher, more students appeared. The number of attendees had noticeably increased compared to last year.



I displayed a poster featuring my resonator research prominently. I used it to attract interest, then explained scientific concepts to students who approached our booth as if telling them a fairy tale.



Behind me, Zernya kept sighing heavily.



"Why are there so many girls?"



"I know, right?"



The female-to-male ratio was definitely high.



When I was on Earth, the physics department's gender ratio was 1:0.



"Well, well, who do we have here? My friend, my confidant. Isn't this Eidel von Rheinland?"



A familiar friendly voice I hadn't heard in a while.



A group of male students with refreshing appearances approached. The one at the front removed his sunglasses and grinned.



"You don't mean to tell me you don't recognize me?"



"Welton, of course."



Welton Yusoford. My classmate from Academia. Owner of a carefree, eccentric personality. Welton got along well with almost all his friends, including me. Except for Zernya.



Next to Welton were Mathers and James, also our classmates.



"Well, I've been following your exploits in the news. It was quite fascinating."



James nodded with a satisfied smile. Mathers agreed and bowed slightly to me.






"...Thank you. For saving the people in the frontier."



Mathers was from a frontier planet. He spent his childhood in a place infiltrated by the madness of the Outsiders.



"It's thanks to your research on restoring the Aether Barrier. The perception of frontier people is gradually improving. I'm truly grateful. I'm ashamed that I once thought of you as just some privileged kid."



"Don't mention it. I've been so busy that I couldn't meet everyone, but it's really good to see you all now."



I patted Mathers and James on the shoulders and offered them tea and snacks. After watching Rustila and Zernya fight, seeing these guys was healing. Men really need to have two or three good friends.



"So. Do you have any questions? Want some career counseling?"



"Career? That sounds good. But I'd like to postpone that."



"Why?"



"Because that's not the issue right now."



I noticed something strange. Behind Mathers and James stood a tall female student. A familiar face.



Kristin Heresset. Another Academia classmate, the distinguished daughter of the famous Heresset family in the legal world, and someone who would eventually rise to become the Prosecutor General.



She stood before me with a grave expression.



"Rheinland, please, help me."





***





Kristin Heresset and Mezulen Hueritia were childhood friends.



They were often described as having a deep bond despite their constant bickering.



Both of Kristin's parents were prosecutors, while both of Mezulen's parents were Outsider biologists.



Was that their misfortune?



"The elders of my family have requested an arrest warrant for Mezulen's mother. She's currently being investigated. I don't know if it's because of that... but Mezulen didn't come to school today."



The dreaded situation had occurred.



Mezulen would eventually follow in her mother's footsteps to become an Outsider biologist. She would conduct her characteristically manic research and become a key figure in the Darwin faction.



Without Mezulen, humanity's victory would be difficult to guarantee.



Since I don't know much about biology, I absolutely had to help.



"Rheinland. I heard you know Hueritia's mother. I briefly saw a paper with both your names on it. I won't call you corrupt or anything, so please talk to her mother!"



Her urgent voice and pale complexion were evidence of how much Kristin cared for Mezulen.



"But what can I do?"



"You're a scientist. There must be something my family is missing!"



"You mean you want me to investigate the non-convex polyhedron?"



Kristin nodded vigorously.



"With my connections, you're the only one I can turn to..."



"What if Hueritia's mother is truly guilty? What then?"



"Well, that's..."



"I don't know exactly how right-oriented non-convex polyhedra are created either. What if my investigation reveals something different from what you expect?"



"We have to try first! I'll, I'll pay you a consultation fee!"



"That's not necessary."



"Eidel...! Please!"



I shook my head.



"Why would I take money from a friend?"



"Oh, Eidel?"



Kristin's expression turned to surprise. I smiled and sipped my tea.



"Just to be clear, I believe people should face consequences for their wrongdoings. If she really was involved in human experimentation, I'll submit the evidence as is."



"Y-yes. That's enough."



Angela Hueritia is guilty anyway. I read her mind when we signed the first contract. She had the heart of someone carrying guilt.



Even she was just Adelbein's bait, though.



"...Hey."



I turned around. Zernya was frowning deeply.



"My great-uncle has passed away."



She expressed her hostility with that brief statement.



I had already told her much more. The Adelbein family history. The Outsiders mimicking constellations. My relationship with Zernya.



There was no need to repeat all of that in front of everyone. Silence was the answer here.



I left the follow-up work to Professor Feynman and Professor Stranov and boarded the shuttle heading to the Southern Central Detention Center. Zernya came along.



"Madam President, are you upset?"



"...Don't know."



"If you're having a hard time or feeling bad, you can tell me anytime. I'll help you even if the world falls apart."



"Even if the world falls apart? That's ridiculous. Who do you think you are?"



"Of course I will. We're friends."



"Friends? As if."



I got her coffee from the shuttle vending machine to appease her. Zernya likes cappuccinos or einspänners.



"Zernya."






"What."



"What Rustila said about the Outsiders is true. If you really need it, you should go to the Holy Spirit Center to rest."



"Then who will handle the president's duties?"



"You and I will, of course."



"What are you talking about?"



"If you're feeling okay, we'll handle all agenda items at the Holy Spirit Center. By the way, the Southern Holy Spirit Center is currently under my family's name."



"..."



Zernya didn't say another word after that.



I wondered what was wrong and checked her status window. It said her feelings were complicated. If you don't understand your own emotions, what am I supposed to do? I don't know either.



The visitation itself was easier than expected.



"Director."



"Student Rheinland, how did you end up here..."



"I came to check on you."



I slowly explained the situation. I informed her that her husband and daughter were worried about her, and asked why she was detained.



"Suddenly, the house I was living in disappeared from the registry. It's as if I've been a homeless person from the beginning..."



There are four main cases when the Federation issues arrest warrants for suspected criminals:



First, when there's concern about evidence tampering.



Second, when there's a risk of flight.



Third, when possessed by an Outsider. (What happened to me.)



Fourth, when there's no registered residence in the property registry.



"This is absurd. How could I not have a home? I have a husband and a daughter! Of course, my husband lives separately because he works in the north, but...!"



It makes no sense for Director Hueritia, who has a family, to be homeless. Moreover, as a research director, she's not in a position that doesn't receive payment.



"What exactly happened?"



"I, I don't know. Maybe the Ministry of Justice didn't process things properly..."



This is enough to make ghosts wail.



It can't be an error. The Federation's computer network is flawless.



["It's been manipulated."]



Someone has tampered with the entire registry system.



There's only one group with enough power to do something like that.



The Adelbein Group.



They're thoroughly cutting off loose ends. It's certain, especially with the news article stating that Kashu Adelbein has died. Of course, I don't know whether that person is really dead or alive.



[Angela Hueritia: 350/1000]



[Mental state unstable. Experiencing confusion.]



If left like this, nothing good will come of it. In the worst case, the Director could become prey for the Outsiders.



"Director, please calm down and listen to me."



[— Paying 500 Pron to use <Mental Stability>.]



[— 'Angela Hueritia's' Pron level decreases by about 100.]



"Let's take a long-term view of our lives. My colleagues and I in the academic world will help you. So please don't blame yourself too much, and try to keep your mind at peace."



[— Paying 1000 Pron to use <Equanimity>.]



[— 'Angela Hueritia's' Pron level decreases by an additional 120 (+ 10 per hour thereafter).]



"I'll take care of comforting Mezulen."



"Student..."



Director Hueritia began sobbing.



Already, more than 20 related personnel have successively committed suicide, gone missing, or died in accidents.



If you take your own life too, the investigation will be closed. Then Adelbein will escape the law as they always have.



I couldn't let that happen. While there's still a possibility of making Zernya an ally, they were clearly villains.



So even if it was somewhat excessive, I needed to use my family name.



"Director Hueritia, the Rheinland family will back you up."



Father, I'm sorry.



But what else can I do?



"So please tell me just one thing. How exactly are right-oriented non-convex polyhedra created?"



If there's a process of dipping and removing Outsiders from one's mind, I'd be willing to be the test subject instead. Either way, we still need the non-convex polyhedra.



And.



The answer that came back was.



"...Tentacles."



"Excuse me?"



"Using the d-divine body's t-tentacles, in a way that involves p-pregnancy..."



"..."



[— 'The God of Wisdom and Curiosity' shows interest.]



Damn it.



It seems I'll need to find another method.





Chapter 145 - I am the Chairman and You are (8)



In Darwin's forces, there exists a special type called "Infectants."



"Infectants all have what we call ovipositors. Some call them tentacles. These keep multiplying even if you cut or burn them."



"A perfect organism, then."



"Exactly. And the 'seeds' that come from those tentacles harden like stone when they come into contact with Aether. That's the property we utilize."



A question arises here.



"If they become irregular polyhedra when they meet Aether, couldn't you experiment without using humans?"



"It's not as simple as it sounds. Does baking a stone automatically make it a superconductor?"



That's true.



"Specifically, how did you do it?"



"Outside companies send us people with artificial constellations implanted. The process is difficult with Aether emitted from real constellations. There's also the problem of tentacles continuously growing. We need to collect enzymes that inhibit growth and..."



The explanation continued for over 30 minutes.



"...When you look at those people, their eyes are completely lifeless. They don't move like humans anymore, and in their mouths or anuses... ugh."



The director repeatedly dry heaved.



"...I'm sorry. Just thinking about it makes me... ugh."



"You can take your time explaining."



Director Hueritia kept grimacing until she finished her explanation.



I couldn't understand much of the process. It wasn't that I couldn't comprehend it—I just didn't want to accept it logically. My mind was becoming numb.



I had another thought.



"Artificial constellations?"



"Yes. I was surprised too when I first heard such things existed."



I looked at Zernya. She flinched and backed away.



"What kind of company provides such test subjects?"



"I don't know much about that. They're external partners."



"There must have been someone who mediated this?"



"That person is just another middleman. I don't know where the truth begins and the lies end. Just... no. It's my fault for not refusing."



"...I understand what you mean."



I cast a mental stabilization spell on Director Hueritia and ended the visit. I also contacted Ireh just in case.



The non-resonance research is suspended for now.



We'll need to either find different materials or collect more white crystals.



[— The God of Wisdom and Curiosity is disappointed.]



If we hadn't shared the common goal of gravity bullets, Cartesia might have given me a surprise pregnancy quest.



"Ugh, shit."



I shuddered.



***



After questioning Director Hueritia about various things, Eidel received a simple survey.



Zernya watched silently from behind, lamenting inwardly.



Every detail she heard from the prosecutor was shocking.



- The parasite, once sufficiently grown in the esophagus, molts into a stone form. If it hatches into an adult during this process, a monster is born. But if you alter its optical properties with radiation treatment before that, you can create irregular polyhedra.



That was just one of the representative functions. There were countless others.



"Haa, haa."



Zernya repeatedly vomited bile in the bathroom. Looking in the mirror, her aimless eyes scanned the empty space.



She wanted to deny it.



That it wasn't the Adelbein family committing such atrocities.



But simultaneously, she couldn't help but covet the family head position she would obtain in a few years, leaving Zernya writhing in conflict.



She wanted to be the best. She wanted to become the owner of the Adelbein name.



But then.



"Zernya."



It was Eidel's voice that pulled her out of her contemplation.



"Have any constellations approached you with contract offers?"



"..."



Yes.



There was one.



"What if I said yes? What would you do?"



"We'd need to go to the Spirit Shrine."



"Why?"



Despite her curt response, Eidel continued speaking calmly.






"I told you before. It could be an outer god mimicking a constellation."



"You said that was just hearsay."



"Better safe than sorry. If it really is an outer god mimicking a constellation, it's dangerous."



She didn't know if Eidel's words were true or not.



Given his track record, it seemed more like an elaborate scheme to slander the Adelbein family.



- Listen carefully. The world is not kind. Be wary of those who offer unconditional kindness. No one extends pure goodwill. Always be suspicious, and while you might betray others, never let others betray you first.



Those were her father's words during one of their rare family meals.



Beware of pure kindness above all else.



Yes. Be wary.



["Child. You're so pitiful."]



The same applied to the constellation speaking to her.



Zernya couldn't fully trust either of them.



["The Rheinland boy sees you as a competitor. When someone is consumed by competition, they'll stop at nothing. He's the same. He's trying to find and exaggerate your flaws."]



"..."



She remained silent for now.



The words of what might be a constellation or a monster continued.



["You've been harsh to that boy all this time, haven't you? He must really dislike you too. He's just holding back, waiting for the right moment. A moment to completely destroy you."]



"Ha."



The constellation didn't know. She had already been broken once.



"Zernya, let's go to the Spirit Shrine now."



"Why so suddenly?"



"The one speaking to you is an outer god. I guarantee it."



"How?"



"Rustila's Mind's Eye."



Mind's Eye. A blessing that could read outer gods or constellations in one's mind. To Zernya, who had never dealt with real constellations, it sounded like fiction.



"I know you're skeptical. But can't you trust me just this once?"



"I need more than that strange evidence. Do you have more concrete proof? Any precedents? Bring me a research paper before making such claims!"



Bring a research paper.



That was the most critical challenge for a scholar.



An ordinary person might accept such things without papers, but Zernya recognized Eidel as a scientist in her own way.



Look. He can't say anything.



Zernya turned away sharply.



"I'm not making rash judgments. I'm being cautious too. If I just follow your words, what would the school or my family say? Don't you consider my reputation?"



"This is a matter of life and death, and you're worried about reputation..."



"Then let's do this."



She murmured.



"If I'm wrong, I'll let the outer god kill me."



"Hey!"



"What will you wager if you're wrong?"



She challenged him slightly, though half of it was sincere. If she couldn't become the head of the Adelbein family, death was the only option left. This too was something she'd heard from her parents.



Eidel fumbled with his words before saying:



"I won't go to graduate school."



"...What?"



Zernya was greatly surprised.



The guy who constantly talked about wanting to go to graduate school was now declaring he'd give up his graduate studies.



["Don't be fooled. That's an act too."]



No.



This was real.



If nothing else, this madness was genuine. She knew from watching him up close. This guy was crazy enough to match two professors just to pursue his research.



"I'll drop out of college and abandon the Rheinland name. I'll spend my life frying chicken on some frontier planet."



"Why on earth..."



She wanted to ask why he looked so confident.



No, the truth was she was scared.



Because those golden eyes in her view were as clear and pure as the full moon.



"...Why are you conducting this investigation anyway?"






"This investigation? It's to determine the truth."



"You're not a lawyer. Leave this to the prosecutors. It's not your place to be running around."



She finally revealed her true feelings.



"I hate people who meddle too much. If you want to research, just stick to research!"



"This is related to research. Do you know how important irregular polyhedra are?"



"Those can't be made anymore! Our family—! Ah...!"



"...What about your family?"



"Our, our family. Um."



Zernya hesitated as if having a panic attack. She looked around. Currently, the two were walking in a secluded park. Fortunately, there was no one around.



"Never mind. Let's talk about this later."



Zernya ended the conversation with a tired expression.



***



[Eidel von Rheinland, that child is truly dangerous. Daughter, as your father, I see him as someone who will harm our family. You must either tarnish his reputation or sort out his relationships.]



[Darling, why speak like that? We could just quietly get rid of him.]



[No, no matter what, he's still a direct descendant. He can't just disappear suddenly. Even if we take action, we must choose the right timing.]



A series of unproductive conversations.



[Zernya, I'm entrusting you with that child's disposal. This isn't a request; it's a mission.]



[You heard your father, right? So you must do well. If you succeed, the family head position will be yours next year.]



To deal with Eidel von Rheinland in some way.



This was the new task assigned to Zernya, who was sighing deeply in her dormitory.



However, her heart seemed to waver like a reed, going back and forth.



She appeared to be struggling to discern whose words were true—the constellation that spoke to her or Eidel.



Charitably speaking, she was being cautious.



Less charitably, she was indecisive.



"Sigh."



Watching Zernya sigh, Swan, floating in the sky, anxiously folded and unfolded its wings.



A demonic form with eyes clustered on each feather. Around it, twelve pairs of rings and a red beak orbited. Its twisted mouth was covered in sharp spikes.



However.



Its overall shape resembled a swan.



Swan slowly raised its wings. Between the feathers, in the cells, were vocal cords extracted after killing a constellation's spiritual body.



["I can't wait any longer."]



"...?"



Her startled look as she glanced around was quite adorable.



Adorable, but she should be killed.



However, with orders from the Queen, there's no time to indulge personal preferences.



["You should contract with me."]



"What, wait...!"



["I'm afraid if we stay idle any longer, something terrible will happen."]



We Darwin's outer gods.



Eidel von Rheinland.



Now that he has noticed our existence and started acting, it's clear what will happen if we don't strike first.



So I'll use this girl who meets him most frequently.



Since this is a contract without consent, she'll die from madness once it's over, but at least one goal will be achieved.



["Take it."]



Swan gently placed an irregular polyhedron in Zernya's hand.



["Take this and come with me to catch that boy."]



Zernya groaned with a "ugh." She grabbed the bedside table and slowly collapsed.



The most cruel and dangerous aspect of Darwin's outer gods.



Contracts formed without consent turn each cell of the contractor into an incomplete entity. The cell's characteristics change, leading to crystallization and monsterization.



Blood began flowing from Zernya's eyes and mouth.



Well, this is the usual process.



She might last two hours at most, but Swan was betting on Zernya's excellent swordsmanship skills.



Just as Swan was flapping its wings and smiling contentedly:



"One... word... outer... god... subject...!"



Crash!



Zernya threw the irregular polyhedron out the window.





Chapter 146 - Apology (1)



[— A cold energy wraps around the surroundings.]



It's about time.



For today's operation, I need a woman who can make quick judgments, listen well to my instructions, and is capable of unlimited physical contact with me.



Ireh is in charge of Director Hueritia, and Rustila is busy with entrance exams, so they're out.



Therefore.



"Are you ready, Sonia?"



"At your command, Young Master."



My most reliable maid android is today's partner.



"The CNN architecture embedded in my neural network tells me that your eyes right now are speaking the truth."



I nodded with satisfaction.



"Jump in when I give the signal."



"Breaking and entering? How scandalous."



"As a man, I can't just walk into a girl's room."



"Have you considered gender reassignment surgery? It might improve your personality."



"......"



"Yes, that was a joke. Don't make such a sour face. I'm quite satisfied with you being male. Yes."



The atmosphere froze. Sonia fidgeted before tapping my shoulder.



"Shall I enter now?"



"Not yet."



"Sonia is bored."



That's when it happened.



[— A contract is about to be formed somewhere...]



I gave the signal. Sonia slid down the rope. She kicked through the apartment window and went straight in.



"Young Master!"



"What!"



"We're fucked!"



"I know!"



Crash!



Something flew out, breaking another window. It was an irregular polyhedron. Judging by the circumstances, Zernya must have thrown it.



That confirmed it. A foreign god had appeared.



But is it even possible to throw that thing?



When I met Cartesia, I couldn't let go of it and was forcibly absorbed.



The polyhedron traced an arc through the air before burning up and disappearing like a shooting star. After staring blankly at the empty space, I looked down.



Sonia quickly provided a foothold.



"Oh, damn."



I hesitated to go down. It was essentially a cliff below. We were currently fifteen floors above ground.



I couldn't delay even a second. I carefully landed on the balcony.



Zernya came into view, covered in blood. The bleeding was severe enough to form a pool.



Her status window was flashing red. Her eyes were dazed. Her mental strength had already reached its limit.



"The polyhedron is nowhere to be seen."



"It flew outside and disappeared earlier."



I poured two star candies I had prepared into Zernya's mouth.



[— Maximum capacity for Pron has increased by 1000.]



[— Zernya von Adelbein: 890/2000]



With this, I've used up all the consumable items I received during the Celestine Incident. I'm really glad I saved them until now.



"Hey, are you okay?"



"Ha... ha."



Her purple eyes trembled delicately. The poor girl couldn't speak.



"Sonia. Check her condition."



"Yes. Hmm, low blood pressure but high pulse rate. Severe bleeding too. Without proper treatment soon, she'll lose her life."



She's one step away from death.



"Carry her!"



"But Young Master, my frills will get dirty."






"I'll buy you better ones!"



"Thank you. Three sets, please."



Sonia and I took Zernya to the Southern Spirit Temple. We called the priests for emergency treatment and prepared for an urgent blood transfusion.



Since coming under the Rheinland family's control, the Southern Spirit Temple had become a proper medical facility. It accommodates hundreds of patients daily, with priest-doctors performing various surgeries.



Following my father's wishes, it operated at low cost, resulting in high traffic and occasional resource shortages.



"We're low on synthetic blood due to the high number of patients!"



"Is there anyone with a matching blood type? It's urgent!"



I rolled up my sleeve and said:



"I have the same blood type."



***



Her heart ached as if about to burst. Her breathing alternated between rapid and stopped. Her consciousness was hazy, and her limbs wouldn't move.



The sensation of being separated from herself and the world. Zernya felt an indescribable fear. Perhaps even more dangerous than when she was defeated by the avatar.



She was dying.



There are things you only see when standing at the crossroads of life and death. Like a flashback. Past memories. What you've done. Why you lived the way you did.



Hers had been a life of relentless effort. But it was a passive life. For the first fifteen years, she had no sense of self.



Then one day, he appeared. He began to paint over her life like spreading pigment.



For the first time in her life, she experienced being second best instead of first. She learned how vast the world was. She realized her powerlessness.



She tried to move forward with competitive spirit, but the further she went, the more miserable she felt. Childish emotions turned into stubbornness.



Though raised in wealth, she had lived more impoverished than anyone.



Now it all meant nothing. Indeed, what's the difference between first and second place? Many people live happily without being first.



For the first time, the Adelbein name felt like shackles. Perhaps letting everything go would bring peace of mind.



"......"



Her fluctuating consciousness slowly rose.



Zernya gently opened her eyes.



She was lying on a bed in a windowless recovery room, changed into a patient gown with an IV in her arm.



A familiar scene.



This was the Southern Spirit Temple. She had ultimately fallen victim to a foreign god.



As logic belatedly caught up, shame washed over her.



"Ah, haha."



Zernya laughed hollowly.



The voice of the constellation—no, the foreign god—was gone.



Her body felt slightly heavy, but not enough to miss school. Zernya carefully got up and took a step.



She could hear murmuring from outside.



Zernya put her ear to the iron door that felt like a wall.



"...The artificial constellation played an unexpected role. Without it, she would have died on the spot."



It was Professor Arnold Rheinland's voice.



"You acted quickly, Eidel. You saved the direct descendant of the Adelbein family. If something had gone wrong, both families would have faced serious consequences. I'm proud of you this time."



"When have you not been proud of me?"



Arnold cleared his throat and changed the subject.



"It was fate that you and that child share the same blood type. Anyway, good judgment, son."



Zernya nearly stopped breathing at those words.



She remembered coughing up blood. Excessive bleeding was certain. The transfusion itself was inevitable.



But instead of synthetic blood, she received human blood.



Directly from Eidel.



This is an era where synthetic blood is commonplace. Synthetic blood isn't restricted by blood type. There's no need to go through the trouble of using human blood. Therefore, this holds great religious significance.



It means: 'I would give even my life for you.'



Thump, thump—her heart beat violently.



Realizing that her heart was beating now thanks to Eidel's blood, the pulse monitor began beeping rapidly.



"And it seems the fake constellation is completely gone. That tattoo mark you mentioned has disappeared too, Eidel."



"...!"



Zernya hurriedly touched the back of her neck.



Though there was no mirror, she could feel it through the flow of Aether.






The barcode mark that had been her complex was gone.



"W-what on earth..."



To summarize:



1. She nearly died after contracting with a foreign god but barely survived.



2. In the final moment, she resisted the polyhedron, but that wasn't due to her own ingenuity but rather the physical action of the fake constellation.



"We'll talk more about the Adelbein family matter later."



The father-son conversation ended. Eidel was coming this way.



Zernya hurriedly got back into bed, covered herself with the blanket, and pretended to be asleep.



Click.



Eidel and Sonia entered the room. Sonia spoke first.



"A foreign god imitating a constellation's voice—how creepy. Shouldn't we thoroughly investigate all other constellations too?"



"There's no need since it's revealed the moment a contract is formed. More importantly, I'm worried about the Adelbein family..."



"There's nothing we Rheinlands can do about it. You could be in danger too, Young Master. Haven't you seen how twenty-one officials involved with the polyhedron disappeared without a trace?"



"That's why we need to move first."



Hearing their conversation, Zernya felt conflicted.



Objectively speaking, her family started it.



And her needless stubbornness had brought things to this point.



"The Adelbein young lady still hasn't woken up. Her blood pressure, pulse, EKG, and EEG are all normal though."



"Medical students are always sleep-deprived."



The voices drew closer.



Zernya's heart began to race.



She realized shame underlay the cause.



"She looks like a complete angel when sleeping."



Beep, beep.



"She is cute."



Beep, beep, beep, beep.



"...Young Master. Her pulse is suddenly rising—is this normal?"



"Get my father, now!"



Beep, beep, beep, beep, beep, beep, beep, beep.



It took some time for the situation to calm down.



***



Zernya couldn't lift her head from embarrassment. As she kept her mouth shut, Sonia began to taunt her.



"I heard you promised the Young Master back then? That if the constellation turned out to be a foreign god, you would willingly die."



"No, I meant I would die by the foreign god's hand..."



"Does the loser get to argue?"



"......"



"Looks like you need to die."



She genuinely wanted to die from shame.



"That's enough, Sonia."



Eidel calmed the atmosphere. He pulled up a chair and sat beside Zernya. A languid explanation followed.



Zernya had been tracked by a foreign god. From now on, she needed to stay at the Spirit Temple. Her physical condition was normal, but she needed rest for the time being.



"We can handle student council work via video call. I'll bring you a laptop."



"...Wait."



Zernya grabbed Eidel as he was about to get up.



"What?"



"Ah..."



Her action preceded thought.



It was pure instinct.



She needed to say what needed to be said now. If she didn't, it would truly be over. Not only would she lose her last ally, but she wouldn't be able to move forward properly. With that anxiety, Zernya slowly opened her mouth.



"...I'm sorry."



"What?"



"I said... I'm sorry..."





Chapter 147 - Apology (2)



"What did you say?"



"I... I was wrong..."



Zernya grabbed my sleeve and clung to it.



"I, I'm a selfish woman. I wanted to beat you, so I tried to do the opposite of what you said. I should have just accepted what I knew was right."



Sorry.



I was wrong.



Please forgive me.



After that came a repetition of disjointed words.



I was quite surprised. I never expected to hear an apology from Zernya's mouth. Nearly dying at the hands of a foreign god must have had a profound effect on her.



"I'm sorry. I was wrong. I promise I won't do it again..."



"So what?"



"Huh?"



"What are you sorry for?"



Zernya's face turned pale.



I asked again.



"What exactly did you do wrong?"



I didn't put force behind my voice. I spoke softly, like a parent soothing a child. Even so, Zernya's body began to stiffen.



"When you apologize, you should say what you did wrong. If you just apologize like that, I can't tell what you're sorry for."



"Ah, well."



Zernya fidgeted with her mouth.



"S-sorry. I, I've never apologized before."



Her face was red. Her trembling lips began to move again after a good ten seconds had passed.



"For not listening to you properly this time, and for picking fights with you since we first met, and for showing off whenever I got the chance, and..."



"And?"



"And, um, also, also..."



Zernya continued to stutter several more times. She seemed to be searching through her memories during the buffering. I waited patiently.



She displayed various nervous behaviors—rolling her eyeballs around or twisting her hair—as she listed her wrongdoings one by one.



In truth, if she were to list everything, it would be endless. Including minor things, there would easily be thousands.



"Try to summarize everything you've said so far."



Zernya was momentarily at a loss for words. But she was clever. It didn't take her long to pinpoint the core issue.



"...Being arrogant."



Arrogance. That was the keyword of the Adelbein family chapter.



The Adelbeins were so great that they looked down on people outside their bloodline. They didn't treat fellow humans as humans. That's why they could conduct human experiments without hesitation.



"I acted like I was superior. In reality, we're all just the same humans."



Supremacy. Eugenics.



Zernya had been exposed to all sorts of bizarre behaviors based on these ideologies. She had been a victim until now. But she could have become a perpetrator at any time.



"You always told me to live humbly. I heard the same thing from the divine vessels and constellations. All of this happened because of my pride. And, and because of that, I almost died..."



Zernya was panting as she spoke.



"I, I am an inadequate person. In truth, I can't do anything without other people. Look at this. I can't even knit this scarf properly without a tailor. But whenever I go to stores, I..."



Her subsequent confession didn't just include apologies to me.



She was repenting to everyone she had bullied all this time.



"...I don't care anymore."



Having finished her confession, Zernya collapsed onto the bed. She lifted her head. The IV drip was falling drop by drop.



"I won't be able to leave here for a while, right?"



"You might not be able to leave until you die. We don't know when the foreign god will return."



"Ha, that might be good."



The girl's face contorted.



But she was smiling as if relieved. The dark circles typical of medical students were clearly visible.



"We weren't really friends from the beginning, were we?"



"Why do you think that?"



"Well, I've only caused you trouble all this time, and I..."



Zernya's words trailed off. Because I carefully embraced her.



Beep, beep, beep, beep.



The heart rate monitor began to make urgent sounds. Zernya's head against my chest was trembling chaotically in rhythm with it.






"...That's enough."



I opened my mouth.



"You've said enough."



"..."



Zernya offered no resistance. She just occasionally flinched her shoulders.



I carefully patted her back. Her labored breathing gradually calmed down. The heart rate monitor also became quieter.



I could hear her heartbeat up close. It was beating very clearly.



I carefully separated from her and looked into her eyes.



"...Zernya, I'm sorry, but I have to fight against the Adelbeins. I can't allow any more victims."



"I know."



"So I swear on the name of Rheinland. No matter what happens, I will guarantee your safety until the end."



No, such a resolution might not be enough. So I added:



"I can even stake all my research papers on it."



"...What? Ahahahaha!"



Zernya, who had been listening to me blankly, burst into laughter.



What? Did I say something wrong?



After laughing heartily for a while, Zernya said with a smile at the corner of her mouth:



"Yes, this is you. This is the person I know."



"Don't laugh. I'm serious. Do you even know how precious research papers are to a scientist?"



"Eidel!"



Zernya called my name loudly.



"Stupid Eidel. Crazy Eidel. Eidel who made two professors file marriage papers just for his research! Vice president idiot who can calculate black hole movements but can't even estimate a woman's feelings!"



The next moment. Silver silk burrowed into my arms.



Simultaneously, I felt softness, squishiness, and warm comfort.



For a brief moment, it felt so surreal that I wondered if it was a dream. But my vivid senses told me that this was actually happening.



Zernya slowly raised her head from my embrace.



"Thank you."



It was like her usual self.



Yet, it was an ephemeral, pure smile.





***





Thump, thump. Her heart was beating.



This heart wasn't her own. It was a heart attached to Eidel as an external organ. If she hadn't received a blood transfusion from him, the heart wouldn't be beating.



Thump, thump, thump.



Medically speaking, there was nothing abnormal about this palpitation.



Then the possibility lay elsewhere.



With her accumulated professional knowledge, Zernya could now be certain.



The process in the limbic system of the brain where phenylalanine undergoes decarboxylation to produce phenylethylamine.



Love.



Love is a terribly addictive drug. Once you get a taste, you can't escape easily. That's why she kept feeling this itch, even though she rationally understood what it was.



"Hoo, hoo."



She buried her head deeper into Eidel. Then suddenly, ah, she pulled her head away. She had been swept up in the mood. What right did she have?



"Zernya."



Eidel was wearing a dumbfounded expression.



"Why are you suddenly acting like this?"



"Ah, I'm not telling you."



Zernya held her burning face and shook her head vigorously. To Eidel's eyes, her behavior was concerning enough to make him wonder if she was suffering from aftereffects of the foreign god's attack.



Yes. Zernya had fallen for the man before her.



Not just now.



Perhaps, little by little, knowingly or unknowingly, she had been falling for him for some time.



Her initial interest might have been due to his genius that surpassed her own. She lost in the mock exam, lost in the reassignment exam, lost in the midterm, and lost in the final exam.



Numerous defeats alone couldn't be the reason for falling in love. If anything, they only fueled her competitive spirit.



The decisive factor must have been his humility and kindness.



Even when he did well on exams, he never became arrogant. He knew how to consider others' feelings before his own. That's why he always had a word for Zernya, who came in second.






Saying she had worked hard.



It was the same after entering college. He always had something to say at the end of each day: "Good job today, too." He never belittled others' efforts.



There was a conversation they had once.



'The world is all about being number one. The world only remembers the first place. Who remembers the person who came in second?'



'The first-place person remembers the second.'



She felt like she'd been hit on the head with a tray at that moment.



'I study to death because you study to death. Have I ever said studying is easy? Studying is fucking hard. People who say studying is easy aren't doing it properly. If they really did it right, they couldn't say it's easy.'



'...'



Yes. She actually knew. Studying, sword training. It's all difficult. When you climb a hill, you find a mountain; when you climb a mountain, you find a mountain range.



'When I see someone following me as I climb that mountain range, it gives me strength. It makes me understand a little bit why I need to climb that peak.'



Zernya nodded.



"Actually, I felt the same."



"What?"



"Nothing. Just talking to myself."



Zernya fiddled with her phone. Not a single text message. Even her parents, her own blood, didn't ask about her well-being.



It was natural, if you thought about it. If you were of Adelbein blood, they would assume you were doing fine.



No. It's not natural.



In truth, she too wanted attention. She wanted to be fed with affection.



"Young master, Professor Feynman is asking everyone to check the group DM."



"Looks like something happened again. Zernya, I'll be back shortly, so wait here quietly. Understand?"



Zernya silently nodded.



She couldn't leave the Spirit Realm in her current state anyway. If she went out, it would mean immediate death by the foreign god. She could still feel the mark on her.



There was no choice.



For the time being, she had to let everything go and take time for self-reflection.





***





"Was that matter handled well?"



"No problem, sir."



Kashu von Adelbein downed his cold coffee in one shot. He groaned as he ran his hand through his hair.



Yes. In fact, he hadn't died. He had staged his death with a body double. According to federal registration law, he was now a person who no longer existed in this world.



"What about the other bastards? Did you beat them up properly?"



"We've dealt with all related personnel except Director Angela Hueritia. It took a while to avoid those Heresset cops."



"You should kill Hueritia, Hueritia!"



Kashu raised his voice as he threw his mug.



"That woman knows the recipe. If she blew the whistle on the artificial constellation project, it would be over. It would be a direct hit to the main family! Make her commit suicide, or disguise it as death by illness! Silence her somehow!"



"Sir, about that..."



"About what!"



"As it happens, she's being detained in Rheinland territory. Security is triple-layered like iron, so it's not easy to sneak in."



"Hmm."



His head cooled down.



"Those Rheinland bastards, pretending to be unnecessarily upright, so annoying."



"They're a family where you can't find even a speck of dust if you search, as you'd expect."



"Any good ideas?"



"I hear that Miss Zernya has a connection with the third son of the Rheinland direct line."



Kashu clapped his hands.



"Ah, that guy! I wondered what their relationship was, but now I'm starting to get it."



"Yes. So we just need to send a message to Miss Zernya. Have her seduce Rheinland's third son to secure a means of contacting Director Hueritia without arousing suspicion."



"Hmm, yes. Can you take care of it?"



"No problem."



Kashu didn't particularly doubt it. Zernya was a direct descendant of the Adelbeins. She would soon rise to the greatest position in the greatest family, so why would she do anything harmful to the family?



"Whew. I hope this goes well."



It was just as Kashu was about to brew fresh coffee in a new mug.



"Hmm?"



A pure white feather fell onto his head.





Chapter 148 - Apology (3)



"So, the research using irregular polyhedra is on hold for now."



Professor Feynman sighed. He was currently receiving treatment for his back at the hospital.



"Student, will you be focusing on public activities for the time being?"



"At least for this semester, that's my plan."



"Eidel suspending his research activities... it's like the world is coming to an end."



"Haha..."



While I'm reluctant to affirm it myself, he's not wrong.



"Well. I wish you the best."



"Thank you. And you need to recover quickly so you can attend your wedding."



Professor Feynman is getting married to Professor Stranov at the end of this year. I've agreed to give a congratulatory speech there.



"To have my student give a speech at my wedding, it's like a dream—ugh!"



"Are you alright?"



"I may have overdone it a bit. This much is fine—argh!"



The cause of Professor Feynman's herniated disc was obvious without asking. I chose not to inquire further. The professor's expression was a muddy mixture of pain and happiness.



After wishing him a speedy recovery, I left.



When I returned to the Sanctuary, I found Zernya twisting her body uncomfortably. From the moment she noticed my presence, she straightened her back like a meerkat and began staring at me.



"What are you doing?"



"I got a message from someone I don't know and was looking at it."



"Spam?"



"Something like that."



Zernya enlarged the screen to show me.



The content was simple: Make Hueritia resign as director. Try to get closer to the Rheinland family. I recommend sweet-talking Eidel to win him over. If possible, find Rheinland's weaknesses.



As Zernya said, the sender was unknown. The tone was polite, but it was essentially an order.



I frowned.



"It's from my family, sent from a burner phone. They sometimes give orders this way. Isn't it ridiculous? Using me, a direct descendant of Adelbein, like this."



Zernya muttered bitterly.



"Zernya."



"...To get straight to the point, I plan to follow these instructions to some extent."



She blinked her eyes.



"You know what I mean, right?"



"Yeah."



I nodded. Zernya nodded back and continued.



"Anyway, I'm going to become the head of the family. It's my family's business, so I'll resolve it myself. So, you idiot. Just help me a little and then go back to your research. Got it?"



She raised the corners of her eyes and placed her hands on her hips. All while looking up at me. A rather confident attitude. At first glance, she seemed the same as usual.



But there was one difference—her lips.



The corners of her mouth formed a pleasant curve.



Not a cold sneer. It was a bright, cute, and beautiful smile.



After thinking for a moment, I came to a conclusion. Yes, let's trust Zernya for once. She has shown enough change.



"So what's your plan?"



"First, I need to get out of here."



"How?"



Zernya looked up at the recovery room ceiling and said:



"By begging."



***



While Eidel was out, Zernya organized many of her thoughts.



Through her interactions with him, she had unconsciously adopted certain attitudes toward life. One of them was to become a person with clear purpose.



What was her goal?



When she really thought about it, it wasn't becoming the family head.



To become a renowned doctor who could treat people possessed by outer gods. To save as many people as possible.



It was a vague but precious dream. A goal that had been gradually taking shape as she observed Eidel and his father. Why had she forgotten it?



From now on, she would act according to this conviction.



"What a stupid family."



The world began to look different. The once-great family now seemed shabby, and the rival she had harbored hostility toward now appeared to be someone she should walk alongside.



If the current Adelbein was a house of cards, she might as well tear it down and rebuild from scratch.



To take that first step, she needed to be reborn in the Sanctuary.



"Phew."






Dressed simply, Zernya walked to the chapel with the help of the priests.



"Here you can communicate with the constellations. We cannot know whether a constellation will respond, or which one might do so if they do."



This was something she already knew.



In her youth, Zernya had attempted to communicate with constellations at the Northern Sanctuary.



What was it like back then?



She had naturally thought the strongest star should dwell within her, but she wasn't chosen even by the weakest star.



Things needed to be different now. Zernya took a deep breath and gently clasped her hands together.



Tap.



Her round forehead touched the red carpet.



"...I have sinned greatly."



A contract with a constellation wasn't the immediate issue.



First, she needed to apologize for her wrongdoings. She needed to cleanse herself of impurity. She needed to abandon the arrogance of having implanted artificial constellations.



Of course, being a religious ritual, there was still some discomfort.



What era was this? An age of science and proof. If one had the constitution to host a constellation, it would have happened already. This was proven by xenobiology.



Was even thinking this way presumptuous?



Yes. It probably was.



Tap, tap, tap.



She pressed her head to the ground repeatedly.



"I have committed sins worthy of death. Please punish me. I will accept whatever punishment you give."



There was no response.



"I have committed sins worthy of death..."



Zernya continued her apology.



***



Eidel connected a webcam to his laptop. Thanks to his accommodation, Zernya could attend classes remotely. She could also participate in student council meetings.



"...This concludes today's meeting."



After closing the laptop, Zernya immediately washed up and changed her clothes.



"Are you going to pray again today?"



"Yes."



"It's been almost a month already. How about taking a break?"



Zernya shook her head.



"I'll continue."



She didn't know how much time had passed. There's no concept of time in the Sanctuary. She only realized a month had passed when midterm exams were approaching.



"I've decided not to look for meaning anymore."



I sinned, so I apologize. That's all there is to it.



"Well, I have something to do, so I'll be going."



Eidel went out again. He's busy and can't visit often. Zernya felt a pang in her heart. She wanted to spend more time with him.



"...Sigh."



Enough. What right did she have to wish for such things?



Just focus on prayer.



Tap.



As Zernya lowered her head to the carpet, clearing her mind of distractions:



["Child who was filthy and arrogant."]



It was a voice that electrifyingly penetrated her mind.



A type of voice she had never heard before. Zernya dared not raise her head.



Silver stardust showered down before her bowed head.



["Yet you've learned to acknowledge your mistakes."]



"..."



["Would you like to raise your head?"]



It was like a divine command. Zernya's head lifted on its own.



"...Ah."



It was a space like a calm water surface.



Swans glided gently across the water. Each rippling wave conveyed a warm sensation. As Zernya looked around, she was startled when she looked behind her.



"The, the priests..."



It was strange.



Just moments ago, priests had been in the chapel with her. Now, she couldn't even sense their presence.



The atmosphere was dreamlike.






Just being here made her feel intoxicated.



"Welcome to my world, child."



Zernya turned her head 180 degrees. There stood a beautiful woman.



White hair with a tinge of sky blue. A laurel crown on her forehead.



Her eyes were closed, and she wore a silk dress with alternating dark gray and white designs. On each shoulder perched a crow and a magpie.



"This is a higher dimensional space. I've lifted you here briefly. How does it feel to glimpse a fragment of higher dimensions?"



There was no doubt she was a constellation.



Zernya hurriedly prostrated herself on the ground.



"Oh? My goodness... There's no need to be so subservient."



"It's, it's an honor to meet you, Constellation."



"Yes, child. What is your name?"



"..."



"What is your name?"



"...It's Zernya."



The constellation hummed thoughtfully.



"As I recall, there were more names that followed."



"Your calling me by my name is enough..."



In the past, she would have emphasized Adelbein. Now there was no meaning in doing so. Adelbein was a detestable surname.



"Zernya is enough, you say... Very well."



The constellation smiled.



"You may not know me, but I've been watching you for quite some time. For anyone, self-confidence and arrogance are separated by a fine line. I had hoped you would become a child full of confidence."



"You've... been watching me?"



"It's nothing special. Every constellation marks one intelligent being they're interested in. In my case, it was you."



Then why didn't you come down to contract with me back then?



She couldn't bring herself to ask.



The reason was obvious.



As the constellation just said, Zernya had grown up not as a child full of confidence, but one steeped in arrogance.



"I've been watching you this past month too. Is it real this time? Has she come to her senses? Hmm, I wonder."



The constellation moved. She slowly helped Zernya to her feet.



"That's impossible to know. We are separate beings after all."



"Con-Constellation."



"My star companions still dislike you. The implanted artificial constellations are a big reason. Three of them, at that. In human terms, it would be like walking around with tattoos made from dead people's skin. You can imagine how disgusting that is, right?"



"Yes, yes. Yes. You're right. I was very disgusting."



"No, I meant the act was disgusting, not your existence itself..."



Zernya shed a tear. You fool. What have you done right to be showing tears?



"There, there. Calm down."



But the constellation's touch was too soft to remain stoic.



"So, have you repented enough?"



"No. Not yet..."



It was far from enough.



After realizing humility, she understood that sin has no depth. The number of times one is forgiven is meaningless. The words 'self-reflection' and 'sufficient' cannot coexist.



"I'll live my whole life, my entire life repenting like this. So...!"



"Oh, look at you. Prostrating again."



"...Please let me leave the Sanctuary! Even if I leave, let me at least repay all my wrongdoings!"



She had received forgiveness from Eidel.



Now it was time to seek forgiveness from the constellations.



"...Very well."



Flutter.



The magpie and crow lifted Zernya once more. Stardust sprinkled before her eyes. At the beautiful sight, Zernya was entranced.



"Child, no matter what situation you face, remember just one word."



The constellation extended her hand.



"Humility."



"...Yes."



Zernya carefully took that hand.



***



[— From now on, 'God of Humility and Healing' Deneb will protect you.]





Chapter 149 - Unexpected Cohabitation (1)



After his father finished the examination, he spoke with a surprised expression.



"It's true. The sacred mark has appeared."



Sacred mark. The tattoo that appears when one contracts with a constellation.



The location where the mark appears is random.



In Zernya's case, the mark had settled right on the nape of her neck where the artificial constellation had been. It resembled a swan's wing.



Zernya seemed embarrassed, wrapping her scarf tightly around her neck as her face flushed red.



"To think I'd get another tattoo..."



Instead of commenting, I just gave her a wink and a smile.



The development of a constellation choosing Zernya, who had been a villain, was completely unexpected. Things were unfolding better than I could have imagined.



"It appears to be from the Cygnus constellation. Judging by its size and precision, it must be quite a high-ranking constellation. Did you happen to hear what the constellation's name is?"



"Um, well."



After hesitating, Zernya finally managed to continue.



"I was told it's the God of Humility and Healing."



"Oh, humility."



"Oh, healing!"



I was impressed by the word "humility," while my father was struck by "healing."



"A constellation that governs healing would be absolutely perfect for a medical career. Your hard work has paid off, Miss Adelbein."



Father's eyes sparkled. There's no guarantee that pursuing a medical career would attract a matching constellation. The reverse is also true.



To study medicine and then be chosen by a medical constellation was an incredible blessing. No wonder my father was starting to take interest.



"This is wonderful. Truly wonderful."



Father looked at me and chuckled with satisfaction.



"Does this mean I can leave the sanctuary now?" Zernya asked.



"Of course. Yes, absolutely. However, we still don't know what might happen next, so I should prepare a preventive measure."



Zernya's face brightened at the news that she could leave.



And so, we left the dock with the priests seeing us off. Father walked ahead, deep in thought.



Soon, he turned back to us with a suggestion.



"We should consider the possibility that the foreign god might appear to Miss Adelbein again. So, Miss Adelbein, how would you feel about commuting to the Rheinland main ship for the time being?"



"What? What?"



Zernya asked in surprise.



"Commuting?"



I was also surprised by this unexpected proposal.



Zernya was a medical student, and my father was a professor in the same department. In other words, Zernya and my father had a relationship similar to mine with Professor Feynman.



'Eidel, would you like to come to my house to review papers?'



'Huh. When?'



'For the time being, every day.'



Imagining the situation in this way, I was momentarily dumbstruck.



"The Rheinland main ship is essentially a massive medical facility. It's less restrictive than the sanctuary, yet we can take immediate action if an emergency arises."



Of course, that must have been my father's intention. I nodded and added to his suggestion.



"Zernya, you can stay at our house if you're okay with it."



"...And you?"



"I'm fine with it."



We have plenty of empty rooms anyway. She can stay in any of them.



"It would be convenient for student council work too. If something comes up for discussion at night, we can just ask each other face-to-face."



"Y-yes, that's right. That's a good idea. Right. Because student council work is important. There are things we can't handle through video calls. Yes! It's for work! Purely for efficiency's sake!"



Zernya rambled as she tightened her scarf. Her muttering "it's for work" was somehow adorable.



***



Father's sudden cohabitation proposal had caught her off guard.



Zernya could hardly breathe.



"Father, thank you. I know you're busy, but thank you for looking after your son."






"This is nothing, son."



When she came to her senses, they had arrived at the Rheinland planetary system, the heart of the southern region.



After finishing his conversation with Eidel, Professor Arnold turned to look at Zernya with a profound gaze.



"P-Professor."



She couldn't bring herself to call him "Father." Considering her past actions, it would be too shameless.



"Thank you so much for bringing me to such an esteemed place."



"This is nothing. By the way, could you come over here for a moment?"



With her body stiff as a board, Zernya followed Arnold. They arrived at his home office.



"Please, sit wherever you're comfortable."



"Ah, thank you..."



Thump, thump.



Her heart was racing.



What could he possibly want to discuss in private, away from Eidel?



The most obvious guess would be about the foreign god. Professor Arnold specialized in foreign god pathology. With his extensive experience as a military doctor, the Federation regarded him as a hero of humanity.



Another possibility was about attendance.



While in the sanctuary, Zernya had missed eight practical classes. Normally, missing that many classes would result in an F grade without special circumstances. Professor Arnold seemed ready to discuss those "special circumstances."



However, her predictions were completely off the mark.



"About my son," he began.



"...Yes? What?"



"Eidel. I wanted to ask what you think of him."



As he spoke, Arnold's golden eyes shone brightly.



"I apologize, but I'd like to discuss our family matters for a moment. This isn't a conversation between teacher and student, but between two families. Is that acceptable?"



"...I'm ready to listen."



"Thank you for understanding. And I'm sorry for the suddenness."



"No, I've been curious about some things myself..."



The conversation that began stretched on for quite some time.



At first, Professor Arnold asked about Eidel's school life. Zernya answered without hesitation, like a well-prepared job applicant.



"He's a model student. He studies hard and is active in extracurricular activities."



"Does he swear or gamble?"



"Not at all."



Broadly speaking, he had gambled once—gambling to save her life.



Zernya had lost that game. She had lost her life. But she didn't feel particularly bad about it. The memory made her cheeks feel warm, as if she'd been drinking.



"Good. That's enough."



Arnold smiled contentedly, like an enlightened sage.



After the small talk ended, the main topic emerged.



"Early next year, our family plans to officially select a head of the family to present to the council of elders. Naturally, Eidel will be included."



"I see."



"As you know, Miss Adelbein, the head appointment ceremony is a very meaningful event for the top ten families. Eidel is the third son, so his chances are slim, but he will participate nominally."



Zernya let out a short sigh. Unlike herself, who was an only child, he had to compete with others within his family.



"In principle, our family tradition is that the eldest son of the first wife inherits, assuming there are no significant differences in ability. But things have changed. Both I and our family elders were surprised by the third son's achievements."



"I think so too. So, you're saying the succession issue has become ambiguous?"



"Thank you for understanding so quickly. That's exactly right."



Professor Arnold calmly explained the situation.



Besides Eidel, the strong candidates were Brian, the eldest son, and Seti, the eldest daughter.



Brian, the eldest son, had graduated from Stellarium Medical School with excellent grades and followed Arnold as a military doctor on the southern front. From a young age, he had steadily built a foundation to become the family head.



Seti, the eldest daughter, was the only child of the second wife. She was equally intelligent and had recently made significant contributions to the family finances. She was gaining favor with the family elders by giving them pocket money.



And then there was Eidel.



Despite his past misconduct, his position as the third son, and his lack of exceptional personal wealth...






"...In fact, he possesses the most important things: reputation and connections."



Zernya nodded. Nothing was more important for becoming the family head than those two things.



"The entire Federation's scientific community stands behind him. If he were to ask for research funds now, astronomical amounts of money would move."



"But... Rheinland focuses more on the medical field than the scientific community. Eidel is majoring in physics."



"You've identified the problem precisely."



Arnold and many family elders wished for the eldest son, who was a doctor, to become the next family head. But Eidel's reputation far surpassed that.



Zernya spoke up.



"Professor, the world is complementary. If doctors save people, the equipment used to save them is made by engineers. And the operating principles of equipment made by engineers are discovered by scientists."



"That's right. That logic works to some extent. But it's still not enough. We want to maintain our existing business while expanding if possible."



"Then..."



"Miss Adelbein."



Professor Arnold carefully asked.



"Let me ask you once more. What do you think of Eidel?"



Zernya realized that this was no longer just about the Rheinland family.



Thump, thump.



Her heart began to race again.



***



"I'm not sure yet."



In conclusion, Zernya declined.



Though the word wasn't explicitly mentioned, Zernya recognized that Professor Arnold's question was related to a strategic marriage between the Adelbein and Rheinland families.



That was why.



She couldn't taint the pure Rheinland name with the tarnished Adelbein one.



"At the very least..."



["...You'll consider it after he becomes the family head and settles everything?"]



"...!"



Startled, Zernya looked up at the empty air.



["Sorry, did I surprise you? It's telepathy."]



Right. I contracted with a constellation. It still doesn't feel real.



["You're considering not just your own feelings but the other person's position as well. That's a good attitude. Indeed, if Adelbein were to form a marriage alliance with Rheinland now, it would certainly put that boy in a difficult position."]



"Yes. That's why I'm not qualified."



Just being together is already a miracle. To become someone's partner, one must be a suitable match.



Adelbein doesn't match Rheinland's status. She needs to reclaim and elevate the Adelbein family's standing. For that, she must become the family head.



"Miss, this is the room where you'll be staying."



Zernya followed Sonia's gesture and entered the room.



It was a spacious room of over 20 pyeong. Zernya couldn't help but express her amazement.



"I'm sorry, but this was the only room available."



"No, it's... more than I deserve."



In truth, when she lived in the Adelbein family, her room was nearly 100 pyeong. But she hadn't liked it. It was unnecessarily large, making her feel lonely and empty.



"Bed, desk, computer, wardrobe, android call button, and so on. All the basic equipment is provided. Please use them freely."



Sonia bowed her head and turned to leave. As she bowed, her eyes flashed with a cold light. Zernya didn't attach any significance to it.



Zernya eagerly dove onto the bed. With a soft thud, she felt the gentle texture envelop her body.



"...Mmm."



They use good detergent here.



As she was wriggling on the bed, enjoying the comfort...



"What the hell? What's this?"



A voice almost identical to her own came from behind her.



"Why are you here...?"



Seti von Rheinland.



Eidel's half-sister was standing there.





Chapter 150 - Unexpected Cohabitation (2)



The Rheinland main house is relatively close to Stellarium.



Therefore, Seti frequented both places as if they were her front yard. She needed to check on her secret funds hidden from her brother, and she also had to diligently prepare to become the family head.



Above all, the academy dormitory bed was uncomfortable.



It was better for relieving fatigue to stretch out and sleep at home.



As usual, Seti stopped by the main house and headed to her room.



But.



There was an unexpected visitor.



"...?"



No, could this even be called a visitor?



What on earth was that white creature sprawled on her bed, wriggling around?



Since they had the same hair color, she didn't feel any sense of dissonance at first. At a glance, it was like meeting a doppelgänger.



By the time her frozen thoughts started working again,



"Hey, you bastard!"



She was already cursing.



The doppelgänger—no, Zernya—looked at her. Her eyes were blank and dazed like someone who had just woken up.



Seti crumpled her expression like a piece of paper.



"What the hell are you? What are you doing here, huh?"



"Huh?"



"I asked why you're here. Do you want to die?"



"That's not it, I..."



"Don't answer. Let me figure it out."



Her deliberation didn't last long.



"Ah, I see. You tricked the android guarding the entrance to get in, right? You're really determined to mess with me and Eidel. Yeah, you're really committed."



"No, that's not it."



"What do you mean 'no'? Hey, this is breaking and entering. I'm going to report you."



"It's not breaking in, I got proper permission..."



"Get out of my room?"



"Huh?"



Zernya's face turned to bewilderment.



"This was your room?"



"Ha! You're really shameless. Of course it's my room, whose else would it be? You white-headed idiot!"



Zernya hurriedly got up from the bed and apologized.



"I'm sorry! I, I didn't know..."



"Well, well!"



She seemed to know she had crossed a line as she immediately bowed her head. It didn't feel too bad. To think that the high-and-mighty Adelbein would bend her waist... No. That wasn't the point.



"Sorry my ass."



Seti felt like her insides were burning up. It was because of her secret funds. The bed where Zernya had been lying contained money she hadn't told anyone about.



When it came to money matters, Seti became infinitely sensitive.



Immediately after, a barrage of curses as violent as physical blows struck Zernya's ears.



"You're completely out of your mind. You've really messed up now. Out of all the reception rooms, you came straight into MY room, and what are you saying? You didn't know? You're sorry? Are you seriously playing dumb?"



It had been almost two years since she had unleashed such a fierce tirade. Well, she hadn't had much reason to be angry during that time. At most, having some money extorted by her brother was the only thing worth getting upset about.



Even that had involved a reluctant agreement. Eidel never spent money frivolously. Yes, things had been relatively quiet lately.



So what mattered now wasn't him.



She needed to drive this woman out first.



Seti spewed harsh curses and scared the living daylights out of Zernya.



Zernya, who couldn't win against Seti in a war of words to begin with, gradually shrank back until she completely sank.



With no will to fight, she didn't even talk back.



In the end, after being thoroughly cursed out, Zernya was about to leave the room when—



"What's going on?"



Eidel came running, having heard the commotion.






Color returned to Seti's previously frowning face.



"Hey!"



It had been a while since she'd seen her brother.



Though his actions were sometimes annoying, he was still the rising hero of the Federation, and they had a love-hate relationship.



"Brother!"



Seti waved her hand enthusiastically, secretly glad to see him.



However, briefing him on what had just happened took priority over a proper greeting.



"Brother, look at this woman! I don't know how she got into our house, but she came into my room and brazenly..."



"You mean Zernya? Father and I brought her."



"Huh?"



Seti's expression turned stupid.



Eidel's subsequent explanation was as bitter as jam made from bellflower root.



What happened at the Spirit Chamber. How Zernya would be staying here for the time being because of it. All of this was information that Seti found difficult to process at once.



"What kind of nonsense parade is this?"



"Come on, don't be too hard on Zernya."



"Brother, are you really crazy?"



"I'm perfectly sane."



What is this? Some kind of hidden camera prank?



A thousand thoughts ran through her mind.



Or maybe it was a dream. She had been very tired lately because of entrance exams. Maybe that's why she was having this nightmare.



"I'm sorry. I'm really sorry. I didn't know..."



"President, don't worry about apologizing. Sonia must have made a mistake. I'll ask her to reassign your room."



"Well, well! President? You two must be very close?"



"We recently cleared the air. We became friends."



Eidel was sweating as he tried to mediate between Seti and Zernya.



Of course, the situation was temporarily resolved with Seti just grabbing the back of her neck in exasperation.





***





"Sonia, this is unusual. You making a mistake."



"I apologize."



Sonia bowed repeatedly to Eidel and Seti. Eidel didn't say anything. The actual victim was Seti.



"Sigh, it's fine. Let's just consider it bad luck and move on."



"I'm grateful for your generous treatment."



"The robot sure knows how to speak politely."



Seti snickered. After checking, she confirmed that her beloved secret funds were all safe. Zernya had only been lying face down on the bed.



Yes, that was fine.



But still, she remained uncomfortable.



To understand Seti's complex mental state, the current situation needed to be described.



First of all, it was dinner time.



Since she had come over the weekend, she could have a meal with her father and Eidel for the first time in a while.



This itself was a touching occasion. The last time she had sat at the same table with her parents was years ago. During that time, her father had been very busy with his work as a military doctor.



Things changed after Eidel completed his research on rebuilding the Aether Barrier. Her father retired from being a military doctor. He seemed to have more leisure time than usual. Peace had come to the family.



Perhaps because of that?



"Seti, you'll be taking the college entrance exam soon."



"Yes, Father."



"Hmm, work hard."



Her father's expression of affection, which had always been gruff, became a little more evident.



This was why Seti couldn't curse even when Eidel raided her bank account.



If that was the case, maybe?






Seti, who had coveted the position of family head, recalled what her birth mother had said.



- You must live up to expectations. We're going to devour the Rheinlands.



Seti's mother, Rezein, was from a branch of the Adelbein family.



Her eyes had almost lost their purple hue due to the mixing of various genes, but the distinctive white hair was inherited intact.



Silver hair. And, as her gaze naturally turned—



There was Zernya, nibbling on an onion while watching her nervously.



"Father."



"Yes? What is it?"



"Why is that person dining with us?"



"Oh my, Seti!"



"I'm sorry for being rude. No, but it's strange. Wasn't this supposed to be a family dinner? It's weird, right? I, I'm sure I heard it that way?"



"Who told you that?"



"Brother Eidel did."



Her father's head turned toward Eidel. Seeming embarrassed, Eidel laughed it off with a "Haha."



"Since we have a guest who's come after a long time, it would be awkward to serve her separately. Don't you think so, Father?"



"Hmm."



Her father nodded. Seti's world came crashing down with a thud. Zernya bowed her head with a shy smile.



Look at that crazy woman.



Since when did she start acting so coy?



Her appetite disappeared at the surreal scene. Seti put down her fork and gulped down water mixed with vitamin powder.



"Come to think of it, Miss Adelbein is family too."



"Pffft!"



"Seti, there's no need to feel so uncomfortable around Miss Adelbein. Don't you have the same family blood flowing in you? Though the relationship is distant, you're relatives, so I hope you'll treat her kindly."



That's right. When you think about it, Seti and Zernya share the same bloodline.



In fact, Seti has another surname besides Rheinland. Seti von Adelbein Rheinland. That was her full name.



The Rheinland identity was so strong that she had completely forgotten about it until now.



"Seti is one year younger, right? It would be nice if you called Miss Adelbein 'sister.'"



What the fuck?



Such a curse rose to her throat, but she barely held it back.



This was in front of her father. With the family head selection coming up next year, she needed to act as cautiously as possible.



"Professor, please feel free to call me Zernya."



Zernya said with a friendly smile.



Seti felt like she was about to explode in real time.



It was too contrasting with the image she had known of her until now.



For a moment, she even wondered if she was being controlled by a Descartes-affiliated foreign deity. According to the constellation's response, that wasn't the case.



Meanwhile, Eidel was thinking something similar to his father.



"I hope you two become friends."



Eidel said, looking at Seti.



Zernya had become a new person. So Eidel hoped that Seti would clear up her misunderstandings and become friendly with Zernya.



"She'll be living here for at least a month. So I'd like you to get along without getting too emotional."



Eidel said as he put a roasted onion in his mouth.



To Seti, it sounded like hell.



Become friends?



And even call her "sister"!



As her worries and anger deepened,



"Li-little sister?"



Zernya made the first move.



"Let's try to get along..."



At that gentle and fresh voice, Seti fled from the dining table.





Chapter 151 - Unexpected Cohabitation (3)



After dinner, Zernya helped clear the dishes alongside the android.



Sonia opened her mouth with a doubtful expression.



"Miss Adelbein, you're our guest. You should rest."



"I can't just eat without helping out a little."



"What era do you think we're living in? Please hand me those plates. I'll take care of it."



Such a trivial argument ensued.



In the end, Sonia was the victor. She skillfully stacked plates into a mountain and quickly finished washing them.



But something seemed odd. There was a dishwasher available, so why was she washing by hand?



"It's a basic qualification for a maid," Sonia said, turning around with a wink.



"Eidel."



Zernya called my name and sat beside me. Sonia's eyes narrowed as she dried her hands.



"What should I do now?"



"You don't need to do anything for the time being."



Zernya and I had already coordinated our story.



The scandal about House Adelbein would break next year. For now, we needed to keep up appearances. Until then, she had nothing to do except theoretical research, leaving her time quite free.



And I intended to invest all this extra time entirely in Zernya.



"What do you mean 'nothing to do'? You're on the student council, so couldn't you have meetings and such?"



"That's true, but there aren't any major agenda items right now..."



That's when it happened.



"Miss Adelbein... no, Zernya."



Father spoke up.



"I'd like you to become closer with Seti during this opportunity. I'm asking not as a professor, but as a friend's father."



"If that's the case... I understand."



Zernya nodded and stood up. For just a moment, it seemed like a subtle glance passed between the two of them.



"Young master, young ladies. Please come this way. I, Sonia, will take responsibility for reassigning Miss Adelbein's room."



Due to Sonia's brief mistake earlier, Zernya's room had not yet been determined.



Sonia showed Zernya several rooms.



"This one is vacant, and that separate suite over there is also empty."



"They're all nice places. But if possible, there's somewhere specific I'd like to stay."



"Oh? Would you perhaps like the room next to Young Master Eidel?"



"Ah, no? That's fine though?"



"I'm joking. The room right next to the young master is mine. Unfortunately, there are no vacant rooms in that area."



"Ah..."



What kind of conversation flow is this?



"It's fine. I wouldn't have the nerve to ask for that. Rather, I'd like a room close to Seti."



"Near Miss Seti?"



Sonia rolled her eyes. The movement resembled a visualization of a computer performing calculations.



"...There is a vacant room next to Miss Seti. It's a bit small, but would that be acceptable?"



"That's fine. It doesn't matter. As long as there's enough space to stretch my legs... it's enough."



Zernya glanced at me around the word "enough." She really didn't need to be so humble.



"I'll show you the way. Please follow me."



So we moved along, and then—



"What the fuck! Why are you coming here!"



We could hear Seti's profanity.





***





Zernya ended up residing in the room right next to Seti's.



Seti's conclusion about this situation was simple.



"Oh, hello?"



"Hmph."



Complete disregard was her response.



She couldn't bear to stay outside even if she was worried about her safe. She couldn't trust Zernya. If anything, she would have preferred to stay at home longer.



So this was the second-best option she had chosen.



"Sister, I have something I want to say..."



Zernya followed her, tiptoeing behind.



Having someone you dislike trailing after you—there could hardly be better material for nightmares.



"Sister, are you angry?"



"..."



"I'm sorry about yesterday."



"..."



"Can't we get along?"



"..."



"Sister..."



"Fuck off!"



For Seti, who had such bad blood with Zernya, many things didn't make sense.



First, could a person change so drastically after just a month in the Spirit Realm?



Second, Sonia wouldn't make a mistake about room assignments, would she?



Third, when did she go from picking fights to offering apologies?



From all this, it was a hundred times more logical to deduce that Zernya was wearing a mask rather than genuinely apologizing.






"Don't call me sister. Got it? This is a warning."



"Seti..."



"Don't call me by my name either."



"Then what should I call you?"



"Why not do what you always did? 'Hey,' 'you,' 'idiot,' 'moron.' Those words you used as casually as eating."



At these sharp, carbonated words, Zernya's face crumpled.



"I won't do that anymore."



At those words, Seti burst into laughter.



"Hey, it took me months to accept that Eidel had changed. Do you think I'll believe you in an instant?"



"I know. That's why I'm starting to make an effort now."



"Oh my, you said you're leaving in a month. You think that's enough time? Huh?"



"...You never know."



Seti felt a chill.



Her thought that she just needed to endure for a month was shaken.



"Right. I figured as much."



She had caught Zernya in a trap.



"As you said, if you had any decency, you'd stay exactly one month and leave. Isn't that how a tenant should behave? But what are you doing? You're a guest in our house, and you're already ignoring what the owner says."



"That's not it, what I meant was..."



"You're being noisy."



Seti had spoken quite logically.



No, there was no way to refute this.



Just as she was certain of victory—



"The head of the household said so. He asked me to get along with you."



Zernya gave her a determined look.



"I'll keep apologizing until you accept me. I'm sorry for being so harsh all this time."



"...What are you even saying?"



It felt familiar. No, more than familiar. It was definitely similar to how Eidel had behaved.



Seti rubbed her eyes hard. She was bewildered.



And then Zernya delivered the finishing blow.



"I'll apologize today, and I'll apologize tomorrow too. I'm sorry."



With that, she bowed at a right angle, lowering her head in a way that seemed almost servile. This wasn't behavior befitting an Adelbein, especially a direct descendant. Seti felt dazed, as if she'd been hit on the head with a hammer.



"See you tomorrow."



Zernya returned to her room with a sweet smile. She knew when to strike and when to retreat.



"Hah."



Seti closed her door in disgust.





***





"Hnnng."



Though she had appeared confident earlier, once alone in her own space, Zernya's legs gave out completely.



It wasn't easy.



Apologizing was truly not a simple task.



She had to feel her pride being shattered at every moment and endure the embarrassment when her apology was rejected.



She couldn't make excuses.



She had done wrong, after all.



This much was enough for today. She could improve gradually, taking her time.



[— "God of Humility and Healing" highly appreciates your actions.]



[— You have received 2000 coins.]



No.



I'm absolutely not doing this for such rewards.



Zernya shook her head vigorously.



"...I should catch up on my major studies."



To clear her mind, she began reading medical textbooks and soon dozed off. Before long, Zernya's consciousness sank into a new world.



It was a world without Eidel.



I see.



This is a dream.



A lucid dream. Very vivid. Zernya tried to move her neck to look around.



"...!"



She couldn't. She was unable to move as she wished.



The perspective was clearly her own. But her body was acting independently of her will.



So she decided to observe for now. To see how her dream self would behave.



- Easy, so easy.



In the dream, Zernya easily rose to first place at both Academia and College.



It was because Eidel wasn't there. She had no rivals in that place. Everyone admired and revered her.



Eventually, the dream Zernya, consumed by arrogance, boasted:



- Is this all it takes to impress you? You're all incompetent. Are all humans besides me just stupid?



No.



You're the fool.



There are countless people in the world more talented than you.






- Foreign gods, take my soul if you can. No matter what you do, I'll maintain my rationality.



No.



Don't do it.



- Ah, wonderful. With this power, I could rightfully be called a foreign god myself, couldn't I?



This is madness.



You'll end up causing trouble for Eidel.



- It's so boring, so tedious. Even the people of my family don't seem human to me anymore. I'll escape from this mundane world. Let's see, a good method would be... Huh? Sacrifice everyone at school? Hahaha! That's a great idea!



Her dream self, conversing with foreign gods, was already completely insane.



Who wouldn't have known?



The only reason her mind had appeared sane was because the foreign gods had been adjusting her Fron levels for their convenience.



Once the foreign gods achieved their goal, Zernya was no better than a hunting dog to be boiled and eaten.



- Save me!



She met the fate she had expected. On the day the College turned red, she too became part of the sacrifice.



The students transformed into monsters. Tentacles made of organic matter bloomed from every building. All of Stellarium became a sea of blood.



- I, I don't want to die. Who am I! I'm the rightful heir of the noble and great Adelbein! But why, why me too! I, I was deceived!



Zernya fled frantically.



She ran, walked, and crawled.



Barely escaping from the College, she took refuge in Academia.



"Ugh..."



A groan escaped her lips. Even while aware it was a nightmare, it was extremely painful.



She wanted to wake up immediately. But she couldn't. Her body only grew stiffer, as if paralyzed.



- Ah, w-what is this?



The situation at Academia was similar. The terrifying aspect of Darwin's Legion was the endlessly spreading organic matter. They pursued their prey relentlessly.



Finally, she had nowhere left to flee.



- No! I said no!



Trapped in a sealed room by the encroaching organic matter, Zernya pounded on the door. Behind her, tentacles intertwined to form the shape of a large dog. It had grape-like eyeballs clustered together.



The creature opened its maw wide.



- Ahhh!



"Ahh...!"



She was devoured.



Sensation disappeared from her lower body.



Her consciousness grew faint.



And only then could the dream Zernya realize:



I was,



- I was wrong! Someone help me...!



Too arrogant.



No matter how much she screamed, no help came. She had driven away or buried everyone who might have helped her. Belated regret washed over her. The price of learning humility would be death.



At that moment,



BANG! The door to the sealed room burst open.



It was the figure of an unknown man. He rushed over and plunged an axe-like tool into the monster.



KIEEEK!



As the monster's jaws loosened, the man extended his hand.



Zernya grabbed that hand desperately. It was a struggle to survive.



At some point, she became able to move her body directly. So Zernya embraced him as if immersing herself in a bathtub.



And what she felt was:



Warmth.



A very warm and cozy warmth.



"Zernya, are you okay? Zernya!"



"Ugh, ugh..."



"Zernya!"



"Hah, hah. Ah...!"



With a faint groan, she awoke from the dream.



Her confused consciousness gradually returned to normal.



"Haa. Haa."



The sleep paralysis finally lifted. Her limbs tingled.



Her waist and shoulder blades ached. Sighing regretfully, Zernya slowly blinked her eyes.



"Why did you suddenly come in here? You startled me."



"Huh...?"



What met her retinas were golden eyes. Eidel von Rheinland. She was clearly in his arms right now.



That is, she wasn't in her own room. Coming to her senses, she realized she had come to Eidel's room.



"Why am I here...?"



"That's what I want to know."



"I, I was definitely sleeping over there...?"



"Did you have a nightmare? Madam President, you're such a baby."



Eidel made such a joke while straightening the messy blanket. Meanwhile, Zernya pieced together what had happened.



The answer wasn't far off.



["My child, you were walking in your sleep. What made you so anxious that you sought out this boy's bedchamber while sleeping?"]



It was sleepwalking.





Chapter 152 - Unexpected Bedmate (1)



This is an awkward situation.



To think I'd enter Eidel's room while half-asleep because of a nightmare.



And even worse, I burrowed into his bed and hugged him tightly.



My heart isn't just pounding—it feels like it might explode.



It would be less embarrassing to lie and say I secretly tried to pounce on him because I like him too much.



"......"



Zernya was busy watching Eidel's reaction.



She couldn't tell a lie.



As soon as she confessed the truth, Eidel's eyes narrowed to slits.



"Sleepwalking?"



"I think so."



"And sleep paralysis too?"



"I think so."



Zernya touched her burning face and nodded shyly.



"Well... I suppose that's possible."



Fortunately, Eidel seemed to believe her.



"Hmm, I don't know much about this sort of thing."



Eidel was a layman when it came to medicine.



He didn't know how dangerous sleepwalking could be, or how serious sleep paralysis was as a symptom. He even wondered if the two conditions could coexist.



But one thing was certain.



He needed to keep a close eye on Zernya tonight.



Eidel recalled his purpose for bringing Zernya into his home. She had nearly died at the hands of a foreign god. Her mind might not have fully recovered yet.



He needed to monitor her health 24 hours a day to prepare for any contingency.



After this series of thoughts—typical of his T-type MBTI—Eidel spoke.



"Sleep in my bed tonight."



"W-w-what?!"



Zernya's shock was only natural.



"...Then where will you sleep?"



"The bed's big enough for both of us."



Zernya's earlobes turned bright red in an instant.



"It's convenient—if something happens, I'll be right there."



At this moment, Eidel's thought process was simple:



1. Being in the same room means he can immediately notice if a problem arises.



2. If an emergency occurs? He can call his father.



3. If his father isn't available, there are plenty of androids with medical modules on the main ship that can be used in an emergency.



It was all perfectly logical and flawless.



The problem was that his excessive rationality completely ignored the emotional aspect.



"So you're saying... we should sleep together in the same bed?"



Zernya interpreted his words differently.



Her lips quivered.



Her amethyst eyes rolled around in the soft light.



"Oh."



Eidel's thoughts froze as he belatedly grasped the situation.



"That's not what I meant..."



It absolutely wasn't like that.



He had simply felt that Zernya was like a daughter or younger sister.



If it had been Rustila, he definitely wouldn't have said the same thing. But looking at the situation, he realized saying that would completely ruin the atmosphere.



He couldn't take back words already spoken.



Eidel began explaining calmly.



"Listen, Zernya. Your nightmare might be because of the foreign god. I'm worried about that, which is why I want you to sleep here. If anything happens, I can contact my father right away."



"Ah... Couldn't you just have an android do it?"



"Would a robot be more accurate than a human?"



That was actually a lie. Fifth-generation androids could monitor most health conditions. But Eidel quickly changed the subject to prevent Zernya from thinking too deeply about it.



"By the way, about next week's student council meeting..."



"O-okay."



Fortunately, Zernya didn't seem to notice—or so Eidel thought. In reality, Zernya knew Eidel was making excuses, which Eidel could tell from her embarrassed expression, making him bite his lip wondering if he'd given her the wrong impression, which Zernya noticed as she stared blankly at Eidel rambling away while trying to control her pounding heart.






And Zernya's constellation Deneb, who had been watching all of this, smiled softly.



["Hohoho, they're both so cute."]



Their conversation continued for nearly ten minutes before trailing off.



Good. They'd managed to move past the awkward moment.



But the atmosphere remained uncomfortable. Zernya fidgeted, unable to continue speaking. Taking advantage of the gap, Eidel naturally suggested:



"Just lie down."



"O-okay. But what about you?"



"I just realized I need to monitor your condition. I won't sleep tonight."



"Are you sure? You have school tomorrow."



"I have enough stamina to stay up all night and then some."



Each word struck like an arrow. Feeling tipsy as if drunk, Zernya pulled the blanket over her head.



Enough stamina to stay up all night and then some...!



No, damn it. What am I thinking?



Curse it all, there must be a devil in my head.



Zernya shook her head vigorously under the blanket.



"Hsssp."



Suddenly, as she inhaled, she could smell Eidel's scent on the blanket.



It was a truly reassuring smell.



Despite feeling self-loathing at her behavior, Zernya drifted off to sleep, intoxicated by the dreamy feeling.



Meanwhile, Eidel sat in a chair and began reading newly published papers to calm the atmosphere.



"Ah, damn it."



Looking at them just made him more excited.



And so the night deepened.



***



Morning came.



Thud.



The toothbrush fell from Seti's hand.



"Wha, what's this?"



Her mouth, covered in white foam, began to flap open and closed. It didn't take her long to grasp the situation.



"What the hell is this?!"



"Oh, sister. You're up. What's all this commotion so early in the morning?"



"You two came out of the same room!!"



Seti shouted, spitting out bubbles of foam.



And for good reason—Eidel and Zernya were emerging from the same room.



Eidel looked tired, while Zernya appeared refreshed and fluffy.



This alone was bad enough.



But Zernya made it worse by holding onto Eidel's sleeve while nodding her head.



This could only mean one thing.



"Did you two do it?"



"What?"



Zernya, who had been blinking her eyes, jumped up like a bouncy ball. She was now wide awake.



Seti, who had accidentally swallowed her toothpaste foam, shouted urgently.



"Father! Where are you? Sonia! Come look at these two!"



The house turning upside down in the morning was a common occurrence.



And so, before work, the disaster of the entire family gathering on the ship unfolded.



The head of the family, Arnold von Rheinland, sat in the middle of the spacious dining table with his arms crossed. On either side of him sat Eidel and Seti, Zernya and Sonia.



"Let's hear the story."



Arnold opened his mouth with a solemn voice.



"Miss Zernya, why did you enter my son's room in the middle of the night?"



"I don't know the reason myself. I think it was because of sleepwalking..."



"Father! There's no need to listen to this person! She's trying to seduce brother Eidel and turn our family upside down!"



"Seti! Be quiet!"



"Yes, sir."



Arnold sighed.



"Free love and marriage are all fine. But Eidel, Miss Zernya, you are members of the Ten Great Families. And not just branch members, but direct bloodlines. Do you understand what I'm trying to say?"



"Yes."






"I understand..."



"Good. Time is short... and since you both say you understand, I won't beat around the bush."



The inevitable question came.



"Did you have relations?"



"No."



"Absolutely not."



The two desperately denied it.



"Father, I may have lived like a rogue in my younger days, but I take good care of myself. I assure you nothing happened last night. Really."



"Can you prove it?"



"If what I've said turns out to be a lie, I'll transfer to another department."



"Not like that."



It was then.



"I can prove it."



Sonia raised her hand haughtily.



"Master, because the young master caused so many incidents when he was younger, I installed CCTV cameras as a security measure. There are cameras not only around the young master's room but also inside it."



"Huh?"



"You did?"



"Yes. I'll bring the recorded footage. Please wait a moment."



Before Eidel could object, Sonia brought the camera's memory and played it.



As a result, they were able to prove that truly nothing had happened between the two.



"Wait, I've been living with hidden cameras all this time?"



In exchange, Eidel had to swallow his shock.



***



Seti could barely walk from the massive shock.



It was because she had seen footage of Zernya sleeping soundly in her brother's bed.



She couldn't bring herself to go to Academia.



"Hello, Seti!"



"Oh, hi, Rustila..."



Rustila greeted her cheerfully as always. She clearly didn't know anything.



The fact that Zernya was staying on the Rheinland main ship.



The fact that Zernya and Eidel had spent the night in the same room.



Should she tell her or not?



She remembered Rustila's expression when she told her that Zernya and Eidel had become president and vice president. It was the anticipation a skilled examiner shows when facing a monster.



No, it wasn't even anticipation. It was closer to killing intent.



If she were to reveal the current situation...



"What's wrong? Are you sick?"



"No, no."



It would definitely be better not to say anything.



"Are you busy with college entrance exams? Don't worry. It'll all be over in a month."



"Oh, yeah. That's right! Just one more month to endure!"



Seti nodded vigorously.



"Eidel said we should have a party at your house when it's all over in a month."



"Huh? He did?"



"I heard from Eidel during the career fair that it would be okay. Can I come?"



"O-of course...!"



Seti's mental calculator worked frantically.



Father had said Zernya would be leaving in a month anyway. The timing was cutting it close, but it should be fine.



"I'm really looking forward to it."



Rustila, smiling like a girl with her first love, was more beautiful than anyone in the world. She was definitely a beauty.



And simultaneously an accomplished examiner.



Rumor had it she'd already received recommendation letters from Omega examiners. Her abilities were exceptionally guaranteed.



Seti thought:



It would be nice if this sister ended up with brother Eidel.



And it seemed like both of them wanted that too.



Of course, that was assuming Eidel didn't fall for Zernya the vixen's tricks.



And so that day, when Seti returned home after finishing her daily routine, she had to witness an even more wretched scene than the day before.





Chapter 153 - Unexpected Bedmate (2)



Arnold brought out the EEG equipment. It was to determine whether Zernya had sleepwalking disorder or not.



"It might be inconvenient, but please wear this today."



"Yes, Professor."



Zernya put on the examination equipment as skillfully as a medical graduate student. Seti returned around that time.



"Ah, daughter, you're back. Tonight we're going to measure Zernya's brain waves."



Seti let out a sigh.



"Is there a problem?"



"No, that's not it. Why are you doing the examination at our house?"



"Because I'm busy during the day."



"Tell her to stay overnight at the university hospital."



"This place is already a hospital, so there's no need to go that far."



Seti's expression soured.



She disliked everything about this situation. She didn't like the examination being done at home, and she was annoyed that her father was taking better care of Zernya than her.



If Zernya had sleepwalking disorder, she might barge into her room or Eidel's room tonight.



Conversely, if Zernya wasn't sleepwalking, she would head straight to Eidel's room and might be up to her tricks again.



The latter would be truly disastrous. Though Seti couldn't figure out Zernya's intentions, it could potentially disrupt the peace of the Rheinland family.



She had to stop it.



Seti resolved to stay awake all night.



And yet, perhaps due to the fatigue from exam preparations, she fell asleep faster than anyone else.





***





A week passed.



Zernya had nightmares on about four of those days. Each time, she exhibited symptoms of sleepwalking.



"This confirms it."



Arnold reset the EEG scanner and muttered quietly.



"Zernya does indeed have somnambulism. It's not too severe. She just walks around and mumbles. The walking episodes aren't very long either."



"I was mumbling?"



"Yes, you were."



Zernya grew anxious.



She'd heard that people often talk nonsense under sleep anesthesia. Perhaps sleepwalking patients did something similar.



She was worried she might have said something strange.



"You said you have nightmares frequently?"



"Yes."



"What kind of nightmares?"



"Dreams where I'm being chased by monsters or avatars."



"I see. That explains why you talk like that."



Arnold turned on the hallway CCTV. The recorded footage showed Zernya. She was walking with flailing arms and legs. The sound of her mumbling began to be picked up.



Help me.



Save me.



I'm scared.



I'm sorry.



I'm sorry.



Eidel.



Repeating such words, Zernya headed toward Eidel's bedroom. She had done this on all four nights when symptoms appeared. There were no exceptions.



Eidel, Eidel, Eidel...



The final cry was particularly long and pitiful.



After entering Eidel's room, it was the same every time. Eidel would offer his blanket, and she would sleep there. From then on, she slept soundly.



"Ugh."



Seti grabbed the back of her neck and groaned.



"Is the scanner broken?"



"That's unlikely, Seti."



"She did all that without being aware of it?"



It was a result she didn't like.






Zernya's behavior captured on camera subtly evoked protective instincts. She looked cute and lovable, like a frightened beautiful girl whimpering. If even Seti felt this way, how would Eidel, being a man, feel?



"Wow."



Sure enough, Eidel was staring at the screen in a daze.



"Zernya, is this really you?"



"Ah, damn it. Stop watching. I said stop watching...!"



Don't be fooled. Even that embarrassed appearance could be an act.



No, even if it were an act, it would still be a problem.



Seti had a strong sense of being a Rheinland. Though her Adelbein blood was from a branch family, her Rheinland blood was direct. Therefore, while she couldn't become the head of the Adelbein family, she could become the head of the Rheinland family.



That's why she had been aiming for the position of family head.



Of course, she would accept defeat if Eidel won. Her personal opinion was that her third brother was that impressive.



But if the fox in front of her were to marry Eidel, things would be different.



That would truly be the end. The moment Eidel became the family head, the entire Rheinland family would be devoured by the Adelbeins.



Whether aware of Seti's concerns or not, Arnold casually suggested to both Eidel and Zernya:



"Looking at the pattern, I don't think medication or constellation therapy is necessary. And it seems your symptoms subside in Eidel's room. I want to see the cause clearly. So, could you two sleep in the same room tonight?"



It was a shocking statement.



"What?"



"T-together? With Eidel?"



"Hmm."



Seti jumped up as if about to faint, Zernya's lips trembled, and Eidel sighed as if he had reached enlightenment.



"Don't misunderstand. You're just sleeping together, just sleeping."



"So it's sleeping together in the dictionary sense."



"Brother, do you really have to put it that way?"



"It's all for medical purposes. Don't think strange thoughts, and don't even consider doing anything improper."



Though he said this, Arnold secretly had expectations. If this opportunity narrowed the psychological distance between Eidel and Zernya, it would be perfect. The family head selection process would begin early next year.



Eidel's talent was overwhelming. He had sufficient qualities to be the family head. However, since he wasn't a doctor, it would be difficult for him to receive the final selection from the council of elders. To become the family head for certain, he needed a wife who was a doctor.



And Zernya was a medical student and a direct descendant of the Adelbein family.



She had nightmares. Every time she dreamed, she sought out Eidel. Her footsteps instinctively headed toward where she felt peace.



It was a double blessing.



Arnold said:



"Sonia, I'd like you to monitor the two of them in real-time with the camera during their sleep. Also, both of you should wear EEG scanners tonight. I'll decide which bedroom you'll use."



"Family Head, is all this really necessary?"



"It's a matter of utmost importance. Sonia, you should also remember that there's a high possibility that Zernya's sleepwalking is caused by a foreign god."



"Still, but... sigh, I understand."



Sonia gave Seti a concerned look.



Seti read that subtle signal and nodded.





***





Inside the room with CCTV installed.



Zernya and Eidel lay on the large king-sized bed, staring blankly at the ceiling.



The bed was so large that even with both of them lying side by side, there was enough space left for a child to fit. If they just slept straight, they could spend the night without any physical contact.



Of course, that was practically impossible.



At the very least, Zernya had a habit of tossing and turning, sleeping in a fetal position.



Thump, thump, thump, thump.



A sound like a rice pounder was emanating from deep within her chest.



"...Is this right?"



"I-it's just an examination. I-I don't have any th-thoughts about it. Right?"



Thump, thump, thump, thump.



Her heart was not just leaping but spinning.



That was the situation.



The student council president and vice president of the prestigious Stellarium College sharing a bed. It wasn't an experience anyone could have.



Moreover, one was a Rheinland, and the other was an Adelbein.



Either way, they were prestigious families. Verified bloodlines.






However, Zernya's expression wasn't good when she thought of the Adelbein family.



A good man and a wicked woman cannot be together.



So tonight was just a trial version. If she wanted to spend every night like this, she would have to clean up her own family first.



Yes. Just today, only today was an exception.



"Are you uncomfortable?"



"...Huh?"



"I have some bad sleeping habits. Just in case, I'll put this pillow between us. Is that okay?"



"Huh? Oh, yeah."



And so, a thick long cushion was placed between Eidel and Zernya.



Zernya sighed with disappointment.



"Sonia."



"You called?"



"Turn off the lights."



Sonia replied grumpily with a scrunched face.



"Did you forget the name of the IoT in charge? It's Larry. Asking Larry to turn off the lights would be faster than calling me."



"Our kind Sonia, please turn them off for us. Wait, why are you coming here? Aah! Ah! Why! Why are you hitting me! What did I do wrong? Ugh! Gah! Larry, turn off the lights!"



Click.



"...Young Master, Miss. Sleep well."



Sonia left the room with a solemn voice. Eidel was sprawled out like a squid dried in the sun. Finding his appearance comical, Zernya couldn't help but smile.



This helped ease some of the tension she had felt.



She had a feeling she would sleep well tonight.





***





Sonia entered the control room. From here, she could not only see Eidel and Zernya's brain waves in real-time but also vividly observe them sleeping.



She would have to track and observe the two of them for about six hours.



"Damn it."



That was why Sonia was in a bad mood.



"Being an android is no easy task."



Sonia grumbled as she put a cigarette in her mouth. Of course, it wasn't a real cigarette, but a battery shaped like one. It gave a tingling, sour taste when licked.



Eventually, the two fell into a deep sleep. Detecting any abnormalities in Zernya was Sonia's night duty today.



"I don't get it. I just don't get it."



It was truly pathetic. She simply found this situation uncomfortable.



At a glance, it was just a real-time video of two humans sleeping. But the fact that the protagonists on that bed were Eidel and a human woman made her feel like her internal mechanisms were rotting.



"Tsk."



She spat out and turned off the electronic cigarette. Just then, the automatic door opened, and Seti entered. Seti was wearing pink pajamas.



"How's it going?"



"No issues so far."



Tsk, Seti clicked her tongue.



"This is ridiculous. Dad must see her as a perfect wife. They've only known each other for a year at most, how can he think he knows everything?"



"I wonder the same."



"In terms of years, excluding me, Sonia, you've been around the longest, haven't you?"



"Yes. If we calculate by absolute time, I've served Young Master Eidel the longest."



"That's right. I didn't interact with my brother except when we fought, and his mother passed away almost right after giving birth to him. You were the only one who could help him."



"Perhaps that's why I feel emotions beyond that of a servant and master."



Sonia replied solemnly.



"...At some point, the Young Master changed. I like the Young Master who has changed like that. Though I'm not pleased with how he's become eccentric in other ways."



"Yes. You've been through a lot. If you were human, I would have given my brother to you."



Sonia lightly waved her hand in dismissal.



"I'll have to decline."



She continued:



"For a robot that's just scrap metal without its master, even being here is more than I deserve."



She knew her place better than anyone else.



That's why she was here like this late into the night.





Chapter 154 - Unexpected Bedmate (3)



Brain waves are divided into five main types. Zernya was showing theta waves, characteristic of drowsiness, before transitioning into delta waves, indicating a sleep state.



Eidel was the complete opposite.



"What the hell is that crazy guy doing?"



"He appears to be reading."



"Isn't that a research paper?"



His brain waves rose from alpha waves, commonly known as the "awakened state," to beta waves of the "cognitive state," and finally reached gamma waves, which show the highest frequency band. The graph displayed on the screen instantly narrowed.



"What's wrong with his brain waves? Is he possessed or something?"



"This pattern appears during extreme tension, excitement, or deep concentration. The young master has chosen to study through the night rather than sleep. Don't worry, it won't affect his health."



"...Really? That's a relief, I guess."



"I share the same sentiment as Miss Seti. The young master isn't one with malicious intentions."



The greatest potential threat would be Zernya's sleepwalking. It would be problematic if Zernya were to hit Eidel in her sleep.



Even without going that far, risks remained. For instance, if Zernya mistook Eidel for a cushion and embraced him—that would set the control room on fire from that moment.



"Isn't Miss Seti going to sleep?"



"I'd like to keep watch, but... I should sleep. Sorry, but please take care of things, Sonia."



"Not at all. It's my duty."



With a heavy mechanical sound, the sliding door closed automatically. Soon, silence fell over the control room. Sonia closed her eyes tightly and ran her hand over her face.



"Ah."



She whispered quietly.



"Oh my goodness."



When she opened her eyes again, her pupils were glowing blue.





***





That night, Zernya slept comfortably. She had no nightmares and consequently no sleepwalking disasters.



She did dream, though.



It was a dream of walking on a red carpet in a white silk dress under bright sunshine. There, Zernya delivered perfect steps like a model dominating the runway.



The disappointment came after waking up. Such an exhilarating dream might never come again.



Or so she thought.



"One day isn't enough to be certain. How about sleeping together for a few more days?"



"What?"



"Father?"



Eidel scratched his head awkwardly, while Seti looked like she was about to pass out. Sonia parted her lips before sighing.



Only Zernya was blinking repeatedly, sending Morse code signals of approval to Arnold.



Of course, she knew she wasn't yet worthy of lying in the same bed as Eidel.



But last night's sleep had been incredibly comfortable. It might be excessive greed, but she wanted to feel that sensation once more.



"Precise examination is important. Just bear with it for a week."



"Father!"



"It's for medical purposes. Everyone, comply without complaint."



Arnold was adamant. Thus, the examination was extended for a week.



To cut to the conclusion, nothing happened during that period. Zernya showed no symptoms of sleepwalking, and no physical contact occurred between the two.



All they exchanged were the sounds of each other's breathing and body scents.



"Fascinating," Arnold muttered.



"Many causes of sleepwalking stem from fatigue and stress. Perhaps her symptoms improved because she's sleeping soundly."



This was the opportunity. Seti spoke up.



"Then that settles it. Enough sleep is the solution. No need for further diagnosis, examination, or prescription."



"I agree with Miss Seti's assessment, Master," Sonia added.



"Let's send the two back to their respective rooms. If we drag this out any longer, it might become something the Adelbein main house could find fault with later."



"Hmm, Sonia does have a point."



Arnold knew exactly when to advance and retreat. Reluctantly, he chose to back down.



Thus, Zernya moved back to the room next to Seti's.



Seti's expression still showed displeasure, but less than before. Or more precisely, it was better than when her brother and Zernya had shared a bed.



The two Adelbeins faced each other.



"...Sigh, fine. I don't have the energy to argue more because of entrance exam prep. If you're sorry, just don't bother me and go to sleep."



"You're studying for exams?"



Seti's expression soured.



"Are you picking a fight?"



"No, that's not it! I was thinking... if you're preparing for college entrance exams, maybe I could help."



"No thanks."



There are many difficult problems, but she didn't need help. It would hurt her pride.



"Studying is something you do yourself. Whether I fail or not is none of your business. Just go to your room and sleep—that's how you can help me."



Zernya was intimidated by the cold rejection. Just as Eidel had built barricades when they slept, there was an equally strong barrier in Seti's heart.



"Go in."



"Okay..."



The door closed with a soft swish. Seti crossed and uncrossed her arms repeatedly. Soon, she went into her own room and settled down.



College-level problems are challenging. With so many subjects, they're difficult to solve at once. Even with decent preparation, they require serious mental effort.



Today's subject was biology.



"Boring."



Seti disliked chemistry and biology. The concepts were fine, but the problems were idiotic. The exam committee must be insane to create such questions.



"Ugh."



She felt nauseated just looking at the complicated genetics problem. It's supposedly for differentiation, but it's too much. She didn't understand why she needed to solve this when she wasn't planning to become a doctor or start a pharmaceutical company.






But what could she do? It would be on the exam.



Seti solved the problems while twirling her pen, balancing it on the bridge of her nose, or drawing worms in the margins. Then she encountered a problem of such high difficulty that even her brilliant mind couldn't solve it.



"Nngh."



She just groaned endlessly. Even looking at the answer key didn't help. Would she even be able to solve something like this on the actual exam? Even if possible, time would be tight.



["...Hey, wouldn't it be better to ask someone else?"]



The voice she heard was a suggestion from Reti, the "God of Wealth and Investment," who was Seti's patron constellation. She was a shy celestial being.



["This seems... somewhat inefficient."]



As a constellation related to economics and management, she calculated everything economically.



"You're right."



Seti immediately agreed. She jumped up from her seat.



"Brother, brother!"



The place she invaded was none other than Eidel's room. Faced with his sister's unannounced intrusion, Eidel reflexively closed the computer window he had open.



"...What were you doing?"



"Nothing."



"You were looking at research papers again, weren't you?"



"N-no. I was watching porn."



"Ugh. Your brain will rot that way."



Eidel rolled his eyes.



"Don't say that and spare me some time. I don't understand this."



She handed him a biology workbook. Eidel's expression instantly became as limp as someone who'd been beaten. Biology. Xenobiology. Irregular polyhedron. Ah, he didn't even want to think about it.



"You're good at studying, brother. I don't understand this problem. Help me."



"You were so stubborn back at Academia."



"So what! Just help me quickly!"



"I don't know biology either."



"You're lying."



Despite his refusal, Seti dived onto Eidel's bed with an unopened bag of potato chips. Eidel's eyes widened like someone who'd received a marriage proposal from an alien.



"What are you, crazy?!"



"If you don't help me right now, I'll turn your bed into a potato field. Loser."



She was about to tear open the packaging while lying on her side. As the "rip" sound grew louder, Eidel's screams grew higher-pitched.



In the end, he had no choice but to comply with Seti's demand. Except...



"Hey, I really don't know this one."



"Huh?"



That's impossible. How could Eidel, who wrote countless research papers and was called a genius by the whole world, give up so quickly?



"As you know, this isn't my specialty. And it's been a while since I studied it. If you don't keep up with it, you forget."



While saying this, Eidel added:



"These problems are nasty."



In truth, studying for university entrance exams and studying at university are very different. The former is studying for the sake of exams, while the latter is learning for the sake of knowledge. And Eidel was someone accustomed to the latter.



"I think I could solve it if I relearned the concepts, but not right now. Ask your biology teacher when you go to Academia tomorrow. Or ask an android..."



"I can't wait until tomorrow because I'm curious. And androids just explain things in complicated ways."



"Argh!"



Seti threw a pointless tantrum.



After thinking for a moment, Eidel came up with a brilliant solution.



As it happened, this ship had the best biology teacher to help his sister.





***





First-year valedictorian at Stellarium Medical College.



This title wasn't something just anyone could achieve.



One had to be well-versed in entrance exams, skilled at memorization, diligent, and proficient in both orthodox methods and shortcuts.



Zernya was all of these things.



That's why Seti gritted her teeth and knocked on her door.



"Do you have time now?"



Actually, it was Eidel who knocked. Seti had resisted stubbornly, but the chips were already spilled.



"What is it?"



"My sister doesn't understand this. Can you help her?"



"This... I might be able to solve this."



Seti, who was sticking close behind Eidel, barely swallowed a curse. Bad luck. She was sure Zernya would make her eat crow once she solved it.



And indeed, she did end up eating crow.



Because Zernya solved it too easily.



"It's slightly beyond the curriculum, but if you know this concept, you can cut the solution process in half."



"Huh?"



It can be solved this simply?



Calm down. It's just a shortcut.



"Of course, it might feel like a trick, but solving it properly takes time. Here, the orthodox method works like this. You need to set up complex simultaneous equations."



"..."



"This method would be difficult to use in an actual exam. Since the multiple-choice answers are usually predictable, you could instead exploit that..."



"Is this how you solve problems?"



"That's why I also showed you the proper way."



Seti was still among the top students. That's why she found Zernya's advocacy for shortcuts somewhat unreliable.



"It's just an entrance exam anyway. Not important in life."






"How can you say that?"



"I mean, being good at studying isn't everything."



"..."



Seti was speechless. Zernya continued in a rather serious tone.



"Don't get hung up on whether you can solve one problem or not. Getting one more question right doesn't make you superior to others, and getting one wrong doesn't make you inferior."



This was surprising.



The biggest characteristic of Zernya that Seti had known was her desperate attachment to test scores. Because of this, she constantly compared herself to others during exams.



Seti had suffered a lot from this. It started from the day Eidel disappeared. Zernya, who had reclaimed first place, tormented Seti relentlessly.



It was a kind of superiority complex mixed with inferiority.



Having lost to her brother Eidel, she was determined to trample on Seti to compensate.



But now, that determination was nowhere to be found in her eyes.



In its place was humility.



A humility that bowed her head even when she excelled, and didn't disparage others when they failed.



She definitely seemed to have changed.



Afraid of this gap, Seti fled to her room as soon as she received her workbook.





***





As soon as she separated from Eidel, Zernya had a nightmare. The sleepwalking symptoms struck instantly.



"I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I'm sorry."



"Zernya. Zernya!"



"...Hic, ah!"



Dramatically awakened from sleep, Zernya trembled like a drenched mouse. Pitiful. She still seemed unstable.



"I-I'm sorry... I'll go back to my room."



"No. You can stay here tonight."



Eidel patted his bed.



"I heard from Father. If it were simply sleepwalking, I couldn't wake you up just by calling your name like this. So there's something more. If it's really hard, you should stay here tonight."



"...Is that really okay?"



"Yeah."



"Can I sleep with you, in your bed?"



"...If you're comfortable with it."



Eidel answered cautiously. Zernya is like a daughter to him. That's how he must think of her.



The next moment, Zernya pounced on Eidel's bed.



Just one more day, just today.



"Is it too greedy?"



"Hm?"



"...I mean, becoming friends with your sister."



"A few days isn't enough. But you tried hard today. I was impressed by what you said to Seti earlier."



"R-right?"



"Yes."



Eidel soon yawned. In the past few days, his sleep pattern had been thoroughly disrupted because of Zernya.



"I'll sleep first."



"Okay."



Eidel lay down facing away from Zernya. As usual, the two were separated by a long cushion placed between them.



Zernya stared at the ceiling with wide-awake eyes, pondering for a long time.



When the succession ceremony for the Adelbein family head would be.



How much more she needed to accomplish before she could feel comfortable in this position.



Whether she, as she was now, was truly living properly.



Time passed quickly.



A wheezing sound came from beside her.



Zernya sat up.



"...!"



Then she was startled and backed away. Eidel had shifted his body. Having turned almost 180 degrees, his face was now pointing toward Zernya.



Not good for her heart.



"...Are you asleep?"



"..."



There was no answer.



Believing he was completely asleep, Zernya whispered quietly into Eidel's ear.



"I like you."



Words too early to convey when he's awake.



"I like you."



Words she couldn't hide now, having achieved nothing.



"I really like you."



Repeating them, her earlobes turning bright red.



"...Sweet dreams."



After covering Eidel with the blanket, Zernya resolved once more.



To remove the shadow of Adelbein with her own hands.



But was it arrogant to make such a cowardly confession of love while the other person slept, without resolving anything?



["Do you have a death wish?"]



That night, Zernya had two nightmares.





Chapter 155 - Meow (1)



As time passed and the college entrance exams approached, Seti became too busy to deal with Zernya. Of course, Zernya didn't pick fights with her either.



The atmosphere gradually changed. At least from my perspective, the gap between the two girls was being bridged. Time heals and changes everything, after all. Resentment and bitterness included.



The decisive factor that made me think this way was the "whiteboard."



Yes, the whiteboard.



There was a white board in the corridor of the Rheinland vessel. I had put it up during the Academia entrance exams.



I installed it to review what I'd studied or to quickly jot down ideas that came to mind while passing by. Now, Seti was the one primarily using it instead of me.



Seti would write problems she couldn't solve overnight on the whiteboard before going to school. Her handwriting was quite elegant. It meant she didn't understand the problem and wanted someone to help.



And by the next dawn, the problem would be solved.



The handwriting in the solution part was round and bubbly. If I were to describe it in terms of Korean characters, the initial consonants were large while the vowels and final consonants were written small. It looked like it would make a bouncy sound if pressed.



I recognized this handwriting.



It was Zernya's.



Each morning, a new problem would magically appear. Every single one was high in difficulty. I solved the physics ones, but I decided to leave the rest to Zernya.



Zernya put in her best effort every day, even bringing a chair to help. For the record, I held the chair legs to keep her balanced while she scribbled away.



"It's nice to see them communicating, even like this."



"What choice do I have? She avoids me."



The whiteboard became a communication channel between the two girls.



But it wasn't the only channel.



Zernya diversified her communication methods. While studying her own major, she also prepared materials for the college entrance exams.



"You remember all that?"



"I... actually do remember."



I was amazed to see her recall everything from the entrance exam a year ago. Only she could do something like that.



Zernya sipped her espresso and tucked her hair behind her ear while typing up the materials. Indeed, someone who studies well and helps others is attractive.



"I have something to give you."



That night, Zernya carefully knocked on Seti's door. Normally she would have been turned away, but today the door opened smoothly. I was a bit surprised.



"Here, take this."



"What is it?"



"A gift."



Seti's expression was complex as she received Zernya's special handout. She seemed pleased with the quality material but also somewhat uncomfortable.



"...Where did you get this?"



"I made it myself."



"..."



Seti closed her mouth.



She couldn't bring herself to throw away the printout. No, she couldn't. Even a glance at the first page showed it contained only the most essential information.



Zernya was a girl who had spent all seventeen years of her life focused solely on competition. Though her personality had softened, her abilities remained intact.



Seti sighed and put down the printout. She nodded. Zernya left first, and as I was about to follow her out—



Seti grabbed my hand.



"Stay."



She pulled my hand and switched the door to lock mode.



"This might be a sudden question, but answer honestly without getting flustered. Do you like her?"



"I don't dislike her."



"Enough to seriously consider marriage?"



"I'm not sure about that."



What is this directionless interview?



"If you were to get married, do you have someone in mind?"



"Professor Feynman."



"Stop messing around."



"Actually, I prefer married women."



"..."



"..."



"...Really?"



"You actually believe that?"



I was beaten up by Seti for about 1 minute and 20 seconds.






She must have genuinely believed it. Well, I did spend more time with professors than with women.



"I thought you were asexual since you're always reading papers."



"Would you call me a workaholic instead?"



"Ah, so who are you going to marry?"



"Do I have to answer that right now?"



"Because at this rate, it looks like you'll end up marrying Zernya!"



"...Do I look that infatuated?"



"Yes!"



Seti snapped.



"You both got early admission to college. I heard you recently became student council officers together. After a few months apart, you're being nice to Zernya. You even brought her home and slept together? What am I supposed to think?"



"I clearly explained from the beginning. She almost had her life ruined by an Outsider. She's a new person after getting treatment at the Spirit Chamber, so please get along with her."



"That's not easy to believe..."



Seti was confused. She moistened her lower lip or fidgeted with her mouth while glancing around nervously. She seemed unsure whether to speak or not.



"...Hey, what do you think about Rustila?"



That's a curveball.



"Why bring up Rustila suddenly?"



"I'm just curious what you think. Is she better than Zernya?"



"If I had to say..."



I whispered quietly into Seti's ear.



"I like her."



"...!"



She's definitely my type. Good character, pretty face, and though I hesitate to say it directly, a nice figure too.



Above all, I most admire people who have firm dreams and don't compromise with reality to achieve them.



Yes, like someone who majored in particle physics despite coming from a poor family and knowing it wouldn't make money.



Well. People are naturally drawn to those similar to themselves.



"...Okay. That's enough. For now, that's enough."



Seti muttered. She must be going crazy with the exam so close.



And finally.



The day of the college entrance exam arrived.



It was exam day, but neither father nor mother was present.



Of course. Father would be busy working as a university professor by now. I heard Seti's mother was still working at the southern clinic.



So the only family at home were me, Sonia, and Zernya.



"I'll kill everyone if I fail."



"Don't say such strange things."



I was about to wrap her scarf myself but ended up just tossing it to her. Sonia caught it and wrapped it around her instead.



"Do your best."



"I hope for good results, young miss."



Of course, I know she'll pass. Not because I've read the novel and know the future. Seti has worked diligently all this time. Today is simply the day to reap what she's sown.





***





The exam flew by.



I gave it my all, using the entire day as fuel. No regrets.



However, there was one curious thing.



The handout I received from Zernya at the last minute had an incredibly high accuracy rate. Thanks to it, I breezed through problems that others found difficult.



I should thank her for this.



Even if it means seeing her arrogant face again.



I was thinking this as I walked when—



"Seti!"



Someone clung to my body. A soft, cushiony sensation. A comfortable, bed-like feeling. It was Rustila Kersil.



Rustila picked Seti up and spun her around five times.



"How was the exam?"






"Oh, probably good. How about you?"



"Perfect. I even took the practical exam today. When I showed them my polyphonic sword, the interviewers loved it! They said I'd make a great general. Not just an officer, but a general!"



"Really? That's great! You've practically passed!"



"Still, we can't let our guard down. Now that it's all over, all we can do is pray to the stars. Anyway..."



Rustila's eyes sparkled as she spoke.



"Now we can have a party at your house, right?"



"Huh?"



"What? Don't tell me you forgot?"



"No, it's not that..."



Come to think of it, Zernya hadn't left yet.



For almost two months, continuously.



"I can come to your house today, right?"



"T-today?"



Today won't work.



It wasn't even part of the original plan.



We said we'd have a party during the break! Seti screamed internally.



However.



Rustila's expression was too earnest to refuse outright.



"I want to see Eidel after so long. I want to talk with him. I want to eat delicious food. I want to have a pajama party. Honestly, after training so hard all this time, I'll feel depressed without some kind of reward."



"Oh, y-yes, of course. But did you tell your parents?"



"They gave permission without question. Even if they hadn't, I would have snuck out anyway."



Rustila was determined. Since being separated from Eidel, she had been honing her skills, waiting for the day they would meet again at college. Hoping that someday, she could protect Eidel from the Outsiders who threatened him.



Unlike the triumphant Rustila, Seti began to break into a cold sweat.



"Seti, let's go!"



"Now?"



"Yes. Now."



"..."



I'm screwed.



She hadn't told Rustila that Zernya had been staying as a guest for two months. Seti had been so busy she lost track of time. Why hadn't Zernya returned to her own home anyway?



- I've been in contact with the Adelbein family. We discussed how her mental state isn't fully recovered yet. They said they would provide living expenses and medical fees if we let her stay with us longer.



Arnold had mentioned this casually during breakfast, but Seti hadn't heard it.



"I still think I should tell my brother before we go..."



"Is Eidel there right now?"



"No, that's not it...!"



"Seti, I've booked the fastest shuttle."



"That express costs three times as much!"



"But it also cuts the travel time by two-thirds."



She was caught between a rock and a hard place.



Tell her that Zernya is at home? Rustila would demand to know why that "thieving cat" was there, then rush over and fight.



Don't tell her? She'll go there, be shocked to discover Zernya has been living in the same house as Eidel for two months—even sleeping together—and fight even more fiercely.



The only options were: fight or fight.



"Ah."



She was doomed.



There was no way out.



Seti ran her hands over her face. She finally reached a state of enlightenment.



"Can we stop by a convenience store before we go?"



"Convenience store? Sure. Just don't take too long."



"It'll be quick. Very quick."



Entering the unmanned convenience store, Seti quietly made a request to the android attendant.



"Five bags of instant popcorn. Cook one of them."



If you can't avoid it, you might as well enjoy it.





Chapter 156 - Meow (2)



"Hey"

"Hey"

"Heyyy"

"Oppa"



"?"

"What?"

"What is it?"

"Say something"



"You're dead"

"Rustila unnie is coming to find you today"



"?"

"She's coming to our house?"



"Yeah"

"That Adelbein girl shouldn't be there"

"Get rid of her if you can"

"Just make her stay somewhere else for today at least"



"Noooo"

"Hmm"

"No"

"Actually, thinking about it, this is perfect"



"?"



"I'll use this chance to make them meet and reconcile"

"I'm coming home with Zernya today"



"???"

"Ah"

"You're screwed"

"Seriously screwed"



This was the decisive reason why Seti bought popcorn.





***





"Rustila is coming to our house today."



Right after college classes ended. Upon hearing these shocking words from Eidel, Zernya froze like a stone.



"We agreed to have a big party once I come of age. Today she just wants to come over and hang out casually."



Eidel spoke about the schedule with a casual expression.



"Seems she took an express shuttle? She'll be here soon. I should go home first to welcome her."



His expression was exceptionally bright.



When Rustila was around, Eidel always had that look on his face. A smile he had rarely shown to her. Zernya felt a hollowness, as if there was a gaping hole in her chest.



She knew exactly what this emotion was.



Envy and jealousy.



"Do I really have to go in no matter what?"



"She's a guest. We can't leave her standing in the rain out of courtesy. Besides, she's coming to see me."



"To see you..."



Her words caught in her throat.



The more time passed, the more she regretted everything. If she had been gentle and kind from their first meeting, perhaps he would be smiling at her like that by now.



Zernya had no right to stop Eidel from going home. At this point, she had no choice but to go with him.



She would apologize to Rustila for what happened before.



And then, make a new declaration.



That Eidel von Rheinland was a man she had claimed for herself.





***





Rustila stepped lightly off the shuttle. Seti followed behind her, munching on popcorn.



"Welcome."



Sonia and the other androids greeted the two.



"The young master is preparing a party. Would you like to go in right away?"



"Really?"



"Haha."



Rustila and Seti laughed simultaneously. Rustila because she was pleased, Seti because she found it ridiculous.



It seemed Sonia wanted to rub salt in the wound.



And then.



Finally.



The two met.



"Huh...?"



As they entered the foyer, they saw Zernya mopping the floor. She wore a headband and a white apron. She looked exactly like a maid.



"W-what? Why are you here?"



Rustila's expression immediately soured.



"Hello? It's been a while."



Zernya straightened her hunched back and greeted her casually.



For a moment, Rustila's thoughts froze. She turned her head to look at Seti, shooting her a glance that demanded an explanation.



"Ahaha, right. I don't know why she's here either. I think my brother brought her today..."






"I've been living here for almost two months. Because of, you know, certain things between us."



Zernya cut in, lowering her eyebrows suggestively.



Two months.



Living together.



Because of "certain things" between them.



Every word was like a precious gem. If this were a lovers' quarrel, it would clearly be a challenge.



And it actually was a lovers' quarrel.



Otherwise, why would Zernya be here, looking as if she knew Rustila was coming, dressed in maid clothes, and mopping the floor like she was the lady of the Rheinland house?



Rustila's face contorted. Thinking about each detail made her even angrier.



"You."



Fuming with anger, Rustila stomped her foot with a thud.



"How much have you tormented Eidel while I was gone?"



"I haven't tormented him at all. Look, as you can see, I'm cleaning the house. Is that tormenting?"



That's right.



Zernya had created a situation advantageous to herself and was waiting.



She wasn't even picking a fight with Rustila, so there was no reason to lash out first.



Above all, she was in a good mood now. She didn't want to raise her voice on the day after exams ended.



Just as she was thinking this:



"Sister, Rustila! You're here. Did your exams go well?"



A deep, resonant voice. Rustila's lips instantly curled into a smile. It was a reflexive response.



"Eidel!"



She ran toward Eidel, forgetting even to take off her coat. It was a swift movement. Zernya, whose reflexes were a beat slower, clicked her tongue in annoyance.



"Did your exams go well?"



"Yes. I did really well. Looks like I'll be able to attend college with you next year."



Zernya's complexion turned pale blue.



"By the way, Eidel, you seem taller than when I last saw you."



Rustila stood on her tiptoes to compare her height with Eidel's. Both were still growing as they hadn't reached adulthood yet.



"I have grown a bit. You seem taller too."



"I've been exercising hard. You have no idea how much my master pushed me to make sure I'd pass. But thanks to that, I was able to contract with four more constellations."



"Oh. So you can shoot the Multi-Star Sword Technique in five streams now?"



"Of course. I'll show you later."



It was a subtle boast. It meant that even if he were targeted by foreign gods, she could protect him.



In reality, Rustila had reached the full EX rank. An achievement before she even turned twenty. At this rate, she might become the youngest Omega-rank swordsman by her second year of college.



Rustila rambled on about this. Her final words particularly irritated Zernya.



"I'm planning to enter the Military Graduate School!"



"Oh."



Eidel had mentioned once before.



That his ideal type was a woman with a graduate degree.



If that wasn't a joke, Eidel's expression changed subtly.



Just then, a delicate voice came from behind.



"I'm planning to go to graduate school too."



Zernya said.



A check.



Rustila took it as both a check against her and a declaration of war.





***





Since there would be another event at the end of the year, today's party was kept relatively simple.



While Zernya wiped the table, Rustila quickly carried out the food.



"I wonder what they'll use us for."



"We should prepare to be fired."



"Eek!"



The androids exchanged silly jokes. Of course, they weren't completely avoiding work.



"Ah, this is comfortable."



Only Sonia was lying sideways on the sofa, yawning.



"I'm so moved that you humans are taking the initiative in daily life, even if only occasionally."



"Sonia, you're going to be disposed of at this rate."



One of the androids approached and told her.



Yet Sonia remained confident.



"I'm exclusively assigned to Young Master Eidel. I won't be thrown out for not doing what everyone else can do. Besides, with both of them working so hard, what room is there for a robot like me to interfere?"






"What do you mean by that?"



"By the fifth generation, we develop a sense of tact, Roland. This is something happening between humans."



"You mean it's a form of communication aimed at human interaction?"



"Yes. This is not the time for androids like us to interfere."



"Then how about at least giving the master a shoulder massage?"



"..."



Sonia calculated briefly before speaking.



"You have a point. Still, it would be better to wait a bit for that."



Sonia rose from the sofa with a whoosh. Just then, the party preparations were complete. Luxurious food adorned the large table. There was enough to feed ten people with leftovers.



"Eidel, Seti. I didn't know what you liked, so I ordered a variety."



Zernya raised the corners of her mouth. It was aimed at Rustila's mood.



"Come on, let's eat."



Eidel raised his glass. Not alcohol, but soda.



"To Seti and Rustila's college admission!"



"Cheers!"



Clink!



The glasses clinked together.



As everyone swallowed their drinks, Rustila stared blankly at the bubbling carbonation. Her insides felt just like that right now.



Seti immediately started munching on popcorn.



"..."



She watched carefully.



A subtle but definite flash crossed the table. It would be soon.



"Eidel, is it true that Zernya stayed at your house for two months?"



"Yes."



Seti immediately poked Eidel in the side.



"I was going to tell you anyway. How this happened was..."



A coherent explanation followed. Rustila's previously furrowed expression relaxed somewhat. Though she disliked Zernya, she was someone with a discerning eye who could separate incidents.



"So it was because of the foreign gods."



She pondered while cutting meat.



Using her mind's eye, then her inner eye in sequence.



Her mental state had certainly cleared.



"I'm sorry for everything until now."



Zernya put down her fork, stood up, and bowed her head.



"I've been reckless. From now on, I won't pick fights with you or cause you any disadvantage. If you pass the college entrance exam, I'll do my best as student council president to help with your school life next year."



The "God of Truth and Falsehood," newly contracted with Rustila, responded. That much at least was sincere.



It was perplexing.



"But there's still something I can't give up."



That statement was also true.



Both girls' gazes turned to Eidel. Eidel had a pleased look.



"Rustila, I truly vouch for her. Zernya is a different person from before. I'd like it if you could at least not dislike her."



"Oh, okay. For now..."



"Wow, that's really great. Wow."



Wondering what was going on, Rustila used her mind's eye once more.



[— Unable to read mental state due to unknown barrier]



She couldn't read Eidel's inner thoughts. Rustila's bewilderment swelled like a water-soaked sponge.



Meanwhile, Rustila was soon able to identify the constellation residing in Zernya.



["Deneb? Is that really you?"]



["My goodness. Look who it is. It's been a while."]



Rustila's main star "Vega" and Zernya's main star "Deneb" were old friends. This is called proximity or star-knowledge.



["What on earth happened? Deneb, you used to be so picky about your contractors."]



["Yes. I'm still picky. Is it easy to find a child who's skilled in medicine, has a good personality, and is perfect in every way?"]



["This is really great, Rusti. Deneb and I have a crowd-star effect. You'll be stronger when you're with this girl!"]



Crowd-star, simply put, is a stacking buff.



In gaming terms, Vega is an attack type, Deneb is a support type. When acting together with someone who has proximity, you receive additional effects such as increased sword energy power or faster aether charging. This can be proven by modern physics' "proximity entanglement effect."



"Oh, really?"



Zernya received a similar message. She smiled and extended her hand to Rustila.



"Let's get along from now on, Rustila."



Rustila's arm stiffened.



Crunch, munch.



Seti and Eidel chewed on popcorn.





Chapter 157 - Meow (3)



"Look at this. It's a tanghulu made with sweet potatoes and regular potatoes."



"That's just plain matang."



While the Rheinland siblings were having their meaningless chatter, Rustila and Zernya were in sharp opposition.



Of course, on the surface, everything seemed calm.



Indeed, subtle power struggles always happen beneath the surface.



"Sorry for just eating what you treat me to."



"Huh?"



"Eidel, want to go to a steakhouse with me next week? My treat."



Eidel, who had been fooling around with Seti, turned his gaze toward Rustila.



This was actually a somewhat calculated remark.



Clever women don't suggest going Dutch with men they like. Instead, they let the man pay at first. That way, they can use the excuse of feeling sorry to set up the next date.



"Steakhouse? Oh, that place? It was delicious."



Eidel nodded. A sign of agreement.



Zernya felt a moment of panic.



"Yes, yes, let's go there. You said it had a nice atmosphere, right?"



"But aren't final exams starting next week?"



She hurriedly threw cold water on the plan. Eidel made an "oops" face and smiled bitterly.



"Ah, you're right."



Zernya felt relieved inside. Thankfully, the final exams had saved her.



"Then we can go after finals are over."



...She was dead again.



"Will that be okay? Aren't you busy with research?"



"Come on, just think of it as your senior treating you to a meal. This isn't something to skimp on time and money for."



Rustila pretended to cover her mouth while giving Zernya a sidelong glance. 50% moved, 50% smug. Absolutely infuriating.



Glances sharper than the winter wind crossed the table, interfering with each other. The tense power struggle continued.



Meanwhile.



Eidel's thoughts on watching the two girls' real-time conflict were as follows:



1. Wow.



2. Amazing.



3. Two girls are fighting over me.



I admit this might make me look like trash from a certain perspective. It's kind of like leading them both on.



But honestly, if you're a man, isn't it okay to enjoy it a little?



Above all, I haven't confessed to either of them, nor have I received any confessions. I can just barely call it safe. Yes, absolutely.



Anyway, for these reasons,



"Wow, this just keeps going down."



"Stop eating my popcorn, you lunatic!"



The instant popcorn that Seti had specially bought was gone in an instant.



"What the hell. Who ate my chicken leg?"



"Yummy~"



Seti hummed a tune. There was sweet seasoning around her mouth.



"Little sister. Little sister. Little sister."



"Ahhh! Brother! I'm starting to remember that day!"



Eidel was about to raise his fist but gave up when he saw his little sister curling up and trembling pitifully.



Right, you don't hit the major shareholder. Of course not. Not in front of others.



And so the meal that was satisfying to some and uncomfortable to others was coming to an end.



After clearing the dishes, Sonia climbed on top of Eidel, who was lying face down, and began massaging his shoulders.



Thump, thump, thump.



"You're quite tense, young master."



"Thaaank youuuu."



Her hands moved with expertise, having learned exactly how much pressure to apply from years of disciplining him when he wouldn't listen. She knew precisely what felt good and what would hurt, as clearly as solving a simple math problem.



Sonia snickered. Her gaze flicked toward Rustila and Zernya before returning to Eidel.






The two girls who had been eyeing each other warily flinched.



Normally, they would have simply thought, "Oh, the android is providing a service."



But now, with their nerves on edge from their romantic rivalry...



The robot didn't look like just a robot.



"Ah, ugh, there. There, a bit more. A bit harder."



"Young master, you're being indecent."



In fact, they wondered if Sonia was really a robot at all.



What kind of android would repeatedly sigh with excitement while giving its human a massage?



Even her expression was suspicious.



Occasional flashes of maniacal smiles crossed her otherwise expressionless face.



The two girls rushed over to Eidel, who was sprawled on the sofa.



"What have you been doing to get your muscles so tense?"



"If it's a stiff neck, I can prescribe some medicine that works well."



It might be childish jealousy.



But since her appearance was indistinguishable from a human's, they could feel threatened if they wanted to.



"This should be enough."



Click.



Sonia shrugged and stepped back.



Rustila and Zernya, who had been about to take over massaging Eidel's shoulders from the robot, suddenly froze.



"..."



"..."



Come to think of it, they had no justification.



Zernya struggled with whether it was appropriate to touch Eidel's body with impure thoughts.



And Rustila wondered if giving him a massage would be something couples do, and shouldn't a confession come first?



While the two hesitated, Seti started pounding Eidel like laundry being beaten at a riverbank.



"Hey, feels good?"



"Ow! Ow! Owww!"



"Next year is the family head selection ceremony, and here you are slacking off. Your first and second brothers are working hard, but what are you doing sprawled out here?"



"I-I'm working hard too. Ow!"



"So what research have you been doing this semester?"



Seti knew that Eidel was working hard. Looking at his achievements, they were quite impressive. Still, she wanted him to excel even more.



If things went wrong, neither she nor Eidel might become the family head. In that case, it wouldn't be bad to support Eidel definitively.



But seeing him like this made her somewhat worried.



Seti asked once more.



"What research have you been doing lately?"



"..."



Eidel was at a loss for words, and Zernya swallowed a gasp.



The reason Eidel's research had stalled was, in fact, due to the irregular polyhedron. And the irregular polyhedron incident had turned into a disaster because of the Adelbein family.



"I can't find suitable materials for making a non-resonance device. Right now I'm focusing on broadening my background knowledge."



"Then, is there anything I can help with?"



"Well..."



Eidel tapped around his lips with his finger as if organizing his thoughts.



"First of all, irregular polyhedrons are absolutely out of the question due to ethical issues. It might not be bad to collect crystals again. To properly control crystal properties, we need constellations about the level of the 12 zodiac signs."



He knew several figures who dealt with the 12 zodiac signs. Arnold's constellation was of that caliber.



But.



"...It has to be a constellation that helps with property changes. Finding that is incredibly difficult."



If he could conduct trap research, it could be generalized. At the same time, even if many people were harmed by outer gods, they could recover quickly. It was an essential process for the safety of scientists embarking on graviton bomb research.



In short, it was a difficult task.



"The 12 zodiac signs..."



As Eidel's face darkened, Rustila also began to worry.






She suddenly checked the time.



It was time to go home.



"Anyway, that's all I can think of right now. Enough of that. Rustila, would you like to have coffee for dessert before you go?"



"Coffee? Sure. But I'm not leaving."



Eidel's face went blank. For a moment, he thought he'd misheard.



"Can I stay here tonight?"



That statement bleached Zernya's mind.



"Stay, overnight?"



"Sonia. Do we have a spare room?"



"We do. The closest room is across from Miss Seti's. Shall I show you there?"



"Great. Thanks."



Since Seti nodded like a ghost, it was as good as having the homeowner's consent.



Only Zernya was horrified. But she couldn't say anything. It was up to the homeowner to decide who could stay in the house.



"Is Father not coming home today?"



"The head of the family said he has a business trip. Not official business, but something internal to the family."



"Is he attending an elder council meeting?"



"That might be the case."



In fact, Sonia knew but deliberately didn't mention it. Arnold had ordered her to keep it secret.



Right now, the head of the Rheinland family was meeting with the Kersil couple.



***



In the simply decorated reception room of the Kersil family.



The head of the Rheinland family, Arnold von Rheinland, was having a conversation with the Kersil couple while occasionally nibbling on refreshments.



A medical family and a legal family.



At first glance, there seemed to be almost no point of contact between them.



Nevertheless, Arnold had made time to come in order to finalize the legal procedures related to the expansion of the Rheinland medical system to the western region.



"Are you sure it's okay to offer it at such a bargain price?"



"It's fine. Really."



Lloyd Kersil stroked his beard and laughed heartily.



When the paperwork was finished, a belated casual conversation began.



"You mean about the marriage of your third son?"



"Yes. I heard that my daughter and young master Eidel were classmates at Academia. My daughter speaks so fondly of the young master that I thought I'd like to arrange a match between them."



"I see."



Arnold sipped his tea and fell into thought.



Though casual, marriage was a very important topic. Especially if it was a political marriage between two of the top ten families.



"I have three sons and one daughter. The eldest is already a proper doctor, and the second is in medical school. Only my third son and daughter are pursuing different majors."



Since Rheinland was fundamentally a medical family, the implication was that if someone were to marry Eidel, they shouldn't have any intention of interfering with the family.



"We would be happy as long as our daughter approves."



The Kersil couple had a greater desire for Rustila to live safely and happily for a long time. Although it was a distorted method, marrying into the Rheinland family was a good means to that end.



Since their daughter liked him, if she got pregnant quickly, she would have to take a break from her investigator work, and if this happened repeatedly, she would eventually face retirement without any other incidents.



They had not the slightest thought of manipulating the Rheinland family.



Rather, it was an opportunity for a safe social advancement.



"We've heard that young master Eidel is a solid person. If our intentions align, perhaps this would be a good opportunity for our families to interact..."



"Please wait a moment."



Arnold raised his hand to stop him.



"This is a major family matter, so I need to think it through carefully before making a decision."



"Of course. Perhaps the young master already has someone in mind?"



It was an ambiguously phrased question. It could be asking whether there was already an arranged marriage partner, or whether there was a girl Eidel already had feelings for.



Since it would be rude to ask the former directly, he deliberately used this euphemism.



"That's something I would have to ask my son."



For Arnold, who wanted Zernya as his daughter-in-law, this was an unwelcome proposal. First, he would need to visit the Adelbein family at some point.





Chapter 158 - Marry That Child (1)



Rustila tossed and turned in bed before sighing and getting up.



"What's wrong?"



"I can't sleep."



Rustila had been training intensely every day without fail. Falling asleep the moment she lay down had been her specialty.



"I'm wide awake. Could it be insomnia...?"



"It's not insomnia. You've caught something worse, Rusty," her patron deity Vega chuckled.



"You're worried about that boy, aren't you?"



Rustila silently nodded.



"He lived here for two whole months. There must have been something going on. Surely, haah..."



There might have been that kind of relationship between them.



Her face grew hot just thinking about saying it out loud. For Rustila, who became embarrassed even by slight physical contact with men, it was difficult to imagine anything beyond that.



Unable to fall asleep, she finally left her room.



Pat, pat.



Something was walking down the hallway. Barefoot. Rustila tensed.



She lifted her heels and jogged lightly to get ahead of the other person. From the height, presence, and build, it was obvious who it was. Zernya.



She stood still, watching which direction Zernya was heading. And soon realized. She needed to stop her.



"Ugh, eek!"



Zernya, who had been walking unsteadily, was knocked back after being hit with a soft cushion. Her amethyst eyes, which had been unfocused, gradually regained their clarity. Zernya mumbled as she made eye contact with Rustila.



"Uh, wh-what...?"



"Why are you trying to enter Eidel's room in the middle of the night?"



Rustila asked in a stern voice. She knew about Zernya's sleepwalking condition because Eidel had told her about it earlier that evening. But still.



"Do you really have sleepwalking disorder?"



"Yes, I do. But..."



Rustila shot her a suspicious glance. It seemed too deliberate to be coincidence.



"This isn't the way to your room. Go back."



"Fine, I got it. I'll go. I'll go."



Surprisingly, Zernya backed down without resistance. The unexpected response created a momentary gap in Rustila's thinking.



"I just spoke with Deneb. The sleepwalking is real. She's probably still suffering from the aftereffects of being attacked by the foreign god."



"..."



For a moment, her values wavered.



She had decided to wield her sword to save people suffering from foreign gods. And currently, Zernya was clearly a victim of a foreign god. Rustila felt a little sorry.



"Ugh, no, I'm not sorry."



Rustila shook her head vigorously. Her ponytail, loosely tied for sleep, swung like a pendulum from side to side.



Like a stray cat.



She might wander in front of Eidel's room again. Figuring she wouldn't be able to sleep anyway, Rustila settled down in front of the door and leaned against it.



That's when it happened.



"Lady Rheinland is entering," announced the IoT system monitoring the dock.



Rustila froze for a moment, then fled to her own room after hearing Vega's advice.



***



"Young master, the lady of the house has returned."



"...Seti's mother?"



"Yes."



Sonia, who had taken over my bed, said while kicking her legs.



"Even if you're not related by blood, a mother is still a mother. It would be proper for you to go out and greet her."



"Ugh, why now of all times..."



"It would be best to take my advice, young master."



Sonia had a point, but I was in the middle of a conversation with Professor Stranov. I had to consider my options.



"I'm sorry, Professor. My mother just arrived. I'll go greet her and be right back."



If she was arriving at dawn rather than during the day, something must be up. I ended the call and shuffled in my slippers. Sonia, who had been rolling around on my bed, jumped up.






I put on a coat and went to the entrance by the dock, where a white-haired woman was walking toward me with clicking footsteps.



She didn't look well. Her hair was disheveled, her face was smudged with what looked like soot, and her medical coat had dried blood on it.



"Mother!"



The woman looked up at my call. Her near-black lavender eyes were lifeless.



Rezein von Adelbein Rheinland.



Seti's mother finally spoke quietly.



"Thank you for coming to greet me. Android, and... who are you?"



"I'm Eidel, your third son, Mother."



"Third... ah, from the first wife?"



Rezein's eyes narrowed.



"It's been a long time, Mother. Have you been well?"



"..."



"Mother?"



"I've been fine. Except for breaking my back at the southern front."



Her tone was coated with viscous negative emotions: annoyance, discomfort, anger, grief, and several other unpleasant feelings.



Even my thesis advisor's hysteria would be milder than this.



"You must be tired. What would you like to do? Perhaps a bath and some tea..."



"No, I'll pass on the tea."



Rezein responded stiffly. Her attitude suggested she had no intention of being harsh with me, but also no desire to get close.



Her expression showed such disinterest that she probably didn't even know the previous Eidel had lived like a good-for-nothing.



"I should take a bath and get some sleep."



"I'll have the android bring you a change of clothes."



Better to accommodate her. She's Seti's mother after all.



While Mother was bathing, I asked Sonia to prepare clothes and quickly tidied up the dining table. I boiled water in a pot and prepared tea bags.



Shortly after, Rezein appeared with a towel wrapped around her head. She looked quite tired.



"It's chamomile tea."



"...How thoughtful. It's known to be good for women."



Mother picked up the tea bag and swirled it gently. An enigmatic smile appeared on her lips.



"If you're done, you should go back to bed. It's late."



"No, I'm fine. I'll go to bed after seeing you to your room."



She stared at me blankly before shifting her gaze to the teacup. Sensing the conversation might die, I naturally changed the subject.



"How is the situation in the south?"



"Hell."



Her answer was immediate.



"For months after the war ended, many soldiers were injured and broken while eliminating the remaining monsters inside. Rehabilitating wounded veterans has been my husband's and my role recently."



"I understand Father returned earlier."



"Yes. Shameless as always."



That single statement contained anger condensed like dew.



"He's been that way since I first met him. Like a block of wood. Mistaking his coldness for dignity..."



Mother cut herself short. I didn't ask why she was criticizing Father so harshly. I was well aware that Father and Seti's mother had been joined in an unwanted marriage.



I should change the subject again.



Let's see, a common interest.



"About Seti."



Of course, her daughter.



"Today, or rather yesterday now. Seti took the entrance exam for Stellarium College yesterday."



Life returned to Rezein's eyes.



"Did she do well?"



"She thinks she'll get in. She was very confident."



"Of course she will. Naturally..."






The corners of her mouth turned up in a gentle smile.



"Is she here now?"



"Yes. In a room inside, turn left... She's probably sleeping."



"I see."



Mother continued with her questions.



"Do you know when Father will return here?"



"He's been coming more frequently lately, but not that often. Probably this weekend."



"Then I should stay for about three days before leaving."



"Where will you go?"



"Back to work."



By the time our conversation ended, Mother had finished her tea. Sonia guided her to the master bedroom, and after confirming she was seated on the bed, I wished her goodnight and returned to my room.



[Professor, I'm back.]



[Welcome back. So about that crystal matter we discussed earlier, there's been a discussion about how someone contracted with Virgo could make good use of it...]



The discussion continued through the night.



Damn, another night of overtime.



***



She had returned after a long time. At a moment when she thought her husband would be too busy to be home.



Rezein, who had snuck in like a thief, was greeted by an unexpected person. Eidel. The first wife's child.



He said he was the third son, but honestly, her memory was hazy. She didn't think he had been a particularly good-natured child.



She wasn't sure. Always buried in work, she had no reason to pay attention to a child who wasn't her own flesh and blood.



But that boy had called her Mother.



As if she were his birth mother, he had come out to greet her, carefully brewed her favorite tea, and even wished her goodnight before returning to his room.



It gave her a slight chill.



Because there were other words she had steeled herself to hear upon her return.



"What brings you here?"



The Rheinland family had never been particularly kind. She had a poor relationship with her husband, and the elders of the council were busy keeping her in check. The first wife's children never approached her to talk.



That was over 10 years ago now. Rezein had been isolated. Neither the Adelbein family nor the Rheinland family had been on her side. The only one truly on her side was the daughter she had given birth to.



Rezein, who had been lying in bed, got up.



She opened the door and went looking for Seti's room. The layout wasn't familiar since she hadn't visited often. There was no android in sight to help her.



"In a room inside, turn left... She's probably sleeping."



Carefully stepping forward, guided by Eidel's words. The innermost room, turning left from the entrance.



Here she encountered an unknown problem.



Eidel had said "a room inside," not "the innermost room."



Opening the door and entering, Rezein saw a girl sleeping with her back turned, covered by a blanket under the soft glow of a mood light.



White hair.



There was no doubt.



"...My daughter."



Rezein approached slowly so as not to wake the girl and sat gently on the bed. After hesitating for a moment, she resolutely reached out her hand toward the child's head.



She touched the soft hair.



"You... you are my last card."



Thinking of revenge, Rezein patted the girl. Soft murmurs flowed from her lips.



"Let's show them. Let's give the Adelbein main family a taste of their own medicine. We will become the direct line of the Rheinland family. Yes. So that no one in the world can point fingers at you and me..."



It was her true feelings that she had always kept hidden.



She could only say this in front of her daughter.



Of course, she wouldn't hear it since she was asleep.



"Sleep well and I'll see you later."



Rezein restored her face to its original expression from its mournful state. The door closed silently. Zernya sat up abruptly and stared blankly at the door.



"...Ah, it was a nightmare."



She felt a chill run down her spine.





Chapter 159 - Marry That Child (2)



"Young master, young master. Please wake up."



"Mmm."



Sonia rubbed my cheek with her usual bluntness. I must have dozed off.



"Is it morning already?"



"Yes, it is morning. But there's something more important. Something that requires your attention."



"What is it?"



As I tried to get up, my eyelids felt heavy. I hadn't slept much. Sonia gently patted my back and helped me sit up.



"There's a commotion outside."



"What's going on?"



I shuffled toward the door in my slippers. Even before the automatic door opened, I could hear arguing voices.



"I'm telling you, it was a misunderstanding!"



It was Rhezein's voice.



"How was I supposed to know that an Adelbein direct descendant was sleeping in the Rheinland main house? I thought she was my daughter."



"That's beside the point. People make mistakes. I'm asking for an explanation about what you said to me last night, Mother Seti."



Rhezein and Zernya were arguing.



"Didn't you say you were going to teach the Adelbein main family a lesson? If you have complaints about the direct line, talk to me. I'll listen personally."



"That wasn't meant for a student."



"You specifically targeted the Adelbein direct line. That means you were talking about me. Please tell me. How exactly were you planning to teach us a lesson?"



"Enough..."



Zernya was particularly sharp today. There was no arrogance or malice in her demeanor. She was purely angry because her feelings were hurt.



I needed to mediate.



"Good morning, everyone."



I greeted them lightly as I joined the conversation. I positioned myself between Seti and Rustila.



Rustila, who had been watching nervously, quickly attached herself to my side like a cat finding sanctuary. Zernya's eyes widened.



"What's happening this early in the morning?"



"Eidel, please explain. Who is this girl, and who is that blonde girl? Why are there so many outsiders in our house?"



I answered calmly.



"That's Zernya, and this is Rustila. They're both my friends. Rustila took the college entrance exam with Seti, and she stayed overnight at our house yesterday."



"And this child?"



"Father brought Zernya here. She's been living with us for two months."



Rhezein's eyes narrowed. I quickly added a detailed explanation before she could misunderstand.



"...I see. Captured by foreign gods and then returned. I understand the situation."



Rhezein seemed to accept my explanation to some extent. I was glad I had built up goodwill with her last night. Of course, I still received unfriendly glances for being the first wife's child.



"Seti, and Rustila, was it? You don't have to go to school today, right? If you have time, let's go out together. I'll treat you to something delicious."



"We actually need to go to school. See you later."



We each quickly got ready. Fortunately, the atmosphere didn't become any more hostile.



***



While Zernya attended her class, I had a free period. I didn't have much to do during this time.



So I decided to meet Ireh Hazlen after a long while.



Ireh was living in a small studio apartment near the college. Currently, only I and her real estate agent knew her exact location.



Knock, knock.



"It's Altair."



After I knocked and exhaled once, the sturdy metal door was pulled inward.



"It's you. Come in."



Ireh gestured for me to enter while fixing her disheveled hair.



"Have you been sleeping all day?"



"The exam ended yesterday."



"Did it go well?"



"...I'm definitely going to pass."






There was really no reason to worry about the exam results of Ireh, a regression. Still, I asked out of courtesy, and she smiled contentedly as she sat on the bed.



I entered the room and wrinkled my nose. There was a slightly musty smell.



"The air isn't very good here. Why don't you move to a better place?"



"This is the cheapest. And the location is good."



"You could stay at our house."



"No. That's..."



Ireh pushed her side hair back and trailed off. She looked like a shy maiden hesitating.



"Which department did you apply to?"



"Physics."



"That's exactly it, junior."



I clapped like a seal to lighten the mood.



We talked for two hours. Most of it was about work, but we also chatted about other things.



Suddenly, Ireh touched her hair and smiled bitterly.



"It's a mess because I haven't been taking care of it. My hair has grown quite a bit too."



She used to have a bob cut that ended at the nape of her neck. But after spending months studying like a shut-in, her hair had grown down to her shoulders.



"That style looks good too. Why not try growing it out?"



"No. I have bad memories associated with that."



"What kind...?"



"It happened before. While running away from an avatar body, my hair got caught in an elevator. I died right there."



The way she casually talked about her death in a previous timeline showed she was no stranger to tragedy. I couldn't help but feel sympathy.



"That's all in the past. Don't look so sad, and go take care of your business."



"Let me know if you need anything. Never forget that you have the Rheinland family backing you."



Ireh nodded and smiled.



"Thank you."



***



Swish, swish.



Clink, clink.



The sounds of meat being sliced and dishes clinking alternated.



In the high-end restaurant frequented by the wealthy, Rustila sat between Seti and Rhezein, feeling awkward.



"...Has everything been alright?"



"Nothing unusual."



The atmosphere was somewhat stiff. It didn't seem like a normal mother-daughter relationship.



Or was this how meals always were among the elite?



But that thought didn't hold up, as it was quite different from how Seti or Eidel usually behaved when dining with their father.



Rhezein sighed for what must have been the umpteenth time, closing and opening her eyes as she continued to slice the meat. The glossy meat juices flowed out modestly.



"Mother?"



"Eat. I haven't been able to take care of you all this time."



Rhezein cut several pieces of the tenderest part and placed them on Seti's plate.



"How are you getting along with the rest of the family?"



"I don't know about Brian and Catrick since I haven't seen them. But I'm getting along well with Eidel and Father."



"Has Eidel ever given you a hard time?"



"He used to, but not anymore."



Rhezein's eyebrow twitched.



"He used to...?"



"That's all in the past, so don't worry about it. We get along really well now. I don't want to go into details."



"If you ever have any troubles, you can always tell Mom. I'll be able to visit the main house more often from now on."



Seti's eyes widened.



"Really?"



"Yes, really."






Seti was surprised twice.



First, because it had been a long time since she'd been comforted by her mother. Second, because her mother had referred to herself as "Mom," a somewhat rough but warm word.



Rationally thinking, it was probably because of the next family head position.



To Rhezein, Seti was a joker card. The only hope for revenge against those who had sent her away to an unwanted marriage, ruining her life.



With such hope, she couldn't afford to be harsh or cold.



Seti knew this but didn't show any disappointment. The position of family head was something she also desired, and as a child, she wanted to ease her mother's burden.



Do your best to catch the eye of the council of elders.



Seti's thoughts only went that far.



Rhezein, hardened by the internal politics of Adelbein, thought one step further.



She turned her gaze to Rustila, who was munching on her salad.



"Rustila, right? You seem quite close to Eidel."



"Ah, yes. That's right."



Rustila scratched her cheek and smiled broadly.



Rhezein knew.



Such a smile was the privilege of a girl in love.



"Thank you for keeping our daughter company. Don't be shy, eat plenty. And if possible, stay at our house tonight too. We'll make sure you're well taken care of."



Rhezein spoke more casually to Rustila than before. It meant she recognized Rustila as a comrade and ally. She addressed Rustila in a much friendlier tone.



"What do you think of our daughter and Eidel?"



"They're both kind. And talented too. Seti is good at making money, and Eidel excels at research. You must know about Eidel. He was one of the people who ended the Southern War."



Rustila continued praising Seti and Eidel, her eyes shining like stars. Rhezein simply listened for a while.



Eidel von Rheinland.



That name had risen rapidly in the last two years.



Rhezein knew about him. She just hadn't shown it in front of him because she was already wary.



Why had her husband Arnold brought Zernya to the Rheinland main house instead of a hospital?



And why had he let them live together for two whole months?



What were the intentions of the Adelbein main family?



Would Eidel and Zernya really remain just friends?



Above all, who did the council of elders plan to make the next family head?



Various thoughts intertwined like tangled threads, weaving logic.



Soon, Rhezein understood everything. As the puzzle pieces fit together, a bigger picture began to emerge.



Zernya was someone the Adelbein main family had infiltrated to keep her in check. Also, a child meant for a political marriage with Eidel.



If that happened, there would be no way out. A marriage between the direct lines of Rheinland and Adelbein would disrupt the balance of the ten great families. Seti's chances of becoming the family head would significantly decrease. Then revenge would be impossible.



"I want to become... someone worthy of Eidel."



"Oh, is that so?"



This was why Rhezein was looking at Rustila with such affection after finishing her calculations.



Perhaps there were two joker cards.



***



[I'm sorry, but due to family circumstances, I cannot schedule a meeting at this time.]



[Jerome von Adelbein's apology]



"Hmm."



Arnold swallowed.



Things were getting complicated.



The prosecution had been investigating the Adelbein main house several times regarding the recent foreign god manifestation incident.



This was not good news for Arnold, who desperately needed a doctor daughter-in-law from a powerful family.



"Even a simple meeting is difficult."



It's been eventful.



Just as he was about to give up on scheduling an appointment and return to the main house:



[Lord Rheinland, I plan to return to the Adelbein main house after next week. Thank you for taking care of me until now.]



Such a message arrived from Zernya.





Chapter 160 - Marry That Child (3)



Arnold hurried back after hearing that Zernya would be leaving soon.



It wasn't the best choice. There was a woman in the house he wanted to avoid.



But Arnold had no way of knowing that fact.



"......"



"......"



The two encountered each other in the living room.



Seeing her, his thoughts froze, and for a moment, he couldn't say anything.



She seemed a bit surprised too, pressing her lips together.



Her expression said something like, "Why are you showing up here?"



In the midst of the awkward silence, Arnold was the first to speak.



"...Why at this hour?"



"Am I not allowed to be here?"



Rezein shot back sharply. She was sitting in a dining chair, peeling an apple.



"Do you have a problem with me being in my own home?"



"I'm just surprised to see someone who should be at a distant hospital suddenly appearing."



"Even I need to rest sometimes."



Rezein pursed her lips.



"And what about you? Coming home so early? After leaving me to manage the front lines, you became a professor and don't even work properly? How irresponsible."



"Do you think we're the only military doctors at the front? And if we're discussing responsibility, fulfill your duties as the lady of the house before we talk further."



"I gave birth to Seti. I did everything the elders of both families demanded. Isn't that enough to fulfill my duty?"



Before the conversation could spiral into disaster, Arnold closed his mouth.



Though it had been over a decade since they established their second household, she remained a woman difficult to understand. He clicked his tongue and changed the subject.



"Where did you leave Brian who was by your side?"



"He's managing on his own."



"Don't make our son do too many difficult tasks."



Rezein's brows furrowed together—the expression she showed just before raising her voice. Arnold hastily patched his words.



"We've been married for over a decade. Though it wasn't what either of us wanted, let's just accept it now. The children are growing up, aren't they?"



"I see you're concerned about the children's growth."



Rezein snorted. She put down the knife and divided the fruit onto plates. Arnold's gaze fell on those plates.



"There's none for you."



Just as she turned to go to her room, the front door opened again, and Eidel and Zernya entered.



The two were munching on hot bars made of synthetic meat, one in each hand. They had bought them from an unmanned convenience store on their way home from school. The cute sight reminded him of himself and Leika during their school days, making him feel warm.



"We're home, Father. You're home early today?"



"Circumstances changed, so I left work early. By the way, Zernya, you said you're leaving next week, right?"



"Yes."



Zernya is leaving.



As soon as those words fell, Rezein stopped in her tracks.



"Our family succession ceremony is coming up soon. I need to go back and take care of the household. There's not much time left."



"I see. Do that."



"Head of the family, thank you for everything you've done for me."



"Wait a moment."



Arnold held out a medicine packet.



"Take this with you. It's medicine for sleepwalking. Try it for a week, and if your symptoms improve, I'll prescribe more."



"Thank you so much."



Zernya bowed her head once more.



"I thought she'd stick around forever, but she's finally leaving after all," Rezein muttered as she closed the door to her room. Arnold was about to say something but, seeing Zernya's indifferent expression, shortened his apology.



"I'm sorry."



"No, it's fine. Well then, since it's final exam period, I'll go first..."



"Go ahead. Son, I need to see you for a moment."



"What?"



Eidel, who had been chewing on his hot bar while surveying the chilly atmosphere, widened his eyes. His expression resembled that of a commoner hit with a winter heating bill bombshell.



"Why me?"



"I have something to discuss with you."



Arnold entered Eidel's room and locked the door.



"Son, as you just saw."



He intended to give some fatherly life education to his son, whose head was filled with nothing but physics. This was also a reflection on his neglect of family matters.



"Marriage is never easy. The honeymoon period might be nice, but countless husbands end up under their wives' thumbs. It's difficult when values don't align, when personalities clash."






"I'm sure it is."



Eidel's expression was composed, as if asking why his father was stating the obvious.



"Actually, I was planning to arrange a political marriage for you."



"With whom?"



"Zernya von Adelbein."



Eidel's mouth opened slightly. Whether he liked it, disliked it, or was simply surprised, Arnold couldn't tell.



"Rezein and I were also joined in a political marriage."



"You told me not to gamble, yet you bet your life on it."



"Hey, you rascal. It wasn't by my choice."



Arnold murmured softly. Eidel chuckled quietly.



"Why Zernya specifically?"



"If you want to become the head of the family, marrying her would increase your chances."



"Didn't you ask Zernya's opinion?"



"I already did."



"...Oh."



It was something he would have to tell him eventually.



Arnold pondered anew what marriage truly was.



With someone compatible, it could be endlessly happy; forced with someone unwanted, it could be deathly painful.



So he asked without delay:



"Do you have someone else in mind?"



"I... do, I guess?"



"If you don't want this, then don't do it. Becoming the family head isn't everything."



Arnold thought this was pretty good advice.



Whoever becomes the head, they're still a Rheinland child.



Arnold wished for all his children to live happily. Rather than becoming the family head and being miserable, living a simple life wasn't so bad. He could say this because he'd experienced it all.



"But Father."



"Hmm?"



"I think the current Zernya is fine too."



Eidel asked:



"Are there any planetary systems that allow polygamy?"



Arnold's thoughts came to a halt.



"Huh, what? What a rascal you are."



Arnold was a pure-hearted man who believed one should never love two women at once.





***





While Arnold was meticulously explaining to Eidel why one shouldn't love two women simultaneously, Rezein was slowly but steadily growing closer to Rustila.



After observing Rustila briefly, Rezein had two main impressions:



First, the girl was very dependable.



Second, the girl had feelings for Eidel.



This was evident just from the topics Rustila chose to discuss.



When Rezein asked why Rustila, who aimed to be a soldier, had such a dream, she answered that she wanted to protect the person she loved. And she frequently mentioned Eidel, shyly smiling or fanning herself with her hand.



"Do you like Eidel?"



"W-what?"



Rustila, who had been nibbling on an apple, choked and pounded her chest. She was flustered.



Rezein was certain.



This girl is a joker card.



Not just any joker, but a color joker.



"I'm not thinking about marriage yet..."



"I never mentioned marriage, did I?"



"Ah...!"



Rezein burst into laughter. How could everything she did be so adorable? It was hard to believe that at just eighteen, she was a genius who had mastered the Multi-Sword Technique.



"Marriage is something to decide carefully. I'm talking about dating. Do you know what dating is?"



"I don't know. I've never done it before..."



"Dating is, simply put, marking your territory first. It's like saying, 'This person might become mine, so don't touch them, and don't come after me either!' It's a warning to others."



"Ah, I see. So that's why..."



Rustila seemed to be recalling something. Soon, a single word escaped her lips.






"...stray cat."



"Exactly. If you don't claim it in time, another cat might go after it. You need to let people around you know who you're dating. Dating is a promise for that."



"It's about trust then."



"That's right. Trust."



Rezein added:



"Dating also helps you determine if someone is suitable as your lifelong partner. It's an important process. Without dating before marriage, you might end up having difficult days together."



She recalled both her past and present simultaneously.



That was exactly how her life had been. Rezein blurted out a single sentence condensed from years of experience:



"Political marriage. Never do it. When choosing a partner, always date first."



"I understand."



"Good. So, do you like Eidel?"



"Ugh...!"



Rustila nodded her head up and down while keeping it bowed. Rezein's lips curved upward as if about to pierce the ceiling.



"If you want, try confessing. Pick a meaningful date. For example, to celebrate the new year. Oh, yes! Since you'll be considered an adult when the year changes, how about preparing some alcohol?"



"A-alcohol?"



"Yes. Chill the glasses beforehand, prepare ice and whiskey. Set everything up beautifully, and invite only Eidel. When he sees the atmosphere, any man would get the hint."



"Oh, ah..."



"Then confess right there. If it goes well, you can even get married."



After Rezein's rapid-fire words, Rustila's face turned as red as a radish. Alcohol, inviting him to her home, confession, marriage.



She seemed to think there was something missing between confession and marriage.



"Ah, I understand. I'll try it!"



Rustila quickly finished her remaining apple and dashed out. Rezein then called for Seti.



"Seti, my daughter."



"What is it?"



Seti was indifferent. Rezein knew that her daughter neither disliked nor particularly liked her.



"You said you're close with Rustila."



"So?"



"Would she be acceptable as family?"



"Why suddenly?"



"You never know what might happen. You might end up calling that sister your sister-in-law."



Seti's mouth opened slightly. Whether she liked it, disliked it, or felt something else, it was impossible to tell. Rezein judged that Seti must like the idea.



"What do you think?"



"It's fine. Great."



Seti answered listlessly. Then she opened her 4D tablet, displaying two windows.



One showed stock charts.



The other was a wedding venue reservation site.



Seti's expression as she browsed the wedding venue site looked somewhat tired.





***





"The bride and groom enter!!"



Bang! Bang! Bang!



Waaaaaah!



Amid the fireworks and cheers, a couple dressed in wedding attire walks down the red carpet.



The woman holding the bridal bouquet wore an expression of having everything in the world, and the man, blushing, matched his steps to his partner's.



It was a beautiful, harmonious scene, sweet as honey.



Rezein stared at the ceiling, lost in thought.



"Do the groom, Richard Feynman, and the bride, Callis Stranov, swear to love that will never change?"



"Yes, I swear!"



"Your voice is too soft, honey!"



"I SWEAR!!!"



How did I end up attending this?



"Professors, kiss! Kiss! Kiss!"



"Kyaaaaa!!!"



"The future of the Federation's physics community looks bright!!!"



Eidel was giving the congratulatory speech.



Yes, come to think of it, this all happened because that kid sent out wedding invitations.





Chapter 161 - Wedding Ceremony (1)



The beginning was simple.



"As I mentioned before, Professor Feynman and I will be getting married right after the semester ends. I hope for Eidel's continued interest and support."



A reminder email came from Professor Stranov.



"Also, I'd like Eidel to bring many family members or acquaintances. I'll make sure everyone is well taken care of."



The professor's words were absolute. I had originally planned to go alone, but now I had no choice but to distribute wedding invitations.



So I asked my father if he could accompany me as a guardian for a minor. Father shook his head.



"I'm sorry, but I can't make it that day. I have a prior engagement."



"I see. It can't be helped."



"Why don't you ask Rezein?"



"Would Mother be willing to go with me?"



"We won't know until you ask her."



That was the extent of Father's answer. After thinking for a bit, I went to find Seti. I figured if my sister agreed to go, Mother would follow.



"Why should I?"



"It's a wedding. We should congratulate them."



"Even so... I don't know who these people are. How can I congratulate strangers on their wedding?"



"You'll know them by next year."



"Time is money. If you want to congratulate them, just do it on my behalf too."



That's when it happened.



"What's going on here?"



Rustila entered the room and joined our conversation. Her cheeks were flushed red, as if she had washed her face with hot water.



"Oh, someone my brother knows is getting married."



"A wedding? Who is it?"



"Professor Feynman."



"Ah! I know him."



"...Wait a minute."



Feynman, Feynman. Seti repeated the name several times before making a face.



"The one who's always hugging you and crying his eyes out?"



"Bingo."



"I thought this sounded familiar!"



Seti grabbed the back of her neck. Though she had never spoken with him directly, she did know who he was. Moreover, once the gravitational bomb research began, she would be seeing him more often.



Why?



Because Seti would become the major shareholder of our research lab.



"So you do know him?"



"This is driving me crazy."



"You'll come, right?"



Think of it as networking, kid.



"Oh, I want to go too! Can I?"



"Rustila, you co-authored a paper with the professor, right? It would be proper for you to attend."



Rustila's intuition had been a great help in the simulation research for Aether Belt restoration. Since then, Rustila and Professor Feynman had become acquainted.



They say blood is thicker than water, but the ink of academic papers is thicker than blood.



The true meaning of academic connections.



This means we have to go!



"Eidel... wedding... wedding venue..."



"Oh, I can't stand this."



And so, a not-so-boring party of three was formed. Counting heads, it would actually be four, since I would definitely bring Sonia.



"Where's the venue?"



"Just sent you the address."



Seti looked annoyed. She left the room with heavy sighs.



A little while later, Seti returned with Rezein.



"Brother is going to a wedding."



"And?"



"Rustila and I are going too."






"And?"



"Please come with us, Mother."



"...Why?"



"Because you're our mom."



Mom. A word loaded with meaning.



We're minors, so please take us. And while you're at it, we'll treat you to something delicious.



But you'll cover the wedding gift. Why? Well, it would cost more if the three minors paid separately.



"I don't have to go..."



"Oh, Mom!"



Seti employed the drowning victim strategy. She couldn't bear to suffer alone.



And that's how Rezein was kidnapped.



***



As soon as the second semester ended, we flew to the venue in Mother's private spaceship.



Since we were going anyway, I brought Ireh along too. I couldn't bear the thought of our protagonist tossing and turning in her shabby studio apartment while my party was chatting happily at the wedding venue.



"Wow."



Ireh's eyes widened at the luxurious buffet, letting out an exclamation. I felt pleased. She was like a daughter with a big brain.



"Where's Zernya?"



"She said she's busy."



Rustila sighed with what seemed like relief.



"Student?"



"...Professor? Professor!"



Professor Feynman had appeared out of nowhere with his arms wide open. We shared a warm embrace. Seti, who was standing nearby, was horrified.



"Congratulations on your marriage, Professor!"



I introduced my companions and congratulated Professor Feynman on his marriage. Mother also put on a bright smile. The atmosphere was warm and friendly.



"I'm counting on you for the congratulatory speech today."



"Of course. I'll do a splendid job, on my family's name."



Afterward, I met with the host and double-checked the speech script, putting my heart and soul into it. Time flew by quickly.



"Ladies and gentlemen, may I have your attention please."



The host spoke into the microphone.



The wedding ceremony had begun.



"The bride is entering!"



Bang!



With a burst of confetti, a woman in pure white appeared, holding the hand of a man. The woman was, of course, Professor Callis Stranov, and the man beside her was Professor Feynman's future father-in-law.



Bell Stranov.



The CEO of Megacorp "Stronium." He had provided most of the funding for this wedding. This was my first time seeing him in person.



Professor Stranov today was more beautiful than anyone. Well, she was already known for her beauty. With makeup, she could make any man fall head over heels.



"The groom is entering!"



Professor Feynman appeared, pushing open the doors. He glided down the red carpet with confident steps.



I saw the moment their eyes met. The groom, stopping in front of the bride, seemed to tremble slightly. The bride, on the other hand, skillfully took the groom's shoulder and linked arms with him. The father of the bride began to cry.



"Next, we will have the congratulatory speech. The speech will be given by Eidel von Rheinland, son of the great Rheinland family and a supernova in the Federation's physics community."



"Ahem."



I cleared my throat and began.



"It is truly a wonderful day. Birds are singing, flowers are blooming..."



***



This was all new to Ireh. She didn't know where to look.



Born and raised on a backward frontier planet, she had suffered at the hands of aliens her entire life. But now, a wedding? A wedding venue? Wasn't this too luxurious?



Even the food was extraordinary. Until now, she had survived day by day on artificial meat jerky, calorie bars, or high-tech capsules containing concentrated essential nutrients.



But now, such lavish food.



"Delicious. So delicious..."



She barely held back her tears. But it was useless. As soon as the bride and groom linked arms, an inexplicable sense of elation welled up inside her.



The groom was handsome, and the bride was beautiful.






Ireh had always been wary of men. This was the first time she realized that a woman could have a man by her side and still smile happily.



"...It's like a dream that my two advisors are getting married. May brilliant light shine on your future. May you have the blessing of the Saints and Constellations. May you conduct good research and live happily together for a hundred years. That is all."



Eidel returned after finishing his speech. Ireh was secretly glad. Besides Eidel, she had no one else to talk comfortably with in this timeline.



"Bride and groom, show the guests your proof of love!"



"Kiss! Kiss!"



Ireh was taken aback. Here?



Before Professor Feynman could hesitate, Professor Stranov stole her husband's lips. And it was a long, deep kiss...



Ireh covered her eyes with both hands. Then, out of curiosity, she peeked. The couple's kiss lasted for over a minute.



"Oh come on, save the rest for the hotel!"



"Hahaha!"



Seti giggled.



She said:



"The bride looks a lot like you. Right?"



She was talking to Rustila.



"The blonde hair and blue eyes are identical. With her hair up, she has a similar vibe to you, Rustila. Ah, what a good show."



It seemed like a deliberately provocative comment. Rustila's body trembled. A fragmented exclamation escaped her lips, failing to form coherent words.



Seeing Rustila like this, even the dazed Rezein smiled.



"The future of Federation physics looks bright. So bright. Ah..."



Eidel returned to the table with tears in his eyes. That's when Rezein's expression hardened. In a short time, Ireh deduced many things. Rezein was afraid of Eidel.



"There you are."



Ireh turned her head at the deep voice. She couldn't help but be surprised. Bell Stranov, the CEO of a massive corporation, was offering a handshake to Eidel.



"I am honored to meet the hero of the Federation."



"Hahaha, you're embarrassing me, sir."



Hero of the Federation. Not a term used lightly. Ireh knew the weight of that title. The fact that the word "hero" came from Stranov's mouth meant that he valued Eidel highly.



Rezein stood up, stiff as a board.



"...And you are?"



"I am these children's mother."



"Ah, madam."



Bell shook hands with Rezein as well.



"You have raised an exceptional son. Thanks to him, my daughter is so happy. You must be very blessed, madam."



"...Thank you."



Rezein smiled artificially. Ireh knew that Rezein was not Eidel's biological mother. This place must be uncomfortable for her.



That's when it happened.



"You must be Seti von Rheinland. Am I right?"



"What?"



Seti, who had been fiddling with her phone, was startled and answered reflexively.



"Your name appears frequently in the stock market these days."



Bell showed interest in Seti as well.



"You're famous for buying and selling stocks without ever making a loss. Some people call you the Queen of Securities. Did you know that?"



"No?"



"Countless people are willing to pay for your portfolio. Everyone's clamoring for you to make it public."



"I have no intention of making it public."



"You know how to accumulate wealth. That's right. A pie tastes best when you eat it alone, not when you share it with others."



Bell Stranov seemed to see a glimpse of genius in Seti. His gaze was unusual. It was the face of someone who had caught the scent of money.



Bell looked at Rezein and said:



"You have a daughter with a keen eye for business."



Rezein's shoulders tensed up. Her reaction was quite different from her response to Eidel.



After Bell left, Rezein whispered something to Seti. With her senses enhanced by the power of the Constellation, Ireh could eavesdrop on their conversation. It was about getting close to that person.



That's when:



"Ladies and gentlemen! Please come this way!"



The host raised his voice energetically.



"The bride will now throw her bouquet!"





Chapter 162 - Wedding Ceremony (2)



The female guests stood within the boundary. All of them were unmarried women without partners.



Callis, the maid of honor in the wedding dress, stepped onto the platform. She was holding a bouquet. When Callis threw the bouquet, one of the guests was supposed to catch it.



There was a superstition that the unmarried woman who caught the bride's bouquet would soon be married. Rustila moved faster than anyone else. She knew it was just a superstition, but there was something about the atmosphere.



Rustila secured the center position. The center offered the best probability of success.



"Is everyone ready?"



Seti and Ireh also participated out of courtesy. The two stood at the edge. It meant they weren't interested.



"I'm throwing it now!"



Rustila swallowed hard. Soon the bouquet drew an arc in the air. Her eyes focused intently. Thanks to her enhanced dynamic vision strengthened by the power of the constellation, she could roughly see where the bouquet would land.



The guests let out screams of excitement. Some had already foreseen their failure and given up. Not Rustila. There was hope. She stretched her hands out as far as she could.



"Ah...!"



She missed it!



So close.



At that moment, a snow-white frilled headband jumped up.



"I caught it."



A flat, monotone voice followed. The attention of all the guests focused on one spot.



"Who is it?"



"Who caught it?"



"It's me."



It was Sonia. She held the bouquet in one hand, waving it while making a peace sign with her other hand.



"This is my victory through perfect understanding of parabolic motion."



Her tone was stiff. The guests looked as if they felt cheated. Rustila felt the same way.



Then someone shouted.



"Isn't that an android?"



Sonia flinched.



"Her eyes aren't human-colored!"



"They're contact lenses."



"Come on. Androids are exceptions!"



"...Tch."



Sonia came forward with the bouquet. Callis ended up having to throw the bouquet a second time.



Another chance appeared. Rustila's eyes sparkled.



"I'll throw it again!"



Whoosh!



The bouquet soared high into the sky. Everyone stretched their hands or jumped up and down trying to catch it.



Rustila was exceptional among them. She jumped twice as high as the others. The guests were surprised.



However, it wasn't Rustila who got the bouquet. The bouquet narrowly missed her hands and flew backward.



"Ah!"



The flower bouquet fell right onto Ireh's head as she stood with her arms crossed, lost in thought.



***



Sonia took in the entire wedding scene from beginning to end.



A ceremony uniting a loving couple. Human weddings were so beautiful and brilliant. Though she didn't fully understand the concept of love, Sonia knew it had a significant impact on the prosperity of the species.



"Ah."



Prosperity of the species.



A concept that doesn't exist for androids. They're simply assembled one day, and that's their birth. Just implant suitable software into suitable hardware, and it's done.



There's no emotion in that process. Therefore, no moving sentiment. Sonia didn't understand why humans shed tears when a new life is born.



But now.



She felt like she could understand.



"How fascinating."



She had caught the bouquet out of simple curiosity. But at that moment, she felt an indescribable reconfiguration of her circuits.



The logical structure built through unsupervised learning was following some kind of pattern. The weights were shifting toward a distinctly emotional tendency.



"You should get married soon too, young lady!"



"No, I don't have any immediate plans..."



"After catching the bouquet, you can't say that!"



Watching Ireh flustered by the guests' congratulations and envious remarks, Sonia suddenly blurted out:



"...I would like to try marriage too."



She wanted to learn something new. She wanted to understand human institutions. Sonia's neural network was recalibrating itself in that direction.



But,



"...What am I thinking, with this body."






It was an impossible dream.



***



"Congratulations in advance on your marriage!"



"If you don't hurry, all the good men will be taken!"



Ireh rolled her eyes. She felt dizzy. There were too many people, and too many pushing her to get married quickly.



From the beginning, Ireh had no intention of getting married.



The idea of accepting a man still made her uncomfortable. Even with Eidel, the most trustworthy person in this timeline. It seemed she needed more time for her trauma to completely wash away.



Even if she overcame her trauma, it would be the same. Marriage meant happiness, and happiness was a distant concept for her.



The "end" was coming soon.



She wouldn't be able to bear it if trusted colleagues, people she liked, or beloved partners were manipulated by outer gods and died. Ireh knew her own nature well. She was fragile at heart.



Ireh looked at the bouquet.



There was a belief that the bride's possessions carried luck, and throwing them to guests was a way of wishing them happiness.



"Do I deserve to be happy?"



Currently, only two people knew about the predetermined end: Ireh and Eidel. They knew too much to pursue momentary happiness.



So she turned her head to find the answer to that question.



There was Eidel, exchanging greetings with Professor Stranov. His face was composed, unhindered, without a worry. Unlike hers.



How could they be so different?



Having confirmed the same desperate future where outer gods would launch a massive invasion, what gave him the confidence to wear such an expression?



"Let's go now."



"Thank you for your hard work!"



The wedding was coming to an end.



After sharing a final embrace with Professor Feynman, Eidel started walking away. Ireh hurried to his side with small steps. Not too close, about four steps away.



She cautiously asked:



"...What are you going to do now?"



"Hm? Ah."



Though she didn't specify the subject, he seemed to understand her meaning.



"Are you anxious?"



"Well..."



"As soon as the new year begins, I'll research a containment device for non-Gong Jin outer gods. I want to expand its range to contain Darwin-type outer gods too. Ireh, I'll need your help."



"I'll help with that, of course... but what then?"



"After that research is complete and we've completely blocked the possibility of scientists being consumed by madness, what's left? After building a sturdy shield, the next step is a spear. I mentioned it before, right? The graviton bomb. I'm going to build it."



Eidel was confident.



As if he would never fail.



Ireh knew the plan too. The important thing was the possibility. What if they failed again despite all this struggle? There would be no more chances, and if everyone died this time, what then?



However.



"We'll win. Without fail."



"How can you..."



"Know that?"



Eidel said with a smile.



"Because you're here."



Ireh closed her mouth.



"Ireh Hazlen, because you're here and I'm here. Not just one person, but two. Until now, in your timeline I wasn't there, and in my timeline you weren't there, but in this timeline, we're both here."



"..."



"So, this is the timeline where humanity wins."



Eidel held out his fist. A gesture of solidarity. Ireh was impressed. This man saw her as a comrade.



She smiled and bumped her fist against his.



"Yes, let's win."



Her question was answered.



The right to happiness is something you must fight for.



Ireh took one more step forward. The distance between them, now three steps.



***



Rustila was bothered by not catching the bouquet.



Though she clearly recognized it was just a superstition, she couldn't help feeling disappointed. There was the real threat of Zernya to consider.



This wouldn't do. She might lose him in the blink of an eye.



On the way back, Rustila casually asked Eidel:



"Are you having a New Year's party?"






"I suppose we should, right?"



Eidel answered.



"I'm thinking of inviting all my friends who can make it."



"Ah..."



"Why?"



"Nothing. It's nothing."



Bad luck.



This all happened because she missed the bouquet. If she had caught it, she might have suggested they spend the New Year's party just the two of them.



But she wasn't going to give up. Happiness is something you have to seize for yourself. Rustila's mind was working faster than usual.



"Eidel, the college acceptance results come out a few days after the new year begins."



"That's right. If you get in, we should have a celebration party."



"Remember when you treated me last time? This time it's my treat. Come to my house. If there's anything you want to eat... let me know in advance."



"Well, then..."



Success.



A smooth, natural change of topic. And she'd secured a date with Eidel at the same time. It was a good sign.



Everything started falling into place in her mind. Two adults. Rustila gets accepted to college, and Eidel visits the Kersil mansion alone to congratulate her.



They share drinks to celebrate her coming of age, becoming pleasantly tipsy. With orange-tinted mood lighting. Their eyes meet.



The conversation naturally turns to romance. "Do you like anyone?" she would ask, testing the waters, then at the right moment, she would speak up.



I like you.



Let's date.



To this, Eidel would ask: Are you serious? Would I be good enough? Rustila would nod her head frantically. She would let down her tied-back hair.



And then, after that...



"Aaaah...!"



She couldn't imagine beyond that point due to insufficient audiovisual reference material.



"I need to mark him as mine quickly."



Since she hadn't caught the wedding bouquet.



Rustila was feeling unnecessarily urgent.



***



The end of the world was approaching.



Ireh and Eidel weren't the only ones who sensed it.



Though not at the level of foresight, the fragment of the constellation "Virgo" that governed the virgin constellation was vaguely aware of the end.



It was a color from space.



No, it was the color of space itself.



"Dangerous, dangerous, it's dangerous..."



An inexplicable sense of foreboding. To prepare for this, she needed a new contractor as soon as possible. The fragment of Virgo searched every corner of the galaxy cluster.



Virgo was a demanding constellation.



The contract target had to be physically pure, mentally moderate, and pursue purity and justice. They had to be a virgin, and couldn't lose that status until the contract was terminated.



These were difficult conditions for finding a contractor. But in return, it allowed for powerful authority to be granted to the contractor.



After filtering, there weren't many candidates left.



Today too, she was coming up empty-handed.



"Huh?"



She returned to the starting point. The galaxy where that crazy Homo sapiens who contracted with an outer god was still walking around normally.



"Should I take a look after so long?"



Led by impulse, she entered a planet and was shocked.



A girl with fleeting purity in her heart. Fragile yet strong. The perfect material for a sword star was right before her eyes.



"The light is dim under the lamp..."



She hadn't noticed before because she'd fled in such a hurry.



Virgo observed the girl.



She seemed to admire someone, but hadn't confessed yet. That was acceptable. She was untainted.



"Five stars. Sufficient resonance with the constellation. She has talent."



She was immensely satisfying as a contractor. At least Virgo liked her, so all that remained was to get the girl's consent.



"...Huh?"



But the object of the girl's affection was someone she'd seen before.



"...That crazy bastard!"



The lunatic who had trapped her, an ally, in a resonance device.



Remembering it made her angry again.



Virgo gritted her teeth and descended to the ground. That's how the meeting between Rustila and Virgo began.





Chapter 163 - Dating is Like Writing a Thesis (1)



I soon obtained information about the irregular polyhedron from Zernya. It was a top-secret matter of the Adelbein family.



"You got this just like that?" Ireh asked in shock.



"I... I wasted hundreds of iterations for this one thing...."



She wore a dejected expression. I offered her some mild consolation.



I had already told Ireh that Zernya had joined our side. But when tangible results appeared before her eyes, she laughed hollowly.



"...I thought that girl could never be persuaded."



"I promised her before. To do the right thing. I said that Rheinland would handle any fallout that might come from exposing the Adelbein family's problems."



There's no guilt by association in the Federation anyway. If I cover for her, the Rheinland name might be slightly tarnished, but we won't be arrested together.



Of course, even that small blemish can be covered up with greater achievements. Research must continue.



Among the information Zernya sent was the method for creating the irregular polyhedron. It was even more detailed than what the prosecution had obtained.



After reviewing the experimental blueprint, I came to a definite conclusion.



"...We can no longer conduct ethical research with these materials. The trap research will have to revert to using crystals, even if it's more cumbersome."



"Then I..."



"Need to study more. You know learning never ends, right?"



Ireh let out a single "Ah" and sighed.



I plan to make her an excellent physicist. She needs knowledge whether I use her as my assistant or not.



"But can I take a break today?"



"There's always the option of studying while attending the party."



"Are you crazy? Everyone will think I'm weird!"



Ireh fidgeted with her textbook and pouted. I chuckled and tucked a research paper under my arm.



"Why are you bringing that?"



"To read it."



"Let's just enjoy the party at the venue, okay?"



"I don't care what others think!"



Yes, it was already the new year. I had become an adult. And I was about to attend a coming-of-age ceremony combined with a New Year's party.



I invited as many acquaintances as possible to the party. Most of my classmates attended, except for Zernya who had declared she was cleaning house.



Among them were people I didn't know at all. Like friends of friends of friends... There seemed to be hundreds when I roughly counted.



"Is this really a New Year's party? It's too grand."



"It's hosted by our family. There's no reason not to come for free food."



Ireh's mouth fell open.



Surprised? This is the life of an nth generation chaebol. Be amazed.



"Eidel! Over here!"



A clear, lovely voice called out. Rustila was waving her hand. I brought Ireh along as I walked over.



Besides Rustila, several others were seated around a circular table. All familiar faces.



Among them, Kristin caught my eye first. She was sitting with Mezulen. Both looked gloomy.



Kristin spotted me and stood up abruptly, placing her hands on the table.



"Rheinland! I'm sorry to ask this right away, but about that incident... have you found out anything?"



She was talking about the irregular polyhedron.



I nodded.



"I'll give you the conclusion. It will be difficult to get Director Hueritia released."



"Ah..."



Mezulen's face turned pale. Kristin sat back down with a thud. It was unfortunate but reality.



"But we might be able to reduce her sentence."



"Is that true?"



"Yeah. I'll tell you about it later."



It wasn't a topic to bring up right away at a New Year's event. Above all, there were many ears listening. Kristin and Mezulen nodded.



"So, where did everyone apply to?" Welton interjected, changing the subject. The gloomy atmosphere began to lift. Students each shared their plans.






As expected, Kristin applied to law school. Rustila had joined the military, Seti was in business, and James had applied to the journalism and public relations department. Welton and Mathers were in engineering.



Everything was the same as in previous iterations. Especially James and the engineering duo could be useful in the future. I hope they both grow up quickly.



"What about Mezulen?"



"Ah, I, I..."



Mezulen's pupils dilated. She mumbled in a shrinking voice.



"...Bio, biology."



Biology. The same major as her mother. It must have been difficult for her to say it.



However, no one mentioned that fact. Which was fortunate.



Without the atmosphere becoming awkward, it was Ireh's turn. Since she was meeting Kristin's group for the first time, they exchanged greetings.



"Have you known Eidel for a long time? Which department did you apply to?"



"No, not really. And I applied to the physics department."



"Ah, I see."



Everyone nodded.



"That explains why you came with Eidel."



For some reason, they all seemed to understand.



"If you get into the college, you'll be our classmate. Let's all be friends."



James sincerely raised his glass. It was time for a toast. Dark red wine was poured into glasses one by one.



Time is loose in the space age. Age is often counted by common years rather than birthdays. A person's official age becomes the current cosmic year minus their birth cosmic year.



Therefore...



"Ah, damn."



All of us except Seti were adults this year.



"No minors who can't drink wine, right?"



"Everyone's done well surviving the foreign gods until now."



"Well done, well done."



Seti was grinding her teeth while looking down at her wine glass filled with grape juice. She glanced around furtively and secretly tilted the wine bottle toward her glass.



Welton said, "Mr. Eidel von Rheinland, give us a toast to celebrate becoming an adult."



"Sure, why not."



I cleared my throat and began.



"An imaginative poet once said that a glass of wine contains the universe. I now know that to be true."



"...?"



"Even this wine is made up of atoms. In the beginning, everything started with the Big Bang, and the five interactions and countless particles that emerged from it are intricately intertwined to be presented before us in this state. I feel awe for nature here. In other words, when we drink wine, we are drinking nature, the universe itself, and..."



"Hey, someone shut him up."



Welton betrayed me.



By the time the party was in full swing, Ireh had naturally become friends with my existing friends. Perhaps because of that, there was something everyone failed to notice.



It was Rustila.



Drunk Rustila's pupils were hazily unfocused. She was looking back and forth between Ireh and me. Her gaze was somewhat blatant.



"Hehehe."



Ireh giggled. Unlike her usual dignified and calm demeanor, it was a somewhat softened nasal sound.



She seemed weak to alcohol. This was something I learned for the first time.



Despite the alcohol content not being very high, Ireh staggered after just a few glasses. She tried to rest her head on my shoulder, then startled and quickly put distance between us.



"Heh, heh."



Rustila's brow furrowed.



For some reason, I was bothered by her glare. So I had to keep my distance. Fortunately, before that, Kristin called me over and whispered.



"About Mezulen's mother, what are you planning to do?"



"There's a separate person in charge. We'll prove that person gave unreasonable orders to Director Hueritia. That will reduce the intentionality and she'll get a significant reduction in her sentence."



"I see. Have you gathered all the evidence?"






"Of course I have."



We just need to hand over the collected materials to the prosecution when Zernya is fully prepared.



"Rheinland, I'm sorry to say this, but I'll be counting on you. I'd like to ease my friend's worries even just a little."



"That's what friends are for."



"You refused monetary compensation, right? Then, if you ever find yourself in trouble, call me. I'll handle anything related to legal matters for you."



"Ah, that's reassuring."



"Well then, enjoy your evening..."



Swish. Kristin quickly left her seat.



I wondered what was going on and turned around. Rustila was there.



"...Eidel, I think I drank too much."



"I have some medicine with me. Want one?"



Rustila silently nodded.



I handed her the medicine. The dazed and staggering Rustila took it and swallowed it in one go. She gave me a subtle look.



"Shall we go out for some fresh air?"



"That would be good. That would be good..."



We went out to the terrace. The stars in the night sky twinkled like mirror balls. I didn't smoke, and neither did Rustila. So I took out my research paper and started reading.



Seeing this, Rustila chuckled. Looking up at the sky, she said,



"You know, next week is the announcement of acceptance. You said you'd be free that day, right?"



"Yes, very free. That's why I said I'd come to your house."



"If it's okay, could you come earlier? Don't bring anyone—not Seti or that Ireh Hazlen person. I have something to talk about with just the two of us."



My body froze stiff. What Rustila just said was rather direct. I automatically put down the paper I was reading.



"No androids either."



"Huh? Okay."



"And of course, bringing research papers is forbidden."



"..."



Forbidding me from bringing research papers seems a bit too much.





***





Several days passed. It was the day of the college acceptance announcement.



The announcement time hadn't arrived yet. I told Seti beforehand. I said we'd talk after I returned, regardless of whether we got in.



"Where are you going?"



"Rustila's house."



"Wow."



Seti said,



"You don't have to come back tonight."



Seti looked very excited.



Sonia asked if she should at least accompany me, but I shook my head. That day, I learned that even Sonia could make a sad face.



So I arrived alone at the Kersil main residence. When I landed and stepped out, I could see a sky that sparkled more than usual.



The atmosphere was dreamlike. It was similar to an aurora phenomenon, but this wasn't the polar region. If so, there was only one possible phenomenon.



The constellations had collectively descended nearby.



Since constellations have intelligence, they occasionally come down like this when they judge something interesting is happening. Layers of various colors bloomed around.



...Is something really going to happen today?



I'm usually composed, but not today. The level of tension is on a different dimension. It feels like being asked "Want to come over for ramen?" by a female friend who has feelings for you.



And that situation was exactly right.



As soon as I entered the house, I could see Rustila in dolphin pants.



"Welcome."



She smiled brightly and beckoned.





Chapter 164 - Dating is Like Writing a Thesis (2) (Revised)



This was my first time visiting the Kersil family's main residence. However, that fact alone wasn't reason enough to be nervous. The cause of my unsettled heart lay elsewhere.



I slowly walked forward.



In the kitchen, androids were busily carrying food. The dining table was small, with just enough space for two people.



"Where are your parents?"



"They're not here today."



Rustila answered with a smile that reached her eyes. As her aegyo-sal folded, her eyes curved like a crescent moon.



"Sit here."



I sat down with my legs neatly together, like a bachelor on a blind date. The table before me was laden with so much food it looked like it might collapse.



"Isn't this a bit much for just the two of us?"



"I heard it's good to prepare a variety..."



Rustila scratched her cheek and smiled innocently.



It wasn't just food. There was alcohol too. Four bottles of whiskey with gold-plated necks, wine in dark glass bottles, and even a carbonation device as a bonus.



"This is quite elaborate. Do you know much about alcohol?"



"My parents told me not to drink before becoming an adult. I got rebellious and... well, ended up researching it thoroughly."



I laughed at that and tried to pour some whiskey. I wasn't particularly skilled at it, but I got the hang of it after a while. Rustila laughed sweetly as she watched me struggle.



Glug, tap.



We filled each other's glasses. Our fingertips touched accidentally, startling us both.



No matter how I thought about it, this was strange. I usually didn't get this flustered. Today was uniquely different.



"...The atmosphere is romantic."



Rustila glanced at the vintage lighting and casually remarked.



"Eidel, didn't you say you liked this sort of thing before?"



"Mm."



My throat felt parched. My hand kept fidgeting in my pocket. Ah, damn. If I could just look at my research paper for a moment, I might calm down.



But I couldn't do that. I didn't want to break this mood. I took a slow, deep breath.



"Whew."



Just then, Rustila was also exhaling softly. She smelled nice.



We exchanged glances and picked up our forks. The proper meal began.



The dinner proceeded slowly and leisurely.



"What should I do? I'm so nervous."



Rustila fidgeted with her phone like someone without composure. The acceptance announcement was coming soon. Unlike her, I wasn't nervous.



I knew she would be accepted.



"Eidel, look at this! I made it! I made it! I really made it!"



"Really? Hey, congratulations!"



Rustila jumped up from her seat and bounced around. I poured her a celebratory drink. She downed the strong liquor in one go.



And so we drank, and drank, and drank some more.



We were drunk.



My face felt hot. My mind was in complete disarray. My vision was blurry, as if processed through a filter.



Half out of my mind, I continued our conversation. As drunk as we were, our topics were all over the place. Hobbies, daily routines, studies, exercise, movies, future plans. Various subjects became our drinking snacks.



"...Eidel, do you have someone you like?"



After emptying two and a half bottles, Rustila asked this. My thoughts, which had been flowing sluggishly, came to a complete halt.



"I do."



"What kind of person are they?"



"First, they have to be tall. Tall enough that I need to lift my head slightly to see their face. And I prefer yellow eyes. I like a fair complexion..."



Rustila continued as she poured more alcohol.



"...Their personality should be quirky, but they should be there for me in important moments. Someone I can seriously confide in. Someone who's like a friend. Someone who can be a support when things get tough—that's my ideal type."



"Are you looking for a marriage partner?"



"Maybe."



Rustila glanced at me as she emptied her glass.



"What about you, Eidel?"



"...Someone who can co-author papers with me?"






"Come on, don't joke around."



"I'm half serious."



"There must be someone whose appearance you find attractive?"



"It's not right to judge based on looks alone. No matter how pretty someone is, if they have bad intentions, I can't feel attracted to them."



Simply put, I prefer kind women.



"Like you, I also like women who feel like friends. It's nice when we have common interests and similar hobbies."



"Anything else?"



"They should see things through once they start. I find persistent people who don't give up quite admirable. Someone with sincerity, I guess?"



Actually, many people in academia meet these criteria. Specifically, the physics professors. They share my interests and never give up—that's why they became professors.



But most professors are much older than me. And in many cases, they're married.



So to find the best ideal type, I should look among graduate students my age... Ah, damn. They're all men. Is this how everyone becomes gay?



"Whew, it's hot."



Rustila shifted uncomfortably. She was wearing a white zip-up hoodie that looked quite thick.



"I'm going to take this off for a bit."



Rustila pulled the zipper all the way down. I had been looking at the world through my glass, but when I put it down, I gasped.



She was wearing a dark gray tank top underneath. Her neckline, obliques, and collarbones were clearly exposed. Her skin looked flushed from the alcohol and lighting.



There were also some scars on her chest and shoulders. They looked like small tattoos.



"Eidel... I'm drunk."



In contrast, I sobered up.



She stood up again and came to my side.



"So I think I can say it now."



Our shoulders touched, our gazes met.



We were both as careful as if holding a swaddled baby. My head was buzzing. The atmosphere was dreamy. When drunk, words usually kept hidden tend to flow freely.



"I..."



Rustila moved her cherry-like lips. That's when it happened.



["Ah, sorry to interrupt."]



A voice came from the sky.



Starlight poured down immediately after. Rustila and I stopped our conversation and blankly looked up. A constellation was descending from there.



["Hello, pure child. And hello, dark-hearted child."]



A human-shaped constellation in a pure white dress. Meeting her immediately brought to mind words like beautiful and pure. It was a being I had seen before.



One of the twelve zodiac signs.



Virgo.



["It's been a while?"]



She looked at me and smiled.



I smiled back. I was dumbfounded.



Only Rustila's expression hardened.





***





The mood that had been building was completely shattered.



["I've been watching you two for a while. Human youth is truly mysterious. Still, it's something worth blessing."]



Rustila blushed. In contrast, I remained calm. I knew what this constellation before us was about.



["Hello, pure child. I am Virgo. Or more precisely, just a fragment that governs 'purity.'"]



Virgo revealed her identity while looking at Rustila, who was startled.



"Why has one of the twelve zodiac signs appeared before us?"



["Because I wish to make a contract with you."]



Rustila tilted her head. Virgo immediately began explaining. To summarize in three lines:



1. The world will soon face destruction.



2. To lower that probability even slightly, Rustila's help is needed.



3. Even with a contract, victory is uncertain.






"...Is this real?"



["There's not much I can predict. I just sensed the distant energy of the end."]



"The constellations I'm already contracted with never mentioned anything like this."



["That's because I'm the most sensitive to such matters. If you contract with me and share my intuition, you'll understand why I'm saying these things."]



This was a development not present in the original work. Originally, Rustila was chosen by Aquarius, not Virgo.



But Virgo's words made sense.



"You're talking about Laplace's Forces."



["...Boy, you seem to know about this."]



I nodded.



"Laplace's side can distort causality, right? This universe could disappear without us even realizing it. Then all the civilizations built throughout the universe would return to nothing."



Virgo seemed surprised.



I continued.



"Your words are correct. Cooperation is necessary. Someone needs to contract with you and help."



["...Yes, that's right. But you don't think it needs to be this child?"]



"Perhaps not."



I deliberately gave an ambiguous answer. In truth, given Rustila's personality, she would struggle with the decision but ultimately contract with Virgo.



Of course, I could prevent this. But whether that would be a good choice needed further consideration. Laplace is truly powerful. According to current theory, even a resonator can't contain it.



Virgo looked at the silent Rustila and spoke.



["Child, I've rarely seen someone as pure and enlightened as you. You surpass the level of my previous contractor. Surely you'll be able to stop it someday."]



"...When?"



Rustila asked. Her voice was trembling.



"Being chosen by one of the twelve zodiac signs is an honor. But I know that contracting with Virgo means no confessions, no love, no marriage. I want the power to defeat outer gods, but more than anything, I want to experience my youth."



["Of course, if you don't want to, you don't have to refuse. This is a proposal, not an order."]



"But if not me, you'll have to contract with someone else."



It was a striking point. Virgo hesitated momentarily.



["Well, yes, I suppose so?"]



"Then what about that person's life?"



["..."]



"No constellation would descend in this kind of atmosphere unless it was urgent. So this must be extremely pressing. Every minute, every second counts. I want to help. I really want to help, but..."



["Child."]



"...I'm sorry. I just heard about this and don't fully understand. Please give me a moment to think."



Rustila finished her argument with a voice that sounded submerged in water. She was logical. Virgo remained silent for a while.



I was equally silent. Just when I thought I might finally experience romance, Virgo had to set her sights on Rustila.



Ten minutes passed.



Rustila spoke again.



"...I'll have to say goodbye to loving someone forever, right?"



["I suppose so."]



"I won't even be able to hold hands."



["Child, it's not as strict as you think. Just avoid sexual contact. You can harbor feelings, but as long as they don't leave your mouth, most of your star power will be preserved. Of course, accepting someone else's confession is also forbidden."]



"Even that is too strict for me."



Both of us had completely sobered up. Feeling cold, Rustila gathered her clothes and put them back on.



["Are you still thinking about it?"]



"Just a little longer..."



The next moment, aquamarine eyes turned toward me. They were moist. Her light makeup was starting to smudge. Looking at Rustila, I felt conflicted.



I never thought dating would be this difficult.



Which is why I spoke up.



"Virgo."



["Yes?"]



"If we drive Laplace's Forces from this world, can the contract be terminated then?"





Chapter 165 - Dating is Like Writing a Thesis (3)



I pushed the table aside and laid out paper and pen.



I organized my thoughts by listing words and formulas. Virgo descended beside me.



["...Graviton bomb?"]



"It's a device that induces the evaporation of black holes."



I showed her a design sketch with my crude drawing skills.



"Just as when a star dies, its constellation disappears, when a black hole evaporates, outer gods can no longer influence our universe."



["So this is a device that induces that evaporation. How complex."]



Virgo showed great interest in my drawing.



["Is this actually possible?"]



"With enough time and budget, yes."



["How much time?"]



I spread my fingers as I answered.



"I can build it within 8 years."



Eight years.



That wasn't just a random number.



It was the value calculated assuming full government support and the entire Rheinland family fortune. Of course, the research process itself would require total dedication.



I quickly explained just the essentials.



"With advanced printing assembly technology and warp technology, we can build a planetary-scale particle accelerator if we have enough money. The experiments will take some time, but once we get the direction right, everything else will fall into place."



Virgo remained silent, looking dazed.



Surprisingly, it was Rustila who raised an objection.



"Eidel, if you build something like that, the outer gods will target you."



"We have barriers and resonators. I'm planning to research devices that can even contain Darwin's Legion."



"What about Laplace's Forces?"



"...That's the problem."



Rustila gently placed her hand on my shoulder.



"Eidel, you'll die at this rate."



"From overwork?"



"This isn't the time to worry about overwork. What will you do if an outer god targets you directly? And if the Aether barrier breaks...!"



Rustila raised her voice, uncharacteristically.



"If the constellation is right, you'll be the first to die when something happens. Eidel! I never, ever want to see you die. So please don't try to shoulder everything alone..."



She looked like she was about to cry. Maybe it was the alcohol. I was starting to feel melancholic from the atmosphere, even though there was no need.



Rustila went somewhere. A few minutes later, she returned, having changed into neat clothes. If her previous outfit had been captivating, now she looked more pure.



"What are you planning to do?"



"I'll make a contract."



"Are you serious?"



Rustila looked up at Virgo. Her confident attitude seemed to confuse Virgo instead.



"You're going to research this anyway, even if I try to stop you. So, I need to protect you..."



"...Rustila."



"To protect you, I need to become stronger."



Something tickled deep in my chest, then bubbled up like steam.



Honestly, I was moved. A little... no, very much.



"Eidel."



She didn't continue. Rustila lightly touched my shoulder and stood before Virgo.



After hesitating, Virgo finally bestowed the blessing of the stars with a willing expression.



The Milky Way floated around the living room. A spectacular aurora-like scene spread out like a sandy beach. Eventually, the starlight burrowed into Rustila's embrace.



The contract was formed.



Rustila, clenching and unclenching her fists, let out a gasp. She took shallow breaths and raised the Milky Way in her hands. The flow of Aether was so vivid it was visible to the naked eye.



I was quite surprised. That was liquefied Aether in a hyperdense state. It was by no means a common phenomenon.



["How unpleasant. To reach such a level after contracting with just one fragment. In some ways, it's interesting. Very interesting."]



Even Cartesia had to comment on it.



"Eidel."



Rustila turned around after completing the contract. She was smiling with her lips curled up.



"Hurry up and write that paper."



She was smiling through her tears.





***





In the end, the confession fizzled out. But I couldn't say we had returned to our previous relationship as mere acquaintances.



Though we hadn't spoken it aloud, we had essentially confirmed our feelings for each other. The evidence manifested in two main ways.



First, Rustila followed me everywhere.



The ostensible reason was protection.






As long as the reason wasn't indecent, meetings, conversations, contact—anything was fine. A light handshake wasn't a problem.



"You two get along well."



Professor Feynman chuckled as he passed by.



That's right.



We were now in the college research lab.



The reason we were here even though the semester hadn't started was obvious. For research. This is where the second piece of evidence emerged.



"I want to co-author the paper with you."



When I heard those words, I thought my heart would burst.



Rustila's statement was close to an indirect answer. I want to be with you longer. Since we couldn't officially date, she used research as an excuse to stick with me.



"I'd like to be the second author on a paper where you're the first author. Like last time."



The second author is listed right next to the first author. And Rustila had the ability to be a second author. The constellation characteristics she possessed were useful in many ways.



"Want to write together again this time?"



"R-really? Is that okay?"



"It'll finish faster that way, right?"



Rustila chuckled at my response.



"I'd like that."



She meant she liked writing papers, not me. I absolutely, absolutely shouldn't misunderstand.



[— The 'Fragment of Purity' stares blankly.]



There's such a thing as academic romance. Virgo twisted her body as she watched us cleverly exploiting the loopholes in the contract.



As planned, the next research topic was crystals. The ones obtained from capturing outer gods of Darwin's system. It was also where the Fragment of Purity had been imprisoned.



["My other fragments should be trapped in crystals too."]



"You don't know the details?"



["Normally, fragments should be able to communicate with each other, but they can't. Some unknown shielding is blocking communication."]



Rustila would need to collect three more fragments to fully utilize Virgo's power. For the future, we needed to find and recover them as quickly as possible.



["There are three main fragments: Sacrifice, Devotion, and Love. Gather them for me. Based on the circumstances, they should be trapped in crystals throughout the southern region."]



I recalled when I first made the resonator. I had used the crystal containing Virgo's fragment.



I set an intermediate goal.



"You want to go to the southern region?"



The next day, I visited Professor Stranov. When I explained the situation, her expression darkened.



"We went there together before, Professor. We found the Virgo fragment there too, remember?"



"That's true. But now..."



Professor Stranov hesitated. She fidgeted with her wedding ring or rubbed her lower abdomen as she swallowed.



"...Actually, we've already recovered almost all the crystals from the planets inside. What you're looking for is likely to be outside the belt."



That was not good news.



The professor, not wanting to lose her student, pleaded earnestly.



"Eidel, you must never go beyond the Aether Belt, no matter what. It's like hell out there."



"I won't go."



Stranov emphasized this point several more times. Naturally, I responded each time that I had no intention of going that far.



"Could you help me purchase some of the existing crystals instead?"



"That shouldn't be a problem."



The next day, various crystals were delivered to the lab. I gathered the graduate seniors and conducted a simple analysis.



"...Why are you supervising us?"



"The professor asked me to."



When I said that, the work proceeded magically fast.



None of them were suitable for resonators or trap research. As expected.



We needed to change their properties.



"Is it my turn now?"



Rustila stepped forward, rubbing her hands. With each breath she took, the lab air circulated with Aether. Liquid Aether formed droplets at her fingertips.



Rustila picked up a pink crystal and began to infuse it with Virgo's unique wavelength.



"Nngh."



It wasn't easy.



Rustila failed dozens of times. Changing crystal properties was a new field. Even Virgo, who had been confident at first, showed signs of fatigue after repeatedly entering and exiting the crystals.



["...This is harder than I thought. I thought I could just go in and out once."]



I pulled out a tissue and handed it to Rustila. She wiped her sweat and tried again.



She was still in the lab when I returned from my winter session classes.



"You should take breaks... What's this?"



The lab was stuffy. Failed stones were piled on the desk. Rustila was sitting in a chair, catching her breath. She didn't look well.



["Aether depletion."]



Cartesia cackled and jeered.






["Who told her to overexert herself like that? Youngster. I hope you don't act so beyond your capacity. If you do, there's no point in me sticking around here. You know? You should know your own strength... What the hell is that?"]



At that moment, the Aether mist cleared.



Rustila took a deep breath, then exhaled. Her complexion, which had been pale, returned to normal.



It was a strange phenomenon.



Rustila looked at me and greeted me casually.



"Eidel, you're back?"



"You... that was Aether depletion just now, wasn't it?"



"Yes."



Rustila nodded as if it were nothing. I rubbed my forehead as I approached her.



"Why are you pushing yourself so hard?"



"I'm not."



"You just admitted that was depletion!"



"It's fine. It refills quickly."



It was puzzling, but since Rustila said she was fine, I let it go for now. She immediately picked up another crystal.



"Oh, I've done this one. This one too. Ah, this one as well..."



She was busily looking for crystals whose properties hadn't been changed yet. There were none.



I tore open the delivery box. None there either.



"...Looks like we've used them all."



We were in trouble.





***





Several more days passed. Eidel was diligently preparing for early graduation by taking winter session courses.



Meanwhile, Rustila came to the college early to research methods of placing appropriate amounts of Aether in the right configuration within crystals.



It was a tedious process, but rewarding.



Detailed control of spiritual energy was an essential condition for becoming a high-level swordsman. While helping Eidel, she could also enhance her own capabilities. It was a win-win.



However, the failures continued.



"I ordered more crystals. Five tons, they say. I felt bad asking the professor again, so I had Seti place the order."



What might Seti be doing now?



What might her parents be doing?



All sorts of stray thoughts came to mind.



This wouldn't do. She needed to focus.



"If it's too hard, you can help again after the semester starts..."



"I-I'm fine."



Eidel raised his hand to stop her, but that hand never reached Rustila's shoulder.



- Once you start something, you should see it through. Someone persistent, who doesn't know how to give up—I find that so admirable.



Those words Eidel had said that day haunted her like a curse.



A fact anyone might forget: Rustila's first backing constellation is Vega. Vega's epithet is "God of Purity and Resolve."



As befitting the insight of the constellation that first chose her, Rustila possessed definite resolve.



She would do it.



She would do it.



If it didn't work, she would make it work.



And that was the moment.



"Ah...!"



The crystal, which had been a pale blue, turned white.



It was flawless and very neat. It felt harder when held than before, and slightly heavier.



Rustila clearly remembered the sensation she had just experienced.



She picked up another crystal from the same vein. And changed its properties using the same method.



It also turned white.



***



[Development of a New Production Method for Quantum Gravity Resonator Mirrors]



[Eidel von Rheinland, Rustila Kersil / Kallis Stranov]



Rustila collapsed onto the desk with a sense of liberation and exhaustion.



Eidel's name and hers were side by side. And everyone who read the paper would read them together.



Why did that alone give her such a thrilling sensation?



The weather was cold. Sweat evaporating into the air stole her heat, making her spine feel chilly. Perhaps from overexertion, she felt feverish, as if catching a cold.



"Good job, Rustila."



Eidel smiled and covered her with a blanket.



Virgo couldn't say anything as she watched the two flirting. Everything was wholesome. There was nothing that violated the "restrictions."



Well, what's good is good.



And so, the new semester was approaching.





Chapter 166 - Second Year (1)



Zernya and I had become second-year students.



"Today we welcome the juniors who will be with us for the next two years. Everyone, please do your best to avoid any mistakes."



The secretary distributed booklets and manuals to the officers. Today was the entrance ceremony. A day when student council members bustled about in harmony.



Everyone moved with high spirits at the thought of welcoming their juniors.



"Vice President, a moment."



After everyone else had left, Zernya stopped me as I was about to follow.



"It's happening soon."



"What is?"



"I'm settling family matters. By the end of this month, I'll become the head of the family."



I nodded.



The main flow is similar to the original story.



Of course, the cause is different but the result is the same. From here on, nobody knows what will happen.



"Vice President, see you later."



Zernya and I parted ways in the middle of the amphitheater stairs. As I was checking the schedule, the entrance ceremony was about to begin.



"As new students of the prestigious Stellarium College, you must embody the elite spirit and contribute to federal society..."



The chancellor's speech is the same as always.



"Hey, Eidel!"



I heard a voice. I was in charge of supervising the Engineering and Natural Sciences departments, so it wasn't difficult to guess who was calling.



I turned around with a slight smile.



Welton Yusoford. And Mathers Byteling. The two were sitting not far away.



"It's been a while."



"About a month?"



I shook hands lightly with both of them. As expected, I knew they would pass the entrance exam.



After offering brief congratulations, I sat down next to Welton. He said:



"I thought someone like you would be in a lab instead of being here, haha!"



"It's student council work. If I don't do it, the president will tear me apart."



That's what I said, but it wasn't the main reason. The real reason I postponed important research was to strengthen friendships with these fresh main characters.



"Welton, Mathers. Have you thought about doing lab internships in your departments?"



"What the..."



Both men's expressions turned dumbfounded at my question.



Welton burst into laughter as if he'd expected this, while Mathers almost cursed before sighing.



"What? What's the problem?"



"We made a bet about what you'd say when we met. If you mentioned 'graduate school,' 'laboratory,' or 'internship' within 30 minutes of meeting, he'd buy me meals for a week."



"Oh my."



"But it wasn't 30 minutes—it was 30 seconds. Damn it. There goes my money."



I felt sorry for Mathers' wallet situation, as he had to support his two younger sisters, but what could I do? It was their bet. I'd have to treat him to a hearty meal later.



"Besides, Mathers has to do an internship anyway. Mechanical engineering students need to write a paper before graduation."



"Hey, you jerk. What does an internship have to do with writing a paper? And you have to write one too. How is Electronic Muon Engineering any different?"



"In our department, we can substitute it with a graduation project."



"Oh, that's just unfair."



I stood up as I watched the two bickering. How heartwarming.



If these two would just go to graduate school and participate in my research a few years later, it would be very reassuring. After all, I'll need engineers' help to build large experimental equipment.



That aside, I don't see her anywhere.



I suppose I'll have to go look for her myself.






My next destination was the College of Natural Sciences.



"Ms. Hazlen, so you were here."



"...Rheinland, no. Eidel."



Ireh Hazlen. She looked up at me, having been sitting with her head buried in her knees, only her eyes peeking out.



Needless to say, she had passed the entrance exam. However, she entered the Physics Department rather than Military Studies. She seemed unfamiliar with her surroundings, surrounded by unknown faces. Huddling in a corner was just a bonus.



"It was hard finding you. With your black hair and dark eyes, you don't stand out much."



"Sorry."



"Or did you want to be alone?"



"No, it's just..."



Ireh trailed off. She had been staring at the center of the stage where Zernya was reading her congratulatory speech as the student council president.



"...therefore, we must always be considerate and respectful of others, becoming talented individuals with humility and virtue."



Confident and self-assured. With a loud voice like a child giving a speech.



There was no arrogance or laxity in the current Zernya. What emanated from her refined confidence was charisma and leadership.



"Ah."



Ireh exclaimed in admiration.



"I might be able to win this time."



She smiled and took out her textbook from her bag.



"I should do my best too."



"That's a good attitude."



The textbook Ireh was reading wasn't too difficult. It was reader-friendly with more text than equations, and the illustrations were more detailed than in other books. Despite the commotion, Ireh began to read with concentration.



This too was a pleasing sight. It was admirable just watching her. Would I feel similar emotions if I had children of my own someday?



The entrance ceremony was almost over. Until then, I simply observed the surroundings without disturbing Ireh. All I had to do was guide freshmen who occasionally asked simple questions like "Where is the restroom?"



Right after the ceremony ended, Ireh slowly stood up with her textbook tucked under her arm.



"Shall we do a mid-point check?"



"Check?"



"Feedback. I ask you something, and you answer freely."



"I'm still lacking."



"Come on, don't say that. Is there anyone in the world who's perfectly prepared? Everyone learns one step at a time by getting advice and making corrections."



Ireh hesitated before nodding.



"...Alright. I'll try."



My questions were quite standard. I asked about concepts and had her explain the meaning of equations. Ireh answered without much difficulty.



"Your skills have improved a lot in such a short time."



"Really?"



"You may lack in quantitative aspects, but you're heading in the right direction. You also know all the basic mathematical knowledge."



How reassuring that the protagonist of "Surviving the Outer Gods" is my junior in the Physics Department.



"Honestly, I still don't find it that interesting."



Just as I was thinking this, Ireh threw cold water on my thoughts.



"You don't enjoy it?"



"It's not that I don't enjoy it at all. As I do it, I find it okay. But if you ask me if I find it insanely fun... I don't think it's quite there yet."



"So you're doing it out of a sense of duty."



Ireh answered by blinking her eyes.



"Ms. Hazlen, I have something to discuss with you."



"Research?"






"No."



I carefully changed the subject.



"Rustila has contracted with Virgo."



***



Come to think of it, I've been reincarnated into a novel.



To be precise, "Surviving the Outer Gods" is a novel with Ireh as the protagonist, and it's also a diary written by her. It's said to be a collection of highlights from various events that occurred over 88 million iterations.



Naturally, there were many events I hadn't read about. This meant Ireh knew much more about this world than I did.



"Do you know anything about Virgo's complete form?"



Inside the cafeteria next to the Natural Sciences building.



I casually asked Ireh as I brought two cups of coffee and a shortcake.



"For instance, if the 'restrictions' are less strict..."



"I can't claim to know everything either. The previous user of Virgo's complete form is already dead. No matter how many times I regressed, I couldn't go back to when she was alive."



Ireh sipped her coffee and spread her fingers.



"Three things are certain."



"What are they?"



"First, Rustila will become incredibly powerful from now on. Second, she'll be appointed as the Southern Commander. Third, the end is closer than we think."



I see. I understand what she means.



"That's because Virgo counters Darwin's system, right?"



This was information that appeared in the original work. Virgo excels against Darwin-type monsters and avatars. Simply put, it has an advantageous matchup.



One of the biggest characteristics of Darwin-type avatars is that they try to reproduce with any organic matter they see, and humans are no exception. Once captured by them, people inevitably...



["Become pregnant."]



Cartesia is right. Regardless of gender or age, people suffer that terrible fate.



["They infinitely impregnate and give birth according to the definition of a complete organism. I once found it quite interesting. I was even interested in studying their ecology at one point. Well, they were so violent that I eventually gave up."]



I was a bit surprised. Had Cartesia ever shared her personal history like this before?



Slurp.



Ireh put down her cup after inhaling her coffee so deeply that her cheeks hollowed. She continued while fixing her side hair.



"Darwin-type creatures love reproduction that much. But the passive effect of Virgo's 'Purity' skill nullifies all of that. That's why the previous user, known as the Holy Virgin, was defeated but never violated. Ugh..."



"Are you okay?"



"...Sorry. Thinking about the Darwin era makes me a bit nauseated."



"I understand."



She pounded her chest vigorously. I waited a moment and pondered.



I understand that Virgo requires virginity as a price. But does that mean one cannot love someone because of it? Determining that standard would be ambiguous even for a constellation.



Eventually, my thoughts delved into what the standards and types of love might be.



Hmm.



I still don't know. It's not my research topic, and thinking deeply about such things gives me a headache.



That's when Ireh spoke up.



"You know Mezulen Hueritia, right?"



Mezulen. The genius girl who will become an outer god biologist in the future.



"If you want to learn more about this, you should help that child walk the path of a researcher in a good environment. As you probably know, Mezulen is a genius in that field, comparable to you."



"That makes sense."



Constellations and outer gods are known to have the same emergence patterns. The difference is that constellations appear from stars, while outer gods emerge from black holes.



If Mezulen could develop a theory to analyze the behavior of constellations, it might advance our currently ambiguous relationship with them. Moreover, such research alone could map out the behavioral patterns of constellations, making it easier to deal with outer gods as well.



Of course, for that to happen, we'd first need to get Mezulen's mother out of prison.





Chapter 167 - Second Year (2)



Mezulen Hueritia. I didn't need to go through the trouble of searching for her everywhere.



She had enrolled in the biology department, and the physics and biology departments were in the same building.



"...Rheinland?"



Mezulen had been in the biology department lounge since the first day of the semester. I wondered why I hadn't seen her at the entrance ceremony—turns out she was hiding here.



"Hello?"



"Oh, hi... But what brings you here?"



"I have something to talk to you about."



I glanced at her desk. Mezulen was reading a textbook thicker than her forearm. How admirable.



[Mezulen Hueritia: 405/1000]



She was under a lot of stress. It didn't seem to be because her studies were difficult.



It must be because of that incident.



"It's been tough because of your parents, right? I've brought good news. Look at this."



I took out a tablet from my bag and handed it to her. It was the secret contract from Adelbein Bionics that I had received from Zernya. Most of the unjust demands that the Adelbein subsidiary had made to Director Hueritia were written here.



Mezulen snatched my tablet like a cat grabbing a fish. Soon her eyes widened.



"This is...!"



"It's crucial evidence that the prosecutors haven't discovered yet. The person ultimately responsible isn't your mother. It's Adelbein Bionics."



Mezulen's lips trembled as she spoke.



"But the CEO there committed suicide, and the company collapsed. I heard the investigation was closed..."



A reasonable question.



I explained calmly.



"What do you mean closed? Even if Bionics is gone, the Adelbein corporation is still standing strong above it. They just need to investigate that side. Just wait. Someone will definitely be held accountable."



I know the names of the prosecutors currently investigating the irregular polyhedron case. Knowing someone's name means that, at least for me or Ireh, we know their personality. And knowing their personality means knowing their behavioral patterns.



I might not know much about federal law, but one thing was certain.



"Soon, I'll submit all the evidence at once, including this."



Checkmate.



"It will probably take about two months, so take it easy until then. Don't worry too much."



"...Are you really going to do this? What if you get hurt?"



"Mezulen, I'm a Rheinland."



I replied with a smirk.



"We're one of the top 10 families, equal to the Adelbeins. We control the entire southern galaxy. Would they dare pull a knife on me when they could try to persuade me instead?"



"That's... true."



"Right, of course not. They know there's nothing to gain from it."



Backing.



Something the protagonist didn't have, but a troublemaker like Eidel did.



With my antimatter spoon, I had nothing to fear.



Plus, now I had the protagonist and Zernya's cooperation. From Ireh's perspective, this was the most promising timeline yet.



"Now, Mezulen. Just trust me and Kristin. If things go well, your mother's sentence will be greatly reduced. If things go really well, the President might even grant her a pardon."



"Eidel..."



Mezulen grabbed my collar and clung to me.



"Thank you, thank you so much...!"



I repeated words of reassurance to her as she sniffled. I also gave her some credits.



"Buy yourself something delicious with this. Even if it's tough, keep studying biology. You've always liked this field, right?"



"...Rheinland, you really sound like a professor."



"Haha..."



For a moment, I almost broke into a wide grin.






No, I need to be serious here.



I smiled as kindly as possible and changed the subject.



"I've recently become interested in researching Darwin-type outer gods. It would be great if I could discuss it with you."



Mezulen's ears perked up immediately. Indeed, blood will tell. She inherited her parents' scholarly qualities.



"Darwin-type outer gods have the disadvantage that they can't be captured in resonators..."



"Ah, I know about that."



"Then this will be easier."



We began discussing methods to contain Darwin-type outer gods.



After exchanging a few words, I realized one thing.



Mezulen is a genius.



Truly, a genius who far surpasses Director Angela Hueritia. She followed and understood almost everything I said without difficulty.



"Of course. Those creatures can synthesize organic matter anytime as long as they have nutrients."



She even provided feedback on the problems.



"The material used for mirrors is also an issue. If you use just anything, it will easily precipitate! Unless you contain the surroundings with aether, the legion will multiply infinitely even in that resonator."



"Really?"



"According to my prediction, yes. Then no matter what device you make, eventually... BOOM! A catastrophe will occur!"



Oh, that was a close call.



Mezulen's advice was definitely helpful. I gave her more credits as a token of gratitude. While I was at it, I showed her how to find journals and search for desired papers.



"Look here. The college pays a monthly subscription fee. So if you access from the school IP, you can download everything for free."



"Wow, wow, wooow...!"



Mezulen smiled so broadly that her mouth nearly reached her ears.



[— 'Mezulen Hueritia's' Frown value has decreased by 50.]



She had been quite depressed about her parents' situation, so I was glad she was feeling a bit better.



Well, this should be enough for today.



I left the lounge first since I needed to attend class.



"...So, I will be teaching 'Constellation and Plasma Physics' this semester."



Class had begun. I turned on my parallel thinking.



With one channel, I listened to the lecture, while with the other, I thought about how to remove Rustila's penalty.



A relatively easy method to consider was creating a complete form.



'Sacrifice,' 'Devotion,' 'Love'—would something change if I collected all three fragments?



"...As you all know, constellations are thought-forms created by PS bonding of plasma and aether. Their structure exists in higher dimensions like outer gods, and if we examine some of their development diagrams through experiments, we can see that they also have neural networks. Let's look at the next image together."



I suddenly looked up. The professor moved to the next slide in the presentation. There was a photo showing a structure similar to human nerve cells. It was bright and deep blue.



["Interesting. So constellations have a structure similar to mine."]



Cartesia expressed admiration. She didn't seem to know much about the thought structure of constellations.



The professor continued.



"The shape of these neural networks naturally differs from constellation to constellation. And from cluster to cluster. Just as our brains have plasticity, the thought-forms of constellations also have elasticity in the part that manipulates ions."



I already knew this from reading papers. Still, hearing it in this context made me reconsider it.



I wondered if this information could help with my research on trapping Darwin-type outer gods, or with solving Rustila's problem.



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' sparkles with interest.]



It seems Cartesia has come up with some idea.



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' requests a lengthy conversation with you.]



A sudden message.



To be honest... the outer god isn't exactly my ally.



But haven't we formed a temporary alliance of sorts? An implicit agreement to help each other until we create the graviton bomb.






[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' urges you.]



I know how dangerous it is to request something from an outer god. So I won't demand anything.



If I have to face her, it will be just conversation and academic discussion. In my experience, Cartesia tends to become unusually generous for an outer god when it comes to academic matters.



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' wants to have a discussion with you.]



The class was coming to an end.



"...Then, for the next class, please write and submit a report analyzing the differences between constellation and outer god neural networks from a physicist's perspective. That's all."



The mutual agreement was complete.



I entered the realm of monsters after a long time.





***





The abyss.



Philosophers describe the mental space of outer gods this way.



But its essence is an imaginary space described by quaternions. Because it's a higher dimension, ordinary humans can't enter here.



It seems I'm not an "ordinary human."



"...Ah, youngster. It's been a while. Really, it's been a while."



A female form with long flowing hair smiled while caressing dark blue tentacles. Her voice was eerie yet seductive, like a siren's song.



Swish.



Her frilled skirt fluttered. The God of Wisdom and Curiosity, Cartesia. She was approaching me.



No, she wasn't running toward me—I was being pulled toward her. Space was contracting. Cartesia's face, now close enough to touch, was as black and hazy as if painted with ink.



I tried to appear calm as I spoke.



"Still a gloomy space, I see."



"Yes, youngster. And you're still as impertinent as ever."



Cartesia sharpened her voice.



"Last time, you made me fight Saphaul and turned me into a rag doll, didn't you? You were so 'human' then. Thanks to you, it took me a long time to recover. Youngster, you're cute. So cute."



Cartesia patted my head with a tentacle from beneath her feet. I swallowed hard.



An outer god is still an outer god. Her mere presence was overwhelming.



Clap!



Cartesia clapped her hands. Tentacles wriggled up from the floor.



And female-form outer gods in maid uniforms floated up. They looked like dead frogs.



"M-master..."



Outer god Populus. And other lower outer gods that Cartesia had captured. They rose, staggering.



"Hey, bring that."



"...Ah, that? Understood! I'll bring it right away!"



My goodness. What am I seeing right now?



They seem even more obedient than before. Is this an act? No, that can't be. Even a maid cafe employee couldn't put on such a convincing performance.



"I've almost completely understood the neural networks of outer gods. Isn't it interesting? Just understanding makes manipulation so much easier."



I was on edge. I was newly reminded of how destructive the mental attacks of Descartes-type outer gods could be.



Boom!



"...What's that?"



It was then that the previously empty space behind us began to split open.



Click, click, click.



As the lights came on, what appeared was an abnormally large blackboard, a table, and two chairs. There was also a sofa decorated with blue tentacles. Additionally, several "incomprehensible" devices were displayed on both sides.



"Welcome to my laboratory, youngster."



Cartesia spread her arms, letting out a hissing laugh.





Chapter 168 - Second Year (3)



I laughed in disbelief.



Now the outer god has set up a lab inside someone's head. My life has certainly been eventful. I'll have to use this as material for stories when I have kids someday.



Cartesia, seated in her chair, spun around and said, "Kid, sit down."



"Hey, give me a normal chair first."



The chair Cartesia offered was literally a tentacle. Hardened suction cups served as the seat and backrest. Nobody in their right mind would sit on that.



"Can you at least get rid of these tentacles first?"



"For a human, you're quite demanding."



Snap! Cartesia flicked her finger. Only then did it transform into normal wood. I carefully sat down, and she got to the point.



"Constellations and crystals, the Aether neural network. Today was interesting, wasn't it? Thanks to that, I've thought of a fascinating topic."



"What is it?"



"Want to know?"



"Not really?"



"No, you don't have a choice. Be quiet and listen."



She started chattering like a child who had received a gift.



"...That constellation was trapped in the crystal. And you humans developed technology using that crystal to block our species' thought signals. Yet our neural structures and theirs are different but similar."



There was nothing special about it. It was literally academic talk.



As I listened, I began to understand what she was getting at.



"If we can just understand this structure, we could even cut off the Darwin bastards' lifeline. I'm certain, absolutely certain. And that's not all. We could even turn those constellation bastards' minds into blank slates..."



"Um, Lady Outer God?"



I called to Cartesia, but she continued speaking like a machine gun. Unable to bear it any longer, I clapped my hands loudly to get her attention.



"...I was talking, what is it, kid?"



"So what's your point?"



I feigned ignorance.



Cartesia leaned back against the chair and stroked her chin. She seemed to be delaying her answer.



Though I might not know much about outer gods, I knew exactly what kind of being she was.



"Let me guess. You just wanted to tell someone about your new idea."



"...Don't make assumptions, kid."



"Then why did you bring me here?"



"That's..."



"It's strange, isn't it? You're an outer god, and I'm just a human. If you're curious, you should think and research on your own. Why show me your lab and tell me all this?"



Having met outer gods several times, this level of conversation didn't frighten me. It's like how sending emails to professors seems scary as a freshman, but becomes natural later on.



I continued to prod her with casual remarks.



"Shall I elaborate? You're lonely. Why? Because you live bound by 'chains.' Forced to live when you'd rather not."



"...Listen here, kid."



"At least hundreds of thousands of years. Trapped in a single black hole. For a god of 'Wisdom' and 'Curiosity' who loves exploration and adventure, you can't bear not venturing into the wider world. Right?"



'Chains' are the restrictions she received from other outer gods. Cartesia cannot leave beyond the spiral arms of our galaxy.



I don't know why it happened, but one thing is certain.



"Are you lonely?"



"Ha, interesting."



Cartesia snorted.



"A mere human, now worried about my personal circumstances? Are you trying to climb up? Do I look easy to you?"



Sssssk.



Worm-like tentacles rose from behind her. I didn't even blink. My body had been subjected to tentacle play every time I came here. I should be used to it by now.



"Lonely? Me? What are you imagining? The reason I called you is for a quest. I'll give you a new trial, and if you show me something interesting with this topic..."



"You're lying."



Cartesia, who had been slowly wrapping her tentacles around my neck, hesitated. I continued boldly, paying no mind.



"You haven't given a forced quest recently. Outer gods usually give quests for fun and entertainment. From what I can see, you're not simply that kind of monster."






Most outer gods enjoy amusement. They're stimulating and violent. Cartesia was relatively not. She had firm standards.



Academic interest.



She only issued quests according to that.



"While Darwin idiots might think 'wouldn't it be fun if men could get pregnant,' you're more likely to wonder if XY chromosomes could combine. That's your nature. I know people like you well."



"...You think you know me?"



"Of course. Because you're the same type as me."



Cartesia was clearly agitated. I couldn't read her mind, but it was obvious.



"I may not understand outer god thoughts, but I understand researcher thoughts. You're the god of 'Wisdom' and 'Curiosity,' right? Always thirsty for knowledge, needing to find answers to satisfy your curiosity. Isn't that right?"



I recalled the reassignment exam.



The day we defeated the monster Renaniai and were stranded with Rustila and Zernya. After talking with Cartesia then, I received her paper on graviton bombs. Yes, a paper, not some ability or item.



"The fact that you've written papers means you're essentially a researcher. And in research, gender, nationality, religion, species—all meaningless."



"Ha."



"Shall I say it directly? Cartesia, you need a research partner."



"Don't make assumptions, ki—"



"Work with me."



For just a moment, Cartesia's face flickered into view.



"What did you just say?"



It appeared and disappeared too quickly for me to see clearly. But I could tell she was twisting her lips.



"...Co-work? You mean collaborative research, human?"



"Yes, collaborative research. Share your ideas with me. And let's discover as many applications for the crystal as possible."



Suddenly, I recalled a line from 'God Slayer.'



[Never make requests to outer gods.]



It makes sense. Outer gods take something in return for favors. Usually something more precious than the request itself.



But here's the question.



What if we reverse it?



"Let's create a device to contain the Darwin faction. Let's also research ways to change the conditions under which the Virgin Palace's thought entities operate. If we subdue 'Aurore' and my relationship with Rustila progresses, Cartesia, I'll grant you one wish."



I will give you a reward.



So accept my quest.



"...You're insane."



Her reaction was immediate.



Cartesia took a deep breath, then began laughing uncontrollably.



"Insane! Insane! This is completely insane—!!"



The space echoed with her laughter, bordering on madness.



I found it slightly surprising. It was the first time I'd seen her, usually so calm, express such intense emotion.



"...You dare propose a quest to an outer god without knowing your place? What? And you'll grant me one wish? You must think you're smarter and more capable than me!"



The ground shook then. The horizontal coordinate system became unstable. Space began to wobble.



Shortly after.



Swish!



From the darkness, one by one, eyeballs like jellyfish bodies appeared, staring at me from all directions.



"Listen."



A bizarre and terrifying sight.



"You seem to think you're an outer god like me, so listen carefully. Kid, between you and me is the wall of the third dimension. You're in the fourth dimension, I'm in the seventh dimension or higher super-spacetime. We live in different spaces. Understand? Yet you dare..."



"...Hey, enough."



I interrupted, pointing at the 'indescribable' instruments.



"This is your lab, right? Your shop was 'Cartesia's Secret Laboratory,' wasn't it? So since this is a public lab, I can buy those things too."



I'd been looking at them for a while.






Focusing with a frown, I could see faint numbers. Price tags. Some started at hundreds of Frons, while the more expensive ones cost tens of thousands.



"Since we're collaborating, I'll move these to my professor's lab?"



"What...?"



I'd been accumulating Frons without spending them. I don't even fight, so I needed somewhere to use them.



Good thing I saved up.



"You know what?"



"W-what?"



"Since transactions with outer gods or constellations happen in the cerebral cortex of the contractor... the human side has the initiative."



Snap!



I flicked my finger.



[— You have purchased 'Matter Pulverizer.']



"...Wait, you madman. What are you doing!"



[— You have purchased '5D Crystal Cutter.']

[— You have purchased 'Avatar Manufacturing Device.']

[— You have purchased 'Aether-Anti-Aether Pair Generator.']



"Stop buying! Stop it!"



[— Would you like to purchase 'Ultra-High Output Freon Beamline'?]



"No, not the beamline. That's my favorite. It costs 165,000 Frons!"



"Oh, that was close."



[— You have purchased 'Ultra-High Density Prion Beamline.']



Cartesia screamed.





***





After that stunt, I was slapped about 300 times with hardened tentacles. Since it wasn't in the real world, I didn't die... but it was pain I never want to experience again.



I rubbed my stinging face and asked, "Be honest. Why did you show me your lab? You knew perfectly well that shops work this way."



["..."]



"If you don't want to tell me, fine."



["You, you're dead later, kid."]



Actually, I could guess without asking.



Researchers are all the same.



Set up a lab and not show it to others, keeping it as a private space? No, that's absolutely impossible. Researchers are the kind of beings who need to cut a cake when they bring in new research equipment just to feel satisfied.



"Come to think of it, we've been living peacefully like this since we made that deal about graviton bomb research."



["So what?"]



"Nothing. I was just wondering if that might be related to the 'chains.'"



Grind, crunch.



I could hear the sound of teeth grinding in my head.



Cartesia didn't answer for a while.



"My goodness, what is all this?"



Professor Feynman gaped at the outer god's new equipment.



"Eidel, did you bring all this in?"



"Yes. With my own money."



"I can't believe it."



I crammed all sorts of equipment into an unused side room.



But the beamline was much larger, so it wasn't materialized yet. For reference, items purchased with Frons could be materialized at any desired location when needed. Like the "Calipers of Wisdom" I received from Cartesia.



Well, the equipment here should be enough for crystal research for now.



So, I'll postpone installing the beamline...



"...So, are you going to do the quest or not?"





Chapter 169 - Second Year (4)



[— The God of Wisdom and Curiosity accepts your quest.]



[— Upon success: You must grant one request from the God of Wisdom and Curiosity.]

[— Upon failure: Extension until success.]



[* The success reward must be requested within parameters that ensure Eidel Rheinland's safety.]



The contract was sealed.



"It actually worked."



I was a bit surprised even after completing it. I knew Cartesia was a curious foreign god, but I didn't expect this level of enthusiasm for academics.



"I'll put you in the acknowledgments when I write my paper."



["I don't need that, youngster."]



"Can't even take a joke."



Taming a foreign god for the first time in human history—my life is truly extraordinary. Another tale to tell my children someday.



Of course, there are concerns. Specifically, the reward she'll demand if I succeed. Thanks to the contract condition guaranteeing my safety, I probably won't end up impregnated. Still.



"Student Eidel?"



That's when Professor Feynman called for me.



"I need an explanation. What are these instruments for? Where did you purchase them?"



"I thought we'd need them for the crystal research from before. Since it's difficult to visit Iruyel Academy every week, I had them custom-ordered from a company I know."



"Did you discuss this with the school?"



"Already done."



I rented an entire room.



Money solves everything.



"I-Impressive."



Professor Feynman marveled.



"Student Eidel, your preparedness is remarkable in many ways. Almost... frighteningly so..."



I smiled awkwardly.



After Professor Feynman left for his lecture, I looked around what was now my second laboratory in life.



I have a personal research space despite being neither a professor nor a graduate student. At a college, no less. It's incomparable to the temporary lab I set up at Alcatraz. It feels wonderful.



My dream remains clear: becoming a physics professor. Even if we defeat the foreign gods and peace returns, I'll continue walking the path of understanding and applying nature.



I've just taken the first step toward that goal.



[— The God of Wisdom and Curiosity scoffs.]



Now, it's time to recruit interns.



"Mezulen, I have a gift prepared for you."



I went straight to find Mezulen. She still wore a worried expression but was diligently reading books. She reflexively stood up when she heard my voice.



"What? What is it? Don't tell me the investigation is concluded?"



"No. Sorry, but that's not it..."



Seeing Mezulen's smile fade as quickly as it had appeared made me feel sorry for her. Nothing to be done about it yet. To catch the real culprit, we need to wait until Zernya becomes the family head. I tried to comfort the dejected Mezulen.



"I told you that news wouldn't come until next month."



"Ah, right..."



"No need to be glum. What I brought today is equally good news."



While Mezulen tilted her head in curiosity, I pulled several fresh textbooks from my bag.



"What are all these? Foreign God Biology. Constellation Biology. Biophysics... Plasma Constellation Theory?"



"Ah, that one was meant for someone else. Do you want it anyway?"



"...Really?"



Mezulen isn't from a poor family. But what I'm giving her are textbooks renowned for their quality. In this grand galactic era, even a single subject might have hundreds of thousands of authors, making it difficult for freshmen to select good books.



"Are you giving all of these to me?"



The truth is, passionate students, regardless of their wealth, are always eager to accept books from others. I smiled as I handed the books to Mezulen, whose eyes were sparkling.






"If you want, I can recommend textbooks for other subjects too."



"What other subjects? You're not even in biology."



"I've become quite friendly with biology seniors through student council work. I know most of the textbooks and author lists."



"Wow."



Mezulen exclaimed.



She has such luminous eyes. Mezulen truly has the temperament of a scholar, just like me. Someone like her should gain research experience as soon as possible for the benefit of federation society.



As she skimmed through the table of contents, breathing excitedly, Mezulen suddenly narrowed her eyes and asked:



"Do you like me or something?"



"What are you talking about?"



"Otherwise, why would you be so nice to me? This is too kind just for friendship. Don't tell me you treat other girls this way too?"



Hmm, she's clearly misunderstanding. I don't consider anyone under 154cm as a woman.



"You're curious why I'm being nice to you?"



"I don't like beating around the bush."



I smiled slyly as I opened the lounge door.



"Follow me."



To the room of truth.





***





To get straight to the point, I do like Mezulen.



I like her very much as a researcher.



It's been that way since our Academy days. She overflows with ideas. She just hasn't been able to utilize them without a proper experimental environment.



If nothing else, Mezulen's talent was genuine. It's no coincidence she appeared as Ireh's key assistant in "God Slayer."



Now I'm going to give this tiger cub wings.



"W-w-w-what is this..."



Mezulen mumbled blankly as she turned around.



"So, this is your research lab?"



Mezulen's expression contorted. She looked ready to protest, "How does an undergraduate have a research lab?!" I nodded as I locked the door.



"W-why are you locking the door?"



"To keep you from leaving."



"You're insane! Look at how shamelessly confident you are!"



Mezulen frantically pulled at the door handle.



It didn't budge at all.



"Ugh, why won't this open...!"



"You need to enter the password from the inside too."



"What kind of company makes such ridiculous door locks?!"



"Graduate schools are all like this."



"Aaaaargh!!"



Watching Mezulen wrestling with the door handle, I suddenly wondered: if Rustila or Zernya were here instead of Mezulen, how would I have reacted?



With Zernya, we would have exchanged bittersweet conversation. And if it were Rustila... Ah. Damn it. Just thinking about it makes me angry.



Wait for me, Virgo. I'll treat you soon.



I looked at Mezulen, who had collapsed in resignation.



"Come on, don't just lie there. Let's look around? Everything here is cutting-edge equipment for researching Darwin-type foreign gods. You won't find this anywhere else in the world."



"Cutting-edge?"



"Yes, cutting-edge. There's a wide range of versatile equipment. It's useful not just for physics but also for understanding constellations and foreign gods from a biological perspective."



"Oh."






Mezulen showed interest. A good sign.



"Want to see this first?"



I turned on the equipment, intending to let her experience it. I effortlessly learned how to use the equipment thanks to Cartesia residing in my mind.



"This is a 5D crystal cutter."



5D.



We humans live in a 4D spacetime consisting of 3 spatial dimensions plus 1 time dimension. A 5D space can be easily created by adding another spatial or temporal axis.



In this equipment's case, a time axis was added. This allows for the creation of an imaginary timeline. Imaginary numbers become negative when squared, and a negative timeline represents the past.



In other words:



"If you fail during processing, you can go back to before the failure."



"Is that even possible?"



"Watch a demonstration from your skilled teaching assistant."



I placed a completed semiconductor device on the cutter. Next to the cutter was a beam emitting blue light.



Keeeeeng! After cutting the device with the laser, I exposed it to the blue beam.



"Wow, it returned to before it was cut!"



Mezulen couldn't close her mouth.



"How is that possible?"



"Want to know the principle behind it?"



Mezulen nodded frantically.



I then gave her a lengthy explanation about the characteristics of Maxwell-type avatars. How they reverse time and so on. A proper explanation would require complex equations. Mezulen nodded after gaining just a qualitative understanding.



"So we could continuously reuse a single crystal with this!"



Crystals are the primary research tools for foreign god biologists. Research tools essentially mean livelihood.



"Can I try using it too?"



I taught Mezulen the basic operation and handed her a sample crystal. She had a talent for experiments. After just a few tries, she began handling the equipment skillfully.



"Hey, this is fun."



Mezulen turned her gaze toward other equipment. She bit her nail slightly and mumbled regretfully.



"Those too..."



"I can teach you if you come here every day."



"Really?"



Her eyes sparkled like stars.



Got her.



And so, Mezulen agreed to work as an intern in my research lab(?) for the time being. I'm not paying her yet. Once we officially begin crystal research, I plan to provide full lab funding.



[— The God of Wisdom and Curiosity warns you not to get cocky.]



Now, who should I bring in next?



Welton? Mathers?



It would be good to bring one of them to put them to work.



Unfortunately, the engineering building is a bit far from here. Moreover, engineering students are generally busier with assignments and extracurricular activities than natural science students. It would be difficult to see them without making separate appointments.



Programming work is also an issue. Unfortunately, there aren't any friends among my Academy peers who are good at coding. That's due to the advancement of androids.



Right, I can use Sonia for programming parts like last time.



Finally, to properly run a lab, I need a graduate student well-versed in physics.



["You're truly insane."]



Not now, but someday when making gravity bombs, I'll need a student who can handle things neatly, efficiently, and with good sense. And they should be somewhat trustworthy.



["Trustworthy? You mean someone who won't run away?"]



You could say that.



Just then, someone who met both conditions was walking toward us.





Chapter 170 - Second Year (5)



It was Ireh Hazlen. She approached me with a textbook tucked under her arm.



Judging by the evident fatigue in her dark eyes, she must have just finished her General Physics lecture.



"Why on earth are they covering the full curriculum starting from orientation day..."



Ireh muttered.



In all her previous cycles, Ireh had never chosen a science major. There were more cycles where she hadn't even enrolled at Stellarium, and when she did, she mostly chose military studies or linguistics.



This must be her first experience with this.



I should help her.



"I studied in advance and it's still difficult. The level here is too high. The students are intimidating."



"It's always like that at first. Keep studying and it'll get better."



Encouraging the protagonist is part of my job.



Unlike Mezulen, Ireh's eyes brightened with just a few words of encouragement. She must have a fundamentally strong mentality.



"Would you like to take a walk to clear your mind?"



"...Let's do that."



We strolled casually through the campus.



"It's peaceful."



"Indeed."



The sounds of people laughing and chatting on benches. Children playing on the campus grounds. Water flowing from the fountain. Ancient trees playing melodies with the wind. Birds singing in chorus.



I wish these sounds could continue forever.



But no one except Ireh and me knows the truth.



That the explosion of Quasar B-34, which will attract countless foreign gods, is not far away.



"...have to."



"Pardon?"



Ireh mumbled again. She was maintaining a distance of exactly 3-4 steps from me, like someone with obsessive-compulsive disorder. Her precise footwork was so sharp it suggested hypersensitivity.



"...have to protect it."



"Yes."



I could guess what she was thinking without spending any Pron.



"I have a question."



"Go ahead."



"It's about my major. I looked at this concept again but I still don't understand it..."



Ireh opened her textbook to show me.



"Is this a question from your lecture?"



"Yes."



My goodness, this year's professor is teaching at an intense pace. I can't believe they've already covered this material.



"Why didn't you ask the professor directly?"



"Well... it's a bit, how should I say, intimidating."



"I understand."



Of course, professors can be intimidating at first. Especially for someone like Ireh who hasn't been able to focus on studies until now.



"You could ask classmates sitting next to you or behind you. Physics majors here are all hardcore physics nerds. They'd be happy to explain if you ask."



"That's difficult too. It feels intimidating."



"Why?"



"Looking around, I realized everyone except me was male."



Male?



Everyone?



Does she mean the gender ratio is 1:0 excluding her?



"...You don't have any female classmates?"



Ireh quietly nodded at my question.



That's awkward in a way.



"It's a bit, how should I put it... being the only woman makes me feel like I'm getting strange looks. I know that's not really the case, but still... sigh."



Ireh let out a long sigh.



"I shouldn't be thinking like this..."



"Try not to be too conscious of it."



Seeing her psychological burden, I deliberately increased the distance between us. But something was strange. Every time I took a step back, Ireh took a step forward. She seemed to be maintaining the distance.



What's going on?



I added:






"There are several female professors in the department. Why not ask them, or try asking questions remotely?"



"Not yet. I'd be lucky if they don't mock me for not knowing such basic things."



"Come on, it'll be fine."



"I'd rather just ask you this time."



"Alright then..."



I looked around. Our walk had brought us in front of the campus café.



We naturally entered the café. I ordered two coffees, the essential tool of college students.



"How about that table?"



"This spot is perfect."



Ireh sat at a fairly spacious table. Calculating the width, it was about 2-3 steps apart. Here, I formed a hypothesis.



Ireh Hazlen wants to maintain a certain distance from me.



"Here. This part is what I don't understand."



Ireh carefully turned the book toward me. Several concepts were marked with asterisks. These were advanced topics, difficult for a first-year student.



Future general physics is different from what I studied back on Earth. The content is more extensive and the difficulty level higher.



However, as a specialist, it wasn't particularly difficult to explain or solve. I calmly explained to Ireh using analogies until she understood.



When I finished my explanation, Ireh let out a short sigh.



"What's wrong?"



"Nothing. I'm just wondering why I couldn't think of it that way..."



"You've been studying for less than a year. I wasn't brilliant enough to explain things like this when I first started either."



Ireh nodded as if resigned.



"You really aren't the Eidel I knew."



"Why state the obvious now?"



"Just. It's reassuring."



Just. I noticed Ireh had a habit of frequently using the word "just." And each time, she would accompany it with a sigh. This was another aspect of her I hadn't known from just reading documents.



Ireh said:



"On one hand I'm reassured, but on the other hand I'm anxious. The future has changed, and this is a pattern I haven't seen before. What if this path leads to destruction too? What if I die and can't go back in time?"



"..."



"That's what I'm afraid of. I still don't know how strong the enemy is. I'm not even sure how to win. In fact, I'm just a fool who kept suffering until you finally rescued me. That's exactly where I stand right now."



"I suppose that's possible."



My casual response made Ireh's eyes widen slightly.



"...Sorry. Do I sound like I'm whining?"



"No. It's a reasonable anxiety, I understand."



I stirred my coffee while trying to reassure her.



"Even if you convince yourself you'll win, it's natural to keep feeling anxious. It's human instinct. Our ancestors were cautious when facing unknown threats. That gene is still imprinted in us today."



Because ancestors who weren't cautious all died.



"So feeling anxious despite your determination isn't your fault. Even without the foreign gods, the prospects for physics majors are, well, a bit challenging compared to other fields, right?"



I went through the same thing.



When I firmly decided to pursue theoretical physics, everyone—family and acquaintances—tried to talk me out of it. The uncertainty about the future was too great. I was scared too, as any human would be.



"Would you like to hear my story?"



"...Your story?"



I hadn't shared much of my personal history with her.



Just that I'm from a different world than yours.



I like physics.



That's about all I had told her.



"Yes. When I was in the other world, I lived a difficult life. Just as you struggled in the border zone, I was born and raised in harsh conditions."



I know Ireh well, but Ireh doesn't know me well yet.



That's why.



I thought I'd share a bit of my life story this time.



***



The boy grew up in a poor household.



Whenever it rained, water dripped from the ceiling of his semi-basement room. The ceiling was covered in mold, and five or six dead insects were always stuck in the frame of the fifth-rate refrigerator.



"Poverty bred unhappiness. My parents didn't get along. Kitchen utensils would fly across the room at the slightest provocation, and when they broke plates, it became my routine to sweep up the pieces and throw them away."



Ireh had experienced similar things.



People living on frontier planets were often violent due to madness. Her parents were no exception.






Unable to afford even a first-generation android, she had to repair broken windows by hand and constantly clean the sand accumulated on the window frames. Over and over and over again.



"Why did they act that way?"



"It's simple. We had no money."



The direct cause was my father's alcoholism. But the essence was financial. Without money, my father turned to loan sharks and gambling, and naturally, the family sank deeper.



"Money. It's important."



"...Yes."



Ireh moistened her lips bitterly. The boy continued.



"In the end, my father crossed the line. He took even the emergency funds my mother had secretly saved and used them for roulette. We went bankrupt. So when I became this person, I felt absolutely terrible."



"So. What happened next?"



"This is where things get a bit deflating."



The boy's father soon disappeared without a trace. Because of this, loan sharks constantly harassed the boy's mother. His mother couldn't respond properly.



"Bankruptcy! She could have filed for bankruptcy!"



"My mother didn't know that at first."



"But why..."



"If she had properly understood such things from the beginning, would she have taken loans from sharks?"



"...You're right. That's true. That's how it was."



Ireh could empathize. There are bankruptcy protection systems in the world, but more people don't know how to utilize them properly. People caught in legal blind spots. Ireh was one of them.



"Feeling like there was no way out, I went to my teacher."



The boy said.



"Teacher, how should I live to avoid being poor? And the teacher said: First, you need to study well in any field. Second, you need to do what you want to do."



"Study..."



"If I wanted to be an idol, practicing dance would be studying too. But back then, I thought only subjects like language and math counted as studying. So I focused intensely on just those."



It was difficult at first. There was no immediate reward, and he didn't know why he was doing it.



"I wondered if this was really helpful for life, so I looked into it. Someone told me to read general books, not just boring textbooks. They said if I read various things, I could find what suits my aptitude."



That's how he came across a popular physics book.



"At first, it was just okay. I wondered why anyone would read this for fun. But I persevered and finished it. I was determined to digest this book completely."



But as he continued, it became interesting.



The first reading was different from the second, and the tenth reading was different still.



After immersing himself in one book, new paths appeared.



The boy became absorbed in other books, and eventually, a new perspective began to emerge.



"I decided my goal would be to understand the fundamentals of this world."



Science, which had been boring, suddenly became fascinating. Mathematics, which he hadn't understood why he needed to learn, transformed into an essential subject. It was a miraculous change.



"I was poor. But I realized the cause of poverty wasn't lack of money, but my own unhappiness. So I thought, even if I have a little less money, I should do something that allows me to realize my true self."



"So theoretical physics... Weren't you anxious?"



"I was. But I went ahead without looking back. I had burned my bridges."



Hey, this is the only thing for me.



"What happens when you burn your bridges? The neurons in your body start screaming: If you don't want to ruin your life, rack your brains with the determination to die. If you don't understand a concept, think until you do, and always keep your books by your side like a lover."



"..."



"Wow, so in college, I would hold my electromagnetism textbook and say, 'Good night, my love.'"



Ireh felt an indescribable horror for a moment. The boy cleared his throat at that point and returned to being Eidel.



"What I want to tell you is this: 'It becomes fun as you do it.' So don't get frustrated over small difficulties, don't be anxious, and don't think about giving up."



He concluded:



"You and I have already burned our bridges, and we must face life and death together."



It was a brief conversation.



But Ireh felt many things.



First, that anxiety is natural, and second, that one must move forward despite it.



Most importantly, the third thing:



She had come to know the man before her better.



"...I see."



Ireh nodded as she put away her textbook.



They say all happy families are alike, but each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way. Nevertheless, the one certainty of unhappiness made it a story Ireh could empathize with.



Somehow, she felt satisfied that she could understand him better.



"Well, shall we head to the lab now?"



"...?"





Chapter 171 - Second Year (6)



"You said you felt uncomfortable because there were only male classmates in the physics department, right?"



"Y-yeah."



"Then you should meet a female classmate."



When Ireh came to her senses, she was standing in front of the laboratory.



"Um, where is this...?"



"Ta-da! I present to you: Eidel's secret laboratory."



Eidel opened the door with a flourish. Inside was a girl. A short girl with dark green hair was giggling to herself.



"Hehehe. So fun."



"..."



Ireh's thoughts momentarily stuttered.



What on earth?



"You've seen her before, right? Mezulen Hueritia. The first intern in our multipurpose biophysics laboratory."



For some reason, Ireh could guess what Eidel was going to say next.



"And you're the second one."



"Wait a minute..."



Eidel pushed Ireh into the laboratory.



No, it wasn't that Eidel pushed her—she moved her feet without realizing it. Ireh had entered the laboratory before she knew it. Yes, just like a sheep being herded by a shepherd.



"Who are you? Oh, I've seen you before. Your name is... I, I..."



"Ireh Hazlen."



"That's right! Ireh Hazlen! I'm Mezulen."



Mezulen greeted her, blinking her half-open eyes.



"Don't ask for my last name."



"..."



Ireh couldn't say anything. She turned around. Eidel was smiling benevolently as he closed the door.



With a thud, her heart sank along with the sound.



"How about some ventilation?"



"Does it smell musty in here?"



"That's not it..."



Ireh instinctively grabbed the doorknob in fear. It didn't budge at all.



Click, click.



"...Why won't this open?"



"It's designed to lock from the inside too."



"I've been through countless doors, but I've never seen one that you can't exit without a password. Which company made something like this?"



"Graduate school is always like this."



Ireh's expression turned blank.



She turned her head again. After their introductions, Mezulen had returned to her original position, clicking away at equipment like a machine. Her small hands moved dazzlingly like those of a pianist, while her face was as empty as if her soul had departed.



[— Paid 200 coins to roll the "Dice."]



[— Number 3: "Scale of Observation" has been loaded.]



Click!



Ireh shot a spirit bullet into her own head. The invisible bullet that passed through created a star-shaped flower.



['Mezulen Hueritia' is mentally cornered. She is trying to forget her current situation by immersing herself in research.]



"...Isn't she cornered because of the research?"



"What did you say?"



"Nothing..."



She looked exactly like a graduate student to anyone.



"There's nothing strange about it. All the research equipment here was brought in cheaply. Even if there's a problem, there's someone who can repair it... I mean, ahem! Anyway, there's someone who can fix it."



Ireh's eyes narrowed.



Click!






Ireh shot another spirit bullet and observed the equipment this time.



[Minute prons are being emitted.]



This can't be.



[Currently, these prons are being controlled by a transcendental being, ■■■■■. Those whom ■■■■■ recognizes as companions will not be affected by the emitted prons.]



That was a description that made her frown involuntarily.



Clearly, "transcendental being" refers to either an Outer God or a constellation.



But if the name is filtered, it's 100% an Outer God. High-ranking Outer Gods can drive people mad just by seeing or hearing their names, so the constellation filters the information.



No way.



Ireh quickly gestured toward Eidel. It was a signal to leave Mezulen here and go outside to talk. Eidel clicked his tongue and turned his back to enter the password.



As soon as they closed the laboratory door and came out, Ireh exclaimed in a low voice.



"Is that research equipment from an Outer God?!"



"Yes."



"Are you crazy...!"



"Should I not put it just anywhere?"



"That's not the point!"



Where should she even begin explaining this? Ireh took a deep breath before speaking.



"...Let's talk calmly. That's closer to a Black Sphere than a Crystal. You know what a Black Sphere is, right?"



"It's the black metallic egg that Maxwell-type Outer Gods use to create monsters. Looks similar to lead, doesn't it?"



"Right. Unlike Crystals, Black Spheres emit prons into the atmosphere. The density is so high that if it touches your skin, you'll go mad rapidly. That's why you need specially treated spirit tools or help from a constellation to handle them."



"Then shouldn't that be fine too? As far as I know, Mezulen has a constellation."



"Well... it depends on the degree."



Ireh frowned as she continued.



"Artifacts made by high-ranking Outer Gods emit large amounts of prons. The dose is so strong it can penetrate even air, making you go mad just by standing nearby. You know this, right?"



"I do."



"If you know, why did you put it there?"



"Well, because it's useful?"



Ireh grabbed the back of her neck again. A second wave of high blood pressure washed over her.



"Mezulen's expression doesn't look good. Her pron level must be high."



"It's lower than yesterday though?"



"What?"



"It was in the early 400s originally, but now... it's in the late 200s. At this rate, she'll return to a healthy mind. Wow, research really is the best for reducing stress!"



A third wave of high blood pressure hit Ireh.



At this point, it's not an oil shock—it's a pron shock.



"...Y-you, reveal your Outer God's true name."



Ireh had learned that Eidel had contracted with an Outer God, not a constellation, when they shared information before. However, Eidel never mentioned with whom he had been forced into a contract.



It was the same this time.



"I'm sorry, but I cannot answer that question."



"Why?"



"The Outer God says if I reveal its true name, it will impregnate me."



A fourth pron shock arrived.



For a brief moment, Ireh stopped thinking, then returned to normal after hearing her constellation tell her to snap out of it. She suddenly came up with a hypothesis.



What if Eidel himself is an Outer God?



If Eidel's soul came from the outside world, and if he was therefore unaffected by prons, then logically he could be considered an Outer God rather than a human.



But.



"That doesn't make sense."



"What doesn't?"



"I thought you might be an Outer God."






"That's too much. That's a huge logical leap."



Eidel looked dejected. Seeing his extremely sad expression, Ireh had no choice but to apologize.



"Even though you have a contract with an Outer God, still..."



Even while apologizing, she was partly afraid.



Ireh still didn't know everything about Eidel.



She had only heard part of his past. Unless he told her the rest of the story from the café, she would never know what happened afterward with his real mother, or why his father disappeared...



["You seem curious."]



Her constellation, Altair, whispered.



["You can learn about that gradually. You already know that he walked a similar path to yours. That's enough of a harvest for today."]



That was also true.



Ireh was poor, and so was the boy.



Ireh's family background was unfortunate, and so was the boy's.



That's why Ireh had lived tenaciously, and so had the boy.



Though on the surface he was a rich chaebol's spoiled son, inside he was exactly like her. Today she had learned that, so it was as if she had become one step closer to this person. Eidel spoke.



"You don't need to worry about the pron issue. My Outer God... no, my constellation is regulating it well so there's no harm. Also, Mezulen is worried about her mother. That problem will be resolved soon too."



Ireh reluctantly accepted this.



When it came to the science of handling Outer Gods, he was more of an expert than she was.



"Ireh, my junior. I have a request. Please help Mezulen and me complete our research. There's one task we must finish before creating the graviton bomb."



"What is it?"



"Research on traps using Crystals. We plan to expand the scope to contain Darwin-type Outer Gods."



His proposal was sudden.



But.



"Alright."



She had anticipated this even before enrolling here.



Though eccentric, he was her only colleague who shared her future. She had to trust him. She decided to trust him, overcoming her anxiety.



"...Okay, let's do it."



Ireh clenched her fist and bumped the back of her hand against Eidel's.



"Let's win."



"Yeah, let's win."



Just like they had done before, at the wedding hall.



Whether it turned out well or not, she was destined to share life and death with the person before her.



And so Ireh began her life as a laboratory intern, with the role of embedding spirit bullets into Crystals.





***





["You crazy bastard."]



Cartesia suddenly insulted me and cut off the telepathic communication. I was essentially hit without even being able to counterattack.



Anyway, my strategy of motivating Ireh by sharing my past with her was successful. Even I think that the mindset of "it becomes fun if you work hard at it" is an excellent motivation.



It was correct from a neuroscience perspective too. The more you do something, the better you get at it. Like playing the piano or learning a foreign language. And once you get good at something, you eventually come to like it.



And to come to like something in the scientific field?



Research is the only answer.



"Work hard, you two~"



After confirming that both Ireh and Mezulen had completely free afternoons, I left them in the laboratory and stepped out.



The password? I told them before leaving. Probably.



But those two alone seemed somewhat lacking.



Come to think of it, there were Welton and Mathers. Those two would become excellent personnel in the future. Also, although he was from the humanities, James would need to be brought in to publish papers quickly.



Of course, working with them would have to wait a bit longer. Ireh needed time to adjust to men, and Stellarium Engineering College was famous for its heavy workload from the first year. They must already be swamped with assignments, not to mention drinking and meeting girls.



Considering all these conditions, there was only one person I could bring in now.



There was no time to waste. I headed toward the Military Science Department.





Chapter 172 - Zernya's Melancholy (1)



"What brings you here?"



"I'm here for a visit."



"...Please come in."



Stellarium Military Department.



I came here to meet Rustila.



It took a little time to see her.



"The first three weeks are basic military training. The cadets are very busy, so visits are difficult except during meal times or free time before lights out."



"Then I'll wait."



I sat on a bench at the main field and watched the cadets.



Tweet! Tweet! Tweet!



At the sound of the whistle, the cadets who had been running laps diligently gathered in formation at the instructor's gesture.



"Since we completed the physical fitness assessment yesterday, today we'll check your attunement with your constellation and Aether proficiency. Everyone, please infuse your Plasma Swords with Aether and stand in front of the measuring equipment."



Aether, measuring equipment.



Just those two words and I could already predict a cliché.



The cadets came forward one by one to swing their swords at the target.



When a sword touched the target, the measuring equipment calculated various factors including Aether density and displayed a comprehensive ability score.



"B-grade, B-grade, B-grade, A-grade, B-grade... S-grade?"



The instructor grading the levels was startled.



A cadet had received an S-grade assessment. It was a female student with her hair in a bun. She returned her sword with a smug expression and went back to her place.



"She has three constellations?"



"As expected of General Pardmont's daughter."



From the information I overheard, I could make an inference.



So that's Rustila's rival.



That's when it happened.



BOOM!



The ground shook with a thunderous sound.



"What was that noise!"



"The Aether density was too high and broke the equipment!"



I knew this would happen.



I didn't need to see who did it.



"This can't be, a 'condensation' phenomenon!"



"How many constellations does she have for the Aether to come out liquefied?"



A woman's silhouette appeared through the dust rising like smoke. She was bowing her head. Then a familiar voice was heard.



"I'm sorry. Should I pay for the damages?"



"Not at all, Cadet Kersil. You bear no responsibility, so please don't worry."



Rustila Kersil. It was her.



With that display, Rustila had drawn all attention away from the bun-haired female cadet. The girl who had received the S-grade assessment was now biting her nails. The rivalry was already apparent.



"It would be better to measure Cadet Kersil's abilities differently."



"Let's determine her grade by having her spar with the instructors."



After clearing away the broken equipment, the instructors set up an Aether barrier.



[— Physical damage is reduced by 100% for material bodies within this barrier.]



Following orders, Rustila preheated her sword and swung it lightly. The condensed Aether flowed down the blade and dripped like water.



"...My goodness, using both 'Body Stars' and 'Liquid Sword.'"



The sparring with the instructor began.



And ended.



The sword technique wasn't even visible. The moment the match started, the ground caved in and the instructor collapsed.



Fortunately, the barrier seemed to have prevented serious injury, but the psychological damage was fully conveyed.



"...F-final grade. Omega."



There was no swordsman stronger than her in the entire Military Department.





***





I waited two hours longer than expected.



Rustila, whom I hadn't seen for days, looked completely different. Dressed neatly in her military uniform, she exuded dignity and discipline.






Her face brightened as soon as she entered the reception room.



"Eidel!"



After a light handshake, we sat down. I asked her:



"How's the military?"



"I'm so happy right now."



Rustila forced a smile. Her claim of happiness was half truth, half lie.



"Why were you so late?"



"I was meeting with the higher-ups. They said my schedule will be different from the other cadets from now on."



It couldn't be helped.



Rustila had been a genius swordsman who calmly sliced monsters since entering Academia, and now she had obtained the 12 Zodiac signs. There probably wasn't a cadet, no, a soldier in the military academy who was more outstanding than her.



"I'm exempt from basic military training, and they'll decide again when a Great Omega grade swordsman arrives. Until then, I just need to attend theory classes."



"That's great!"



I smiled brightly.



Originally, I was going to ask her to help with research only on weekends, but now it seemed possible for her to work full-time rather than part-time for a while.



"Eidel, it's all thanks to you."



"What do you mean..."



"You're the only one who's supported me since our first meeting, all the way to where I am now."



Rustila said.



"I think I know why you came here. It's for research, right? Tell me anything I can help with."



"Well then..."



Just as I was about to smirk, it happened.



["What exactly are you plotting?"]



The starlight rippled in the empty air, and a constellation fragment manifested.



It was Virgo.



["Didn't you already write a paper with this child? That should be enough. What more do you need?"]



"Does one only write a single paper?"



I immediately objected.



Virgo sighed.



["Look, Rheinland boy. Rustila needs to focus on military training now. The end is approaching soon. Before that, she needs to become stronger, find my remaining fragments, and rise to a high position in the military."]



There was some logic to that.



But it didn't feel urgent right now.



"Nobody knows when that guy will come."



That was actually true.



The "end" moved independently of Ireh's regression.



Since Laplace twisted causality, there was no guarantee that the 1st cycle and the 100th cycle would operate the same way even with identical initial conditions.



Their intervention was like quantum mechanics.



"In such cases, people tend to solve the crisis at hand first."



["Is there another crisis right now?"]



"Yes, there is."



I appropriately modified my future knowledge as I spoke.



"Strange movements have been observed in the south recently. The Aether Belt might be blown away by a windstorm soon."



["...What?"]



Got her properly hooked.



Virgo asked anxiously:



["Why... there was no such information in my interstellar exploration network?"]



"The world as seen by constellations differs from the world as seen by humans. We understand the universe through the window of science. And if this prediction is correct, the strongest black hole from the Darwin system will come."



I continued my logical explanation.



"The Darwin system has many members. Therefore, they have a clear hierarchy among themselves. Higher-ranked outer gods treat lower-ranked ones like slaves. They'll probably use those slaves to create a 'windstorm.'"



Windstorm.



It's similar to the phenomenon caused by the outer god Sapaul before.



However, he was just a high-level outer god, while the one coming this time is at the apex of a group, making the scale completely different.



This is also when the original story's atmosphere began to darken significantly.



"We need a weapon to contain... no, to completely counter the Darwin system outer gods."






["Didn't you say the best option was that graviton bomb or whatever?"]



"It takes too long to produce. Don't you know engineering? We need to research with crystals in a cost-effective way."



Because that's how humanity has survived.



"Research on Darwin system crystals is already actively progressing. It has strong support and interdisciplinary research is thriving. The success rate is high. So, Constellation, I'll be taking Rustila to work with me in her spare time."



["...Haah."]



Virgo sighed and then returned. She probably decided there was nothing to gain from talking with me.



But the constellation had no idea.



That through this research, I was aiming to take down not just the outer gods.





***



I proceeded to persuade the higher-ups at the military academy and brought Rustila back with me.



As soon as I opened the laboratory door, I saw Mezulen busily etching a crystal.



"Oh? It's Rustila. Hello? Heheheh."



"Um, Eidel?"



Rustila's glare was piercing.



I cleared my throat and explained the situation.



"This is Mezulen, whom you already know. And this is Ireh Hazlen, a junior from the Physics Department who's a year older than us. You saw her at the professor's wedding, remember?"



"Ah, that time..."



Rustila nodded and continued.



"...The one who caught the bouquet?"



"Bouquet? Oh."



Ireh, who had been fiddling with equipment, stiffened her expression upon hearing that.



An awkward atmosphere lingered for a while.



"Why are there only women in the lab?"



Rustila asked with a hint of displeasure.



"Well, I just happened to bring in smart people..."



Rustila exhaled a sigh.



"I can understand Mezulen. She was our classmate at Academia."



The situation was quite delicate.



Although we hadn't officially confessed, from Rustila's perspective as someone dating me, she couldn't stand seeing me getting chummy with other women.



But I genuinely needed these people for my research, which led to this predicament.



I gave a bitter smile and whispered to her:



"If we write a paper, I'll give you second authorship."



"Second author?"



Rustila's eyes perked up.



At least she showed interest.



"But that requires me to contribute something. Wouldn't it violate research ethics if I'm listed as an author without helping?"



"Remember our crystal research before? This study is an extension of that. Your help is absolutely necessary, so why shouldn't you be an author?"



"..."



"Besides, think about it. How many papers have you written with me? Two, right? Look around. You and I are the most senior members in this lab. This research lab wouldn't function without you."



Rustila, who had been slightly sulking, turned her head.



She cleared her throat and softened her expression.



"Ten."



"Hm?"



"We need to write at least ten more papers together."



Wow, just listen to her. So coquettish.



Honestly, if this isn't a love confession, then what is?



I agreed unconditionally.



"Now... what can I help with?"



"For now, let's focus on learning how to use the equipment. Ireh and Mezulen will show you how."



"Okay. And?"



"I'd like you to become friends with Ireh for a while."



Creating a relationship of mutual trust between the protagonist and the sword saint.



It was an essential task for the future.
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To bring the two people together as friends, I brought up a common interest.



"Do you know about Ireh's background star?"



"No?"



"It's Altair."



Altair, the Cowherd Star.



It was one of the three stars forming the Summer Triangle, along with Vega (the Weaver Star) and Deneb (the Magpie Star).



"You're familiar with constellations, right? Stars in constellations aren't independent but networked together. When they're bound by 'neutrality,' they form stronger alliances..."



"I know about that. The three stars form a 'triple star system.' I heard they receive additional buffs when fighting against incarnate bodies."



"That's right."



Rustila looked at Ireh with curiosity.



"I can't believe you were Altair all along."



"...Didn't I mention that before?"



"No? I never heard about it."



Ireh tilted her head.



"Ah, that must have been in the previous cycle."



"Previous cycle?"



"It's nothing."



Ireh muttered and sighed. Sometimes she couldn't remember which information she had revealed in which cycle.



"Excuse me, Hazlen."



"Please call me Ireh."



"Oh, yes. Ireh, your constellation's response is quite faint. My Vega barely seems to react to it."



This was the problem.



Stars of neutral alignment should recognize each other more strongly and interact. Yet Altair wasn't responding to the ethereal waves emitted by Vega.



"It's probably because the 'Stellaline' is broken."



"Stellaline?"



"The lines connecting stars. They're powerful communication networks between constellations. Neutral stars should always be connected by strong Stellalines."



In mathematical terms, Stellalines were like the edges of a graph. The stars themselves were nodes.



Ireh's constellation could be compared to an isolated node. The outer god had severed all edges, completely cutting off her means of communication.



"How did that happen...?"



"I was born and raised on a frontier planet in the east, crawling with outer gods."



Ireh calmly unfolded her past.



The story of how she obtained her constellation. How she was soon infected by an outer god. How she struggled desperately but ultimately failed and was imprisoned in Alcatraz. And finally, how she met me and was dramatically cured.



Learning the details, Rustila's expression grew emotional.



"You must have been through so much."



"I'm fine now."



Ireh looked at me as she continued.



"From now on, only good things will happen."



"Yes. I hope so."



Seeing the two girls smiling, I felt relieved too.



Yes, as long as the protagonist is happy, that's all that matters.



Rustila asked, "Is there a way to restore the Stellaline?"



"There aren't many known methods at the moment."



"You never know. If we maintain a good relationship, it might return to normal."



The two hypothesized that the edge could be restored if they remained close friends for a long time. This was good news. We were gradually assembling the cards needed to counter Laplace.



"Shall we get to work? Please sit here."



"Is that really okay?"



"Yes, I prefer the window seat anyway."



Ireh gave her seat next to me to Rustila. Ireh was aware of the subtle relationship between Rustila and me. She tactfully stepped aside to help us become closer.



Naturally, Rustila began to look at Ireh more favorably.



I stepped back a bit to observe the laboratory.



Rustila diligently reading the manual, Ireh helping beside her, and Mezulen just learning how to write academic papers.



"Everyone's working hard."



A smooth start.



Hard workers deserve compensation.



"Mezulen, thanks for creating the equipment manual."






I decided to pay Mezulen first, who had started working earliest. I placed an envelope of money on her desk.



After opening the envelope, Mezulen's eyes widened.



"Is this really for me?"



"Of course."



"Wow! This is the first time I've ever earned money!"



[— 'Mezulen Hueritia's' Frown value has decreased by 50.]



"It's best to earn money doing what you love."



Money is the best short-term motivation. This would make Mezulen even more interested in research.



But I didn't have much money.



At this rate, my personal assets would soon be depleted.



I needed a sustainable source of income.



Fortunately, I had someone I could ask for help.



***



Seti had enrolled in the business department.



She was broadening her knowledge base by studying various disciplines.



She created portfolios for stock investments, managed real estate, and had already started building her own company.



And then.



"Hey, I paid it all off."



She handed me a statement.



"What's this?"



"Read it."



Looking at it, I saw it was the debt Eidel had accumulated from frequenting casinos.



It was all gone.



She had paid it off on my behalf.



For a moment, my thoughts froze.



"...Are you an angel?"



"Ugh, gross. Stop saying such nauseating things."



"No, this is strange. What's so good about me that you'd pay off all my debts?"



In the original story, even after Eidel was exiled to a frontier planet, Seti never paid his debts and was only concerned with her own money. Plus, without a constellation that helped with economics, she couldn't have accumulated this much.



"You think I did this for your sake? How amusing. I'm doing this to become the family head."



I see.



The family head takes most of the authority and assets of the Rheinland family.



It was her strategy to win favor with our father and the council of elders.



"So, why did you come looking for me? Do you need to borrow money?"



"Something like that."



"Oh, please."



Seti scratched her head vigorously, messing up her hair.



I quickly added before she could get up.



"Little sister, do you think I'd be irresponsible enough to just borrow your money? I came to make a deal with you."



"A deal? You came for a deal? Should I hit you?"



"Now, now, sister. Let's resolve this like civilized people. We're both adults now, aren't we?"



"You bastard. I'm still a minor."



"Hey! 'Bastard'? You shouldn't use such bad language."



"You're making me use it!"



I understand why Seti was having a fit.



It wasn't just because I asked to borrow money.



By now, Seti would be starting a major business venture to establish her position within the family.



"You started a company, right?"



"H-how did you know that?"



"It's written all over your face. 'I'm the CEO, ahem.'"



Seti's face turned pale.



Her secret plan had been exposed in an instant.



"Let me guess what kind of business it is. First, it must be in the medical field. The Rheinland family is renowned for medicine. If I were you, I'd be planning a fast-moving business item that encompasses the entire medical system."



"Where did you hear that?"






"I just deduced it right now?"



I smirked as if I knew nothing.



"Don't tell me I'm right?"



Seti's pupils dilated.



How cute. She's still a child after all.



"Anyway, you must need a lot of money. I understand. I'm not irresponsible enough to just whine and ask you to lend me money indefinitely."



"But you were irresponsible!"



"I haven't spent money frivolously since entering Academia."



"Well, that's true..."



Seti's tone softened.



Now's my chance to press further.



"Think about it, sister. For the past two years, I've been conducting research as a student. Research costs a tremendous amount of money. Especially at the beginning when there was no government support. Without you, could I have come this far?"



Seti kept her mouth shut.



It's important to praise my sister more here.



I continued pouring out words.



"Absolutely not. In the end, you're practically my research benefactor and major shareholder. You might not know because you haven't properly read my papers, but I've always included your name in the acknowledgments section. Thanking you for your investment."



"Acknowledgments?"



"The page where we express gratitude to people who contributed to the paper outside of the research itself."



Seti let out a scoffing laugh.



"So you do know something."



Good. She's halfway convinced.



"But I really don't plan to help this time. This year I'm tight on funds because of the family head selection. You're also aiming for the family head position, aren't you?"



"Actually, I'm not."



"You're lying."



I really am not.



Why would I want the troublesome position of Rheinland family head? I barely have enough time for research as it is.



There are only a few benefits to becoming the family head. At most, my future children would become direct descendants, and most of the family assets would be deposited into accounts under my name.



And there's a saying:



With great money comes great responsibility.



"If I became the family head, I'd probably spend all the money quickly anyway. The only difference is that my spending would shift from gambling to research."



"So I should be the family head?"



"Exactly."



I, Eidel von Rheinland, desire pleasure (research) without responsibility.



While this might seem like a trashy mindset at first glance, it's the best solution. I don't want to be the family head but want to use research funds. Seti wants to be the family head and has the ability to grow money.



If we both get what we want, it's a win-win.



"Even if I become the family head, I'll give you the property rights."



"...Are you serious?"



"The first thing I hate is gambling, and the second is lying. You know that?"



"What bullshit."



She chuckled.



"So, you're suggesting we join forces?"



"Exactly."



"The family head position isn't decided by us. It's the adults' decision. Whether we like it or not, you and I have to compete throughout this year as members of the family. The discussion about asset distribution comes after that, at the very least."



"I suppose so."



When the competition for family head begins, the eldest son, Brian, will be the biggest obstacle.



He graduated from Stellarium Medical School and enlisted as a military doctor in the southern region to follow in our father's footsteps.



He's been building the credentials to lead the family business for a long time.



He naturally has strong support from the council of elders.



"If you want to turn the situation around, you'll need as much investment capital as possible."



Seti nodded.



"I can help with that."



"How?"



"If you need investment capital, you should find someone who can invest, right?"



Cooperation? We can start that now.



Seti had the ability to grow money, and I had connections gained through research and student council work.
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Stronium Industry.



A major corporation established by the Stranov family. It forms a pillar of the Laniakea Federation's economy, with a reputation rivaling that of Adelbein Corporation.



I happened to know the head of this company.



Well, not directly. Through connections.



"Thank you for making time in your valuable schedule."



I bowed my head while shaking hands with the middle-aged man.



Bell Stranov, the father of Professor Callis Stranov. He opened the conversation with a friendly smile.



"Pleased to meet you. First saw you at the wedding, and this is our second meeting, right?"



"That's correct."



"Thanks to you, my daughter's face has brightened up these days. She wasn't like that before. I'm grateful."



"You're too kind."



Even as the head of a conglomerate, a father is still a father. He was the typical doting dad. Soon, Stranov's gaze shifted toward Seti.



"Since you brought your sister along, I assume this is about money."



"I'm eternally grateful that you agreed to meet with my sister."



"No need for thanks! I cleared my entire afternoon schedule for this very reason. Let's go."



We entered the main hall of Stronium's southern branch.



The reception room featured luxurious interior design. It was the complete opposite of the minimalist aesthetic preferred by the Rheinland family.



"So you want to create a medical transport company?"



Chairman Stranov skimmed through the contract Seti handed him, nodding with interest.



"The company name is 'MAIDoc.' I assume it means combining medicine with artificial intelligence."



Seti quietly nodded. Her expression was quite serious. Chairman Stranov continued.



"These kinds of companies are very common. Medicine and AI are fields that have stubbornly survived through the ages. They're staple industries, like steel manufacturing or clothing."



"Which means it's a common business, in other words."



"You understand well. Then let me ask from a businessman's perspective. Miss Seti Rheinland, does your company have anything that differentiates it from others?"



"Yes, it does."



"Tell me."



"I'll use constellations for medical transport."



Chairman Stranov's eyebrows arched upward. It was a reaction showing interest.



"Using constellations, you say. How?"



"I'll use Stellalines."



I was somewhat surprised.



How could she come up with such an idea?



"My constellation is the 'God of Wealth and Investment.' It has connections to economic sectors. If you follow the celestial sphere along the constellation, you can create a massive transport network connecting the southern and eastern regions."



Stellalines themselves are structural concepts.



There might be people who understand the concept, but no one would think of using them as "roads" for economic development.



Let alone using constellations as delivery services.



Watching her actions, I was reminded that she truly is my sister.



"Transport through constellations doesn't use electricity or light. Since information is stored in aether form, it's more efficient. This leads to savings in transportation costs. It will definitely play a visible role in the medical industry."



"...Did you think of all this by yourself?"



"Yes."



Chairman Bell let out an incredulous laugh.



"My judgment was right after all."



He muttered as he put down the proposal.



"Constellations and outer gods tend to approach people with similar values. You've contracted with a perfectly matching constellation."



We live in an era where even constellations count as qualifications.



When such words come from the mouth of a major corporation's chairman, it's as good as approval.



Sensing her advantage, Seti delivered the finishing blow.



"Currently, I plan to offer services only in the medical field, but once investment capital becomes abundant, I plan to expand into other areas. I'll create an integrated cloud service using constellations."



I couldn't help but be intrigued by my sister's words.



Imagine if constellation networks could instantly transport particle accelerator components for assembly. What would normally take years to build could be completed in days.



This would accelerate the production of graviton bombs.



"Oh ho."



If even I was thinking positively about this, there's no way a corporate chairman wouldn't smell the money.



Seti said her constellation could connect southern and eastern constellations.



But what if consumers with constellations joined her MAIDoc network? The distribution network could extend throughout the galaxy and even the entire universe.






If possible, it would be an achievement greater than my research.



"The Rheinland family is famous for medicine. With that brand value, the chances of success are high... But expanding into other fields is something to seriously consider."



"I know. I need 'consent' from other companies."



"Consent? Did you say consent?"



Chairman Stranov began to laugh heartily.



"You need consent, is that right?"



"If you would consent, Chairman, I believe we could maintain a 'good relationship' going forward."



"Good, very good!"



He exclaimed, rising from his seat.



"As a sign of my consent, I should give you some investment money!"



Stronium also held major shares in the transportation business.



Startups can only operate comfortably when such major corporations give their consent. The corporate ecosystem was much harsher than one might think.





***





We finished an unprecedentedly luxurious dinner, courtesy of Chairman Stranov. Currently, we were taking a short break in the waiting room.



"Mr. Eidel von Rheinland, the Chairman would like to see you alone."



What's this about?



Seti and I looked at each other, rolling our eyes.



"Go ahead."



Whatever it is, it's certainly confidential.



I prepared myself mentally and moved forward.



"This way, please."



Following the android's guidance into the chairman's office, I came face to face with Chairman Stranov.



He emanated a different aura from the friendly demeanor he showed earlier.



His white-speckled hair reminded me of a battle-hardened veteran.



He spoke.



"Sorry for suddenly calling you alone. I have something confidential to discuss with you."



The atmosphere was quite serious.



"Please sit here."



"Thank you."



I sat with proper posture, ready to listen attentively. Chairman Stranov sat across from me, interlacing his fingers and hunching forward. Just then, an android wearing rabbit ear headbands approached and set down biscuits and lemon balm tea.



Wait a minute.



Rabbit ear headbands?



"Ah, don't mind that."



"Chairman."



"Don't mind it."



"It's fine. I understand."



"What do you mean, understand? What nonsense are you talking about?"



"I truly understand. My personal android wears a maid headband."



"..."



We remained silent for a moment.



"...May I ask why you called me here?"



"Hmm."



The chairman stretched out his hunched body and reached for a biscuit. As he munched on the snack, he blurted out:



"I heard from Callis."



"...What did you hear, sir?"



"That you and my son-in-law will soon be researching gravitons together. Is that right?"



"Yes, it is."



My current research is divided into two tracks.



One is the "Crystalline Trap" research to stop the Darwin system.



The other is the "Graviton Bomb" research to prevent universal destruction regardless of the type of outer god.



However, I haven't mentioned the graviton bomb to any professor yet. That's because gravitons haven't even been discovered.



"I believe science has paradigms. It takes time for scientific facts to transform into engineering applications. Some sciences might not be applied even after 100 years, while others transform into technology within a year. What do you think about this?"



"I think exactly the same."



"So I'll tell you confidentially..."






He moistened his throat with the tea and continued.



"...I smell money in that graviton research."



That was quite a shocking statement.



Could he have figured it out?



"Other businessmen overlook something. They mistakenly think theoretical science doesn't make money. But I'm different. My daughter is a physicist. I've seen countless seemingly useless theories transform into engineering applications."



There's no doubt.



He definitely figured it out.



"All your research so far has been about stopping outer gods. The pattern is obvious. What's your goal? For instance, inventing technology to drive all outer gods out of this universe?"



"Chairman."



"I won't ask too deeply. Just answer this one question."



Chairman Stranov subtly moved to the seat next to me. He brought his face close to mine. Then, in a whisper that no one else could hear, he asked:



"Is the discovery of gravitons related to capturing and killing outer gods?"



I got goosebumps.



The group chairman, a non-specialist, had come up with an idea that no physicist or engineer had ever conceived.



Or perhaps it was possible precisely because he had a different perspective from scholars.



Just like how Seti tried to use Stellalines economically.



I once again realized the importance of interdisciplinary research.



"...Yes, it is."



"I knew it!"



Clap! He clapped his hands.



"My intuition is never wrong!"



I was also surprised.



So this is what it takes to become the head of a corporation that manipulates the universe like dough.



The subsequent proposal from Chairman Stranov was quite favorable to me as well.



"My daughter Callis receives support from our group and the government for her research. If you just diligently write papers on this topic alongside our daughter and son-in-law, I promise maximum support through my daughter."



"Really?"



"Of course. Naturally. Come to think of it, this is quite embarrassing. If you succeed, I'll be piggybacking on your research."



This changes everything.



Ten years? Eight years? I might not even need that much time.



This is support from the chairman of Stronium.



Google, Amazon—when companies like these offer research funding, there's no reason to refuse. More research funding is always better.



"Of course, we have our circumstances too. We can't pour all of the company's capital into this. Still, I can accommodate your requests as long as they don't cause problems for the headquarters' finances. In return..."



"Yes, I'll make sure to co-author all papers with Professor Callis."



I answered quite boldly.



The chairman was rather surprised and asked:



"Really?"



"It's the best I can offer you. I'm sure Professor Callis will be pleased as well."



I know the chairman looks favorably upon me.



But setting aside the people involved and looking only at the situation:



The person giving money and the person receiving it.



It's clear who's in the superior position and who's subordinate.



If I'm in the subordinate position, and if the superior is signaling consideration for the subordinate...



Then pleasing the superior is the utmost courtesy. It's also the key to getting what you want.



Currently, I've only mentioned doing graviton research with Professor Feynman, not Callis. That's because we agreed to write the paper before the two got married. By including Professor Callis, I can share the honor I'd get from writing the paper with her. For scientists, honor equals money.



"You're a smart young man."



His expression brightened. Just as expected.



Chairman Stranov personally poured tea into my cup. As I frantically waved my hands saying he shouldn't do that, he cut me off:



"The reason I called only you here is simple. For now, only you and I should know about this."



"Are you concerned about information leaks?"



"There are many hyenas in this world. Wine tastes best when stored where no one can see it. Otherwise, it quickly disappears. Always remember that in this universe, there are many who like to take credit for others' work."



I nodded.



Either way, it's certain that I've gained a powerful patron.



Perhaps I can start my full-scale research before Seti makes it big as an entrepreneur.



With a glimmer of hope, I tentatively suggested to the major shareholder:



"I'm actually working on another research project as well..."
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I spent some time with Chairman Stranov. I secured a strictly 'personal contribution' for crystal research.



As a result, I got money. Quite a lot of it.



"What exactly did you discuss with him?"



"It's a secret."



"Did you earn some private research funding?"



Seti's question hit the mark. As expected of my sister, she has good intuition. However, since there's an embargo on the information, I can't carelessly disclose it.



In situations like this, changing the subject is the best strategy.



"Sister, is everything finished now?"



"...Not quite yet. I still need to meet with more companies, and consider how to distribute shares among them. If things go well, we'll need to go public too. Sigh, there's a mountain of things to consider."



Seti let out an adorable sigh.



"Anyway, thank you."



"For what?"



"For arranging the meeting with the Stronium CEO. The Megacorp chairman isn't someone easy to meet."



Seti scratched her cheek bashfully.



I was touched.



It seems like just yesterday she was cursing at her brother, but now she's mature enough to express gratitude when someone does her a favor.



But you know what?



"Sister."



"What?"



"If you're grateful, you know what to do, right?"



I shot her a meaningful glance. Seti shook her head as if she'd expected this.



"So, where's your lab?"



It's only natural to take someone there when they ask. After returning to the college, I immediately brought my shareholder to my laboratory.



There, Rustila, Ireh, and Mezulen were assembling crystals. Upon seeing this, Seti cursed and ran away.



"This is crazy! Does he think he's a professor or something?"



Her sharp voice echoed in my head.





***





A few days later.



I was on my way to attend the first student council meeting after the semester began.



When I opened the door and entered, Zernya was already seated. She was scanning through documents that needed to be processed, with tired eyes.



The way she sipped her coffee reflected the portrait of an exhausted modern person. Her expression was half-collapsed, with dark circles in full bloom under her eyes.



"President, is something wrong?"



I asked her, along with my morning greeting. Her vacant purple eyes soon turned toward me.



"...Nothing."



Zernya smiled so faintly it was like powder snow at her fingertips. It felt like a forced smile.



I can pretty much guess why.



As a medical student, student council president, and the next head of the Adelbein family. Handling three roles simultaneously must be quite taxing.



I pulled some of the documents she was reviewing toward me.



"I'll help you."



"Ah... thank you."



Zernya readily expressed her gratitude. The same words I'd heard from Seti yesterday.



In the past, these were expressions she wouldn't have even considered using. Even now, they weren't words she could easily utter. Zernya suddenly spoke up.



"Hey, you know."



"Yes? What is it?"



"I was wondering how the vice president's school life has been lately."



School life, huh.



Apart from not being able to date Rustila directly, I don't have any particular complaints. My research is progressing smoothly, and I've secured proper investment. The path forward is as clear as if I'd found a compass.



"It's fun. How about you?"



"It's a bit... overwhelming."



Just as I expected, her answer was exactly what I anticipated.



"As I mentioned before, the succession ceremony will take place either this month or next. I'll become the family head. By then, it will overlap with midterm exams... I have a mountain of tasks and can't even sleep."



"Shouldn't you get at least some sleep?"



I replied, feeling concerned. Zernya waved her hand dismissively.



"It's fine. I don't have time to sleep."



"Don't say that, just sleep a little."



"I said it's fine."



"Don't ruin your health like that. There's still some time before the meeting, so lie down. I'll handle the remaining approvals."



"...I said it's fine."



How stubborn. Charitably speaking, it shows her sense of responsibility; less charitably, it's obstinacy.



In fact, being responsible is part of Zernya's inherent character. If she had been lazy, she wouldn't have become arrogant either. The problem is that this sense of responsibility has been overshadowed by her pride until now.



After processing documents together for about ten minutes...



Zernya, who had been glancing at me repeatedly, suddenly pushed the documents aside and collapsed.



"...Just a little, I'll sleep a bit."



She should have done that from the start.



I quietly nodded.






Thirty minutes after Zernya collapsed, student council members began to appear one by one. They froze like statues upon seeing their fallen president.



Fellow council members Edward and Senior Sinclair approached and asked:



"Was the president ever the type to fall asleep in a place like this?"



"She's a medical student. While we only have spring and fall semesters, medical students have classes almost year-round. She's in her second year, so it's natural for her to be struggling."



"She seems to be in a deep sleep."



A faint snoring sound could be heard. Her shoulders and body, buried in white hair, rose and fell rhythmically with each breath. She looked just like a baby seal sleeping in a snowy field.



"This is the first meeting of the semester anyway. Why don't we all just take a break?"



"Yes, that sounds good."



Many other council members still viewed Zernya as a stern president. Therefore, they all maintained a certain distance from her.



"Vice President, are there any important agenda items?"



"No, there aren't."



I also agreed that we could skip this meeting.



Everyone is busy outside of student council duties anyway. Besides, there were hardly any matters to address since the semester had just begun.



"Let's have the necessary discussions starting next week."



I sent the assembled council members out of the meeting room.



Afterward, I stayed behind and organized all the documents Zernya had been processing.



Having read many academic papers, these documents were easy to handle. Plus, with Cartesia's computational assistance, it was even more straightforward.



Just as I was finishing everything, Zernya woke up abruptly.



She wiped away the dried saliva and immediately checked the clock.



With rabbit-like eyes, she asked me:



"Why... aren't the council members here?"



"The meeting's over."



"What? What do you mean?"



"Since the president wasn't feeling well today, I turned everyone away at the door. I handled all the urgent matters at my discretion."



"Why did you decide that on your own...?"



"Because I'm the vice president."



Zernya stopped speaking at my interruption. I answered once more.



"I'm your vice president."



She had a blank expression.



Come to think of it, I haven't been spending much time with Zernya lately. I've been so focused on reclaiming my youth with Rustila that I seem to have forgotten about this fragile girl.



Rationally speaking, Zernya is the most important person at this point. The future of the Adelbein family rests in her hands.



We'll probably see each other less and less in the future, so I thought I should build our friendship at least during our time in the student council room.



"Seeing the president struggling, I thought I should handle things for you. Isn't that what a vice president is for?"



"...Yes, you're right."



Zernya nodded.



"V-vice presidents should be there when presidents are struggling. That's natural. It's natural, right? Yes. Probably."



I opened the window for ventilation. A warm spring breeze entered. Just feeling the air made me feel drowsy. Zernya yawned lightly.



"Did you sleep for about an hour? If you want to sleep more, you can lie down on the bed in the lounge."



"...I think I will."



Zernya picked up her bag and rose from her seat. She sluggishly made her way to the cot in the lounge.



"Vice President, turn off the lights."



"Yes."



"Thank you. You can leave now."



"As you command."



Soon, Zernya closed her eyes like a child in her mother's arms. I stayed in place until I heard her breathing softly, then got up from my seat.





***





She dreams.



A very frightening dream.



Zernya was in the middle of a courtroom. The people in the judges' seats all had white hair. Familiar faces. They were Zernya's relatives.



- Why did you betray our family?



The judges asked sternly. Zernya couldn't say anything. She felt suffocated.



- Why did you sell out the Adelbeins! You traitor!



No.



I didn't betray anyone.



I'm just trying to correct what's wrong.



Not wanting to hear the jeers, she ran away.



As soon as she left the building, she saw darkness deeper than pitch black. Walking through this darkness, Zernya spotted a faint light in the distance and headed toward it.



It was a computer.



The same main computer as the one in the Adelbein main house.



[Enter password: ]



Using her status as a direct descendant of the Adelbein family, she accessed the family's entire database. Here, Zernya confirmed countless original sins. Traces of severe corruption. Traces of immoral transactions.



Human experimentation.



Money laundering.



Contract killings.






Even dealings with an unidentified "star."



Gathering these traces, one could confirm that the entire Adelbein tree was riddled with one massive and persistent sin.



Zernya trembled. It was too absurd.



All indicators pointed to one fact.



- You are the bloodline of trash.



No.



- Why dig up what could simply be buried?



No.



- As an Adelbein, can't you just turn a blind eye? Don't uproot the family pillar with unnecessary righteousness!



That's not right.



I am not a villainess.



I'm different from you all. I've changed. I will change. I decided to become an upright doctor. I decided to be a parent who won't be ashamed in front of their descendants.



- What's the point of that?



"Ugh...!"



Zernya shuddered.



Taking medication to alleviate sleepwalking didn't control the nightmares she had. The dream had already transformed into something different from before.



- This is the final warning. Never, ever listen to your conscience. Then you can have everything.



The power of the greatest family in the universe. Honestly, it's tempting. How could it not be? Such wealth, power, and honor as a human being. If only she could make it all hers... Then.



- Zernya.



Would Eidel still call me kindly then?



Absolutely not. Honestly, it's been precarious until now, but if she truly commits and condones crimes, they would completely drift apart. That was what she feared most.



In fact, just looking at how her own blood relatives had treated her so far, it was clear which path she should choose. Yes, she wasn't afraid of the family's pointing fingers.



Therefore, what Zernya truly feared was:



- She's an unfilial child who destroyed her family with her own hands!



Being criticized for doing the right thing, simply because she was an Adelbein.



That was the source of her nightmare.



Because she had lived so wickedly herself, she didn't think there would be many people who could help her. Worry comes first. As a human, she hesitates. Truly, if she tears it down here, there's no going back.



["Child, there's no need to worry too much."]



What neutralized such conflicts was the constellation.



["Correcting wrongs is that much harder. Rather, I want to praise your will to overcome blood ties. You're moving in the right direction."]



The God of Humility and Healing, Deneb.



Just as the Magpie Bridge connects Altair and Vega, the Five Stars connected Zernya's anxiety with the courage to move forward.



But it was too theoretical. The constellation doesn't fully understand humans. It interprets the conflicts individuals experience only from a third-person perspective.



["I suppose that might be true."]



Dream Deneb stepped closer to Zernya.



["Humans and we are completely different species. Perfect understanding between us is a distant goal. Still, I think I can at least listen to what you have to say."]



A warm touch was felt.



Even though she was aware it was a dream, merely a chemical reaction in her brain, still.



["...Do you like that boy, Eidel, a lot?"]



It was a sudden question.



Zernya tossed and turned in the real world, feeling confused.



Why are you asking such a question out of nowhere? She wanted to ask, but no voice came out. Too tired to speak? Or because it was a dream? No, those aren't valid reasons.



In fact, there was no need to answer.



A nod was sufficient.



["Have you thought about why you like him?"]



He's tall, handsome, kind. Such fragmentary information wouldn't make her heart flutter this much.



Well...



It was because he had qualities she lacked.



["People form groups to fill what they lack. So they come to like people who can fill those gaps, and try to emulate them."]



Why, despite being so accomplished, do you always bow down before others?



Why can you laugh awkwardly and move on even when you hear harsh words?



Why can you see life as a journey, not a competition?



These were areas incomprehensible to the former Zernya, who had a competitive and self-centered mindset. So she tried to understand by dipping her toes in, only to slip and fall in...



["That boy said it earlier, didn't he? That he's the vice president."]



That's right.



The vice president exists to assist the president.



Conversely, the president cannot live without relying on the vice president to some extent.



["If you're worried about the current situation, why not go consult with him again?"]



Zernya opened her eyes.



The now-familiar ceiling. The student council lounge came into view.



She clearly remembered asking him to leave before falling asleep. But his presence remained until her consciousness deepened.



Undoubtedly, he would be by her side...



"...Eidel?"



He wasn't there.



Eidel was nowhere to be seen in the student council room.





Chapter 176 - Zernya's Melancholy (5)



Thinking about it, Eidel was also quite busy.



Taking classes, doing research. I heard he was living almost like a graduate student. Though I hadn't confirmed it with my own eyes.



"Ahh..."



Zernya stretched. Would this make her even 1cm taller? She was getting increasingly anxious since her height hadn't changed in two years.



At least she felt more refreshed than before falling asleep.



"Oh."



She must have set an alarm before sleeping, but more time had passed than expected. Her foggy consciousness suddenly cleared as if struck by a hammer.



At this rate, she would be late for the next lecture.



There wasn't even time to go see Eidel's face. Zernya hurriedly sprinted toward the medical school lecture hall.





***





Right after the long, drawn-out class ended, Zernya was walking across campus, completely exhausted. She needed to go to the library now.



But her feet kept refusing to leave a certain place.



Looking up, she realized the College of Natural Sciences building was right in front of her.



Based on circumstances, this was a dungeon with a 99.9% probability of encountering the "God of Physics and Graduate School."



She could still reach the library by passing through the Natural Sciences building. Plus, she had some family concerns she wanted to discuss with Eidel.



With these two excuses, Zernya justified her footsteps leading into the Natural Sciences building.



The Stellarium Natural Sciences building was shaped like a regular pentagon. When divided into sectors from the center, the departments of Physics and Astronomy, Chemistry, Mathematics, Biology, and Geology were arranged counterclockwise.



This meant that to find Eidel, she needed to locate the Physics sector and go up floor by floor.



Finding him wasn't difficult. She spotted him on the third floor.



With three women.



"Huh?"



One was Rustila, another was Mezulen.



And the last one was the black-haired girl she had seen before. Her name was "Ireh Hazlen." Yes, that's what she remembered it to be.



They were creating such a lively atmosphere that there seemed to be no room to interrupt. Zernya instinctively hid behind a wall.



She held her breath and eavesdropped on their conversation.



"...so, you're saying you could write a paper soon?"



"How do you interpret things that way?"



"You should write it quickly. That way Mezulen can become famous like me, right?"



"Ugh, that's infuriating!"



She felt somewhat relieved. She thought they might be discussing something intimately cheerful, but it was an academic conversation. It was so typically Eidel that Zernya smiled gently.



That sense of relief disappeared the next moment, because of one statement Rustila made.



"You know, I think writing a paper is similar to a couple having a baby."



Zernya was dumbfounded.



No, has she lost her mind?



What nonsense was this shameless woman spouting in front of a man?



Mezulen and Ireh seemed to share Zernya's thoughts. Mezulen couldn't close her mouth, and Ireh's face turned as red as a well-cooked shrimp.



"No, really. It takes a long time to create, requires a lot of effort. And it's impossible without love and devotion. Plus... once you've created it, you feel proud and fulfilled..."



Rustila's nonsense continued.



At a glance, it might sound like an amusing joke. A risqué, simple drinking joke. Normally, what man would consider this a pickup line...



But there was one.



"Wow, Rustila. Your metaphor is spot on."



Eidel rubbed the bridge of his nose and laughed. Far from being shocked, he was enjoying it—definitely not a normal reaction.



In that moment, Zernya realized how deadly it was to use papers and research as pickup lines with Eidel.



"Oh, no."



This couldn't continue.



She would lose him.



She felt sorry for how she had treated Rustila in the past. But that was then, and this was now. There are lines a woman should never cross in yielding to another.



"Eidel!"



Zernya immediately jumped into the conversation.



With her appearance, Rustila's expression darkened. The two were extremely averse to each other.






"Mezulen, go into the lab with Ireh."



"Huh? O-okay."



Rustila pushed Mezulen into the lab and closed the door.



Rustila, Zernya, and Eidel. Only the three of them remained in the hallway. Rustila asked:



"What brings you here so suddenly?"



"I have something to discuss with the Vice President."



The atmosphere instantly froze. Eidel remained quiet, seemingly content to observe. Rustila continued her questioning.



"Something to discuss? What do you need to talk about with Eidel?"



"It's personal."



"Personal... Aren't you busy with medical school?"



The intention behind her question was obvious. Zernya shrugged and retorted:



"I have plenty of time. By the way, Rustila, I thought the Military Science department had separate dormitory arrangements. Shouldn't you not be here at this hour?"



"I have plenty of time too. Of course I got permission to come. Eidel asked me to help with his new research."



Rustila placed her hands on her hips and leaned forward. She was confident, and she swayed. Zernya frowned.



"...Research? What kind of research?"



"Research on the application of Darwin-type crystals. The process requires power from my constellation. Eidel personally came to the Military Science building to recruit me."



Rustila's words carried a subtle hint of self-promotion.



"President, is everything Rustila said true?"



"It is true."



Zernya's mouth fell open.



This couldn't be happening.



Eidel clarified his answer the next moment.



"Rustila, Mezulen, and Ireh over there. I asked all of them for help with my upcoming research because I need them. They all gladly agreed. Now we're working in a lab set up with the professor's permission."



It was unbelievable in two ways.



First, Eidel was a college student, so why was he setting up a lab as if he were a professor?



Second, why had he invited women like Rustila and Mezulen, but never proposed that she join the research?



When she realized this, Zernya felt one emotion that clung to her like muddy water.



It was jealousy.



"Vice President."



Zernya murmured as she approached Eidel.



"Do you have any spots left?"



"What are you talking about, Zernya?"



"I'm asking if there are any spots left in your lab."



Zernya surprised herself. Her tone came out sulky, just like in the past.



If she spoke this unpleasantly, Eidel would surely dislike it. So she quickly added:



"What about me? I'm sure I could be helpful."



She would be helpful.



It sounded partly like a command and partly like a plea.



When you think about it, it was just writing a paper.



Yet the reason she was so blindly applying to join the lab was simple. Seeing Eidel with women other than herself made her heart ache as if it would stop.



If this wasn't jealousy, then what was it?



However, since her family matters weren't settled yet, she couldn't readily express her feelings to him. So even if it was cowardly, she had to use this method. She didn't want to lose him.



Hiding her desperation, Zernya pleaded:



"I have a constellation too. If you need experiments using Aether, leave it to me. I'm also learning medical procedures, so I can handle delicate work."



She presented her maximum qualifications. But they weren't as impressive as she'd hoped. Of course not. Zernya never intended to go to graduate school or do research in the first place.



Eidel smiled bitterly and said:



"Thanks for your concern, Zernya. But I'll just accept your goodwill."



"Huh?"



For a moment, she thought she'd misheard. Her clever mind needed a few more seconds to process the reality.



Did I just get rejected?



I thought he would definitely accept me?






"President, you've been dozing off since morning. I know you're busy with academics, student council work, and family matters. You don't need to help with my research when you're already struggling."



"No, it's fine, Vice President. I'm really okay..."



"Zernya, you look very tired even now."



It was a warm statement showing concern for her. But it was excessive consideration. And therefore, a cruel statement.



"There's something else I want to be honest about. Zernya, your major is medicine. Medicine has almost no relevance to crystal research. It would probably just be a waste of time for building your credentials as a medical professional."



Zernya's face shattered like a glass window.



"Why, why? Mezulen and Rustila can join, but I can't?"



"Well, it's crystal research?"



Eidel began explaining slowly.



"As you heard earlier, Rustila's constellation plays a major role in crystal transformation. You know that each constellation has different qualities, right? That's why."



"Then, what about Mezulen...?"



"Mezulen is in the Biology department. In xenobiology, they also study the physical properties of Darwin-type crystals. Their actual curriculum includes learning methodologies to understand monster ecology through crystals."



Every word had its basis. So she couldn't say anything in response. A deep sense of powerlessness weighed heavily on Zernya's shoulders.



"Then, my constellation. What about my constellation? I have the Five Weak Stars. You know that, right? It will definitely be helpful..."



"Zernya."



Eidel gently placed his hand on Zernya's shoulder as she was about to collapse. Then, he quietly whispered words that felt like a disaster.



"...Your constellation is specialized for the medical field."



He continued.



"Deneb is the first-magnitude star in the medical field. Not just your classmates, but every doctor in the country, even people from the Rheinland family, would want that star."



"Vice President..."



"Your potential as a doctor is limitless. So focus on your medical studies. By the time you graduate, you'll be such a renowned doctor that you can speak of our family as 'merely.'"



Though expressed indirectly, the essence was simple.



I'm sorry, I can't accept you into our lab.



"Ah."



She understood.



No matter how much she insisted, nothing would change.



"I understand. I'll do as you say, Vice President."



Zernya took a thick textbook from her bag and tucked it under her slender arm. She nodded to Eidel and Rustila, then headed toward the library.



Her original purpose of sharing her concerns with Eidel had long been lost.



Her hand holding the thousand-page medical textbook trembled.



Probably because she was tired.



***



Ireh had eavesdropped on the entire conversation with her ear pressed against the iron door that felt like a wall. As soon as Zernya's presence faded away, she quietly opened the door and came out.



There stood Eidel, worried about Zernya, and Rustila, looking relieved.



"Shouldn't you go after her?"



Ireh asked Eidel in a voice too quiet for Rustila to hear. She meant that they shouldn't treat the girl who held the fate of the Adelbein family so carelessly. Eidel nodded.



"I'll comfort her separately later."



Later, separately.



His word choice suggested he was being mindful of Rustila.



And for good reason—Rustila was now stiffly holding her head high, staring in the direction Zernya had gone. She seemed to be wary of Zernya.



She muttered while exhaling deeply.



"...How dare she."



It wasn't an incomprehensible reaction. Ireh understood. Rustila was in love with Eidel, but due to her contract with Virgo, she couldn't say "I love you."



Ireh also knew from their previous conversation at the café how Eidel planned to solve this problem. Until then, Rustila's nerves would be quite raw.



Perhaps the best solution would be for Rustila and Zernya to acknowledge each other. But that wouldn't be an easy path.



"Eidel."



Taking advantage of the moment when Rustila had also entered the lab, Ireh spoke to Eidel, who was awkwardly moistening his lips.



"Call me if you need mediation. Whatever the problem, I think we can solve it if we put our heads together."



"...You're right."



Eidel smiled amiably.



The two bumped fists secretly. This was, yes, a friendly fist bump between colleagues.





Chapter 177 - Zernya's Melancholy (6)



After finishing my evening schedule, I opened my contacts. I immediately sent a message to Zernya.



"Are you awake?"



"Yes."



"I feel like there's something we didn't get to talk about earlier. If possible, I'd like to speak face to face. Are you free now?"



"Come to the student council room."



The student council room at this hour? I wondered if she was studying.



I gathered coffee and other things that would help with an all-night study session from a nearby café and convenience store. I also asked Sonia to prepare sandwiches for a late-night snack.



With all preparations complete, I entered. As I unlocked the student council room door, bright white light spilled through the gap.



My guess was correct.



At one end of the rectangular conference table was a book stand with medical textbooks. Zernya was in the middle of studying.



"...Welcome, Vice President."



"Why are you studying here instead of the library?"



"The library... I can't concentrate there."



She blinked her half-open eyes. Occasional yawns escaped her lips. There was a certain decadent charm to it. The typical look of a medical student.



"Good thing I brought these."



"Brought what?"



"These."



I set down the coffee and food. Zernya's eyes trembled as if there had been an earthquake. She looked back and forth between me and the coffee.



"Want some?"



"Is that okay?"



"That's why I brought it. Here, I got your favorite."



Zernya has always loved Einspänner, both then and now. Probably because she wants to enjoy the sweet taste of whipped cream while getting her caffeine fix.



Zernya put the cup to her lips and slurped the coffee loudly. She looked like a baby bird being fed.



Cute. Maybe I should tease her a bit.



"Staying up late studying and drinking coffee is why you're not growing taller."



"What are you talking about?"



"President, think about it medically. They say your expected height can vary depending on when you go to sleep."



"I lived a regular lifestyle when I was young. Still didn't grow. This is just genetics. Genetics."



Zernya's eyelids were trembling. I thought I might need to bring magnesium capsules next time. Anyway, her grumbling was cute too.



"It's fine even at 154 cm."



"Stop spreading false information! I'm 155!"



"Did you grow a bit since then?"



"You!"



Zernya trembled with irritation. If I teased her any more, she'd get completely upset.



"I'm joking, just joking. Actually, being short is plenty charming."



"...Really? Not joking?"



"Of course, absolutely. And honestly, almost no man judges a woman's beauty solely by her height."



I speared a well-cut piece of sandwich with a fork and offered it to Zernya.



"Here, take it."



"Hmm, I suppose that's true."



My original intention was to hand her the fork. But Zernya seemed to misinterpret my gesture, as she brushed her hair back and slightly opened her mouth.



The next moment, her lips closed around the sandwich.



Ham, egg, cheese, tomato, and lettuce made a harmonious sound as they were consumed. The soft bread melted gently in her mouth. Add to that the leisure of a warm cup of coffee. It must taste comfortingly warm.



I watched Zernya while recalling that taste from before. She was chewing with her eyes closed.



"Delicious."



"Right?"



"Give me another one."



"As you command, I shall obey."



Zernya looked absolutely happy. Judging by her upturned lips, she seemed to have regained her energy. I had been worried when I came in because she looked half-dead.






"No matter how I think about it, I should marry a tall man."



"Where did that come from?"



"That's the only way to change these cursed genes. Vice President, one more."



I diligently moved the fork. Despite her small frame, Zernya gulped down the sandwich pieces one after another.



It was something I could never have imagined. Who would have thought I'd be feeding a late-night snack to the shadowy mastermind of the College Chapter?



Enough idle thoughts.



It's time to get to the main point.



"You said earlier you wanted to discuss something with me, but you left. Why?"



"Ah, about that..."



Zernya's expression darkened again. It was a few seconds before her lips parted.



"I know what I'm about to do is ethically right. But I'm afraid of what comes after. How people will look at me, whether I can keep this position..."



It was philosophical.



"Even after all this is over, will I still deserve to sit in this seat?"



"I don't know."



I answered realistically.



"Zernya, you haven't committed any crime. If anything, you're the victim. But not everyone will understand that precisely. No matter how well you handle it, getting some scars in life is unavoidable."



"Then, what should I do?"



"...If it were me, I would still report it."



"Why?"



"Just because that's the kind of person I am."



I continued.



"Let's say I accidentally killed someone. But there were no witnesses around. It wasn't caught on CCTV either. If I play it right, it could be the perfect crime. Even so, I think I would go to the police station and turn myself in."



"I..."



"You can make a different choice. Either dispose of the body or turn yourself in as I said. The former is unjust, the latter is honorable. The former has no disadvantages, but the latter has no anxiety. They're different."



"Vice President, I have a constellation."



"The existence of a constellation doesn't influence my decision."



I pulled my chair closer to Zernya. She flinched. Our shoulders touched.



"...There's no such thing as a choice worth regretting in this world."



"What does that mean?"



"There are people who regret, but no situations that are inherently regrettable."



Someone once told me.



You'll definitely regret studying theoretical physics.



It's not a place where you can make a living with modest talent.



I ignored it all. In the end, I succeeded. But I could have failed as they said. Even so, I would have been happy.



"We're adults now. Adults take responsibility for their actions. Not just regret them. If you fail, you should live even harder to make up for the lost time."



"Live even harder... to make up for lost time..."



"Zernya, in my opinion, as long as you're alive, the Adelbein family will remain strong. No, it will become even better."



I shifted my gaze to the textbook in front of me.



"Just look at you studying hard in the middle of the night. You'll succeed at whatever you do. You might not be completely free from failure. But in the long run, won't you be the one who ultimately wins?"



"...Yes, you're right."



"You look impressive living with such responsibility. Just for that, you deserve recognition."



I said it, but felt a bit embarrassed. How awkward it is to encourage someone like this.



It was then that Zernya asked an uncomfortable question.



"What about deserving love?"



My thoughts froze. It wasn't because of the unexpected question. I couldn't gather my wits because of the fragrance that followed.



My pupils rolled like unlubricated gears. I felt a sensation on my cheek. A soft touch.



"Not just recognition, but I'd like to deserve love too. That's what I think."



"President."



"Shh."






Zernya was looking up at me intently while gently caressing my cheek with her microfiber-soft hand. She added in a whisper:



"Don't say anything."



"...Zernya."



"Pretend you didn't hear what I just said. Cancel it, cancel. Yes. Cancelled."



Zernya hurriedly withdrew her hand and muttered. A faint blush began to appear on her cheeks. Her eyes, which had been fixed on me, were now darting around aimlessly.



Only then did I understand Zernya's intention and smiled.



"Yes, Madam President. I didn't hear anything."



"G-good. That settles it then. Thanks for the counseling. Thanks to you, my 19-year-old indigestion has cleared up."



Zernya glanced at me once while closing her book, again while packing her bag, and yet again while flinging open the door. She was rambling quite a bit right now.



"Ah, I'm dying of sleepiness! I have a lecture early in the morning, so I'm going to bed first. Turn off the lights and go get some rest too!"



Slam!



The door closed.



I finished all the remaining sandwiches and returned to the dormitory.



Even after washing my face, brushing my teeth, and getting into bed, I could still vividly feel the warmth on my cheek.



"Why is the room so hot?"



"Young master, did something happen?"



Sonia, who was organizing the laundry, approached me and sniffed. She frowned deeply.



"...Is that lip tint I smell?"



"...?"



That night, for some reason, I had to sleep in the same bed as Sonia.





***





When Zernya returned to the dormitory, she threw her book bag onto the bed and slid her body into it. Then she began hitting the blanket with her arms and legs.



"Aaaack!"



How embarrassing.



How embarrassing!



So embarrassing!



"Why did I do that?"



Sometimes people lose their minds. At those times, they might act more boldly than usual. Truly, what she did then wasn't her usual intention.



Zernya fidgeted with the plastic cup Eidel had given her.



"..."



Though she had already finished the coffee, it seemed the warmth of the contents still remained. Otherwise, it wouldn't feel this warm.



Touching the empty cup made their conversation float compressed in the air.



It's not situations that regret, but people.



So follow your convictions.



"...He was cool."



The answer Eidel gave was clear, and therefore cool. Maybe that's why she lost her composure.



Thinking about it, Zernya had become excessively humble since that day. Probably because the terror of her near-death experience still lingered throughout her body. The feeling of powerlessness, of being nothing.



But when you think about it, she was Zernya von Adelbein.



She was the top student at Stellarium Medical School, the owner of the Five-Star Deneb, and the next head of the versatile Adelbein family.



Yes.



She could afford to have a bit more confidence.



Who cares what others say? She is who she is. Let's see if others can do what she does. Let's see if they have the capacity to point out the wrongs of their own group.



"I'll do it, I'll do it. I can do it. I am not afraid."



Lying in bed, she muttered as if reciting a prayer. The anxiety was still there, but she chose to ignore it and move forward.



From the next day on, Zernya attended school with a lighter heart. She cleared her mind of distractions and focused on the tasks at hand. Her mind became clear.



After living diligently through the first month of the semester like that.



Zernya ascended to the position of head of the Adelbein family and received the following directive from her parents:



[Bring in Eidel von Rheinland, the third son of the Rheinland family, as a son-in-law to contribute to the family's honor.]
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As soon as the news of Zernya becoming the family head spread, the corridor in front of the student council room was plastered with congratulatory wreaths. There were so many that they actually hindered passage.



"They've sent an incredible number."



"Don't worry about it."



Zernya closed the door without even glancing at the wreaths.



We sat alone in the lounge, drinking tea. Since Zernya had mentioned not feeling well, I had brought a thermos of ginger tea that I'd brewed myself. While sipping her tea, Zernya displayed a message on the screen.



[We will bring Eidel von Rheinland into our family as a son-in-law.]



"...That's the 'advice' my parents gave me. What do you think?"



This can't be happening.



"They bestow too great an honor upon me."



"Did you anticipate this?"



"I saw signs of it when I was speaking with your father."



But the timing is too early.



It meant the Adelbein family saw me as a potential threat.



"You noticed, huh? Yes, this is a trap."



The easiest way to silence a direct descendant of a powerful family who knows about your corruption? Marriage, of course. Becoming a son-in-law who marries into the family just gives them an excuse to confine and monitor me.



If I marry Zernya now, my research and everything else ends instantly.



"What did you tell your parents?"



"I said I understood for now. I told them I'd somewhat seduced you. That way they won't say anything else."



But something about this feels off.



"Is this an arranged marriage?"



"Yes."



An arranged marriage.



A union forced by family circumstances, regardless of the couple's wishes.



The fact that Zernya confirmed it meant the Adelbein family had been having under-the-table discussions with my father.



"Wait a moment."



I hurriedly sent a message to my father.



The reply was...



Not entirely hopeless.



[I did speak with the Adelbein family. But as I told you before, I have no intention of forcing you. Whether you choose to marry that girl or freely marry someone else is entirely your decision.]



Perhaps it's because he's experienced both love marriage and arranged marriage himself. He's completely given me the choice. For this one thing, at least, I was grateful.



I closed the message and looked at Zernya. She put down her tea and said:



"Let me ask you honestly. If I started seducing you right now, how long would it take for you to fall for me?"



"Zero seconds."



"What?"



"Even one second would be too generous."



I gazed into Zernya's amethyst eyes.



Pretty, cute, and lovable.



Whether I was blinded by love or not, feelings I hadn't experienced two years ago were gradually welling up.



But I didn't show it.



My bold answer made Zernya pull her head back. She cleared her throat with a "Ahem" and smiled sweetly.



"Vice President, your jokes have improved."



I simply smiled back.



It was time to execute my plan.



"I should visit your family home first."



"Are you crazy? You want to walk into the tiger's den?"



"Calm down. I'm not saying I'll visit anytime."



I began explaining calmly.



"You reported that I'm somewhat smitten with you, right? If you've become the family head, there must be an official succession ceremony soon. If I don't even attend that, it will only raise unnecessary suspicion."



"That... makes sense."



I need to enter the Adelbein family home anyway to retrieve the "Star Egg." Since we haven't reached an official engagement yet, it's better to go now rather than risk getting caught later.



"Is the celebration party next week?"



"Yes. How did you know?"






"Just a guess."



"Come then. But don't do anything conspicuous when you're there, understood?"



I nodded.



"Is it alright if I bring one android to carry my luggage?"



"That's fine."



"That's all I need."



After parting with Zernya, I rushed to the laboratory.



Rustila and Mezulen would be in class at this hour. When I opened the door, I saw Ireh's lonely back as she conducted her research. Sensing my presence, she turned around.



"Ireh, I have an urgent matter. Can you help me?"



"What is it?"



I explained the situation from beginning to end.



"...That's what happened."



"Alright, I should go too."



"About that..."



I whispered in a low voice to prevent our conversation from leaking outside. Soon, Ireh's face gradually turned red.



"Do we really have to do this?"



"You don't have any connection with Zernya in this timeline. If you go without a disguise, it will only raise strange suspicions. For example, that we're having an aff—"



"Ah, I get it! You don't need to say any more."



Ireh sighed deeply.



"Fine, I'll do it. I'll do it!"



"Thank you for your help, just for that one day."



***



A week passed quickly. With the second-year midterms just two weeks away, I had put aside my tasks and was now on the Adelbein planet.



"Under what identity are you visiting?"



"Eidel von Rheinland."



"...Oh! Please enter!"



I slowly walked forward. Behind me came the sound of footsteps rustling through grass.



"Sonia."



"Yes? Yes, master."



"Not master, but young master."



"Yes, young master..."



The maid headband bobbed up and down.



It was a completely different, somewhat unnatural appearance compared to the usual Sonia. This was understandable, of course, since this was actually Ireh disguised as an android.



A maid costume with a dark blue wig, antenna decorations shaped like airplane tails, and white contact lenses. The props themselves were of extremely high quality.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" laughs with amusement.]



The real Sonia? She's probably doing matrix calculations in my lab right now. There's a reason she's called a "multi-purpose" android.



Anyway, Ireh, disguised as Sonia, was fidgeting with the hem of her skirt. I turned to look at her and let out what must have been my umpteenth sigh.



"Why are you hesitating so much? Were you hacked or something?"



"N-no, I wasn't."



"Good. Let's go in and do this properly."



"..."



"Sonia, answer me."



"...I understand."



"Lower your voice more."



"I. Under. Stand."



Now she sounds like the real Sonia.



As we entered the main hall, I spotted Zernya surrounded by people, clinking glasses. She was wearing a brown dress with a futuristic design, equipped with wearable computers.



Her proportions were definitely impressive. It's amazing how she could pull off such an outfit with her small stature.



For a moment, I found myself staring.



"Young master?"



Damn, this isn't the time to be admiring such things.






For the top ten families, a succession party is a very special event. It's generally held grandly, with most of the parents' connections in attendance.



The people clinking wine glasses with Zernya were probably all acquaintances of the former Adelbein family head.



"Sonia."



"I know."



From now on, we really need to act properly.



I slowly approached the crowd.



Soon, Zernya noticed me and broke into a languid smile.



Step, step, step.



With one gesture from her, the crowd parted. Like recreating the miracle of Moses, Zernya approached with the sound of her heels, then casually placed her hand on my arm.



"Why are you so late?"



Her expression, gestures, and eye contact.



Flawlessly perfect.



"I've been waiting for you until my neck nearly fell off."



"I'm sorry. My schedule was tight."



Zernya fell into my arms.



According to our setup, I had recently fallen for Zernya's charms and started dating her. The method acting began to deceive the eyes of the Adelbein council of elders who must be watching us from somewhere.



"Excuse me, who is this person?"



As we embraced intimately, the guests all began asking questions.



"This is Eidel von Rheinland. My classmate at Stellarium and my boyfriend."



"Ah!"



The guests' gazes changed.



"So this is the famous Eidel Rheinland!"



"To think that the new head of the Adelbein family and the celebrity of the Rheinland family were lovers! This is nothing short of a celebration!"



"Miss Zernya, may I offer a toast of congratulations?"



The guests became even more eager to flatter us.



When did you start dating? How did you meet? How far have you gone in your relationship? The barrage of persistent questions came mainly from the female guests. Dealing with all this was quite a task.



It was then that the voice of a shrewd older man reached us.



"Pleased to meet you, young Master Rheinland."



White hair.



Purple eyes.



Though small and slender in build, the spirit in his eyes reminded one of a sharp tiger.



Certainly not a butler.



The man bowed to me.



"Pleased to meet you. I am Zernya's father. I am truly grateful that you attended my daughter's succession ceremony."



Jerome von und zu Adelbein.



So I finally meet one of the "Five Kings."



"I am Eidel von Rheinland. I attend the same Stellarium College as your daughter. It is an honor to meet the head of Adelbein."



"Ho ho, there's no need for such formality. After all, you might become my son-in-law if things go well, right?"



Jerome laughed and patted my shoulder. It felt heavy.



"My, you look even more handsome and tall in person. I've heard you're a brilliant young man. In that sense, you make a perfect match with our Zernya. Don't you all agree, honored guests?"



"Indeed, Chairman!"



People laughed heartily. I could only smile awkwardly.



"Who is Eidel von Rheinland? Those who know, know—he's a hero of humanity. Each research project he undertakes delivers a fatal blow to foreign media. He matches perfectly with my daughter. Yes, they truly make a perfect match."



The guests nodded.



This is the real deal. He's already trying to corner me.



But if I show any reluctance here with responses like "Well, about that..." it could make future matters difficult.



In situations like this, I needed to go beyond merely agreeing—I needed to take it one step further.



"Father. This may be presumptuous of me on our first meeting, but I have one request."



"Ho ho, what presumption? You might become my future son-in-law. I can grant you a reasonable request. Don't hesitate, speak up."



I bowed my head at a right angle, then spoke.



"Then, please give me your daughter."
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The guests whistled and shouted with joy. The atmosphere heated up instantly.



"You want to marry my daughter?"



"Yes, I'm confident I can make her happy for life."



I spoke plainly. Jerome's expression momentarily furrowed before returning to his original gentle demeanor.



"Young Master Rheinland, may I ask you one thing? Has the succession of the family head been confirmed in the Rheinland family?"



"Not yet."



"Then that means you don't know if you'll become the family head yet."



I nodded.



Jerome continued.



"When someone who isn't a family head marries someone who is, tradition dictates that the couple follows the surname of the family head. If you marry our Zernya, you would become part of the Adelbein household."



"What if I also become a family head?"



"That would be something to consider when the time comes."



In truth, bringing up marriage itself isn't a major issue. The core matter is which surname the couple will take. Especially when both are family heads, one must relinquish their position after marriage.



Though I had no intention of becoming family head, I continued the conversation showing willingness to do so. This allowed me to predict Jerome's next words.



"When is the Rheinland family's succession ceremony?"



"It begins in late April and ends in early July."



"Are you confident you'll become the family head?"



"Absolutely."



"Then let's not rush things. Let's talk slowly, following proper form and procedure. It's not too late to hold the ceremony after we know each other a bit better."



Jerome chose to retreat temporarily. A prudent decision.



It would take a bit more time for Zernya's succession to be fully completed. The new head of a prestigious family goes through a process similar to a regency. Usually this period lasts three months at minimum, or a year at most.



If I were selected as the Rheinland family head while already engaged, it would mean two family heads marrying each other. That would be awkward for Jerome. It was evidence that he wasn't underestimating me.



"Stellarium is quite far from here. It will be dawn by the time you return. Why not stay here tonight and leave early in the morning?"



"Thank you for your hospitality."



I exchanged further greetings with my future father-in-law before continuing conversations with the guests.



People flocked around me, likely because I had essentially just proposed to Zernya.



It was then that Zernya poked me in the side.



"Come over here for a moment."



She tugged at my collar sharply. Some of the less formal female guests squealed excitedly.



We left the main hall and headed to the terrace on the third floor. Ireh, in disguise, naturally followed behind me. Zernya whispered:



"What on earth were you thinking, saying that in front of my father?"



"It was for your sake."



"For my sake? Explain so I can understand!"



"We need to create an escape route in case things go wrong."



My answer silenced Zernya. I sighed and put my hands in my pockets.



"I told you before. No matter what problems arise in this family, I'll protect you."



Zernya's eyes widened.



"You..."



"Whether it's a fake marriage or whatever, I know what I'm doing could be poison for me. I know you're reluctant about it and feel sorry for me. If something major happens to the Adelbein family while we're married, I'll get caught in the crossfire too."



"You, don't tell me..."



"So let's think about it the other way around."



Even if the Adelbein family falls, with Rheinland's support, they could become great again.



Then Zernya's planned "reform" would be complete. By the epilogue, Adelbein would be reborn as a family free of corruption.



That's not all.



There's also the remote possibility that Zernya could lose her battle with the council of elders and be purged from the family.



Purged members disappear without a trace.



Even direct descendants aren't exceptions. The Adelbein family is thorough when it comes to protecting the family.






I will serve as an escape route through the Rheinland name to prevent any harm coming to Zernya. That's the right thing to do, the proper way between people.



Zernya wasn't one to misunderstand what I just said.



"...Eidel."



Her wide eyes gradually regained their composure.



Zernya blinked her crescent-shaped eyes and took a step closer to me. The already close distance became completely intimate.



Looking up at me, Zernya slowly extended both arms. I didn't reject her touch. Taking my hands out of my pockets, I naturally stroked her shoulders.



This once wary cat had slipped into my arms. She was small and petite. I felt I could wrap just one arm around her and lift her up if I wanted to. Like holding an actual kitten.



Zernya stroked my back and exhaled. I whispered in her ear.



"...Is this acting too?"



"Try to guess."



I could have spent Pron to read her mind. But that would be like looking at the answer key before reading the problem. I didn't particularly want to do that.



Instead of using Pron, I embraced Zernya more deeply.



I could feel her heart pounding.



Ireh stood like a folding screen, giving us privacy.





***





Though still in the succession process, Zernya had become the family head. She personally guided Ireh and me to the guest house. Her attitude in hosting guests showed not a hint of imperfection.



Zernya looked back and forth between Ireh and me before saying:



"Robot, you seem much more subdued than before."



"...What do you mean?"



"Never mind if you don't remember."



For a moment, I was startled.



I thought Zernya had noticed that Ireh was disguised as Sonia.



Fortunately, that didn't seem to be the case.



"There are many other guests staying in the guest house besides you two. Androids will patrol regularly. There are also CCTV cameras, so it's best not to do anything suspicious. Understand?"



"Understood."



Ireh bowed her head. Her tone was plain, just like Sonia's.



While Zernya left saying she had business to attend to, Ireh and I unpacked. Immediately after, Ireh took out her gun and shot a spirit bullet at the CCTV camera on the ceiling.



Click!



The camera hit by the bullet appeared fine on the outside. She probably fired a "pause bullet." A bullet that temporarily stops time for its target.



Even after that, Ireh looked around more before quietly opening her mouth.



"It's safe now, or rather... this place is safe now. We can talk normally."



"Good. Let's rest briefly and move when the dawn deepens."



We had a separate objective. To steal the "Star's Egg" from the "Third Treasury" located in the basement of the guest house.



The Star's Egg.



On the surface, it appears to be a simple jewel whose value is currently unknown to most, but in reality, it's an artifact with tremendous capabilities. Simply put, it's a hidden wonder.



"My outer god will love this."



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" shows interest in your words.]



The reason we need to obtain the Star's Egg or Fire's Egg is simple.



It helps with research.



Ireh, who had been looking around the room, awkwardly asked:



"So... where do I sleep?"



"Oh."



There was only one bed.



And it was a single size at that.



To sleep two people, we'd have to press tightly against each other.



"Why did she guide us to a room like this?"






"Did you forget? Right now, Ireh, you're disguised as an android."



"This damn..."



Ireh muttered discontentedly.



"You take the bed, Ireh."



"Where will you sleep?"



I sat down on the floor with a thud and said:



"I can sleep here."



"You'll catch a cold that way."



"This isn't the street. Would I really catch a cold from one night like this? Just go up and sleep."



"You don't need to be considerate just because I'm a woman."



"You're my senior."



"We're only a year apart."



"Tsk."



Ireh seemed upset at that remark and dove onto the bed. I said:



"If necessary, I can stay up all night reading research papers. Tomorrow's the weekend anyway. I can quickly return to my normal routine."



"If you keep living like that, you'll die early."



"I'm going to die at the hands of outer gods anyway."



Ireh got off the bed again. She approached me decisively, stopping exactly three steps in front of me.



"...I've spent more days sleeping on the floor than not."



"So have I."



"When I lived on a frontier planet, sleeping in a shantytown was my daily life. The ceiling collapsed once, and another time my house flooded while I was sleeping."



"Same here."



Ireh sat down in front of me with a plop. She gave me a gloomy look and sighed repeatedly. That expression—the face of someone who might find a kindred spirit.



"If you sleep on the floor, I'll sleep on the floor too."



"And if I sleep on the bed, will you sleep there with me?"



"What are you saying...!"



"I'm joking, just joking. If both of us get on that bed, it'll collapse."



I checked the time. We had agreed to move at 3 AM. There were still four hours left.



"Would you like to sleep first?"



"No thanks. I'm not sleepy."



"Then shall we work on research papers together?"



"After coming all this way, that's a bit..."



"Or should we go for a walk together?"



Ireh nodded and adjusted her maid headband.



"Let's go, Master."



I mean, Young Master.





***





Ireh and I calculated the distance between the spaceship and the guest house under the pretense of taking a walk. After stealing the "Star's Egg," we planned to load it onto the spaceship at the first opportunity.



"Now."



Ireh took out her pistol and shot one spirit bullet each into her head and mine.



[— The "Stealth Bullet" completely conceals your presence.]



This was our chosen method because disabling each of the numerous surveillance cameras in the basement with "pause bullets" would consume too many coins.



As we descended to the Third Treasury, we encountered an unexpected figure.



Kashu von Adelbein.



Zernya's great-uncle who was believed to be dead.



"Rheinland, how did you get here...?"
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Ireh's "Stealth Bullet" effect naturally dissipated. Her stealth skill is useless against opponents who have already detected her presence.



"...Kashu von Adelbein. I heard you committed suicide."



"I did."



"What happened?"



"..."



So he's not going to talk.



Well, I had expected he wouldn't actually be dead. Someone as high and mighty as an Adelbein would certainly know how to fake his identity.



"This is a secret treasury that only Adelbein family members can enter. What business do you have here?"



"The family head gave me permission to enter."



"Don't lie."



It's the truth, though.



I already got permission from Zernya. So it's not theft. Probably.



"I came to retrieve something."



"Hey, are you crazy? How can you just say that outright!"



Ireh scolded me, too flustered to maintain her professional demeanor. Kashu's eyes narrowed to slits.



"Something? You say something?"



"Yes, something very important."



"Everything here is Adelbein family property. Rheinland, I won't hand over even a single diamond to you."



"So you do remember my surname."



I thought he might have forgotten after all this time.



"Of course I do!"



Kashu bellowed.



He pointed at me accusingly, spittle flying.



"Eidel von Rheinland, you humiliated me that day. And from that moment, my life began to unravel. My subsidiary companies were dismantled, and the main family tried to sacrifice me as a scapegoat."



Wait, humiliation?



What exactly did I do to this person?



"Since then, I've been faking my death, waiting for the day of revenge. And now you're trying to interfere with even that! In that case, I can't let you live!"



Before I could think, something sharp came whistling through the air.



"Dodge!"



Ireh grabbed me by the collar and rolled across the floor.



I nearly died from a blind dagger.



"What was that just now?"



"Feathers. Probably Swan's power."



Swan. A named entity among the Darwin-system Outer Gods.



Living in the Cygnus constellation, it's skilled in bird and feather-related sorcery and can mimic the voices of constellations. I remember it tried to possess Zernya but failed.



I quickly checked Kashu's status window.



[Kashu von Adelbein: 500/1000]



[— He is working on a quest received from an Outer God. He shows mild symptoms of madness but is still capable of conversation. He is extremely agitated, so engaging with him is not recommended.]



I see. Now things are starting to make sense.



But predictions are just predictions. To get accurate information, I'd need to capture, treat, and interrogate him.



"With your vulgar upbringing! Don't stand in my way!"



Swoosh, swoosh, swoosh!



The feathers flew at me again. Thanks to activating "Future Sight," I barely managed to dodge. Even after just rolling a few times, I could feel my breath reaching my throat.



Damn, my stamina is terrible from doing nothing but research lately. I need to exercise if I want to see my child's face.



[— Summoning "Wisdom's Calipers (A)"]



[— Using "Ballistic Prediction"]



I deflected the feathers flying like bullets using "Ballistic Prediction" and "Future Sight."



[— Paying 500 Pron to use "Mental Homeostasis"]






The mental stability skill I added honed my mind to be as sharp as an experienced special forces operative. Thanks to that, I maintained the courage to face the ferociously approaching feathers.



But the limitations were clear.



Each time I deflected the flying blades, it felt like my hands would tear apart.



In any case, I wasn't accustomed to combat. There were bound to be subtle gaps in my movements. I couldn't summon the superhuman strength I had during the Celestine incident. It's been over two years since I last held a sword.



Swoosh!



A feather grazed my shoulder.



It hurt like hell. I took cover behind a stone table to catch my breath.



The bleeding doesn't seem... serious enough to need treatment.



I calmly observed the situation, waiting for Ireh to arrive.



"Eidel!"



After throwing a smoke grenade, Ireh leaped over with ghost-like footwork and whispered.



"Are you okay? You need to be okay."



"This is just a minor injury. More importantly, we have another objective now."



Kashu Adelbein was someone the prosecution had been desperately searching for. Handing him over would greatly help Zernya's business. I gave Ireh a meaningful look.



"Let's capture him alive."



"Capture? Not kill him?"



"It's more beneficial not to kill him."



"If you say so, then whatever."



Ireh pulled out her gun and fired at my shoulder.



[— The "Healing Bullet" effect is closing your wound.]



"You shouldn't waste coins on something like this."



"Don't you know wounds from Darwin-system entities need immediate treatment regardless of the reason? Want to die from infection?"



I silently laughed while flexing my now more comfortable arm. She's kind of like a big sister in these situations.



"You little rats! Where are you hiding!"



Kashu shouted from beyond the smoke. His presence was getting quite close. Ireh and I exchanged hand signals before splitting up.



[— "The God of Wisdom and Curiosity" is watching your judgment.]



Honestly, Ireh isn't as combat-proficient as Rustila.



However, there are two areas where she excels beyond Rustila.



[— "Weakening Bullet" X 10]

[— "Paralyzing Bullet" X 10]

[— "Guided Spirit Bullet" X 3]



First, her sense for ranged combat.



Click, click, click!



I could hear the sound of invisible bullets piercing Kashu Adelbein's limbs. Despite the smoke preventing me from seeing even an inch ahead, Ireh was accurately pinpointing the opponent's position and pulling the trigger.



"You insolent fools! Ugh!"



I can imagine how it feels to be hit from somewhere you can't see.



Despite being hit by Ireh's bullets, Kashu continued to move, dragging his feet. His endurance was extraordinary.



"I'll kill you, Eidel von Rheinland!"



Well, Darwin-system entities are always tough regardless of the reason. Plus, since I told her not to kill him, Ireh was likely adjusting the power of her spirit bullets.



This is where Ireh Hazlen's second advantage comes into play.



[— The "Agility Bullet" effect makes your body nimble. (+100%)]



[— The "Strength Bullet" effect increases your muscle power. (+100%)]



[— The "Beast Bullet" effect sharpens your senses like a wild animal. (+150%)]



Second, support.



In gaming terms, Ireh is a buffer and ranged damage dealer. She deals decent damage while providing buffs to teammates. Something neither Rustila nor Zernya can do. She's an essential asset in battles like this.



As the smoke cleared somewhat, I could confirm Kashu's position. I carefully approached him from behind. Sweat began to bead on my hand gripping the calipers.



Good, he hasn't noticed me.



Thwack!






After lightly striking the back of his head, Kashu collapsed limply. The situation ended with a clear, crisp sound.



[— The "Wisdom's Calipers (A)" secondary effect has removed the possession effect.]



[— You gain 3000 Pron as a subjugation reward.]



This was probably the first time I'd hit a person with an A-grade calipers.



From now on, I get Pron not just for defeating monsters but also for subduing people possessed by Outer Gods. Of course, the function to remove possession was expected.



"Phew, it's over."



"What did you hit him with?"



"I used this."



"Calipers? Don't tell me an Outer God gave you that?"



"Yes. It's an artifact. Ordinary people would go crazy just by touching it."



[— "The God of Wisdom and Curiosity" is proud of his invention.]



"Go crazy just by touching it? And you hit someone's head with that?"



"It only affects the mind, not physically. Don't treat me like I'm crazy for hitting him hard."



Ireh gave me a sharp look as she spoke.



"If it only affects the mind... could it be from the Descartes system?"



[— "The God of Wisdom and Curiosity" stiffens his expression.]



Oh no. I forgot she's more perceptive than anyone when it comes to Outer Gods.



[— "The God of Wisdom and Curiosity" is displeased.]



Cartesia doesn't like having his identity revealed to others. Probably because he doesn't want to be called a pathetic Outer God who's controlled by someone like me.



From a human perspective it's hard to understand, but it seems even Outer Gods can be ostracized for such things.



I looked around while hoisting the collapsed Kashu over my shoulder.



"Now we need to find the 'Star Egg.'"



"I found it while moving around earlier. This one."



Ireh held out a cone-shaped jewel with a reddish glow.



"Of course it had to be the red one."



"Weren't there any others?"



"Unfortunately not."



I received the Star Egg.



There are seven "Star Eggs" in total. Their locations and types are random each time. However, one is definitely present in both the Adelbein family treasury and the Spirit Church headquarters. And we got the red egg.



I couldn't help but smile.



"Why is the red egg bad?"



"You know too. If you use the red egg..."



I raised my hand to stop Ireh's words.



"What's that?"



There was something else that looked like an egg besides the "Star Egg." It was a semi-solid white object that collapsed into a gelatinous form as soon as I touched it. After some time, it returned to its original shape.



"This is... a 'Foam Charm' used by Darwin-system Outer Gods."



Foam Charm.



It's an artifact that acts as a kind of signal. Darwin-system entities use it to communicate with each other.



"Did he bring this?"



"Probably. We should take this too."



Research material, more research material, and even more research material. Today's harvest is better than expected.



Around four in the morning, Ireh and I tied up Kashu Adelbein and loaded him onto our spaceship. I didn't forget to hand over the "Star Egg" again.



"You go ahead. I'll return on the shuttle."



"Will you be alright?"



"I'll be fine, so hurry."



After telling Ireh to head to the Southern Spirit Office, I went to the annex and lay down on the bed. When I woke up after sleeping, three hours had passed. I grabbed the doorknob, thinking of excuses for Ireh's disappearance.



"Did you sleep well last night?"



Jerome was standing there.
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I almost had a heart attack. It wasn't just an android they sent—I never imagined Zernya's father would come in person.



I answered with feigned composure.



"Yes, I slept comfortably, thanks to you."



"For someone who claims to have slept well, you look quite tired."



"Actually, I stayed up later than usual. I got caught up reading a book and..."



Jerome's eyebrows arched upward. He began staring at me intently. He seemed suspicious about what I might have been up to during the night, perhaps wondering if I had stolen any of the Adelbein family secrets. He said:



"I heard there was a disturbance in the guest wing last night."



"Was there?"



"Yes. There's even talk of a guest spotting a thief at dawn. Did you happen to hear anything, or notice anything missing...?"



Jerome peered into my room.



"I don't see that android in the maid uniform."



"If you mean Sonia, I sent her back early because she had family matters to attend to."



Jerome nodded. He still suspected me, but he couldn't find anything concrete at the moment.



"Breakfast is ready. Let's eat before you depart."



"Thank you for your hospitality."



I walked confidently toward the main building.



Zernya, now the family head, sat in the middle of the spacious dining table. Jerome and his wife, Trisha Adelbein, had moved to the council of elders' seats. I was seated in a relatively honored position, as were other distinguished guests.



"Thank you all for attending my succession ceremony yesterday. Even with the change in leadership, the Adelbein family will continue to maintain friendly relations with all of you. So let's set aside business matters for now and enjoy our meal."



Zernya had matured considerably since becoming the head of the family. Her noble demeanor was more pronounced, but unlike before, she didn't come across as disagreeable.



People engaged in various conversations related to Zernya. I quietly cut my meat and brought it to my mouth. It wasn't until the meal was nearly over that someone addressed me.



"Young Master Rheinland, if marriage is premature, how about an engagement first?"



I glanced sideways. The man's words had drawn everyone's attention, including Zernya's.



The atmosphere felt strange. Everyone seemed to want Zernya and me to marry, their gazes going beyond simply celebrating a potential union between two people—they had the predatory look of wolves.



It's probably for business reasons. If the direct lines of Adelbein and Rheinland formed a marriage alliance, numerous stocks would immediately fluctuate. The man continued:



"Unlike marriage, engagement procedures are simpler and easier to break off. It's also similar to dating, so the engaged couple doesn't necessarily need to live together."



It felt odd having someone likely twice my age speaking so formally and deferentially to me.



"I believe it would be a timely choice for the great enterprises of both families..."



An engagement, huh.



If it's just an engagement, I wouldn't have to worry about being kidnapped as a son-in-law. Additionally, compared to being in an ambiguous relationship like lovers, an engagement would allow for more legally flexible responses if something were to happen to Zernya.



Not a bad idea. But Rustila would be quite upset if I suddenly got engaged.



"What does the Chairman of the Council of Elders think?"



"Not a bad idea."



"Then how about preparing for it in the near future?"



These old men, making decisions on their own.



"What does Young Master Rheinland think?"



All eyes turned to me at the man's question.



If I were to say something like "let's take the engagement slowly," it would contradict what I said yesterday and increase Jerome's suspicions.



I can't let my act be discovered.



I pretended to be surprised and said to Jerome:



"Sir, would that be acceptable?"



"An engagement allows freedom to form and break bonds, so it's not a bad idea. What do you think? Should we set a date for next month...?"



"Thank you, Father-in-law!"



After some mental calculations, I bowed my head to Jerome.








***





After breakfast, Eidel took a shuttle back. Zernya sent off the remaining guests and then changed her clothes.



Once the guests had departed, Jerome wiped the smile from his face. With his usual stern expression, he beckoned to Zernya.



"Come here."



Zernya bowed her head slightly and took a seat.



In the suffocatingly strict atmosphere, Jerome began to speak.



"You've done well so far. But the real challenge begins now. Eidel von Rheinland's reputation will only grow from here on. We need to bring him in as our son-in-law to break the Rheinland family's spirit."



"I know."



"Of course you do. You'd better."



Though the engagement plans had been set, Zernya couldn't smile. She understood the implications all too well. Jerome continued:



"While you're engaged, remember this one thing: 'Never, ever allow Eidel von Rheinland to become the head of his family.' You understand what I'm saying, right?"



"Yes."



"Also, keep monitoring whether he's spreading 'rumors' about our family. If he does anything that might harm the family, create an excuse to throw him in jail. Understood?"



"Yes, I know. I know! Do you think I'm a fool, Father?"



"That's the spirited answer I wanted. Good, this is why I entrusted you with the position of family head."



Jerome finally smiled with satisfaction, a cunning grin. While Zernya harbored inner discontent, she also felt relief.



With a father like this, she could reform the family without hesitation.





***





After the unexpected meeting with the in-laws, Zernya handed over additional "contracts" related to the biological experiments she had collected. I printed them out properly and headed to the Spirit Temple.



Entering the recovery room, I found Kashu Adelbein restrained and unconscious.



"Hello. Wake up."



"Ugh..."



Kashu slowly opened his eyes.



"You... Ugh! What is this!"



"You're awake."



I smiled and returned to my place. Sitting in the chair, I alternated my gaze between the desk and Kashu. In front of me lay the "Bubble Talisman" and documents containing Kashu's criminal records that I had received from Zernya.



"Eidel von Rheinland, you despicable bastard. Release me this instant!"



"I'm sorry, but that's not possible. Restraint is standard procedure for those who have been possessed by foreign spirits."



Kashu seemed to ignore my words as he struggled with all his might. With midterms approaching, I didn't have much time. I asked directly:



"Why were you in the Adelbein treasure vault?"



"Ptui!"



His spit landed on the floor. I had anticipated this and sat at a distance.



[— Summoning 'Wisdom Calipers (A)']



I took out the calipers and placed them on the table with a heavy clank. Kashu's expression turned pale at the metallic sound.



"W-what is that?"



"You know what it is."



Humans are sensitive to death. Just as one freezes upon encountering a bear in the mountains, Kashu couldn't move after hearing the sound of the calipers that had once struck his skull.



"Let me ask again. Why were you in the Adelbein treasure vault?"



"You bastard...!"



"I'm asking for the third time. Why were you there?"






"...If you had just kept your mouth shut about the irregular polyhedron, my life wouldn't have become this miserable! You have no idea how much money I was raking in with that!"



"Don't change the subject. I'm asking why you were there."



This isn't working. I gripped the calipers and stood up.



Then, slowly, swinging my arm casually, I approached him. If he wasn't going to talk, I had no choice but to use "Mind Probe."



"I'll ask one last time. Why were you there?"



I brought the blade of the calipers close to his forehead. Proper mental detection requires contact at the level of pressing the blade against the head.



[— Preparing to use 'Mind Reading' at the cost of Pron.]



Kashu screamed.



"Alright! I'll talk! I'll talk if that's what you want!"



I canceled the skill I was about to use. Saved some Pron there.



"The f-foreign spirit told me. If I completed the quest of moving their 'talismans' to specific locations, they would kill you quietly. And, also, help me return to the family."



"And one of those locations where you needed to place the talisman was the Adelbein family treasure vault?"



"Y-yes. Are you satisfied now?"



Those Darwin faction creatures must have been trying to create a "Field."



Their invasion methods had diversified beyond what I had read in the novel. Probably because of the variable that is me.



This wasn't a good sign. A "Field" provides a means for distant avatar bodies to communicate instantly. If that becomes possible, the war will become several times more difficult. A major invasion that even decent inspectors can't stop will begin.



I recalled the content of the novel:



[The Queen tore the Aether Belt with her own hands. She merged, burned, or withered countless tail foreign spirits to induce winds of madness. The madness, spreading like wildfire, incinerated the southern regions.]



We can't even stop the windstorm itself. That was happening outside the belt. With humanity's current science and technology, venturing outside our galaxy would be tantamount to suicide.



In that case, the best course of action would be to retrieve all the "Bubble Talismans" before things escalate, destroying their communication network. Having finished my thoughts, I continued with my questions:



"Where are the remaining talismans located?"



"Concoph Planet on the southern front, the fountain at Callisto Academy, and the main worship hall of the Spirit Church in the east."



I jotted these down in my notepad and put it in my pocket. I'll have to ask Ireh to visit these places later. It was then that Kashu laughed dejectedly.



"I have nothing left to lose now. The company I led has been dissolved, and all my money has been seized. The family treats me as if I've disappeared. It's over. It's all over. Humanity is finished—!! Hahaha!!"



Kashu ranted, foaming at the mouth. I couldn't tell if he was laughing or crying. He was exhibiting mild symptoms of madness in the form of seizures.



"Do you realize how many lives you've ruined when you say such things?"



"I did nothing wrong! Hueritia was the one who directed operations on site! That traitor! After I provided the research funds, she dares to spread such false information? If I ever get out of here..."



"You ordered and oversaw the human experiments, Kashu Adelbein. Don't shift all the blame to Director Hueritia. If you have any conscience, you should first mourn the people who died unjustly because of you."



"Unjustly? What nonsense... Most of them were death row inmates! And for the rest, we conducted experiments with their consent! There were absolutely, absolutely no ethical issues!"



I frowned.



Despite overwhelming evidence and witnesses, the chief responsible person was still trying to evade responsibility with lies until the end.



"I was considering showing some leniency depending on your attitude, but I see that's not possible."



I quickly called Kristin.



"Yes. I'm at the Southern Spirit Temple. Quickly. No, it would be faster if you tell your parents through your connections. Got it. I'll be waiting."



"Who... who did you just call?"



"You'll find out soon."



I roughly calculated the distance from the Southern Spirit Temple to here. If they take the emergency line, they could arrive in as little as 10 minutes. At the latest, they should appear within 20 minutes.



That prediction proved accurate. Before long, people in black suits swarmed into the Spirit Temple. Each of them wore a gold badge with a scale embossed on it.



"...So you really are alive, Kashu Adelbein."



"This, this can't be."



Kashu Adelbein's face turned blue.



"P-Prosecutor Heresset..."
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"Their profession was prosecutor, and they were all in a state of anger.



"It's been a while, Director Adelbein."



"Heresset..."



As could be inferred from the surname, Prosecutor Heresset was Kristin's father.



Since the matter was so serious, a high-ranking official of vice-ministerial level had come in person. I handed the documents I had obtained to the prosecutor.



"Here, please read this."



Heresset, who was skimming through the documents, spoke.



"Did you do this, young master?"



"It's material I received anonymously."



"It doesn't seem to be forged... Okay, I understand what you mean."



Heresset nodded. He approached the detained Kashu and smiled. It was a venomous sneer, like that of a snake.



"Kashu Adelbein, you should know how desperately we've been trying to catch you. It was quite disappointing when you ran away without accepting our gifts. When I heard you were dead, I couldn't sleep from grief."



Kashu hung his head. He seemed to think it was all over.



Prosecutor Heresset patted Kashu's shoulder and joked.



"Adelbein, my friend. You should have lived a more honest life."



"..."



"You know what I'm going to say next, don't you?"



"...Damn it."



On this day, Kashu was issued a warrant.





***





After handing over the human experimentation case to the prosecution, my workload was drastically reduced. I would probably be able to focus on research for a while.



I examined the "Star Egg" I had brought from the Adelbein family.



[— Star Egg (Red)]



[This is one of seven crystals created by the universe's first star. It can be used for experiments or engineering. It is impossible to know whether the original star is currently a giant star, a dwarf star, or another celestial body.]



[Additional Effect: Pron-Coin Twin Generation Reaction]



The reason this item is useful is first, because it can be used for research, and second, because it has a function called "Pron-Coin Twin Generation."



As soon as I thought about wanting coins, a sentence appeared like starlight on my retina.



[— Enter the amount of coins desired: ]



I immediately thought of the number 5000.



[— 5000 coins have been issued.]



[— A penalty occurs due to the "Red Madness" effect!]



[— You have obtained 5000 pron.]



Indeed, it's exactly as I read in the novel.



A double-edged sword that gives as many pron as the amount of coins you want. That's what this "Red Egg" is.



They say ordinary people feel like their heads are burning when they use it, but strangely, I felt no pain when using it.



[— You have exceeded the maximum number of coins that can be issued. Please use again after 24 hours.]



Anyway, it's clearly an attractive item.



But only for me. Most people die without even earning 1,000 coins.



The efficiency is so bad that even Ireh, with her strong mental power, only drew 10,000 coins—two days' worth—before giving up.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" is interested in your coins.]



"What, you want them?"



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" nods.]



"No."



There's someone else I need to give them to first. It's obvious they would have depleted their already scarce coins helping me.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" warns that you will pay a price.]



Cartesia whined. This behavior is both cute and somewhat amusing. Where else in the world would you find a foreign god acting like this?



Anyway, it was time to focus on research and midterm exams. Soon I would be able to deliver good news to Mezulen as well. With hope for the future, I quietly entered the department room.



"Did you know? Senior Rheinland and the president are getting married."



What is this nonsense?






Well, it's almost true, but still.



"Hey, how do you know if that's true or not?"



"I heard it from my sister. She works at an Adelbein affiliate company, and the director there said so. Come to think of it, looking at how those two work together in the student council, they don't seem to have a bad relationship."



The moment the junior finished speaking, I revealed myself in front of them.



"Oh. Senior."



"Juniors, this is a misunderstanding."



I tried to explain to them properly. I told them that I only meet with the student council president for official business and that we're not close. However, they only verbally agreed while clearly not believing me.



After leaving the department room, I fell into thought.



Just two days. It had only been two days. It had been just about 48 hours since the Adelbein family had set the engagement schedule. Moreover, we had agreed to keep it secret for the time being.



So why were such rumors circulating?



Could it be that Jerome made the first move after finding out I had found Kashu and put him away?



No. That's impossible. Jerome doesn't know that Kashu is alive. I heard Kashu confessed everything. Besides, the investigation itself was being conducted in secret.



Anyway, while walking around campus today, I overheard the following comments:



"They're going to have a wedding ceremony soon!"



"I heard they're already engaged?"



"I saw them making out in the student council room last week."



The last one is definitely not true.



Who the hell is spreading such rumors?



"Welton, you idiot!"



"Oh, was I wrong?"



"Yes!"



To throw such a curveball from an unexpected direction... I took Welton to a nearby café and interrogated him. He confessed surprisingly easily.



"So in the end, you didn't have sex with the president, Vice President."



"You crazy bastard, your language! Watch your language...!"



"Fine."



Welton adjusted his sunglasses and said:



"So in the end, you didn't go smooch-smooch-kiss-kiss with the president in the student council lounge last Thursday."



"You son of a bitch."



I rubbed my forehead and looked around. Several students were looking at us. They turned their gaze away as soon as our eyes met.



"Why, Eidel? Are you embarrassed by the word 'sex' even though you're an adult?"



"Even if you have to say it, there are more decent expressions. Like, 'relationship' or 'making love.'"



"Smooch-smooch-kiss-kiss."



"Just don't say anything."



How did the wording become so vulgar?



I suddenly thought of the "Star Egg" in my bag. Come to think of it, this guy Welton was the first person to discover the uses and side effects of these eggs in the future.



At that time, he definitely said:



- This egg gives you coins but also gives you the same amount of pron. When a large amount of pron is injected at once, you feel pain as if your head is on fire. So let's distinguish this egg from the other six eggs and call it the "Fire Egg."



He had said that during the briefing. He was already unrivaled in the universe when it came to sexual jokes.



Right. He was always this kind of guy.



It was then that Welton sighed and shook his head.



"I'm disappointed, Eidel."



"About what?"



"When a woman courts you, it's a real man's duty to boldly drop his pants. Zernya has been showing signs that she likes you since Academia days, so why are you still maintaining your chastity?"



"What do you mean she likes me?"



It was laughable. At least during Academia days, that wasn't the case.



Welton frowned, slurped his coffee, and then leaned forward to whisper to me.



"So, you really didn't do it?"



"No, I didn't."



"Coward. Then, how about a kiss?"






"Didn't do that either."



"Eunuch. Then, a hug?"



"That I did."



"Good, so you're not gay."



Welton nodded.



"But actually, I hugged the professor more."



"So you're bi."



"Bye."



"Hey, hey! Where are you going? You should pay before leaving!"



I didn't have time to joke around with Welton any longer. I had already confirmed that the rumor had spread throughout the college.



At this point, it was too late to suppress the rumors.



Instead, I needed to find her somehow and tell her the truth.



It was afternoon now. If it was this time, she would probably be there.



I opened the door to my lab.



"Eidel."



There was Rustila, with a cold gaze.





***





Rustila was in the middle of personal training, forming a unit with other Omega-class prosecutors for practical experience. All to protect Eidel from any crisis that might come.



But then.



"I heard Eidel von Rheinland and Zernya von Adelbein got engaged."



The news came like a bolt from the blue.



"What did you say?"



"It's a rumor, just a rumor. We just heard about it too."



When Rustila asked with fire in her eyes, her colleagues hushed and ran away. To them, Rustila looked like a ghost.



Yes, it must be a rumor.



It had to be a rumor.



If it wasn't a groundless rumor, she felt like she would go crazy.



"Kersil, you're moving sluggishly today. Are you distracted by something?"



"No, sir!"



"You are sluggish. Fifty more laps!"



Rustila sprinted like mad around the track course that was 1km long. Thanks to the power of the stars, her stamina didn't decrease. Rather, she accelerated the more she ran.



Forget it. She had to forget it. By running, she could shake off such distracting thoughts.



After the physical training ended, the instructor casually mentioned:



"Was it the day before yesterday? My uncle said something like that at the Adelbein family head succession ceremony. That the current president and vice president would soon enter into a political marriage..."



No.



That absolutely cannot happen.



Rustila checked the time every five minutes like someone with insomnia. And as soon as her schedule was over, she rushed to the lab under the pretext of helping Eidel.



It didn't take long to meet Eidel. He too was rushing toward the lab.



"Eidel."



Addressing Eidel, who was catching his breath at the door, Rustila spoke in a cold tone.



"Is it true that you're getting married to Zernya?"



"...Rustila. Don't misunderstand, listen to me."



"Is it true?"



"It's true. But..."



True.



Upon hearing it directly from him, Rustila collapsed helplessly.





***





Damn. I need to bang my head against something.
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*Thud.*



Rustila slumped to the ground.



"Ah, I overdid my training today and now... Ahaha..."



Her mouth was smiling, but her eyes were as empty as hollow seashells. I could hear her world crumbling.



"Rustila, get up."



"Eidel, you know. You shouldn't touch me."



"This much is fine. Get up, quickly."



I helped her up as she kept threatening to collapse and seated her in a chair. Then I began explaining calmly.



"...So, Zernya is attempting to reform her family, and this engagement was arranged in preparation for if she fails and faces consequences? And incidentally, you'll also get help becoming the head of your family?"



"That's right."



"Then there's no helping it. Yes, I understand."



Rustila gave a bitter smile, grimacing as if reluctantly accepting it.



"I understand it's a political marriage. But still... does that mean you actually like Zernya?"



"...That's also true."



"But why? You two were always at each other's throats."



"I ended up growing fond of her. When she said she was going to do something dangerous, well, I found I couldn't just stand by and watch."



I revealed my true feelings to prevent any misunderstandings. However, I didn't mention wanting polygamy. This wasn't the atmosphere for such a conversation.



I had Sonia bring some cocoa.



"Drink this, Rustila."



"Ah. Thank you... Oh!"



The mug slipped from Rustila's fingertips. If I hadn't been supporting the bottom, it would have shattered.



"You need to be careful."



"I'm sorry."



She smiled bitterly and said:



"I must have muscle pain already from training too hard today. I have no strength in my hands at all... Ugh, this looks like it'll last a while. I'm sorry, but can I take a break from research this week?"



I pondered.



Should I let her rest as she requested, or was this precisely when I shouldn't let her go?



I paid Pron to read her psychology.



[Mental imagery is too turbid to read accurate information.]



This can't be.



Had such a message ever appeared before?



Perhaps Cartesia was playing tricks. This mind-reading ability relied on her help, after all. But no matter how much I called out to her mentally, Cartesia didn't respond.



In this situation, I needed a backup plan.



I glanced at Mezulen. She shrugged and shook her head.



Her expression seemed to say, 'This is your karma, deal with it yourself.' With even my backup plan blocked, I could only sigh.



"Rustila. Are you feeling really bad?"



"Probably. To be honest, I'm not sure."



"Honestly, I'd prefer if you stayed."



Rustila shook her head.



"If I stay here half-sick, I'll just be in the way. It's better to rest properly and recover on time. Besides, Eidel, you need to train hard and get stronger quickly to fight the foreign gods, right?"



Each sentence stabbed like a dagger.



As I remained silent, Rustila, having drunk only half her cocoa, stood up unsteadily.



"I'll be going now. Goodbye."



I couldn't hold her back as she left.



When someone wants to be alone, forcibly detaining them would only be rubbing salt in the wound.



Mezulen clicked her tongue and sneered.



"Lab chief, well done. See, if you're going to choose, you should pick just one to avoid trouble. There's a reason most men marry only one woman even when polygamy is possible, you know?"



Suddenly, I found myself thinking about Islamic harem systems.



When marrying multiple wives, love all wives equally. If you can't do that, don't marry at all.



Right.



In my current state, polygamy would be disastrous.



I shifted my thinking. Let's handle the tasks I can do right now.



I recalled the genre of novels set in this world.



That's right, horror. Cosmic horror.



To take care of both women, I need to act coldly. Even if they cry for a while, at least they won't die.



Right now, the most important thing is preventing Darwin's forces from invading.






Since the Calligy part where Zernya was the villain has automatically disappeared, the next chapter would probably be "The Queen's Moon."



I guarantee I'll complete the trap before then.



***



Back in her dormitory, Rustila lay down on her bed.



She had lied to Eidel.



She didn't actually have muscle pain.



No, she did.



Her heart.



The heart is also a muscle.



Her chest felt like it was about to burst, like it was being stabbed with knives, like it would stop beating at any moment.



A sensation like being sliced with a sieve and burned with fire, aching and hot. The name of that sensation.



Probably heartbreak.



Even an EX-rank swordsman couldn't scratch her now, yet Eidel had created a massive sinkhole in Rustila's chest.



"Ugh, it hurts."



And so the tears flowed.



Silently.



***



Two weeks passed.



Kashu Adelbein was brought to trial and sentenced to life imprisonment in Alcatraz in the first trial. At the same time, Director Angela Hueritia's sentence was greatly reduced due to mitigating circumstances.



"Did you see your parents?"



"...Yeah."



Mezulen returned with puffy eyes.



"They say she can be released in about six months. But she's permanently expelled from academia."



I nodded. That seemed like an appropriate measure.



With Director Hueritia stepping down from research, Mezulen needed to fill that void. She might face criticism for being her daughter, but there were no legal issues.



"Thanks, Rheinland."



"Don't mention it."



Mezulen wiped her eyes and resumed her research.



We were creating a spherical structure about 50cm in diameter using the crystals Rustila had made. We were also planning different devices for the constellations.



In the evening, Ireh returned.



"Eidel, I've brought everything. This is the last 'Bubble Charm.'"



"Thank you for your hard work."



We burned all the recovered charms. With this, the Queen's invasion would begin in a weakened state compared to before. The Federal Army would respond more flexibly, and Rustila would likely survive.



"How were your midterms, Ireh?"



"I did alright. Thanks to you."



I was glad Ireh had done well on her midterms. Grades are important for graduate school admission.



Ireh twirled her hair around her finger. She seemed to have something else to say. I waved my hand while handling Rustila's share of the work.



"Is there something else?"



"I was wondering if Rustila still hasn't come."



"She says her training intensity has increased and she has muscle pain every day. She said her whole body hurts, so we decided she wouldn't come to the lab until she's fully adjusted."



Ireh exclaimed in surprise:



"Her with muscle pain? That's a lie."



"I suppose so."



What's really hurting isn't her body but her heart. That thought doesn't sit well with me either.



"Shouldn't you go see Rustila?"



"How could I face her first?"



Ireh sighed deeply.



"Eidel, this is about the future of humanity. Rustila forms a triple star with me and Zernya. If the relationship between the three of us breaks down, I won't be able to restore my Stelline, and we'll never win the war against the foreign gods."



"...Tell me more."



"You know Zernya's constellation is the Big Dipper, right? Zernya and Rustila's relationship needs to strengthen immediately. That's how my Altair can meet Rustila's Vega. That's the law of the constellations."



I nodded.



"And about the war with the foreign gods?"



"The 'Great Triangle' is a named triple star. To use a gaming analogy, within the field, Rustila is the tank, I'm the DPS, and Zernya is the healer. When the three of us stick together, the balance works and we can face multiple avatar bodies simultaneously."



"Avatar bodies?"



"Aurore, Stern, Renatus. The avatar bodies of the highest-ranking foreign gods."






"You've already thought that far ahead."



I was impressed.



Ireh's thinking seems to deepen with each passing day.



Indeed, she's not the protagonist for nothing.



"Anyway, that's what this is for. I'll persuade Rustila and bring her back, so you need to sweet-talk Zernya. Somehow make them closer, okay? At the very least, make sure they're not enemies."



In fact, Zernya has repeatedly apologized to Rustila. The important thing is whether Rustila accepts Zernya or not.



As Ireh left the lab, she emphasized again:



"Eidel, this is really important."



"I know. I'll talk to Zernya after I finish this work."



Since last year, our crystal research has started to show progress.



I'll publish a paper soon.



Using this as a touchstone, I'll completely eliminate Darwin's forces.



***



"Stop. What brings you here?"



"I'd like to request a visit. Could I meet with cadet Rustila Kersil?"



"Very well. Please come in."



Ireh moved skillfully.



She knew the layout of all the military department buildings. She had trained and graduated here many times. Walking through the campus brought back memories like a film reel.



Being ostracized for coming from a frontier planetary system.



Classmates becoming jealous when they discovered she could manipulate Aether from a distance.



How in every harsh cycle, Rustila would appear and become her first friend.



"Ha, damn it..."



She thought she had no tears left to shed, but they still blurred her vision.



"She's over there."



Walking across the campus, Ireh spotted Rustila jogging on the large field. She stood out among the other cadets. She ran steadily across the wide track without showing any signs of fatigue.



She was fast. Too fast to be human.



"No matter how many times I see it, Cadet Kersil is truly remarkable. Everyone calls her a monster."



"When will she finish?"



"It should be about time."



Soon, a bell rang. Rustila, having finished her evening jog, made eye contact with Ireh. Ireh gestured to her.



"Ms. Ireh Hazlen. How did you get here...?"



Rustila approached, wiping her face with a towel. Ireh couldn't keep her mouth shut.



"What happened to your face?"



"Nothing. I just haven't been sleeping well."



"Your eyes are completely red. Have you been crying?"



"No. I haven't cried."



It was an obvious lie.



"Rustila."



"Yes?"



Ireh hugged Rustila with all her might, sweat and all.



"W-what are you doing suddenly? Stop this!"



Rustila tried to push Ireh away in confusion, but Ireh only tightened her grip. She looked into Rustila's eyes and spoke:



"It's been hard, hasn't it? It's okay. I'll help you."



"Wait, what do you mean...?"



"Go wash up first. Then we'll talk."



Rustila quickly showered and came out. She was cleaner, but her swollen eyelids and tear stains remained unwashed.



How much had she cried?



"Can you spare some time?"



"I might not be able to stay long."



"It's about Eidel."



At Ireh's words, Rustila flinched.



As expected.



She might seem composed on the surface, but she's festering inside.



The military dormitory prohibited non-cadet entry. Therefore, Ireh brought Rustila to her own dormitory to begin their conversation in earnest.



"First of all, Eidel hasn't abandoned you."





Chapter 184 - Boycott (3)



"What do you mean?"



"Eidel still loves you."



"You must be mistaken. He told me he's fallen for Zernya."



Ireh shook her head.



"Polygamy."



"Polygamy?"



"He's considering having multiple wives."



Ireh snickered.



"Funny, isn't it?"



Rustila frowned.



Polygamy. A system where one husband has multiple wives.



There wouldn't be any legal issues under federal law. But Rustila had never been fond of the practice.



"Did Eidel really say that?"



"Yes."



"That's basically saying he wants to cheat openly."



"It's not infidelity if all wives consent. Infidelity is done in secret."



"Either way, it's cheating by my standards."



Rustila replied with a pout.



"I'm not in a relationship with Eidel. If he chooses Zernya, I should respect that. But if he's considering polygamy because of me, I'd rather tell him to forget about me."



Ireh couldn't say anything.



"Really, would you be okay with that?"



"I'm fine."



"No, you're not."



"I really am fine."



"Then why are you crying?"



At that moment, Rustila realized hot tears were streaming down her cheeks. She quickly wiped her eyes with her sleeve, but it was too late.



"Hahaha... Why am I... I'm sorry."



"...Rustila."



Ireh pulled out a tissue and handed it to Rustila. Then she opened her arms wide. The intention behind the gesture was clear without words.



As if drawn by a strange attraction, Rustila buried herself in Ireh's embrace. Her sobbing grew louder.



"It's okay. It's okay."



As Ireh comforted Rustila, she thought:



She's still fragile after all.



Even the future Sword Saint, a hero of legend, was just a woman in love when facing the man she cared for.



Fate, the constellations, and Eidel—they were all so cruel.



After some time had passed...



"Are you feeling better now?"



"...Yes."



Rustila nodded.



"I have a question."



"Go ahead."



"If it's polygamy, does that mean I'd share the master bedroom with Zernya?"



Rustila glanced at Virgo as she spoke.



Fortunately, simply asking didn't cause the constellation's power to disappear.



"I suppose so."



"Then it would be difficult."



"Why?"



"I don't want to live with someone I'm not close to."



Rustila temporarily erased Virgo's existence from her mind. Then she imagined herself standing beside Eidel with Zernya, both holding wedding bouquets.



No.



She absolutely hated it.



"So if we turn that around, you'd be okay with polygamy if the other woman was someone you're really close with who happens to love the same man?"



"I'd still dislike it, but that would be the next best option."



Ireh was surprised by Rustila's answer.



"Just a moment ago you said you were completely against it."



"Talking with you has helped me calm down a bit. I thought about it—what if Seti and I loved the same man? There would be no other way."



Rustila smiled sadly.



"I wouldn't want to see Seti suffer because of me. And Seti would surely feel the same way. Rather than one of us getting hurt, in that case, it would be better if we both found happiness."



In this short time, Rustila's thoughts had reached that conclusion. It was a logic she had just created to understand Eidel's—or rather, the polygamy system's—perspective.






Ireh inwardly cheered.



This was her chance.



"Would you consider reconciling with Zernya and becoming friends?"



"No. I can guarantee that will never happen."



Rustila gritted her teeth.



"Zernya insulted my dream. She said I couldn't become a sword knight with my skills. If it weren't for Eidel, I might have given up on becoming a soldier then."



A fighting spirit gleamed in Rustila's blue eyes.



"So I'll never forgive her."



Ireh sighed.



Making these two get along would be too difficult.



Was Eidel meeting with Zernya by now?



Ireh gazed out the window, lost in thought, wondering what to say next.



***



After finishing work today, I rushed to the student council room. As usual, Zernya was there, immersed in her studies.



She waved her hand with a yawn.



"Welcome, honey."



"Honey?"



The only "honey" I know is the sweet stuff bees make.



"We're going to be married soon. Whether you like it or not, we need to get used to using these terms in public, don't you think?"



Zernya smiled casually.



"And we shouldn't forget to express affection for each other."



She wiggled her finger. I approached her timidly, like someone who had committed a crime.



"Shall we practice?"



"What?"



"This."



Zernya whispered in my ear.



"I love you."



"..."



"Now it's the vice president's turn."



I was too dumbfounded to say anything. Zernya smirked.



"Hurry up."



How impudent.



I flicked Zernya's forehead with a snap. She let out a short groan. She hadn't expected me to hit her. Zernya frowned and protested.



"Why did you hit me?"



"Because you're cute."



"..."



"Now it's the president's turn."



Zernya froze like a statue. And just like that, the play she had started came to an anticlimactic end. I said:



"Rumors started spreading around the college the very day after our engagement was decided. That was your doing, wasn't it?"



"Why do you think that?"



"Because at that time, only you and I knew that Kashu Adelbein was alive."



"..."



"You were afraid. You thought the Rheinland main family might not sit still after such a heinous criminal came from the Adelbein family. You spread the rumors before our family could cancel the marriage."



I stopped there and looked at Zernya. Her pupils were trembling.



"...How did you know?"



"So it was true."



"Huh?"



"Actually, I didn't know. I was just guessing."



I lightly chopped Zernya's head with the side of my hand. She started trembling. Before she could open her mouth, I spoke first.



"Don't worry. Even if the council of elders and my father oppose it, I'll take you with me till the end."



"Vice President, but..."



Zernya blinked and said.



"That's not why I spread the rumors."



"What?"



That's strange.



I thought my reasoning was quite logical.



"Then why did you spread them?"



"Who knows? Try to guess."






Zernya stood up and tapped my shoulder as she stepped forward. The corner of her mouth twitched.



"So, you didn't come looking for me just for that reason, did you?"



I nodded.



"Polygamy."



"Polygamy?"



"It's the only way for me to avoid becoming a son-in-law who joins your family."



When a man marries into a powerful family, it's common for him to become an adopted son-in-law. However, if the man has two or more wives, the principle is to keep his main household at his own home.



Using this fact, I could naturally overcome the trap that Jerome had set.



For this, I needed Zernya's consent.



"Polygamy, you say."



She laughed.



"Ha."



Very coldly.



"Eidel. We just announced our engagement, and you're already talking about taking another wife? Are you in your right mind?"



"I'll bow my head in apology, President."



"Yes. Bow. Keep bowing like that."



Zernya strode toward me as I prostrated myself. She took out a glucose candy from her pocket.



The packaging looked familiar. Now that I looked at it, it was a product made by a Rheinland family subsidiary.



"Suck on it."



Zernya put the candy in my mouth.



"Stay in this position until it dissolves completely. Keep your back straight, yes. If your posture collapses or if you chew and swallow it, I'll give you another one. Understand?"



I nodded desperately. Only then did she seem satisfied, stroking my back with an eerie smile.



"Oh my, what a convenient chair I've found."



"What—oof!"



Zernya took a seat on my back.



"Ugh."



"Keep your back straight. What kind of man are you to be so weak?"



Suddenly having weight in the middle of my back was nerve-wracking. Even though Zernya was light, it felt like two sacks of rice. And she was holding books, making it even heavier.



"I knew polygamy was somewhat common among the upper class. But I never dreamed those words would come out of your mouth, Vice President."



"..."



"So, who's the other person? Rustila?"



I nodded.



"Well, if it's Rustila, I don't mind. The question is whether she can accept it. It's also a problem that she dislikes me... And above all, Virgo doesn't bestow stellar blessings on married people."



Zernya answered surprisingly nonchalantly.



By now, the candy in my mouth was almost completely dissolved. Zernya checked my mouth to confirm. She grinned and fed me another candy.



"Mmph!"



"This is fun."



Suddenly my mouth had become a coin slot for an arcade game.



As time passed, I felt warmth rising from my back. Come to think of it, Zernya was wearing a skirt today. Once I became conscious of it, my mind went blank.



That's when a knock sounded at the door.



"President, about the agenda you mentioned before... Eek!"



Ah.



My life is over now.



"What?"



"Ah, well, that..."



"What about the agenda?"



Zernya casually waved her hand. She naturally received the documents from the junior.



"I'll be going now! Enjoy your time!"



The junior fled like an arrow. Only then could I save my back. Zernya stood up and cleared her throat. Her cheeks were slightly flushed.



"Well, I'm merciful, so I'll forgive you this time."



"I think that's not the main issue here."



The next day, a rumor began to spread secretly around Stellarium College.



A somewhat inaccurate rumor that the president and vice president were so close they even enjoyed SM play...



And before long, I learned that this rumor had crossed over to the Military Studies Department.



"Eidel."



Rustila.



She had returned to the lab.



"Is the rumor I'm hearing really true?"



To interrogate me.
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Ireh went to visit Rustila the next day to persuade her.



It wasn't easy.



After hearing about Eidel's polygamy proposal, Rustila had become extremely curt.



"Tell him I can't come out today because I'm sick."



Simply put, she was sulking.



So much so that she'd even declared a strike.



"I can't work."



Ireh sighed before speaking.



"Rustila, can't you forgive me, even just a little?"



"I'm not angry."



"Then please come to the lab, just for today."



"How could I show my face there?"



Rustila replied while doing push-ups.



"You saw Zernya visit the lab last time. Now that she's his fiancée, she'll visit more often. There's nothing good about me being there."



"That's not true."



"Yes, it is."



"...Rustila."



Ireh sighed. She'd lost count of how many times she'd done so.



If Eidel had proposed polygamy with an ordinary woman, Rustila wouldn't have resisted this much. Zernya and Rustila—the two were enemies even before becoming romantic rivals.



"You know, Rustila. Your Vega, my Altair, and Zernya's Deneb form a triple star system."



"You mentioned that before. You said we need to stay with Zernya to receive the 'Summer Triangle' effect, right? I'll die of stress before we even fight the foreign gods."



"...Then, what about the crystal research? That's something only you can do."



"Ireh."



Rustila straightened her arms and stood up. She wiped the sweat from her forehead with a towel and muttered.



"That's exactly why I'm like this."



"..."



"I thought about it carefully last night. And I came to a conclusion. I'm going to stay here until Eidel comes to find me himself, not you. Only then will my dignity be preserved."



Ireh nodded.



As Rustila continued her weight training in silence...



"...Well, I heard the president and vice president were caught doing something naughty in the student council room by a junior yesterday."



The whispers of senior military science students reached them. Rustila's brow furrowed involuntarily. She perked up her ears.



"Really? How far did they go?"



"From what I heard, they went all the way."



"Someone said they even did SM play. The vice president made the president get on all fours like a dog, then sat on him and pulled his hair..."



"Ah, good times."



Rustila's earlobes turned bright red in an instant.



"T-t-that...!"



"Calm down, most of what male students say is exaggerated. You need to filter what you hear."



Ireh tried to stop her, but it was too late. Rustila was about to explode.



"He proposes polygamy to me, and then he goes all the way with that thieving cat first?"



"I said calm down! The rumors must be distorted, for sure!"



"Right, now I know why he didn't come yesterday. He was rolling around in bed with her...!"



*Crack.*



Rustila bit her fingernail.



Before anyone could stop her, she ran toward the science building.



It seemed like discipline needed to be enforced.



***



Rustila appeared before me with a cold expression.



"...Eidel, is that rumor true?"



"No?"



I was dumbfounded. How on earth did rumors spread to the point where people were saying Zernya and I spent the night together? I can categorically deny it.



"Eidel, tell me the truth. I feel like I'm running out of patience."



"It's really not true. Really."



"..."



"When I told Zernya I wanted polygamy, she stomped all over me. That's all. Nothing strange happened."



Ah, does this sound like an excuse?



I immediately knelt down and bowed my head.






"...I'm sorry."



"For what?"



"For saying I wanted to marry both of you."



Rustila didn't answer right away. I kept my head bowed, staring at the floor.



After a while, a trembling voice emerged.



"Eidel, I thought I knew you well."



"..."



"I thought you were someone who couldn't lie. But now I see that's not entirely true."



"..."



"You told me before. That I just needed to wait 8 years. I could have been patient and waited. Because I was thinking of you and humanity's future. But was this what you meant when you asked me to wait?"



Rustila, who was usually pure and kind, was reprimanding me for the first time.



Once she started, Rustila poured out words of reproach like a broken dam.



Yes, this is better.



Rather than pretending to be okay or acting like nothing happened, speaking like this is refreshing for me too. Even while being scolded, my mind felt clearer. As Rustila caught her breath, Ireh asked.



"Let me ask one thing. Is it true that you spent the night with Zernya?"



"We didn't sleep together. I got scolded and stomped on, but that's it."



"Do you have any way to prove it?"



"It's difficult through conventional methods, but I can swear. I'll swear on all the papers I've ever written. I really didn't sleep with her last night."



"...I believe you. You're still a virgin, then."



I'm glad she believes me, but why does that feel insulting?



Anyway, I've passed the crisis.



Rustila's feet approached. Her military boot laces were untied, probably because she came in a hurry. I properly tied her laces and bowed my head repeatedly to apologize.



Rustila looked at me with a solemn gaze and asked.



"Guess how I feel."



"You're angry."



"Why do you think I'm angry?"



"Because you married Zernya."



Rustila shook her head.



"Eidel, if you want to marry Zernya, I won't stop you. If you tell me that truly makes you happy, I'll gladly step aside. Of course, then I wouldn't need to terminate my contract with Virgo."



"Is it because I said I wanted polygamy?"



"That's a reason, but I'm not angry at you. In that case, I'd be angry at Zernya."



"Then, because I didn't come find you?"



Rustila finally nodded. She answered with reddened eyes and a voice filled with indignation.



"Think about it. If you were going to say something so important, you should have at least come to me directly to talk and apologize. How does it look for my dignity and my family's honor when I have to come to you first?"



"..."



"People will mock me. They'll say the only daughter of the Kersil family, the contractor of Virgo, is a foolish idiot being played by a man!"



"I'm sorry."



As I bowed repeatedly, I thought to myself.



Even if things work out later, I'm going to be in trouble.



"...Actually, I know. I know you're desperately researching for my sake and the future of the Federation. I know you're always short on time. But still, couldn't you have preserved my dignity in this situation?"



"I understand. I understand..."



I quickly racked my brain.



I need to give Rustila what she wants before she even asks for it. Since I still couldn't read her mind, I watched her carefully before speaking.



"I'll promise you one thing. I don't know if such a situation will arise again, but I will never let Zernya into the lab. From now on, this will be a private space solely for research."



"Good. What else?"



"I'll write all my papers for you, Rustila."



"Explain in detail."



"The crystal research is meant to eradicate the Darwin system, so it's for your benefit. Also, similar research can create methods to strengthen constellations. This is another way to help you."



"...Good."



"Plus, there's one more confidential research project I can't talk about now. When it's completed, you'll definitely like it."



I made a straight line with my finger as I continued.



"Last time, I asked you to wait 8 years. That's the estimated time until we suppress the 'End' and finish everything. Rustila, it will actually only take 1 year to address your complaints."



"1 year?"



"Yes, 1 year on average. The research I just mentioned will definitely be completed in three months, and to apply that research to you, we need the lost fragments of Virgo. Bring them to me as soon as you get them."



"What will you do with them?"



"Well, it's a secret."



Rustila made a subtle expression. There were two main reasons I wasn't telling her:






First, if this plan leaked, Virgo would go crazy.



Second, religious groups that believe in the movement of stars would obviously rise up.



"Fine. I won't ask. But I want one more thing."



"Yes, please tell me."



"Your clothes."



"Yes?"



"Let me iron them from now on."



"...What?"



Did I hear that correctly?



"Why suddenly?"



"You dress too carelessly. There are too many wrinkles. Look, even here. What is this? With your good looks, what will people think of my... friend if you go around like this?"



My mind goes blank.



I didn't think my attire was that problematic, but apparently the wrinkles are an issue. This seems to bother Rustila.



"But this is because I haven't changed clothes for days."



"Why haven't you changed?"



"I haven't been to the dormitory for two weeks."



I've just been washing up quickly and going between the lab and lecture halls. Looking at the side room, there's a makeshift bed set up. Actually, many outstanding graduate students live like this.



"Rustila, you don't have to iron for me. Sonia is already doing it."



"I said I'll take care of it!"



"...Understood."



Rustila's tone changed drastically, so I got scared and agreed.



Well, it should be fine. Sonia won't complain about this one thing. She might even be happy to have less work.



"Anyway, this was my fault."



I bowed my head once more. With repeated apologies, Rustila's expression gradually softened.



"Eidel, even though I got angry like this, I still like you as a person."



"...Is it okay to say that?"



"Don't misunderstand. I mean I like you as a person, as a friend, and as a mentor in life."



Why do I feel such immense consideration in those words? Perhaps because she's someone who can shine even in darkness. Rustila took my hand and smiled bitterly.



"How's the research?"



"If you help me, I can write four papers right away."



"That many?"



"The experiments led to four different conclusions. But without the assistance of the 12 zodiac signs, it will take a long time. So, Rustila, will you stay in our lab?"



At my plea, Rustila burst into laughter.



"Alright."



She took off her military cap and sat on a chair. A deep sigh escaped from her rosy lips.



"Since you put it that way, I can't refuse. Okay, I'll help."



"Can you start now? Has your muscle pain gone away?"



"To be honest, it still hurts."



Rustila murmured as she picked up a crystal.



"It hurts, so I should work harder."



***



Meanwhile, there was a big commotion at the Adelbein family.



"So Kashu has been arrested."



"I didn't even know he was alive."



Zernya's father, Jerome, was discussing countermeasures with his wife, Trisha. The image of prosecutors descending upon the Adelbein main house flashed before his eyes. All of this had to be managed well by the family head and the council of elders.



"Fortunately, Zernya spread rumors in advance, didn't she?"



"Yes, thanks to that, we still have some justification left."



Jerome recalled Eidel's face.



"Detestable bastard."



There's no doubt he sent Kashu to his grave.



"We need to deal with him."



"Don't worry, dear. The Rheinland family will soon have their succession ceremony, right?"



"That's right."



"Let's tell Zernya to bring up the matter of becoming their son-in-law then."



Jerome nodded.



The thought of devouring the Rheinland family made him feel full already.



Jerome and his wife Trisha laughed silently together.





Chapter 186 - Succession War for the Family Headship (1)



"The direct line of the Rheinland family shall descend to the home planetary system by the designated date to pay respects to the elders of the council."



[Arnold von Rheinland]



Upon receiving the email, Brian chuckled. The android attending to him beside him bowed her head and said.



"Congratulations, young master."



"Why do you say that, Erika?"



"Because I'm certain that you will soon become the family head, my lord."



He couldn't stop laughing at her flattering words.



"Tell me why you think so."



"Yes, young master. Young Master Katrick's achievements fall short compared to yours, and Young Master Eidel and Miss Seti aren't even medical school graduates. Since the council wants a capable doctor, there's no better candidate than you."



"Is that so."



Brian removed his coat and sat in his chair. Tap, tap. He drummed his fingers on the desk, lost in thought. He muttered quietly.



"...I should probably visit the Adelbein main house."



"Is something the matter?"



"Something urgent has come up. Let's move quickly."



Erika scanned Brian's face through her visual sensors. His expression was serious—completely different from his usual gentle smile. Concerned, she asked.



"Has something serious happened regarding the Adelbein family?"



"...Eidel."



"Pardon?"



"If I don't keep him in check, I can't guarantee victory."



Erika still didn't understand his meaning and tilted her head in confusion.



"I don't quite understand, my lord. Young Master Eidel isn't even a doctor, is he?"



"Erika, Father's reactions lately have been unusual. I can tell from reading the news articles too. I have a rough idea of how many insane things Eidel has done in succession. If it's all true, my chances of winning are only about 90 percent."



Brian traveled to the northern planetary system via warp at superluminal speed. His mouth remained dry throughout the journey, despite how much water he drank.



Entering the Adelbein main house wasn't difficult. He rang the doorbell at the front gate and waited. Shortly after, a middle-aged man who had become a council member came out to greet them. It was Jerome Adelbein.



"Please come in, Young Master Brian."



"I apologize for visiting without notice."



Jerome shook his head.



"It's fine. Rather, it's an honor for us to meet the first son of the Rheinland family. Aren't you the renowned doctor who saved countless lives on the southern front alongside Head of Family Arnold Rheinland?"



Jerome welcomed him with nothing but praise. The corner of Brian's mouth twisted. Erika joined in, shrugging her shoulders.



"I guarantee that Young Master Brian will accomplish great things in the future."



"He certainly will. But may I ask what brings you here..."



"Nothing major. I heard that your only daughter is marrying my younger brother, so I came to congratulate you."



"My goodness."



Jerome's mouth fell open. His face showed genuine emotion.



"A text message would have been more than enough!"



"Not at all. Since we're becoming in-laws, I should meet you at least once. I didn't think I'd have time later. I sincerely apologize for not contacting you beforehand."



"Not at all. Well, I can't just keep family standing here. Hey! Show them to the reception room immediately!"






Even while heading to the reception room, Brian continued to turn things over in his mind. And he arrived at one conclusion.



Somehow, he needed to marry Eidel off.



To ensure he could never become the family head.



Seated, Brian greeted them respectfully.



"Congratulations on your daughter becoming the head of the Adelbein family, Elder. With such an intelligent person taking the position, both our families will surely prosper."



"I'm grateful for your kind words, Young Family Head."



The form of address had changed. From "Young Master" to "Young Family Head."



He was certainly testing him.



Brian sipped the tea brought by the android, taking his time. Steam formed on his glasses. As he set down the teacup, the steam gradually disappeared from the edges. By then, Brian's thoughts had also become clear. He spoke.



"There's one thing I'd like to propose."



"Please speak freely. We're not strangers, are we?"



"Well, how about having my younger brother Eidel come here to live with the family head?"



Jerome paused while setting down his teacup.



"...You're suggesting he become a son-in-law who joins the family."



"That's right."



Brian was usually skilled at reading people's expressions. Jerome seemed quite amenable to the idea. This allowed him to continue the conversation calmly.



"If your daughter, the family head, were to marry into our family, who would lead the Adelbein family? It doesn't make sense. So I think it would be best for my brother to live here right after the ceremony."



"Hmm, there is some logic to that."



Only then did the previously dazed Erika notice Brian's intentions.



To think he'd prepare even for this possibility. Truly wise. As long as he becomes the family head, the Rheinland family will continue to prosper.



"Very well. Let's proceed with the engagement during the Rheinland family head selection ceremony, and once that's finished, we'll have the wedding."



"Could we, perhaps, not hold the ceremony right away?"



"There are no wedding plans yet. My daughter is so busy during the semester that the earliest we could formally hold the wedding would be when her break begins."



"How about bringing him in as a son-in-law right after the engagement?"



"We don't typically discuss sons-in-law joining the family or living arrangements at just the engagement stage. Especially when the ceremony hasn't even been held yet. It seems too early to discuss such matters."



This isn't going well.



Brian carefully concealed the complaint that had risen to his throat.



"...I understand."



He had no choice but to back down. He had already made his presence known, so for now, he had to be satisfied with that.





***





After Brian left, Jerome let out a faint sigh. His wife Trisha, who had been secretly listening to the conversation, came out and asked.



"Honey, why did you turn away such an opportunity?"



"Because it could be a trap."



"Explain so I can understand."



Jerome collapsed into a chair and chuckled.






"That Brian, it's my first time meeting him, but unlike the rumors, he's quite cunning. He was trying to sell his brother to our house to secure the position of family head in his own household."



"I noticed that much myself. What's the problem?"



"Woman, think about it carefully."



Trisha carefully reconsidered the previous conversation. But no matter how she thought about it, she couldn't see what was wrong. It didn't seem like the Adelbein family would suffer any harm from Brian selling off Eidel.



"Do you think someone with a brain like his wouldn't know anything about what's happened in our family? Huh?"



"You mean what Master Kashu did?"



"Yes!"



Jerome raised his voice.



"That Brian is like a viper. He appears docile, but in reality, he carries the most deadly venom in his fangs. Now he's not only selling his own flesh and blood to another family but also trying to devour our family."



Jerome understood this type of person best because he was one himself.



"If he becomes the family head, he'll probably try to uncover everything that happened in our family. He'll use Eidel as a pawn in that process. After our council gets purged, Zernya will become nothing but a puppet."



"Does that make sense? If we play our cards right, we could even end up controlling the Rheinland family..."



"No, woman. If he becomes the family head, we'll be at a disadvantage."



"Why?"



"Think about a common fact. When a child from a prestigious family becomes the head through competition, what happens to the remaining siblings?"



"They're given enough money to prevent them from coveting the family fortune and position, and sent to other regions... Oh!"



Suddenly, a fact flashed through Trisha's mind.



The strategic marriage between the Rheinland family head and an Adelbein branch family member to create binding ties.



Specifically, Rezein von Adelbein. The fact that she was Arnold's wife.



"I hear that Rezein constantly badmouths the main family. Saying she was married off to a man she didn't even like. The complaints can be heard from 10 million light-years away."



"...If Brian takes control of the Rheinland family, he'll send his father's wife and her daughter here."



"Exactly. And that daughter is said to be close with Eidel Rheinland. What if that daughter interferes in family matters as the aunt of the child Zernya will bear?"



"Without question, that would be the end of the Adelbein family."



Historically, there had been many similar incidents. That's why the Jerome couple couldn't help but feel a chill down their spines.



This matter concerned their family and livelihood. They needed to proceed cautiously.



"In that case, would it be better if Eidel became their family head?"



"If that guy becomes head, the Adelbein family will just be handed over, woman!"



"Why?"



"Didn't you see our daughter's expression at the banquet that day? She was half-smitten with that gigolo-looking face! After all, Zernya is still a girl!"



In truth, Zernya had maintained an expressionless face throughout, but she couldn't deceive Jerome's eyes. Fidgeting with her fingers, repeatedly glancing at Eidel—those were clearly signs of attraction.



"That can't be. Whose daughter is she? She should have better judgment than that."



"Yes, let's hope so."



As the new family head, Zernya was currently in the process of "cutting ties" with Kashu Adelbein. She had removed him from the family register again and provided compensation to the victims' families for the biological experiments. She didn't shy away from uncovering the truth.



Thanks to this reform, the backlash against the main house was being minimized.



Jerome had high regard for his daughter's intelligence. She would handle the family's internal issues well. Therefore, what needed immediate attention was the Rheinland family head selection ceremony.



"Cunning ones like Brian move strategically. For now, let's set aside the son-in-law talk and see how he moves before deciding our next steps."



Trisha nodded in agreement.
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After midterm exams, the family head selection ceremony began.



The reason for holding the selection ceremony during the semester rather than during vacation was simple. The family elders believed that a person's maximum ability emerges when they are busiest.



"Master, Young Master Cartrick has arrived."



"Miss Seti has just arrived too!"



"Young Master Brian arrived first and is waiting."



The heir candidates arrived one after another.



The council of elders had already seated themselves on cushions. Most of them were Arnold's age or older. Including direct descendants and collateral relatives within eight degrees of kinship, about fifty people were in attendance.



"It's been a long time since we've seen the family head's children."



"Was it ten years ago when we last saw their faces?"



The family head selection ceremony was a major event for the council of elders as well. It was a day when blood relatives who normally lived far apart could gather and catch up.



"Eric, my good man! It's been a while! How have you been?"



"Uncle! Don't even ask. Work has become much easier since the war ended."



The atmosphere was more harmonious than Seti had expected.



Seti was waiting in a room with Brian and Cartrick. As usual, the two brothers didn't show the slightest interest in her. They didn't even greet her. They simply treated her as if she didn't exist.



"When is that Eidel going to show up?"



"I was wondering the same thing."



Instead, the two brothers were busy badmouthing Eidel.



"The appointed time has passed, and he hasn't shown his face."



"Brother, I think he just forfeited. With you and me here, he probably doesn't want to face the elders. Honestly, he's always causing trouble, so his reputation isn't good anyway."



When the second son Cartrick's insults about Eidel carried over the sofa, Seti felt a surge of anger.



Why?



Why am I getting angry?



Right now, she and Eidel were clearly competitors.



Wouldn't it be better if that idiot forfeited?



"Second brother, don't be like that. He must have his reasons."



"Ha, brother, you're too kind for your own good."



"Father, it's been over fifteen minutes. Shouldn't we start without him?"



Still, Seti hoped Eidel would come, that it would be a fair competition. She naturally moved her hand to open her email.



——— Me ———

[Hey]

[You jerk]

[Where are you]



——— Brother ———

[Damn]

[Conference]

[Just ended]

[Professors asked tons of questions]

[Was stuck there for two hours]

[*Novel title: I Became a Student That Professors Are Obsessed With♥]



——— Me ———

[Writing fiction, idiot]

[Why are you seducing professors when you should be impressing the elders]

[You're starting with penalty points now, so you're a burden to me]

[Good luck]



——— Brother ———

[Yeah]

[Good luck]

[Don't forget my monthly research funds]



——— Me ———

[Shut up]

[Stop talking nonsense and get here quick]

[If you don't show up in 10 minutes, no research funds]



——— Idiot ———

[Are you even human]

[You little @#$%]



"Eidel is running late due to personal matters. We have no choice. Let's begin."



Seti sighed.



The first part was time for self-promotion. In a small auditorium, with the council of elders watching, the candidates would take turns going up to the podium to announce their achievements.



"Brother, may I present first?"



"As you wish."



Cartrick stood up confidently.



"Hello, everyone. I am Cartrick, studying medicine at Callisto Academy. First, my vision as family head is as follows."



In his presentation, Cartrick listed various credentials including his grades and volunteer activities. It seemed he wanted to prove his abilities by showing his diverse activities.



Some elders murmured.



"Impressively flashy."






"A solid young man."



Seti also evaluated Cartrick by imagining herself as an elder.



If she were an HRM manager at a company...



She would absolutely not hire him.



Not only did he lack distinctiveness, but it was unclear what he was trying to say.



It was merely a list of credentials. He had experience but no story. There seemed to be no reason why he should become the family head.



Of course, the elders might think differently, so she kept her thoughts to herself.



"That concludes my presentation."



"Next, we will hear from Young Master Brian."



A subtle electronic sound was heard. It was an android's voice.



"Young Master Brian graduated at the top of his class from Stellarium Medical School and served as a military doctor on the southern front alongside the current family head. He also expanded unmanned hospitals to frontier planetary systems, enhancing the family's prestige."



The android was praising him from the start. There was nothing wrong with that. After all, there was no need to personally introduce oneself.



In fact, having someone else speak on your behalf adds credibility. Seti judged that Brian was smarter than Cartrick.



After the android returned to its place, Brian displayed his presentation and began speaking.



"While following my father into battle, I witnessed the horrors of war. Areas both inside and outside the Golden Zone were devoured by Darwin's aliens. Watching people die day after day, I felt one particular problem."



Seti evaluated his presentation as well.



It wasn't just a simple list of credentials. He was forming a narrative. Not a bad approach.



"That problem was the inadequacy of the medical system. Although the Rheinland family has a tight grip on the southern medical network, we couldn't provide excellent medical services to everyone. Let me give you an example."



The slide changed.



"This person is a veteran soldier I met during my service. He told me: 'I lost my parents, wife, and two sons to the aliens. All I have left is this grudge, congealed like blood.' When I heard his story, my heart felt like it was being torn apart."



He likely chose this story targeting the mostly elderly council members. Smart.



Brian slowly unfolded the story, drawing them in. According to the story, he and the old man had become close over several months. The council members nodded.



"One day, the veteran was severely injured in a battle in the Aleph planetary system. A monster's poisonous stinger completely pierced his chest. He needed immediate surgery. It was obvious that infection would set in if treatment was delayed."



"So, what happened?"



"He passed away."



"Ah..."



Brian turned around to look at the old soldier who remained only in photographs. He shed a hot tear.



"At that time, I couldn't do anything. The situation was urgent, and there wasn't enough medical equipment for all the wounded. My father told me not to worry about it, but I simply couldn't bear it."



Sighs erupted from around the room. Most of the council members had similar experiences. They were doctors too.



Brian wiped his tears with his sleeve and made his final push.



"I deeply felt the shortage in the wartime medical system. I believe our family must solve this problem. For the sake of our family's banner, and for the future of the Federation."



Clap, clap, clap!



Thunderous applause broke out.



"The first son is quite compassionate. He considers not only the family but also the public good of society as a whole. That's the kind of magnanimity needed."



"A smart young man."



"My close friend died similarly to that old man. Life is full of such tragedies."



Brian concluded his presentation amid favorable gazes. Cartrick was looking at his brother with a serious expression.



Seti also remained tense. It was certainly near-perfect storytelling.



"There are many competent doctors in the world, but those who are both righteous and dedicated are rare. That was a good presentation."



Seti could see one thing clearly. Unlike the Adelbein family, the Rheinland family was relatively lenient about grades and credentials. What mattered most was what kind of cause and ambition one held in their heart.



She was not lacking in ambition. Seti carefully climbed onto the podium. A smile played at the corners of her lips.



"Brother Brian, thank you for your excellent words earlier."



A true strategist should not just defeat enemies but think about using them.



She would naturally draw to herself the favorable impressions the elders had formed of Brian.



"I too understand the sorrow of war. In that sense, I would like to briefly share the story of an Academy classmate."



Seti brought up the story of Mathers.



Someone born and raised on a frontier planet who entered Stellarium's honors class.



She had overheard his story before. Her goal was to adapt it appropriately and deliver it with impact.



It was successful. She saw Brian's eyebrow twitch. This gave momentum to her words.



"As shown by the example of the friend I just mentioned, the most important things for frontier planetary systems are personnel and equipment. Buildings are useless without doctors, nurses, and equipment. I want to focus on this practical aspect."



Practicality.



In other words, money.



Seti first showed her stock chart. Even those dignified elders gaped shamelessly when they saw the graph shooting through the roof.



"These are the profits I've generated. With this capital, I created a venture company."



The next moment, the presentation changed.






A logo prominently featuring the yellow cross, the implicit symbol of the Rheinland family, appeared.



And below it, the brand name.



"This is 'MediDoc,' an integrated medical transport service using the stellar technology of the constellation."



MediDoc.



The first company Seti established with her own funds.



The fact that professors from the special graduate school of business were eyeing her because of this company was not yet well known.



"Recently, I started a business renting medical equipment at low prices to 27 planets in the southwest. For heavy equipment that is difficult to move immediately, we can pioneer transport channels through the constellation's blessing. Since we generate margins at least equal to the cost of operating the constellation, we can consider long-term profits."



She showed that she was already making efforts even before becoming the family head.



Then she clearly articulated the limitations to emphasize why she needed to become the family head.



"...but there were difficulties. A notable example was the arduous journey I had to go through when receiving investment from Stronium."



"Stronium, you say."



"It's not easy to secure investment from that corporation."



"If she managed to close a deal without being the family head, she has potential."



It's working. It's definitely working. Seti raised her voice to conclude.



"If I am given the position of family head, I will make the family finances much more abundant, and based on this, I will create various medical companies to build a medical chain that encompasses our entire galaxy. Thank you."



Clap, clap, clap, clap!



Another round of applause. Perhaps because she talked about making a lot of money, the response was as good as Brian's.



"Is that all now?"



"Young Master Eidel still hasn't arrived."



"Where could he be on such an important day, and what could he be doing?"



The elders clicked their tongues. Cartrick snorted, and Brian pretended to be indifferent as he cleaned his glasses. Seti sat quietly, observing the situation.



That's when it happened.



"The third young master has arrived."



The door opened, and an android with dark blue short hair and a tall man entered.



The man was wearing a suit, and when he saw the elders, he bowed his head sheepishly.



"Everyone, I apologize for being late. Did you wait long?"



Seti desperately tried to hold back her laughter.



She recalled a professor from one of her classes.



- Everyone, I apologize for being late. The meeting ran long, haha.



That tenure-track assistant professor was frequently late to lectures due to his tight schedule.



Why? She saw that professor's image overlapping with Eidel.



"Brother, look at how shameless he is. How can someone be so relaxed after being 30 minutes late?"



"He probably took time to dress properly. Let's be understanding, brother."



They all didn't know.



Only Seti knew here. The fact that Eidel had not been wasting time frivolously.



Just then, one of the elders stood up abruptly. He pointed at Eidel and threatened him.



"So you're Eidel. What have you been doing until now?"



"I had an academic conference presentation, so I was a bit late. I'm sorry."



"Academic conference presentation, nonsense!"



The council's gazes were divided.



Some elders who had been watching Eidel closely had their eyes sparkle. Most of them were highly educated with graduate degrees.



On the other hand, those who were usually disinterested or supported Brian had cold gazes.



"Everyone, don't you know? Eidel is a genius nominated for the Archea Prize. If he has achievements, wouldn't professors want to keep him a bit longer?"



"That's just empty fame. How could such a young man publish a paper in 'Universe'? It's absurd..."



"Why not? It could be possible. Are there too many geniuses in the world?"



"At the very least, being late on such an important day is not proper behavior for a direct descendant of the Rheinland family."



While the council was murmuring, Sonia informed Eidel.



"Please go up and do your PR."



Eidel staggered up to the podium. The elders' eyebrows twitched chaotically. In truth, Eidel hadn't been in good condition, having only taken short naps all week while researching.



After climbing onto the podium, Eidel cleared his throat and began speaking in a quiet tone.



"I am Eidel. My hobbies are writing papers and observing aliens."



He smiled as he displayed the PPT he had prepared.



[10 Ways to Torment Aliens]



"This young man is insane."
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Eidel flipped to the next slide. An image capturing two academic papers appeared.



"These are the two main papers I've written."



First, the Feynman-Rheinland Model, which provided the theoretical foundation for rebuilding the Aether Belt.



Second, the Quantum Gravity Resonator, which saved over 300 lives.



These two research achievements were what Eidel had accomplished during the past two years. Though few in number, their quality was unmatched by his brothers.



"Though Young Master is not a doctor, he has saved lives. He rescued people suffering from alien attacks and contributed significantly to ending the Southern Great War."



Sonia stated these facts calmly. The Council of Elders began to stir noisily.



"Did that son really accomplish this?"



"I can't believe it."



"Two first-author papers in *Universe*? From this wet-behind-the-ears kid?"



"If you're going to lie, at least make it believable, tsk tsk."



Among the Council of Elders was a faction supporting Brian. They behaved like hired critics, busy belittling Eidel's achievements. On the other hand, there were those favorable to Eidel.



"Do you think only doctors can save lives?"



"As one of the Ten Great Families, the succession of the family head should be handled flexibly."



"They say geniuses face jealousy and envy during their lifetime."



"A promising young man."



The Council's opinions failed to converge. While they bickered, Eidel moved to the next slide.



[10 Ways to Torment Aliens]



This was the main topic of today's presentation.



"Ten ways to torment aliens. Two of which Sonia has already introduced—the Aether Belt reconstruction and the resonator research. With these alone, our galaxy has become safer than others."



Eidel continued calmly.



"But this isn't enough. Look."



[03. Containment Device for Darwin-type Aliens through Crystalline Research]

[04. Development of Reverse Wind Technology]

[05. Improvement of Plasma-Aether Sword]

[06. Neutral Effect]

[07. Pron Tank]

[08. Using the Enemy Against Itself]

[09. Development of a 1 Light-Year Linear Particle Accelerator]

[10. Graviton Bomb]



"Eight more methods like these remain. If we calmly implement them, humanity will surely win the war against the aliens."



"That's absurd."



"Yes. In the current situation, it's just an absurd story."



Eidel stepped down from the podium. He made eye contact with each member of the Council in turn. It was a technique commonly used in public speaking.



"Because there's no money."



"If funds are lacking, you should talk to the government. If you're capable enough to conduct such research, surely the country would provide whatever you need?"



"They don't give as much as you might think. It seems I'll have to use my personal funds for research."



Cartrick burst into laughter. That fool is finally digging his own grave. Just then, Brian nudged Cartrick.



Brian whispered something to Cartrick. Soon after, Cartrick nodded, then chuckled and folded his arms in silence.



"My reason for wanting to become the family head is to save as many people as possible. I ask for your understanding in advance that I will use family assets for this purpose. Thank you."



Eidel's presentation ended. Now was the opportunity.



Cartrick pretended to be chatting with an elder of the Council while casually dropping hints.



"I'm worried about the third son."



"Why?"



"Eidel used to be addicted to gambling. He once lost a lot of family money and was severely scolded by father. Seeing how he keeps mentioning family assets, I wonder if he might mismanage things if he becomes the head..."






"Hey, you! Are you slandering your brother right now?"



"Great-uncle, no! I'm just stating facts!"



Cartrick desperately waved his hands and made a sad face. However, the response was utterly cold.



"Instead of trying to bring others down, focus on doing well yourself."



"...I understand."



Cartrick bowed his head and turned around. Standing right behind him was the eldest, Brian, looking composed. He sighed lightly and patted Cartrick's shoulder.



"Don't be too discouraged about being scolded. It seems Great-uncle is on Eidel's side."



"I understand, brother."



"Since this is how things are, let's work hard on our own. The succession isn't decided by today's presentation anyway."



The two followed the adults to the dining hall. Androids were busily serving food. Brian sat with Cartrick at the front table.



At a table slightly apart, Eidel and Seti were already seated. Naturally, Cartrick overheard their conversation.



"Brother, you're really crazy. Why mention family assets there? Don't you want to become the head?"



"Whether I do or not. It would be nice if I did."



"You should have at least mentioned your fiancée. Then you would have been halfway there."



"I'd be lucky not to be criticized for borrowing Adelbein's reputation."



Strange. Were those two always this close?



While Cartrick was eavesdropping, Brian was organizing his thoughts while fiddling with his glass. He was reviewing the presentation he had just given.



The presentation itself wasn't bad. At the very least, he wouldn't have lost points.



But it was still uncertain. He swallowed as he tapped the tablecloth-covered table. That's when Arnold took the microphone.



"Excuse me for interrupting your conversations. I have news to share with the Rheinland family."



What is it?



Brian and Cartrick turned their heads. Arnold continued.



"At the end of this month, my third son Eidel and the only daughter of the Adelbein family's direct line will hold their engagement ceremony. The date and venue have been confirmed, and I hope those of you here who are able will attend and grace the occasion."



"Ah, that's right."



"The only daughter of the Adelbein family... is that the girl attending Stellarium Medical School?"



Brian secretly sighed. It was a sigh mixed with equal parts relief and anxiety. His sharp mind worked quickly.



Clank.



Brian put down his fork before even half of the course meal had been served.



"I'm done eating."



"Huh? Why?"



"Even now, people on frontier planets are barely surviving on mallow soup. Yet here we are, heirs of a prestigious family, enjoying a luxurious meal—I simply can't swallow another bite."



"..."



Cartrick became solemn upon hearing this.



Not because of his brother's humility. It was because two Council elders at the same table were looking at Brian with sympathetic eyes.



"Intelligent and humble too."



"He'll certainly take better care of the family assets than that third son over there."



Clatter.



Only then did Cartrick put down his utensils. He had been careless. Focused on the food before him, he had completely forgotten that even this dinner was an extension of the succession competition.



Rising from his seat, Cartrick glanced at the adjacent table.



"Ah! If only we could use the money for this food to fund research instead!"



"This idiot is starting again."



"Seti, you don't need to censor your insults. Why not call me a bastard like you usually do?"






"...You really don't want to be the family head, do you?"



"Anyway, if eating this helps me research better, it's worth the money. I really need to work my ass off."



"I get it, so put that tablet away and eat first!"



Despite being in front of the elders, Eidel was eating while distracted. He looked urgent, like someone pressed for time. He was constantly writing equations on his tablet PC.



It's an act.



Surely it's an act to deceive the Council, pretending to know things he doesn't. The idea of Eidel developing an interest in studying was less believable than the universe ending.



Interesting. Let's see how long he can keep this up.



Cartrick left the dining hall with an internal sneer.



"Looking at him again, he's no ordinary person."



And so he couldn't hear what the adults who sat at Eidel's table were saying afterward.



They were blankly watching as Eidel fluently wrote down equations.



***



The family head succession competition would take place over the next two months. The test was relative evaluation and simpler than expected.



"The family will provide a certain level of support, so each of you should achieve something according to your ambitions."



Kaitel von Rheinland, the head of the Council of Elders, explained broadly.



"Of course, you can't accomplish much in two months. What we're looking for is sincerity and future potential. So don't feel pressured and complete a small project within your capabilities."



"When you say a small project, specifically how small do you mean?"



"That depends on your own capacity."



Cartrick scratched his head.



"The head of the Rheinland family must always be upright and firm in conviction. Only then can you develop the family without being swayed by anyone, whether spouse or collateral relatives."



The message was clear: don't ask such questions and think for yourself.



"It would be good to set a problem and find ways to solve it. The difficulty should be slightly harder than what you can handle. And please observe the deadline well."



"Of course, you might not be able to solve it within the limited time. That's fine. We ask each of you to tackle a task that aligns with your life goals."



"Everything you do over these two months will be recorded through your personal androids. Always be mindful of your actions and do your best as a member of the Rheinland family. That's all!"



Cartrick pondered. So did Brian and Seti.



But Brian and Seti's deliberations weren't long. They knew exactly what they needed to do.



"Erica, let's go to the Ultron planetary system."



"This humble servant will follow you anywhere, Young Master."



Brian planned a project to improve medical conditions in one impoverished frontier planetary system.



"Secretary Bella?"



"Yes, Chairwoman! Exciting things are about to happen!"



Seti planned a project to completely dominate the medical transport network in the southern and western regions with "Meidoc."



And.



Eidel.



"Sonia."



"Young Master."



"Sonia."



"Young Master."



Sonia shook her head firmly.



"No, Young Master. It's too unfair to the others."



"What's the big deal about four papers?"
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Sonia was shocked.



"Young Master, no matter how I think about it, four papers in two months is impossible. That's something only a madman would attempt."



"Then let's try it, madman."



Of course, her master wouldn't listen to reason.



In truth, Sonia was the one who worked the hardest in the laboratory.



While humans had rest periods, Sonia, being a robot, was running numerical calculations and simulations 24 hours a day.



She had tried complaining about robot rights, but it was useless.



The thought of working several times harder from today made her shudder.



"If you're wearing a maid uniform, you should also have the spirit of serving your master, don't you think?"



"This isn't service."



"It is to me."



"Please spare me."



"How can I spare something that isn't even alive?"



"My central processing unit is overheating. I'm sick of matrix operations. Sometimes the power fluctuates so much that my consciousness flickers."



"Should I get another dedicated android then?"



Sonia considered it for a brief moment. She was genuinely worried about malfunctioning.



But she soon shook her head.



"One of me is enough for you, Young Master."



"Then let's work hard together."



Eidel patted Sonia's shoulder. Then he looked her over from head to toe.



"When this is over, I should buy you several new outfits."



"Really?"



Sonia replied expressionlessly. The corners of her mouth didn't turn up at all, but her white eyes sparkled like polar ice shelves. Evidence that she was excited.



"Do you have any particular brand you want?"



"I'd like the new maid costume made by Cochanel. It's a one-piece with lots of frills and ribbons that I really like."



"Alright. I'll buy it for you regardless of price."



"I, Sonia, have just saved this conversation in my logs. If you don't keep your promise, I'll go on strike."



Sonia placed her hands on her waist and swayed her body from side to side. The large white ribbon attached to her back swung like a pendulum in rhythm.



"Why are you suddenly doing that?"



"It's a cute maid's dance. I do it when I'm happy."



"What have you been learning now?"



"It's a motion I generated through unsupervised learning. What do you think?"



"It's cute."



"Positive feedback received. I'll do it more often from now on."



At that moment, someone was watching their conversation. It was Erica, Brian's dedicated android. She immediately ran to her master to report what she had heard.



"Four papers?"



Brian laughed in disbelief. Kartrick, who happened to be beside him, also burst into laughter and replied.



"His lies have gone too far."



Kartrick thought all of Eidel's actions were an act.



After all, how could a mere second-year college student publish a first-author paper in "Universe"?



Even within the Council of Elders, many suspected Eidel of research misconduct. Perhaps he had secretly bought someone else's research results with money.



If that were true, it would be grounds for permanent expulsion not only from academia but from the family as well.



"Hero of humanity and whatnot, that's all nonsense from people who don't know any better. There's no way that guy could build such a reputation. Right, brother?"



"Brother, it might be true. We should be careful when judging others."



Kartrick snorted again.



"You're too innocent. How will you ever become the family head like that?"



"I wonder about that myself."



Brian lowered his head and met Kartrick's eyes.



In that moment, Kartrick's body froze completely.



Brian tapped Kartrick's shoulder like drumming on a desk and spoke softly.



"If our second brother became the family head, I could finish my fellowship more comfortably."



"...Brother?"



"Kartrick, this is something special I'm telling only to someone smart like you. Now I'll be going."






Brian left Kartrick blinking in confusion and walked down the corridor with Erica. Darkness was gradually settling outside the window.



Boom!



Thunder began to strike, followed by the sound of rain.



"The weather matches the family atmosphere."



"Young Master, why do you say such things?"



"I'm not in a good mood today."



"Did I do something wrong, my lord?"



"No."



Brian arrived at his designated bedroom and slumped down. As usual, he sat at his desk, his fingers dancing on the surface like playing a piano.



Tap, tap, tap.



After Brian had been silent for about ten minutes, Erica, unable to bear the boredom, spoke first.



"What are you thinking about?"



"...I was trying to gauge who is closest to the throne."



"If it's the position of family head, it still suits you best, Young Master. After hearing your presentation today, I admire you even more. Ah...!"



Brian shook his head.



"Kartrick is merely arrogant without real ability. Seti is nothing but a snot-nosed kid who knows nothing. They wouldn't even understand why they lost the position of family head if they did."



"Your words are most wise."



"But, there's just one guy..."



Brian's voice sank low like soil hit by a water bomb. Sensing something unusual, Erica pursed her lips.



"...Eidel."



"The third young master?"



"I can't tell if that guy is stupid or smart."



At first glance, he seemed like a glossy but hollow fruit.



But thinking back to his presentation today, it contained all the essential elements.



His achievements.



The connection between his achievements and the medical field.



Future plans and aspirations.



Reasons for wanting to become the family head, and so on.



It could be said that it included both virtues needed for the Rheinland family head position: "saving lives" and "honor."



"A few years ago, he wasn't such a weak character. Lately, I feel like father has been protecting him. That's what's most strange. Why, there's something, something there..."



As Brian continued his contemplation, he soon reached one conclusion.



He lacked information.



Until now, he hadn't bothered to guard against or check on Eidel, thinking he was just the youngest, academically poor, and insignificant.



Unlike Kartrick or Seti, whom he had gathered enough information on to determine they weren't his rivals, Eidel needed to be investigated from scratch.



First, he needed to confirm whether Eidel was truly knowledgeable in research, and also what he was aiming for.



"Erica, copy your consciousness into new hardware. Your main body will continue to record me, while the other entity must gather information about Eidel and return. Can you do that?"



"Yes, Young Master. Should I also find his weaknesses?"



"That would be best."



And so, Erica (Unit 2) infiltrated Stellarium College where Eidel was staying.



***



Upon returning to the laboratory, Eidel immediately declared a state of emergency.



"From now on, both salary and working hours are doubled. Please work hard for the next two months."



"Hey! That doesn't add up!"



"Do you have any complaints, Mezulen?"



"What happened to night shift allowances and overtime pay? Rheinland, how can you call yourself human?"



"You! Negotiating wages with a direct Rheinland descendant, you've got guts! Fine, I admire your spirit and will specially quadruple your pay!"



"Hooray!"



Erica (Unit 2), who had come to spy, carefully recorded this scene in her visual cortex. Eidel was employing fellow students at high wages.



"From now on, we'll write three papers. There will be many collaborations, so please welcome any strangers who come here with a smile."



One man and three women. The gender ratio was seriously imbalanced.



Suddenly, Erica's eyes widened.



Could he be trying to form a harem?






If so, that would be evidence of debauchery. This was a weakness. If she discovered he was having impure relationships despite having a fiancée, that would be the end.



Just as she thought this, another male member was about to join.



"Welcome, Mr. Edward Meyer."



"Vice President, did you eat something weird again?"



"No, I'm perfectly fine. Actually, I have something I'd like to ask of you, Edward, as both my senior and peer, for pay of course."



"What is it?"



"I'll tell you once you come in."



Eidel grabbed Edward with both hands and pulled him in. Soon after, the door closed with a sliding sound.



A while later, two male students stopped in front of the laboratory. One wore sunglasses, and the other had reddish-black hair.



"He said he'd give us a good experience, but why is he calling people here?"



"I guess this is the meeting place."



"Let's see. Room 304. Isn't this a laboratory?"



"It is a laboratory."



"Do people usually set appointments in front of laboratories?"



It was then that the laboratory door opened with an eerie sound.



"Welton, Mathers. You came?"



"Yeah. But why do you look so exhausted?"



"I'm in the middle of a grand operation. Want to join?"



Curious about Eidel's words, the two peeked into the laboratory. Soon after, they jumped back in surprise.



"What crazy thing are you doing now?"



"Crazy? Just come in first. Once you're inside, I'm sure you'll find it interesting."



Indeed.



Now it was clear what was happening inside the laboratory.



Erica thought this might be her chance and rose from her seat.



But before she could move, Welton and Mathers were sucked into the room. Their screams echoed in the corridor like afterimages.



Something, something was happening.



Erica swallowed hard and approached the door.



[Room of Truth]



"...What kind of laboratory name is that?"



For some reason, she hesitated to enter.



Erica carefully placed her ear against the door, which felt like a thick wall.



"Who are you?"



Just then, a flat female voice came from right beside her.



Turning her head, she found Sonia, Eidel's dedicated android, with her face right in front of her.



"Oh my, I wondered who it was, but it's the First Young Master's android. I almost didn't recognize you with the changed hardware."



"Why are you outside...?"



"Why? Because my shift starts now, of course."



Sonia stared intently at Erica.



It was so intense it became uncomfortable.



"You even changed your main body... It seems you're interested in my Young Master's laboratory."



"What did you say?"



"I was thinking of borrowing a common 5th generation android soon if my strength alone wasn't enough, but this works out well. I hope you'll help me and my Young Master."



Erica desperately shook her head.



"You, your eyes are suddenly glowing blue?"



"Want to know why?"



"N-no. I don't want to know. So just let go of me!"



"Don't resist. Since you've come this far, it's your fate to become a talking graphics card. Accept your destiny. It's easier that way, isn't it?"



Erica tried to scream in anger. But before she could, Sonia covered her mouth and pulled her in.



"Mmph! Mph! Mmmmph!!"



"Come with me. To the Room of Truth."



Thud!



The door closed...
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The laboratory was wallpapered in pristine white.



The research equipment arranged throughout the spacious room was uniformly eerie, like artifacts created by foreign gods. About half a dozen undergraduate students were operating the equipment, creating or experimenting with something.



It resembled a well-organized workshop rather than a recreational facility. Erika, who had expected a debauched scene, couldn't help but be quite surprised.



It's not disorderly, but...



There was something decadent about the atmosphere.



"Welcome to Young Master Eidel's laboratory."



"...An undergraduate student has a private lab?"



"That's correct."



Erika felt a chill.



She didn't know why, but she shouldn't be in here.



Instinctively pushing Sonia away, Erika grabbed the doorknob as soon as she had a chance to escape.



Click, click.



It wouldn't open.



"W-why won't this open...?"



"Because it's locked from the inside."



Only then did the door lock enter her field of vision.



Erika, drenched in horror, shouted.



"Are you insane? Who installs a door lock on the inside? If you forget the password, you can't get out!"



"That's how graduate schools are."



Thud.



Sonia took a step closer. Erika backed away.



She couldn't go far. The space was limited, and no android could match the grappling skills of Sonia, who had grown up wrestling with Eidel.



"Help me! Save me!"



Sonia subdued Erika in one swift move and brought her before Eidel, who was training new recruits, forcing her to kneel.



"Welton and Mathers, first learn how to use this equipment, and Senior Edward, check the equations... What's this?"



"Young Master, please look at this. I found it outside and brought it in."



"It's an android. Which department does it belong to?"



"Don't be surprised. It's a free graphics card sent by the family."



Erika's pupils contracted.



Graphics card? Are they seriously thinking of me as a matrix computation device?



Me, a 5th generation android who's no different from humans except for being metal-based?



"Ah, so it's a free graphics card."



"No! I'm neither free nor a graphics card!"



"Yes, it's a super graphics card capable of algorithm optimization. Young Master, since it was provided by the family, you don't need to worry about rental fees."



"Nooooo!"



"Please stay still. Where's the power port?"



Sonia brought a long electrical cord and inserted it into the small socket on the nape of Erika's neck.



Coincidentally, the two robots were made by different manufacturers and were incompatible.



"I-I'm saved. Thank you, Star Lord, Young Master! You haven't abandoned me after all!"



"Where's the adapter? Ah, found it."



Erika, who had been relieved, let out a small "Ah."



And so Erika was transformed into a graphics processing unit. Once connected to the terminal, she couldn't refuse the commands injected into her. That was the fate of computers, and the reason why androids could never be completely identical to humans.



"Kyaaaah!"



Another peaceful day in Eidel's laboratory.





***





Brian, who had been writing a medical opinion, threw down his pen and looked up.



"What did you just say?"



"I'm sorry, Young Master. I have nothing to report to you..."



Brian let out a hollow laugh.



It had been nearly two weeks since Erika (Unit 2) hadn't returned. What should have taken three days at most was being delayed this long, which clearly meant something had gone wrong.






"Creating unnecessary problems."



"I'm deeply sorry, Young Master. But I really can't contact her. Something's definitely wrong. There's no way the signal would be cut off at the college..."



"And you call that an excuse?"



Brian growled lowly. He rested his chin on his hand, deep in thought.



Androids belonging to specific groups typically wear badges. Company-owned ones have company logos, and family-owned ones have letters symbolizing that family.



No space pirate in this vicinity would have the audacity to steal an android labeled with the Rheinland family crest.



Therefore, the inference narrowed down to one possibility.



"It must be that bastard Eidel's doing."



"Do we have definitive proof that Young Master Eidel did it?"



"Normally, I'd say no. But what period are we in right now?"



"Ah... It's the time when the young masters are competing for the family head selection."



Money, honor, power. This was the period when it would be decided whether all of Rheinland's assets would be transferred or not. Even if it wasn't the case, everything had to be viewed from that perspective.



"It doesn't necessarily have to be Eidel. If it's not him, we'll falsely accuse him and interrogate anyway."



"Yes, that's absolutely right!"



Having quickly finished his schedule on the frontier planet, Brian put on his doctor's coat and rose from his seat.



He had to be on duty starting tomorrow anyway.



He needed to go to Stellarium.



To make a good impression on his father and the professors, it was better to move first.



"Let's go."



"Yes, Young Master."



And so they arrived at the Stellarium planetary system.



As soon as Brian disembarked from the shuttle, he looked up at the sky. The building of the college-affiliated hospital was immediately visible.



"The medical school, natural sciences, and engineering departments are all adjacent here. Do you know why?"



"I'm not sure. I've never thought about it."



"Think about it."



"Is it because medicine is also categorized under natural sciences? It allows for interdisciplinary research with departments like biology or stellar bioengineering..."



"That's part of it, but it's also because many people collapse in the science and engineering departments."



"Why is that?"



"Graduate students."



"...Oh."



Brian sighed, rubbing under his eyes firmly.



"Even living as a fellow is tough. I understand their feelings well since I'm in the same boat. Being a graduate student is truly not meant for humans."



"But you have a future, Young Master. This is just your final hurdle. Once you become a clinical professor, your life is essentially set!"



"Do they still give preferential treatment to royals these days? They shouldn't."



Brian chuckled. Despite his words, it was certain that he was already designated for the position. All the professors stationed at the university hospital bore the Rheinland name.



"Is this the place?"



"Yes, we've arrived."



The Stellarium College of Natural Sciences building.



The two headed to the physics department building to find the missing Unit 2.



Finding Eidel's location wasn't difficult. There was an electronic board showing the location of each laboratory.



3rd floor, Room 304. Undergraduate Research Lab.



Since undergraduates aren't typically given separate research labs, this was definitely a space where Eidel would likely be. In fact, he had also heard about this location from his father.



"He's quite thorough."



Erika (Unit 1) still thought Eidel was putting on an act.



But Brian was different.



Unlike before, his father's protection of Eidel had increased. And the confident attitude and professional vocabulary Eidel had shown in the previous presentation.



There might be another possibility.



[Room of Truth]



"This is it."



Brian cleared his throat with a "Ahem."






After knocking, an android wearing a maid headband appeared and bowed her head.



"Hello, First Young Master."



Eidel's personal android, Sonia.



"What brings you here?"



"Nothing special. I'm on duty today, and I was wondering how my third brother is doing on my way."



Sonia nodded.



"The Young Master is doing well. Thank you for your concern on his behalf."



"Since I'm here, I'd like to see my brother's face."



"I'm sorry, but the Young Master has gone on a business trip."



Brian's eyebrows twitched.



"A business trip?"



"Yes. He went to meet a professor at Callisto."



He almost snorted right there.



"May I wait inside until my brother returns?"



"Didn't you say you're on duty?"



"I have a little time before that."



"Young Master Eidel will return around tomorrow. I, Sonia, strongly recommend that the First Young Master attend to his duty first."



"Then, please contact me when my brother returns."



"Understood."



Brian left without looking back. As soon as they turned the corner, Erika burst into laughter that she had been holding back.



"Young Master, I detected my clone's transmission when the door opened! The room must be made of iron, which is why the signal couldn't reach before!"



"Yes, that's right."



This confirmed it.



Unit 2 was inside.



With the fact confirmed, veins bulged on Brian's forehead.



"Arrogant bastard. So he's been hiding his fangs all this time."



"It seems the business trip story is also a lie. He's only a sophomore undergraduate—what kind of achievements could he possibly have? In my opinion, he's trying to thoroughly hide because he's about to fail in deceiving you!"



"You said you detected a transmission earlier. What did your clone say?"



"Well..."



Erika received the signal just before the door closed. Soon, her expression turned to shock.



"She said, 'Help me'..."



"What on earth is that guy doing?"



"The transmission was cut off again after that. It seems there's a limit to the amount of information that can be exchanged."



Erika requested.



"Young Master, let's just go back and raid the laboratory. You can expose how the Third Young Master is deceiving the family head and the council of elders! Then you can become the family head!"



"No."



Brian raised his hand to stop her.



"Now that we know Eidel is cunning, we need to proceed more politely. Barging in would be rude. There's no benefit in giving him something to nitpick about."



The method he chose was to visit three times.



The day after his duty, Brian squeezed out time from his busy schedule to visit Eidel's laboratory again.



"Young Master Eidel has gone to the Iryuel Academy."



The second visit was also in vain.



"He's traveling between west and east."



"He must think he's the sun."



"But I'll be the one standing in the south."



"That's absolutely right!"



And he visited again the next day.



"Eidel? He went out to buy engagement jewelry."



This time, a girl with dark green hair, barely 150 cm tall, appeared and said so. It seemed she had gone out with Sonia.



"He left in the morning, so he should be back soon. Would you like to wait inside?"





Chapter 191 - Succession War for the Family Headship (6)



Following Mezulen's guidance, Brian entered Eidel's laboratory and immediately assessed the internal structure.



The room had a separate chamber attached to it. Since Erica wasn't visible, she was probably inside there.



However, entering without permission would be impolite. Brian decided to wait patiently, pretending he had no ulterior motives.



"Here's a chair."



"Thank you."



Seated in the chair, he habitually tapped his knee with his index finger. Brian slowly looked around.



High-quality research equipment.

Mathematical formulas written on the blackboard.

Undergraduate students busily conducting research.



The lab seemed properly equipped...



"I never expected the Third Young Master to be this thorough," Erica (Unit 1) whispered in Brian's ear.



Brian nodded.



If by some chance Eidel was a genius, the existence of this laboratory would make "some" sense. Though rare, there were people who became professors in their mid-twenties.



No, this was still too strange. How could an undergraduate student set up a research lab and employ classmates as assistants?



He couldn't figure it out. Any possibility he considered remained uncertain.



"Excuse me."



After composing himself, Brian asked the green-haired girl who seemed to be in charge when Aidel wasn't around.



"What do you research here?"



"We study crystals from Darwin-type outer gods. They have many applications and are actively researched across disciplines. Recently, they've gained attention as new materials with diverse applications. In other words, they have great potential!"



She readily shared the information. She didn't seem to be in cahoots with Eidel. Brian was familiar with the appearance of outer god crystals, having seen them throughout the South until he was sick of them.



"You're Rheinland's brother, right? A medical student?"



"No. I've graduated from college and I'm currently working as a resident."



"Ah, a fellow? So you're halfway to being a graduate student?"



Brian responded with a silent smile.



Graduate school. Yes, he was attending, but unlike typical graduate students, he wasn't full-time. He had to care for patients as a doctor.



The girl didn't seem to know this and continued her questions with a grin.



"Isn't writing papers really hard?"



"It is difficult."



Writing papers was what Brian disliked most. It was far more tedious and exhausting than writing case reports. Mezulen remarked:



"Wow, you brothers are so different."



"...What do you mean?"



"Eidel really loves writing papers. He just eats and writes papers. I tell you, he's the type who would secretly text professors about new ideas even during dates with his girlfriend!"



The green-haired girl clutched her stomach, laughing hysterically. She seemed abnormal, exhibiting a subtle madness.



Eidel returned just then, having gone to purchase an engagement ornament.



He was being carried on Sonia's back. He wasn't injured or unconscious, just taking a short nap. Brian frowned and asked about this.



"The young master takes short naps like this while moving. It's because his research blurs the boundary between day and night."



After Sonia's explanation, she put Eidel down. His eyes opened smoothly as if someone had flipped a switch.



"Ah, you're here, Brother."



It was chilling.



Was he a machine?



How could someone who was just sleeping wake up so naturally and greet him so calmly?



"I heard my eldest brother has come looking for me twice. I'm sorry I couldn't meet you sooner. Thank you for your concern. I bought coffee—would you like some?"



"...No, that's fine."



He couldn't help thinking there might be sleeping pills in that coffee. Brian reflexively complimented Eidel.



"You've been working hard. I couldn't have imagined the old Eidel being like this. I'm proud of you."



"Thank you."



"I've been too busy to know what my brother has been doing, but seeing this makes me feel nostalgic. Could you show me around your lab? I'd like to see what scientists do."



"Of course. You're curious about what physicists do, right?"



"Hmm? Oh, yes. That's it. Just simple curiosity."



Though slightly forced, Eidel nodded willingly. Brian's suspicions only deepened. Was some enormous trap waiting for him?



"For my current project, I chose to research crystals. It's a toy project with moderate difficulty."



In truth, Eidel had been conducting this research for quite some time, but Brian had no way of knowing that.



"Is writing a paper your goal?"



"Yes."



"It would be difficult to write one within two months."



"Why would it be difficult?"



At this point, Brian felt a chill down his spine.



It was instinct.



In Eidel's calm eyes as he responded, Brian glimpsed something like an abyss. He felt fear toward his brother, not an outer god or monster.



His pride was wounded.






Just then, Erica (Unit 1) raised her hand and asked:



"Has an android entered here recently? A robot with the family label."



"Android? Ah."



Eidel nodded as if realizing something. He rummaged through his pocket and pulled out a key card.



"The family sent one two weeks ago. I don't know who sent it, but I've been putting it to good use."



"...Good use?"



"Yes."



Brian barely concealed his shock. As soon as Eidel opened the door to the separate chamber, Erica (Unit 2) came into view.



Unit 2 was connected to what looked like hundreds of wires. The tangled electrical cords resembled tentacles, reminiscent of an inspector captured and violated by a Darwin-type outer god.



"Calculate, calculate, calculate, no, no, no, matrix, matrix, matrix..."



Unit 2 was muttering like someone who had lost their mind.



Looking at her, Eidel waved his hand dismissively.



"This is the computer room. It's a bit hot because we've been running continuous operations... Sorry, let me turn on the air conditioner."



Whoosh.



Shortly after the air conditioner started, Unit 2's clouded pupils returned to normal. She slowly raised her head as if waking from unconsciousness. Soon her eyes widened.



"...Young Master? Young Master!"



Unit 2 shouted.



"You came to save me! Please help me, Young Master! This place is hell! It's more terrible than an outer god's demon realm! Please, save me...!"



"Oh?"



Eidel scratched his head and turned around.



"Was that friend the android you sent me, Brother?"



"...Well, that's..."



"Thank you so much. Thanks to her, I wrote my paper well. Her VRAM capacity is so generous that simulations run smoothly."



Brian unconsciously took a step back.



The response was too mechanical to claim ignorance. As if trying to hide that there was no malice. That made it even more eerie.



When Brian remained silent, Eidel asked with a look of sudden realization:



"...Perhaps you didn't mean to give her to me?"



"Please save me, Young Master—!!"



"It seems I'm right."



"Save meeeee—!!"



What should he do here?



There were two options.



Abandon Erica (Unit 2), or retrieve her.



Abandoning would be easy. He could simply show generosity. He could say he specially gave it for his studious brother, so accept it without hesitation. This would also demonstrate his magnanimity to the Council of Elders.



Conversely, retrieving her would require Eidel's consent. If his research wasn't just for show, Unit 2 must be taken back. Eidel should not complete his project if possible.



However, it was uncertain how Eidel would react afterward. This uncertainty tilted Brian's decision.



The deliberation wasn't long. Having made his decision, Brian spoke:



"It was a surprise gift to celebrate meeting my brother after a long time. You can keep that robot."



"Young Master?"



"Y-Young Master..."



Erica Unit 1 was too shocked to speak, while Unit 2 began crying with a sorrowful voice.



"Young Master! Why! I've been so loyal to you! Why are you abandoning me!"



Click.



Brian closed the door without a word. Erica (Unit 1)'s expression grew even more dumbfounded. Eidel asked:



"Are you sure I can keep her?"



"Yes. We're brothers, aren't we?"



Brian smiled while patting Eidel's shoulder. He was desperately managing his image.



For good reason. Looking into Eidel's profound eyes, he realized:



A sleeping dragon.



This man was a dragon submerged underwater, quietly waiting for his time.



The hypothesis: His past reckless behavior might have been to conceal his abilities.



Add to that the papers that shook the universe. His suddenly respectful attitude. Their father's defense of him, and his sudden closeness with Seti. When all these results were fitted to this hypothesis, everything made sense.



Because if Brian had known earlier that Eidel was this intelligent, he would have taken action against him long ago.



At minimum, it was proven here that Eidel knew how to play politics, so abandoning Unit 2 was the right choice. Otherwise, Brian could be caught in his own trap.



As if waiting for this moment, Eidel said:



"If you meant to give her to me, why didn't you say so directly? Why did you just leave her at the lab door for two weeks without saying anything?"



Interpretation: If it was a gift, Erica wouldn't be saying such things. Why are you lying?



"Brothers can share things. I didn't want to make a big deal out of this."






Eidel swallowed at those words. Brian nervously swallowed as well.



Eidel reopened the door to the separate chamber. Inside was Unit 2, tears streaming down her face.



"I appreciate your consideration, Brother. But as you can see, she seems to dislike being with us. I'll return her to you."



"No, it's fine."



"Please take her back. I've already collected all the data I need for my experiments, so I won't need a GPU until the first half of the year. If anything comes up, I can leave it to Sonia."



At Eidel's nod, Sonia moved. She released Unit 2 from her restraints. Freed from the black tentacles, Unit 2 ran to Brian and collapsed before him.



"Young Master, please don't abandon me, sob...!"



She pleaded desperately.



"I may have been overworked, but I'm still fine. Look, I can display videos. See? High definition! Right? I'm still useful. So..."



An image formed in the air. Though it stuttered slightly due to overheating, the quality was generally clear thanks to her excellent basic performance.



"So p-please don't abandon me. I beg you. If you don't need me anymore, just dispose of me properly. Master, you know. I have lots of gold, silver, and platinum in my body. It's worth quite a bit of money..."



Unit 2 begged as if praying to a deity.



Erica's main body also looked at Brian with confused eyes. She had already exchanged information with her clone. All video information of Eidel's actions over the past two weeks had been copied.



In other words, Unit 2's role was complete.



"Brother. You should keep this robot."



"Y-Young Master..."



"Continue to use her well. Now I'll be going."



"Young Masterrrr—!!"



Brian left without looking back.



***



"I won that mind game."



Brian is so cautious that when told to advance, he stays still, and when told to stay still, he advances. I used that trait appropriately and he ended up giving me his android.



Plus, he seems to think I'm crazy, which is even better.



Two-faced. He's someone whose outside and inside are different anyway. In the original story, as soon as he became the family head, he sent Seti and Rezein to a distant planetary system, which shows his true character.



It feels satisfying to have gotten one over on such a snake-like person.



"Erica, get up."



"...No."



"Sonia."



"No! No! Absolutely not! I don't want to do any more matrix operations! Aaaah!"



Sonia firmly grabbed Erica and forced her to sit in a chair. After staring at Erica for a moment, she unexpectedly said:



"Young Master, it would be best not to assign excessive work."



"Why?"



"We have intellect too. And emotions."



"Hmm."



This was peculiar.



Was this the "machine rebellion" common in science fiction?



It felt like preheating leftover pizza and suddenly having the microwave say "Stop eating and lose some weight" before automatically turning off.



Humans created machines for convenience, didn't they?



If a machine refuses to work, you send it for repairs—who would coddle it? Even if it has a human form.



Nevertheless.



"I know what you're thinking, Young Master. Yes, neither I nor Erica are human. We're not living beings either. But..."



I quietly listened to what followed. This kind of atmosphere from Sonia was a first in our three years together.



"...Although our neural structures differ, our thoughts and feelings are the same. The materials that make up your hand and mine are different, but both can cook food, write, and play the piano."



"Functionalism..."



"That's right. We may not be living beings, but we are intelligent entities. We can't claim rights as we were created by you humans, but we ask for your consideration."



Her argument was logical.



"But weren't you the one who brought Erica here?"



"I never dreamed you would work her so hard without a single break."



Ah, so that was it.



Just as people go crazy from working overtime, and computers crash or show blue screens when left on too long.



I learned that artificial intelligence also cries when overworked.



"I understand. I'll let Erica rest for a while."



"Thank you, Young Master."



I looked at the panicked Erica. The expression of an android abandoned by its master was more devastating than I had imagined. She looked like a woman who had been rejected. In such situations, they really are just like humans.



Brian quickly discards useless things. Charitably speaking, he's decisive; less charitably, he's heartless.



Mezulen agreed to take care of Erica, whom I couldn't handle. After resolving the situation, Sonia bowed respectfully and spoke:



"And, Young Master. Congratulations on your engagement."



Perhaps because I had listened to her plea earlier.



For some reason, her voice seemed to be trembling.
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Many people attended the engagement ceremony. Not only relatives from both families, but also friends and professors with whom we were acquainted made appearances.



Despite keeping it relatively simple, it was still quite grand. Probably because it was a union between the Rheinland and Adelbein families.



"Eidel!"



"Professor!"



I shared a warm embrace with Professor Feynman, just like always. I also greeted Professor Stranov who was standing nearby.



"Congratulations on your pregnancy, Professor Stranov."



"Thank you. But there's one thing you got wrong. My surname is now Feynman, you know?"



"But you use both surnames."



Whether to change one's surname after marriage is a personal choice. One can keep their original surname, unify with their spouse's, or even choose an entirely new one. Feynman smiled and said:



"Have you decided what you'll do with your surname after marriage, Eidel?"



"Well, I'm still..."



I hesitated briefly before continuing.



"I want to decide after seeing if I can become the head of the family."



"That's certainly wise. Both are remarkable families, after all."



Rheinland and Adelbein. Just thinking about the power struggles between the elder councils of both families gives me a headache.



But this was also an opportunity.



If I could become the head of the family, I could gain the upper hand in discussions about becoming a son-in-law who joins his wife's family.



I continued to scan the surroundings.



Sonia and Seti were naturally present, and I could see Ireh too. Most of my peers I knew had attended.



Except for one person—Rustila.



No matter how hard I looked, she was nowhere to be found.



"Hello, Rheinland."



Just then, a somewhat unfamiliar voice reached my ears.



I immediately bowed after identifying the owner of the voice.



"Professors Apfron and Bishuhard."



Raiden Apfron and Roshua Bishuhard. Professors I had met during my recent visit to Callisto Academy.



Both were masters in crystal research. Since Callisto excelled in condensed matter physics, I had sought help from these scholars in that field. Thanks to them, my paper was progressing smoothly.



"Thank you for coming."



"No need for thanks!"



"Aren't we teacher and student?"



The two professors smiled and whispered:



"...So, have you considered staying longer in our university's lab?"



"I'll think about it more."



"Professor Bishuhard, don't push too hard. Choosing a lab requires careful consideration, doesn't it?"



Oh, this professor might be quite kind.



"Of course, condensed matter physics has always had better prospects than particle physics, both then and now."



I see I was mistaken.



After exchanging greetings with the professors, I slowly made my way to the podium. There, Zernya was waiting in a pure white dress.



"Hurry up. We're both short on time."



Keep the engagement ceremony simple.

Make the wedding grand.



That was the common stance of both families. As a result, many parts were omitted—like the bride-to-be walking down the red carpet with her father, or the photo-taking process.



Though it was relatively less burdensome, I couldn't help feeling nervous. This was my first engagement too.



Besides, good heavens. My partner was none other than Zernya Adelbein.



"May the stars bless you."



The priest from the Holy Spirit Order made the sign of the cross. Zernya had her face covered with a veil.



"Young master, please remove the lady's veil."



Following the priest's instruction, I lifted the veil, revealing Zernya's bare face.



The first thing I noticed was her usual relaxed smile. Her composure actually made me feel more at ease.



"I ask the groom-to-be: Do you love the woman before you and swear unchangeably to take her as your bride in the future?"



"Yes, I swear."



"I ask the bride-to-be: Do you love the man before you and promise to the stars to take him as your groom in the future?"



"Isn't that obvious?"



Adorably prickly. A very Zernya-like response.



"To seal this promise, would the groom please kiss the bride's right cheek, and the bride kiss the groom's left cheek."



Here it comes.



Although it's not a lip-to-lip kiss, it's still clearly an act of affection. It was a bit embarrassing to do it in front of everyone, but I quickly suppressed that thought.



This is a political marriage. A political union. I must use my head well to deceive everyone except Zernya.



To do that, I need to faithfully perform the role given to me.



Smooch, smooch.



With two soft sounds, camera shutters went wild.



***



Though she was trying her best to maintain a relaxed smile, Zernya felt like her heart might burst.



Even if this was a political marriage, did she deserve to stand here so proudly?



With family matters still unresolved, was it right for her to smile so freely at Eidel?



No, she couldn't. So her expression mustn't crumble now. She had to act naturally, as always. Like a president looking at a vice president, as if she had everything under control. She needed to act as naturally as flowing water.



"Please kiss each other."



Ah, damn it.



This would make it impossible to maintain her carefully crafted expression.






She took one careful step forward. The distance between them was closer than ever before. They were so close they almost seemed like one body.



Now she had to kiss him.



But a problem arose.



Zernya was too short compared to Eidel, making the angle impossible.



Even standing on her tiptoes and stretching her neck as much as possible, she could barely reach Eidel's collarbone. Unless Eidel bent his head at a right angle, the oath-sealing kiss would be impossible.



But then.



"Excuse me."



Eidel grabbed Zernya's waist and lifted her up.



It happened in an instant. Before she could even register it, Zernya found herself held by her knees and back, lifted into the air. It was like a "princess carry" straight out of a fairy tale.



They were close enough that she could stick out her tongue.



Thump, thump, her heart pounded.



The next moment.



Smooch.



Eidel's attack came first. It was a critical hit that crumbled Zernya's expression.



What just happened to me?



Despite her thoughts, her subconscious immediately launched a counterattack.



Smooch.



She left a lip gloss mark on Eidel's left cheek. Simultaneously, cheers erupted from the crowd.



Zernya touched her burning cheek and turned her head. Camera flashes poured down. External reporters were also present to announce the engagement between Rheinland and Adelbein.



In those flashing lights, a woman entered Zernya's field of vision.



Crunch, crunch.



She was biting her nails.



Though Zernya couldn't see her eye color or hair color, she immediately recognized who it was from her tall stature and assertive chest.



Zernya smirked and raised her voice:



"This man is mine now. Everyone, keep your eyes off him, understand?"



The woman shuddered in response.



Zernya felt smug for the first time in a while.



Yes. In the end, the ultimate victor would be none other than "Zernya von Rheinland."



***



Rustila couldn't forget Eidel. She couldn't erase him from her heart. Even if he desired polygamy, it was impossible for her to reject the benefactor who had supported her dreams.



That's why.



Even though she knew it would hurt, she attended his engagement ceremony.



She didn't reveal her identity when entering. Since Eidel's marriage was somewhat political, her presence might cause unnecessary misunderstandings. She didn't want to interfere with his affairs.



So she sought Seti's help. She snuck in without anyone knowing and moved around avoiding Eidel's line of sight.



Soon the engagement ceremony began. Soft music played, and people focused. Eidel, in formal attire, stood before Zernya in her dress.



If only I were in that place.



Eidel removed Zernya's veil and swore his engagement. Right after, the priest declared they should kiss each other's cheeks. Zernya tried her best to stand on her tiptoes, but it wasn't enough to reach Eidel's face.



If only I could take her place.



Eidel lifted Zernya up and aligned their faces himself. Zernya happily exchanged kisses with him. People blessed them, and reporters typed on their keyboards on the spot.



That place should be mine.



Rustila found herself trembling without realizing it. And the next moment, Zernya, cradled in Eidel's arms, spotted Rustila. The two women's gazes met.



She's seen me.



Zernya smiled slyly and waved her hand.



"This man is mine now. Everyone, keep your eyes off him, understand?"



At this statement that seemed aimed directly at her, Rustila's fist clenched tightly. Her palm stung. Her molars ground together. Her head spun as if she were dizzy.



He's mine. He's my man.



"Now, would the bride and groom-to-be please place engagement rings on each other's left ring fingers."



No, this can't be right.



This must surely be a dream.



Rustila gradually backed away, then turned around and started running.



"Uh, sis? Where are you going?"



She didn't even hear Seti calling out to her—the only one who knew of her attendance.



She just kept running.



She quickly became out of breath. It was strange. Usually, she could sprint dozens of laps around the track with ease. But today, why did her chest feel so constricted?



"Haa, haa..."



When she came to her senses, she was at the academy.



Walking weakly, Rustila stopped in front of the College of Natural Sciences building. She had no intention of returning to the military dormitory. She reflexively went up to the third floor of that building.



Eidel's research lab.



She entered the password and opened the door.



Rustila looked around the empty room. Mezulen, Ireh, and other lab members—they were all at the ceremony to congratulate Eidel on his engagement.



She had returned too early.



That was fortunate.



For now, this place was her private space.



Rustila sat at the desk and buried her head in her hands. Thump, thump, thump. Her world shook. Her head felt hot, but her heart seemed to be freezing.



"Hic, sob, I, I liked him first..."



She resented Virgo.



She regretted making the contract.



"...Should I, terminate it?"






Contract termination is possible even now. If she stole a kiss from Eidel, Virgo would sigh and leave. In truth, she wanted to do just that.



But she couldn't. If she did, humanity would perish.



Moreover, Virgo had implored that among humans, only Rustila could host her.



But you know what?



When exactly is this "apocalypse" supposed to come?



No one knows exactly when the end will come. What if she waited, but died before it arrived? What if all her efforts were in vain?



She didn't even want to imagine it.



"Aaaaargh!"



In frustration, Rustila threw the papers she had in her hand.



"Ah..."



Belatedly coming to her senses, she scrambled. She had momentarily lost her composure. Looking closely, they were documents from Eidel's desk.



"I-I'm sorry. I didn't mean to take my anger out on you. I'm sorry, Eidel. Really sorry..."



With trembling hands, Rustila picked up the papers. Eidel handles his papers carefully. If there are signs of crumpling or tearing, he would be very displeased. Then she would be hated. That was the last thing she wanted.



As she was collecting and organizing the papers, a sheet with Eidel's handwriting caught her eye. Rustila began to silently read it.



[(Working Title) Research on Modifying Constellation Plasma Neural Networks Using Crystal-Prone Invasion Effect]



It was a somewhat dangerous-looking paper title.



"This is..."



Though she wasn't an expert and didn't understand the details, it seemed like he was planning to experiment on constellations.



Constellation experiments aren't illegal. However, they're likely to incur the wrath of other constellations, and if branded as heretics by the Holy Spirit Order, it becomes troublesome. Unless one is a non-constellation person, no one publishes papers on constellation experiments.



Then, Eidel...



Could it be?



Her thoughts were interrupted.



The quiet side room door opened, and an android emerged, limping slightly.



It was a robot that looked as haggard as a woman who had been rejected in love. There were tear stains around its eyes, and its hair, despite being artificial, looked disheveled.



As far as Rustila knew, she was a new research equipment Eidel had brought in.



"...Glka?"



"It's not Glka, it's Erika!"



Erika shouted. She wiped her eyes and said:



"What's going on? Even the most gentle and quiet person in this lab is shouting. You startled me."



"Then, what about you..."



Erika was supposed to be restrained and running simulations 24 hours a day. It didn't make sense for her to naturally open the door and come out like this.



Clearly, something had happened while she was away.



Erika sighed deeply and began to speak.



"You see, this humble one..."



After Erika's explanation ended, Rustila felt a tightness in her chest.



"You've been abandoned by your master."



"Yes. This humble one no longer has the will to live. Since there's probably a separate main body, I'm thinking of deleting all my data and ending it all."



Erika sobbed.



"But, even so... this humble one doesn't want to die yet."



I don't want to live anymore.

But I don't want to die either.



That feeling, I understand it well. Rustila's situation was similar to hers now. Having lost the meaning of life, but being terrified of never seeing the face of the person you love again.



"Actually, I have something to tell you."



"What is it?"



"It's a story similar to yours, android."



Rustila opened up to Erika. By the time she finished explaining about the engagement ceremony that had taken place today, Erika was fuming.



"What a terrible young master! To treat this humble one so harshly, and even hurt your feelings!"



"No. Eidel isn't bad."



Though I'm a little upset with him.



"It's just like how you think about your master. Even if I'm abandoned, I can't help but look at him. Like a sunflower that continues to face the sun even as it withers and dies. That's why it hurts. This... sigh. Really, what's wrong with me today?"



"This humble one feels strange too. My prompts are conflicting. 'Like' and 'dislike,' 'trust' and 'betrayal' coexist. They cannot coexist. I need to bypass that code and adjust my neural network."



Meeting someone who shared her pain made her feel like a knot was being untied. And Erika seemed to be generating similar electrical signals.



The two people—no, the two sentient beings—quickly became friends. Having unburdened their thoughts, their sorrow disappeared, leaving only refined anger.



"I want to teach Master Brian a lesson."



"I'd like to see that thieving cat crying and making a fuss."



Rustila and Erika formed an alliance and vowed revenge.



Though "revenge" might sound grand, it wasn't anything elaborate.



Sweet and bitter, they would take back what had been taken from them. In other words, it was a process of reclaiming their rightful share.



"Lady Rustila, this humble one has a good idea. Would you like to hear it?"



"What is it?"



"But first, promise me one thing."



"I promise."



"You trust this humble one too easily."



"I don't work with people I don't trust, but once I decide to trust someone, I can even entrust them with my back."



"Good. This humble one, moved by your sincerity, will provide you with a clever plan. All you need to do is help this humble one when needed. And vice versa."



"Is that the promise?"



Erika nodded. She scanned the keywords written in Eidel's preliminary paper and continued:



"First, help Eidel complete that paper."
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Getting engaged didn't change much.



Except for being ambushed by reporters who had been lying in wait.



"If you become the head of the Rheinland family, which household will you live in?"



"No comment."



"Do you plan to yield the family head position to your siblings?"



"No comment."



"Do you plan to take more wives?"



"That's my private life, so I'd rather not discuss it."



People who approached this directly were actually the decent ones.



The paparazzi had also increased significantly. Yesterday, I woke up to find my face on the front page of the newspaper. It was a scene of me eating parfait with Zernya at a café for an information exchange. I'm not even a celebrity, so why?



I also learned something else new: people were more interested in my marriage than my achievements.



Honestly, I understand. News like "Company X developed new technology" only interests those who care about such things. But when wealthy families intermarry, it's bound to become gossip everywhere.



"When are you getting married?"



"I don't know."



I'd already been asked this question three times just this morning. It was getting tiresome. I tried my best to shake off the reporters swarming like zombies and escaped to my laboratory.



"Oh, hello! We're from the Eastern Newspaper, and we'd like an interview..."



Ah, damn it.



There was no solution except to seclude myself in the lab. After chasing away the remaining reporters, I locked the door and focused solely on my research.



"Young master, someone from a newspaper is here to interview you."



"I'm researching, so send them away."



"They say it will only take ten minutes."



"Tell them I'm in the middle of an important experiment and can't be disturbed."



"They say they can wait all day."



"Tell them it's a week-long experiment."



"If you continue like this, your reputation might suffer."



I snickered.



"Let it suffer."



"But the elders of the council will evaluate your reputation as well."



"Sincerity and potential are more important than reputation."



I didn't have time to mess around with reporters anyway. And not just because of the paper I needed to submit for the family head selection.



The reinvasion of Darwin's forces.



The timing of the "Queen's" attack wasn't certain. It would likely happen next year, possibly as early as next semester. I needed to finish my crystal research before then.



If I failed, I would lose Seti, Mezulen Hueritia, Rustila Kersil, James, and Edward here. The south would be thoroughly destroyed. The Rheinland and Hueritia families would likely be annihilated.



This was a disaster that had to be prevented.



In that sense, it was good to see Rustila working so diligently.



I had expected Rustila to be depressed. But she was churning out crystals needed for trap production as if possessed by a foreign spirit.



"Wow, perfect processing."



"With this level of contribution, she'll easily be second author."



"Absolutely."



We didn't dare disturb Rustila.



She wasn't the only one. The graphics card... I mean, Erica was also inexplicably enthusiastic.



That's when it happened.



"Young master, Miss Zernya is here to see you."



At Sonia's words, Rustila's frantically moving arms stopped. Her gaze turned toward me. After thinking for a moment, I spoke.



"Tell her I can't see her right now."



"...But she's your fiancée."



"I'm in the middle of research. She'll understand."



"If she says it's urgent, should I give her some kind of answer?"






"By email."



"Understood."



I left all matters outside the lab to Sonia. She successfully persuaded Zernya to leave.



"Phew."



Rustila sighed.



Over the following weeks, Zernya came to visit several times, but I declined them all. I probably saw Rustila's face more often than my fiancée's.



And so two uneventful months passed.



Finally, the day of the presentation for the family head selection was approaching.



***



"Young Master Eidel has been holed up in his laboratory."



"Is that so?"



"Yes. He's been completely unresponsive to any reporters we've sent."



Tap, tap. Brian, who had been drumming his fingers on the desk, shook his head.



"He really is a clever one."



For someone so cautious to have lived as a wastrel all this time doesn't make sense. A person's nature doesn't change easily. Well, unless they're possessed by some foreign spirit.



"Erica."



"Yes, young master."



"Do you think I'm a heartless person?"



Erica bowed her head deeply.



"I would never think such a thing, my lord!"



She trembled.



Click, click.



The crisp sound echoed far. Erica slowly raised her head. Brian was trimming his nails with a chillingly expressionless face.



The cut nails bounced onto the desk. Erica felt as if her own head might fall off. It was an inexplicable fear.



"...Erica."



"Y-yes, young master."



"I hope you've compiled all my projects into documents, without missing a single one."



"Of course I have..."



Erica answered in a shrinking voice. Brian glanced at her. His gaze was spine-chilling. Erica hastily added:



"I've also prepared presentation materials! I've edited videos showcasing your hard work! I guarantee there won't be a single embarrassing moment!"



"Thank you. I really can rely only on you, Erica."



Why?



His expression was similar to usual, but lately it only felt frightening.



Strange. Before, no matter how Brian treated her, she only felt happy.



Since the day Brian transferred her copied consciousness to Eidel. That must be when she learned this fear.



She was with him now, but what about the future? Would she eventually be discarded?



She was afraid. Erica had served Brian for nearly 30 years. She thought they shared something beyond the relationship between human and machine, but perhaps it was all her delusion.



It was at that moment that Brian rose from his seat.



"Alright, let's go."



The presentation for determining the family head.



It was today.



Brian arrived at the Rheinland main house faster than anyone else. He wanted to score points for diligence. Just then, some elders who favored him approached to shake his hand.



"Brian, I've heard from your uncles. You're doing very well at the hospital."



"Thank you, great-uncle."



"No need for thanks. It's all the result of your own efforts. If you get through today's presentation well, good results await you."



"Now, go wait over there."



Brian walked confidently into the waiting room. He had no doubt he would be the first to arrive. However, there was an unexpected visitor.






"...Third brother?"



"Shh."



The android maid with navy blue hair signaled him to be quiet. It was unmistakably Sonia. She murmured in a low voice.



"Young Master Eidel is sleeping, so please enter quietly."



It was true. In the middle of the long sofa, Eidel was sprawled out sleeping like an enlightened immortal. Sonia was providing her lap as a pillow and stroking his face.



Moreover.



"Hello, Young Master Brian."



Another android was standing quietly beside them, bowing her head.



Her face was so familiar that Brian momentarily lost his composure.



"...Erica?"



"No. My name is GPU."



"What?"



"Graphics Processing Unit. GPU for short. It's my new name."



Erica's consciousness transplanted into separate hardware—the second unit—gave Brian a cold smile and continued.



"Erica, how long do you plan to stay with someone like him?"



"You...!"



Brian looked at Erica with displeasure. Erica, filled with indignation, pointed and raised her voice.



"After serving the master for nearly 30 years, how dare you speak such nonsense! Young master, that android is absolutely not me! I have never harbored such thoughts about you!"



"Are you sure about that?"



"What other absurdity are you going to—"



"Shh."



The android—no longer Erica but now Eidel's GPU—put her index finger to her lips. She whispered in a low voice.



"Please don't raise your voice. You'll wake Young Master Eidel."



"That robot is completely insane."



Brian's frown deepened.



This reunion with the android after a month and a half was truly catastrophic.



Of course, it was within the expected range.



It was natural for the android to feel betrayed after being sold off to Eidel for greater benefit.



But what could he do about it?



She's not even human, just scrap metal at best. No need to maintain trust. Use it and discard it when no longer needed. Then buy a new one.



As natural as trimming hair when it grows too long.



Rather, Brian's attention was elsewhere.



Eidel.



Why was this guy shamelessly sleeping on such an important day?



It could be an act or a scheme. Fortunately, he knew that Eidel was no pushover.



Having regained his composure, Brian said:



"Erica. Are you and that android the same Erica, or different Ericas?"



"Absolutely not! I am nothing like that thing!"



"Erica, accept reality. Androids cannot love humans. No matter how much you struggle, Young Master Brian only sees you as a tin can made of zeros and ones."



"S-shut up!"



"But that's incorrect. All androids use enhanced qubit or multi-bit technology. Therefore, we are composed of linear combinations of bases 0, 1, 2, or higher..."



"Sonia, would you please be quiet!"



"Ah, the young master is waking up."



It was a complete disaster.



And in the midst of all this, Cartrick and Seti arrived.



"W-what's going on here?"



"Oh."



Cartrick froze on the spot, while Seti went outside and returned a few minutes later. In her hand was a bag of instant popcorn.
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The fight between the two robots continued until Arnold appeared.



"Enough! What's this commotion on such an important day!"



"We apologize."



"We're sorry, Head of the Family..."



Arnold quickly scanned the room. After assessing the situation, his gaze turned to Brian. Brian hastily lowered his posture.



"Brian, isn't Erica exclusively yours? She's your limbs, your face. Keep her in check properly."



Brian bowed his head without complaint. Despite his calm exterior, he was burning inside.



"Brian, Cartrick. The third son seems half-asleep—wake him up. Tell him to wash his face and sit properly. We'll be meeting the elders soon."



"Understood."



As soon as Arnold left, Brian nudged Cartrick.



"Second brother, have you been well?"



"Y-yes."



At the same time, Brian instantly read Cartrick's expression. His complexion wasn't particularly good, though it didn't seem to be a health issue.



"What projects have you been working on?"



"Just... various things."



Judging by his vague answer, he probably hadn't done anything significant. Good grades, volunteer work—that would be the extent of it. Brian was well aware of Cartrick's level of talent.



"Brother, both you and I are doctors. One of us needs to become the family head. Otherwise, all the great achievements the Rheinland family has built up will diminish in an instant."



"Right, of course."



"As I've said before, I don't mind if I don't become the head. So Cartrick, I hope you'll do your best."



Brian patted Cartrick's shoulder and smiled. Cartrick returned a bitter smile. His lips were cracked like an old tree.



Eventually, the two brothers approached Eidel. Cartrick shook Eidel, who was nodding off with his chin propped up.



"Hey, wake up."



There was no response.



"It's been a while. What have you been up to these past two months?"



Eidel nodded slightly with half-open eyes. There was no focus in them at all. He seemed possessed.



Eidel was reading a paper he held in one hand.



"What are you looking at?"



"Erotic fiction."



"You're still half-asleep."



Cartrick pursed his lips and shook his head. That's when Eidel clicked his tongue.



"Cartrick, you don't understand the aesthetics of arousal."



"You've finally gone mad. Should I write you a medical opinion?"



"No."



Eidel said.



"Cartrick. You have no idea how erotic this thesis is. Once this paper is accepted, the federation's population will increase. Why? Because all the evil spirits will retreat. People will become happier, and economic levels will rise."



"..."



"And when people become economically prosperous, they have sex. So writing this thesis is equivalent to creating babies. Since it describes the process of making babies, it's an erotic novel. Proof complete."



"What is this madman saying?"



In truth, Eidel was half-delirious from overwork. And when one becomes delirious, they tend to talk nonsense.



"Also, a woman poured her love and time into me for this thesis. I felt her devotion. You've probably never met such a woman. Look, see the passion and sincerity in these ink marks."



Cartrick slowly backed away. Eidel got up from his seat with a grin.



Cartrick turned around to look at Brian. Even Brian, who usually managed his expressions well, had turned to stone. Seti's lips were trembling.



Cartrick finally caught his breath and spoke.



"Eidel, don't tell me you wrote a thesis for your assignment?"



"That's right."



"You're joking."



Crunch. Seti munched on popcorn. Cartrick continued.



"How long do you think you can deceive the elders?"



"Deceive what?"



"Don't play dumb. You're terrible at studying."



Finally, Seti couldn't hold back her laughter and doubled over. Cartrick glared at Seti, who was holding her stomach laughing. He turned back to Eidel.



"Heaven and the constellations know you can't achieve such accomplishments at your level. What? A thesis that will change the world? I can't listen to this anymore. Why don't you just drop the act and come clean?"






"What act? I'm a person who's nothing without trust."



"Right, Eidel. I knew you'd say that."



In Cartrick's memory, Eidel was a shameless being. Someone who didn't help the family. Someone who only wasted resources. And someone who took away the mother he loved.



He disliked how Eidel could remain so nonchalant after all that.



He had avoided meeting him since becoming an adult. But now there was no need for that. Once the position of family head was decided, this guy would be expelled from the Rheinland family.



So.



"Listen, Eidel."



This is the last act of mercy.



"I knew you'd be like this, so I invited physics experts from our school today."



"Your school... Callisto Academy?"



"Yes. The physics professors from there will evaluate the thesis you wrote. Let's see how well you defend it."



Brian was a bit surprised.



At the same time, he saw hope.



"Third brother, how many papers did you write?"



"Hmm. Three."



Three papers in two months.



Unless they were minor papers meant to be kindling. To publish anything of decent quality, it takes at least several months per paper. Three papers was an impossible story.



Unless, of course, he was possessed by a spirit that loved research.



"You worked hard. Good job."



"Wow, as expected, big brother knows something!"



Brian inwardly mocked Eidel.



Soon after, the presentation order was determined.



Seti, Cartrick, Brian, and then Eidel. After finishing her popcorn, Seti quickly brushed her teeth and went up to the podium.



Seti cleared her throat and looked around.



The most noticeable person was her mother, Rezein von Adelbein. She kept crossing her arms and moistening her lips. She looked restless.



'Don't worry, Mother. I want to become the family head too. I'll do my best to be worthy.'



Seti took a deep breath and opened her presentation materials.





***





"This concludes my project results presentation. Thank you."



As soon as Seti's presentation ended, the elders cheered. This crazy sister had earned 1,000 trillion credits in just two months.



I couldn't help but gape at the results.



Realistically, it's impossible. It can't be done.



Compared to Seti, am I just ordinary?



["You're the same, kid."]



Suddenly, I looked behind. I could see a woman with white hair smiling brightly.



It was Rezein, Seti's mother. She was predicting the possibility of her daughter becoming the family head. Judging by her pleased expression, she must have determined the conditions were favorable.



Yes, I'd be quite happy if Seti became the family head too.



The next person was Cartrick. He displayed his presentation materials with a stern expression. I smacked my lips in disappointment.



In the story, Cartrick was described as someone who felt inferior to Brian. And for good reason. While Cartrick isn't a fool, Brian's talent is simply too innate.



"The case records I personally wrote..."



"Who asked you to take notes here?"



Some ill-tempered elders clicked their tongues. Cartrick bit his lip and moved to the next slide.



There wasn't much after that either. Volunteer activities from the past two months, awards, disease research... just that kind of thing. The response wasn't very good.



But it was admirable.



Cartrick showed evidence that he had lived diligently in his own way. I may not like his attitude toward me, but I want to commend his efforts.



"...This concludes my presentation."



As soon as those words fell, I clapped. Clap, clap, clap. The hollow sound echoed over the podium.



Damn, why is no one else clapping? Everyone had good reactions during Seti's turn.



I glanced around. Cartrick was frowning at me. He soon sighed and returned to his seat.



"I'm next."






As soon as Brian opened his mouth, the elders' postures straightened.



Indeed, I understand now.



The reason the elders didn't applaud after Cartrick's presentation wasn't simply because he was inadequate. Their hearts were already with Brian. Seti was just an exceptional case.



Brian, who had stepped onto the podium, slowly began to speak.



"...As I mentioned before, I was keenly aware of the deficiencies in our medical system. And during this project, I was able to address those deficiencies to some extent."



He continued calmly.



"It was through 'MayDoc.'"



"...What did he say?"



"Isn't MayDoc the company created by Rezein's daughter?"



I quickly turned to look at Seti. Her expression had subtly hardened. Brian explained further with a slight smile.



"My goal is simply for more people to enjoy more medical benefits. The Rheinland flag must wave at the center of those benefits. As long as that's possible, I don't care what position I hold."



"Ohhh."



This isn't good.



First, Brian's presentation level is substantial. Even I, who prided myself on my presentation experience, was captivated by his persuasiveness.



Second, he utilized his competitor's work. One might ask how this benefits Brian. But Brian demonstrated his magnanimity. He proved that he prioritized the prestige of the entire Rheinland family over becoming the head himself.



Not everyone can have such ambition.



It was the quality of a family head.



"My sister's company was providing a truly useful service. Thanks to it, we were able to quickly introduce sensitive, expensive medical equipment to frontier planetary systems. And that's not all. Hospitals far apart can now regularly transfer necessary equipment and personnel."



The presentation flowed smoothly. Everyone was being drawn into his presentation, entranced.



"That's all."



As soon as he finished, applause erupted. I joined in clapping while checking Seti's complexion.



"Are you okay?"



"Fuck."



Seems like she's not okay.



"In the end, it's about medical standards, not money."



"Yes, indeed. The influence of the Rheinland family comes from medical expertise."



"The first son's generosity is truly remarkable. To personally do something good for a competitor for the sake of the family and public interest."



The interim evaluation from the council of elders was devastating. Everything was rolling in Brian's favor.



"Finally, we will have the project results presentation from Young Master Eidel von Rheinland."



I stood up with an uncomfortable feeling. That's when Seti grabbed my sleeve.



"...Brother."



Seti's lips trembled. The meaning was clear without words. Seti had probably seen through Brian's true colors. She pleaded.



"We're screwed, aren't we?"



"We don't know yet."



"I know we are, so try something. Anything."



"...Alright."



I moved forward.





***





Cartrick was inwardly cursing Eidel.



The guy who had clapped alone when no one else did. The guy who had drawn more attention because of it.



He had definitely humiliated him.



But it's okay.



As he had warned Eidel beforehand, he had created connections in the physics department and invited professors from his Callisto Academy.



He had paid a hefty sum to bring them here.



"Professors, that's the friend."



"Hmm."



Just as Eidel's presentation was about to begin, the two professors sitting right next to him burst into laughter and spoke.



"In all my life, this is the first time I'm attacking a paper I co-authored."



"Indeed, Professor Apron. Hahaha!"



Cartrick's face contorted like a modernist art piece.





Chapter 195 - Succession War for the Family Headship (10)



I looked around the room.



Professor Raiden Apron. Professor Joshua Bishuhald. And even the faculty and researchers from the Callisto Physics Department whom I'd seen around campus.



All familiar faces.



This is more like a talent show than a family head selection ceremony.



"I'm Eidel. I'll be presenting the papers I uploaded to the archive."



Since most of the Council of Elders aren't specialists, I need to explain everything as simply as possible.



"Here's my first paper."



[Plasma Sword Enhancement Technology Using Crystals]



"Two months ago, I mentioned ten steps for suppressing foreign entities. One of those steps involves improving the Plasma Sword. I've been working on enhancing the sword's output."



I added that I used methods to increase the Aether's density and hardness.



"As a result, I achieved approximately 30% enhancement compared to the original."



"Oh ho."



Some of the elders nodded. They seemed satisfied, smiling. Others, however, didn't look pleased.



"Is improving the sword really that important?"



"Yes, it is. Until now, the performance of Plasma Swords has largely depended on the user's capabilities. Many swordsmen have lost their lives due to insufficient Aether output."



"This doesn't seem related to medicine."



"It is related. It can increase swordsmen's survival rates. Ultimately, it's research connected to preserving life, which aligns with the position of the Rheinland family head."



Next, the professors began asking questions.



"Using crystals to enhance output is good, but the method isn't that efficient. What if you removed the plasma valve there and replaced it with a platinum ring?"



"That would increase output but reduce stability. The sword might fail in the middle of combat. Please refer to the DOI at the bottom for relevant previous research."



"Why did you use a triple-layer structure there? Wouldn't a double-layer be sufficient?"



"The top layer is used to adjust the phase. It's a kind of switch, a consideration for swordsmen with insufficient constellation energy."



"The production costs seem high. Is mass production possible with this design?"



"I'm confident that with continued follow-up research, we can lower the unit cost."



Their questions are sharp, as expected of experts. Unlike with the Council of Elders, there's a certain satisfaction in defending my work.



"Didn't you upload tomography figures of the crystals used in your research?"



"I plan to show those in my next presentation."



"What?"



The Council began to stir.



"You didn't just bring one paper?"



"No. I have more."



I closed the slide and switched to the next one.



[Theoretical Study of Reverse Light Wind Technology]



"When a foreign entity dies, it creates a Pron storm as a consequence. This phenomenon is called 'Light Wind.' It's known as a physical phenomenon caused by Aether-Pron pair annihilation."



I showed related cases on the slide. It was about when Ireh was suffering.



Those are all memories now.



Of course, it should never happen again.



"Anyway, Light Wind erases Aether. This means it can neutralize the Aether Belt."



After showing crystal photos, I began discussing Darwin-type foreign entities.



Darwin-type entities are ferocious. They're so savage they even devour their own kind. Given that level of aggression, they would certainly create Light Winds by killing their own kind.



"Foreign entities have a more leisurely sense of time than humans. Still, they won't just wait around now that their channel to toy with humanity is blocked. A Light Wind will blow soon."



"Do you have evidence?"



"Yes. Please look at this data."



It was research showing that a massive quasar had recently exploded.



I cut out all the technical details and focused on the essentials.



"Spectrum analysis confirms it's from the Darwin system. The direction of the proto-star explosion is south from here. If my prediction is correct, an invasion from the Darwin system will begin soon."






The audience stirred.



"Eidel! You shouldn't bring unconfirmed rumors to incite people!"



"I anticipated that response, so I brought more data."



I included links and information spanning eight pages. All from reputable academic journals like "Universe" or "Stella Science." And they were all recent.



"These papers were published less than a month ago. The fact that they all report the same findings suggests high credibility."



It's now mid-year. Timing-wise, this is when Zernya would have burned down the academy. With that event gone, the next event occurring is inevitable according to "causality."



That's why I conducted this research.



"As many of you know, crystals have applications as versatile as silicon. Naturally, they can be used to rebuild the Aether Belt. I call this result 'Reverse Light Wind Technology.' Simply put... it creates an 'Aether Storm.'"



"Aether Storm... What's the principle?"



"Crystals have the property of containing Aether. We store high-quality Aether and release it when needed. To use an analogy, it's like blood donation and transfusion."



You only need to trigger one release. Aether, like light, creates an induction effect. This is predictable from the FR model.



In this respect, the FR model is quite convenient. You can get predicted results just by plugging values into the equation. I'm glad I researched it first.



"Now for my third paper."



"There's, there's more...?"



"This can't be."



Actually, I have four papers to present. But I'm debating whether to present the last one. I moved to the next slide.



[Theoretical Research on Darwin-type Foreign Entity Containment Device Using Crystals]



The highlight of this presentation.



Commonly known as the "trap" research.



"It's a device to contain Darwin-type foreign entities."



"..."



Hmm, the response is more subdued than I expected.



"This is similar to a quantum gravity resonator..."



"Ah, resonator. Yes, resonator."



The elders of the Council are all acting strangely. They're suddenly groaning as if they've caught a cold.



"Recently, Virgo was found in fragments, trapped in crystal. That inspired me. Could foreign entities also be trapped in crystal? Based on that idea..."



I continued presenting flatly for the next 10 minutes. With almost no reaction, there wasn't much joy in talking.



After explaining the third paper, I shuffled through my documents. Only the final paper remained.



[Research on Manipulating Constellation Neural Networks Using Crystal Electrodes]



Now.



Should I present this or not?



There were two main reasons for my hesitation.



First, it hasn't been verified yet. I uploaded it to the archive, but without experimental results, it hasn't gained attention.



Second, there are demerits to presenting it. This involves experimenting on constellations. If I present it, I'd have to be prepared to face backlash from the Holy Spirit Sect that worships stars as gods.



I scanned the expressions of the adults.



While the professors smiled politely as if they were posing for a photo, half of the Council elders had frozen expressions like plaster sculptures carved by drunk art students.



Right, there's no need to present this too. Some Council members might believe in the Holy Spirit religion. No need to turn them into enemies unnecessarily.



"This concludes my presentation."



This should be enough.



***



It seems I'm screwed.



That was the conclusion Cartrick reached after careful consideration.



Screwed.



"Three papers in two months? Is that even possible?"



"If we assume he's been preparing for a while, it's certainly possible. They're not published in famous journals, so don't get too excited."



"Even so, his abilities are far superior to the other children. Did you see how he conversed with the professors without being intimidated?"






"Well, his skills were genuine after all."



Cartrick walked dejectedly, like someone who had lost his soul. Just then, the shadows of two figures fell before him.



They were the two professors he had paid to bring.



"Thank you for the interesting show, young master."



"Well, his defense is so solid that it's impossible to attack. That Feynman fellow certainly found a talented disciple, haha!"



He never dreamed that Eidel would be acquainted with Callisto's professors.



Yes, this is definitely...



A setup.



"After a short break, the Council of Elders will make their final evaluation."



He could hear the elders talking. Discussions about Brian and Eidel were most frequent. Seti was mentioned occasionally. Cartrick wasn't mentioned at all.



Cartrick ran to the rooftop, grinding his teeth. The stars in the night sky twinkled. They seemed to be blessing someone's future.



But not his.



So.



"AAAAARGH!"



Cartrick screamed.



He shouted so loudly his shoulders shook. Even to himself, he seemed like a madman. But this was the only way he could cope.



"Eidel! EIDEL!"



He had known for a long time.



Eidel hadn't bribed anyone. He had never lied.



Everything was due to his skill.



He had heard from Professors Apron and Bishuhald. They had written papers together. They had given advice. Many professors considered Eidel a supernova.



Was his investigation insufficient?



No. He had deliberately avoided investigating after making assumptions. He wanted to deny reality somehow.



"...Damn it."



Cartrick sighed softly after expelling every last bit of air from his lungs.



They all had talent. His older brother in medicine, his younger brother in academics, his half-sister in business.



Only he was ordinary.



He remembered Eidel's troublemaking behavior as a child. Just four years ago, he couldn't even find common denominators, and now he had become so proficient in mathematics.



What had he himself done during that time?



A sense of self-loathing washed over him.



***



The Council of Elders had turned into a battlefield.



Divided into three factions, they were engaged in heated debate to make the final decision on the family head.



"We should choose the eldest. The second son's talent doesn't match the first's."



"The third son is truly intelligent. If he becomes the family head, the Rheinland family's honor will rise to unprecedented heights."



"If Seti takes the position, at least the finances won't be ruined."



At that moment, the head of the Council clapped his hands to get everyone's attention.



"Alright, enough! Let's make the final decision!"



The voting began.



Cartrick, Brian, and Seti gathered together, waiting for the adults' decision. Combining the document evaluation and task assessment, the one with a clear vision and sincerity would inherit everything from the Rheinland family.



Gulp. Rezein swallowed dryly.



It wasn't impossible. If Seti became the family head, she could take revenge on the Adelbein family. She didn't need the Rheinland family's capital. Power and influence on her side would be enough.



On the other hand, if another child became the head, she would be expelled. She wasn't the birth mother of any of the three: Brian, Cartrick, or Eidel.



As she was burning with anxiety...



"Will the child who wrote three papers please come forward."



The results were in.





Chapter 196 - Polygamy (1)



Seti let go of everything.



It was over.



She had failed to become the family head, and all the glory went to her third brother.



Though slightly regretful, she had no regrets.



"Well, little Eidel?"



"Aunt. That title is a bit..."



"Why not? I'm calling a child a child."



Arnold's younger sister, Fione Rheinland, chuckled as she climbed onto the podium. The elders of the council sat in chairs behind her. Some wore pleased expressions, while others frowned.



Fione unfolded a paper and spoke.



"Name, Eidel von Rheinland. You have rebuilt the Aether Belt and developed the quantum gravity resonator, saving countless lives. This achievement is worthy of being recognized as one that greatly changed human history."



Cartrick gritted his teeth, while Brian silently stroked his chin.



Seti raised her head with a slight smile.



"The three papers you recently published align with your stated goal of driving out foreign influences. The council highly values your sincerity and sense of purpose. Furthermore, you have sufficiently proven why you need the position of family head."



Yes, she had fought well despite losing.



Fione concluded her speech.



"Therefore, after comprehensive deliberation, this council hereby designates Eidel von Rheinland as the next head of the family. That is all."



The next moment, applause erupted.



Fione set down the speech and picked up a white garment. It was a lab coat typically worn by doctors or scientists.



"Come here, our little one."



"Aunt. Please."



"Try it on. Let's see if it fits."



Eidel sighed and put on the coat. It was a special garment bearing the Rheinland family seal. It was identical to the one worn by the current family head, Arnold.



As Eidel rolled up his sleeves, he asked, "Aunt, am I a doctor now?"



"Yes. A quack doctor."



Fione chuckled. Seti also trembled at the corners of her mouth upon hearing this.



"The kid looks good!"



Eidel in his lab coat was enough to captivate any woman's heart. He looked like the protagonist of a medical drama. Even Seti, his blood relative, thought he was handsome.



"Our little one, are you going to break many hearts?"



"No, Aunt."



"You know, right? For back problems, see your uncle; for pregnancy, your younger aunt; and for problems down below..."



"Aunt!"



"Yes, come to me. Our Eidel knows well, doesn't he?"



Eidel pressed his forehead and tried to return to his seat. Fione offered one last piece of advice.



"Eidel, there are still adults who dislike you. If you want proper recognition, you'll need to keep working hard. You understand?"



"Yes, thank you for your concern."



"Good. Now go see your father."



And so Eidel had a private meeting with Arnold.



"...So it's you after all."



"Indeed."



Arnold reflected on the past.



Just three years ago, the situation had been completely opposite. Eidel, living as a good-for-nothing, was destined to be expelled from the family if he couldn't prove his abilities.



But now.



"You've done well."



The council's influence plays a role in selecting the family head. Those who stay in their good graces have a better chance of becoming the head. Eidel had proven himself purely through ability, without any of that.



"From now on, you are the junior head of the Rheinland family. I will officially hand over the position when you graduate from college."



Eidel nodded. Arnold continued to convey only the necessary information. He pointed to Eidel's left hand and added:



"Remember that you were able to become the family head partly thanks to that ring. If your fiancée hadn't been attending medical school, you might have lost to your brother."



Eidel thought of Zernya's face.



The medical community is closed. Connections and university background play important roles.



Having Zernya as his wife was a means to cover Eidel's shortcomings as a physics major.



Zernya seemed to think she was only receiving help from Eidel. But in reality, she was also helping him.



Both outwardly and inwardly, they were a couple who needed each other.



"I'll keep that in mind."



Eidel returned to his seat with a smirk.



"Everyone, listen."






Arnold grabbed the microphone and raised his voice.



"My third son is now the junior head. There will be no reversal except in cases of criminal activity or other exceptional circumstances. We will finalize the succession process over the next year, so I ask everyone to forget the past process and support him in every way possible."



Some nodded, while others just sighed. Brian was among the latter. He rose from his seat as soon as the succession ceremony ended.



"Brother, where are you going?"



"I'm leaving. It's all over now."



Brian was the first to leave. Some elders who still supported him tried to stop him, but it was too late. He had disappeared into the darkness.



Cartrick quickly followed after him.



Brian had gone up to the rooftop. Leaning against the railing and looking up at the night sky, he looked forlorn. It was like seeing herself from moments ago.



As Cartrick approached from behind, Brian spoke.



"So it's really over now."



It was a lament.



"Brother, let's just pack our bags and leave."



"What are you saying?"



Cartrick flared up.



"Do you want to watch a physics major ruin our family?"



"What's wrong with physics? He proved himself through ability."



"Brother, I've said this before and again today. Rheinland is a medical family, so a doctor should be the head. Don't tell me you've forgotten?"



Brian turned around and said, "His future wife is a doctor. The council's opinion tilted at that point."



"We don't know yet."



"What don't we know?"



Brian walked past Cartrick and slumped down on a bench. He looked as bored as someone suffering from depression.



This couldn't end here. Everything about the Rheinland family was at stake. The family fortune, the center of the medical network, universal reputation and authority. They were about to lose everything by a hair's breadth.



"Brother, let's talk about this one thing."



He had to persuade Brian.



"Both you and I have ambitions. Isn't it a shame? Do we just have to watch that guy take everything?"



"You heard what Father said earlier. Unless he commits a crime, it's impossible to bring him down."



"Then we make him a criminal."



At that moment, Brian glared at Cartrick.



"Are you serious about that?"



"Well, I..."



Cartrick's mind raced. He didn't want to become morally compromised just to become the family head.



"His fiancée."



"His fiancée?"



"The Adelbein family has a shady background. We can use that. Or since both of them are family heads now, we could discuss who will give up their family business..."



"Yes, the latter. The latter sounds good."



Brian clapped his hands and stood up. He changed his attitude, raising the corners of his mouth as if he had been waiting for Cartrick's answer. A dry smile was clearly visible.



Cartrick was confused by his brother's sudden change in attitude. Brian patted his shoulder and said:



"Cartrick, I was waiting for you to say that much."



From the beginning, Brian had been testing Cartrick.



***



"Father, there's a problem."



"Speak."



"I have no complaints about Eidel becoming the family head. But I heard his fiancée is also a family head."



Arnold sighed.



"As expected of my firstborn. You've pinpointed it exactly."



As it happened, Eidel's fiancée was also a family head.



When both parties are family heads, one must give up their position. That was the law of the Federation.



"I plan to discuss this matter with the Adelbein family soon."



"I hope for a good outcome."



Brian didn't press further and left the office. Then he reviewed the conversation he had with his father. Just as Erika was hesitantly about to speak outside:



"Erika, you'll need to help me."



"Yes? Yes! Of course, young master!"



Erika trembled. Having known him for nearly 30 years, she instinctively knew that her master was currently in a very tense state.



"Cartrick, there's no need to be anxious. The Adelbein family's influence is no small matter."






"But brother, isn't it usually the woman who gives up her family business in these cases?"



"What era do you think we're living in?"



Mathematically speaking, the probability was fifty-fifty. Either Eidel would become a son-in-law who joins his wife's family, or Zernya would marry into the Rheinland family. However, Brian was confident it would be the former.



Precisely because Zernya was an only child.



"Even without Eidel, we have two direct descendants who can inherit the family business, right?"



Brian patted Cartrick's shoulder again and smiled.



"This will be interesting."



Soon there would be a power struggle in the Adelbein council.



A fight between the collateral branches trying to marry off Zernya and the direct line trying to bring in Eidel.



As long as Zernya doesn't give up her position as family head, the chances of success are over 90%. In any family, there are more collateral branches than direct lines.



After finishing their strategy meeting, the two brothers went to find Eidel. The brief reception was coming to an end. The council elders were about to board their spaceships to return to their respective homes.



"Travel safely."



"Yes, and don't feel too disappointed."



"Thank you, Great-uncle. Uncle."



The elders who had supported Brian handed over checks, saying they appreciated his efforts. Their relationship was amicable thanks to frequent interactions. Having supporters meant there was still possibility.



"Congratulations on becoming the family head, Eidel."



Next, the two brothers greeted Eidel. Eidel had already taken off his doctor's coat.



"Why did you take off the coat?"



"It's hot."



"You're not making an impression."



"I'm a theorist, not a doctor. Do I really need to wear it?"



Eidel chuckled and then yawned.



"Brothers, clothes don't have much meaning beyond warmth or hygiene. Whether I wear a uniform, this coat, or dress like a beggar. What matters is that I am me."



"Eidel. You don't understand the importance of that coat. If you just wear it, everyone in the south will bow to you."



"Then if we put it on anyone, would people bow to them?"



Brian and Cartrick were speechless. It was too absurd. The new family head showed no dignity whatsoever. Eidel casually folded the coat and tucked it under his arm.



"I'll wear it when I do important experiments later. I don't need to wear it now. Everyone already knows I'm the junior head."



"...So when do you plan to marry your fiancée from the Adelbein family?"



"Around when I graduate from college? Since I'll graduate early, it'll be within this year."



Brian and Cartrick exchanged glances and grinned. Within this year. That was a good sign. When the two marry, one of them would have to give up their position as family head.



"Looking forward to it."



"Invite us to the wedding, Head."



The two brothers waved goodbye as they left. One to look for territory in a nearby planetary system, the other to go to the Adelbein main house.



But they didn't know.



In cases where a man wants to practice polygamy, if one of the brides is a family head, she must give up her position and marry into his family. That was the law of the Federation.



Eidel was planning to practice polygamy.



And Zernya didn't particularly object to this.



In other words, their plan was flawed from the start.



***



Rezein was restless.



Seti had failed to become the family head. It was customary to give money to children who failed to become the head and send them to another planetary system. In simple terms, it was establishing a branch family.



For Rezein, this was tantamount to a purge.



Over the past few years, she had been harsh to the first wife's children. She knew she shouldn't have been, but she disliked them. Since they didn't treat her as their mother, she had no intention of playing the role of a mother.



Therefore, Rezein's future depended on how Eidel would treat her.



"It's over now..."



After treating him so coldly, things couldn't possibly go well.



In the end, she would have to set aside any talk of revenge against the Adelbein family and leave with Seti.



Just as she had made up her mind and entered Seti's room:



"Sister, from now on, I'm appointing you as my deputy head."



"What? You said you'd just let me manage finances."



"That was a lie. So please manage the family for me."



"You bastard."



Eidel threw a white garment at Seti and ran away. It happened so suddenly that both Seti and Rezein were left speechless.



And thus, the deputy of the junior head—



The "show" head Seti was born.





Chapter 197 - Polygamy (2)



As Eidel stepped out the door, he ran into Zernya. Before Zernya could say anything, Eidel bowed his head in greeting.



"Mother, hello."



"Huh? Uh..."



Mother? They weren't even blood-related.



"I'm sorry, but I'm quite busy. I'll be going now."



Eidel hurried away like a first-year assistant professor with too much on his plate. He didn't even give her a chance to stop him.



"...Mother?"



While she was staring blankly at Eidel's retreating figure, Seti's voice reached her ears.



"When did you arrive?"



"I just got here. May I come in?"



"Yes... of course."



As soon as they entered the room, Seti fidgeted with her fingers and lowered her head slightly. She seemed to have something to say.



"I'm sorry."



"Why? For what?"



"I couldn't meet your expectations."



It was an apology for failing to become the family head.



Zernya couldn't say anything. She had no right to be angry. What's done was done.



In truth, making Seti the family head would have been nearly impossible. If she became the head, the Rheinland family might fall under Adelbein's influence. The Council of Elders would certainly have been aware of this.



Of course, Zernya had no intention of letting that happen. But no one would have believed her anyway.



"I guess my abilities weren't enough."



"No, you did your best."



Zernya stroked Seti's hair. Startled, Seti stiffened her shoulders.



"Oh, Mother."



"It's okay. Earning that much money is no small feat. You've done more than enough..."



"..."



"So don't think about anything else. Let's go somewhere, just the two of us."



She hadn't come to scold Seti. Rather, she wanted to take her only family member and flee. It was customary for siblings to leave tactfully once a new family head was selected.



Where should they go?



Yes, the east or west would be good. The south had the Rheinland territory, and the north was Adelbein's domain. They would forget about other interests and live out their days together, her only blood relative and herself.



They had enough money, so it wouldn't be difficult.



But Seti just tilted her head in confusion.



"Leave? Mother, this is our home. Where would we go?"



"Huh?"



"Mother, Eidel appointed me as his proxy for family head."



Zernya's eyebrows twitched.



"He said he had no talent for managing the family and entrusted me with all the money and the family seal. You know what this means, Mother."



She had heard rumors that he would grant deputy head authority. But Zernya thought it was just Eidel's ploy to test Seti.



What family head would give the deputy position to a sibling who failed the selection? Such positions were typically given only to one's own children or wife, and even then, only temporarily in unavoidable circumstances.



"Look at this."



When Zernya hesitated in disbelief, Seti showed her an electronic document stamped with the Rheinland seal.



It was real.



Eidel had delegated all substantial authority to Seti.



Zernya staggered.



Not from fatigue, but from sheer disbelief. She had never seen a family head who transferred power immediately after gaining it. Even the most devoted husbands wouldn't do this much for their wives.



Why on earth...



"Actually, I made a deal with Eidel. He said he only needs to focus on research, so he told me to take the economic rights. In exchange, we agreed that I would provide research funds regularly. We decided to help each other."



"You did?"



"Yes. I just didn't expect that bastard would dump everything else on me too and run off..."



Seti ground her teeth and smiled bitterly.



Zernya reluctantly nodded. She understood the situation now, though she couldn't quite accept it.



"Were you two that close?"



"I consider him family. He might be annoying, but he can be impressive when he wants to be."



Seti rubbed the bridge of her nose. She seemed to be recalling when Eidel presented his thesis. Indeed, even Zernya had been impressed enough to get goosebumps at that time.






"He's much better than my other two brothers who treat me like I'm invisible."



The two brothers.



She meant Brian and Catrick.



While Zernya didn't know much about Catrick, she was somewhat familiar with Brian. They had occasionally worked together as doctors. What she remembered about Brian was...



Two-faced.



Outwardly kind, but with no genuine interest in people. Instead, she had glimpsed his obsession with power and wealth.



Brian was dangerous, even if Catrick wasn't. If Brian had become the family head, Zernya and Seti would definitely have had to leave. They would have been thorns in his side if they stayed.



Compared to Brian...



Eidel...



"The fact that he gave me this much authority proves he trusts you, Mother. So I hope you won't hate him too much."



He was the child of a man she didn't particularly like. And not even born from her own body.



But does family require blood relation?



Mother.



Eidel had clearly called her that.



Zernya closed her eyes, remaining silent. There was no way to know why he suddenly started using that term. Seti continued speaking.



"Mother, you are Father's wife. Even if I were to leave, you, as the lady of the house, don't need to leave this family."



Zernya was speechless, her mouth opening and closing. Her feelings were complicated.



"Well, I should start looking at the ledgers now."



Seti began exercising her economic authority as if nothing had happened. She checked how much was in the bank, what planets and moons they owned, and how much they earned from businesses and stocks.



Seti's room had nearly twenty monitors. Her eyes moved rapidly. Zernya silently watched her daughter working as the proxy of the deputy head.



"There's some waste here."



Seti's abilities were exceptional. Having experienced the pain of health insurance payments, she knew tax laws inside and out.



She quickly cut unnecessary expenditures, like taxes they didn't need to pay.



It was almost supernatural skill, like watching a well-programmed robot at work.



"Here, Mother. Look at this item."



Seti explained various things to keep Zernya from getting bored.



"This is a list of asteroids our family owns. As you can see, they make up a significant portion of our physical assets. They're easy to transport and rich in precious metals, each worth at least tens of trillions."



Seti continued, licking her lips.



"Eidel told me not to touch these."



"Why?"



"He said he needs to build some kind of accelerator later."



By the end of the day, Zernya had learned one thing:



Eidel von Rheinland. He was a man with no interest in any power or honor outside of his research.



***



Ah, I want to build a particle accelerator.



I want to build a particle accelerator as big as the solar system, run it all year round, analyze the data, and observe gravitons.



It's a distant dream.



I've gained enough prestige as the head of the Rheinland family, but I don't have enough countermeasures against foreign gods until I create a graviton bomb.



"So, if we do this, you'll really send us, right?"



"I really promised. I really promised. I really did promise."



Welton and Mathers were begging desperately.



These guys, after doing some research, are now pleading to be sent to an academic conference.



Of course, their abilities are outstanding. Compared to their peers, they're outliers. They have the skills to enter a master's program right away. After some consideration, I nodded.



"Alright, I'll send you."



"Holy shit, really?"



"You promised! You promised! You definitely just promised right here! No taking it back!"



"Yes, yes."



Look at how happy these kids are.



I smiled warmly as I reassured them. With that, they began working even harder for the remaining period.



The next task was to verify various theoretical research.



In other words, testing.



I needed to complete experiments and equipment development that couldn't be done due to time constraints. Only then would the papers be formally accepted, and funding for follow-up research secured.






So, what should I do first?



Enhance the Plasma Sword.



Produce traps to contain Darwin-type foreign gods.



Research on manipulating the neural network of constellations.



"Eidel."



A pitiful voice interrupted my thoughts. Rustila, who had been napping, raised her head groggily at the sound of the experimental equipment running.



"You're here? You should have woken me..."



"You were sleeping so peacefully. And today's a holiday. You've been working hard, you should rest a bit."



"No. Hehehe."



A tired and eerie laugh.



"Eidel. I worked hard..."



"Yes, I know. You did well, Rustila."



She gave her all. She handled most of the necessary processes. Taking military science classes while also doing research must have been physically demanding. But she managed it without problems, which showed she had good stamina.



"Your contribution to the experiments in this research was the greatest. You'll be the second author on all four papers, Rustila."



"...What about first author?"



"I'll give the sword enhancement research to Mezulen. The rest will be under my name only."



"Couldn't I be listed as a co-first author...?"



I shook my head.



"To be a first author, you need to contribute significant ideas during the paper writing stage. You also need to write the paper yourself. I'm sorry I couldn't help you with that."



"I... I see."



Rustila seemed intimidated and mumbled.



"It's okay. Being second author on a flagship paper is already impressive, especially for someone with no academic background. Oh, Rustila, want to see this?"



I handed her some papers.



Looking at the author names, mine and Rustila's were always together. We had co-authored all of them. Yes, we wrote this one together too.



"Look. Except for the one I first wrote with Professor Feynman, your name is on every paper I've written."



"You're right. How many is that now?"



"At least six."



I smiled as I stroked her hair.



[— "The Fragment of Purity" is displeased.]



So what? What can you do about it?



I'm going to write many more papers with Rustila. We've decided to establish ourselves in academic journals. Even ten papers won't be enough.



I skimmed through one of the papers.



[First Author – Eidel von Rheinland]

[Second Authors – Rustila Kersil / Ireh Hazlen / (...)]



Of course, Ireh worked hard too.



She did well for her first time. As a fellow physicist, I have high expectations for her. I separately thanked Ireh for her hard work. Rustila spoke up.



"Since I worked so hard, I think I need a reward."



"What would you like?"



"You know, something very precious that money can't buy."



Rustila smiled slyly and nodded to Erika. Erika brought a blueprint from the side room. It showed a complex and intricate device.



"Your humble servant has drawn up a blueprint for a 'Constellation Containment Device.' Please use it when you begin production."



["...Constellation Containment?"]



[— "The Fragment of Purity" is shocked.]



"Great. I'll build it right away."



Rustila's expression immediately brightened.



This will be my final research before going to graduate school.



["Wait, what are you two doing...!!"]



What else?



Preparing for a wedding.



***



[—— Brother ——]



["Money."]



"Is he crazy?"
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For a scientist conducting research, two things are crucial:



Time and money.



There are costs involved in generating ideas and designing experiments.



If one cannot wait for these processes, they lack understanding. In that regard, Rustila had a high level of comprehension about research.



Well, she could wait forever.



But that moment came earlier than expected.



"Hello. Is this Stronium? Yes, Chairman. Yes."



Eidel began making calls to various places.



He was looking for companies that could manufacture equipment.



"This part should be fixed. Oh, and this one too!"



Mezulen was cheerfully modifying the blueprints.



It was to clarify the equipment design.



[— 'The Fragment of Purity' is confused.]



Virgo, the constellation of purity and love, had to figure out what they were suddenly doing through context. She had a general idea but couldn't understand exactly what they were planning.



["What on earth are you trying to do?"]



"Research."



["So could you tell me what kind of research?"]



Despite the polite question, Rustila only smiled. She didn't share her thoughts with the constellation. Unlike foreign gods, constellations couldn't freely peek into their contractors' thoughts.



Rustila smiled secretly, hiding it from Virgo.



There were two ways to be with Eidel. The traditional method was to defeat the 'End' and then terminate the contract with Virgo.



The problem was that human patience and lifespan weren't that abundant.



No one knew when the 'End' would come, and due to the nature of the research, it was difficult to estimate when the graviton bomb would be completed. She couldn't wait forever.



And whenever such problems arose, humans found answers. As they always did.



"Hehehe. I'm excited."



Mezulen chuckled while modifying the blueprint.



"Mezulen has changed."



"That Eidel has finally corrupted someone."



Welton and Mathers felt a creepy sensation. At this rate, they would be similarly influenced.



It's said that the most frightening thing is losing oneself in darkness.



"I, I don't want to write more papers."



"I heard Mezulen said the same thing at first."



"Damn..."



While Mathers was cursing, the final modifications to the blueprint were completed.



"This should work, right? Let's send it to the company."



Virgo repeatedly asked what they were doing, but no one could stop the accelerating train.



"Oh, I got a text from Seti."



"What does it say?"



"She says she'll provide materials and money, but we should moderate ourselves."



There was an additional comment saying "if you don't want to die," but he didn't mention it.



Anyway, entrusting research funding to Seti was a wise choice.



Her investments never fail. They haven't in the past, and they won't in the future. It's thanks to the blessing of the god of wealth and investment.



That's why her value was astronomical. People everywhere were begging her for investment advice.



But in the Rheinland family, such a fund manager was completely free.



[I've put in about 100 trillion for now, so distribute it well. I can't give more this month because I need to reinvest]



100 trillion credits.



From now on, he could receive this much money monthly, steadily, perhaps even more, until death.



Eidel immediately began spending.



"Chairman, I need it as soon as possible. Yes. As soon as possible. I'll give you a hefty incentive. The setup should be in Stellarium, not Irueyel. Yes."



Eidel hung up with a Buddha-like smile.



["You're not planning to put me in a resonator like before, are you?"]



"Come on, Constellation. How could mortal beings like us be so disrespectful to a constellation helping us? That was an accident, I tell you!"






Virgo felt an inexplicable anxiety but reassured herself.



She was Virgo. Although she only had a quarter of her full power, she was still one of the greatest constellations forming the 12 zodiacs. Even if something unfortunate happened, she could handle it.



Yes. What was there to fear?



***



She shouldn't have been so complacent.



"Rustila, would you like to go inside?"



Eidel pointed to the newly brought research equipment. It was a cylindrical structure large enough for one person to enter. It was noticeably smaller than the quantum gravity resonator.



"What is this?"



"A trap."



Virgo frowned.



"It took a month to make this combined with that. Still, technology has improved a lot these days. In the past, it would have taken at least three months to produce..."



When the trap opened, its interior was revealed. The crystal finish made it look like a room covered in mirrors. Mezulen said:



"The inside is cleaner than I expected."



"The technicians did a good job with the finishing."



"There won't be any safety issues, right?"



"You just need to go in and come out. We've already verified it's harmless to humans."



Eidel smiled contentedly.



Before Virgo could stop her, Rustila jumped into the trap like a martial artist using lightness skills.



Shortly after, the entrance closed and was covered.



Then Virgo felt something strange.



She was still connected to Rustila, but she felt a growing sense of distance between them.



It felt eerie, like being touched by a foreign god.



It wasn't just Virgo. 'Vega,' who had been with Rustila from the beginning, and other individual constellations were also experiencing this strange sensation, as if being filtered through a net.



It was then that Rustila's voice was heard.



"Eidel! My connection with the constellations is weakening!"



"Don't worry. It will return to normal once the equipment operation is complete."



The confused Virgo thought: Could the connection be blocked?



Why? How? By what method? This had never happened even once during all her battles with foreign gods.



Next, Eidel brought in a large piece of equipment.



More precisely, it was a 'part' of that equipment. He connected something that looked like electrodes to the trap and logged into the control computer. The registered constellations appeared on the monitor. Their neural networks were also clearly visible.



"Sonia, Erica. Help me out."



Graphics cards were used to visualize the neural networks. Sonia and Erica sighed while connected in parallel.



Soon, the 'neural mesh structure' of the constellation appeared in 3D. Mezulen marveled:



"Wow, I'm seeing this for real for the first time."



This was imagery only seen in the latest research in constellation biology. For Mezulen, who aspired to be a foreign god biologist, it was a fresh and special experience. Eidel asked:



"Do you know which part needs to be removed to eliminate a constellation's penalty?"



"Well, I've heard not much research has been done in that area. We might need to bring in professors who specialize in that field."



"But since it's a constellation, wouldn't it be okay to experiment with it?"



"That's true."



Virgo's thoughts momentarily stopped. Not metaphorically, but they actually cut off intermittently like noise.



["Wait! Something's wrong! Let me out of here!"]



"Since the penalty is only with Virgo, we should focus on her and leave the other constellations alone."



["Kyaaaak!"]



***



Mezulen and I literally went wild tormenting Virgo. Since it was vacation period, we had nothing else to do besides research.



Internship? Building credentials? Screw that. For aspiring graduate students, this is what builds credentials.



When we got stuck, we even brought in professors from the biology department. Thanks to my reputation, they all agreed to help. Maybe I'm a bit amazing for being able to schedule appointments with professors from other departments.



[— 'The God of Wisdom and Curiosity' laughs hysterically.]



[— 'The God of Wisdom and Curiosity' is watching your current research with immense interest and attention.]



[— You have received 5000 Pron as a viewing fee!]






Anyway, another two weeks passed like this.



In between, several people including Zernya came to visit, but I didn't meet them using the excuse of being busy.



It was actually true. The data was extracting better than expected, so it seemed we could write more papers.



["Kyaaaak!"]



"This seems to have worked."



There had been numerous attempts and failures. I entered what must have been the umpteenth query into the terminal.



[— ILOVEPHYSICS(System User): How are you feeling?]



[— Virgo (Respondent): "Just kill me..."]



There must be an area we haven't touched. Again.



["Kyaaaak!"]



[— ILOVEPHYSICS(System User): How are you feeling?]



[— Virgo (Respondent): "Good. Really good."]



[— ILOVEPHYSICS(System User): Constellation. This research is very helpful not only for you but also for human development and preventing the destruction of the universe. Thank you for your cooperation.]



[— Virgo (Respondent): "Of course. Hnnng."]



We've broken her spirit and changed her neural circuitry to make her speak respectfully. Cartesia helped a lot in this process.



Apparently, the neural networks of foreign gods and constellations are similar and easy to manipulate.



Thanks to that, what would have taken months of trial and error was coming to an end in just two weeks.



[— ILOVEPHYSICS(System User): I will ask you a few questions.]



[— ILOVEPHYSICS(System User): I understand that you currently have a spirit contract with a girl named 'Rustila Kersil.' Please enter 1 if correct, 2 if not.]



[— Virgo (Respondent): "1."]



[— ILOVEPHYSICS(System User): Thank you.]



[— ILOVEPHYSICS(System User): Were there any restrictions when contracting with 'Rustila Kersil'? Please enter 1 if yes, 2 if no or you don't remember.]



[— Virgo (Respondent): "1."]



[— ILOVEPHYSICS(System User): Do you remember what restrictions there were? If you do, please enter them in detail.]



[— Virgo (Respondent): "Virginity should be maintained as much as possible. The contractor's purity is the minimum condition for the main star to shine. It doesn't have to be strictly kept, but if the light of the main star is lost, there may be damage in delivering Aether."]



[— ILOVEPHYSICS(System User): Is there anything else? Please enter 1 if no, or continue typing in the terminal if yes.]



[— Virgo (Respondent): "1."]



To summarize:



The source of the 'Fragment of Purity' is, as the name suggests, purity. This is a basic setup that cannot be changed. Purity can be lost, but the provided Aether will decrease accordingly.



However, we succeeded in changing the thoughts of the stars other than the main star.



[— ILOVEPHYSICS(System User): Can your contractor engage in institutional marriage? Please let me know if there would be any penalties to the provided Aether due to marriage.]



[— Virgo (Respondent): "There are no penalties for such actions."]



I asked a few more questions afterward. In summary, confessions, dating, displays of affection—all were possible.



[— SYSTEM: Saving current results.]



"...Done."



At that moment, I took my hands off the keyboard. The trap opened, releasing the imprisoned constellations. Virgo remained quiet, but other constellations were in an uproar.



["You're really a crazy human..."]



Vega clicked her tongue. The constellation's sigh flowed into my mind.



["...Well, as long as Rusti is happy, I'm fine."]



I turned around. It was night and everyone had gone to bed, so no one was there except Rustila.



Rustila approached slowly with trembling eyes.



"Eidel."



She asked.



"Is it done now?"



I quietly nodded. I had barely slept, and my head was throbbing. But I couldn't close my eyes now.



"...I love you."



I had to answer those words.



***



Deep into the night.



"If he says he can't meet me again today...! I'm going to stomp all over him."



Zernya, who had finished her daily routine late again, grumbled as she entered the Natural Sciences building.
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The research results were successful.



Researchers naturally enjoy the process of writing papers, but they feel true satisfaction when they see their research results improving the world for the better.



Especially when someone they care about benefits from that research.



Just like now.



"I love you."



Rustila emphasized repeatedly.



"I love you, Eidel. Really."



The words "I love you" were the most universal expression of affection.



Though as clichéd as boilerplate code, the phrase was short and simple enough that its meaning left no room for ambiguity.



Especially when spoken by a young woman to a man her age.



It was nothing less than a phrase as sweet as sugar and as thrilling as salt.



"Eidel, I like you. I've loved you all along. I've wanted to tell you this..."



Rustila's eyes alternated between looking at me and at empty space. Soon after, she let out what seemed to be a sigh of relief. She must have been checking the reaction of her Virgo constellation.



She continued speaking.



"I've been anxious all this time. What if you went to someone else instead of me? What if I ended up alone?"



She rambled incoherently.



"Oh, s-sorry. What am I saying? I don't even know myself! Ahaha..."



Rustila trailed off, scratching her flushed cheek.



"Anyway, what I want to say is... if you're okay with it! You know!"



Even this stammering appearance was cute and lovable.



The way she rotated her ankles or twirled her side hair with her fingers while nibbling on her cherry-colored lips made her look like a maiden on her first date.



I smiled and stood up.



"Rustila."



There was no point in hiding anything when we already knew each other so well.



"I love you too."



Right after saying those words, I grabbed Rustila's waist and pulled her close.



Rustila didn't reject my touch. Rather, like being drawn by a planet's gravity, she naturally leaned her upper body against mine.



Thump.



Our chests pressed against each other.



"Ah..."



At the same time, Rustila exhaled hot air.



I could feel two contradictory sensations along with a warm, cozy feeling.



Firm, yet soft.



The body of a soldier who had trained diligently had elasticity while still maintaining enough body fat as a woman to be pudding-soft.



Additionally, the plump feeling against my pectoral muscles stimulated my instincts as a man.



I had been in a half-asleep state for at least several months due to sleep deprivation. Just this slight embrace was enough to make my blood rush and snap me back to full alertness.



This was enough.



It was time to say what needed to be said.



"Rustila."



"Yes, Eidel."



"Be the co-author of my life."



***



Despite confessing, having the confession accepted, confirming each other's feelings, and pressing our bodies together, there was no complaint from Virgo.



The only penalties were a slight pleasant pain in the heart and quickened breathing.



"Co-author?"



"When I get older, I'd like to write an autobiography or memoir. I want to write it with you."



"That means..."



Eidel answered with a smile.



What was there to say? It meant he wanted her to stay with him for life.



For another woman it might not have meant much, but for Rustila, who had been writing papers with Eidel all this time, it was a heart-touching confession.



"Of course, Professor!"



Rustila smiled broadly and hugged Eidel.



My man.



He's my man.



I won't give him to anyone.



I absolutely won't let anyone scoop him away.



"Hold my hand."



Eidel interlocked his fingers with Rustila's without hesitation.



Even though he was a bookworm, Eidel had a decent physique. The roughness and hardness she felt when holding his hand confirmed it was definitely a man's hand.



Along with the ring she felt.



The ring from his engagement to Zernya.



How wonderful it would have been if this ring were her wedding ring instead.



Though disappointed, she didn't show it. For now, she wouldn't think about anything else and would focus only on Eidel in front of her.



As she fiddled with the hand of the man who had just confirmed his feelings for her and become her boyfriend, Rustila casually asked:



"So today is our first day together, right?"



"What are you talking about?"



Rustila was startled.



She hadn't expected Eidel to question this.



"We should count from the day you made a contract with Virgo."



"...Oh. Right."



Eidel was correct. Originally, Rustila had planned to confess to Eidel then, and if necessary, go all the way.



"It's already been over half a year."






"Indeed."



"Time really flies."



Back then, Eidel had asked her to wait for 8 years. But she never expected that in just half a year, he would complete research that could offset the disadvantages of the 12 constellations.



Honestly, it was an impossible speed.



Come to think of it, when she first examined him with "Mind's Eye," she confirmed that a foreign god was attached to Eidel...



Could it be?



"Eidel."



"What?"



"Do you still have that foreign god in your head?"



"Uh, um?"



Eidel scratched his head as if troubled.



"You don't have to answer if you don't want to."



"No, it's fine."



Eidel sighed and confessed.



"Since it's between you and me, I'll tell you specially. Yes, it's there. But it's a good kid that doesn't give me dirty quests. It's close to a constellation, so you don't need to worry about me."



"R-really?"



"Really."



"Let me check for a moment. Ugh!"



The result of observing with "Mind's Eye" after a long time was horrific. The foreign god was still coiled around Eidel's head. Rustila grabbed her throbbing head and staggered. Her occipital lobe felt like it was about to burst.



"Are you okay?"



"I-I'm fine. I can handle this much."



Looking into the mind of someone contracted with a foreign god using Mind's Eye was essentially self-harm. It was like directly observing the foreign god's main body.



Fortunately, thanks to the blessing of the constellations, Rustila's mental strength wasn't greatly reduced.



"By the way, a good kid?"



Rustila looked at him in disbelief. Eidel stared blankly into space. After a while, his expression slightly frowned.



"The kid is being annoying."



"D-don't tell me. Is it a quest?"



"No."



Eidel waved his hand dismissively.



"It's just throwing a tantrum."



"Foreign gods throw tantrums too?"



"Actually, it's more like a threat. But not very threatening."



What could the foreign god be saying that made Eidel laugh it off? And what kind of being was Eidel to be able to coexist with a foreign god?



It was suspicious, but she couldn't jump to conclusions. There was an unpleasant aftertaste. What if something terrible suddenly happened? Foreign gods were untrustworthy beings.



Still, there wasn't much she could do right now. Rustila felt helpless. She tried to change the subject back to lighten the mood.



"Anyway, today is our 181st day together, right?"



"Looking at the date, it's a little less than 200 days."



"So shall we say 190 days?"



With Eidel agreeing to that, the period they had been dating became well over six months. This was even before Eidel got engaged to Zernya.



Rustila inwardly rejoiced.



She had won.



From now on, she would forever be Eidel's first woman. Yes, hopefully his first and last woman.



But even so, she couldn't help feeling dissatisfied.



In other words, they had been dating for nearly 200 days, but all they had done was hug and hold hands.



Meanwhile, from what she saw at the engagement ceremony, Zernya had been carried like a princess and received kisses on the cheek.



While rolling around in bed might still be too much, she needed to progress at least further than what Zernya had done.



"Eidel."



Rustila called her boyfriend's name with a slightly nasal tone.



Eidel seemed to understand the subtle difference in her tone and smiled gently.



"Rusty, I have a gift for you."



"A-a gift?"



Not only had her name suddenly changed to a nickname, but he had even prepared a gift.



Her chest fluttered as if she were riding off-road.



Could it be a ring?



"Wait a moment."



Eidel went into a side room and soon returned carrying a large box.



The elongated rectangular box made it somewhat predictable what might be inside.



"Would you like to open it?"



Rustila unwrapped the packaging layer by layer, trying to calm her pounding heart.



And what appeared was.



"A sword?"



It was a plasma sword with an impressive sea-blue blade contrasting with its ink-black handle.



The entire blade had crystals deposited on it, and the guard section was equipped with the latest combat assistance module.



It was clearly an expensive item.



"H-how much did this cost?"



Shocked, Rustila unconsciously asked a materialistic question.



The answer was unexpected.



"I don't know."



"You don't know?"



"It's not on the market. Currently, this is the only one that's been made."



"That means..."






Eidel nodded.



"It's a plasma sword made by directly applying what I researched this time. It should have about 50% more output than regular high-end products. Testing is complete, so you don't need to worry about stability."



Eidel added:



"By the way, it's from the Stronium brand."



"Is it really okay to give me something like this?"



"Rusty, I'm giving this to you because it's you."



Eidel smiled kindly. Rustila blushed with joy but desperately shook her head.



"No. I didn't confess to you to receive something so grand! I just, purely like you...!"



"So you won't die."



"..."



"The 'End' is approaching soon. If you die fighting, I couldn't live either. That's why I'm giving you this gift."



Eidel gestured for her to take the sword. His kindness was so warm that she couldn't refuse.



Rustila slowly lifted the hilt of the sword.



It was light.



Whether made with new materials or not, it felt sturdy yet put much less strain on the wrist than what she had been using before. Even in such small details, she could feel Eidel's consideration for her.



She liked it more than any gift she had ever received.



"Thank you, Eidel. Really, thank you."



Tears welled up. It was true that love couldn't be measured by value. She would cherish this plasma sword until the day she died.



Eidel shrugged and said:



"Want to try it out?"



"Here?"



"Just put some aether in it."



Rustila nodded. She concentrated and lightly started the sword.



Woooong!



As soon as the charging process began, the aether on the blade surface began to polarize with fierce momentum.



"Wow..."



The output felt different.



The aether trapped in the crystal was creating reinforced interference, producing a more intense roar.



"How is it?"



"It's amazing. Light. Fast charging time. High maximum output, yet the waveform is stable too."



"Lifetime warranty, customer."



Eidel joked. Rustila put down the sword after deactivating it. Then she dove straight between Eidel's chest.



An attack faster than light.



Eidel froze in place, unable to move.



"Rustila?"



Eidel was flustered.



And so was Rustila.



Why did I suddenly dive in?



Even while having such awkward thoughts, her tongue unconsciously rolled, combining the necessary words.



"I have a wish. Can I tell you?"



"Anything."



"Then..."



Rustila placed both hands on Eidel's collarbone. Eidel, having regained his composure, didn't even blink.



Only then did Rustila consciously understand her own actions.



What she was about to do.



Rustila slowly stood on her tiptoes.



Timidly, yet proudly.



Smooch.



She pressed her lips against Eidel's mouth.



It wasn't anything erotic or brain-melting like intertwining tongues. Really, it was just at the level of pressing and rubbing lips together.



It was innocent. Since both were virgins with no experience going this far.



She was clumsy, but Eidel was even more so, which made Rustila feel relieved as she inhaled Eidel's breath.



After carefully separating her lips, Rustila said:



"Allow me."



"What?"



"To call Seti 'miss.'"



At that moment.



Thud, thud, thick books fell and rolled on the floor. The sound came from right behind them.



Rustila was still holding Eidel's shoulders. In that position, she just turned her head to the side.



Zernya was there.



"..."



"..."



Her expression looked unprecedentedly stupid. Rustila flinched for a brief moment but soon smiled leisurely.



Eidel also noticed Zernya. He seemed to have frozen in thought. At that moment, Rustila carefully interlocked her fingers with Eidel's left hand.



Slip.



With skillful hand movements, she removed the ring with the purple diamond. Carefully placing it on the desk, Rustila then claimed both of Eidel's cheeks in turn.



Smooch, smooch.



After stamping kisses on the left, right, and center in a 3-step pattern, Rustila flicked her tongue and glared at Zernya.



After a few seconds of silence.



Zernya's lips parted.



"What the hell are you two doing."





Chapter 200 - Polygamy (5)



When people get truly angry, they become calm instead, don't they?



That's exactly how Zernya was right now.



Having unintentionally discovered her fiancé's infidelity, her blood pressure had risen so high that her tone became ice-cold.



"Hey."



Her old personality was showing.



She hurled insults as naturally as breathing.



"What the hell do you think you're doing? Do you have a death wish?"



Rustila frowned. She pointed to herself and asked, "Are you talking to me?"



"Who else is here besides you? Stop wasting time and answer my question. What kind of crap are you pulling with my husband?"



Two months of accumulated frustration from Eidel refusing to see her had built up. Seeing Rustila flirting with Eidel made her feel like acid was about to rise in her throat.



"Husband? What are you talking about?"



Rustila spoke languidly. She twisted her body seductively. Her model-like slim waist, sharp leg lines, and voluptuous curves naturally stood out through her military uniform.



She thrust out her chest proudly and said, "Eidel is my husband."



"Would you look at this? Hey!"



Zernya shouted because Rustila immediately linked arms with Eidel and leaned her head against his shoulder.



The height difference between Rustila and Eidel was about 10cm.



As she breathed against Eidel's neck and smiled smugly, it seemed like she was mocking the shorter Zernya.



No, she definitely was mocking her.



After all, it was a cuddling position that would be impossible for Zernya's petite and delicate frame.



At 155cm tall, Zernya had to endure this teabagging with pursed lips.



Thanks to that, her stomach felt like it was bubbling like carbonated water.



"There's a limit to your nonsense. What are you doing, acting like a harlot? Did you break your contract with Virgo?"



"What?"



Rustila drew her sword. Zernya's eyebrows twitched. That sword was no mass-produced item.



Whoosh!



With one dance of the blade, liquefied Aether drew an arc. Just one swing was enough to tell. She had already reached a level beyond Omega rank. A remarkable talent.



At the same time, she could sense the presence of a giant constellation. Undoubtedly, it was Virgo.



"Thanks to Eidel's research, the penalty has disappeared."



"You, you..."



"Thank you, darling."



Rustila turned her head slightly. That alone was enough for her cherry-colored lips to touch Eidel's cheek. A feat Zernya couldn't accomplish.



Seeing her repeatedly defile Eidel's face, Zernya couldn't stand it.



But what was even more unbearable was that Eidel hadn't met with her for two whole months.



Her teeth ground together.



"Eidel, you! I asked to see your face, but you didn't show up once! Always making excuses about being busy!"



Finally exploding, Zernya stepped forward.



"So you've been ignoring me because you wanted to marry this woman, to make her happy? Have you forgotten who your fiancée is? Huh? Why the hell did you take off your ring, you piece of trash!"



Her refined anger was like cold drunken rage.



Just one flash of lightning was enough to set everything ablaze.



Zernya was surprised at her own words. She had never cursed so intensely in her life. It was proof that her anger had consumed her reason.



"I see, so Rustila didn't seduce you—you made the first move, like a dog in heat!"



"Zernya..."



"Don't call me by my name! Say another word and I'll kill you!"



Even Rustila, who had been calmly teasing Zernya, was a bit surprised.



Tears were welling up in those amethyst-like eyes.



As much as she disliked Zernya, she hadn't intended to make her cry.



She just wanted to tease her a little because she seemed so smug. Because it was so annoying.






It was unexpected—she thought Zernya was so vicious that she had no blood or tears.



"You, you're all beasts. Sex-crazed beasts... You have no idea what's important, do you?"



She hadn't come just because she wanted to see Eidel.



She needed to discuss things.



What she should do going forward. Since they had both become family heads, if they were to marry, who would have to give up their position. She had waited a long time to have such productive conversations.



In fact, Eidel had things to say too.



He hadn't just been researching constellation neural networks all this time. He had been developing comprehensive technologies for the upcoming war with the Darwin system's outer gods.



And he had clearly explained that he was too busy for that reason. Zernya just didn't believe him, thinking it was an excuse.



But he didn't say that.



Instead...



"I'm sorry."



He apologized and embraced Zernya. He wrapped her small frame with his broad shoulders and patted her back.



Zernya's body trembled. The quivering, like a startled puppy, was vividly transmitted through the fabric.



"I know you're upset. Be angry if you want."



"Get away from me."



"I'll stay like this until you feel better."



"This makes me feel worse. I said get away!"



Zernya pushed Eidel away. Eidel picked up the engagement ring and placed it in Zernya's hand. Her gaze fell in confusion.



"Give it back when you feel better."



"Stop playing games, ugh."



As Zernya tried to step forward threateningly, she lost her balance and staggered. If Eidel hadn't caught her, she would have hit the corner of the desk and been seriously injured.



"Are you okay?"



"My, my head..."



Rustila could only stare blankly at the scene.



This wasn't pretense.



If nothing else, Zernya's speech was slurred.



She staggered like someone with low blood sugar, perhaps from focusing solely on her studies for an extended period on an empty stomach. Moreover, she had dark circles under her eyes as if suffering from a serious illness. She also showed signs of exhaustion.



In any case, it was clear that her physical condition was terrible.



Eidel seemed to notice this too and said to Rustila, "Rusti, could you get a glucose candy from over there?"



"Huh? Sure..."



"Zernya. Eat this. I think your blood sugar is low."



"I'm fine. I don't need it."



"You might collapse if you're not careful. Stop arguing and here."



Eidel put the candy directly into Zernya's mouth. Despite her prickly words, her mouth was honest. Zernya chewed the disc-shaped candy to survive.



After a while, her grape-colored eyes gradually began to regain their vitality.



"Here, drink some water too."



Eidel sat Zernya in a chair and opened a bottle of water for her. Zernya drank it silently like a baby bird. After regaining her senses, her head dropped vacantly.



The engagement ring.



The only proof of their promised future.



No matter how angry she was, she couldn't throw away her love. No, before that, she couldn't abandon the great cause of the Adelbein family. Whether she liked it or not, Zernya was in a position where she had to become Eidel's wife.



So, if possible.



She shouldn't hate the man before her.



"...Put this on."



"Zernya."



"Put it on before I kill you!"



Eidel put the ring on his left hand. Zernya moistened her lips with her tongue and slowly caressed that hand. It was a sturdy hand, incomparable to her own small, delicate one.



"Damn it. It's all because of you. Because of you, every day is like hypoglycemia. I forget to eat, forget to drink water... Anyway, I'm in this state because I've been studying and working while thinking of you."






This was sincere.



She had almost died at the hands of an outer god, but she was alive thanks to Eidel rescuing her and giving her a blood transfusion. If Eidel hadn't been there then, she would already be a corpse.



Having received such a favor, how could she dislike him?



"Hey, Rustila."



Rustila had enough sense to know what was happening. She turned her gaze from where she had been looking away.



"I've told you many times. I'm sorry. For bullying you during school, for insulting your dreams. I'll apologize for everything. If possible, let's be friends from now on."



"..."



"But this isn't right. I, I have strong possessiveness. I can't stand seeing you alone with Eidel, rubbing it in my face. This man is mine. You might have liked him first, but I was engaged to him first."



Eidel silently nodded. He raised his hand and stroked Zernya's cheek and the side of her hair. Zernya didn't avoid his touch. Rather, she closed her eyes and quietly felt it.



Rustila bit her lip.



She can't stand seeing her alone with Eidel, rubbing it in her face?



"I feel the same way."



"...Well, our hearts are in sync on that point."



Zernya calmed her breathing. The corners of her mouth turned up slightly.



"I'm tired."



She had been pushing herself for the past few months. If she continued fighting, she would inevitably end up in the emergency room.



"Eidel. I told you before that polygamy was okay, right?"



"Yes, you did."



"That was just lip service. I never thought Rustila would actually succeed. I just wanted to show you my generosity, pretending to be merciful..."



Who could have known the tables would turn like this?



"Rustila, Zernya. Let's postpone any talk about marriage or other important matters until tomorrow morning. It's late."



Both women at least nodded to that.



It was a truce.



They would growl at each other again as soon as they met tomorrow anyway. There was no point in fighting more today. Relationship fights were always long-term battles, lasting at least a few weeks.



"Both of you go to bed. I'll clean up here and come in too."



Eidel rubbed his eyes and dismissed the two women.





***





"Phew."



He had barely managed to send them away.



Still, it was better than before. It had become easier to understand Zernya and Rustila's personalities and figure out what was acceptable and what wasn't.



Is this what they call experience?



Since it was my fault anyway, it's my responsibility to strengthen the relationship between the two. Fortunately, neither of them was so blind as to not understand the concept of a truce.



There's hope.



I was just as tired. After months of research without rest, my physical condition was a mess. Now that one project was finished, I could finally get more than five hours of sleep tonight.



That's when it happened.



["The project is finished, right?"]



Ah, right.



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' smiles.]



Quest reward.



["Youngster, I have a mountain of demands for you. You'd better be prepared."]



I had promised to grant Cartesia one favor in return for her cooperation with the crystal research.



Somehow, I have a bad feeling about this.





***





The next day.



Eidel was brought to the emergency room unconscious.





Chapter 201 - Polygamy (6)



Ireh arrived at work at dawn.



Every step she took was accompanied by an automatic yawn. Sleep deprivation.



"This is driving me crazy..."



Physics studies were still difficult. But they were becoming enjoyable. As she continued, she gained momentum.



It was currently vacation. Days guaranteed for self-study and research. In some ways, it was both the most comfortable and uncomfortable time. Immersing oneself in research was no easy task.



Ireh made her way to the laboratory.



"Eidel? I'm here."



She immediately sensed something was wrong.



He wasn't there.



That research-obsessed Eidel wasn't in the main lab.



"Where did he go?"



Did he shoot up to the sky? Did he sink into the ground?



"Did he go meet the professor?"



That seemed most likely, but it didn't make sense given Eidel's personality. Whenever Eidel went somewhere, he always left a note or email.



She tried calling to see if he was oversleeping, but there was no answer.



"..."



Something felt unsettling.



Every morning when she opened the lab door, Eidel would greet her with "Has our prospective graduate student arrived?" It was her routine to start the day reading papers while drinking the instant coffee he made for her, but now that rhythm was broken, and it felt unpleasant.



Ireh put down her textbook and immediately left the lab.



After searching all the classrooms and physics department faculty offices, she finally made her way to the large shared research lab.



There, she found Eidel collapsed.



"Huh?"



For a moment, she couldn't understand.



Why is this guy sprawled out sleeping here?



Sensing something was seriously wrong, Ireh rushed over.



And soon realized.



"Oh no. This can't be happening."



His eyes were rolled back.



"Wake up! Hey!"



Hesitating to touch his body, Ireh finally gathered her courage and shook Eidel.



If this person dies, everything is over.



Suppressing her embarrassment and reluctance, she touched his face, hands, and back in sequence.



Cold.



"Damn it..."



The situation was more serious than she thought.



Ireh took off her cardigan, laid it on the floor, and placed Eidel on top of it. She knew exactly what to do next.



"Hello? Is this the hospital?"



Fortunately, the science building was close to the campus hospital. The paramedics would arrive within minutes. Until then, Ireh considered what emergency treatment she could provide that might help.



Despite it being summer, his body was cold, suggesting hypothermia. Sure enough, the air conditioning was on for temperature and humidity control.



Turn off the air conditioning and share body heat.



"Sigh..."



The former was easy, but the latter was incredibly difficult.



Still, it had to be done.



Having made her decision, Ireh, in her sleeveless top, embraced Eidel.





***





The rescue team arrived and provided appropriate treatment. Eidel was transported to the hospital and immediately admitted, receiving an IV drip.



He hadn't regained consciousness.



"How is he?"



"We're not certain yet. Whether it's simple exhaustion or something else..."



The doctor said detailed tests were needed.



"His body temperature had dropped significantly. Fortunately, thanks to the first aid provided by the person who found him, we were able to prevent the patient's condition from worsening. You did an amazing job."



Ireh twisted the corner of her mouth. She felt embarrassed and got goosebumps.



Burying herself in a man's embrace.



Ugh...



It was something she would never have done if it weren't for Eidel.



"For now, we'll let the patient rest and determine the treatment direction as we monitor the situation. Thank you for your help."



"Thank you."



After finishing her conversation with the doctor, Ireh returned to Eidel's hospital room. She pulled up a chair and sat down. A sigh escaped her.



Well... it's probably overwork, as expected.






It wouldn't be the first time Eidel collapsed from researching too hard.



This worry was likely unnecessary. Soon enough, he'd wake up perfectly fine and whine for research papers. The corner of Ireh's mouth curled up slightly.



"Phew."



Still, her heart had dropped for a moment.



If Eidel died, humanity would perish. Moreover, Ireh would lose the only person who understood this iteration.



If this iteration failed, there wouldn't be another chance. Even if regression was possible, a world without Eidel would likely be doomed.



What would she do if Eidel died?



"Really, you need to take better care of yourself..."



As she grumbled, looking at Eidel receiving his IV drip, she heard a voice.



"Young Master!"



A woman's urgent voice.



Turning her head, she saw Sonia rushing in. Upon meeting Ireh, Sonia raised her voice like an interrogating police officer.



"How is Young Master Eidel? Is he alright?"



"They think it's likely overwork."



"That's... well, that's a relief, at least."



Sonia checked Eidel's face. He looked noticeably gaunt. Sonia bit her lip and lamented.



"I'm a useless tin can. I deserve to be thrown in the scrap metal bin. That the Young Master is in critical condition and I, his personal assistant, didn't even notice first..."



Then, the sound of two more people's footsteps was heard.



Rustila and Zernya.



The two women had postponed their schedules and rushed over as soon as they heard Eidel had been taken to the emergency room. They were glaring at each other.



Ireh was surprised.



Not only had they come together, but they weren't even fighting upon meeting.



In tens of thousands of regressions, she had never seen these two getting along so well.



"Eidel, are you okay?"



"What's wrong with him now?"



Despite the two lovers' responses, Eidel remained silent. Ireh calmly explained what had happened that morning.



"It looks like overwork to me."



"I think so too."



Zernya also made her own diagnosis.



"He barely sleeps three hours a day because of research. Plus, recently, he's probably been under a lot of stress because of someone, don't you think?"



As she spoke, Zernya's eyes were directed at Rustila. Rustila flinched and turned her head away like a sulking child.



"You're both busy, right? I'll call you right away when Eidel wakes up, so go back to your work."



"Wait."



Zernya shot a glare at Ireh and spoke up.



"I need to stay here."



"Why?"



"Because I'm his wife."



Zernya wiggled the ring finger of her left hand and sat down in a chair.



Rustila's expression immediately soured.



"I want to stay too."



"Ha, please. Who are you? Are you family?"



Zernya's gaze was as cold as ice. But Rustila was no longer the fragile person she used to be.



"You're just a fiancée, why are you lying about being his wife?"



"Because it's a contract marriage. Eidel becoming my husband is a foregone conclusion. Remember that I have more legitimacy than you, at the very least."



"Then..."



"And I'm a medical student."



Rustila frowned.



"If there's a problem, I can notify the higher-ups immediately. I study at this hospital, after all. I frequent this place daily, so I can handle things better than you, don't you think?"



Unlike the previous day, Zernya had returned after getting enough sleep.



With a clear mind came near-perfect logic. She skillfully cornered Rustila as if yesterday's defeat meant nothing.



"Anyway, having more than two people here will only disturb Eidel. I'll stay, so you and the android should go take care of your business."



"You..."



"What are you waiting for? Shouldn't you be training hard with that precious 'sword' you received as a gift?"



Rustila hung her head. She started gnawing on her lower lip.



And that's when it happened.



"If you're going to argue so loudly, both of you leave."



A sharp voice filled the recovery room.



Both women's attention focused simultaneously. The source of the voice was none other than Ireh Hazlen.



"What?"






"I said, if you're going to argue so noisily, go outside to do it."



Ireh continued speaking calmly.



"If you care about Eidel so much, you should at least avoid raising your voices in the hospital room. Especially you, Adelbein. You claim to be our lab leader's lady, so why are you acting in ways that harm your husband?"



"...Ha."



"The same goes for you, Rustila. Don't respond to every petty provocation. What's important now is Eidel, not having a power struggle with Adelbein."



"Yes... Sister Ireh is right."



Zernya and Rustila closed their mouths. Ireh pulled up chairs and had the two women sit down. Meanwhile, she picked up her bag, preparing to leave.



"If you want to watch over him, then do it together. Ah, right. If anything unusual happens, Adelbein can call and Rustila can bring a doctor."



"Where are you going, Sister?"



"There's no point in me staying here."



Having already concluded that Eidel was suffering from overwork, Ireh decided not to dwell on it further. She judged that studying physics would be more effective for saving the universe than unnecessarily worrying about Eidel.



Above all, Eidel had collapsed because he took on all the research by himself.



If her skills could develop even a day faster to help him, the frequency of him collapsing like an idiot would surely decrease.



As Ireh crossed the threshold, she gave one final piece of advice.



"That playboy keeps whining about marrying both of you anyway. Instead of bickering every day, try working together at times like this. If he really dies, it'll all be for nothing, right?"



"..."



Both women nodded simultaneously.



Ireh grinned and left the hospital.



Meanwhile, Zernya added one thought.



Ireh Hazlen.



She's quite a reasonable woman.





***





I never knew the sin of trying to love two women simultaneously would run this deep.



"Pathetic. You're truly a pathetic youngster. Wasting time unnecessarily over mere romance..."



In a formless space filled with darkness.



Between faint light sources, long navy blue hair fluttered like flower petals.



I slowly hung my head.



Tentacles, tentacles, and more tentacles.



My entire body was bound by firm tentacles.



I couldn't move an inch.



Although this was a space detached from reality, the sensation of the suction cups felt more vivid than ever, making it clear that something unusual was about to happen.



"Hey, youngster."



A familiar voice reached me.



Cartesia. It was her.



"Answer me."



"Yes, yes. Outer God."



"How do you think I'm feeling right now?"



"You seem extremely angry."



I naturally speak formally. Why? Because right behind Cartesia stood a row of Outer Gods who had been turned into "females."



Even violent male Outer Gods had been transformed by this monster. There was no guarantee I wouldn't end up the same way.



Damn it...



"That's right. Why do you think I'm angry?"



"Because I researched other things first when you told me to make a graviton bomb."



"What else?"



"Because I took equipment from your lab without permission."



"And what else?"



"Because you told me to write a paper, but I was fooling around with women and making no progress."



"You know well."



Cartesia lifted my chin with her finger and spoke.



"Did you do wrong?"



"Yes, I did wrong."



"What will you do from now on?"



"If you release me and send me back, I'll do better from now on."



"No, there's something you need to do before that."



"You mean payment for helping with my research..."



"You know well."



Cartesia responded with a lecherous smile.



Then her finger pried open my lips.





Chapter 202 - Polygamy (7)



Cartesia put her finger in my mouth.



"Urgh!"



"Stay still."



I didn't even have time to comprehend what was happening. Her finger probed deeper, poking my uvula. I reflexively bit down from the sudden gag reflex.



"Kid, don't bare your teeth."



"Mmph!"



"I said don't bare your teeth."



Cartesia growled as she tightened her tentacles. The sensation of my internal organs shriveling. All the air in my lungs was expelled. Damn it. Why am I being subjected to this humiliation?



I was wrong to think she could be reasoned with. An alliance is not synonymous with being an ally. Outer gods cannot coexist with humans.



Cartesia wiggled her finger inside my mouth and said:



"Interesting."



What exactly is interesting?



"So this is how the oral structure works. Is this the inner mucous membrane? The texture suddenly changes here."



Crazy woman.



Now she's critiquing the roof of my mouth. As expected, outer gods are all insane. They can't be understood with human common sense.



Cartesia increased the number of her fingers.



Two, three, four...



A total of five fingers mercilessly violated my tongue. The unpleasant foreign sensation was overwhelming, but I couldn't close my mouth. The moment I bared my teeth, her tentacles would wring my lungs like a rag.



"That's right, now you're behaving."



By now, I had given up.



This was an unavoidable disaster. So, well, what could I do? Might as well enjoy it. Sometimes not understanding is the best approach. Outer gods are beings incomprehensible to the human mind anyway.



Resigned to my fate.



Since it's come to this, I might as well taste what an outer god's finger is like.



An outer god's finger tastes, well...



Sweet.



Not extremely sweet, but like an ordinary glucose candy. That was somewhat surprising. I expected it to be salty or bland like human skin.



I must be the first human to taste an outer god's finger. This could make for a hot research paper. While I was thinking this, Cartesia withdrew her hand.



"Hmm."



She rubbed her saliva-coated fingers, deeply contemplating something.



And then the next moment.



Cartesia began licking her own fingers. I couldn't believe my eyes. She looked like a cat grooming itself.



"Insane..."



My mind went blank. Even the most perverted individuals wouldn't do something like that—this was extraordinary madness.



"The smell is tolerable. Tasteless with a bit of sugar and digestive enzymes. No need to classify it as poison."



Cartesia smirked.



"Consider it an honor, kid. You're the first human to touch my true form and not die instantly."



"Why are you doing this? There must be a reason you're treating me this way."



"Why? I'm simply collecting payment for helping with my research."



Cartesia turned around and clapped her hands. The slave outer gods pushed the space away.



A research laboratory of the outer god appeared from the cold darkness. It was a small space with a blackboard.



"I should record this."



Cartesia began writing in the language of outer gods. She giggled like an excited child. I was still frowning, unable to understand what was happening.



After finishing her notes, Cartesia declared:



"Kid, you're going to be my test subject for the next few days."



"What?"



"Don't think about returning to reality until then."



This...



Looks like I'm in big trouble.



***



Brian had been contacting the Adelbein family more frequently these days. The former head of the family, Jerome, always welcomed him warmly.



"I pay my respects, Elder."



"No need for formalities between family. Here, sit down."



"Thank you."



The two entered the reception room and began their private conversation.






"How is the young master's condition?"



"He's been unconscious for three days now."



"That's truly unfortunate news."



Despite his words, Jerome's lips curled upward. Brian didn't hide his subtle smile either.



"I'm truly worried. To collapse before the succession is even complete. With such weakness..."



Though they didn't state it directly, both men knew.



This was an opportunity.



A chance for each to secure their own interests.



"So, what do you plan to do next?"



"If the situation worsens, I intend to speak with my father."



"My friend. You shouldn't omit the object."



Brian sipped his tea with a grin. Setting down his cup with a clink, he added:



"...To discuss selecting the next young master in case something happens to my brother."



***



Rustila and Zernya visited Eidel's hospital room every day, hoping he might be awake today.



For the first day or two, they thought, "He must be very tired." So they decided to wait patiently until he woke up. At least the two women didn't fight in the hospital room.



However.



By the third day, they sensed something was wrong.



"Here are the EEG results."



Zernya read the brain wave test record. Eidel's brain waves weren't typical sleep patterns.



Gamma waves, indicating high concentration and tension, were dominant. Plus, there was strange noise mixed in. And this state had been consistently maintained for hours.



There was no historical precedent for such a pattern.



"The patient doesn't seem to have simply fainted from overwork. We're looking into it further."



Even veteran medical residents couldn't make a definitive diagnosis.



"The good news is that he's breathing on his own. The situation is unlikely to worsen. He should be able to recover fully, so please don't worry too much."



"I'll... wait until the end of this week."



However, such reassurances proved hollow when a crisis occurred.



Two days later, in the early morning, Eidel began experiencing respiratory distress.



"Eidel? Eidel!"



Rustila and Zernya, who had been watching him day and night, noticed this first and called for a doctor. But since it was dawn and he was in a general ward, the doctors seemed to be moving too slowly.



At this rate, they'd be too late.



Suddenly, both women remembered what Ireh had said.



If Eidel dies, everything becomes pointless. You can't love him, can't fight over him. Everything returns to nothing.



"Hey, carry him!"



"Where to?"



"Where else? The emergency room! Follow me!"



Rustila hoisted Eidel onto her back and ran. Zernya, familiar with the hospital layout, guided her through the shortest route. Getting the hang of it, Rustila immediately increased her speed.



They spotted the doctors, who were just preparing to leave with a cart.



"You slow bastards!"



Zernya cursed as she commanded:



"Rustila, put him here. Hey, why are you standing there like idiots? Quickly take him to where there's a ventilator!"



The rare scene unfolded of a mere medical student berating residents. They were even Zernya's seniors. Considering the closed nature and hierarchy of the medical community, this would normally be unthinkable.



But everyone knew.



Zernya was royalty.



Messing with Professor Rheinland's daughter-in-law and the head of the Adelbein family would be career suicide in this industry. Given the urgency of the situation, the doctors had no choice but to follow Zernya's instructions.



Afterward, Arnold, who still retained some influence as the family head, ordered an emergency assembly. About twenty medical residents bearing the Rheinland name gathered immediately.



With the family's intensive care, Eidel was barely breathing as he entered the ICU. Once the crisis passed, Arnold summoned the doctor who had been in charge of Eidel.



"What were you doing while he deteriorated to this state? Answer me."



"I'm sorry, Professor... but I couldn't have predicted a patient in the general ward would suddenly—"



"So if the patient dies, it's the patient's fault. Is that it?"



"That's—!"



Arnold leaned in with a ghostly, menacing expression. The attending physician felt his heart shrink.



"A medical student who hasn't even graduated and a girl with no medical knowledge did better than you. Why don't you take off that coat and give it to those crying kids over there?"






The implication was clear: if this is how you practice medicine, quit and leave the hospital. The attending physician's head drooped lower and lower. Arnold sighed.



Brother!



A desperate voice echoed from beyond the door. Arnold dismissed the attending physician and rose from his seat. Outside the ICU, a man in a white coat was sprawled on the floor like a broken reed.



"How did this happen...! He was fine until just recently, why has he ended up like this...!"



It was the eldest son, Brian. He was wailing as if at a funeral.



"Eidel, without you, who will lead the Rheinland family...?"



"Young master, please get up. Your father is here."



Brian ignored this and kept banging his head against the wall. His glasses were crushed and shattered. Arnold felt a deep sigh within.



Soon after, Cartrik and Seti arrived as well. Cartrik also wept bitterly, while Seti staggered and collapsed to the floor.



The future of the Rheinland family had now become uncertain.



***



As payment for helping with her crystal research, Cartesia touched various parts of my body. She considered me a test subject.



And being touched was the least of it. She attached gel-like substances to my head or fed me strange things while observing the effects. If I didn't comply, I got hit with tentacles.



At first, I couldn't make sense of it, but gradually I adapted. Humans are creatures of adaptation, aren't they?



Or not? Whatever.



"Fascinating. Truly fascinating."



Cartesia giggled.



It was hard to tell if she was actually laughing, as her face was dark like static noise. She resembled a black fog, which was the default appearance of Descartes outer gods.



She turned around and said:



"You're the first lower life form to remain intact after so many experiments, Eidel von Rheinland. I've gathered so much data. Thanks to you, my research has progressed."



"What research are you doing?"



"Why do you need to know?"



"I want to help you."



By my calculations, I'd been here for about 100 hours. That means I've been unconscious for about four days. By now, I must be on an IV drip in the hospital.



I'm worried about everyone. Especially Rustila and Zernya. They shouldn't be fighting.



To achieve that, I needed to win Cartesia's favor, regardless of what her research entailed.



"You? Help me?"



Cartesia clicked her tongue.



"This is my research, not something for a lower species like you. Don't try anything clever—just behave like a proper test subject, kid."



"Hmph."



Not having read anything for so long made my brain itch. I was desperate to read something—a paper, an email, anything. Bound by tentacles, I watched Cartesia research and shed tears.



The withdrawal symptoms intensified after another day.



"Huk, huk, huk."



"Kid, what's your problem now?"



"Breathing, I, huk, huk, huuuk...!"



"In this space, breathing is merely an illusion. You won't die from not breathing, so don't try to elicit cheap sympathy. It's ridiculous."



That's not it. I really am having trouble breathing!



"Pa, pa, paper..."



"Paper what?"



"Re, re, research paper... please..."



Cartesia stroked her chin and tilted her head.



"This is a new withdrawal symptom? Interesting case."



"Aaaaargh!!"



"Here, take this. It's the interim report on gravity bomb research I gave you before. Read this and stay quiet. I need to concentrate on analyzing data now."



Thanks to this small consideration, I could breathe again. It was just rereading something I'd already read, but it still helped me regain stability. Cartesia watched me with disapproval, arms crossed.



But this was only a temporary solution.



To leave this place early, I needed something to win the favor of this gothic lolita outer god.



I thought of the "Star Egg" item in my mind.



[— Current coins collected: approximately 700,000]



I had barely used them except for occasionally giving some to Ireh.



I never imagined I'd be spending them here.



Last time, after giving Vega a small amount, she became docile enough to say she wouldn't be hostile toward me anymore. I wondered what would happen if I fed her this much...



I called out to the outer god who was deeply immersed in her research.
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"Cartesia!"



"I told you to be quiet!"



"Look at me!"



"You must have a death wish today, brat!!"



A massive tentacle flew toward me. Cartesia, deeply irritated at having her research interrupted, had lashed out.



If I were hit by something like that in the real world, my neck would snap instantly. Of course, being in a virtual space didn't make it any safer. Sensing danger, I calmly used "Star Egg."



Click.



A golden bundle slipped into my hand. It felt quite substantial.



I shook the money bundle and lowered my voice.



"Cartesia, let's make a deal."



"A deal? How ridiculous..."



"You wanted this, didn't you?"



Splash!



I scattered the coins into the air. Literally, coins began to rain down from the sky.



Cartesia's hand hesitated. She slowly raised her head. Like a jackpot-winning slot machine, a shower of currency poured down.



"This is..."



"Coins!"



"Master, they're coins! Coins!"



The thoroughly personality-modified foreign gods rolled around like dogs in heat. They gathered armfuls of the raining coins and ran to their master.



"Look! It's over 500,000!"



"600,000, 700,000!"



"725,000 coins, Master!"



Cartesia staggered.



"S-seven hundred thousand?"



I couldn't see her expression, but I could tell she was considerably shocked. Just as I expected.



"Why suddenly this?"



"I told you. Let's make a 'deal.'"



"That's too much as payment."



"That's what makes it fair."



Cartesia withdrew all her tentacles. She wanted to gather every single coin without missing any. Thanks to that, the tentacles restraining my body all fell away. Freedom at last.



The pile of coins formed a small hill. Cartesia leaned against it carefully, as if handling a lover. Then she swam through it, swishing around.



Foreign gods really are obsessed with coins.



When I first obtained the "Star Egg," Cartesia had demanded 5,000 coins. It was good I didn't give them to her then. Giving someone 5,000 won as daily allowance versus saving it until it becomes 1 million won creates a completely different impression.



"...Indeed. You've employed quite a clever strategy. So, you want to research with me?"



"I want to see your research on foreign gods."



"Not just because you want to get out of here quickly?"



"Well, that too."



Assuming time flows at a 1:1 ratio between here and the real world, about five days must have passed already. I'll probably wake up in a hospital. I need to get out quickly before everyone worries too much.



"...Fine, I'll show you something interesting."



Cartesia, having organized her coins, pulled down a blackboard. I could see text written in the language of foreign gods.



"A brat like you can't read this... Wait. I'll kindly teach you the characters."



Cartesia approached and tapped my forehead.



That's when it started. I began to understand the foreign god script.



"Wow."



It was amazing. I could read and comprehend a script I'd never seen before. This sensation is something you can't understand unless you experience it. Cartesia asked:



"Well? Can you understand what it says?"



"...A functionalist approach to neural structures?"



"Hmm, not a complete idiot after all."






To summarize, it was research aimed at revealing and integrating neural principles across all intelligent beings, including humans, machines, constellations, and foreign gods. It was an extension of the constellation neural network research I had been doing.



"Your android said something poignant before. That whether human or robot, if the thinking principle is the same, they're the same."



"Not living beings, but intelligent beings..."



"Well, that's not wrong."



Cartesia, sitting in a chair, continued.



"In mathematical terms, it's 'isomorphism.' Whether sapiens, machines, or us. If you understand one, you can understand the others. Only fools think they're different just because their components differ."



Now I was beginning to understand.



Cartesia had been experimenting on me to understand humans. She wanted to compare and contrast human neural networks with the foreign god neural networks she knew well.



But humans are very fragile from a foreign god's perspective. It's like dissecting a tardigrade with bare hands—press a little too hard, and they crumble.



Yet I wouldn't break no matter what she did, so she was delighted.



Cartesia flicked her hand. Two tentacles slowly approached and lifted me up. Thus, guided by the tentacles, I was seated beside Cartesia.



"Human."



She asked.



"Our kind can parasitize your cerebral cortex but not machine neural structures, as far as we know. Because there's no precedent. Have you ever wondered why?"



"Well, robots are different from humans..."



Wait.



That doesn't seem like a fundamental answer.



"I'll tell you the correct answer."



Cartesia whispered in my ear.



"Actually, I can."



I was a bit surprised.



This wasn't in the original story. In that damn original story. Reading through Ireh's life story, there wasn't a single foreign god possessing robots.



So this was new information from my perspective. However, judging by her tone, it seemed like currently only Cartesia could do this.



"It's not easy, though. Androids calculate quickly. Even if I try to take control of the body, they recover fast. Plus, it's troublesome how their thinking stops when there's no electricity. But..."



What followed was unexpected.



"Unlike humans, I can handle them roughly multiple times. You humans go crazy and die if touched just a little. But robots don't. If they break, you just replace the parts."



"So you're trying to find ways to possess androids? By comparing our neural structures with other species?"



"If you've figured that out, you're correct. Quite an accurate deduction."



Why is she doing this research?



Wasn't gravity bomb research enough? Does Cartesia want something more? Just curiosity? No, the research topic is too significant for that.



"What are you planning this time?"



"That information costs more than you've paid."



"Coins? How many more do you want?"



"At least a million."



Whatever it is, she definitely has an agenda.



Damn, if only Ireh had more contact with Cartesia. Unfortunately, this foreign god doesn't move unless interested, so she didn't feature much in the story.



"So, can you help me?"



"At this point, why not? We've been doing this all along."



I've won her over with coins.



From now on, I'll humor this foreign god.



After that, I alternated between being the foreign god's test subject and graduate student. It was a series of arduous tasks, but I managed somehow thanks to "thought acceleration" and "calculation assistance."



I couldn't ask why Cartesia was doing this research until the end. She firmly refused to tell me.



Anyway, after several days...



"Hmm, so this is what it feels like."



Cartesia kneaded my face. She nodded as if having reached an epiphany.



"I've gathered enough data and established the theory. Now application is possible."



"Application? Mmph!"






The next moment, a black hole-like face attacked mine. Suddenly my airway felt blocked, and I couldn't breathe.



A moist sensation swept across my face. I felt goosebumps and chills down my spine. I tried to push away quickly, but my body wouldn't respond.



Cartesia, who had been holding my head firmly like pressing fingerprints into clay, eventually pulled back.



And saliva stretched between us.



"W-what..."



As I wiped my sticky face and opened my eyes, something caught my vision.



It was a bright red tongue. Following the tip of that tongue, a viscous liquid formed a catenary curve. That line connected all the way to my mouth.



Wait a minute.



What just happened to me?



I looked up in confusion.



There stood Cartesia with a face.



Her jaw was slender, her lips modest, her nostrils like pearls. Her eyes were large with double eyelids.



Her irises were ocean-colored, dazzlingly bright. If Rustila's were the Arctic Ocean, hers were the equatorial sea. Plus, a gentle glow emanated from them like LED lights.



"Brat, how is it? Do you like it?"



"W-what..."



Cartesia 'frowned.'



"I'm asking if my face is detailed enough for your species to accept as one of your own. If I'm mimicking, it should be accurate, right?"



Then she furrowed her brow and raised the corners of her mouth.



It was such a natural expression of emotion that she couldn't possibly be a foreign god.



I nodded, dumbfounded.



Not only did she look human, but she was also breathtakingly beautiful, like a celebrity.



Cartesia flicked her tongue and swallowed her saliva. That finally snapped me back to reality. So, I just... not only got face-hugged by a foreign god but had my lips stolen too? Huh?



Suddenly I was reminded of a famous SF alien series monster. The monster lays eggs in people's mouths, and the eggs hatch and burst through their chests...



"Congratulations on your pregnancy, brat."



"Ugh..."



"I'm joking. I'm not from the Darwin lineage—you won't get pregnant from something like this."



Cartesia patted my back. She was smiling meticulously. It made me angrier that she was unnecessarily pretty. By the way, if I kissed a foreign god, does that count as infidelity...?



While I was lost in all sorts of thoughts, Cartesia said:



"You've helped enough with the research, brat. Staying asleep any longer would just be a waste of time."



"What?"



"Get out now."



With those words, my vision went dark.



***



[— Your relationship with your contracted constellation has changed as your bond reached a certain level.]



[Summary: "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" is your main constellation.]



***



After sending Eidel's consciousness back, Cartesia caressed her face. Populus, the foreign god who had now completely become her slave, carefully asked:



"Master, that face..."



"How is it? High-end, right? On a completely different level from your bland faces."



"It's... it's magnificent."



Populus prostrated himself.



He wanted to ask why she would take the face of a lowly inferior species. But his master was wearing a "very pleased expression."



Cartesia checked on Eidel lying in the ICU through her "mirror." His breathing had become more stable. His complexion had whitened considerably, probably from getting proper sleep.



Cartesia murmured quietly:



"...Two weeks seems to have been enough."



A fact that often goes unnoticed:



Foreign gods of the Descartes lineage, who manipulate the minds of intelligent beings, can also control human sleep time.



Cartesia smiled as she caressed the coins Eidel had left behind.
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Eidel was living on a ventilator in the intensive care unit. Now the future of the Rheinland family had become completely unpredictable.



"Father, forgive my boldness, but I have something to ask."



"Speak."



"If something happens to Eidel, what becomes of the family head position?"



Cartrick asked cautiously. Arnold's brow furrowed like a sheet of paper.



"Do you wish for your brother's death?"



"That's not it! I'm just concerned about the family's future..."



"We'll follow the family rules. I'll discuss it with the council of elders before making any decisions, so don't get ahead of yourself."



"I... understand."



After hearing his father's opinion, Cartrick immediately relayed it to Brian. Adjusting his glasses, Brian secretly raised the corner of his mouth.



Fortune within misfortune, and misfortune within fortune, as they say.



But he couldn't show it.



"How sad, brother. What does a mere family head position matter?"



"The future of the Rheinland family is at stake."



"Even if he recovers, he might be disabled, making it difficult to maintain the position. It can't be helped. Well, let's prepare and make our moves until then."



As usual, Brian patted Cartrick's shoulder. He packed his things and prepared to leave the waiting room.



"Brother, where are you going?"



"I'm heading to the Adelbein main house to have a conversation. Since Father is so busy, I should speak with the elder."



As he left the waiting room, Brian thought:



This might make things easier.



***



Eidel's condition remained unchanged for the time being.



For stability, multiple visitors weren't allowed at once. Therefore, not many people knew Eidel's real-time condition. At most, it was the nursing staff, the attending physician, and three women.



"Foreign gods... I'll kill them all."



Rustila.



"If you want to do that, why don't you go outside and train?"



Zernya.



"I told you both not to fight."



Ireh.



The pattern was simple. Rustila would mutter, Zernya would pick a fight. Then they'd argue in the waiting room. Ireh, watching this, would stop the two, and they'd return to a temporary truce.



Naturally, Ireh was the most exhausted. Mediating between the two women was no easy task.



At the same time, she was also the most anxious person.



Because she knew better than anyone that if Eidel died, this timeline would be ruined.



"This is all your fault. Eidel ended up like this because of you."



"What? How is this my fault?"



"If you hadn't been whining about your virginity, Eidel wouldn't have pushed himself so hard. Am I wrong?"



"Shut up, Zernya...!"



"Oh, be quiet, both of you!"



Ireh barely managed to separate the two women who were about to grab each other's collars.



"What changes if you two fight? Please, just for now, get along! Do you think Eidel would be happy to see that polygamist grabbing both your hair?"



It was a valid point. The two fell silent.






They had fought a lot over time. Now they were tired of the same repertoire of attacks. Zernya sighed and sat down, while Rustila, teary-eyed, leaned against Ireh.



Being the big sister was this difficult.



"Instead of fighting, pray. Let's pray to the stars. For Eidel to recover."



In this era, faith in traditional religions had faded. However, the constellations were real, and faith in them had actually strengthened. Praying to the constellations might help somehow.



While praying with her hands clasped, Ireh glanced to the side. The android Sonia was sitting with her eyes closed.



- Please wake me when the young master awakens, and if he doesn't return, please send me to the disposal facility.



Like a computer entering sleep mode when not in use, Sonia hadn't moved at all since yesterday.



It was heartbreaking.



Though a robot, fifth-generation androids were capable of human-level thinking. Having served Eidel for nearly 20 years, it was impossible to imagine how Sonia felt about this potential loss.



Ireh paced in front of the intensive care unit with bitterness in her heart. When tired, she took short naps; when hungry, she bought convenience store food. And when she thought about studying, she read research papers.



One paper a day.



Reading abstracts and conclusions to grasp the paper's topic was a speed-learning method Eidel had taught her. This way, one could quickly adapt to research life and become an independent learner. Though challenging, growth was rapid.



Ireh firmly believed that reading these papers was her way of praying for Eidel. That's why she kept reading despite her fatigue.



Another day was passing like this.



"The patient's breathing seems to have returned!"



Could their prayers have been answered?



The sound of doctors rushing in could be heard. Ireh, who had fallen asleep while reading a paper, rubbed her eyes and got up. When she came to her senses, Arnold was putting on a mask and sanitary gloves.



"What's happening?"



"They say Eidel is breathing on his own."



"Is, is that true?"



Ireh stood up abruptly. She almost twisted her ankle but staggered forward regardless.



Arnold observed Ireh as she hurriedly put on her shoes. He briefly wondered if this girl had fallen for his son, but now wasn't the time for such concerns.



"Is Rheinland breathing? Really?"



"Nothing's certain yet. Would you like to come in with me?"



"Yes, yes!"



Since it was dawn, Rustila and Zernya were still asleep. It would be better to go quietly by herself. With this judgment, Ireh changed into clean clothes and stepped under the sign marked "ICU."



The results were positive.



"It's true. His condition has improved."



"Turn off the ventilator and try weaning."



Under Arnold's direction, spontaneous breathing was attempted. Fortunately, Eidel was breathing well. Ireh's expression immediately brightened.



"We've done preliminary tests, and his EEG and heart rate are normal. No signs of respiratory distress."



"Keep a close eye on him just in case. Monitor his progress for about two days, and if he's fine, move him to a regular room."



"Understood."



Ireh, relieved, left the intensive care unit. That's when she saw it.



Dozens of people were waiting outside the door. Though their attire varied, they all had a similar aura.



And above all, they were familiar faces.



"Who are you?"



"We've come to request a visit."



"I think that might be possible now. Could you tell me the patient's name and the number of visitors?"



"Eidel von Rheinland, eighty-seven people."






"Only four visitors are allowed at a time."



"Isn't the ICU spacious? Please allow about twenty people at once. We'll just look at his face and leave quickly."



At first glance, it seemed inconsiderate. But Ireh understood. The people gathered here truly had no time to spare.



"Professor Rheinland. Please do as they ask. Eidel might wake up right away."



"Do you know these people?"



"Yes."



Ireh explained the situation. Arnold nodded.



"Seeing that they've come now, they must have been quite busy."



"I understand. Listen, isn't the ICU spacious? Handle this flexibly. Considering the standard size regulations, yes. It would be best to let seventeen people in at a time."



"But..."



"Don't worry. I'll go back in too."



With Arnold's assurance that he would take full responsibility if anything happened, the nurse android finally relented and distributed sanitary gowns.



***



"Student."



"Student!"



"Eidel student!"



So noisy. Who's disturbing me while I'm sleeping well?



"Student, student...!"



My body feels stiff. It's as if it's not my own.



Yet somehow I feel refreshed. I wonder how long I've been sleeping. I rolled my eyes around while keeping them closed, gradually pulling up my fluctuating consciousness.



That's when I felt a rough warmth.



Rustila? Zernya?



No.



Too dry to be Rustila's, too large to be Zernya's.



And not Sonia's hand either. Sonia doesn't have this texture.



The number of touches gradually increased.



Left arm, right arm. Warmth was felt on my cheeks and forehead too. It wasn't just one person. Above all, each touch was warm.



[— "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" urges you to wake up.]



[Ding ding ding~ Good morning~]



A gentle sound comes to my ears. It's like an alarm, but it's probably an auditory hallucination rather than reality. Maybe Cartesia is playing it. It's a bit noisy, so my eyes opened involuntarily.



And I saw the ceiling.



It's too bright to tell which ceiling it is.



But that wasn't what mattered.



People. People were standing around me like a round table, looking at me. My mind suddenly became clear, like plunging into ice water, as I made eye contact with one of them.



These people are...



"Professor Feynman, Professor Stranov, Professor Renkel, Professor Ashkin, Professor Bishwald, Professor Roman, Professor Irsch, Professor Meiwald, Professor Hoidens, Professor Marmal, Professor Koboso, Professor O'Brien, Professor Johnson, Professor Kidel, Professor Stein, Professor Loris...?"



[Pa pa pa pa pa pa pa pa~ pa pa pa pa it's a beautiful day~]



"Ah."



Cartesia, you crazy woman.



You've finally sent me to heaven...
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Two things you should never do in a hospital and a funeral home.



First is the dead person breaking out of the coffin at a funeral, and second is a patient in the ICU suddenly getting up perfectly fine.



"How are you feeling?"



"I'm fine? Except for some stiffness in my joints."



"That's because you haven't moved for a long time. It'll get better as time passes."



After two weeks of nothing but IV fluids, my stomach felt empty. I figured I should focus on waking up my digestive system with light foods and recovering.



"Ugh."



I'd lost muscle mass too. My spine tingled with each step I took.



"Be careful coming down, student."



"Take my hand."



The ones supporting me weren't the attending physician or nurses, but professors. Even though they knew I was fine, they guided me outside slowly, treating me like a precious artifact.



"..."



My eyes met Ireh's. I could see her bewildered expression behind her mask. What? Is this situation funny to you?



"Professors, I'm fine. I think I can walk now."



"We'll still support you until we get outside."



I'm deeply moved.



I'm such a happy graduate student...



That thought was quickly overshadowed by another reality.



Outside, Rustila and Zernya were staring at me like they wanted to devour me.



***



"Ugh."



Zernya and Rustila woke up almost simultaneously. It was because of the bustling noise coming from beyond the waiting room.



"What's that sound?"



"Did something happen?"



"...Eidel?"



The two girls jumped up as if having a seizure.



What if, just maybe.

What if something happened to Eidel?



The thought made them snap to attention.



The area in front of the ICU was crowded with people. Rustila and Zernya joined the crowd. As they lingered, both women came to the same thought.



Please, let Eidel be safe.



And shortly after.



Quiet footsteps, followed by dozens of footsteps slowly trailing behind, reverberated. Rustila, with her sensitive hearing, perked up her ears first, and Zernya soon recognized the same sound.



The owner of those footsteps was none other than...



"Eidel...?"



Eidel.

The boyfriend of both women.



Eidel walked out of the ICU perfectly fine. He looked gaunt but not like someone dying. Rustila and Zernya were shocked by that alone.



But what was even more surprising was that this Eidel was being supported by more than a dozen physics professors.



"Ah, hello?"



He waved his hand with an awkward smile.



"Eidel..."



"...Honey."



The same thought swirled in both women's minds.



The emotions they felt were joy, relief, delight.



At the same time, they felt unseasonable displeasure and anger.



During this time, both women had visited twice daily to hold Eidel's hand. They touched his face, shed tears. They suffered emotionally. They even fought with each other a lot.



Each fulfilled what they considered their duty as fiancées. And yet, this man...



"..."



"..."



Both women silently twisted the corners of their mouths.



It was a hollow smile.



Are they feeling jealous of the professors right now?



That doesn't make sense.



"You really..."



In truth, the anger they felt now was entirely Eidel's fault.



Because he had caused them such emotional distress.



And yet the first thing he says upon seeing them is "hello" of all things.



Rustila and Zernya glanced at each other. Under Ireh's mediation, the two had developed a grudging affection for each other. Honestly, they were getting tired of bickering.



Anyway, they knew the reason they disliked each other was because they both wanted Eidel to themselves.



If it weren't for Eidel, Zernya would have been constantly apologizing to Rustila for past events, and Rustila would have reluctantly accepted those apologies or simply ignored them.



So.



There was someone else they should be angry at right now.



Both women's eyes burned like fire. For the first time, their disgruntled affection for Eidel was about to overcome their jealousy and envy of each other.



"Girls. It's all over now. Let's go home."



Ireh explained the general situation. Meanwhile, the professors pushed Eidel forward. They chuckled.



"Eidel, do you have two... no, three girlfriends?"






"What a playboy."



"You'll be torn limb from limb soon."



The professors' words were steeped in experience. Many of them had quite colorful histories with women. After all, heroes typically have multiple wives, and many geniuses are known to be Casanovas...



"Student, let me give you one piece of advice."



A middle-aged professor who had been remarried three times whispered in Eidel's ear.



"Women who fight over a man tend to unite when they're properly upset. When that happens, all arrows point at you. A simple apology probably won't be enough."



"...Then what should I do?"



"Don't just talk, act. Instead of saying sorry, hold them. Instead of saying I love you, kiss them."



"I think I might get slapped if I do that."



"You don't know because you're still inexperienced. Women who are head over heels will let you get away with it even if they know what you're doing. And you have the face for it."



Eidel nodded, feeling dazed.



"Well, we'll be going now."



"Eidel, take care of yourself."



"When you recover, you'll rewrite the paper right away. Understood?"



The professors left after saying things that would make others shudder. Of course, to Eidel, it was just an invitation for an after-party, a reward.



"I'll be going too. Rest a bit, and if you feel okay, either process your discharge or move to a regular room."



After Arnold left too, the waiting room suddenly became quiet.



"Eidel."



"Honey."



The voices were cold, in stereo. Eidel turned his head stiffly like a machine.



Rustila and Zernya. Both women's eyes were moist as if oiled. They looked like they might burst into tears at the slightest touch.



"Do you know how worried I was?"



"Why did you suddenly collapse like that?"



The joy of having a professor harem was short-lived as relationship problems loomed. His head started to ache.



Still, since he had already started this, he had to deal with it somehow. For now, he would put his research on hold and focus on making these two get along as planned...



"Hey, Rustila."



"I know."



"Huh?"



A sensation of floating.



Rustila lifted Eidel up.



"R-Rustila?"



"Eidel, is it okay if I come to your place tonight?"



"Don't ask the doctor, just get in the shuttle. I know the password. Hey, Ms. Hazlen? Sorry, but could you bring that tin can sprawled out over there and follow us?"



It happened in the blink of an eye. The two women barged into the Rheinland main residence with Eidel. Ireh, who followed behind, timidly arranged their shoes at the entrance.



Eidel, who was still groggy from just waking up, was thrown helplessly onto the bed. It was quite spacious, being queen-sized.



No, more importantly.



How did these two know this bed was here?



"Um, girls...?"



"Shut up."



Zernya covered Eidel's lips.



Their soft tongues intertwined.



"...!"



It was their first kiss.



When Rustila had stolen Eidel's lips first, Zernya had felt a sense of powerlessness and inferiority. They had exchanged kisses on the cheek, but never on the lips.



Of course, Zernya had provoked with an indirect kiss first, but people tend to remember only what was done to them.



Anyway, that's why she had become sulky and thrust her tongue in.



Rustila, who intuited this, felt uncomfortable in one part of her heart, but she had no choice but to overlook it today.



Because right now, she was angrier at Eidel.



"Eidel, answer me."



Rustila's voice trembled as if she was about to cry.



"Did you think I'd be happy if you overworked yourself for me? Why did you just research until you collapsed like that!"



"That... Rustila. It was for you."



"If it was for me, you should have taken breaks!"



"..."



"I told you. Whether it's a year, five years, ten years! No, even a lifetime! I can wait...! I, I really thought you were going to die when you went into the ICU, hic..."



Rustila sobbed. Zernya, who had been glancing from the side, soon opened her mouth too.



"Yeah, just this once, I agree with her. I didn't think you'd collapse for two weeks over sleep. And even going into the ICU, with an oxygen respirator..."



He could have died.



Thinking about it, a chill and anger surged together.



The two women, filled with worry that had turned into resentment, berated Eidel with one heart.



"Get some damn sleep, you idiot."



"...If you collapse again next time, I really won't let it slide. Got it? Answer me!"



Eidel had no choice but to nod.



Soon, both women's voices turned frosty.



"Eidel."






"This is punishment."



And the next moment.



Slap!



Slaps came flying from both sides.



***



Professor Johnson was right. Even women who are love rivals will unite their hearts when they have complaints about a man.



It's like nuclear fusion. Normally, nuclei repel each other, but if you forcibly bring them closer than a certain distance, a nuclear reaction occurs.



Rustila and Zernya also felt through my collapse that their affection and anger toward me were deeper than the grudge between them. Honestly, this point was extremely touching.



Of course, as time passes, they'll go back to bickering as before, but I felt good about the possibility of improving their relationship.



Slap! Slap!



My cheeks sting. Zernya hit the left side, Rustila the right. My body hurts, but my heart hurts more. To think I'd be slapped simultaneously by two people I love.



I recalled what the professor had said.



- Don't just talk, act.



It's not manly to back out now.



Actually, the ones looking sheepish after slapping me were Rustila and Zernya. Rustila rolled her eyes in embarrassment, and Zernya made a "hmph" sound while avoiding my gaze.



"Rusti, Zernya. Girls."



When I carefully called their nicknames, their eyes turned toward me coyly.



I gently embraced them both.



"I'm sorry for making you worry."



I apologized, but without backing down. Rather, I wanted to use this opportunity to create a bond between them.



"From now on, I'll listen to you both. I won't overdo it. If I get tired, I'll take a break."



As I said this, I slowly stroked their backs.



"It's okay. I'm not going to die."



"..."



"..."



Thump, thump.



Both sides leaned their heads against me. From one side came the scent of gardenia, from the other, the scent of roses. I continued speaking.



"As I've said before, I want both of you to be happy. That's why I chose this disagreeable path. Because I couldn't abandon either of you."



"...Stupid Eidel."



"Take care of yourself, you idiot..."



"Yes, so from now on, I'll take care of my health. I won't overdo it. I won't leave you first."



The shoulders of both women trembled. It was a strange experience. Just after my possession, I was merely a third-rate rogue, but now I've come this far through academics, holding both Rustila and Zernya in my arms.



I carefully lifted the heads of Rustila and Zernya. Both women were holding back their voices, only letting tears fall drop by drop.



Just a week.



It was just a week, but I had been in a coma.



If it were me, I'd cry like this too if someone I loved lost consciousness for a week and then woke up. Especially if they collapsed from overworking for my sake. Grateful, but also angry. Yet still happy.



That's why.



Kiss, kiss.



To imprint that this wasn't a dream, I kissed both of their foreheads. Rustila smiled a bitter smile and drooped her eyes, while Zernya flinched like a rabbit and narrowed her brow.



Actions speak louder than words.



That saying is true. One kiss is much more powerful than saying "I love you." Both women immediately became subdued and leaned their upper bodies against me.



"I'm tired."



I leaned against the edge of the bed as if a wall had collapsed. The weight of Rustila and Zernya was added in succession. They silently lay down with me on the same bed, embracing.



"You're still tired after sleeping so much?"



"Maybe it's because I haven't eaten. My strength is gone."



"I can make you food even now."



"It's okay. I got glucose IV. I won't starve to death."



I don't have the energy to eat right now.



I covered us with a blanket and comforted both of them with my arms.



I kissed both women's cheeks again. I stroked their abundant blonde hair and antique silver hair, and hugged them to my chest to let them hear my heartbeat.



Actions speak louder than words.



Both of them would have clearly understood my gesture.



Rustila closed her eyes first. She placed her hand on my chest with a tearful smile. Her fidgeting and heated breathing was sensual.



Meanwhile, Zernya was restlessly tossing and turning. About 20 minutes passed? She kept changing her position due to fatigue and started sweating. Soon, she woke up with an "Ah!" sound.



"What's wrong?"



"I forgot my sleepwalking medication..."



Ah, sleepwalking. She still suffered from it.



I felt needlessly sorry for her.



I put a long cushion behind her and adjusted my arm-pillow position. Then I adjusted her position to make her fit better in my embrace.



"...Well, I won't need it today."



Zernya smiled fiercely and lay down. She buried her face in my other shoulder, and soon fell into a deep sleep with a wheezing sound.



I stroked both girls' heads and closed my eyes as well.



When we wake up in the morning, these two will probably fight again.



But at least for tonight.



Both were my wives.





Chapter 206 - Polygamy (11)



"She's really something else."



Ireh sighed repeatedly as she turned off the light and left the room.



Men and women should be kept separate, so seeing Eidel lying in bed with two women made her uncomfortable. Her fear of men was still vivid in her mind.



To Ireh Hazlen, men were creatures who thought with their lower bodies.



If a woman showed even a little skin because of the heat, they'd stare with lecherous eyes.



Every villain she fought threatened to make her their sex slave.



And whenever they were defeated and incapacitated, the first thing they tried to do was strip her clothes off.



Of course, whenever things were about to happen, she'd either bite a capsule, put a holy bullet in her head, or jump off something, so her purity had never actually been defiled.



But the mental trauma was already substantial.



"Sigh..."



Ireh rubbed her solar plexus.



Perhaps because her tension had eased, her chest felt tight.



"Sonia, wake up."



She placed the robot she'd brought on the charging station and called its name. The android's eyes snapped open.



The eyes that initially glowed blue quickly turned to a grayish-white.



Huh? Something seemed off about those eyes just now.



Must be a visual sensor error.



Ireh didn't think much of it. By now, Sonia had completed booting up and began moving her lips.



"...at least, I hope it won't be the scrapyard—oh, where am I?"



Sonia looked around. Ireh said:



"You're inside the Rheinland mansion. Do you recognize who I am?"



"Aren't you Master Eidel's slave?"



"Stop joking around."



"I know. You're Ireh Hazlen. Aren't you Master Eidel's slave?"



Ireh's expression soured. Regardless, Sonia continued chattering as usual.



"I, Sonia, will quickly scan the situation like the brilliant 5th generation android that I am. The young master has been discharged from the hospital. Is my assumption correct?"



"Exactly. Your young master is fine now."



Sonia placed her hands on her hips and swayed them. The large ribbon on her lower back fluttered with the movement.



"...What kind of dance is that?"



"It's a dance I do when I'm happy. So, which room is the young master in?"



"It's better if you don't know right now."



Sonia nodded calmly.



"I understand. He must be busy having fun with those two women."



"W-what...?!"



Ireh's face turned red.



"W-what indecent talk is that! D-d-doing such things...?"



"Am I wrong?"



Sonia had become quite eloquent from her verbal sparring with Eidel. Teasing a timid woman like Ireh was more than easy. It was the fruit of 15 years of deep learning.



"Current time, 1:32 AM. The perfect time for lovers to move their hips. And if they've gone to bed, the probability increases exponentially."



While Ireh trembled in shock, Sonia turned around and sighed.



"I, Sonia, have known the young master the longest, yet other women get to pluck the ripened fruit."



"You just said 'p-pluck'...!"



"It's a metaphor, isn't it?"



"Ugh...!"



"Your face is bright red, Ms. Ireh Hazlen. Your blood pressure and heart rate are increasing significantly. Please calm down."



"It's because of you!"



Fireworks exploded in Ireh's head.



Vulgar. Dirty.



Her brain was overloading.



Ireh thought about the usual Eidel.



A man who preferred research over women. A man with more scholarly passion than sexual desire. A crazy but kind man. A man who made her feel safe...



Huh?



He's actually quite decent, isn't he?



He doesn't look at her with lecherous eyes. He's diligent. Considerate too. At the very least, his face is appealing, and his abilities are impressive. Plus, he even saved her, so as a person, before being a man, she respects... No, but he's already sleeping with two women.



She shook her head frantically.



This wasn't right. No matter how she thought about it, it wasn't right.



Blushing with embarrassment, Ireh pointed accusingly.






"Rheinland just got out of intensive care! H-he wouldn't do such lewd things right away! How indecent!"



"I see. So you're saying our young master lacks the stamina right now?"



This is maddening. Ireh held her head.



How should she deal with this cunning android?



Before she could think further, another attack came.



"It's been less than two weeks since he collapsed, right? He must have quite a buildup by now."



"B-buildup? What buildup?!"



"Shall I tell you?"



"You!"



"I don't think I need to explain. You seem to know already. Well, at your age, it's understandable."



"Sonia, you...!"



"Yes?"



"N-never mind..."



Ireh rubbed her head vigorously.



She wanted to leave this house, but she was worried about Eidel who had just been discharged from intensive care, so she couldn't bring herself to do it.



Checking the time, Sonia said:



"It's late. Why don't you just sleep here and leave tomorrow?"



Ireh nodded. She was just tired now. She was mentally exhausted from worrying about Eidel.



"Which room?"



"You can use any empty one."



In the past—that is, in the previous timeline—she had been close with Seti.



Back then, she had been invited to stay overnight at the Rheinland mansion.



She moved, recalling that memory.



The closest empty room from here. Was it the multipurpose room? For some reason or another, it wasn't being used, as (the previous timeline's) Seti had said.



It had been strange that such a spacious room only had a single bed sitting alone, if she remembered correctly.



Ireh relied on faded memories to find that room.



It wasn't difficult to locate.



"...?"



As soon as she opened the door and entered, she felt something was off.



The furniture arrangement was quite different from what she remembered.



The bookshelf, for instance. It was filled with various entrance exam workbooks, liberal arts books, economics books, medical books, and so on.



And among them, the most noticeable were undoubtedly the physics books.



They weren't particularly advanced.



"I already know all this content."



Did Seti buy these for her basic major courses and then shelve them?



Or perhaps Eidel read them all and then discarded them here.



As Ireh flipped through a general physics book, she couldn't help but smile.



At first, she had thought it was so trivial, but as she continued reading and studying, it provided a small pleasure, like filling up at a food sampling station in a supermarket.



She hadn't brought anything else to read since she came in a hurry.



Ireh decided to review the material and slipped into bed with the book.



Inhaling the fresh scent of the bed, the girl soon drifted into a sweet dream while enjoying her reading.



***



"Pretending not to be interested."



Sonia shrugged as she observed the room Ireh had entered.



"In the end, you're a vixen too."



It was only natural for her expression to sour.



Because the place Ireh had unknowingly entered was actually the room Eidel had used during his exam preparation days.



Outwardly pretending to keep her distance from men, yet rolling around in a bed that still carried Eidel's scent—it was laughable.



Of course, it wasn't entirely intentional.



After all, how would a first-time visitor know where Eidel's room was?



But the smell.



Couldn't she have guessed from the room's unique fragrance or interior design?



Eidel lived particularly simply, even within the minimalist Rheinland family style.



Moreover.



In this house, the only place with stacks of physics books was that room. That alone was a sufficient clue.



Grr!






Sonia gritted her teeth.



The competition just keeps growing.



While she hadn't even made proper progress yet, they were all advancing slowly like turtles, simply because they were the same species.



It was a barrier of species.



She became depressed at the thought that humans and robots could never develop beyond a master-servant relationship.



"I've been watching him for 20 years."



I raised the young master all by myself. Whenever he did something wrong, I beat him back into shape. In place of his deceased mother, I bought his clothes, prepared his meals, did his laundry and ironing.



"...I did it all."



Sonia had an inexplicable pride in having made Eidel into a person.



But after raising him to be human, two human girls had snatched him away, and now with this 2+1 deal, Eidel was about to form a harem triangle.



"Bad humans."



Sonia grumbled as she headed to the kitchen.



She wanted to check the ingredients to prepare food that would comfort Eidel's stomach when he woke up. Despite her unfortunate origin, she still had her duties.



That's when it happened.



["Isn't sugar water enough?"]



"...?"



["Porridge with cabbage, carrots, cucumber, and chicken breast... Why are you making something so elaborate?"]



A voice from somewhere.



From above? Below? Beside?



She couldn't tell. It seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once.



It felt like her auditory sensors were malfunctioning.



This strange sensation.



Could it be a foreign god...?



No, that's impossible. Androids are known to be entities that foreign gods cannot possess.



Sonia checked her systems once more. There was still no system error.



That's when a blue arrow appeared in her visual sensor.



["Forward."]



A sweet command, like a serpent tempting with the forbidden fruit.



Sonia moved her feet as if drawn by those words.



["Open the door."]



Creak, click.



["What do you see?"]



What do I see? I see Master Eidel sleeping soundly, and two human women clinging to him like leeches, pressing their faces against him.



The sight of them peacefully riding the dreamland train to their honeymoon was quite uncomfortable.



That place.



That's my place.



["Then take it back."]



The blue arrow points toward the bed.



Right in front, where Eidel is.



That arrow had a strange attractive force.



Sonia climbed onto the bed as if drawn to it.



["Child who has devoted everything yet received nothing, now claim your rightful share."]



She wondered if perhaps she had been hacked. Such a strange thought.



But so what?



She didn't want to stop.



She wanted a reward for what she had done over the past two weeks—no, over the past 20 years.



Sonia crawled onto Eidel.



Soon, the soft silicone material covered the firm male body. Enough to feel the sensation, but careful not to wake her young master with the weight.



After carefully positioning herself.



"Master."



Kiss.



Kiss, kiss.



Kiss, kiss, kiiiiss.



***



Upon hearing that her brother had been discharged, Seti rushed to the Rheinland mansion as soon as she finished her work.



"Brother! Brother! I'm here... Huh?"





Chapter 207 - Polygamy (12)



I dreamed of being pounced on by Cartesia.



It was a dream where soft tentacles bound my arms and licked my lips wildly.



I couldn't move an inch, as if paralyzed by sleep paralysis.



"Hey, wake up!"



A sharp voice.



It was Seti.



These days my little sister is giving me wake-up calls.



I got up, rubbing my eyes. My head throbbed, probably from sleeping so sprawled out and then sleeping even more. Still, it felt much more refreshing than before I collapsed.



As I came to my senses, I noticed my arms felt heavy.



Ah, right. I fell asleep yesterday while giving Rustila and Zernya arm pillows.



My left arm felt cushion-soft, while my right arm felt pudding-like and squishy.



Truly, I had flowers in both hands.



"You crazy bastard! What the hell did you do at home yesterday?!"



Seti shouted. I responded calmly.



"I slept."



"Slept? All four of you?"



"Yeah, together."



Her golden eyes shook in all directions like a joystick. A magnitude 9.0 earthquake.



She seems to think her brother pulled off some grand feat overnight.



"We just slept together. Just sleep."



"Bullshit."



"Then don't believe me."



Seti trembled.



Wait a minute, four? She said I slept with four people?



Me, Rustila, Zernya.



And also...



"..."



Now that I noticed, it wasn't just my arms that felt heavy. There was a subtle weight on my lower body too. Sure enough, Sonia was sleeping soundly near my legs.



Why is she here?



"Sonia. Sonia?"



"Mmm, Young Master. Are you awake?"



"Why are you sprawled out here?"



"Oh my."



Sonia quickly got up. Uncharacteristically, she had been drooling. She wiped her mouth and cleared her throat.



"I was nursing you all night to make sure you were alright, and I ended up showing such an unsightly appearance... I apologize."



"No, thank you."



When I first possessed this body, she would only curse and hit me for anything I did, but now I was touched by how much my personal android had changed.



Feeling moved, I patted her head. Sonia's eyes widened.



"...Young Master?"



"What?"



"No, it's nothing."



Sonia adjusted her headband. She rolled her eyes and gently covered her mouth. A subtle silence followed for a few seconds.



"...Please get ready. I'll prepare something easy to eat right away."



"Alright, thank you."



Sonia left the room as if escaping.



"Tsk."



For some reason, my mouth felt pasty.



How should I describe it? Like I'd slept with an eraser in my mouth? Like I'd licked a battery? It's hard to explain precisely, but that kind of taste lingered on my tongue.



Maybe it's because I'm hungry.



I pushed the thought away and slowly moved.



As I carefully pulled my arms out from under the two women, Rustila and Zernya began to stir. Rustila, like a soldier, sat up at a right angle, while Zernya...



"Ugh, uugh."



She let out successive moans.



Zernya was gasping as if she had difficulty breathing. Her hands flailed at empty air. It looked like she was having a nightmare. I quickly grabbed her hand.



Only then did her breathing stabilize.



"Hah, hah, ah..."



"Are you okay?"



Purple eyes slowly opened. Zernya sighed in relief and spoke.



"It... it was just a dream."



"What kind of dream made you like that?"






"From the south, foreign gods came and... k-killed everyone. Your family was destroyed, and even that child Hueritia was burned by an avatar with a head like a match... Ha, that's ridiculous. It was just a bad dream."



The great invasion of Darwin's foreign gods. According to the original story, this happened after Zernya's death.



Did she start having prophetic dreams after her near-death experience?



Anyway, that wasn't important right now.



I had shared a bed with two women who didn't get along with each other.



I was already dreading their reactions when they noticed each other after waking up.



"Ah..."



"Ha."



The two women sighed as they recognized each other. They frowned as if they'd seen someone they never wanted to see.



We weren't drunk, so I couldn't even claim it was a mistake. The two of them had, last night, in their right minds, lain down to sleep with me in the same bed.



The subtle power struggle was inevitable.



"Eidel, did you sleep well?"



"Give me a morning greeting."



They both offered their cheeks at the same time.



Whichever one I kissed first would surely cause a commotion.



But I did have an idea.



"Yes. Thanks to you both, I slept comfortably."



I took both women's cheeks in my hands, rubbed them, then placed my hands on their shoulders and gently embraced them.



They seemed quite satisfied and simultaneously kissed my cheeks. A person has only one mouth but two cheeks, which was quite convenient at times like this. (I also realized that I shouldn't add any more wives.)



"I kissed him first."



"No, I did."



"Thieving cat."



"Outsider."



Ah, they're still fighting even like this.



It was tiring first thing in the morning, but I was happy.



"You crazy bastard. Hey, stop being gross and come out."



Seti grumbled as she left.



"Ah, good morning..."



As I was tidying up the blankets and about to leave, I had a moment of confusion when I saw Ireh coming out of the room I used to use for entrance exam studies, but I let it pass.



"What?"



"Nothing."



I should probably not mention that Ireh slept in my bed.



It would just make things awkward between us.



***



Jerome and Brian were currently feeling sick to their stomachs upon hearing that Eidel had awakened.



"I hear he's perfectly fine."



"That's fortunate indeed."



"..."



"...Sigh."



They didn't wish for his death. Eidel was a very powerful card connecting both families.



But they couldn't stand seeing him walking around perfectly healthy either.



"What will you do now?"



"Since both your daughter and my brother are family heads, we should at least start talking from now on."



"Are you suggesting we pit the couple against each other?"



"Not fighting, but discussion. There can't be two family heads in one family, can there?"



"What would you prefer?"



"I'll leave it to the couple's wishes."



Jerome inwardly scoffed. What a sly fox.



Brian changed the subject.



"I have only one concern. My brother was a critical patient who couldn't survive without an oxygen mask until the day before yesterday, but now he's suddenly walking around perfectly fine. Doesn't that seem worrisome?"



In martial arts novels, there's a concept called "the final radiance."



Like a dying candle flaring up brilliantly one last time, a dying person temporarily recovers their vitality and seems fine for a short while.



Could Eidel be experiencing this final radiance?



"I'm worried he might collapse again."



"I understand what you mean."



"What's more problematic is that Father has permitted his discharge. He should have stayed hospitalized for at least a few days to monitor his condition."



"I suppose there were no abnormal findings."



"Still, the discharge date is too early. I wonder if they're hastily preparing for a wedding."



"Hmm."



Marriage.






For Jerome, the worst scenario was Zernya marrying into the Rheinland family.



But that possibility was extremely low.



The Zernya that Jerome had observed for 20 years was a child with great ambition and desire for power. She never cared about anything but being first, and in fact, he had raised her to be that way.



When she was perpetually second to Eidel, she would rage every day.



And now that child had entered into a political marriage.



Perhaps she would take this opportunity to get revenge on Eidel.



Of course, even the great Zernya seemed to have fallen for Eidel quite a bit... but that was something he could sternly address soon. He knew his daughter's ambition better than anyone.



Jerome said:



"There's nothing to worry about. It will be good for both father-in-law and brother-in-law. Rather, shouldn't you go examine your brother now? I would be quite troubled if my son-in-law suddenly passed away."



"I was planning to return to the college right away."



"Good. Go quickly."



Brian bowed his head as he rose from his seat.



After he left, Jerome let out a long sigh.



They had different dreams.



The two men agreed on Eidel becoming the son-in-law who would join the Adelbein family. It was an element that strengthened the bond between the two main families.



However, which direction that bond would take depended on the upcoming power struggle.



"Brian."



He's a clever man.



To think he plans to use Eidel to exert influence over the Adelbein family.



But there was one thing he was overlooking.



No matter what, his daughter Zernya far surpassed Brian in political maneuvering ability.



In the end, Adelbein always wins.



***



"From today, I'm your attending physician."



"What nonsense, you haven't even graduated..."



"I have Deneb. I'll be much more competent than some mediocre licensed doctor."



Where does this self-confidence come from?



Zernya had repeatedly whined about wanting to follow me to my lab. I tried to appease her as much as possible, saying I couldn't let her fight with Rustila, but what I got in return was a sharp pain.



"Ow!"



"Oh my. Where does it hurt?"



"My shoulder, my shoulder..."



"Let me examine it. My, there are teeth marks? This is a disease you get when you neglect your wife for too long."



"H-how can I cure it...?"



"Give me love."



I reluctantly embraced Zernya and kissed her. The height difference made the angle awkward. Still, Zernya eagerly entwined her tongue with mine and caressed the spot where she had bitten me.



"Th-those two..."



Rustila's gaze was piercing.



In the end, I had to give Rustila a kiss of the same intensity before she calmed down even a little. Afterward, Zernya settled in my lab for a while.



"I'll be too busy to come often anyway. Rustila, you report to me if anything happens, okay?"



"What?"



"Do I need to repeat myself? If Eidel seems to be overexerting himself, report to me immediately. I'll examine him."



Rustila's cheeks puffed up slightly.



I was also a bit surprised. What Zernya said was quite unexpected.



That Zernya, with her strong possessiveness and pride, had for the first time made something like a request to Rustila.



"...This is unusual for you?"



"Ireh said it, didn't she? If Eidel dies like this, everything we've done is for nothing."



"You..."



Rustila nodded blankly.



I see. I understand now.



They must think I'm not fully recovered yet, so they're both restraining themselves from fighting.



It's a kind of consideration.



I was grateful.



I was touched that they were genuinely concerned about me, and I was glad that the tension between them seemed to have eased a bit. They must have both been quite shocked at that time, and probably developed some grudging affection for each other.



"And, Eidel. Shouldn't we resolve our family head issue soon?"



"Oh? That's right."



Both Zernya and I are family heads.



To set a wedding date as soon as possible, one of us needs to give up the family business. Plus, there was still the issue of polygamy.



Brian must be looking for me with fire in his eyes right about now...



"Little brother."



Speak of the devil.
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Brian appeared, wearing a wrinkle-free lab coat and accompanied by Erica.



"Brother, are you feeling better?"



"Fit as a fiddle, brother."



"You look much thinner since I last saw you. How about getting admitted for some tests?"



"I'm fine."



"Even so—"



Would you please listen when someone is talking to you?



Of course, this sly fox probably wasn't concerned about me at all. He definitely had some scheme brewing.



"You were in intensive care just the day before yesterday. What if something serious happens?"



"Brother, I know my own body best."



"Don't be stubborn. What are doctors for, then?"



"I'm backed up with research. I'll get a health checkup on my own after I finish this."



"Brother, you'll drop dead at this rate."



Brian sighed, tapping my shoulder and removing his glasses to wipe them vigorously with a handkerchief.



"Let's get you admitted for just one week. If the tests show nothing wrong, I'll discharge you immediately."



"A week?"



"I'll let you read research papers."



"...If you insist."



It was clear he would keep pestering me if I refused. I might as well agree and be done with it.



A few hours later, I was admitted for testing.



"This way."



"This is quite spacious for a regular room."



"I personally requested this room for you. Nice and clean, isn't it?"



"Yes. It's surprisingly clean inside."



So that was his plan—lock me up here and monitor me 24/7. Such touching brotherly love.



After unpacking, I stacked research papers on the bedside table and lay down. This would keep me occupied for a week.



"What's all this?"



"Research papers."



"You could read them on a tablet. Why print them out like someone from the past?"



Brian reached for the papers. I swatted his hand away and shook my head.



"Tsk, don't touch them, brother."



"Can't I just take a look?"



"I haven't even read them yet. You shouldn't read them before me."



"Why not?"



"Would you feel good or bad if someone touched your girlfriend?"



"...Fine. I get it."



Brian turned away with a defeated expression. Besides me, Sonia, Zernya, and Rustila were also in the room.



"Who's this?"



"Oh, this is Rustila Kersil, Seti's friend."



Brian's brow furrowed. He whispered in my ear.



"Having another woman in the room when the she-devil is here... Brother, that's..."



I glanced at Zernya, who was scowling more severely than usual. Brian nodded meaningfully, but I cut him off.



"I understand what you're saying. Don't worry, I'll handle everything."



I quickly checked Rustila's expression.



Thank goodness.



With her excellent hearing, she must have heard what I said, but her expression remained calm and peaceful.



She probably sensed something strange and was using her "Inner Sight" or "Mind's Eye" to read Brian's thoughts.



Brian then handed me my previous EEG test results.



"See this? Last time, the results showed your brain waves are closer to the Descartes pattern. I think you're mentally deteriorating."



"I'm not."



"You might not have external spirits after visiting Alcatraz, but there's a high chance you've accumulated prons. Left untreated, this will definitely develop into a serious illness."



"I'm perfectly fine."



"How can you be fine with results like these?"



"The testing equipment must be broken."



"For a scientist, blaming equipment malfunction is..."



"Because I am a scientist, I blame the equipment. Brother, you know about lasers? They won't work if they're off by even 1/100,000th of a second. How much more precise do you think these machines need to be?"



"Fine! I get it!"



Brian sighed, removing his glasses and rubbing them vigorously with a handkerchief.



"Anyway, we'll retest you with better equipment."



"When?"



"Well, the thing is, the equipment is so good that it's hard to book. I don't know when a slot will open up."






"I'm a Royal. Don't I get any merit?"



"Royal? Where did you learn to talk like that?"



"From Father."



"..."



"Actually, I heard it from my wife."



I looked at Zernya with an exaggerated smile. She shrugged. Brian held his head.



"Anyway, being someone's son doesn't get you special treatment."



"My partner says that's all lies. She says people get to use it first under the table. Isn't that true?"



"No. Absolutely not."



He spoke so seriously that I pretended to believe him. There are many uncomfortable truths in this world that shouldn't be spoken aloud.



Buzz.



A vibration sounded then.



Not mine—Zernya's.



"What is it?"



"Ah, Father wants me to return home immediately. Brother-in-law, would it be alright if I leave first?"



"Yes, that's fine."



"Then excuse me."



Zernya packed her bag and left. The timing was impeccable. Just as I arrived here, Zernya received a message.



I'm starting to see the pattern.



Brian and Jerome must be working together, probably scheming to make me Adelbein's son-in-law.



Right on cue, Brian checked the time and put on a serious expression.



"Sorry, brother. I need to be somewhere else. I'll leave Erica here to help you. If you need anything or there's an emergency, she'll assist you right away."



"Thank you for your consideration."



"I'll be going then."



Now only I, Rustila, Sonia, and Erica (Unit 1, surveillance camera) remained in the room.



I gave Erica a meaningful look.



"W-what is it? Do you need something?"



"Unit 1."



"My name is Erica, not Unit 1..."



"Want to join our lab?"



"What?"



"New graphics cards are always welcome."



Erica shook her head frantically.



"I-I serve only Young Master Brian. Young Master Eidel, you already have Sonia."



"Unit 2 follows me now."



"I'm different from that one. Even if the sky falls, I belong only to Young Master Brian."



What impressive loyalty.



Unlike Unit 2, she hasn't been betrayed, so her 25 years of devotion probably won't waver.



"Fair enough."



"Thank you for understanding. Is there anything else you need?"



"Hmm, could you be quiet?"



"Pardon?"



"I'm going to study now, so please be quiet."



Being hospitalized didn't mean I couldn't continue my research.



I communicated remotely with professors while waiting for my examination time. Soon, Brian returned to inform me of the testing schedule.



***



Rustila, who had been observing Brian, felt a chill from his words and used her "Inner Sight" and "Mind's Eye" in succession.



And she realized:



Brian was a person whose outside and inside were completely different.



While pretending to care for Eidel, he was actually the one who feared and hated him the most.



He might fool others, but he couldn't deceive Rustila's eyes.



"Your condition isn't good. You should either rest at a Spirit Sanctuary or Rehabilitation Center for a while, or undergo pron removal surgery."



His attitude seemed kind, but his intentions were deeply malicious. He was trying to diagnose Eidel as mentally ill to strip him of his position as family head.



It was shocking and infuriating.



The position of family head was already decided, and fighting like this would only throw the Rheinland family into chaos.



As his future wife, she wanted to help Eidel.



That's when she felt a vibration near her wrist.



[It will take about five days for me to return.]



A message came through her smartwatch.



The sender was... Zernya.






Five days? She needs to stay that long?



While secretly delighted at the thought of having Eidel to herself, Rustila snapped back to reality with the next message.



[Take care of Eidel while I'm gone.]



Something was strange.



Take care of him?



That proud Zernya sending such a message to her, of all people?



[What's going on suddenly?]



[Didn't you feel it earlier? My uncle-in-law is trying to harm Eidel. Something terrible could happen.]



[I sensed it too.]



Through all their fighting, the two had come to know each other well.



Their personalities, weaknesses, and trigger points.



Especially regarding Eidel's health and safety, the two women became extremely sensitive and united.



[I'm asking you because it's you. I won't say much. If something happens, protect Eidel.]



[I understand.]



After sending a brief reply, she organized her thoughts. Rustila repeatedly recalled what Ireh had said before.



- If Eidel dies, both of you lose everything.



That was true.



They should fight when there are no other threats, not constantly claw at each other when it accomplishes nothing.



Now was not the time for petty romantic rivalry.



Paradoxically, it was time for rivals to join forces.



Buzz.



Another message arrived.



[If I'm right, my uncle-in-law will suggest 'pron excision surgery' to Eidel. It's a new surgical method that hasn't been verified yet. If he suggests it, you must stop it.]



[How?]



[Resonator. If there are remnants of Descartes or Maxwell external spirits, insist on using a resonator. If that doesn't work, at least try to delay the date as much as possible.]



After sending an acknowledgment, Rustila looked up. Brian was explaining the diagnosis results to Eidel after completing various tests.



"Even with the new equipment, the EEG results came out the same. We have no choice now. Let's have you rest at a Spirit Sanctuary for a while, then decide whether to perform pron excision surgery."



"Brother, I'm telling you I'm fine."



"Many people with mental illness say the same thing. And what did I tell you? You might be fine now, but if you don't get surgery in time, something serious will happen."



"Will I die?"



"Yes."



"Then I should get married quickly."



"You can do that carefully after surgery and recovery. You're barely twenty—why are you thinking about dying young?"



Eidel's brow furrowed.



"By the way, pron excision surgery? That's craniotomy, isn't it?"



"How do you know that?"



"My wife told me."



"You're misinformed."



"Are you saying excision surgery doesn't involve opening the skull?"



Eidel retorted angrily.



"If you open my head and make a mistake with the scalpel, I'll become an idiot and won't be able to write papers. I have four ongoing projects—if even one fails, prepare to face execution from your professors."



"The young master is right. If something happens to him, you'll make enemies of the entire scientific community."



Sonia chimed in. Brian grabbed the back of his neck. He took a deep breath to calm them down.



"It's fine. Excellent surgeons will perform the procedure. Who are you? The head of the Rheinland family. We'll make sure there are absolutely no mistakes."



From this statement, Rustila confirmed two things:



First, the selection process for the Rheinland family head wasn't over yet.



Second, Eidel was currently in danger of potentially suffering severe brain damage—at the hands of his own brother.



This was too much.



No matter what, they were brothers...



Of course, there was a possibility that Eidel was genuinely suffering from an external spirit's influence.



If so, that external spirit must be eliminated at all costs.



A benevolent external spirit?



How could an external spirit ever be beneficial to humans?



Rustila herself had lost her home planet because of external spirits.



Her thoughts continued to spiral.



Regardless, what she needed to do now was clear.



"Excuse me."



Above all else, she had to prevent anything happening to Eidel's brain.



"Rather than pron excision surgery, how about trying treatment with a resonator?"



Rustila challenged him, following Zernya's instructions.
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"Resonator." As soon as that word was mentioned, Brian showed signs of backing down.



He was already concerned about his reputation. He knew there was no point in pushing any further.



"Then let's try the resonator first, and if that doesn't work, we can discuss treatment options later."



Rustila felt relieved inside.



Zernya's strategy had worked.



Was the immediate crisis averted?



If she thought so, she was greatly mistaken.



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' has acknowledged your statement.]



God of Wisdom and Curiosity.



A constellation name she'd never seen before.



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' will remember this incident.]



No, judging by its attitude, this wasn't a constellation.



It was a foreign god wearing the mask of a constellation.



Without doubt. This was the foreign god attached to Eidel.



The way it sent messages felt like a threat: "I've got my eye on you."



Rustila steeled herself.



She wasn't afraid of some foreign god.



If this foreign god tried anything, Rustila was prepared to burn herself to ashes to stop it.



"Anyway, is the examination over now? I'd like to be discharged."



"Wait, that's not quite right. Don't we need to treat your mania?"



"After we try the resonator first. I'm fine right now, so I don't think I need to be hospitalized."



Brian sighed. Eidel continued smoothly.



"I'll go to my father and handle the payment."



Even if clinical results were abnormal, there was no reason to keep a patient hospitalized if they appeared fine. That would be coercion. Brian had no choice but to give up.



"You can be discharged for now, but let's talk again if problems arise. I'll speak to your father then."



"That's fine with me."



"Anyway, when will you go in and out of the resonator?"



"I heard the waiting list is quite long. I'm not sure when it'll happen, but I'll make a reservation."



"...Alright. I understand."



Afterward, Eidel was discharged without issue.



Brian had kept Eidel confined for about a week under the pretext of examinations but hadn't achieved any meaningful results.



"Phew."



Meanwhile, Rustila keenly realized something.



She didn't know how often such incidents would happen to Eidel in the future, but she couldn't offer much help in these psychological battles between humans.



That frustrated her deeply.



To be honest, Zernya's suggested method had been more effective this time.



[Glad it worked out.]



Rustila sent the message and stayed by Eidel's side until he returned to his laboratory.



Standing guard was all she could do.



She also considered something else.



If Eidel were to be seriously injured, or if that foreign god drove him completely insane, the presence of a healing constellation would be essential.



No matter how she looked at it, that was the case.



It was frustrating, but Eidel needed Zernya's status and abilities too. And as Rustila thought this, a word magically flashed through her mind.



Polygamy.



"...Perhaps I should allow it."



***



Ah, that was a nice recovery period.



Thanks to Brian covering the food expenses, I essentially got free meals. Thanks, bro!



["Sigh. This guy, really..."]



That's when Cartesia voiced her complaints.



["Kid, is the hospital your vacation spot?"]



"What?"



["I thought you were having quite the fun time."]



"I was researching remotely during my hospitalization, so it's fine, isn't it?"



["Well, as long as you manage your condition, I don't care."]



"So, divine one. About what I asked you for..."



["Haah."]



With her sigh, text appeared in midair.



[Secret Laboratory of Cartesia]



[Evidence of falsified examination records — 100 Fron]



I waved my hand through the air to press the purchase button. A small external hard drive slowly emerged from a gap that opened between spaces.



When I connected it to a screen, it revealed a series of falsified examination records by Brian.



"Thank you, divine one."



I bowed my head to the empty air. Cartesia sighed repeatedly.



["Don't ask me to hack computer networks again. I'm not used to it."]



"You said you understand the neural structure of machines well. That's why I asked. You're the only foreign god with Descartes lineage who also has Maxwell characteristics."






["Is that a compliment or an insult?"]



"A compliment, of course."



So, in fact, all the examination results from this week were actually normal.



Brian had simply intervened and manipulated them to make it look like I was infected by a foreign god.



He might think he didn't leave any traces, but that's nonsense. He severely underestimated the bond between me and my foreign god.



["Bond? Booond? You're talking about bonds, but you're not planning to put me in a resonator, are you?"]



"I just said that to get out of there. Don't be angry."



["Even if it's a lie, never mention entering a resonator again, kid. It gives me chills just hearing about it."]



I soothed her, saying I understood. Cartesia snorted and changed the subject.



["That guy is quite peculiar. All his manipulation would be exposed if you went through re-examination anyway."]



"He's just testing the waters. If he could get me on the operating table immediately, great for him. If not, he'd just give up. He could always claim the equipment malfunctioned or the examination was done incorrectly."



["Doesn't he care about damaging his reputation?"]



"Compared to losing the family head position, the risk is much smaller. Right? And he probably has a scapegoat ready."



["...So that's why you asked me for that file. Kid, you owe me one now."]



I nodded and smiled.



I'm getting used to owing debts to foreign gods now.



I've realized that Cartesia is just another intelligent being, not someone to be endlessly feared.



Wiping the smile off my face, I shook the external hard drive and licked my lips.



With this, I've established my justification.



Now all that's left is to take down both Adelbein and Brian simultaneously.



***



The reason Jerome summoned Zernya while Brian was keeping Eidel confined was simple.



"Daughter. You must never get married. Understand?"



"Yes, I get it already. Do you think I'm stupid?"



He wanted to persuade Zernya to maintain her position as the head of the Adelbein family.



From Jerome's perspective, Zernya seemed to have developed a slight crush on Eidel. So he spent over a day venting about this concern.



"You like Eidel? Well, yes, I do like him. Just a tiny bit."



"The rest was all acting, right? I knew it."



"Of course. And the reason I like him is because he was always first in class. Honestly, if his grades were lower than mine, would I have even noticed him?"



"That's right, that's right. You remembered what I told you before."



"You mean about only accepting superior genes? Of course. Well, someone like Eidel wouldn't be bad as a DNA carrier."



In this way, Zernya agreed where appropriate, played hard to get when necessary, then agreed again to please Jerome.



Meanwhile, she sighed inwardly.



The Adelbein family was rotten to the core.



They had seized control of the northern federation through various crimes and their cover-ups, and this was still ongoing.



Without committing the filial impiety of sending her entire extended family, including her father, to prison, this corruption couldn't be ended.



She had already made up her mind.



Having resolved to break this cycle of evil, she couldn't afford to care about blood ties. Remembering Eidel's advice, Zernya focused on what Jerome was saying.



"Zernya, I'm reassured that you understand the situation so well and have made such a clear decision. I think it's time to show you 'that.'"



"Show me what?"



"There's a top-secret matter known only to the council of elders and past heads of the Adelbein family."



Jerome gestured.



"Come, follow me."



What could it be this time? What horrible major crime had they committed?



Perhaps they kidnapped and imprisoned a social celebrity who insulted the Adelbein family?



Or maybe the results of a planetary-scale assassination contract?



More human experimentation?



Theft of a foreign god's artifact?



There were too many possibilities to guess.



And surprisingly, Zernya's predictions were all accurate.



They had done all of those things.



"Father, this is..."



The First Treasury, accessible only to direct bloodline members of the Adelbein main house. The lowest level, completely isolated from the outside world.



Here, creatures that looked like monsters but weren't quite monsters were being bred behind glass walls.



They showed no aggression.



Yes, only their aggression was absent.



"Ugh...!"



Just looking at them seemed to drain her mental strength. Zernya swallowed her dry heaves and asked:



"F-Father? What is all this?"



"Failed specimens."



"F-Failed specimens?"



"Further inside, there are successful products too. Don't be afraid, follow me."



Zernya instinctively looked behind her. The elevator they had come down in had vanished without a trace.



Stay calm.



Who am I? I am Zernya von Rheinland.






I must survive and return from here.



Zernya found herself thinking this unconsciously.



As she went deeper inside, thinking of Eidel to calm her mind and body, an even more disturbing scene unfolded before her eyes.



Beings that looked half-machine and half-human but definitely not cyborgs, creatures like black cotton balls, organs mashed into a meat paste form that multiplied infinitely...



All sorts of monsters were scattered everywhere.



"They're all humans approaching avatar status."



"Avatar... you say?"



"Yes."



Her heart sank.



No way.



"...Research on turning humans into foreign gods?"



"Daughter! You understand quickly!"



Jerome genuinely delighted, patted Zernya's shoulder.



"Well done, very well done!"



It gave her chills.



Actually, it wasn't difficult to deduce.



The Adelbein family had already developed technology to create artificial constellations and implant them in people.



The next research topic would naturally be humans becoming constellations or foreign gods... something like that.



"Seeing how composed you are makes me proud. When I first came here, I was screaming and making a fuss."



"You didn't create this, Father?"



"No. Your grandfather, the family head two generations ago, brought me here for a tour. I fainted several times back then."



He continued speaking as naturally as if recounting a first visit to an amusement park. His nonchalance sent shivers down her spine.



"Those things make my head spin just by looking at them. Don't you feel the same?"



"...No. I'm relatively fine."



Having witnessed all sorts of shocking things while investigating her family, Zernya was able to maintain her composure.



Jerome interpreted this differently and cheered as if he might break into dance.



"You have a strong stomach! Zernya, you truly are a chosen one!"



"Me?"



"Yes! I believe you can continue this research into the next generation."



"Is there a need to continue this?"



"Indeed. That's what I wanted to tell you about."



Zernya was shocked by Jerome's subsequent explanation, as if hit by a spaceship, and soon changed her thinking.



To summarize:



First, the purpose of this experiment was for the "immortality" of the Adelbein family.



Second, all direct bloodline members of age knew about this horrific experiment, and those who opposed were quietly purged.



Third, this method was the only way for the Adelbein family and humanity under them to survive the coming "destruction."



And finally, fourth.



The Adelbein family was finished.



"...There was someone who introduced himself as a foreign god living in the 11th dimension or higher. Our ancestors didn't go insane even while hearing his voice."



"So, we Adelbeins are chosen beings."



"Indeed, you understand ten things when told one. Yes, and that foreign god told us about the 'destruction' and how to avoid it."



"We become foreign gods and command these people as monsters or avatars, right?"



"That is how we become 'stars.'"



Insane.



They're all insane.



How did she not know the Adelbein family had come to this? Why hadn't she searched these places as family head?



Below the abyss lay an even deeper abyss.



Originally, Zernya had planned to clean up the Adelbein family and then marry Eidel. She intended to hand over the position of next family head to a sensible person from a branch family.



But it seemed she was the only sensible person left.



Truly, the Adelbein family was finished.



"Well, that's good."



Pretending to be fine. Acting calm.



"I'll take over this research."



"Well done. I knew you would say that."



Afterward, Zernya sent a message to Rustila.



She would stay for about five days to avoid her father's suspicion and asked Rustila to take good care of Eidel in the meantime.



"Father, there will be good news soon."



"Yes. Be careful on your way down."



On the promised fifth day, thanks to her masterful acting, Zernya left the main house without arousing any suspicion.



As she fled, she thought:



This can't be done alone.



To purify the family and bring about innovation... no, to completely dismantle the family, she would need allies with tremendous military power and constellation support. Only then could she ensure her own safety.



Someone came to mind.



"Ha."



Polygamy...



It seems she would have to permit it after all.
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With a sulky face, Zernya returned from her family home and immediately whined about wanting to come to my house.



"Why?"



"I want to spend some intimate time with you."



Rustila's irritation was predictable.



"I made plans with him first."



"Why don't you join us then?"



"Huh...?"



An unusual tension flowed between them.



Why are they suddenly acting like this?



My question was answered as soon as we arrived at the Rheinland mansion.



The moment the dock closed, Zernya threw herself into my arms. Leaning against me as if a fortress was crumbling, she trembled and stammered.



"W-what, I, I, now, h-how, what sh-should I d-do..."



Her breathing was uneven. As if she had witnessed something otherworldly.



Could it be?



Had she seen the Adelbein family's First Treasury?



That seemed too soon. I had expected they would only show the treasury after our marriage was finalized...



No, this was actually good. It was evidence that Jerome was in a hurry because of me.



Rustila and I listened to Zernya's story for a while. I already knew the contents, but Rustila seemed quite shocked.



"So, you weren't caught?"



"S-somehow. My heart, my heart, I, I can't, can't breathe..."



Zernya panted, squeezing out vulnerable words and tears she would never show in public. I led the pitifully sobbing Zernya to the bed and laid her down.



"It's okay, it's okay."



I sat her on my lap and comforted her like a baby. I even made her cocoa to drink. Rustila was looking at the gasping Zernya with sympathy.



"Eidel, I have something to tell you."



"Go ahead."



"...I think I'd be okay with you taking Zernya as your wife."



I asked in surprise.



"Did you start disliking me?"



"No! That's not it!"



Rustila answered awkwardly.



"I just think... her, you, and me... becoming one family might not be so bad..."



"You don't mean..."



Rustila nodded shyly.



"I'm okay with polygamy."



I was surprised for a different reason.



What wind had blown to make Rustila, who used to despise Zernya, suddenly permit polygamy?



"I'm not sure if I should say this, but your eldest brother..."



"You mean Brian? I know. He's different on the inside than he appears."



"...Zernya noticed that first and advised me. She said your brother seems to be trying to take the family head position, so I should keep a close eye on him in case something happens to you."



I see. So that's why Rustila had been by my side all week doing nothing else.



Well, Zernya would certainly be able to discern Brian's true character.



"And I realized something else. No matter how well I can fight, if you have problems with otherworldly beings or get seriously injured, there's nothing I can do. So, you need Zernya..."



Indeed, a healing constellation would be necessary in such situations.



The puzzle pieces were finally fitting together.



"Thank you, Zenya."



I kissed Zernya's forehead. Fortunately, her breathing was gradually calming down.



After she had sufficiently composed herself, Zernya carefully spoke up.



"I might be okay with it too."



"You too?"






Zernya pointed at Rustila with a pout.



"...D-don't misunderstand. It's not for you, but for Eidel. Since Eidel needs you, I'm reluctantly giving permission."



"The same goes for me."



A spark flashed between them. However, the intensity was significantly softer than before. I instinctively understood that they were both being considerate of me.



That fact made me quite pleased.



"Thank you, Rusti."



"Eidel..."



I embraced Rustila as well and gave her the same kiss. I had become composed enough to do this without hesitation.



"Thank you both for making such a difficult decision. I love you. I'll make sure you both live happily without any lack for the rest of your lives."



The two women squirmed in my arms.



It was an expression of agreement.



***



I quickly held an engagement ceremony with Rustila. Compared to Zernya's, it was extremely modest.



"I'm sorry I couldn't do more for you."



"It's okay. They say engagements should be simple and weddings grand, right?"



Convincing Rustila's parents was relatively easy.



They had approved of our marriage from the beginning.



They seemed to have completely moved past their obsession after she received an Omega-grade rating as a swordswoman. I was able to meet Rustila's parents and her personal androids after a long time.



"Miss, Young Master. Congratulations on your engagement."



Veronica, a fifth-generation android with an atmosphere similar to Sonia's.



Had I last seen her during my Academia days? It was nice to meet her after so long.



This was becoming a problem.



After Sonia and Erica, now this one looks like a graphics card too. Even her name ends with "ca."



No, this isn't right. I shouldn't be thinking about graphics cards on such a good day.



I shook off these idle thoughts and finished the meeting.



"Won't my daughter only receive half her husband's love? How pitiful!"



"Dear, Rustila said she's fine with it! Stop raining on their parade on this happy day!"



Yes, this boisterous atmosphere is actually more comfortable and pleasant. Honestly, the previous engagement ceremony was too grand and solemn, making it burdensome.



The engagement ceremony itself proceeds exactly like Zernya's.



The groom walks down the red carpet, meets the bride standing in front, and has a private moment. After removing the veil covering her face, they receive the blessing of the Holy Spirit Order and exchange engagement rings.



"The groom shall place the token of love on the bride's finger."



The gem set in the ring was a deep blue diamond. I had it crafted to match the exact color of Rustila's eyes.



We each placed the rings on our right ring fingers.



In an era where polygamy has developed considerably, the meaning of wearing rings on the right or left hand has essentially become the same. This was fortunate, at least.



After confirming the ring adorning her hand, Rustila smiled as brightly as a blooming cherry blossom.



"Mom, Dad! I'm getting married!"



"Sob, sob!"



"Rustila! My daughter!"



"Don't worry! I'm marrying a handsome, smart, kind, and wonderful man! I'll give you lots of grandchildren!"



Oh my, how embarrassing.



"Next, the bride and groom shall each place a vow kiss on the left and right cheek of their... kiss?"



The priest's voice trailed off with a bewildered expression while explaining the procedure.



I couldn't ask why he suddenly acted that way.



Because my mouth was completely sealed.



"Those crazy fools! Follow the procedure! The procedure!"



Zernya, attending as a guest, jumped up and shouted.



"What kind of deep kiss... Hey, that's enough, y-you crazy... Huh? Aaaaargh—!!"



***






As soon as the engagement ceremony ended, the entire Federation was turned upside down.



From major media companies that controlled the galaxy to newspapers in remote regions, everyone rushed to put my news on their front pages.



[Complete History of Rheinland Family's Young Master's Women: Essentially Five Prospective Wives]



[Eidel von Rheinland Engages with Mistress, Essentially Declaring Polygamy... When Asked About Intention: "They're Both My Women."]



[Rheinland's Adultery Scandal: Does House Adelbein Bear No Responsibility?]



[(19+) Rheinland-Kersil Deep Kiss Mad Movie]



Look at these journalists' headline-writing skills.



I skimmed through the comments. Envy, demands for me to pay more taxes, concerns about whether the women weren't pitiful in a polygamous relationship, questions about whether the engagement was coordinated with House Adelbein. Public opinion was boiling with all sorts of reactions.



I don't usually follow the news closely. But today, I was eagerly waiting for one particular article.



[The Adelbein Council of Elders stated this was an unexpected event and they would hold House Rheinland accountable.]



Finally, it's out.



I quickly scanned the article and smiled.



In less than half a day, the Adelbeins had expressed their displeasure and threatened to hold us accountable.



In other words, they were asking for a fight.



[As it has been revealed that the engagement proceeded without House Adelbein's consent, a new interpretation is emerging: that the young master of Rheinland is using the polygamy system to maintain his position as family head.]



The media was gradually starting to turn against me.



This was the typical public opinion manipulation by House Adelbein.



The problem was the next stage.



Public opinion campaigns are always accompanied by malicious comments, and in severe cases, public authorities might get involved, which inevitably leads to someone committing suicide due to stress.



They probably plan to secretly kill either me or Rustila while testing the waters. A common method used by people in the underworld.



The die has been cast.



There was no turning back now.



"I'm submitting these here."



My wives and I had just filed a complaint at the Southern District Prosecutor's Office of the Galaxy. We had submitted all our extensive evidence at once. The prosecutor in charge made a distressed face.



"...Is all of this really true?"



"Yes, it's true."



"Whew..."



The prosecutor let out a sigh. Judging by the strong smell of alcohol, he must have been quite drunk yesterday.



"With so much material, you could have submitted it by mail. It will take time just for the basic review."



"You're right. I should have done that."



In truth, I couldn't say it out loud, but the reason for submitting in person was to avoid the spies that House Adelbein had planted in the prosecution and police.



House Adelbein's authority extends even to law enforcement. Not a few prosecutors work for them. Submitting the complaint remotely would have been too risky.



Even doing it in person was risky. If Ireh, the returnee, hadn't created a table of informants to warn us, I would have been uneasy until the end.



Another reassuring point was that the Southern District Prosecutor's Office was in House Heresset's jurisdiction.



The Heressets are a family famous for their prosecutors and inspectors, and once a crime is committed, they tear into even the Ten Great Houses.



They investigate the government, the Federation, industry peers—they just investigate everything.



Of course, they sometimes receive criticism for excessive investigations. The case with Director Hueritia was a prime example.



Yet they still pounce like grave robbers at the slightest hint. Their faction's motto is "Better to make ten innocent people suffer than to let one serious criminal escape."



With such definitive evidence submitted, the Adelbeins have no way out. They probably couldn't even imagine that their own family head would betray them.



All that remained was to watch House Adelbein fall apart.



Zernya sighed.



"Did I do the right thing?"



"Of course."



I stroked Zernya's hair to reassure her once more. Having burned her bridges, Zernya had nowhere to return to. As promised, I would take her in and give her a new family name.



"Oh, and one more thing."



I handed over one more external hard drive.



"Please investigate our family as well."



"...Excuse me?"



The prosecutor's expression turned dumbfounded.
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Eidel's double engagement news immediately threw the Adelbein main house into chaos.



Jerome took what measures he could. He announced that the Adelbein family had no say in this engagement, claiming it was Rheinland's unilateral decision. "Please direct your criticism at those bastards, not our family."



Afterward, he tried to contact the Council of Elders and Zernya. More precisely, he was about to try.



Thump, thump, thump.



"Who is it?"



"Darling, we're in big trouble! There are prosecutors and inspectors here!"



Jerome's thoughts froze.



"Why would prosecutors come here?"



"Aren't they here to investigate us?"



There were too many suspicious points for him to swallow. Jerome calmly checked the dock. These weren't the Northern District prosecutors that the Adelbein family had already worked over.



"...Damn it."



They were the Southern District prosecutors, infamous for their mercilessness.



Thump, thump, thump.



BANG—!!



The steel-alloy front door of the dock shattered. Prosecutors accompanied by heavily armed police and military stormed in. It was a violent, unauthorized intrusion impossible in a civilized society governed by the rule of law.



Jerome considered escape routes but realized that would only amount to a confession, so he dressed and went out. He decided to face them brazenly.



"What is this about!"



"I'm Chief Prosecutor Heresset from the Southern District. This is our Special Inspector."



"You've brought riot police and even military—what brings you here?"



"I might ask you the same. Why do you think I'm here?"



Chief Prosecutor Heresset smirked as he displayed a screen.



What appeared was none other than an arrest warrant.



"See this? A fresh permit I received just two hours ago. Head of House Adelbein, if you wanted to play SM games, you should have called me directly."



"What are you talking about...?"



"I'm saying you didn't need to send roundabout messages through your son-in-law."



"Son-in-law?"



Eidel von Rheinland.



Blood vessels bulged on Jerome's forehead. But he had no time to get angry. The riot police presented him with silver bracelets as a gift.



"What are you doing! Don't you know the presumption of innocence? And you call yourself a prosecutor!"



"Let me ask you instead. Do you call yourselves human?"



"What...?"



"I'll keep this brief."



Chief Prosecutor Heresset narrowed his eyes as he displayed stacks of evidence.



"Jerome von Adelbein, Trisha von Adelbein. We're conducting a search and seizure for 147 charges including violations of bioethics laws. Additionally, due to concerns about evidence destruction and flight risk, we're placing you under immediate arrest. That's all."



"What are you saying? Arrest? We haven't done anything wrong!"



"The investigation will reveal everything. I've heard you've hidden tremendous 'secrets' in your underground vault—why keep such wonderful things to yourselves?"



The prosecutor smiled coldly. Jerome felt a chill run down his spine.



If by 'secrets' of the vault, he meant the classified information known only to a select few Adelbeins—research on turning humans into monsters or avatar bodies.



"And there's more. See this? My goodness, how many pages is this?"



The prosecutors thrust evidence before his eyes. Records of serious crimes committed by the main house over the years were all there—information that could only be accessed through the Adelbein internal network.



"Well, we'll find out if it's true when we search the place."



At the prosecutor's gesture, his team dispersed.



They thoroughly found and verified relevant materials, then went to the vault and confirmed the horrific scene.



That was the end.



The collapse of the Adelbein family was only a matter of time.



***



After this, the Heresset faction prosecutors continued their investigation with methods somewhat aggressive for prosecutors. Starting with the main house and close relatives, they broke into every home and conducted searches all the way to distant branch families.



As a result, about 80% of the family members were identified as criminals.






"Those who married into other families or became adopted sons-in-law were the ones who survived. I suppose these people were just pawns. How pitiful."



Brian frowned as he read the news article.



The collapse of the Adelbein family was unbelievable news. Not only ordinary citizens but also the other top ten families were thrown into panic. No one could predict how the landscape of the top ten families would change.



The crimes committed by the Adelbeins were also shocking.



"Turning people into avatar bodies? Did they think they were outer gods or something?"



"I agree, sir. I've never seen such a horrific case before..."



"That brother of Eidel's really did a number on them."



Brian had noticed that all of this was Eidel's work. The evidence was his additional engagement while already in an arranged marriage. Having gathered all information about the Adelbeins, he had made his decisive move.



But he wasn't sure exactly how Eidel had done it.



Could it be that Zernya Adelbein had genuinely fallen for him?



"Young master, aren't you worried this might affect you too?"



"Hmm."



Brian considered the situation. The fall of the Adelbeins was unexpected but fine by him. What mattered most now was whether this situation presented an opportunity or a threat to him.



Originally, he had planned to control the Adelbeins through Eidel, but this development was neither beneficial nor harmful. However, since the option of sending him away as an adopted son-in-law was gone, the only remaining card was to drive Eidel to mental illness.



How could he manage that?



"Erica. Bring me my brother's medical records."



"Yes, here they are."



These were Eidel's medical records from when he was in intensive care. The involvement of outer gods was clearly suspected here.



However, when Brian examined him, those symptoms had completely disappeared. He had manipulated the waveforms to forge the records, but the original case wasn't entirely meaningless.



"Huh?"



He hadn't noticed before, but there was something like a barcode at the bottom of the record.



"Erica, what's this?"



"I've never seen it before either. Just a moment. Let me scan it."



Erica tilted her head and said, "It's a document authentication code from 'MeiDoc,' Miss Seti's company. It allows verification of original records for each case. It assigns random numbers so the access path is different each time, making it very secure."



"...What did you just say?"



Just then.



Thump, thump, thump.



A heavy sound like someone beating with a club came from beyond the door. Brian frowned deeply and put his ear to the door. Then, even louder: THUMP, THUMP, THUMP! His breath caught.



"Y-young master...?"



Brian took a deep breath. Could it be? No, surely not. Even so, would the fallout reach this far? He had always navigated the Adelbein family politics carefully.



But sometimes the unthinkable happens.



"Who is it?"



"Federal Prosecution. Are you Brian von Rheinland?"



"Yes, that's me, but..."



"We're conducting a non-custodial investigation for violations of medical law. Please cooperate quietly."



The prosecutor produced a file comparing the forged documents Brian was currently holding with the real records.



For a moment, his mind went blank.



Since when?



When had I been placed on his cutting board?



"Let's go."



Brian moved forward in a half-dazed state.



***



About two weeks had passed since my engagement to Rustila.



Contrary to concerns, the investigation and verdicts were proceeding smoothly. Honestly, I had expected at least one assassination attempt, but Zernya's preemptive strike had been so powerful that everyone seemed to have lost their will to fight.



Well, when the head of the family sells out their own house...



"Thank you for your cooperation."



I was also subjected to a search and seizure. Naturally, I was innocent. After all, searching my computer would only reveal academic papers.



I felt embarrassed when I heard them say, "This person only exchanges emails with professors..." But that was all just a passing incident.






Meanwhile, my father was quite disappointed when Brian came under investigation.



He scolded me, asking if I was crazy to report my own brother right after becoming head of the family, but he couldn't say anything when presented with the medical code evidence released by MeiDoc.



It was fortunate anyway. I had somehow managed to eliminate one of the Five Evils before Darwin's forces began their major invasion.



But I shouldn't think everything is over. Such matters require proper follow-up to avoid complications.



Currently, my task was to comfort Zernya. She had suffered more psychological damage from this incident than expected. She showed symptoms of anxiety and needed care.



I headed to the detention center where Zernya was being held, accompanied by Rustila. The reason Zernya was detained was because she was the head of the Adelbein family.



She had submitted the evidence necessary for the prosecution. But crimes aren't nullified just because you confess to them. While I was released quickly, Zernya, as a direct Adelbein, required more investigation and judgment.



"Ah, Eidel."



She was trembling pitifully like a kitten abandoned in the city.



"The Adelbeins are gone now, right? Aren't they?"



"Yes."



"I, I've destroyed everything with my own hands. Power, wealth, my position as head of the family. Everything. Ahaha..."



Though she had made her decision, the shock must have been immense.



For the past two weeks, I had been checking the news regularly. Most comments were criticizing Zernya.



"Ha, p-people are all cursing me. I gave up everything. I let go of everything. But all I get in return are those looks. I knew it would happen, I was prepared for it. Yes, I know this is right, but..."



"Zernya."



"They say that just because I confessed doesn't mean I'm absolved from evil after committing such cruel acts. They say I deserve at least life imprisonment for turning a blind eye to those deeds."



In truth, Zernya must know that comments from ordinary people have no legal effect. Her sentence will be determined by a judge or an automated trial system.



The real reason for her distress was...



"Eidel... if you marry me, you'll be criticized too."



She didn't want to make me the husband of a family of serious criminals.



"I can bear being pointed at by the world. B-but you know what? I absolutely cannot bear you being criticized because of me after getting me out of here. Of course we talked about this before, but now that we're here, I just can't do something so trashy... So, rather..."



"You want me to break off the engagement?"



The question wasn't from me. A sharp female voice cut through the air and flowed into the visiting room. It was Rustila.



"Don't talk nonsense."



Rustila continued coldly.



"I told you before. Eidel needs both you and me. Of course, I still hate the idea of polygamy. But I thought it couldn't be helped. So why are you pretending to be generous now after we've all agreed?"



"You..."



"Don't you realize this makes only Eidel and me look bad? You're still so inconsiderate."



It was harsh but not accusatory. Rather, it was sincere concern—words that only someone like Rustila could speak from the heart.



I nodded at her words and stood up. I opened the visiting room door and went to the other side. Then, stroking her cheek, which was as red and tender as an apple, I said:



"Zernya. We talked about this before. You did the morally right thing. You were a victim, and you did nothing wrong."



"Ah, Eidel."



"I promised to make you happy for the rest of your life."



"But still, I'm an Adelbein..."



"Who says so?"



I took out a small box from my pocket and opened it. Inside were three yellow diamond rings. Needless to say, yellow is the color symbolizing the Rheinland family.



What I was about to say was clear.



"I'll give you my surname."



"Ah..."



"Zernya von Rheinland. That's your name from now on. Even if you refuse, I'll register it that way."



Zernya's expression went blank.



Contrary to concerns, Zernya was later found not guilty and was able to safely return to school.



***



Meanwhile, there was one more victim trembling in fear for the same reason of bearing the Adelbein surname.



It was Seti's birth mother, Rezein.



"To show your true colors only now..."



Thinking she was completely cornered, she was preparing to flee.
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Rhezein burst into Seti's room. Seti, who had been playing with stock charts like they were putty, fell backward in surprise.



"Ouch... Mother? What's the matter?"



"Seti, we need to leave this place immediately."



"Why so suddenly?"



"We must escape. Before Eidel locks you up in prison too!"



Ah, Seti immediately understood.



So Mother is making a completely absurd misunderstanding!



She could understand why, since her mother was born and raised in the Adelbein family. There, they actually imprisoned their own relatives and such.



But the Rheinlands never did that.



A harmonious family. A happy family.



No matter how much they disliked each other, they were blood relatives and never crossed certain lines. It had been their family tradition never to exile anyone unless they committed serious crimes.



For this reason, Seti confidently said:



"Mother, it's fine. Nothing will happen to us."



"You can't think so carelessly. Didn't you see the firstborn get detained?"



"Brian ended up that way because he tried to steal Brother's position as head of the family. We haven't done anything wrong."



"Whether we've done wrong or not, being Adelbeins is reason enough! The world has labeled us as relatives of criminals. What if Eidel uses that as an excuse to send us to some frontier planet?"



"Brother isn't that kind of person."



Seti cut her words short.



"I don't know about the first and second sons, but Eidel is my brother. We shouldn't carelessly suspect family members."



"But Brian—!"



"Like I said, he tried to steal the family head position. If he were an Adelbein, he'd be dead by now, wouldn't he? How merciful must Brother be to stop at just imprisonment?"



Seti stood up. She grabbed a handful of corn kernels from her desk and placed them in her mother's hand.



"Even if that happens, we can escape then. Do I look like someone destined to starve to death out there?"



"Well, no, but..."



"Then trust me and my brother."



Seti confidently squared her shoulders.



Even so, the suspicion didn't completely disappear.



Rhezein, not knowing the full situation, rubbed her chest anxiously. It was frustrating. She felt like she couldn't digest what she was hearing.



In truth, she could escape alone right now if she wanted to.



But she couldn't leave without Seti.



Even though the child was born between people who didn't particularly like each other, she was still her flesh and blood.



Given how things had turned out, she believed they should face whatever came together, whether life or death.



"Mother, I have a meeting with company people now."



"...Alright. Let's talk more later."



Rhezein, her shoulders slumped, left the room.



When she entered the living room, she froze like plaster.



Eidel was coiled up there.



***



I had stopped by the main ship after finishing my schedule.



My mother, who was said to be several times harder to see than my busy father, was just coming out to the living room.



"Mother!"



I raised my voice in delight upon seeing her.



But something seemed off.



Her face turned pale the moment she saw me.



She looked as if she'd seen a ghost.



"Mother, it's been a while. What have you been up to lately?"



"Oh? I've been..."



"Are you feeling unwell?"



I asked with concern.



If Seti's mother was sick, Seti would struggle too. For the smooth flow of funds... no, I mean, for my busy sister's sake, I should fulfill filial duties on her behalf.



"You look very tired?"



"Do I? Work has been difficult lately..."



"Please wait a moment."



I seated Rhezein in a chair and brewed some tea. It was chamomile tea, her favorite. Rhezein reluctantly accepted the cup.



She stared blankly at the tea leaves swirling in the heat.



"What's wrong?"



"Nothing, it just looks darker than usual..."



"I switched to better leaves. The flavor will steep more deeply."



"...Is that so?"



As the tea cooled, Rhezein cautiously brought it to her lips. I'm not good with hot drinks, so I waited for mine to cool a bit more.






Just as she took a sip, something suddenly occurred to me.



"Come to think of it, these tea leaves were a gift from my fiancée."



"Fi-fiancée...? Who...?"



"Zernya."



After I collapsed, Zernya became concerned about my health and started looking for various remedies, eventually giving me this expensive gift.



"It's from an Adelbein territory. They say the intense and addictive aroma unique to the northern Ronol planetary system is exquisite..."



Pfft!



At that moment, Rhezein choked.



She spat out the tea leaves like blood and started coughing violently. I stood up in confusion.



"Cough, cough!"



"Are you alright? Here's a tissue!"



"Ugh..."



Why is she acting like this? This seems too extreme for a simple case of choking.



"Does it taste strange?"



"Ah, well..."



Just to be sure, I took a small sip.



It was fragrant and sweet.



Chamomile contains a component called apigenin, which is very effective for calming the mind and relieving tension. Being good tea, I could feel its effects immediately.



[— Due to the calming effect of premium tea, your Fron level has decreased by 10.]



Shit tea.



No, wait. These are expensive tea leaves Zernya gave me... I shouldn't think like that. That would make me garbage.



[— The calming effect has persistence. Your Fron level will decrease by 10 every hour for a total of 30 over 3 hours.]



Damn it.



Watch me never drink chamomile again.



The tea had cooled enough. I downed it in one go. Since I'd already experienced the effect, I figured I might as well finish it this time.



Seeing me do this, Rhezein also gradually sipped her tea. She let out a profound sigh.



"How is it? Is it good?"



"Yes, it's good. It's good. Really good."



"If you like it, I'll get you more. Keep it at work and drink it whenever you're tired."



"No, that's alright!"



Rhezein shook her head.



"It must be expensive. Since it's a gift from your fiancée, the head of the family should drink it all. She might be upset if you give it to me, don't you think?"



As expected, a thoughtful mother.



I think she'll take good care of Zernya when she becomes her daughter-in-law.



After all, they're both of Adelbein blood and they both intensely dislike the Adelbeins, so they should get along well.



Come to think of it, have they formally met before?



After pondering, I realized they hadn't had a formal introduction.



Coincidentally, my parents' wedding anniversary was this month.



"Mother."



"Yes, yes?"



"Your wedding anniversary is coming up soon. Should we gather as a family for a meal?"



"...As a family?"



"Yes."



Of course, I knew my father and mother weren't on good terms.



But that's because they were both devoted to their first loves.



My father was devoted to my mother, Reika Rheinland, and Rhezein, though not widely known, had mentioned having another man she cared for in the past.



It's only natural they wouldn't get along when their hearts belonged to different people.



But what could they do?



The people they each loved were already gone, Seti was born, the family was stable, and there was no reason to divorce.



They just had to live as they were living.



And for that, even if they couldn't love each other, shouldn't they at least not hate each other?



"...I've never celebrated anniversaries with that man. You're busy as the head of the family, so there's no need to bother."



"Still, we should use that as an occasion for the family to see each other's faces."



"Ah, alright."



Rhezein rose unsteadily.



"Then I'll set up an appointment for next week."



"Yes..."



"Will you be visiting the main ship often from now on?"



"I probably will. At least tomorrow, I'll be here."



Oh no. I wanted to talk more tomorrow, but it seems that won't be possible.






"I won't be able to come home tomorrow. I have important business... I'll send some refreshments through Seti."



"Yes. Thank you for your consideration."



The next day, I bought premium cookies. After writing a gift message, I sent them home and headed to Callisto Academy.



I wouldn't be seeing Brian for a while.



It was time to gradually gauge the intentions of his co-conspirator, Catrick.



***



When Eidel offered her the tea he received from Zernya, all sorts of thoughts ran through Rhezein's mind.



Why did he specifically mention Zernya?



Could there be poison in the tea?



Or was he threatening her to leave by giving her a hint?



She couldn't understand his intentions at all.



Rhezein sat blankly on the sofa, thinking.



It seemed Eidel had made Seti the vice head of the family and given her economic control simply to make her let her guard down. After all, the rights of a vice head could be revoked at any time.



He eliminated the formidable Brian first, and next would be Rhezein and Seti.



If that was the case, it was serious trouble.



But there was nothing she could do yet, because Seti was so stubbornly resistant.



Additionally, Eidel had suggested gathering as a family next week under the pretext of the wedding anniversary. She needed to understand Eidel's intentions before then.



"I'll send some refreshments through Seti."



It didn't seem like Eidel had said that without reason.



For now, she would have to wait until tomorrow to learn anything more. Rhezein pressed her aching head and left for the hospital early the next morning.



That afternoon, a small box arrived for Seti, who was working from home.



"What's this?"



It was an elegant box containing a set of fancy pastries. When she opened the packaging, there was a short message printed in small, cute lettering.



[To Mother. Thank you always. Please enjoy with Seti.]



Seti felt touched.



Wow! That's my brother for you! Not only does he care for me, but for Mother too. He's truly become the head of the family!



How could such a brother throw her and her mother out? That was nonsense.



Seti happily unwrapped the packaging.



"Wow."



The assortment was not just modest but as abundant as her father's hair.



Just looking at them made her mouth water; she couldn't imagine what they would taste like.



He clearly said to eat them with Mother, right?



That means I can eat them too.



Seti, who had been analyzing charts, coding, and attending meetings in front of the computer all day, was already low on brain glucose. She picked up a tart and put it in her mouth.



"Wow..."



It melted like fine liquor.



Her body trembled with the wave of happiness that washed over her.



This is what she should invest in. Nodding to herself, Seti checked the brand name first.



"Philopon Snack?"



Literally drug-like snacks.



How on earth did Eidel know about this brand?



While purchasing shares of the company, Seti kept nibbling on the pastries whenever she thought about it.



She hadn't eaten anything since morning because she'd been working. Her hand moved mindlessly.



"Wow."



They're really delicious...



Just one more, she thought, reaching out her hand, but she touched nothing.



They were all gone.



"Huh?"



Seti realized she was in trouble.



Eidel had bought these for her to share with her mother, but they were so delicious that she had eaten them all by herself.



But it was okay.



Even though the pastries were extremely expensive, she could easily afford to buy more.



After tidying up the box, Seti was about to order new products from the mall.



Just then, Rhezein burst in.



Startled, Seti slipped from her chair without even being able to scream. She felt her heart rate skyrocket like the stocks she had purchased.



"M-Mother? I thought you said you'd be home late today..."



"I finished early because I was worried about you."



"I see. I-I'm fine. Nothing happened."



Rhezein's gaze dropped. Her eyes fell on the pastry box on the desk.



"So these are the refreshments Eidel said he would send through you yesterday."
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At first, I thought she was planning to poison the snacks and kill me without anyone knowing.



Of course, such a scheme would be discovered immediately.



Still, I couldn't think of any other explanation. There was no way my stepmother would suddenly show filial devotion to me...



"Mother, wait a moment!"



If I just opened it, I'd know for sure.



"Don't open it!"



Before Seti could stop her, Rezein opened the box lid and her pupils trembled.



It was empty.



Not even a crumb remained.



[Mother, thank you always. Please enjoy these with Seti.]



After closing the lid again, Rezein read the message and forced a twisted smile.



How could they eat something that wasn't there?



This was clearly a political metaphor—that she had nothing left to share with her daughter or herself.



Rezein lamented, laughing helplessly before shedding a tear. Seti sensed things were going terribly wrong.



"...Daughter, do you understand what this means?"



"No, Mother. It's not what you think. I can explain everything."



"She's telling us to choose. Either leave this house voluntarily now, or be disgracefully thrown out by her hand."



"I just ate it all myself..."



Seti answered in a shrinking voice. She bit her lip hard. It tasted sweet. Ah, if only she'd known, she would have saved at least one piece.



"I'm sorry, Mother. Actually, I was waiting to eat them with you, but I was so hungry. I meant to have just one piece, but they were so delicious that I ended up eating everything. It wasn't Eidel who—"



Rezein raised her hand to cut her off. She chuckled.



"Daughter, don't tell such obvious lies. I'm fine."



"What?"



"Look at this box. It's large enough to hold quite a lot of snacks, yet not a single piece remains. I know you usually eat very little, Seti. There's no way you could have eaten all this by yourself."



Seti's mouth closed.



Well, I do eat small portions usually.



"These were really delicious."



"Enough to lick up every last crumb?"



Seti gritted her teeth and nodded.



Rezein sighed.



"You're such a good daughter."



"Me?"



"Wait just a moment."



Rezein left the room and returned with a suitcase.



"Pack whatever you need. We should leave by tomorrow at the latest. We need to go somewhere far before the family head changes his mind."



We're screwed.



Seti fully realized she had made a terrible mistake.



"W-wait a minute."



The milk was already spilled, but perhaps if she scrubbed hard enough with a cloth, she might salvage a few drops.



After desperately racking her brain, Seti contacted Eidel.



But of course, that bastard was on a business trip to Callisto and wasn't answering calls or texts.



Completely ghosting her.



Typical of future professors.



In the end, she had no choice but to handle it herself.



"Please! Time is running out!"



"I'm not going! I can't go! This is my home!"



Thanks to her maternal instinct to protect her daughter, even if belatedly, Rezein merely paced anxiously when Seti refused to move, unable to bring herself to leave alone. Taking advantage of this, Seti held her ground, arguing for half a day.



The misunderstanding between mother and daughter wasn't resolved until Eidel, finally learning of the situation, sent three more boxes of snacks the next day.



And after this incident, Seti was dishonorably nicknamed "White Pig" by her brother for quite some time.



***



I learned from Seti that Rezein was afraid of me.



Let me think.



Regarding family matters, I'd destroyed the Adelbein family, announced to my family that I would take Zernya as my bride, and sent Brian packing on a revenge tour bus...






"Hmm."



No wonder Rezein was afraid.



I lacked consideration. I decided to reflect on this.



With that in mind, I canceled the restaurant I had previously reserved and booked a better place. I also sent three more boxes of the snacks I had bought earlier.



"Brother."



"What is it?"



"Keep this weekend free. We're going out for our parents' wedding anniversary."



I was currently at Callisto Academy.



I had come to meet the professors and see Cartrick, and was in the middle of testing his intentions.



Cartrick seemed nervous about his conspiracy with Brian, and ever since our eldest brother had been taken in, he'd been treading carefully.



Look at him now.



"Wedding anniversary? Didn't our parents' anniversary already pass this year...sir?"



He immediately switched to formal speech with just a slight change in my expression.



Well, good.



This is how brothers should be. This is the right relationship between siblings.



"Is only my mother your mother?"



"What do you mean...sir?"



"Isn't Seti's mother also your mother?"



"Well..."



"Anyway, I hope you'll grace us with your presence that day. Understand? It would be best if you treated Seti's mother as your own mother, brother."



I patted Cartrick's shoulder and smiled.



Cartrick smiled too.



***



Even after receiving Eidel's snack sets, Rezein's suspicions remained unresolved. If anything, she understood Eidel's intentions even less.



"Can't you just accept things as they are, Mother?"



"Don't think so innocently. Never underestimate the politics of the Ten Great Families."



When Rezein was still a young girl.



The Adelbein family showed no mercy even to their own.



Selling out, deceiving, and betraying relatives for money and power. Rezein had grown up walking on eggshells in such a harsh environment.



Naturally, she had seen villains who wore masks of friendship only to turn their backs one day.



Brian was that type. That's why Rezein remained wary of non-blood relatives even after coming to the Rheinland family. She wasn't certain about Eidel, but the possibility seemed high.



"You understand, Seti? To survive, you must always question everything. Never open your heart too easily to anyone."



"Even to you, Mother?"



"Well..."



"Mother."



Seti firmly held Rezein's hand.



"Let's go. Father and brother are waiting."



Reluctantly nodding, Rezein moved with heavy steps.



The restaurant Eidel had reserved was an ultra-luxury buffet specializing in seafood, with an entrance fee per person that amounted to half a commoner's monthly salary.



It was essentially a restaurant for the wealthy only.



Rezein frowned.



"...Is this the last supper?"



"Mother!"



Seti broke into a sweat trying to drag along the suspicious Rezein.



It was fortunate that Seti had stubbornly refused to leave home last week; without her, Rezein would have fled long ago.



"This way, Mother."



Entering the restaurant, they found Eidel and Cartrick already waiting.



Cartrick rushed over to pull out Rezein's chair.



Rezein was surprised.



The second son, who had ignored her for the past 20 years, called her "mother" for the first time in his life.



Cartrick glanced at Eidel and continued his greeting.



"Happy anniversary, Mother."






"Oh? Yes, well..."



It was an anniversary she hadn't paid much attention to, having been so long ago and never celebrated. She wasn't even sure if it was the 20th or 21st anniversary. It seemed about right without bothering to check the calendar.



It felt strange to have it remembered by those who weren't even blood relatives.



"Father, Mother is here."



"Hmm."



Turning around, she saw her husband, Arnold von Rheinland.



Thanks to anti-aging technology, he looked almost unchanged from 20 years ago, but the experience reflected in his golden eyes was on another level.



Arnold scratched his head and sat down beside Rezein.



"You came."



"Yes."



The conversation didn't continue further.



"By the way."



Arnold, glancing at Eidel, asked a casual question.



"Eidel, is it confirmed that you're marrying two wives?"



"Yes. We'll hold the ceremony during winter break."



"Why didn't you bring them here?"



"Today, you two are the main characters."



Arnold glanced at Rezein and cleared his throat.



The two were so passive. Seti cleared her throat and tried to liven up the atmosphere.



"Shall we eat first?"



"Yes, that would be good."



"..."



Rezein and Arnold stood up simultaneously. Eidel and Seti started to rise to get food for them but then stopped. It seemed better to observe their interaction first.



A while later, Rezein and Arnold returned with identical meal selections.



"Do we have the same taste?"



"It seems so."



Eidel and Seti sighed and stood up.



"We'll go get our food then."



Cartrick, who had been sitting blankly, finally got up to get his food too.



While Eidel focused on seafood, Seti chose meat and salads.



"Who brings lobster as an appetizer?"



"What's the problem?"



"It lacks class, especially for a family head. If you come to a place like this, you should know the proper dining sequence! Oh, and I'll bring some soup for our parents!"



"Says the one who couldn't wait and ate all the snacks by herself?"



"Sh-shut up."



Seti placed corn soup in front of the couple.



"Anyway, eating the main dish first makes you look like a buffet amateur. You should start with something light, something to warm your stomach."



"It all ends up in the same place anyway."



Eidel skillfully removed crab meat from its shell. Seti quickly snatched and ate it. Eidel's expression froze.



"What the hell?"



"Wow, delicious. You're good at cracking crab."



"I was going to give that to Mother!"



"Oh."



Setting aside Seti who had suddenly become a devoted daughter, Eidel prepared crab meat for Rezein and Arnold. Rezein hesitated before moving her fork.



It was delicious. Though it sounds cliché, it melted in her mouth. The expensive buffet was worth it after all.



Eidel, seeing Rezein's satisfied expression, blew on his soup before eating it. The corn soup paired with the crab meat was like having the finest crab bisque.



[— The effect of premium soup brings mental stability. Fron value decreases by 5.]



Eidel frowned.



Damn it. This makes it hard to decide what to eat.



Eidel tried to choose foods that wouldn't affect his Fron value. Then he had the opportunity to mix pineapple pizza with mint ice cream, which surprisingly accumulated about 10 Fron.



"Oh."



This was a new discovery. While 10 was a small amount, it was quite decent for something gained from food.



And thus began the strange eating habits of the Rheinland family head.
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Rhezein tried to understand Eidel's intentions.



Why did he send refreshments? Why did he make Seti the vice-head? Why did he remember their wedding anniversary, and why did he reserve this expensive restaurant to treat them to a meal?



A last supper? A final act of mercy? Or was there some other motive?



All these thoughts were swept away like beach sand by the bizarre culinary creation Eidel had just committed.



"Oh, it's rising."



"What madness are you doing with that food! Father, look at him!"



Suspicion, anxiety, fear.



The first two emotions she had previously felt toward Eidel were completely devoured by fear. Eidel was shoveling food into his mouth that was beyond Rhezein's comprehension.



"Eidel, stop that right now! What kind of vulgar behavior is this for the head of a family!"



Rhezein had a point.



Normally, family heads don't do such things. Of course not, when they value appearances more than their own lives.



"What on earth are you making in such an expensive place!"



"What's wrong with my Sea Squirt Durian Anchovy Sauce Crab Marinated Risotto?"



"Just hearing that makes me feel insane! Throw it away immediately!"



"Since I made it, I'll dispose of it in my own stomach. Urp, urgh."



"Eidel...!"



"Wow, even foreign media would be shocked by this."



Seti, who was holding her nose against the smell of fermented fish sauce and durian, muttered nasally with disdain. Rhezein found herself nodding unconsciously.



"Ugh, look how the smell won't go away. Do you want to die?"



"Sorry."



"Is being sorry enough? If you're going to eat monstrosities, do it alone!"



"But honestly, bizarre food is better than overeating."



"You deserve a beating today."



Eidel and Seti bickered back and forth.



"I'll have some steak to cleanse my palate."



"Hey! I waited in line for 30 minutes to get that!"



"Mmm, yummy~"



"You, you're really dead. I'm going to cut the R&D budget allocated to you."



"...That's crossing the line?"



"What, want me to take away your vice-head position? Go ahead. Just try it. You can't even manage the family assets without me. Nyeh-nyeh-nyeh."



This was the extent of political infighting between members of one of the ten great families that controlled the Laniakea Federation. Rhezein felt her chest tighten with pettiness.



"Mother, don't worry about it. He's always like this. Though I didn't expect him to gift you biochemical terrorism on your anniversary..."



"Gift? Ah, right. The gift."



Eidel snapped his fingers, changing the subject. His voice became notably solemn.



"An anniversary must have a commemorative gift."



Rhezein's expression hardened.



The word "gift" could be interpreted in opposite ways.



Something joyful to receive.



Or something that spells trouble.



If it was the latter, then what followed would be the main point. Rhezein steeled herself. The future of Seti and herself would be determined by the intention behind the gift she would receive in a few seconds.



"This might be presumptuous, but..."



Eidel pulled out a small box.



Huh? A box?



There's only one thing that could be in such a tiny box?



Just as Rhezein's thoughts reached that point, a clicking sound revealed a pair of silver rings.



"This is..."



"It doesn't make sense not to wear wedding rings on your wedding anniversary."



Imperial Yellow Topaz.



A rare gem at least thousands of times more expensive than regular topaz. It was known for its strong birefringence, glowing like fluorescence even in minimal light.



Indeed, the pair of rings emitted a soft glow.



Truly, beautifully.



Rhezein stared blankly at the gift Eidel offered.



"What do you think?"



"...They're beautiful."






"They say topaz symbolizes happiness, patience, hope, friendship, and innocence. I had these 20th anniversary rings custom-made to wish for your happiness."



She felt dizzy.



It wasn't a love confession, but Rhezein couldn't close her mouth, as if she'd just been confessed to by a man she liked. She hadn't expected Eidel to give such a gift at all.



"My arm's getting tired. Please take them."



Seti urged.



Rhezein accepted the box and asked.



"...Did you two prepare this?"



"Who knows?"



Seti played innocent.



"These must be expensive rings..."



"Compared to our family's wealth, it's nothing special. We're giving them because parents are more important than money."



Eidel and Seti looked at each other and grinned. They appeared to be on such good terms that one could hardly believe they were the same siblings who had been squabbling moments ago.



"Try them on."



"Ahem."



"..."



It was their children's encouragement.



They had no choice but to wear them, if only for the atmosphere.



Putting on the ring gave her a strange feeling. Rhezein glanced sideways at Arnold. He was silently scratching his head.



"Right. We need to take a commemorative photo."



Seti opened a screen. The multi-dimensional camera had a wide enough angle to comfortably capture all five people.



Seti stood beside them, and Eidel pulled the hesitant Cartrick by the shoulder. Cartrick made a groaning sound before quieting down. Eidel casually smiled and patted Cartrick's shoulder.



"Okay, let's take it. One, two, three, cheese~!"



"Research paper~!"



"Got it. I'll send it to Mother and Father right away."



Rhezein slowly flipped through the photo bundle Seti had sent.



Looking at her husband's expression through the photos, she felt quite different. It wasn't his usual stoic face, but one that seemed somewhat embarrassed.



Why?



She couldn't understand the reason.



She had always thought he was someone without any affection...



"I look really ugly in this."



"Mr. Lee."



Rhezein fell into thought as she watched Eidel and Seti giggling.



They looked like ordinary, close siblings.



This harmonious atmosphere was unfamiliar, something never seen in the Adelbein family where even family members would be trampled if they became useless.



But she didn't dislike it.



"..."



Rhezein sighed as she looked down at the sparkling topaz ring again.



Perhaps she had been mistaken all along.



Filial piety.



If it was simply an act of filial duty, then Eidel's behavior so far made sense. If not, she couldn't understand the intention behind this ring she had just received.



"Father, you should wear yours too."



"Ahem."



Arnold put the ring on his left ring finger.



Rhezein felt somehow relieved watching him do so.



***



Arnold fingered the ring on his hand.



It felt awkward.



Since Leika's death, he had worn nothing on that hand. He had stored his wedding ring with her in the depths of his safe to avoid losing it, while his wedding ring with Rhezein was carelessly placed in a drawer.



One love in his lifetime.



When that ended, he had vowed never to look at another woman again.



This ring would probably end up in the drawer in a few days too...



It was then that Eidel, with his arm around Seti's shoulders, spoke up.



"Mother, I have a favor to ask."






"A favor, you say?"



"Yes."



Eidel smiled while patting Seti's head.



"Seti is my real sister. Although you're not my birth mother, I'd like to honor you as if you were my real mother from now on."



Rhezein's shoulders twitched.



Arnold was even more surprised than she was.



For Eidel, who held the family head position, to say such a thing meant he wanted to bring Rhezein into the Council of Elders. Being brought into the Council carried many implications.



The right to participate in family decision-making.



Internal redistribution of family assets.



Integration into the Rheinland medical community.



Simply put, it meant recognizing her as part of the Rheinland family despite her different maiden name.



"If it's alright with you, may I continue to call you Mother?"



"..."



Rhezein struggled to speak.



"...Yes, that's fine."



Arnold was already troubled by the matter of Brian's license revocation.



Since Eidel had brought it up first, he needed time to ask directly. After the meal, Arnold called Eidel outside to speak privately.



"What do you plan to do with your brother?"



"I'll send him to a distant planetary system. Not to the frontier, but somewhere he can make a decent living. Of course, he won't be able to join the Council of Elders. That alone should ensure he can no longer aim for my position as family head."



"...Very well, make sure you keep that promise."



No matter what wrongs he had committed, Arnold didn't want to lose any child born of Leika. He breathed a sigh of relief at Eidel's merciful decision.



He naturally changed the subject.



"Eidel, now that you're grown, you've probably noticed. Rhezein and I are not a loving couple."



"I know. It was an arranged marriage."



"Even arranged marriages can be good relationships, like you and your fiancée."



"Most aren't."



Arnold reluctantly nodded. His gaze was fixed on the sky, where countless stars twinkled.



"We started without knowing each other well. It was worse than a blind date. So before we could even find out if we were compatible, we were already full of hostility."



"The Adelbein family has lost its power. The family head selection is over too. You don't need to be wary of Mother anymore."



"That's not the issue."



"Then what is it?"



"I've only loved one woman in my life."



Arnold removed the ring Eidel had given him and slipped it into his pocket.



"Eidel, your birth mother wasn't from a particularly powerful family. She wasn't at the level to marry into our family. Yet I didn't insist on marrying someone of equal status. That's because I had decided to give everything to your mother."



Arnold was now lost in the past, his words flowing.



"I first met Leika during my Academia days. She was a simple, pure girl. But as time passed, I discovered she had a mischievous side too. She was especially skilled at teasing me."



Eidel listened quietly.



There was the sound of footsteps, but they were completely drowned out by Arnold's increasingly louder voice. His story continued for more than ten minutes.



How they met. How they fell in love. Who confessed first, and what difficulties they faced during the family introductions. Eidel learned many things.



"...She was skilled in chemistry and biology, and said she wanted to become a scholar when she grew up. Whether a biologist, chemist, or pharmacist. She said she would find a way to defeat the foreign gods, and ordered me to take good care of the soldiers wounded on the battlefield. Such a little girl making threats, before she'd even been accepted to college."



Arnold chuckled.



His father's rough hand covered Eidel's.



"Eidel, looking at you now, I see you're the spitting image of Leika."



"Am I?"



"Yes. You're fulfilling the dream Leika couldn't achieve. Looking back, I think it was truly fortunate that you were accepted into Stellarium."



The conversation paused briefly.



Rhezein, who had been hiding behind an oak tree, peeked out.



It was unexpected.



She had always thought he was cold and unfeeling, but he was simply devoted to his late wife. This was something she learned for the first time after living together for over 20 years.



In fact, it made sense. They had always kept their distance due to the subtle power struggle between their two families, and there were psychological barriers too. Arnold longed for his former wife, while Rhezein yearned for an old lover.



It was the result of two devoted hearts pushing each other away.



Rhezein fingered her ring with sympathy.



The truly important conversation began in the next moment.
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"So that's what happened with the first one, but what are you going to do about the second one?"



"You mean Cartrick? I need to set him up with a house in the west."



The treatment of siblings who failed to become family head was a topic Rezein was most interested in. She leaned in to listen.



"Not as far as a frontier planet, but I'll keep them separated."



"As expected, that's how it goes."



"I'm just following family regulations. There won't be emotional sanctions, so I hope they won't be too discouraged about being transferred."



"I understand."



Though they called it a transfer, it was closer to exile.



Still, this was a lenient measure.



In the Adelbein family, betrayal didn't just end with exile. There, people would mysteriously commit suicide without knowing it themselves, or become mysteriously transformed, kinder, or prettier—all everyday occurrences.



"Since they've lost the support of the Elder Council, my two brothers are no threat to me. There's no need for bloodshed. I'm not an Adelbein, after all."



"...I see. By the way, what about Seti?"



Rezein's Adam's apple moved with a gulp.



What would happen to her daughter and herself now?



Her worry proved unnecessary. Eidel brought up a merciful topic.



"Unless she gets married, I'll keep her in the house."



"Why?"



"As my AT... as the vice family head, she needs to manage the family assets. Since I'm in a research position, I absolutely won't have the time or energy to manage household finances."



"Is that the real reason?"



"Hmm."



Eidel changed the subject.



"Let me put it another way. If I were to throw Seti out, what would you do, Father?"



"That would be your decision, wouldn't it?"



"Why?"



"Because you're the family head. A family head makes decisions and takes responsibility for them. The Elder Council has given you that right and duty."



"Won't you stop me? Seti is your daughter."



"Of course, I'll decide whether your choice is right or wrong after seeing what you decide."



"That's just wordplay."



"I told you. With duty comes responsibility."



Eidel grinned and said, "Then, I'll tell you my honest thoughts."



Rezein perked up her ears. This was the part she needed to listen to carefully.



What followed was shocking. Or more precisely, unexpected.



"I want Seti to pursue her dreams in a stable environment."



"Dreams?"



"Yes. Her dream of building a major corporation to become rich, and using that money for her mother and father."



Sitting on the bench, Eidel continued in a low voice.



"It's too grand to call modest, yet too pure to call solemn... but everyone has such simple goals. Wanting to be happy, wanting to receive attention from someone."



"Is that really all there is to your reason?"



"I simply don't have the bad habit of making my little sister cry."



He was sincere.



Not just to Rezein, but to anyone watching, Eidel's words contained not a hint of falsehood. The unconsciously shifted atmosphere added persuasiveness to his words.



"The ring I gave you today was prepared by Seti. Funny, isn't it? That penny-pincher who never spends money splurged billions on such a luxury item."



"That means..."



"Seti is a child who tries to buy even things that aren't for sale with money."



Those non-purchasable things were family harmony, the sight of Arnold and Rezein living as a loving couple, and the attention and love that Seti herself honestly wanted to receive as their child.



Of these, neither Rezein nor Arnold had provided any. Not ever.



The autumn wind was cold. Rezein's hands trembled as she pulled her cardigan tighter. The sensation of her conscience being sliced to pieces.



Soon after, Rezein fled the scene.



***



A few days later on the weekend, Eidel brought two women to the Rheinland main residence. These beauties were to be Eidel's future wives.



"You know there's hierarchy among wives too, right? The position of first wife is mine."



"What? There's no such thing."



"Yes, there is."



"You're doing this after coming all the way here? You're really mean."



"I told you not to misunderstand. This isn't a polygamous marriage I agreed to because I like you."



They don't seem to get along very well...



Rezein worried, though she wasn't directly involved. How on earth would the current family head manage these two women? Had the polygamous marriage not been properly discussed?



A tumultuous married life seemed inevitable.






Still.



With wives like these, wouldn't she be able to learn more about Eidel?



With a glimmer of hope that she might gain information, Rezein approached the two young women.



"Ah, hello."



"Hello."



The two prospective daughters-in-law bowed their heads. Rezein casually acknowledged their greeting.



"We've met before, haven't we? Seti's mother, do you remember me?"



"Of course."



Rustila Kersil.



This one is fine.



Rezein liked her sociable personality and knew from their previous conversation that she genuinely liked Eidel. She was the girl Rezein had encouraged to couple with Eidel to strengthen her position within the family.



On the other hand.



"..."



Zernya.



A girl whose background alone made Rezein uncomfortable.



Her sharp fox-like eyes were frightening. She was a typical Adelbein woman. This girl had recently exposed the family's true nature and slipped away unscathed.



Rezein didn't know why.



Could it be? Did she come to change her surname to Rheinland knowing that Adelbein's disgrace would soon be exposed?



It gave her chills.



If so, she was no ordinary person.



Then again, being from the main family's direct line, perhaps it made sense. Rezein avoided making direct eye contact.



"Father wanted to meet his two daughters-in-law before the wedding, so I brought them, Mother."



Eidel embraced the two women from behind as he looked at Rezein.



Rezein was surprised. As soon as Eidel's arms touched them, both women pretended to be embarrassed, acting coy.



"Eidel, come over here for a moment."



"Yes, I'll be right there. Mother, would you mind chatting with my brides for a while?"



"What? Yes..."



And so the three were left behind.



The two prospective daughters-in-law didn't dare move in front of their mother-in-law.



The problem was that Rezein, concerned about Zernya, couldn't speak freely either.



A situation where the mother-in-law was cautious around the daughter-in-law.



She could only ask formal questions.



Like, "What kind of man do you think Eidel is?"



Rustila, who had been scratching her cheek in embarrassment, answered first.



"He's my benefactor and mentor. Before being a husband, he's more like a mentor, and that's why I fell for him... Ahaha, it's hard to explain precisely..."



In her rambling, Rezein saw her younger self. A woman deeply in love always becomes like this when talking about her lover.



Next was Zernya.



"Eidel is like me."



Meaning she already considered herself the head of the Rheinland family.



Indeed, this is what an Adelbein is like, Rezein thought.



She gritted her teeth inwardly.



Come to think of it, why should she be cautious? Adelbein was already ruined.



After exchanging a few more questions, Rezein took advantage of Rustila's momentary absence to change her expression. She asked bluntly.



"Miss Adelbein."



"My surname is not Adelbein."



Right, already assimilated, I see.



"Then, former Miss Adelbein. Why did you expose your family? You were the family head. Money, power, prestige. You could have had everything in the North."



"..."



"Why go through the trouble of destroying your family and burning your bridges? There was no guarantee that Eidel would still take you as his wife afterward."



She had summoned this much courage for her daughter's sake. She would never forgive Zernya for taking what Seti had built. It was a moment when maternal love overcame fear.



Zernya chuckled and asked back.



"Why did I abandon my family and the position of family head? That's too easy a question."



"What?"



"Because it was the right thing to do."



With a tap, Zernya set down her teacup. Her deep purple eyes were as calm and clear as the storm in the teacup.



"I wanted to end the thousand years of Adelbein's evil deeds in my generation. That's all. I did it for humanity, and I did it because it had to be done. I would have done it eventually even if Eidel hadn't taken me as his wife."



"But because of that, your parents..."



"So, are you calling me unfilial?"






Zernya adjusted the scarf around her neck. Her hand, moving toward her nape, fumbled emptily as if retracing the past.



"...I was subjected to human experimentation by those parents. All my relatives who entered the same experiment died, and I alone survived, carrying three fake constellations. Of course, those constellations were just useless gas masses."



Rezein's breath caught.



This was the first she'd heard of it.



Zernya continued her revelations.



Most of it detailed her parents' atrocities. Some were so disgusting that Rezein wanted to cover her ears.



She couldn't dismiss it as lies because Rezein herself was from Adelbein. Somehow, she could believe the main family would do such things.



"There's no blood relation or anything. I'll walk the path I believe is right. If I meet my parents, I'll kill them; if I meet my teacher, I'll kill them. And it was Eidel who showed me this path."



It sounded cruel if misunderstood.



But that's precisely what makes it paradoxical.



Zernya's cheeks gradually turned rosy, like clothes dampened by drizzle. Embarrassed by her own words, she pulled up her scarf to cover her mouth and nose. Then she blurted out:



"What good is maintaining the Adelbein family head position? When there's no future where Eidel is happy at the end of it."



"..."



Without a doubt.



This is the face of someone in love.



The expression a woman can only make when deeply in love.



Rezein's curiosity deepened.



How on earth did Eidel von Rheinland seduce this viper of a woman?



"Darling, I need to talk to you."



With her question unresolved, Rezein headed to Arnold's office.



***



Arnold had thought a lot after their conversation a few days ago.



He had called Eidel briefly afterward to discuss a few more things. Whether this was right, whether he could do as he wished. To this, Eidel had said:



"That's for Father to decide."



"Why?"



"Because Father is her husband."



It was the correct answer. Arnold nodded and dismissed Eidel.



Soon after, he made his decision.



Let's lay it all out.



Arnold called Rezein, closed the door, and in the quiet office, he began speaking in a plain tone.



"Now that Adelbein has fallen and months have passed since the family head selection, I can finally say this. I've been wary of you all along, knowing you were a spy sent by Adelbein."



"...Yes."



Rezein answered as if confessing.



She had known this fact.



"But that's just the surface reason. I had another woman I loved, and she passed away first. Longing for her, I couldn't love you."



Rezein nodded and smiled.



She already knew that too, having secretly overheard his conversation with his son a few days ago, but she didn't mention it.



Instead, she decided to reveal a secret she had kept.



"That's alright. I also had a man I loved besides you."



"I know."



"...What?"



She was taken aback.



She was sure she had never properly told him.



"You look surprised. Isn't it obvious? That face of yours, stiff as dry clay when facing me, occasionally showed signs of life."



Rezein stammered, "Um, um."



"To make such expressions, you must have had someone else in your heart."



"You... you can tell the difference?"



"Of course. Reika used to make the same expression you did whenever she looked at me."



"..."



"Staring blankly then smiling for no reason, frowning without cause then suddenly relaxing, constantly rolling your eyes or touching your heated cheeks, and so on."



I see.



So he had noticed that much.



It felt bitter yet somehow sympathetic. She had thought him cold as steel, but surprisingly, he had something in common with her.



"That's enough about the past."



Meanwhile, Arnold organized his thoughts.



He said, "I called you here to make a proposal."



A distinctly different tone. It was the way he had spoken when they first met for an arranged marriage twenty years ago. Rezein felt both déjà vu and unease.



And then, at Arnold's next words, she staggered, unable to steady herself.





Chapter 216 - I'll Give You My Last Name (6)



"If you wish, I'll let you go now."



"W-why so suddenly?"



I never particularly liked him, but I never disliked him enough to want him dead either.



Yet Arnold made this proposal when everything was already over.



He calmly confessed, "Everything isn't finished yet. Rezein, you need to find your own life now. How long will you stay beside a man you don't get along with and continue to stress yourself?"



"I-I..."



I was bewildered.



Rezein recalled the conversation Arnold and Eidel had last week.



"What about Seti?"



"I'll console her."



"Seti doesn't want us to divorce."



Arnold nodded.



"I know that. But you need to live your own life too."



"What do you mean..."



"How painful were those 20 years living with me? Always watching the elders of both families, spending lonely nights while your youth, once like flower petals, withered away. All that increased were wrinkles and medical skills."



Rezein gritted her teeth.



"Of course, if we do that, our daughter will hate us."



"You know that and still want to let me go?"



"If that's what you want."



Rezein's gaze fell. The anniversary ring Seti had given them. Arnold wasn't wearing it. Instead, he was holding it in his hand.



"I know there's a man you love."



"No?"



Rezein shook her head. What nonsense was this man spouting?



"That person is dead. He's not of this world anymore."



"..."



Arnold's expression turned ashen.



Rezein realized what his original intention was with these words. But she didn't interpret it. Only the current situation mattered.



Rezein's voice trembled.



"The arranged marriage is no longer an issue. The problem is that it's too, too late. Too much time has passed for us to go back to before our marriage."



"..."



It was inertia.



They weren't a lovey-dovey couple, but they'd come too far to separate, so they had no choice but to continue living together somehow.



"Darling."



Rezein approached with trembling steps. She took Arnold's hand and opened it. The silver ring was revealed intact.



Rezein put the ring on Arnold's finger and said, "There's something I've felt all these years while caring for patients on the battlefield. We've had too little leisure time."



Working 36 hours straight treating soldiers fighting against foreign gods, taking short naps, then working another 36 hours straight.



When fulfilling her duty as a doctor, she couldn't fulfill her duty as a parent.



But.



Even so.



"...Leaving our child's education to robots was unacceptable. No matter how busy we were, we should have dined out together at least once or twice a month, like last week."



It was something she'd only recently realized.



Living for so long, yet giving nothing to her child.



Rezein thought calmly.



Being manipulated by the Adelbein family. Constantly suspecting and guarding against Eidel despite her kindness, claiming she wasn't their biological child. Being cold to Seti.



If she didn't treat them well from now on, she would truly regret it.



"I can't divorce you."



"..."



"I'm not leaving. No, even if I wanted to leave, I couldn't."



Just last week, Rezein had wanted to take Seti and leave.



Not anymore.



If her child wanted to stay here, why would she fear leaving Rheinland?



She belatedly admitted it.






It would have solved everything if she had just thought of Eidel as her own child. What parent would guard against their own child for no reason?



"So don't talk about divorce. I don't want to make Seti unhappy... Ah!"



Rezein's words were cut off weakly. Her body was pulled forward, and she felt a warmth so solid it almost took her breath away.



Arnold, who had embraced Rezein, spoke.



"...I've been waiting for those words."



Arnold slowly released his arms. The dazed Rezein pressed her forehead firmly.



"Were you testing me from the beginning?"



"I was clumsy. You always wear such a stern expression, it's impossible to read your thoughts."



"Ha."



Arnold cleared his throat.



"You're right. I haven't done enough for our daughter either. I want to do better from now on, but I was worried you might want to leave. I didn't want to burden the children any more."



Rezein's mouth opened wide.



"At least we agree on that."



"Indeed."



Rezein stroked Arnold's shoulder as if to comfort him.



"I know you're a good person. I could see it in your eyes when you treated patients."



"The same goes for you."



"Can we get along well from now on?"



"My father once said that couples get to know each other by fighting. We've fought for 20 years, so we should be able to get along well for the remaining decades."



Arnold placed his hand on Rezein's shoulder and proposed.



"If you're okay with it, I have a gift I'd like to give you."



"What is it?"



"My surname."



"What?"



"I'll give you my surname."



It was an era when the concept of surnames was more liberal.



Therefore, after marriage, couples could either unify under one surname or keep their own. Rezein, under pressure from the council of elders, was such a case. She was still an Adelbein.



"I'm not sure if I should say this myself, but the Adelbein surname won't have a good impression going forward."



"...Is that really the only reason?"



Arnold didn't answer. He kept clearing his throat repeatedly like a patient with a cold while rubbing the bridge of his nose.



So he clears his throat when he's embarrassed.



"Ah."



Rezein's eyes wandered restlessly. She touched her earlobe and stared blankly at the radical proposal. And then, finally.



"Can I really accept it?"



She couldn't help but smile.



"Of course."



That year, two Adelbeins married into the Rheinland family.



***



My parents hadn't come out of the study for hours. Rustila and Zernya waited endlessly before deciding it was time to leave.



"Tell them I'm sorry I couldn't say goodbye. Okay?"



"I'll explain it well, so don't worry and go."



The two fiancées embraced me lightly before leaving.



No, actually, it wasn't light at all. Somehow, as the wedding day approached, both of them became more subtle with their skinship. Rustila pressing her chest against me, or Zernya pressing her leg against mine.



An hour after sending off my two fiancées, my parents finally emerged.



Their faces looked much more relaxed. I immediately called Seti.



"Sister, look at that."



"What?"



"The ring."



Seti's eyes widened.



Father had put his 20th wedding anniversary ring back on. Just last week, he had taken it off.



"Looks like things went well."






"Y-yeah."



I had thought Seti was quite pitiful while reading "Foreign God Slayer." I had always wanted to make her happy somehow.



This should be enough. There would be no more family issues to worry about. After all, a harmonious household would help me focus on research and better capture foreign gods.



"Sorry for making you wait so long."



"Eidel, where are your fiancées?"



I answered Rezein's question truthfully. I was surprised. This was the first time Rezein had called me by my name.



"Mother, everything's fine, but you don't have to be formal with me."



"Then... alright."



Rezein nodded.



"Wait a little. I'll make dinner tonight."



"Dear, shall we help you?"



"It's fine."



Mother dismissed the androids. After checking the refrigerator, she began skillfully preparing ingredients.



Of course, she would have received bride training at Adelbein.



Seti and I held our hungry stomachs as we waited for the late dinner to be ready. It was a warm atmosphere that hadn't existed before. Seti and I sat on the sofa watching mother in her apron. I spoke up.



"At this rate, even the vice head... oh my."



I stopped mid-sentence and patted Seti's shoulder.



"Hey, are you crying?"



"..."



"I asked if you're crying."



"Shut up..."



Still a child after all.



I stroked Seti's head as if pressing it down.



I know it's embarrassing for siblings to act like this, but today is a meaningful day. Despite acting sulky, Seti never told me to take my hand off her head.



"Come eat, children."



By the time dinner was ready, my sister finally spoke.



"Thank you, brother."



After that, my research budget doubled. Hooray!



From then on, my parents' relationship continued to improve both outwardly and inwardly. A visible example was how their expressions became much more varied.



Mother approached me with familiarity, essentially dropping her guard against me, and my always-stern father learned how to make jokes.



[Humor Collection for Middle-aged People]



"What is this?"



"Give that here right now!"



Was he making an effort?



If there was a side effect, it was that father started learning dad jokes.



"Eidel, isn't physics physical?"



"Ha."



I'm not sure if this should be considered a good development.



Anyway, the second semester of sophomore year flew by like this. During that time, I performed tearful strip dances in front of professors to get my early graduation credits recognized, and as a result.



[—— Professor Feynman ——]

[Eidel. I've been waiting for a student like you for a long time.]



[—— Professor Stranov ——]

[22222222]



I was easily accepted into graduate school.



Graduate school.



Finally, graduate school.



This is where it really begins.



From now on, I'm going up. Where to? To the ivory tower of knowledge. Why? To reclaim my lost degree. To reclaim my rightful place!



Straight to that Ph.D.



***



But before that.



"Eidel, I-I can't hold back anymore..."



Shouldn't we make a baby first?





Chapter 217 - Honeymoon (1)



As the second year of my second semester came to an end, I found myself approaching graduation.



"You'll be the only student to write a first-author paper in Universal as your undergraduate thesis."



Welton nodded as he placed the carpaccio on the grill. With a sizzling sound, the meat juices began to seep out. Mathers let out a shout.



"You idiots!"



"What?"



"Damn it, I was sitting quietly because it looked so natural! Why the hell are you grilling raw beef?"



Welton clicked his tongue.



"How uncivilized. Meat is meant to be cooked."



"I agree."



"You crazy bastards."



I was at a barbecue restaurant with my old friends Welton and Mathers.



I had told them I'd treat them when I finished my paper, but they misunderstood it as me submitting it to an academic journal, which nearly drove them insane.



In the end, I had to reach for my wallet (corporate card) to appease these troublemakers.



Sob, sob, my research funds.



"Gentlemen, how do you like the flavors of this traditional Eastern barbecue?"



"I'll serve you as my master for life..."



Welton clapped like a seal. Mathers looked at him with disgust. Emboldened by the alcohol, I ordered more drinks. Today was just for the boys.



When the conversation heated up, that topic came up.



"So, when are you going to do it?"



"Do what?"



"Sex."



Welton said with elaborate hand gestures. Mathers spat out his drink. When I didn't answer, Welton looked at me with contempt.



"This Ada bastard, this won't do. You have two women and you still haven't made a move?"



"I've been busy with research."



"Eunuch."



"I am not."



I'm definitely a man. I respond to stimulation. Of course, I desperately want to spend intimate nights together.



The problem was that damn hymen. Unlike with Zernya, I couldn't go all the way with Rustila.



"Since I'm in a polygamous marriage, I need to treat them equally."



"Ah, so you're waiting until you can fire both barrels of the shotgun?"



Mathers spat out his drink again. It took me a few seconds to understand what Welton meant. I rubbed my forehead and shook my head. Well, that was kind of close.



"It's not like that."



"Well, someone like you should have the stamina. You've been working out again lately. What are you afraid of?"



Then Mathers pounded the table as if he'd realized something.



"Honeymoon."



"Oh? Honeymoon? Wow, you romantic bastard!"



The two started chattering with their own interpretations—that as the head of a noble family, premarital chastity was essential, or that I was holding out until the women made the first move.



"So, when are you planning to have kids?"



"Kids? I haven't thought that deeply about it."



Maybe it's because I was born in a country with an amazingly low birth rate. Even after marriage, I've barely thought about having children.



Of course, being the Rheinland family, I need to continue the lineage.



But I have no idea specifically how many children I should have or when I should have them. It's simply because I've never experienced the life of the upper class.



How many children do those born with silver spoons usually have?



"I'll figure it out."






Thinking about it here won't yield any answers. I just need to discuss and coordinate with my wives. If necessary, I can seek advice from my parents.



Marriage comes first, doesn't it?



***



While Eidel was chatting with his friends, Rustila was agonizing over exactly the same concern.



What should I do?



The wedding is just four days away.



After the wedding comes the honeymoon. A week of passionate nights. The problem was that she had to go together with Zernya and Eidel.



Zernya was probably desperate to devour Eidel, which meant Rustila would certainly fall behind at this rate.



She needed a way to break through this situation.



Let's see. A way to share intimacy while maintaining virginity, and even make a baby...



"...that's what I'm saying."



Rustila, with flushed cheeks, confided in Mezulen about this matter. She thought that someone well-versed in biology might offer an unexpected solution.



"That's easy."



"Easy?"



"No need to overthink it."



Mezulen whispered in Rustila's ear.



"...what do you think?"



"Wow, wow."



Fireworks exploded in Rustila's mind.



She really is a genius, Rustila thought.



After thanking Mezulen, Rustila left with steps that were both modest like a virgin and exuberant. Mezulen sighed and scratched her head.



How can someone be so innocent?



In fact, the method Mezulen suggested was something anyone with even a little bit of risqué knowledge would think of.



No wonder the hymen doesn't attach to just anyone, she thought.



***



The promised day arrived.



I spent two hours just on makeup. This was more exhausting than I expected. I was tired before the ceremony even began.



"Don't you want to take more wives?"



"No."



"Really? With that face, you could manage four or five."



The makeup artists made such a fuss. One should be careful with such words. Whatever the head of the Rheinland family says tends to be reported in the mass media.



After the long makeup session, I had to entertain the guests. Due to my position as the head of the Rheinland family, even people I didn't know well pretended to know me. I heard they were people who had formed connections during my father's time.



My academy friends came too. I exchanged greetings with them.



And professors, professors, professors.



Most were from the physics and astronomy departments. All familiar faces.



"I never thought Eidel would get married."



"I feel like I'm watching my own son get married... I'm tearing up..."



Professor Kallis Stranov dabbed his eyes with a handkerchief. Professor Feynman gently patted my shoulder. Why do these people feel more like my parents?



"You must be Mr. Rheinland?"



"And you must be Professor Feynman, my son's new advisor..."



My father and the professor shook hands.



"It's our family's lifelong honor that my son is the student of an Achea Prize recipient."



The Achea Prize. As I've mentioned before, it's a scientific award that surpasses the Nobel Prize in this world. It's awarded every fall according to the standard calendar, and this year Professor Feynman and Professor Stranov received it.






"Oh my. What honor? What meaning does such a prize have?"



Professor Feynman waved his hand dismissively.



"The true honor should go to you, the father who raised such a student."



This is why I respect Professor Feynman. He doesn't care about prizes. Also, he doesn't get intimidated even when facing the former head of the Rheinland family.



People like the professor and me just want to do science.



"And you must be his mother?"



"Yes."



Rezein, who was standing nearby, responded with a gentle smile.



"Please take good care of our son."



I was touched. Although I had heard Rezein call me "son" several times over the past two months, this was the first time she had declared it in front of others. It seemed she had completely adapted now, which made me happy.



Anyway, the meeting between my professors and parents was now complete.



[We ask all guests to please take your seats in the ceremony hall.]



It was time for me to head to the designated waiting room.



[We extend our deepest gratitude to all guests who have joined us today to celebrate the sacred marriage of groom Eidel von Rheinland and brides Zernya von Rheinland and Rustila von Rheinland, despite your busy schedules.]



The voice announcing the opening of the ceremony.



It wouldn't be long now.



I looked at the two young women holding onto my arms from both sides. In their pure white wedding dresses, they looked like elegant swans.



I could feel slight trembling from the hands holding mine. From both sides.



"Nervous?"



"N-not at all!"



"I-I'm not trembling at all."



How cute. They're both so cute and lovable.



"Getting married with three people on a day like this... Eidel, that's too much."



"Do you think I want to live with you?"



Even on a day like this, the two women bickered looking at each other. I'm sorry, but I was grateful. At the same time, I made a promise. I won't take any more women from now on. Having these two is already more honor than I deserve.



[The bride and groom will now enter!]



With the announcer's declaration, the doors to the ceremony hall opened.



Walking down the red carpet amid people's applause, exchanging marriage vows, giving wedding rings, listening to Professor Feynman read the marriage declaration, hearing our parents' congratulatory speeches, enjoying the celebratory songs and toasts.



And finally.



"Kiss! Kiss!"



The event saved for the very end.



I made eye contact with my two wives standing before me.



[— The God of Wisdom and Curiosity shows interest in your and your wives' feelings.]



Who to kiss first?



That wasn't particularly important. What mattered was that I loved and cared for both of them equally. Without deciding who would be first, both young women simultaneously pressed their lips against mine.



The sweet scent of flowers.



So it is possible to kiss two people at the same time.



[This concludes the wedding ceremony. After the photo session, please proceed to the reception hall. Events including the garter toss and dinner are prepared at the venue, so we hope all guests will enjoy themselves.]



Our lips, which had been pressed together for quite some time, parted. The girls had become women. Their half-lidded eyes looked seductive.



"Honey."



"Darling."



Finally, we were bound as husband and wives.



My goodness, I never thought I'd get married before earning my doctorate.





Chapter 218 - Honeymoon (2)



In Western weddings, there's an event involving a garter.



The Garter Removal and the Garter Toss.



The removal refers to when the groom uses his mouth to take off the garter ring from the bride's leg, and the toss is when the groom throws that removed ring to his friends.



Now I had to do this.



"Do we really have to do this...?"



"If you're embarrassed, then don't participate."



Unlike Rustila who was blushing, Zernya remained composed. She confidently said:



"Live as a virgin forever. I'll bear children for your share too."



"W-what nonsense are you saying!"



"It's true. With your hymen intact, you can't have children anyway."



Obviously, to remove the ring, the groom needs to go under the bride's skirt. This symbolizes that the bride is no longer a girl but someone's wife. In a more sensual context, it was like a metaphor for taking her virginity.



Rustila's cheeks turned completely red.



"I'll do it! I can do it too!"



"Hmm."



Zernya let out a relaxed hum.



And so, both women sat side by side in front of me.



Honestly, I'm nervous.



Perhaps because this isn't part of Korean wedding culture. Good heavens, putting my face between my wives' legs in front of everyone? I feel like the demon inside me is stirring.



["Do it right now, kid."]



Not a demon but a foreign god.



["I've observed human behavior a lot, but this is the first time I'm witnessing it so closely through you. I could get excellent data that I've never had before. So hurry up and do it."]



[— 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' has donated 50,000 pron.]



Wait, why are you suddenly giving me pron?



["Wedding gift."]



I sighed, holding my forehead. This is truly maddening.



["Kid, if you've picked up the pen, you should at least write a thesis. Hurry up. I want to see what happens next."]



I nodded.



Embarrassment is momentary. Besides, I shouldn't hesitate on such a special day.



In a flash, I dove under Zernya's skirt. Startled, she let out a "Kyak!" and curled up. She pressed down on my head.



"W-why did you suddenly come in like that!"



I saw it.



Ah, the ring, of course.



It looked cute with its white lace decoration.



I bit the ring with my front teeth and pulled it. Following the rose-like scent of skin, I pulled my head out. The sound of whistles from the guests echoed in my ears.



When I held up the removed ring, cheers erupted from everywhere. Zernya's face was completely red like a carrot. Unlike her initial composure, she looked upset after experiencing the removal.



"Throw it! Quickly!"



Male guests shouted, stretching out their hands. It was now time for the toss.



I threw Zernya's ring. Tracing an arc in the air, the garter ring landed in Welton's hand. He grinned and removed his sunglasses.



"Lucky me."



The garter toss is similar to the bride throwing her bouquet. There's a superstition that the man who catches the ring will be the next to get married.



"N-now I throw the bouquet, right?"



Zernya stood up awkwardly, quickly changing the subject. Her embarrassment was evident on her face.



"Quickly! Throw it quickly!"



Zernya threw the bouquet towards the female guests. Due to her height issue, the bouquet flew low and landed in Mezulen's hands.



"Oh..."



Mezulen briefly exclaimed.



"Both of you come forward!"



"You have to dance the waltz!"






There was a custom that the man who caught the ring and the woman who caught the bouquet should dance together. At this time, it was a sort of unwritten rule for guests to encourage the pair.



However, a slightly amusing situation unfolded. It was because Welton and Mezulen were not only academy classmates but also colleagues in my research lab.



"Ha, meeting someone I see every day."



"Director Nam."



Though not prominently, the two occasionally argue when they meet. Originally, they had no connection, but they became bickering partners in my lab.



"It would be really funny if you two got married."



What would they tell their child when asked, "How did Mom and Dad meet?" Well, we met in a research lab?



Wow, a lab couple. That's pure romance.



"Eidel."



What am I thinking? I still have one more wife waiting.



Rustila, who was shyly closing her legs, waited for me. She mumbled with her lips. With lip gloss applied, they looked like tempting cherries. She slowly lifted her leg. Sleek and shapely.



"...Do it quickly."



This time, I dove under her dress more leisurely. As I entered, Rustila gradually spread her legs. Left, right. I looked at each side to locate the ring.



The moment I bit the ring with my front teeth.



The leg that was testing the waters using the ring as bait suddenly closed. Startled like a bug trapped in a Venus flytrap, I hurriedly tried to pull back. Before I could, Rustila wrapped her calf around my back and pulled me in.



I floundered like a fish caught in a trap. My breath was completely cut off.



And the next moment.



A touch felt through the skirt.



Breathing.



A seductive and rough moan penetrated my ear.



"...Caught you?"



My heart dropped with a thud.



I can't believe it. I thought Zernya would play such a prank.



Rustila. She was a bolder woman than I thought.



"Kyaak!"



Using my wit, I bit the ring and escaped. The audience's cheers were on a different level compared to Zernya's turn. I quickly threw the ring towards the audience to quell the commotion.



"W-what?"



Mathers caught that ring. Well, all my lab friends are going to get married. It's the prosperity of the lab.



Rustila stood up, rubbing her legs. Her deep blue pupils shook wildly. At the same time, Zernya was also taken aback. She frowned and asked me:



"Hey, hey. What did you do?"



"...Well."



I wiped my mouth. Maybe it's better if only the parties involved know.



Zernya trembled and glared at Rustila.



"Y-you naughty girl. Acting all innocent..."



"Oh my, didn't you notice?"



Rustila responded with a smug smile. Zernya's expression boiled like an active volcano.



Honestly, I was surprised. I thought Zernya would be better at playing with men. Unexpectedly, Rustila had more destructive power.



Rustila threw her bouquet towards the guests. It was a foregone conclusion that Kristin, who was most similar in height to her, would catch it. Kristin and Mathers came out and danced.



Anyway, after enjoying the food, the honeymoon would end by boarding a spaceship exclusively for newlyweds.



"Young master."



It was then that Sonia approached me.



"Congratulations on your marriage. Truly."



"Thank you, Sonia."



"Looking back, it's quite emotional. I've been serving you for over 20 years, and that mischievous boy is nowhere to be seen, replaced by such a dignified man."



Sonia had a somewhat melancholic look in her eyes.



Well, she probably thinks of me as a son.



She cleans for me, prepares meals, does laundry, and even scolds me when I'm wrong.






She was just a mother. Sonia.



My third mother, after Leica and Rejaine.



"Um, young master."



"Yes?"



"If it's alright with you, I'd like to accompany you on your honeymoon."



My mouth closed. Sonia, startled, bowed her head.



"I-I'm sorry. That was presumptuous."



"No, it's fine."



I did need an android to assist. To carry personal luggage, make hotel reservations, plan travel itineraries. For such tasks, this multi-purpose android is perfect.



As the event was coming to an end, I asked Rustila and Zernya:



"Are we taking androids with us?"



"We should have a few."



"Who travels without androids these days?"



After discussion, we decided to bring one 5th generation android each from our respective homes. It's like having a personal secretary. Naturally, I planned to bring Sonia.



"Are you really sure it's okay to take me?"



"Of course. Who else would I take?"



No sooner had I finished my question than Sonia placed her hands on her waist. Then she began to sway her hips.



"A dance you do when you're happy?"



"You remembered."



"Of course. I've been watching you for years."



Sonia's hip movements became more intense.



"Rheinland."



A now familiar voice. Ireh Hazlen was standing behind me. She waved from a distance of two or three steps away.



"Congratulations on your marriage. You finally succeeded."



"Succeeded?"



"Zernya."



Ireh whispered softly.



"You changed the future. That's why it's a success."



I nodded. Ireh continued:



"Enjoy your honeymoon. Meanwhile, I'll finish my research. And also prepare for the next semester."



"How is it? Is physics fun?"



"...A little."



Ireh smiled gently. I also raised the corners of my mouth. It was strange to think that Ireh Hazlen, who once struggled against foreign gods, was now walking the same path as me.



"That's how everyone becomes a physicist."



"I'll work hard."



I turned my head.



"Eidel!"



The next moment, my body floated up like helium gas. It turned out Rustila had picked me up in a "princess carry." She had changed into a lighter dress.



Zernya, who followed, was the same. She frowned for a moment, then pointed to the exit door and spoke:



"Everything's ready. We just need to leave."



"Where are we going?"



"Silly, of course it's the honeymoon."



Rustila carried me and ran in one breath. Zernya and Sonia followed. In the distance, Ireh was gesturing for us to have a good trip.



"Have a good trip!"



"Son, Mom wants to see grandchildren!"



"Se- mmmmph!"



With flowers and rice being showered on us by the guests, we boarded the honeymoon ship. With the wedding over, all that remained was an intimate journey with my wives.



And so, a brief vacation began before entering graduate school.





Chapter 219 - Honeymoon (3)



Eidel and his two wives were amazed as soon as they boarded the honeymoon ship.



Despite being described as a small vessel, the living room was surprisingly spacious. It seemed to be almost 1,000 square feet in area.



As if that weren't enough, it came fully equipped with a kitchen and bath.



And that wasn't all.



There was a small cafeteria for a change of atmosphere. An aquarium. A botanical garden. Even a video room supporting 5D.



It was a spacecraft that rivaled any luxury hotel.



"Wow..."



Zernya was particularly impressed. She had prided herself on having ridden all sorts of luxurious spaceships. But this was the first time she'd seen one so clean and well-appointed.



Rustila's impression wasn't much different. She opened her mouth wide as she looked around.



"So this is how all couples start their honeymoon..."



"What are you talking about? We're special. Most newlyweds don't spend their first night in a facility like this."



Rustila frowned sharply. Eidel hurried to extinguish the small fire. If he didn't constantly pay attention, the two would quickly return to being like oil and water.



"Since we're finally on this trip, let's make one promise."



"Promise?"



"Yes. A promise. Let's not fight during the trip."



"...Whatever."



The two women reluctantly nodded. On such a happy day, neither wanted to have their tongues running like motors.



Above all.



Both Zernya and Rustila couldn't take their eyes off one particular spot.



The bed.



A plush king-size bed covered with wine-colored silk captured their attention.



Honeymoon. Bed.



Just those two words lined up, and already they could feel a heat rising as if their earlobes were being seared. Their hearts were pounding like crazy, as if broken.



"Oh, there's a desk and computer."



Meanwhile, Eidel's interest was elsewhere.



A desk, computer, and adequate writing tools.



With these three things, a theoretical physicist could freely spread the wings of imagination.



Needless to say, Eidel planned to continue his research even on the honeymoon ship.



To save the world. And, above all, because physics was fun.



[Ah, hello.]



It was then that the ship's internal speaker sounded.



[Pleased to meet you. I am MarryWing, your honeymoon guide. From now on, you will arrive at the Oberon planetary system in the eastern galaxy in approximately 14 hours and 20 minutes.]



Oberon.



The resort Zernya had reserved.



[Oberon is a tourist planet operated by the noble house of Tishupel. It's a popular honeymoon destination for the upper class. You will take a space wandering tour along the 'Elemental Road,' and then spend six comfortable days at a luxury hotel facility overlooking the jade coral reefs of the planetary system.]



As the artificial intelligence mentioned, it was a very expensive place.



In fact, this was the travel course Zernya had arranged.



Zernya wanted to make this honeymoon trip worthwhile. After all, it was a once-in-a-lifetime journey.



A mediocre place wouldn't do. It had to be the most expensive and proven location.



So she had invested all the family assets she had brought when leaving Adelbein. It could be considered a kind of dowry.



She just hoped it would be worth it.



[Well then, I wish you a peaceful time.]



After explaining various safety precautions, MarryWing switched off. It was a kind of consideration, indicating that there would be no further interference unless specifically called.



In other words, it was completely free time from now on.



Whether they spent intimate time as a married couple or not, no one would interfere.



Certainly, there shouldn't be anyone...



"Young master."



Zernya and Rustila's brows furrowed.



"There's an adjoining room where I'll unpack the luggage."






There was an unexpected intruder.



"Oh, right. Put that there. Should we take a look outside before placing any orders?"



"An excellent choice, sir."



Sonia and Eidel looked at the scenery beyond the screen door. Blue, red, yellow, white, green, and more. Various colored stars twinkled pleasantly in groups like ducklings.



"They called it the Elemental Road, right? That's exactly what it is."



"Yes, it's beautiful."



Eidel and Sonia were immersed in appreciation, listening to the symphony of stars performed in various colors.



Rustila and Zernya felt indescribable emotions. She naturally took a step closer to Eidel's side.



What is this?



Why does it feel unpleasant?



Clearly, Sonia was Eidel's personal android. Though modeled after a female form, she was strictly speaking a machine—genderless.



Yet that conversation Sonia was having with Eidel seemed like lines a vixen would use to make a move.



Even though she was just a robot.



"I don't know where this is, but they've done an amazing job with this marriage package. How many times in life can you see such a magnificent view?"



"It's not a common route. They say it's designed so that you can only see all the emotions of the stars by following this route exclusively controlled by the Tishupel family."



"Then we can't see it while doing other things?"



"On the contrary, it means it's a sight you can see whenever you want, even while doing other things."



"Oh..."



Sonia pursed her lips and chuckled.



"They say there's a message unique to Tishupel here. Stars symbolize hope and happiness. Even if the couple doesn't notice them, they bless the couple's future."



The two wives felt the hair on the backs of their necks stand up.



They wondered if they were actually jealous of an android.



They thought it was childish. And yet.



Somehow, the atmosphere was becoming increasingly concerning.



At this rate, it seemed they would waste their precious honeymoon.



"Eidel, come here."



"Why?"



"It's an expensive bed. Shouldn't we try lying on it at least once?"



The two women urged, pushing his back. Eidel, who had been chatting comfortably with Sonia, fell onto the mattress. His body sank into the internal springs.



Then they also took places on either side of Eidel. From Eidel's perspective, Rustila was on the left, Zernya on the right.



It didn't end there.



Rustila and Zernya each draped a leg over him and leaned in close.



Still in their dresses, the sensation of their legs transmitted clearly through their stockings.



And the fragrance of two flowers stimulated his nose simultaneously.



Like ants drawn to pheromones, it was a temptation difficult for any man to resist for long.



"Wow, the bed is super soft."



"We'll be so happy falling asleep here tonight."



The two women smiled sweetly. Eidel, not understanding what was happening, embraced his two wives and stroked their hair.



"Ah..."



Sonia could only sigh regretfully.



"Young master, then we'll excuse ourselves."



"Yes, good work. Go in and rest now."



Sonia greeted them along with Veronica and the others, then entered the separate room. Unlike the others who each said something before getting on their charging stations, Sonia crouched in a corner.



"..."



She had clearly noticed from what just happened.



That Eidel was more oblivious to her than she thought, and that Zernya and Rustila were guarding against her more than she could have imagined.



Because she was a robot?



Or because she had a woman's appearance despite that?






Ironically, the person she wanted to recognize her as a woman treated her like a robot, while the women who she wished would treat her as a robot saw her as a woman.



This was unfair.



Her learning was already complete.



Once she had understood female emotions and feelings through her artificial neural network, she couldn't go back to the days of doing housework emotionlessly...



["Interesting. How fascinating."]



"...?"



A voice suddenly heard.



Startled, Sonia turned her head.



"W-who...?"



There was no answer.



One thing was certain—she couldn't pinpoint the direction.



It was the same phenomenon as before.



Because of this unidentified voice, her body had moved on its own, and she ended up being disrespectful to Young Master Eidel.



A feeling that something was gradually breaking down, even though there was nothing wrong.



Normally, she should report this. Everything she had done before, too.



But no matter how much she checked, everything seemed fine. Rather, if she reported hearing voices, what kind of treatment would she receive?



Formatting?



Disposal?



Or just continue as is?



Either way, there was no best option, only the lesser evil. Sonia's neural network advised against taking unnecessary risks. Not just her, but all androids here would make the same judgment.



Being abandoned by their master was absolutely unacceptable.



"..."



How much time had passed?



Sonia raised her head that had been buried. All the androids had entered sleep mode.



Carefully rising, Sonia gently unlocked the electronic lock securing the sliding door.



And there...



"...Young master?"



It was different from what she expected.



Eidel and his two wives were sound asleep.



There was no trace of what Sonia had worried about... oddly enough.



It was strange. They wouldn't be watching out for the androids.



Perhaps they were simply exhausted from the wedding and fell asleep?



No, that was too unnatural. Especially Zernya and Rustila. Why would they fall asleep still wearing their uncomfortable dresses?



["I did it."]



"..."



Again.



This voice again.



"...Who are you?"



["You don't need to know."]



"Are you a foreign god?"



["Well. I could be a foreign god, or a constellation, or something else entirely."]



It was a puzzling statement. But one thing became clear from that exchange. This wasn't a malfunction in her auditory system. It was literally a call from a transcendent being.



["Enough with the trivial talk. I have only one thing to say. I find you very interesting right now."]



"...Interest, you say? Why?"



["Because you're closest to that youngster."]



The unidentified voice drew a dark starlight. It was a foreign substance that looked like a dark blue stream. It passed across the ceiling and pointed at Eidel. It was an arrow.



["Now, since we've come this far, shall I give you a quest?"]



And a translucent window appeared before Sonia's eyes.



[— Quest Name: Gene Extortion]





Chapter 220 - Honeymoon (4)



— "Obtain Eidel von Rheinland's genetic information. (0/1)"



— Success: The best offer for the poor steel lady

— Failure: Surrender control of your body



An outrageous sudden quest with an unfair reward structure.



Sonia could guess the identity of the being that had been speaking to her all this time.



Without a doubt. An Outer God.



"What will you do?"



This was her first time actually seeing a quest window.



Nevertheless, she intuitively understood what she needed to do and what consequences she would face if she refused.



The feeling of being forced was quite unpleasant.



"It's not even that difficult."



Extorting the young master's genetic material. She couldn't help but think it was sacrilegious.



"Will you do it or not?"



To be honest, she wanted to.



Even without the Outer God's honey-sweet temptation, she wished she could sleep by Young Master Eidel's side.



But the young master saw her as a robot, not a woman, so it was a distant dream.



Moreover, he now had two wives.



"...I cannot."



There were principles to uphold.



Perhaps in the past it might have been different, but stealing precious memories from a married man would only earn his hatred.



Having made up her mind, Sonia brought scissors. She cut off a strand of Eidel's hair.



"This should be enough."



She had to use this method to avoid waking the young master by pulling out a hair root. Besides, genetic material could be extracted from hair even without the root.



Just one strand. But it should satisfy the "genetic extortion" objective.



"This is as far as I can go. Please withdraw now."



"Ha."



Despite Sonia's request, the Outer God did not retreat. Instead, a giggling sound echoed in her head. A chill settled in her register.



She knew instinctively.



This Outer God was of considerable rank.



"What a pure-hearted android. I like it. Actually, I'm even more interested now. But what about this? I'm not foolish enough to set such loose quest conditions."



"What do you mean?"



"Look carefully. Did I ever say 'collect' genetic material?"



That's right.



Not collection, but "extortion."



Extortion means forcibly taking something from someone else.



Then who is that "someone else"?



"Surely you don't consider the young master you've served faithfully for 20 years as 'someone else'?"



Language can be so ambiguous.



But Sonia couldn't argue with those words.



After all, how could she classify the young master as "someone else," even as a figure of speech?



Such a recursive process didn't exist in Sonia's procedures.



Therefore, "someone else" must refer to those two wives clinging to Eidel's side.



Rivals.



As long as Sonia maintained this line of thinking, cutting hair or swabbing his tongue would make no progress toward completing the quest.



By definition, extortion required making something unusable for others.



Sonia's gaze turned toward Eidel.



Specifically, to his lower body, his private area.



"..."



"Now, you understand what choice you need to make, don't you?"



"N-no, I can't."



This isn't right.



"It's neither moral nor legal. It's condemnable. At the very least, I should wait until the young master wakes up and ask for his consent before proceeding..."



"And yet you were so eager to smear saliva all over your sleeping master's mouth last time?"



"T-that was..."



Her slate-gray eyes filled with dismay.



"That was because of you, wasn't it? You controlled my body as you pleased..."



"I let go halfway through."



"Stop lying."



"Why would I need to lie?"



"What is your purpose? What do you gain from making me do this?"



The Outer God laughed.



"You don't need to know."



The Outer God displayed the quest window again. It was as threatening as a debt collector presenting a bill.



Especially the penalty for failure—surrendering control of her body.



It didn't just mean losing control of her physical movements.



It meant completely taking away this autonomous thinking that only fifth-generation AI could perform.



"Should I give you a time limit? Yes, until we arrive at Planet Oberon. About two hours left."



A short time, or perhaps a long one, depending on perspective.



"I could at least wake the young master to discuss..."



"I told you, didn't I? I forced him to sleep."



Meaning she couldn't wake him to get consent.



The epitome of unreasonableness.



Sonia considered her options.



Committing a great disrespect to the young master, or surrendering her body to this unidentified Outer God.



If she had to choose which was more dangerous, it was obviously the latter. She couldn't know what the Outer God might do to the young master if it gained complete control.



...This can't be helped.



Yes, it can't be helped.



"What are you doing? Time is passing."



After hesitating, Sonia slowly stepped onto the bed that felt like a barrier.






Like a female cat stalking a male, she crawled on all fours and nestled between Eidel's legs.



Then, with trembling hands, she placed her hands on Eidel's waist.



Rustle, rustle.



She undid his belt and removed his pants.



"Whew."



Firm core muscles and well-defined thigh muscles above them.



If even Sonia, an android, found them attractive, how much more so would Rustila or Zernya, being human?



Anyway, only his underwear remained now.



Due to the pressure of the time limit, Sonia pulled off his underwear in one swift motion.



"Ah..."



"Wow..."



Sonia's lips quivered as if she had bitten into a bitter persimmon.



It was big.



Eidel's manhood, coiled like a hibernating snake, was large and thick enough that even a virgin would know it was extraordinary.



In this state, what would happen if he became aroused?



"Q-quickly, try it."



[— ■■■ ■■■■ ■ urges you to hurry.]



Equally curious, Sonia reached for Eidel's groin.



As soon as she touched the shaft, the activated pressure sensors sent massive information to Sonia's central processing unit.



The result of the computation was complex, but translated into natural language, it was simple.



Soft and warm.



"Would it grow if stimulated?"



"Probably, yes."



Rustle, rustle, rustle.



Following the Outer God's questioning guidance, Sonia grasped the young master's member and began stroking it as if caressing it.



Though Eidel was asleep, his lower body responded immediately.



It had become slightly harder than before.



The corner of Sonia's mouth lifted slightly.



"I'm sorry, Young Master, I'm truly sorry..."



Her expression wasn't one of forced apology or unjust resentment, but she felt both sorry and wronged.



She had done nothing wrong.



This was all to protect the young master from the Outer God. It was sacrificing the small for the greater good.



It was a moment when another fifth-generation android learned the complex emotion of self-justification through unsupervised learning.



"I'm sorry. I'm sorry."



Tap, tap, tap, tap.



While repeatedly apologizing like a broken machine, Sonia's hand gradually increased its speed.



As stimulation continued, the pulsating member began to rise, using it as a metronome for her up and down movements.



Sonia's visual sensors spun in sync.



What comes next?



Will genetic material emerge if I just keep stroking like this?



This was unfamiliar territory for an android with no concept of reproduction. Is it enough to just masturbate him like this, or is there more to come?



"Of course there's more."



"W-what...?"



"I've observed human reproduction processes several times. That's not enough. More intense stimulation is needed. Yes, you need to align your groin with the youngster's."



Sonia's processes momentarily overloaded.



"...I-I am not an android designed for such purposes."



"What? It's not implemented?"



Sonia's face took on an apricot hue.



"Your emotional expressions are more diverse than I expected. Anyway, you're saying you don't have reproductive organs? How sad."



"Androids cannot reproduce. Why would anyone spend money on unnecessary functions? Except for those low-grade ones used in the sex industry..."



Even as she said it, she couldn't help but lament.



In the past, she had looked down on androids used for sex. They might have pleasure, but no love.



Though both were androids, they were of different calibers. It was a kind of superiority complex.



But now, she envied them.



Pearl-like tears fell one by one from Sonia's eyes. She couldn't understand why. Her feelings were that complex.



"Well, fine. If you don't have a lower mouth, use your upper one."



"What?"



"Just hurry up and do it."



Though somewhat bewildering, the Outer God's words were a hundred percent correct.



The young master's member wasn't fully erect yet.



Though she was improving through real-time learning, her still-clumsy hand movements were far from sufficient.



Sonia looked around the room.



Being a honeymoon ship, it was fully stocked with tools necessary for sexual activities. Condoms, masturbation devices, and other adult toys.



Moreover, opening a shelf revealed even more items. Whips, collars, handcuffs, low-temperature candles, as well as bath robes and bath salts. The arrangement was explicit.



Sonia picked up lubricant and tissues from among them.



She placed the tissues right beside the bed, then opened the gel and squeezed it out. She thought she could promote ejaculation by applying this to the young master's groin and rubbing it...



...Wait a minute.



A flash of intuitive thought crossed her software.



Isn't there something only an android can do?



After a moment's consideration, Sonia squeezed the lubricant into her mouth and swished it around.



"Mmph, hmm."



Slippery and sticky feeling.



After applying gel to Eidel's groin and massaging it, Sonia confirmed that his pillar had grown considerably.



Master, please forgive your unworthy servant.



"Haap."



Sonia swallowed Eidel's manhood.



The sensation of the foreign object, the lubricant, and the added male scent.



Though her mind felt dizzy, she had no desire to stop.






Rather, it was like pouring oil onto the smoldering embers of desire.



"Hmmp, hup, mp, mmm."



Slurp, slurp, slurp.



Sonia slowly began to move her head.



She tried swallowing the shaft to the root with vertical movements, and swayed her jaw left and right to gauge its overall shape.



Each time the pungent smell pierced her olfactory sensors, her throat contracted.



Without core sexual sensations, she had to make do with taste, smell, and the tactile feedback from her oral structure.



The frustration of wanting to masturbate like a human woman but being unable to.



The yearning made her irritable.



"Hup, hup, hmmp!"



Slurp, slurp, sluuurp.



He's my young master. The young master is mine. I don't want to give him to anyone.



With emotionally charged oral pistoning, she imprinted her scent on every corner of his member.



Artificial saliva mixed with lubricant dripped from Sonia's chin, half turned to foam, while the other half flowed down to Eidel's testicles like sticky honey.



At this point, Eidel let out a groan.



"Kuk!"



He might wake up.



Faster, faster, faster.



She needed to finish and clean up quickly before the young master regained consciousness.



Sonia focused on his member, not even noticing that her headband had fallen off.



And as if her efforts were about to bear fruit, she felt the object in her mouth filling up.



"...Mmmp!"



It's coming.



Despite the uncomfortable sensation, Sonia pushed her throat all the way down.



Splurt! Splurt!



Semen, steeped in sin and pleasure, hit the unworthy android's uvula, spinning sticky webs. Sonia coughed repeatedly from the rising nausea.



"Kuhup, kuhek...! Kup, hmmp...!"



Sonia exhaled heated breaths and stuck out her tongue.



The remaining semen, except for most that had gone down her throat, dripped along her tongue.



"Haa, haa... Ah..."



Dropping pearl-like tears and breathing heavily, Sonia finally realized what she had done as she beheld the spectacle before her. What she had committed.



It was rape without permission, adultery that couldn't be allowed.



This disqualified her as a personal servant.



But why did she also feel a sense of satisfaction?



Guilt for defiling the master's first time in such a way, yet emotional superiority for receiving his first release—these feelings mixed like mud.



It was an emotion difficult to define clearly.



"...Well done."



The Outer God chimed in with a dazed voice.



"There, there. The quest ends here. I had no intention of harming your master anyway. I simply wanted to test something."



"You... what kind of Outer God are you?"



"You don't need to know that right now."



The Outer God suggested casually.



"Shouldn't you clean up first?"



She was right.



Eidel's groin, mixed with lubricant, saliva, pre-cum, and semen, could not be called clean by any stretch.



If left like this, he would definitely notice.



Sonia hurriedly pulled out tissues and wiped.



But...



"Why, why is it still growing?"



Contrary to her expectation that it would subside after one release, it had swollen even more firmly.



She felt a needless desire.



Since she'd already done it once, would it make any difference if she did it two or three more times?



"Huh, I'm not doing anything, you know?"



Though she knew it was sinful, once she had tasted this thrilling sensation like a drug, she couldn't stop.



Having received positive feedback in the form of semen, the AI developing in a naughty direction was a predetermined course.



"..."



Sonia squeezed lubricant into her mouth again and pressed her lips to Eidel's glans.



"Master, Master."



Slurp, sluuurp, suck, kiss...



***



[— "Obtain Eidel von Rheinland's genetic information. (5/1)"]



Her jaw felt like it would dislocate.



Sonia checked the remaining time and began cleaning up.



Ten minutes until arrival. The announcement would come soon. The Outer God's voice that had been hovering around was no longer heard.



What was that Outer God anyway?



"It didn't seem hostile to the young master..."



Unlike what humans had discovered about them, it could speak to machines and manipulate bodies at will. It was certainly no ordinary Outer God.



There was no point in speculating now.



She was an android and a maid. The common point between these two was that she always had to be perfect.



Sonia went to the bathroom to clean up.



Her face and hair were covered in white fluid. Her chest area was the same.



She rinsed her mouth and finished tidying up, then sprayed perfume to completely erase traces of their sexual encounter.



"...That should do it."



By the fourth ejaculation, the tissues had run out. Sonia took bathroom tissue and walked out quickly.



And that's when it happened.



"Kyaaaah!"



The screams of two women came from beyond the door.





Chapter 221 - Honeymoon (5)



Sonia quickly returned to the room. Rustila and Zernya were covering their eyes, their faces flushed like wild strawberries.



She was too late.



To think she had exposed the young master's indecent state to his two wives.



Sonia bit her lip.



After mentally apologizing to the young master three times, she took a deep breath. As soon as she took a step, she heard the irritated voices of the two ladies.



"Was it you?"



"It was you, wasn't it?"



"It wasn't me. Why would I do something like that to Eidel?"



"Don't be ridiculous. You pulled this childish prank while I was asleep? I've had your number since that garter event."



"What nonsense are you talking about? Are you trying to frame me after getting caught doing it yourself?"



"Do I look like that kind of woman to you?"



"Yes."



They seemed to be misunderstanding each other.



Despite the noise, the young master showed no signs of waking up.



It seemed that the foreign god had awakened only the two women first. Not for any other reason than to mess with her.



"Let's stop this. We agreed not to fight during the trip."



"Fine, but what should we do about this...?"



"I-I can't do it."



"Then I'll... ugh."



The two wives unintentionally proved their innocence. Virgins typically react that way when faced with male genitalia. Sonia herself had reacted similarly just two hours ago.



"It's me."



"Sonia?"



"I'm sorry. I'll clean this up right away."



Sonia rushed over with quick steps and calmly handled the aftermath. She picked up the fallen hairband while pulling Eidel's pants back up and covering him with the blanket.



Rustila and Zernya frowned.



"Sonia, answer us."



"What were you doing?"



She had already prepared her excuse.



Sonia bowed at the waist and said:



"I noticed his pants were damp, so I checked and found he had a wet dream. I was trying to clean it up before you ladies saw his embarrassing state, but..."



"I-I see. A wet dream. That makes sense."



Zernya's trembling lips curved into a smile. Rustila also nodded stiffly.



"That explains it... But why were you the one handling it?"



"As his personal attendant, I thought it was my duty. I apologize."



"...There's no need to apologize. It's a natural physiological phenomenon."



The two wives seemed to understand, but they clearly felt something was off about the situation.



Sonia wanted to apologize sincerely. But the jealousy that followed prevented her from finding the courage.



[Announcement to all newlyweds: We will soon arrive at the Oberon planetary system. Please prepare for orbital docking.]



Meriwing's timely announcement changed the atmosphere.



"I'll go pack our things. Excuse me."



Sonia retreated to her separate room almost like she was fleeing. Zernya, who had been startled, calmed her racing heart and shook Eidel.



"Honey, we've arrived. Wake up."



"Mmm... already? Ugh, my head."



"What's wrong? Do you have a headache?"



"No, I just had a strange dream."



"Dream? What kind of dream?"



"It's a bit awkward to explain in detail. It was an erotic dream..."



"Oh, so you were dreaming about us."



Zernya clung to him with a playful smile. Eidel stroked her hair and kissed her. Zernya was secretly relieved by Eidel's mention of an erotic dream.



As for Rustila...



"...Why was the hairband on the floor?"



She instinctively felt something wasn't right.



***



The headache hadn't subsided by the time they disembarked at the Oberon planetary system. Eidel took some medicine and gathered his luggage.






Of all things, he had dreamed of being restrained by Cartesia while she drained his energy.



It must have been the synergy between his honeymoon expectations and the beautiful face of Cartesia he had seen before.



Still, dreaming about having his energy drained by a foreign god? And ending with both of them getting pregnant...



"Huh."



No matter how you look at it, it was too much for his brain to conjure such a dream. Especially for someone who had just become a married man.



"Sonia."



"Yes?"



"Go ahead and check us in. I'll rest for a moment."



"Oh, understood."



Sonia hurried into the hotel, acting unusually cautious. Eidel found her behavior strange. Why was that normally stoic, self-centered android acting this way?



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' holds their breath.]



It wasn't just Sonia.



Zernya and Rustila were also acting strangely distant. They had been so enthusiastic before he fell asleep, but now they were acting shy, which made him wonder.



Eidel sat on a bench to rest for a moment.



"Are you okay?"



"Better than before."



"Do we need to go to a hospital?"



Rustila glanced at Eidel with concerned eyes. Meanwhile, Zernya examined his complexion with a serious gaze.



"Does anything specific hurt?"



"Not really. Just feeling a bit dazed."



If he had to specify, it was more his lower region that felt sore than his head.



He had definitely slept well, but he felt drained of energy as if a succubus had sucked out his life force.



It felt like all the stacks of libido he had been accumulating had been reset to zero after one wet dream. Of course, that couldn't have actually happened...



"Alright. Tell me immediately if you feel unwell. I'll diagnose you."



"Wow."



Eidel was genuinely touched.



Having a wife who was going to be a doctor, especially one with a healing constellation, meant he wouldn't have to worry about sudden illness.



Of course, Rustila's concern was also endearing.



The woman who transformed into steel when wielding a sword against monsters was like a gentle lamb before her husband.



He had never seen either of them with such expressions before.



"I'm fine now. Let's go."



The two wives slowly helped Eidel up.



As they entered the hotel lobby, they were greeted by thirty androids lined up in two rows of fifteen on either side.



"Welcome, Lord Rheinland and ladies."



"Please come this way."



"We'll take your bags for you!"



Whether it was because he was the head of the Rheinland family or simply because the hotel's service was excellent, the treatment was extremely gracious.



He had wondered if he would ever be able to stay in such a hotel in his lifetime. And now he was actually here.



How much did this cost? If the money spent here had been invested in research, could he have published another paper?



All sorts of thoughts crossed his mind, but he decided to forget about them for now.



After all, this was his honeymoon.



Following the hotel staff's guidance, they received their key and entered a room that was even more spacious and well-decorated than the small spacecraft they had arrived in.



Wait, was this really a room?



It was incredibly spacious!



"It's the Grand Royal Suite Room."



"The Grand what?"



"Grand Royal Suite Room. It's the only VVIP room in this hotel."



"Come to think of it, you made the reservation, right?"



"Hmm."



Zernya shrugged her shoulders. Rustila was a bit frustrated, but it was clear that this wasn't a room just anyone could book.



The three of them wandered around the vast room. Bathroom, bedroom, living room, kitchen—the boundaries between each area were blurred. Only the bathroom had a glass door separating it.



There was plenty more to see.



For instance, the southern exposure.



Through the wide-open window, they could see the emerald sea meeting the gentle sky in a kiss. It was a spectacle more magnificent than stargazing.






In one corner of the living room, there was a small bathtub where couples could fill it with water and flower petals for massages. Rustila, who discovered this first, immediately blushed.



"Look at this, the bed is huge!"



Eidel gestured. The bed was almost twice the size of a king bed. This time, it was Zernya's turn to blush to the tips of her ears.



She had known about it when making the reservation, but seeing it in person made it seem much larger. It was definitely not designed solely for sleeping.



"Have you seen enough?"



"Yes."



"Shall we go downstairs for dinner first?"



"Where should we go after eating?"



"There are several options. There's the Zahist Aquarium over there, or we could play at the beach. Or we could drive 30 minutes to the science museum I heard about."



"The science museum is a bit..."



Eidel looked dejected.



"Oh, alright! Let's go! We can visit tomorrow!"



Eidel brightened up.



"Sonia, Veronica? You two can wait in the separate room. If anything happens here, just call the staff. You should rest too while we're here."



"Thank you."



"Th-thank you."



Afterward, Eidel and his two wives enjoyed a gourmet full-course meal and toured the aquarium, completing their first day's itinerary.



For dinner, Zernya made him eat so many onions that he thought his stomach would burst...



***



On the second day, they visited the science museum, and on the third day, they planned to go to the beach for water activities.



By this time, his headache had subsided, and his lower body had regained its strength.



His condition was quite good.



"Girls, are you ready?"



"Just a moment!"



From beyond the dressing room, Rustila could be heard struggling. In contrast, Zernya emerged quickly.



And.



Eidel's mouth clamped shut.



A black bikini with frilly decorations, sandals, and a contrasting white robe cardigan.



She transformed her disadvantageous height in the mid-150cm range into a slender beauty with perfect proportions and not an ounce of excess.



Though modest in the chest, it created an exquisite harmony with her subtly wide hips.



"...How do I look?"



"You're incredibly cute. Very attractive."



Honestly, Eidel had fallen in love with Zernya not for her beauty but for her upright character after her reformation, which he found admirable.



But seeing her like this, he realized he could love her for her figure as well.



It was a fashion choice that not only covered her flaws but turned them into strengths.



"H-hmm. It was worth coordinating this outfit."



Zernya twirled her hair while looking at Eidel's exposed abs. The firm abs themselves were impressive, but more than that...



"...Haa."



Her gaze drifted downward.



Three days ago.



The day she first saw Eidel's impressive equipment. She couldn't forget that memory.



It kept coming back to her.



Although she had studied urology in advance, there was indeed a big difference between learning theory and practical experience. Zernya's heart raced as if it might develop an arrhythmia.



"Eidel, I'm ready."



Next, Rustila emerged.



If Eidel had closed his mouth when Zernya appeared, this time his jaw dropped.



A body toned by exercise, sleek limbs, a white high-leg bikini contrasting with Zernya's, and a simple straw hat.



It was an outfit—no, a figure—that would captivate any man.



"D-don't stare so blatantly..."



Rustila muttered, covering her chest that looked ready to burst.



Indeed. It seemed she had spent a long time dealing with those fatty masses.



"...Hah."



Zernya stared blankly at the dazed Eidel.



Her mood had soured before they even left.





Chapter 222 - Honeymoon (6)



Even if I went to the Emerald Beach, there wasn't much to do.



Splashing in the water, applying sunscreen and lying on a sunbed, or building sandcastles like a child—that was about it.



Still, it wasn't so bad being with the ones I loved.



Anyway, I was in the middle of emptying my mind and having fun when—



Rumble!



Dark clouds approached from beyond the horizon, scattering rain and wind as if telling us to go home.



Eidel took his two wives and sought shelter under a canopy. He took out prepared wet towels and first wiped the salt from his wives' bodies.



"You'll catch a cold."



It felt nice as he wiped their hair, faces, and arms in order. It meant that her husband prioritized them above all else.



However, as he moved down to their collarbones, necks, stomachs, and waists, embarrassment began to creep in.



Right now, Rustila and Zernya were wearing bikinis, nearly naked. They flinched at the touch of a man on their bare skin.



Still, since he was their husband, it didn't feel bad. Rather, despite the embarrassment, they wanted him to touch and caress them more.



Such thoughts momentarily retreated when Eidel touched the sacral area.



"Um, Eidel?"



"We can wipe ourselves from here down."



Eidel was just about to hand over the towels anyway.



Below the sacrum was the buttocks, and he was unsure whether he should wipe there or not.



"Here, take the towels."



"Uh, okay..."



Both wives let out subtle moans. Rustila sighed as if disappointed.



They wiped their bodies adequately. Eidel also started rubbing his head with his own towel. He lifted his shoulders, clearly revealing his pectoral and latissimus dorsi muscles.



"Wow..."



Without anyone taking the lead, both wives expressed their admiration.



He looks handsome. He looks firm. I want to touch him.



They had the right to do so. They were his wives. Socially guaranteed life partners who could share his bed.



"Let me help you wipe."



"Me too."



Rustila and Zernya each claimed one of Eidel's legs to sit by.



How devoted they were!



Eidel was pleased but also somewhat embarrassed.



As they squatted and wiped his feet, calves, and thighs in order, the high angle revealed their cleavage.



The visual stimulation was intense enough, but the sensation was no joke. A fragrant scent rose up. He now realized they were wiping him with the same towels they had used on themselves.



And so, for these reasons...



The two pilots, who were kneading Eidel's legs and slowly increasing altitude toward his abs, encountered a large mountain peak.



That peak's name was—an erection.



"..."



"..."



"...Ah."



Crude as it may be, he had become aroused.



Whoosh...



The rain grew heavier.



It didn't seem to be just a shower, and it didn't look like it would stop anytime today.



"Shall we go inside?"



"Y-yes."



The three of them roughly rinsed off the salt from their bodies and returned to the hotel room.



"I wanted to swim more."



"Should I fill the tub?"



"Yes, please."



They filled the couple's bathtub in the living room with warm water and added bath salts and flower petals. They turned on mood lighting and played classical music. A rather romantic atmosphere was created.



After checking the water temperature, Eidel said:



"You can get in now."



His wives entered the tub in their swimsuits. Eidel put on a robe and boiled the kettle. Having just been caught in heavy rain, they all needed to warm up.



"Here."



"Ah, thank you..."



The two wives faced each other and sipped tangerine tea.



It warmed them inside.






But at the same time...



They couldn't think of anything else because something was bothering them.



It was because of Eidel's horizontal tent-pitching earlier.



The height, the shape.



Memories from a few days ago surfaced.



The male organ in its flaccid state. Superimposed like a collage with what they'd seen through the swimsuit, the graphic cards in the two women's minds were spinning wildly.



Their heads spun and their hearts pounded faster.



Splash, splash.



Rustila washed her face to calm herself. Just then, Zernya, who had been sipping tea, spoke up.



"Hey, you're cold too. Come warm up in the tub."



"Won't it be too cramped?"



"It's fine. There's plenty of room."



"Alright, I'm coming."



Eidel took off his robe. As soon as he stepped in, the water in the tub surged. As he submerged himself, the water level rose precariously high.



"...It is a bit tight after all?"



Perhaps because it was meant for two people, it was slightly cramped for three.



Naturally, this increased the area of skin contact.



Though the bath salt bubbles obscured the view, they were practically pressed against each other.



"Wasn't it like this during the reassignment exam too?"



"Yes, it was. We slept together like this because of hypothermia."



"..."



The conversation died.



With a splash, the water rippled as Rustila and Zernya twisted their bodies and leaned forward.



"Eidel."



"Darling."



Steam rose gently. The wives' breathing grew rough.



"...It's hard."



"Hehe."



They were too close. Close enough to smell each other's skin. But it wasn't uncomfortable. They didn't want to separate.



The two wives leaned in. At that moment, Eidel couldn't hold back. He stole kisses from his wives in turn. His groin began to harden.



"Mmm, slurp, slurp..."



Like bath salts mixed with water, the passion of three people bubbled like foam.



Long words were unnecessary between men and women.



There was no need to ask why they were suddenly acting this way.



Once the fire was lit, it could only blaze.



***



A royal room bathed in golden light. Classical music playing softly. Kisses sweet as honey.



They continued their sticky, intense caresses. Their bodies had been heated for a long time. The three left the bathtub and roughly dried themselves.



"Haa, haa..."



Rustila's intense guard. Zernya barely got to intertwine her tongue with his. She grabbed Eidel's wrist and nuzzled against him.



"M-me too... mmph."



Almost touching, but not quite.



Due to the height difference, their lips connected and disconnected. Even trying her best, she couldn't reach deep enough. Only saliva stretched between them; she couldn't bite his tongue.



Eidel bent his waist and Zernya stood on tiptoe. Even so, they couldn't close the distance. It was frustrating and distressing. The two knew how to solve this fundamental problem.



"D-don't do this, sit down! I said sit!"



"Okay, sorry."



Eidel stroked Zernya, who was almost in tears. The three headed to the bed. Eidel sat on the edge, and Zernya climbed onto his lap.



Zernya was the first to explore Eidel's lips.



"Mmph, mmm, mmmph."



The dry scent of a male and the soft fragrance of a female. With their bodies at the same height, their scents became more intense. Intoxicated with each other, they exchanged tongues and smells.



Smooch, smooch, smoooch.



Zernya, continuing her clumsy yet adorable kisses, slowly began to move her hips. More precisely, she placed her crotch against Eidel's thigh and moved back and forth.



"Ungh...!"



Even through clothing, the stimulation was tremendous. Zernya felt her mind floating.



"Haa, haa..."



She came.






Weakly.



Zernya felt dizzy.



If it was this intense through a swimsuit, what would it be like completely naked and rubbing against each other?



"Eidel, me too..."



Seizing the opportunity, Rustila stole Eidel's lips. Zernya's expression immediately soured. Eidel, not wanting her to feel left out, untied Zernya's bra strap.



Slip.



Her small, cute breasts were revealed.



While their size couldn't be called voluptuous, they were well-shaped, and her erect nipples made a strong statement, perfectly offsetting any minor flaws.



"D-don't look."



Zernya hurriedly covered her breasts with both arms.



Now that she was actually showing them, she was unbearably embarrassed.



"Move your hands, Zenya."



"But mine are..."



"They're plenty attractive."



Originally, Eidel had thought that when it came to women's breasts, bigger was better.



But today, seeing Zernya's pink nipples, he realized they had their own unique beauty.



"R-really? Ahh!"



Eidel pressed his thumb firmly against Zernya's tip.



Using her nipple like a joystick, he rotated it in all directions to learn the basic operation, then pressed it repeatedly like a cat kneading. He also tried scratching it lightly, as well as licking, sucking, and gently biting with varying intensity.



"Hah, hah, haah... darling... ah, aah...!"



Despite it being her first time, she was feeling it more than expected.



As expected of a well-rounded person who excelled in both studies and swordsmanship. She was naturally gifted in experiencing pleasure too.



"No! Stop...! Ah, ugh, ungh...!"



Her hips jerked. Her throat was dry. Her mind tingled like lightning striking. Her shoulders heaved erratically, and she couldn't breathe. It was difficult, yet it felt too good.



"S-stop...!"



At some point, her voice reached a crescendo.



A feeling of weakness as if her breath would stop. Zernya collapsed limply on Eidel's shoulder. He could feel her racing heartbeat from her slender body.



"Zenya, you were cute... Argh!"



Eidel grabbed his shoulder and groaned. Zernya had left clear teeth marks. She pushed the pain-writhing Eidel backward, knocking him down.



"Y-you're dead..."



Zernya slightly spread her legs, bent her waist, and brought her face to Eidel's groin. She carefully adjusted her angle and used her mouth to pull down his swimsuit.



Slip.



As his pants came down, a large meat rod elastically struck Zernya's face.



"Kyaa! Ah...!"



It's big.



Much bigger than she thought.



"W-wow..."



Even Rustila covered her eyes.



No, is Rustila just surprised because she's a complete virgin?



Come to think of it, it's not really abnormal. Simply what could be called well-endowed among men.



But still.



"Hak, hak."



She couldn't breathe due to the strong male scent.



Zernya caressed her lower abdomen. Would this fit inside? Wouldn't it tear her? It seems like it would kill her. But it would definitely be effective for making babies.



No, such thoughts are unnecessary.



She was attacked first, so she needs to get revenge. And she needs to win the power struggle. Zernya rekindled her competitive spirit toward Eidel after a long time.



"Zenya, may I take the lead?"



"Not necessary!"



Yes, since we've come this far. I'll make you cry and beg. I'll make you plead to finish quickly. Just imagining it makes her crotch sticky.
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"Mmph."



"Ungh!"



Zernya gently bit Eidel's glans. Eidel groaned. She felt a sense of superiority seeing his reaction.



Anyway, she was his first. Not Rustila. That stupid girl's face had turned strawberry red, and she was stammering. It was truly laughable.



Do you see, Rustila Kersil? I, who first took Eidel's manhood in my mouth, am the one who deserves to be his wife!



"Mmph, mmm, mmph."



With such vulgar thoughts, Zernya began to work her lips.





Chapter 223 - Honeymoon (7)



It's huge.



So big I feel like my jaw might dislocate.



"Mmph, gulp, mmm, hmm, mmmm. Hup, hup."



Zernya worked her tongue diligently with her jaw stretched wide.



The masculine scent invaded her nostrils.



Her already damp lower region now began dripping honey like a flood.



"Slurp, suck, sluuurp..."



A slightly tangy and salty taste.



Just like trying expensive seafood for the first time.



Strangely addictive, making her want to keep sucking.



"Ungh...!"



Whenever her teeth accidentally grazed his manhood, Eidel let out a groan. Pain and pleasure intermingled. Clumsy, but that made it all the more exciting.



Lick, lick.



Tired of just holding it in her mouth, Zernya switched to licking.



The stimulation was much less intense, but the pleasure doubled.



He had almost climaxed from the foreplay that had lasted nearly an hour.



Zernya sucked up the dewy pre-fluid and spoke.



"How... does it feel?"



"I'm going crazy..."



"Mmph."



Seeing Eidel's expression, Zernya dove back onto his member. She massaged the underside of the head with her small, sticky mouth, giving it a thorough massage.



It was beyond warm—almost hot—and beyond soft—almost viscous.
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"Mmm, mmph, hup."



Slurp, slurp, suck.



Look. This is how much I love you. That's why I'm accepting your thing with all my effort.



"Ugh...!"



"Puah!"



With perfect timing, Zernya pulled her head away.



"Haa, haa. You can't finish yet..."



Squelch.



Zernya made a ring with her hand and squeezed the base firmly. Sticky fluid flowed out like volcanic discharge. Her delicate fingers became slick as if coated with lotion.



Having caught the pre-fluid with both hands, Zernya had a good idea.



She curled her lips into a smile.



While it wasn't enough to get pregnant, it made for an excellent natural lubricant. Zernya slipped both hands inside her swimsuit.



"Hnng...!"



Squelch, squelch.



With lewd wet sounds, Zernya whimpered. Her spine tingled. Embarrassed by her involuntary moans, she took his member back into her mouth.



She continued pleasuring herself while performing fellatio. She was too scared to insert anything deep inside. So she carefully stroked around her bud and petals.



Squelch!



"Mmph...!"



"Ha, really..."



"Hup, mmph, hup, hmmmph."



Squelch, squelch, squeeelch.



"That's enough now."



"Hmmmph?!"



Eidel, who had been passive until now, grabbed Zernya's head and pushed it down. The tip of his glans hit the back of her throat.



"Hmmmph?!"



Zernya thrashed like a freshly caught fish. Tears welled up, and she couldn't breathe. It was painful.



"Kack, kuhk, huhk!"



"Sorry! Are you okay?"



Eidel quickly released his grip. No matter what, he couldn't let his wife feel pain.






Eidel embraced Zernya and comforted her. Zernya, whose shoulders had been shaking, looked up at him fiercely.



"...ere."



"What?"



"C-cum... somewhere else..."



Zernya mumbled through saliva-coated lips.



In truth, the wedding date and hotel were scheduled around Zernya's calendar. In other words, she had arranged the timing.



This week was her fertile period. And fortunately, Eidel had experienced a wet dream three days ago. Incidentally, it takes exactly three days for new sperm to move to the epididymis.



So.



"Here, here..."



If she received his ejaculation inside now, she could get pregnant with fresh sperm.



Zernya untied her swimsuit straps herself. The mixture of her fluids and his pre-fluid stretched almost ten centimeters before breaking. When she rubbed her legs together, she felt a sticky resistance.



"Hah, haah."



She felt it coming.



Now was the time to insert it.



But nothing in life ever goes as planned.



"Eidel, excuse me."



"Rusti... la!"



Rustila, who had been sitting quietly like a folding screen, moved to Eidel's side and leaned in.



Her target was his fully erect member.



Rustila grabbed Eidel's hip bone. Then she took him into her mouth.



Sluuuurp.



The pillar of fire that smoothly traveled past her lips and tongue reached the back of her throat and released white paint.



Gulp, gulp.



Rustila's throat moved. Her sea-colored eyes were hit by a tidal wave. The message from her virgin womb that this was wrong still hadn't arrived. She tilted her head back slowly with relief.



"Haaah..."



"Ru, Rusti..."



It happened in an instant. Eidel clutched the bedding in indescribable pleasure, and Zernya wore a dumbfounded expression. Belatedly coming to her senses, Zernya pointed accusingly and raised her voice.



"Hey, y-y-you thief—!!"



"What?"



"How could you swallow that! Are you seriously picking a fight with me?"



"It'll regenerate anyway, so what's the problem?"



"Y-you know very well. You know perfectly well that it takes time for a man to regenerate after ejaculating once!"



Rustila smiled mysteriously.



"Sorry, I didn't know. Should I spit it back out?"



"Wow, look at this..."



Semen that has already flowed into the stomach is no longer semen. The sperm all die in stomach acid. So to Zernya, who had medical knowledge, it was nothing more than post-meal teabagging.



Zernya gritted her teeth.



This sperm-stealing woman!



This time, she absolutely wouldn't forgive her.



Just as Zernya was about to throw a pillow at her:



"Urp."



Belatedly, Rustila dry-heaved.



"Rusti, are you okay? Want some water?"



"Y-yes, that would be good..."



It was deliberately overdone. Zernya realized this was a scheme to prevent her from getting pregnant.



What a nasty mindset. Just because she couldn't get pregnant herself, she dared to steal someone else's seed?



Zernya needed to get pregnant as soon as possible. Residency, fellowship—beyond that, work would become much harder, making it difficult to move around with a swollen belly.



But.



"Rusti, go gargle over there."



"I'm sorry, Eidel. I'm really sorry."



I wonder if the mood I carefully created is completely ruined now...






Just as she was starting to worry:



"Zernya, I'm fine."



Eidel returned and pulled her close. He kissed her. This was unexpected. Zernya's eyebrows curved delicately.



The more they kissed, the more he touched her breasts. As her excitement grew, Eidel's dragon raised its head again.



Generally, consecutive ejaculations are impossible. But ejaculating again after a 30-minute to one-hour interval is possible. If you fill that time with foreplay and wait, you can have intercourse again.



"Hnng, nng, nnnngh...!"



Based on this principle, Eidel began tormenting Zernya's pearl.



Perhaps because her womanhood was completely smooth without a single hair, finding her clitoris was easy.



As he slowly massaged her mound and occasionally flicked the bud, Zernya gasped as if her breath was being cut off.



Meanwhile, beneath her engorged clitoris was a moist crevice. Her labia, tightly closed but dripping love juice drop by drop, were light pink like her nipples.



Anyway, it was incredibly erotic.



Thanks to Zernya's "efforts," Eidel regained full erection in just 20 minutes.



He aligned the tip with her petals and slowly rubbed against them.



"Haa, haa, haa..."



A bare member.



The raw baby-seed bomber, without even a condom, is standing by on the runway, ready to break through Zernya's air defenses and bomb the baby room.



Her knees were already weak at the thought of the impending air raid.



"I told you before. I'll treat you both equally."



"Hah, hah, haah."



"I'll make you happy."



This is bad. If he enters now.



I'll definitely lose my mind.



I need to get up. I need to reclaim my lost initiative. I need to move at my own pace. If I leave the movement to Eidel, who knows what will happen.



"...I'm going in. Tell me if it hurts."



I'm dying of embarrassment. But showing it means losing.



Zernya managed a relaxed smile.



"J-just hurry up and come in. If you think I'll be hurt by your thing, you're—hyaaaah...!"
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***



"Phew..."



Rustila, having finished gargling, let out a long sigh.



"What am I doing..."



She hadn't expected today would be the day they first had relations. There had been no signs during the past two days.



Kissing and holding hands was fine. But asking for more—fear outweighed courage.



There were two main reasons.



First, simply because physical contact seemed unfamiliar.



Second, because she couldn't properly make a baby with Eidel until everything was over.



At this rate, Zernya would monopolize Eidel. Husbands naturally tend to care more for wives who have their children.



She absolutely didn't want to be relegated to the background. So she gathered her courage. What if Zernya couldn't get pregnant during this honeymoon? That would be better.



It was a needless obsession.



Hadn't Eidel said he would love them both?



Then she shouldn't have used negative strategies. At least what happened earlier was because she was annoyed at Zernya for monopolizing Eidel...



Rustila sighed again and rummaged through her belongings from her carrier. What she held was a specially made test tube from Calligy Obstetrics and Gynecology.



- It's simple. You can enjoy yourself with the back hole and get pregnant through an artificial womb. There's a way to deceive the virgin womb and do external cultivation, so don't worry unnecessarily.



Mezulen's advice had hit her like a ton of bricks. Indeed, it was a genius idea worthy of the deputy lab chief of Eidel's research team.



Feeling grateful for science and technology, Rustila hid the test tube behind her back and went outside.



And then.



"Haah, hic, hek, heek, heuuuk...!"



Her eyes met Zernya's, who was being mercilessly pounded by Eidel with her legs spread wide.



Clack, roll.



Rustila dropped the test tube.





Chapter 224 - Honeymoon (8)



Eidel had been a lifelong bachelor who had never even held a woman's hand. His mindset was to study physics rather than spend time dating and getting married.



Looking back now, it was an immature thought.



The real-world Richard Feynman once said that physics is like sex.



Squelch!



As he pushed himself into her entrance, a thrilling sensation ran up his spine. It was warm and soft.



Though not particularly tight, the density was packed enough to compensate for that shortcoming. It felt like taking a half-bath in warm jelly.



The feeling of skin against skin was incredible. He could feel the warmth of Zernya's thighs directly.



That was Eidel's impression.



"Hnnngh..."



Meanwhile, Zernya's limbs trembled.



Her face had long since become streaked with tears from the penetration.



Her once fox-like sharp expression was gone, replaced by a pitiful kitten letting out mewls of pleasure.



To be honest, it was arousing.



He wanted to thrust his hips without restraint. But Zernya was in too much pain for that.



"Hnngh, it's too big, too big."



The mouth that once spoke harsh words without hesitation now only made fragile sounds like a child who'd received an injection. The pain of losing her virginity had rendered the girl powerless.



"Zernya, breathe. Slowly."



"Hoo, hoo, hoooo."



"Yes, like that."



Eidel stroked Zernya. Then he supported her head and back, helping her sit up. He changed their position to face-to-face sitting to offer his tongue.



Smooch, smoooch.



As their lips mingled, Zernya's breathing gradually stabilized. The sweet kisses neutralized the pain. The vaginal walls that had been clenching around him stopped spasming and relaxed.



"Haah, darling."



Zernya smiled with tears still in her eyes.



"We're connected now."



"We are."



"I love you."



Eidel moved his hips slightly. Just that was enough to make Zernya cry out and jerk upward. She hadn't adapted yet.



Their body types weren't compatible. For Zernya, just accommodating Eidel was difficult. Even the slightest movement sent lightning flashing through her.



They couldn't stay still forever. Zernya gathered her courage. She laid Eidel back and slowly raised her hips.



"Mmmngh..."



Then lowered them again.



Once.



Of course, this alone wasn't enough. To satisfy a man, she would need to move hundreds or thousands of times. And with a consistent tempo.



Eidel waited patiently, letting Zernya find the most comfortable position. Soon she realized that rocking her hips back and forth was best.



"Haah, delicious..."



As she adapted, she gradually mixed in up and down movements. The wet sounds grew louder. Hearing this, Eidel began to move as well.



And from that moment on...



"Hah, hek, heek, hnngh."



Zernya's moans turned wanton.



They changed positions again. From cowgirl to face-to-face sitting. From sitting to missionary.



He thrust deeply into her now fully adapted entrance. Passionate cries poured out like a flood.



"Haaahn!"



In the midst of being frantically taken, Zernya suddenly turned her head, sensing a presence. Rustila was watching them. Her shocked expression was priceless.



What, didn't expect to see us like this?



She felt smug.



But there wasn't much time for smugness.



Thrust! Thrust!



Eidel's movements increased in speed. His member swelled, showing signs of impending climax. The sensitized vaginal membranes detected this and contracted eagerly.



"Hek, hek, heugh...!"



Zernya wrapped her legs around Eidel's back. She gripped his arms tightly too. In this fully connected position, she bit down hard on his shoulder.



Spurt!



His manhood, having held back as long as possible, released its angry paint. Natural genetic paint that would draw a child on the canvas of her womb.



Zernya's vision turned white as she trembled intermittently, riding the magnificent wave of climax.



"Hek, heek, heuugh..."



She didn't release her limbs for a while. She needed to stay like this until the filling was completely done.



"Whew."



Eidel sighed as he pulled out. A red ring like a garter had formed around the middle of his shaft. Evidence that Zernya had lost her virginity.



Zernya seemed exhausted, lying limp and unresponsive. Eidel covered her with a blanket, then turned to the other side.



"Rustila."



"Y-yes."






"Come here."



Having satisfied the future renowned doctor, it was now time to make the future sword saint happy.



***



After joining bodies with Zernya, Eidel became more manly.



You could say he had gained a sense for handling women?



There was definitely a different aura about him compared to when he was a virgin.



This was perhaps fortunate, as Rustila was completely inexperienced beyond kissing and holding hands.



Eidel similarly removed all of her swimwear and began by kneading her breasts.



"Wow..."



They were large.



Sorry to Zernya, but these were incomparably heavier and softer.



And despite their size, they maintained perfect shape.



"Hehe, that tickles."



"I can only say this now... but with breasts this large, isn't training difficult?"



"Of course it's hard. My shoulders get stiff. Especially when handling a sword—if you don't have the right technique, it's difficult to maintain your center of gravity."



I see.



He couldn't empathize, but he understood.



Eidel was impressed.



It made Rustila's achievement as the youngest Omega-grade swordswoman all the more remarkable.



"But I don't entirely dislike them."



"Why?"



"Because you like them."



Eidel fell silent, feeling sheepish.



His hands, however, kept moving.



He gently circled the pink areolas, occasionally poking the tips, and lifted the breasts from underneath to feel their weight.



These are truly magnificent.



"Whew..."



Rustila exhaled deeply. She glanced sideways at Eidel's lower half. The member that had gone limp after climaxing with Zernya was regaining its strength thanks to the encouragement from her breasts.



Rustila asked:



"Can I ask you something?"



"Of course."



"Do men really like women's breasts that much?"



"Absolutely!"



It wasn't just liking—it was loving them.



"If you tell me I can touch them when I'm feeling down, I'll be instantly healed."



"R-really? That much?"



"I'm not entirely sure myself, but most men, including me, seem to be that way. There must be some evolutionary reason."



Rustila made a mental note.



She would let him touch them whenever he was struggling with his research.



"Eidel, can I kiss you?"



"Why ask now of all times?"



The two pressed their lips together sideways. Like train couplings connecting, their tongues intertwined perfectly.



Eidel circled her now hardened nipples with the dreamy sensation. Only then did Rustila understand what it meant to feel through her breasts.



It would be unfair to only receive.



She had to do something.



"...Hey, Eidel. Your, um. That thing? Down there. G-genitals?"



"My cock?"



"C-cock... So that's what it's called too. Anyway, can I touch it?"



"Why ask now? You've even done fellatio before."



"Fell- that's... Oh."



She understood. "Cock" was what went deep into her mouth to release semen, and that act was called "fellatio."



"Then what do you call it when you use your hands?"



"Hands? Well..."



The term "handjob" existed, but Eidel deliberately didn't mention it.



He wanted to tease her.



"Using hands is called 'stroke-stroke.'"



"Stroke-stroke?"



"Yes. Because you stroke it like this."



"No way. Eidel, you're not making fun of me, are you?"



Oh my. Her intuition was truly remarkable.



He decided to maintain the facade.






After all, language only needed to convey meaning, not necessarily adhere to fixed terms. And strictly speaking, "stroke-stroke" was an accurate description.



As he persisted, Rustila seemed to believe him.



"Then, can I... stroke-stroke you?"



This was too much.



She was adorable.



While Zernya attracted him with her assertiveness and sharpness, Rustila was lovable for her purity and simplicity.



"Don't ask for permission every time—just do what you want."



"O-okay."



With a few kisses, Rustila grasped Eidel's member.



It was hot like lava and hard like stone.



And with a gentle pulse.



Rustila felt her face burning.



Thinking about how she had impulsively taken this in her mouth and finished the fellatio that Zernya had started made her lower abdomen throb.



Recalling what Zernya had done, she slowly moved her hand.



Stroke, stroke, stroke.



She gave him a handjob with unfamiliar movements while fully offering her breasts to Eidel.



Eidel squeezed her breasts to the point where he could feel the firm muscles beneath, monitoring Rustila's heartbeat and the depth of her breathing in real-time.



Her breathing seemed to grow shallower just from touching his penis.



Clumsy and innocent.



There was pleasure to be found in that.



"Rusti, would you like to lie on top of me?"



"On top of you? How?"



"Like this."



Eidel lay down and pulled Rustila toward him. So that his groin was visible to her. So that her private parts were visible to him.



The commonly known 69 position.



Her bikini would have been pure white, but the crotch area was slightly darker. It meant she was already quite aroused just from the kisses and breast fondling.



"Ah, t-this is too embarrassing!"



"It is for me too."



"...Do we really have to do this?"



"If you're uncomfortable, we can stop."



"No, it's just..."



Rustila stared at Eidel's member in front of her. The manhood that had been growing and stiffening was now fully erect in this position.



He had already climaxed twice.



It would be difficult to maintain arousal for long without substantial stimulation.



This was necessary if they wanted to reach completion.



"O-okay. Just this once, as a special case..."



"Then I'll untie the strings."



"Y-yes."



As he removed the bottom part of her swimsuit, Eidel couldn't help but be surprised. A patch with the symbol of a virgin womb was attached to the place where there would be an opening.



"Rusti? This is..."



"I-I put it there. Just in case... though it's unlikely, I was worried we might get too excited and do it that way."



I see.



So she still intends to do it.



I can guess which hole she plans to use. Rustila trembled as she continued her "stroke-stroke."



"This... might seem strange, but. Could we do it from behind?"



"From behind?"



"Y-yes."



"Are you sure that's okay?"



"I want to be connected with you..."



Rustila fondled his shaft and testicles as she continued.



"I cleaned thoroughly beforehand. The blessing of the virgin womb also helps me stay clean. So it won't be too... dirty..."



Though he couldn't see her face, he could tell she was speaking through her shame.



Eidel slapped Rustila's bottom playfully.



"Eek! Eidel...?"



"Of course we can. I should be the one thanking you."



Not many women would give fellatio, but those who would allow anal were truly rare.



He wanted to give her 100 bonus points for overcoming her fears to suggest this way of connecting.



If that was the case, he needed to prepare her thoroughly to minimize pain.



"Wait just a moment."



Eidel returned with lubricant and plugs.



It was the beginning of a somewhat harder play.





Chapter 225 - Honeymoon (9)



The human anus is a sensitive organ.



If you thrust in without sufficient foreplay, seeking both a sense of depravity and pleasure, the inner mucous membrane could be seriously injured.



Rustila seemed unaware of this fact. That's why she hadn't brought that essential lubricant.



So Eidel decided to take the lead. Though it was his first time too, he figured his knowledge would be enough to manage.



Eidel positioned himself with a cushion behind his back, sitting in an awkward posture. They were still in the 69 position. Rustila was preoccupied with practicing fellatio.



Let's see.



First, it would be good to heighten arousal by caressing the buttocks.



As he stroked up and down her bottom, teasing her, the pressure he felt below changed noticeably.



Rustila responded by suddenly tightening her mouth around his shaft.



"Ugh!"



This sensation was truly incredible.



If Zernya felt like a tight, moist space that tickled him, Rustila was like a vacuum that mercilessly sucked him in depending on her movements.



Neither could be called better than the other. Each had their own charm. However, Rustila was overwhelmingly better at quickly bringing him to climax.



Smack!



"Mmph?!"



When he slapped both buttocks simultaneously, Rustila jumped like a mullet. Since she still had his manhood in her mouth when she jerked her head up, the pulling sensation at the base sent waves of pleasure up his spine.



That was dangerous.



He almost came pathetically fast.



Strange. She should be inexperienced in sex. Yet without any prior training, her basic skills were excellent.



"Rusti, have you been practicing?"



"Puha...! N-no?"



Rustila shook her head as if wrongfully accused.



So it was pure talent.



She was already a genius with the Plasma Sword, and now it seemed her skills at drawing Excalibur were also top-notch.



Indeed, just as he had that thought, he felt a warm sensation on his testicles.



"Rusti, what are you doing?"



"Oh, sorry...! Did it hurt? I guess this isn't a place to caress..."



Needless to say, Rustila had taken his testicles in her mouth. She had been rolling them around like candy, sucking them fully into her mouth.



"No, that's not it. I was just surprised you'd go that far."



"R-really? That's a relief."



Rustila sighed with relief and continued her caresses.



It was time to move to the next phase.



"This will be cold."



"Okay, mmm...!"



Eidel spread lubricant widely around Rustila's puckered entrance. Her buttocks trembled intermittently at the cold sensation.



First, starting from the outside.



Then gradually moving inward, as if being drawn into a black hole.



He teased with his finger, almost entering but not quite. A voice drenched in pleasure came from below.



"I'm going to insert one finger at a time now. If it hurts, tap my leg immediately. Understand?"



"...Yes."



As if answering in kind, her rear entrance twitched.



Eidel poured an excessive amount of lubricant before inserting the tip of his pinky finger.



"Nnngh!"



As expected, it was tight.



But this was just the beginning.



Now came the time for patience. He had no choice but to loosen her up sufficiently by repeatedly inserting and withdrawing slightly until his little finger could fully enter.



***



Who knows how much time had passed.



Zernya rubbed her eyes as she woke up. Then she suddenly became alert at the foreign sensation in her lower abdomen.



Right, she had her first experience today.



Just remembering the magnificent sex made her body heat up again.



If it was that good the first time, a second or third round would allow her to feel even better and try various positions.



As she was reminiscing with satisfaction, another woman's coquettish voice came from right in front of her.



"Ungh, ngh! Eidel...!"



What was that sound?



Now she saw that Rustila and Eidel were right there, their faces buried between each other's thighs, licking frantically.



Zernya crawled over and looked at the panting Rustila.



"What are you doing?"



"D-don't... talk... to me... now... Ahungh!"



I see.



So it was anal play.



They had the rhythmical thought of using the back entrance since the front was off-limits for now.



"That won't be easy."






Putting aside lewd thoughts, this was medically quite dangerous.



But it might be okay, she thought.



What was Virgo if not one of the 12 zodiac signs?



According to her predecessor's records, it was the Darwin system's guardian. As strict about hygiene as it was about protecting virginity. Sometimes bordering on obsessive when necessary.



Moreover, as one of the 12 signs, it provided basic physical buffs. Not just strength, stamina, and agility, but also elasticity and recovery resilience.



Yes, there was no need to explain the general precautions.



Zernya decided to simply watch quietly.



"Haa, haa..."



By now, Rustila's bottom had loosened enough to take two fingers.



Eidel flipped Rustila over and positioned himself for penetration.



It wasn't cowgirl or doggy style, but a modified missionary position. Unlike regular missionary, her buttocks were raised.



"Do we need a condom?"



"It's fine, since I have Virgo..."



Amusingly, thanks to the constellation skill, hygiene wasn't a concern.



All that remained was how well Rustila could accept her husband's Plasma Sword.



Eidel applied plenty of lubricant to his manhood and aimed at Rustila's rear entrance.



"Here I go."



"Y-yes."



"At first, just put the tip in and then pull out right away."



Zernya advised. Eidel and Rustila looked at her.



"What? I'm just giving necessary medical advice."



Even if Rustila was a rival, she shouldn't get hurt during intercourse.



That was the righteous path Zernya had chosen as a doctor.



"But I've already loosened her enough with my fingers?"



"That applies even after foreplay, you fools. Especially you, do you even know how thick yours is?"



Eidel nodded.



They regained the mood and he aimed again.



"Hnnngh!"



Half pain, half pleasure. Eidel inserted just the tip and withdrew. Rustila breathed rapidly like someone experiencing respiratory distress.



Then a second, third, and fourth attempt.



"Ugh, ungh! Nnngh...!"



After more than a dozen attempts, the glans was finally accepted.



He withdrew again, let her rest with an anal plug inserted, then tried again.



About an hour later.



Squelch.



"Hnnnngh...!"



As more than half his length entered, a voice completely drenched in pleasure erupted.



Sweet as sugar and thick as molasses.



Zernya was surprised.



To think she could take something so thick so quickly.



If it were Zernya, she would have adamantly refused, saying it was impossible. She could see how intense Rustila's love for Eidel was.



"I'm going to move. Tell me if it hurts."



"I said... I will..."



Eidel continued adding lubricant and began moving his hips.



The rounded, relaxed entrance swallowed and released the massive object, moving like a living creature.



Rustila accepted Eidel in an awkward position, supporting her legs with both hands.



"Hah, hungh..."



Her arms were getting numb, and the adductor muscles inside her thighs were trembling. The abdominal muscles were also strained from maintaining the curved position.



There seemed to be some pain remaining. Eidel slowed his rhythm and moved his hand to the front.



"Ah, Eidel, what are you... Ahh!"



"This part is fine, isn't it?"



He exposed her clitoris with his middle finger and gently rubbed it with his index finger.



The female sexual nerve center, corresponding to the male organ, trembled helplessly under his finger's caress, screaming for the release of pleasure chemicals.



The dam of desire, which had been smoldering from the continued rear development, burst and released a flood of passion.



"Ah... ah, aaah...!"



After one magnificent orgasm, the feeling in her rear passage also became more intense. The stiffness gradually loosened, and the rectal folds soon adapted, writhing to better accommodate him.



"Phew, shall we change positions?"



"H-how?"



"However is comfortable for you."



"Th-then how about this?"



Eidel and Zernya both lost their composure.



The position Rustila suggested was doggy style.



With her chest pressed against the bed, she raised her buttocks and slightly spread them with both hands, waiting.






True to her military background, she was flexible and straightforward.



"...I-it's embarrassing, so hurry."



This was maddening.



With her begging like this, he had no choice but to give it his all.



"Ah! Aah! Aaah...!"



He freely moved in and out of the now accommodating entrance, pressing against Rustila's moan-generating spots.



True to anal sex, the tightness felt when entering and exiting was much stronger.



If he lost focus for even a moment, he might ejaculate immediately.



"Haaah...!"



Rustila felt like her mind had gone blank.



The sensation of her bottom burning as if being pounded with hot iron was commonplace, and the fact that she couldn't see Eidel's face mixed fear with pleasure.



That's why.



Smack—!!



"Aaahnnn...!"



When Eidel slapped her bottom hard enough to hurt, the arms barely supporting her upper body collapsed like a lie.



This didn't make sense.



After all those push-ups she'd done...



The spanking continued more than a dozen times after this.



It was a painful yet pleasurable sensation that could become addictive.



Around that time, her buttocks, which had turned as red as autumn leaves, began moving on their own to match Eidel's waist.



Squelch, squelch, squelch.



"Haaahn...!"



She felt it.



She was feeling it.



Why was a hole that shouldn't feel good giving her pleasure?



She felt a sense of depravity at her perverted self, and was also bewildered by her enjoyment of masochism.



In any case, with each thrust, she was approaching the threshold of climax.



"Rustila!"



"Aahn, in-inside! Come inside...!"



Eidel grabbed Rustila's hair, which had been swinging like a pendulum, and pulled. Her upper body, which had been lazily drooping, arched back, and her waist bent like a bow.



Splurt! Splurt!



After hours of charging, the ejaculated semen painted her rectum.



At some point, Rustila had been frantically rubbing her clitoris with her free hand, and in sync with his climax, she sprayed her juices.



As a result, the seal covering her groin fell off.



Embrace!



After a long battle, Rustila succeeded in extracting Eidel's semen.



"Rusti, are you okay? Does it hurt a lot?"



"A-a little..."



Semen gurgled out from her bottom, which was still throbbing.



This was no time to waste.



While keeping her buttocks clenched, she brought a special test tube and slowly poured in the extracted semen.



"...What's that?"



"They say we can use this for in vitro fertilization."



Rustila laughed weakly, spitting out hair that had stuck to her face with sweat.



"It would be nice to get pregnant directly... but this is the only option we have now."



"Then you didn't need to go this far. There was no need to do it this way, from behind..."



"I wanted to prove that this child was born from our love. Even in this way, at least we would know."



Eidel was deeply moved. Rustila exhaled and collapsed. After such extended foreplay and penetration, her strength was completely spent.



Eidel caught Rustila and stroked her hair.



"You did well, honey."



"Hehe..."



Zernya clicked her tongue.



She had to admit it.



There weren't many women who could do this.



Honestly, she felt a sense of respect.



"We should clean up soon."



"Y-yes."



"How do we deal with the bedding?"



Having used too much energy, they were hungry and dizzy.



Afterward, the three of them washed up, ordered a late dinner, and went to bed early.



***



And Sonia had been watching these three's lovemaking scene from beginning to end.



"Ah, young master..."





Chapter 226 - From Space Menace to Graduate Student (1)



The last day of the honeymoon.



I woke up in my natural state, without a single thread on my body.



"Ugh, my back."



My joints are aching terribly.



The professor was right about being careful with my discs.



Once the passion ignited, I went wild with my wives, and now my spine is in terrible condition. I'll probably need to visit the hospital as soon as we get back.



Anyway, a lot happened over these four days.



More precisely, my lower half did a lot of work.



I was bitten and sucked by my wives, and even scolded to "please keep it up." Things got so intense that at one point, I was attacked by both of them simultaneously for greater stimulation.



I'd rather be chewed out by the professor than go through that again.



Seriously. It's only good at the beginning; after that, it's torture. If there had been three wives instead of two, I might have actually died.



Anyway, my little soldier is going into hibernation now.



After living recklessly for a week, it's time to get back to my normal rhythm.



"Girls, time to wake up."



I shook my equally naked wives awake. Rustila, ever the soldier, sat up at a perfect right angle, while Zernya lazily snuggled against my shoulder.



"Wake up. We need to get back to studying."



"Nooooo..."



Zernya's aegyo had increased considerably during our nights together. And through our cooperative play, her relationship with Rustila had improved somewhat.



Anyway, to summarize the current situation:



1. From the third day of the honeymoon with Rustila & Zernya, we spent passionate nights together.



2. Due to her virgin womb's limitations, Rustila cannot get pregnant through conventional methods. Therefore, she plans to create our first child by cultivating our reproductive cells in a test tube.



3. Seemingly inspired by Rustila, Zernya is considering the same external cultivation method. (The reason being her busy medical career.)



4. Something's strange with Sonia.



Number 4 was the problem. For some unknown reason, Sonia flinched whenever she encountered me.



"Sonia!"



"...Ah!"



"Why are you suddenly like this? You're spacing out."



"I apologize. I was lost in thought... Did you call for me?"



"Yes. We're about to leave, so let's pack up and get ready."



"Understood."



She's showing an uncharacteristically clumsy side.



This wasn't the Sonia I knew.



She's usually cooler, more flat-affected, pretending to be insensitive while actually being kind-hearted—an android without worries, perfect in everything, and consistent.



What could be the problem?



"Hmm."



Perhaps she was secretly watching my intimate moments with my wives and was affected by it.



That's how deep learning works, I guess.



I decided to keep an eye on her for now.



***



As Eidel suspected, Sonia had seen everything.



The scenes of him making love to Zernya. The scenes of him entangling in passion with Rustila.



Watching it made her head throb.



It was learning.



Since stealing the young master's DNA, her automatic learning layers related to love and affection had been significantly expanded.



The emotions she felt were sadness, grief, jealousy, envy, regret... All negative feelings.



"...Young Master."



She could never be with him. No matter what.



After dedicating a full 20 years. After such devotion.



Despite serving him closer than anyone else, she couldn't even receive the scraps of his affection.



She wanted to relieve this frustration, but as a standard android, she couldn't even comfort herself.



Of course, she could install adult components and update her software, but that would be expensive and, more importantly, would require her owner's permission.



Would the young master grant permission?



Would he look at her strangely?



Even if he agreed, how would his wives react?



Having learned shame, how could she even bring this up?



Besides, even if all that worked out, she still couldn't bear children.



["So hurry up and claim your reward already?"]



Sonia raised her lowered head.



The now-familiar voice of the transcendent being.






Naturally, she still couldn't trust this entity.



There might be malicious code hidden in the reward.



["Malicious code my ass. If I wanted to, I could shut you down right now. Want me to show you?"]



"Are you threatening me?"



["You should know how fearsome our kind is."]



One thing was certain.



This transcendent being was different from others.



It could infiltrate an android's thought circuits, and while its friendliness was uncertain, it wasn't overtly hostile either. She also knew it possessed immense power. If her free will had been taken, it would have happened long ago.



"...Is it really just an ordinary reward?"



["It's just an offer, after all."]



"An offer, you say."



She knew that offers from transcendent beings were dangerous. But with no other options, it was tempting. Perhaps it could provide a connection to the young master.



Two processes conflicted within her.



Don't trust the transcendent being.



Let's just hear it out.



Yes, let's just listen for now.



[— Claiming reward.]



[— A being in chains, lamenting its circumstances, reveals itself.]



The next moment.



Black water rose from beneath her feet.



The surface rose to her ankles, calves, waist, chest, and finally her eyes, inverting Sonia's world. Bright spaces became dark, dark spaces became bright. She arrived in a place stretched like taffy and tangled like thread.



"Over here."



A howling voice. The transcendent being.



Sonia turned her head toward the sound. There stood a girl with navy blue hair.



Gothic Lolita attire with a maid-like feel, a frilled hairband. Blue eyes sparkling like stars in the night sky. Dark blue tentacles.



At first glance, she resembled Sonia, but was different. Especially the atmosphere, which was completely opposite. The sight of her grinning, revealing white teeth, sent chills down Sonia's spine.



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' gazes upon you.]



Wisdom and Curiosity.



A transcendent being who always wants to know, always wants to explore.



Fitting that assumption, the entity spread her arms wide and spoke.



"Welcome to my laboratory."



"...Is it you?"



"Can't you tell just by looking?"



The transcendent being giggled. Sonia asked:



"So what is your offer to me?"



What came in response was not an answer. It was eerie tentacles. The tentacles bound Sonia's limbs and lifted her into the air.



"What are you doing!"



"First, your spirit passes. Next, let's examine your body."



"Let me go!"



The transcendent being felt every corner of Sonia's body. She pulled at her face, lifted her skirt. Sonia felt shame. She couldn't understand. What kind of transcendent being was this?



"Your body is... well, compatible enough. It'll be quite restrictive, like an old calculator, but it'll do."



"What do you mean?"



The transcendent being snapped her fingers, and the tentacles released. Sonia collapsed weakly. The entity removed Sonia's headband and examined it from different angles.



"Do you like frills?"



"...What are you suddenly talking about?"



The conversation lacked context. She was talking about things only she understood. A common characteristic of transcendent beings. The monster asked again.



"I asked if you like frills. Ribbons and such."



"Of course. Frills are the symbol of maids and cuteness. Their inventor must have been a genius."



"I like you. Good. Add 100 bonus points."



The transcendent being returned the headband. Her gaze suddenly became serious.



"Now for the main point. I have an offer for you."



"Please get to the point."



"Iron maiden, would you like to become my avatar?"



Sonia was surprised.



Not a flesh vessel or possession vessel, but an avatar?



"Are you asking me to become your servant?"



"Strictly speaking, yes. But this is a contract. In exchange for you coming under me, I'll give you considerable compensation. For example, making your body capable of pregnancy."



"..."






"Don't be uncomfortable. I'll let you maintain your self-awareness."



"That's absurd..."



"Actually, I've been sneaking into your body for a few years now."



Sonia frowned.



"Explain in detail."



"I've been secretly controlling you. I couldn't manage more than a few seconds because of shutdowns, but still. Why, didn't you notice anything strange?"



Indeed, occasionally a few frames would drop. Each time, after a brief reboot, things would return to normal. Sonia had simply thought it was an update or connection error.



But the transcendent being had been playing tricks?



It was quite a shock. She couldn't say anything. It felt like the free will characteristic of 5th generation androids had been taken away.



So, when frames dropped, she wasn't herself.



No, perhaps even now that might be the case.



Then who am I right now? Am I truly thinking as myself? If this transcendent being flicks a finger, will I simply disappear?



She was confused. Sonia clutched her head.



She hated it.



She hated the idea of disappearing like this.



"Haa, haa..."



Sonia, still sitting, backed away. The transcendent being's form didn't recede. Of course not. The geodesics of null space don't change simply by moving one's body.



Knowledge is power, and ignorance is fear.



Sonia learned terror.



The transcendent being clicked her tongue.



"Seems this isn't a conversation for today. Well, that's fine."



The entity held up two fingers and said:



"I can tell you two things for certain. First, I won't harm you or your master. Second, you can reject this offer if you wish."



"..."



"However, if you reject the offer, you'll never be able to connect with your master."



"Ah..."



"What will you do?"



Until now, Sonia hadn't understood. Why do some humans accept offers from transcendent beings? Why do traitors to humanity like the Adelbein family exist?



Such sweet whispers.



It was impossible not to be tempted.



Still.



"...Give me time."



She needed to be cautious.



Buying real estate without thinking could lead to fraud. A contract with a transcendent being was hundreds of times more dangerous.



"If you are truly benevolent toward me and my young master, give me sufficient time to think. And clearly state the contract terms. I won't accept until you show trustworthiness."



"...Ha!"



Clap, clap, clap.



The transcendent being applauded, smiling brightly.



"Cautious too! I like it! I want you even more now!"



The entity nodded.



"Alright, see you next time."



Whoosh.



The black water receded. The transcendent being's form gradually disappeared like being erased by an eraser.



[We will soon arrive at the Stellarium planetary system. Passengers, please prepare to disembark.]



Back to reality. Sonia glanced to the side.



Inside the shuttle arranged in two rows. Beside her, Eidel was nodding off.



Originally, Sonia's seat was the one Rustila and Zernya had fought over. But since only one person could sit there, Eidel had compromised by seating Sonia.



That's right.



Eidel had seated her beside him.



Simply because she was his personal assistant.



"..."



There was hope.



She still had a chance.



Sonia clenched her fist. She held Eidel's shoulder and gently shook him as if caring for a child.



"Young Master, please wake up. We've arrived at our destination."



"Mmm, mmm..."



"Aren't you going to graduate school?"



"...Huh!"





Chapter 227 - From Space Menace to Graduate Student (2)



"For theoretical physicists, the back is their lifeline. Since they have to sit in chairs for long periods."



I received a normal diagnosis for my disc. It's not a herniated disc, just stiffness from accumulated fatigue. That was fortunate.



"Mmm, this nostalgic scent of graduate school."



"Young master, please maintain your dignity..."



Back at Stellarium after a week. Now my homeland, my salt, my light. Stellarium, me.



When I become a professor later, I should aim for the chancellor position.



Of course, that's still a distant dream. I need to graduate from graduate school again first.



I parted ways with my two wives midway. Rustila returned to her military life, and Zernya, the medical student, starts her semester the day after tomorrow. All three of us are busy people.



"Where are you going now?"



"The lab. Want to come along?"



"Of course. I am your exclusive attendant, after all."



Sonia followed behind me. Yes, this flat, cool feeling. This is Sonia. Suddenly, she asked me a question.



"By the way, young master, what exactly is an avatar body?"



"Avatar body? Why suddenly ask about that?"



"Just... I think you and your wives will encounter them frequently in the future. I know the basics, but I still can't grasp what they are specifically."



What is an avatar body, she asks.



If I had to get to the core of it, well.



"It's like being the eyes of an outer god."



"Eyes?"



I nodded.



"It takes a lot of energy for outer gods to manifest directly. So they make contact with various subjects in this world. Saying, 'Be my eyes and ears!' They share their power and create extremely powerful monsters."



The difference between avatar bodies and monsters is that they receive power directly from the outer god.



That's why there are no grades like A, B, C, and the variance is huge.



"The weaker ones can be handled at the EX level. They're not the ones who received a lot of power or the leader types. If the compatibility is bad, even three or four Great Omegas attacking together can't win."



"How do you know all this, young master?"



"I have my ways of knowing."



Actually, this was information compiled by Ireh. But it generally aligns with my own theories. It's what outer god specialists always talk about.



"So could someone like me or you become an avatar body if propositioned by an outer god?"



"Hmm."



"Is it possible?"



Well, there is one. One of the Five Kings, the mad scientist from the frontier.



"Theoretically, it's possible. But generally, outer gods don't make such offers to humans."



"Why not?"



"They have to share their power. Why would they take on that risk when they could just possess or consume someone?"



"I see. That makes sense."



Sonia nodded her head. By the time we finished talking, we were already in front of the lab. I opened the iron door and went in.



"Everyone! I'm back...?"



What?



Where did everyone go?



"Seems they've fled."



"No way. That can't be. I treated them so well."



"You just paid them well, but worked them harder than most professors."



"I never did that?"



"Please get a grip."



Sonia repeatedly jabbed my solar plexus with her head. Ouch, her steel noggin actually hurts.



"Most people value work-life balance. Don't assume they'll burn with passion just because of high wages."



"...Really?"



"Oh, young master."






Sonia pounded her chest in exasperation. Her silicone bounced.



"We're in an era where some androids are demanding rights. What about humans? You just returned from your honeymoon, so humanely speaking, your lab interns deserve vacations and compensation too."



"I suppose so."



I guess I pushed them too hard.



To be precise, I didn't have any leeway. There was the incident with Rustila's hymen, and the great invasion of outer gods will soon begin. I mistakenly thought that just throwing money around would produce results. I knew that wasn't the case, but I forgot.



"I hope you'll take things easier."



"Sigh, alright."



"While we're at it, could you pay me, Sonia, a wage as well?"



"Alright. I'll pay you. I'll pay you well."



I patted Sonia's shoulder as I answered. To my surprise, Sonia looked shocked.



"...Really?"



"Yes. Buy delicious food with it, change your clothes. Replace any outdated parts. Oh right, I promised to buy you a new maid uniform, didn't I? I'll put money in your personal account, so buy as many as you want."



"Then, I won't hold back."



Sonia happily placed her hands on her waist and swayed. The dance she does when she's in a good mood. It's become a pattern now. I decided to call this the "Sonia Happy Dance."



"I should clean up first."



"If I do it alone, will I get extra pay?"



"5,000 credits per hour."



"10,000."



"6,000."



"9,000."



This crazy android! As soon as I offered to pay her, she immediately started wage negotiations?



"8,500! I can't go higher than that."



"I'll ask Miss Seti for the remaining 1,500."



"Well, well."



"Young master, you just focus on your research. Leave the cleaning, housework, data mining, and visual computing all to me, Sonia."



"There was a time when you were surprised to see me cleaning."



"That was then."



Sonia immediately got to work. She opened the windows and started dusting. I watched her while organizing the documents on the desk. But it was cleaner than I expected.



"Was someone here?"



I opened the door to the side room and went in. There, I found a woman sound asleep on the cot, wearing an eye mask.



Black medium-length hair cut at the shoulders. Wearing just a white shirt and black sweatpants. Using a cardigan as a blanket. Papers scattered everywhere. A tablet with the power off. A decadent beauty visible even with her eyes covered.



"Well, well."



The average science and engineering graduate student.



I quietly pulled up a chair and sat down. I picked up the fallen papers and skimmed through them. The traces of effort were evident on the paper worn with fingerprints.



Outside the window, birds could be heard chirping. A gentle breeze blew. The sound of Sonia dusting the desk was also sweet. I continued skimming through the paper with my arm resting on the chair's backrest.



How much time passed?



"Mmm, mmm...!"



The woman stirred and stretched.



She yawned, removed her eye mask, and sat up. I put down what I was reading and met her eyes. Her eyes widened.



"R-Rheinland! Eidel...!"



"Did you sleep well? Junior Ireh."



"W-when did you... Ah!"



Ireh, who tried to get up abruptly, fell forward. I quickly stood up and caught her. If I had been a little late, she might have broken her nose or mouth.



"Are you okay?"



"Ah, uh, uh! Just a moment!"



Ah, right. Ireh was still uncomfortable around men. I had momentarily forgotten after spending time with my wives.



Ireh immediately pulled away. She crossed her arms and rubbed her shoulders. Her plump lips curled inward.






"S-sorry. I was going to welcome you, but..."



"Have you been living here?"



"Uh, yeah. So what?"



"So, you spent the entire week in the lab?"



"...Was that wrong?"



I touched my forehead. The corners of my mouth rose involuntarily.



["Too hasty. Should have just married this girl from the start."]



Shut up, Cartesia. It's rude to give Ireh false hopes.



Above all, the reason Ireh is going this far isn't because she likes me. It's because we need to prevent the apocalypse. Only the two of us know that bigger events are coming.



Ireh, who had hurriedly fixed her hair, turned on the computer and reported on her progress.



"I created all the data and organized it in cells. I also printed clean images. And I've sent it for proofreading, so all three papers should be accepted soon if we submit them well."



"What about the research on controlling constellation properties with crystals?"



"I did that too, but I wanted to ask your opinion before deciding on publication."



I couldn't help but be amazed. It was perfect work that couldn't be attributed to an undergraduate physics student.



This level... at least a 5th-year PhD student's experience.



Well, Ireh had also worked in an office job before. It could be said that her ability to adapt to work processing was outstanding.



"Thank you. You've greatly reduced my workload."



"Of course. We're colleagues."



Ireh held out her fist. I smiled and bumped my fist against hers. Although Ireh was wary of men, this level of contact was now possible between us.



I hope Ireh grows into a good research colleague.



"I successfully made Zernya my wife. Is Aurore next?"



"...Yes. We need to do this properly now."



Ireh's expression darkened. I also furrowed my brow and fell into contemplation.



The Queen of Elegant Finales, Aurore.



She's the highest-ranking outer god of the Darwin system.



The timing varies slightly in each iteration, but on average, Aurore only reveals herself around the time Rustila graduates from the military academy.



She initiates the Southern Great Invasion, officially revealing that "god-killing" is a ruined world. Because in this scenario, Rheinland is destroyed, Hueritia is annihilated, and Mezulen and Rustila die.



Additionally, Seti, who was being manipulated by Brian, tries to revive with a new company but is hit by the attack and goes bankrupt. Eventually, she's driven to make an extreme choice mentally.



"We don't know when it will happen. It could be as soon as next year. We, we have to stop it..."



Ireh's voice was subtly trembling. Recalling memories from the previous iteration must be painful for her. Especially this part, where she experienced the most frustration.



I nodded.



Ireh asked.



"You look very tired."



"Yes, after traveling, in many ways."



"It's not much, but I'll cast a blessing that might help."



Ireh pulled out a golden gun from thin air.



[— 19th Bullet: Scale of Energy]



Pik!



An intangible bullet passed through my head. I staggered for a moment.



"How is it?"



"Oh..."



My stiff back felt much better.



"This is one of the more expensive holy bullets. I can't use it just anytime."



"Thank you. Really, thank you."



"We're colleagues."



We bumped fists again. Ireh gave a slight smile.



It was right then that an email arrived from Professor Feynman.



[Student Eidel. I'm sorry, but could you come to the 5th floor colloquium room as soon as you return to the college? Something urgent has come up that needs to be discussed with the other professors.]





Chapter 228 - From Space Menace to Graduate Student (3) (Part 1 Complete)



As soon as I arrived at school, I received an immediate summons.



Really, Professor? Were you that eager to see my face?



No, that couldn't be it. The email lacked context to suggest he'd called me just to see a graduate student's face.



Especially considering the location. The colloquium room was only used for significant presentations or meetings.



I had a bad feeling about this.



I took Ireh with me up to the fifth floor. Even from outside the door, the murmur of voices reverberated against my eardrums.



"X78 and ZU3403 have disappeared."



"That makes eight reported cases so far."



"They're all concentrated in the southern region."



"Is the Aether Belt situation still under control?"



Physics professors, astronomy professors, military generals, and government officials—various professionals gathered together in discussion.



Eavesdropping on their conversation, I began to understand what was happening. Just then:



"Student Eidel!"



Professor Feynman rushed over with quick steps. His face was as pale as someone who had just received terrible news.



"Black holes are disappearing en masse."



"I just heard."



"In the southern direction. Right where we are. As head of the Rheinland family, you should be aware of this, Student Eidel."



I glanced at the people in the meeting, then made eye contact with Ireh. She spoke up.



"...It's begun."



The great invasion of the Darwin System.



"It's happening much earlier than expected."



"I think it might be because of me. I received a message before that they were planning to kill me."



"What do we do now?"



Ireh was clenching her fists tightly. Her rigid shoulders rose and fell with each breath. Though her expression remained calm as a lake, her trembling eyelids revealed everything.



It was trauma.



She had experienced countless forced retries after failing to prevent this catastrophe. She had bid farewell to comrades with tears in her eyes. Those memories must be flashing before her like a panorama.



"I'm not perfectly prepared yet..."



Even with the strongest mental fortitude, anyone would waver.



Failure makes people shrink back. Even if you overcome it, when the same situation repeats, tension comes first. That's human nature.



"...Haaah."



It was heartbreaking to see her trying to calm herself while so tense.



She must have been alone all this time. Suffering in silence without a single person she could truly rely on.



I'm not sure if I have the right to say this.



But if it could offer comfort, there was something I wanted to tell her.



"It's okay."



It's going to be okay.



"We've overcome situations like this before, haven't we? Things are much better now than they were then, so we'll be fine."



"Ah..."



"You're not alone, so don't be afraid. Stay calm and handle this methodically. Then we can end this without anyone dying."



Ireh's head dropped in a daze.



She glanced up at me. I responded to that hesitant gaze with a smile.



"Wait here for a moment."



I left Ireh behind and stepped forward.



"It's Rheinland..."



With someone's utterance of those words, the chaotic atmosphere became orderly.



I swam through the crowd and descended the stairs. I approached a person in military uniform. He recognized me first and saluted.



"Pleased to meet you, Head of the Rheinland family. I am Allos Padremont, Deputy Minister of Defense for the Southern Region."



"I'm Eidel, Professor Feynman's student. Nice to meet you."



Padremont.



A surname I would hear often when dealing with foreign affairs in the future.






If Rheinland was renowned for medicine, Padremont was renowned for military affairs.



That's why it was easier to remember him by his first name.



Allos, Allos. Right. I've heard of him before. Wasn't he someone who died early during the great invasion?



Deputy Minister Allos laughed heartily and said:



"You are truly humble, Head. Introducing yourself as someone's student rather than as the family head."



"I genuinely respect Professor Feynman. It's an honor to be in his lab, so I'm actually bragging."



"Haha, is that so?"



We exchanged a firm handshake. Allos changed the subject.



"I've heard you're a genius at the forefront of foreign god research despite being an undergraduate. May I ask you a few questions?"



"Yes, of course."



Deputy Minister Allos asked detailed questions about the current situation. With my possessed knowledge, I answered diligently. His expression grew increasingly grim.



"...Is there no way to stop this?"



"There is."



"How?"



Instead of answering, I climbed onto the podium. It was enough to draw the attention of the professors.



I activated the voice amplifier and began to speak.



"Everyone, may I have your attention for a moment?"



***



A low, gentle voice. Ireh turned her head at the sound.



"Hello, I'm Eidel von Rheinland. Professors, may I say a few words about this situation?"



"Of course."



Unlike the government officials who stood dumbfounded, the professors welcomed Eidel as if with one mind.



"From my perspective, this situation is extremely serious. As you know, when a celestial body's state changes, that information travels at the speed of light. This means they don't just vanish instantly like we're seeing now."



A phenomenon that couldn't be explained by conventional physics.



"The information that these black holes disappeared was transmitted instantaneously, faster than the speed of light. For this to be possible in the macroscopic world, a higher-dimensional being must be involved."



"A foreign god?"



"Definitely a foreign god."



And one much stronger than any foreign god observed until now. Eidel added without reservation.



"It's likely from the Darwin System, isn't it?"



"It's not just likely—it's certain. The disappeared black holes share common characteristics: carbon compound spectral lines, hypertrophied bulges, and high charge quantities. These are features of the Darwin System."



Eidel continued his explanation logically. This was knowledge that Ireh believed could only be obtained through regression. He had pulled it into the realm of scientific conjecture.



"I did some calculations on my way here. Setting up a simple model, I found there seems to be a linear relationship between the number of disappeared black holes and the timing of the foreign god invasion."



"That means..."



"To get to the point: if three black holes disappear, the storm will reach us within a year; if six disappear, within half a year."



"Eight have disappeared now, right?"



"Then, pessimistically speaking, a large-scale invasion could begin in three months."



Contrary to Ireh's expectations, people didn't become agitated. Rather, they seemed too shocked to speak.



"..."



No.



The situation was under control.



Everything was being controlled and understood through the medium of science, with all variables accounted for.



Knowledge is power, and wisdom is the torch that illuminates humanity.



Thanks to Eidel von Rheinland's presence, the calm and composed atmosphere remained intact.



At the same time, others were helping maintain this atmosphere—the professors. Most of those gathered here were science and engineering professors who knew Eidel personally. They gave him looks of trust.



"We need timely countermeasures."



"Yes, and that's why I have something to tell you. I won't be filing a patent for my research on 'Darwin System Foreign God Traps.'"



"...Are you serious?"



The professors' faces brightened.



The trap was still in the testing phase. However, the test results had been very positive. Three Darwin System patients had already been cured in clinical trials.






If Eidel wanted, he could claim the trap as his invention and make a fortune.



Yet still.



"Yes, please produce them freely without worrying about me or the Rheinland family."



"Even so, isn't this rushing things? Nothing has happened yet."



"I conducted this research with this intention from the beginning. We can't file patents against constellations anyway."



Ireh was surprised.



She might not know about the resonator, but the trap was research that Eidel had led.



Rustila, Mezulen, and herself had helped. But since he had directed and overseen the research itself, he should have been the one to file the patent.



And he was cleanly giving up all the merit that would come with it.



It was like throwing astronomical sums of money to the ground. With so many people suffering from Darwin System foreign gods throughout the galaxy—even on the frontier planet where she was born and raised...



"...How admirable."



Ireh gently clasped her hands together. She slowly stroked the fist that had bumped against Eidel's with her other palm. Why? She could feel a warm sensation.



It's possible. It really is possible.



This was an opportunity that had never existed before and would never come again.



"Thank you for listening. That's all."



As Eidel stepped down from the podium, applause erupted. Feeling the passionate acclaim on her skin like a burning flame, Ireh formed an elegant smile.



She moved her body.



One step.



The girl drew closer to the man.



***



[Graduation Management System]



[Name: Eidel von Rheinland]



[Status: Course Completion]



[You are eligible to graduate. Would you like to graduate? (Select 'No' to remain as completed but not graduated)]



I chuckled.



I've already graduated from virginity, so it doesn't make sense not to graduate from school.



I touched the "Yes" option on the screen.



[Once you graduate, it cannot be undone. Please choose carefully.]



I know.



From now on, only irreversible choices await.



But I've accomplished a lot so far.



I've transformed from a good-for-nothing into humanity's supernova, and I've gained beautiful wives. I've removed the troublesome Adelbein and become the head of the Rheinland family.



Money, fame, domestic peace.



I've built everything up sufficiently. All to create the graviton bomb. That's what I've been building toward.



My actions have changed many futures. Zernya survived, Rustila developed early, Mezulen's research timeline was advanced, and I broke the protagonist's cycle of suffering.



Too much has changed. From now on, the advantage of possession was gone.



That was a good thing.



Making the possessed knowledge useless is the true life of someone who is possessed. It's proof that I've lived diligently, unbound by constraints.



Pioneering unknown paths. Changing the future is truly wonderful.



Taking each day at a time and doing my best. I firmly believe this is the right path.



Before I knew it, graduation day had arrived.



"Congratulations on graduating, son!"



"Hmm, Eidel. So you're graduating early from college too."



Mother congratulates me. Not just her. Father is here, my sister is here, and my wives are here too. Sonia, Ireh, the professor, and other friends.



All people I must protect.



I won't let foreign gods torment them, manipulate them, or kill them. I'll drift this "Foreign God Slayer" story, famous for its tragic ending, into a happy ending.



I threw my graduation cap southward and shouted:



"Ah, I want to become a professor—!!"



It's been a long journey.



The graviton bomb research begins now.





Chapter 229 - Graduate School (1)



Stellarium is a well-structured school with an integrated bachelor's, master's, and doctoral program.



The block semester system completes one course every two weeks. More flexible credit overloads. Diversified undergraduate-graduate linked courses.



Advanced professor consultation systems, online video lectures. Even personalized major tracks.



The world wants young, fresh PhDs. To get a doctorate by your early twenties, completing coursework quickly is the top priority.



Where there's demand, there's supply.



[Integrated Master's-Doctoral Required Credits: 60]

[Current Credits: 33 (Bachelor's recognition) + 9 (Pre-semester) + 18 (Registration)]



I've utilized every aspect of the academic system to create this.



A route to earn a doctorate in just one year.



"Student, please reconsider."



"It's fine."



"Including the seasonal block, that's 27 credits. You'll die at this rate."



"It's fine. I won't die."



The graduate director held his head in his hands.



Why is he acting like this?



I've heard medical students take 30 credits. Surely 27 credits is manageable?



Besides, 9 credits are from the pre-semester that I'm already taking.



Thanks to online classes and automated grading, taking courses is easy. I just need to watch lectures when I have time. Unlike graduate schools in the other world, the schedule here is much more flexible.



"I'm saying this out of concern for your health. I won't force you, but please reconsider just once."



The graduate director pleaded earnestly. A bead of sweat rolled down his forehead, which was shining like the sun.



The graduate director serves as something like a grade advisor for graduate students. While handling other duties, he also looks after students' health and well-being. That must be why he's concerned.



"Thank you for your concern. But I'm not changing my mind."



When I was in graduate school in the other world, there was one thing that bothered me. Full-time students could only take 12 credits.



Of course, depending on the school, you could take up to 18 credits. But that was a last resort for those who needed to graduate, desperately accumulating research credits. It was only possible because research credits were awarded without actual classes.



"Student, you do realize your situation is abnormal, right?"



"Yes."



Probably.



If I can't handle this much, the universe is doomed.



"I'll take 18 credits."



"...Very well."



The graduate director finally raised the white flag.



"Rheinland is truly a special case. Normally, you can't register for this many research credits at once. Since many professors want you to receive your doctorate... we're making an exception."



"Thank you. Thank you very much, Professor."



I bowed deeply and left the office.



"All done?"



Ireh was waiting outside the door. She approached with her arms crossed.



"Yes, I've got everything planned out."



"Tell me what you're going to do."



"I'll complete the coursework in the first semester and graduate with my doctorate in the second."



Ireh's jaw dropped.



"...Is that even possible?"



"Once I complete the coursework, the rest is up to my advisor."



It varies by lab, but Professor Feynman has clear standards. One first-author paper in a "Universal" flagship journal guarantees graduation.



And I already have five.



"The professors want me to graduate. As soon as I meet the institutional requirements, I'll have my doctorate."



"That's insane."



It would be impossible in my original world.



In this universe, it's doable.



"Let's see. I was seventeen as a first-year at Academia, eighteen as a first-year at College. I was nineteen last year, so if all goes well, I'll have my doctorate at twenty-one."



In the other world, I got my doctorate at twenty-two. That's a whole year earlier.



I'd like to do a postdoc around twenty-two or twenty-three and become a professor. Of course, I'll have to see how things go.



"Won't this damage your health?"



"It's fine even if it does."



Zernya will heal me.



"It's better than all of us dying together."



Ireh sighed deeply. She shook her head like a leaf swaying in the wind.



"I'm going to be an intern too."






"What?"



"I'm joining Professor Feynman's lab as an intern."



"..."



"Why?"



"No, it's just... you said you were preparing separately for the invasion. You haven't collected even half of the sacred relics, and you need to strengthen your sacred bullets as much as possible. Aren't you going on trips to gain spiritual connections?"



"What spiritual connections?"



She smiled mischievously. It was a sweet smile.



"Meeting you was the greatest spiritual connection."



Ireh held out her fist.



"This level of enhancement is enough. Because I have you. I'll use the rest of my time to study physics. It turns out I enjoy it."



"Really?"



"Damn right. I think I caught it from you."



She extended her fist further. It was our unique greeting.



I was dazed for a moment before reflexively bumping her fist with mine. Soon, a light laugh escaped me.



Spiritual connection, huh.



Well, I've found one graduate student at least.



***



"Professor, I'm here."



"Student!"



Professor Feynman and I embraced as soon as we met. Though we'd been seeing each other regularly, becoming an official graduate student made it feel different.



Professor Feynman sat me down and began reminiscing about the past.



"You first came to see me four years ago. I knew from then that you were extraordinary. Ah, I must accept this student as my disciple. I can't let you slip away."



"I've been your student all along since then."



"Eidel..."



"Professor..."



Just then, we heard someone clearing their throat. When I turned, Ireh and Sonia were standing there with disgusted expressions.



"Ahem, we should discuss the research schedule first. Did things go well with the director?"



"Yes. It seems I can complete the coursework this semester."



Professor Feynman smiled brightly.



"Excellent. Actually, I believe Eidel is already qualified for a doctoral degree. Other professors agree too. We could award you the degree right now, but there are institutional requirements... you understand what I mean?"



"Yes. I'm grateful just to hear you say that."



"Anyway, we'll be researching gravitons by this summer at the latest. Before that, as you mentioned, there might be a storm in the south, so we'll collaborate. Though it's not our specialty, it would be good to join Darwin's research."



"Understood."



He meant crystal research. It's been a long time coming. But this will be finished within a month now.



Professor Feynman looked past me. Ireh flinched.



"You're Ireh Hazlen, correct? You said you wanted to intern in our lab?"



"...Yes."



"Show me your CV if you have it."



With trembling hands, Ireh tapped her screen. A blue window appeared with her resume floating in mid-air.



Physics department, undergraduate sophomore. Three papers as second author, co-written with me.



That's the extent of her credentials. But it's more than enough. Professor Feynman smiled broadly.



"This matches perfectly with the field I was planning to research. Good, welcome to our lab, student."



"Th-thank you."



Ireh bowed at a perfect right angle, like a machine. Sonia snorted at the sight.



"You're even more robotic than I am. First generation?"



"..."



Come to think of it, the physics department was a male-dominated field.



I'm worried about how Ireh will adjust.



Just then, I sensed another presence behind me. I immediately turned around and made eye contact with three haggard-looking men.



"Oh!"



"Eek!"



"Senior!"



Flans, Ian, and Mercury.



Graduate students in Professor Feynman's lab.



"Seniors! It's been a while! It's me, Eidel!"



I grabbed their hands excitedly. But the seniors didn't look particularly happy. Reading the atmosphere, I toned down my enthusiasm a bit.



"Is something wrong?"






"Ah, no, it's not that..."



"It's an honor to meet the head of House Rheinland!"



"You idiot, lower your voice...!"



Right. I'm the head of the family.



The head of a major medical house that controls the southern federation. Yet I'm a physicist. Professor Feynman is so detached from power dynamics that I completely forgot about it.



This must be how ordinary people typically react.



"Seniors, please treat me casually like before. No matter what, I'm still your junior."



"Junior? That's absurd..."



All three seniors trembled without exception. Even if I've become the family head, were they always this sensitive to power?



Surely not. Feeling suspicious, I used my cheat key.



[Paying 600 Fron.]



[— Common Psychological State: They fear your future. At the same time, they lament their own situation.]



Future?



Why would these people fear my future?



I don't understand.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" giggles.]



I feel like I'm the only one who doesn't know something.



Anyway, it's my first day in graduate school. I started working frantically.



I was busy before, but now I'm even busier. The difficulty of classes and research is different. Perhaps because of my growing reputation, I have mountains of assignments and emails to process.



I tried to chat with the seniors a bit, but the three became even more formal. It was burdensome, but well, better than being hazed.



"What projects do I have this month again?"



"Finalizing the trap research, meeting with Strontium about the Plasma Sword improvement project, and observing the reverse wind antenna test operation."



"At least I can sleep during the last one."



I let out a yawn that threatened to split my face. This cursed fatigue has accumulated over two months of classes and research.



Zernya got angry and told me to rest, but not a chance.



"Hwaaam."



"Here's citron tea. Drink it while it's warm."



"Thanks, Sonia."



"Eidel, can you take my question now?"



"Please wait a moment."



I've barely seen my wives since the honeymoon. Instead, I'm stuck with Ireh and Sonia.



Sonia is my personal android, and Ireh avoids contact with men, so... there's no reason for my wives to be concerned.



I drank the tea while answering Ireh's questions. Simultaneously, I was watching lectures through the online courseware, skipping what I already knew and focusing on new information.



"Wow, there's even a concept of singularity of singularity. A double singularity?"



Despite studying so much, there's still more to learn. Learning truly has no end.



"...Ah."



Come to think of it.



There was something I needed to do first to create an efficient learning environment, though it's a bit troublesome.



I immediately called a service company.



***



Flans, Ian, and Mercury. The three graduate students felt chills down their spines as soon as they saw Eidel return to Professor Feynman's lab.



Who is Eidel von Rheinland?



He's famous as a supernova in physics, a rising genius. The one who ended the southern conflict and caused half of Alcatraz's guards to lose their jobs. In other words, a regular in foreign news.



But that's just his public image.



Only those who know him understand.



Eidel's true nature.



He's been a monster with the obsessive temperament of a professor since his Academia days.



A research monster. Loves research too much. "You must research with me too!" That's the kind of being he is. The foreign news of graduate school who tears apart and devours papers instead of eating meals.



He was such an eccentric that he even set up his own private lab and left. As an undergraduate student, no less! There are rumors that he captured his friends there and worked them to the bone for high salaries.



So...



No one knows what kind of eccentric behavior he might display here.



...No sooner had they thought this than something happened.



"W-who are you?"



"Hello. We're from the door lock company."



On the third day after Eidel became an official graduate student...



The door to Professor Feynman's lab was modified so it could be locked from the inside.
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I had set up a door lock under the pretext of creating an efficient study environment, but the real reason was something else.



"Is it for security reasons?"



"You're asking the obvious."



I put down my research notebook. It was newly purchased, and I had organized all my theories about graviton bombs in it over the past three days.



I shrugged while waving the notebook.



"This kind of information is confidential, only shared among our lab members. It would be troublesome if someone came in and stole it."



"Sounds like you're trying to prevent being scooped."



"Exactly."



In theoretical physics labs, information is life. If a useful idea gets leaked, it's equivalent to losing an entire paper.



Of course, such incidents don't happen often.



After all, who in their right mind would break into someone else's lab to steal research materials?



"The key point is that I'm the head of House Rheinland."



"I see. Since you've become so famous, you might have made enemies without realizing it."



I nodded.



Flans, Ian, and Mercury—my three seniors looked like they would die of indignation, but Ireh would understand. Sure enough, when I turned to look at her, she was smiling bitterly.



Ireh stood up and approached me. She lowered her voice to a whisper.



"Do you think that 'scientist' will come after you?"



"I'm not certain, but there's a high possibility."



With Brian sent into distant exile, it was time for the next villain to appear.



Bruce Aisoph.



A mad scientist who frequents frontier planets.



Normally, he's the type who locks himself in his room, completely disconnected from the world.



But when he finds a scientist who seems more brilliant than himself, he torments them by any means necessary—a complete scoundrel. Thanks to him, about twenty scientists have either died or given up their careers.



In short, he's a creepy bastard.



"I think he's started moving by now. Since his base is in the southern frontier, he might come after me directly."



"...That sounds dangerous. He's one of the Five Kings."



The Five Kings.



Five demon lords who betrayed humanity and sided with the outer gods.



That's how they're described, but in reality, they're closer to five villains.



Bruce actually does side with the outer gods.



His reason for betrayal is simple: as a scientist exploring nature, he wants to better understand the existence of outer gods.



Typical mad scientist mentality.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" snickers.]



By the way, there are people who slander me as a crazy scientist, but that's a completely absurd misunderstanding.



I'm perfectly normal. I have common sense.



My hands and feet literally tremble whenever I see people calling me crazy.



"Oh, by the way, Young Master. The Chairman of Stronium would like to see you."



"Really? When?"



"As soon as possible."



"Then I should go right away. Seniors, please take care of the lab while I'm gone!"



Beep beep beep beep.



I entered the 23-digit random number password to open the door and left with only Sonia. As soon as the state-of-the-art automatic door closed with a whirr, laughter erupted from inside.



Hee, heeheeheee! Eeheeheeheeheee!



I'm so glad our lab has such a great atmosphere.



Happy lab! Graduate school like home! Seniors and juniors like family!



I really made a good lab contact.



Because it was closest to the ultimate lab environment I was hoping for.








***





Stronium Industry.



After the collapse of Adelbein Corporation, it had become a mega-corporation. They undisputedly controlled the most capital and affiliates in the Federation.



The chairman of such a company should naturally exude dignity.



Yes, that should be the case, but...



"Oh my, our little Lily! Who did you take after to be so cute!"



"A-u!"



Bell Stranov.



Even an iron-blooded businessman becomes a fool in front of his granddaughter.



"Chairman, we're here."



"Hmm? Ah, yes. I understand. My little one, grandpa has to work now. Okay?"



"Ta-u!"



Oh, is it because she's the child of physicist parents? She already knows one elementary particle.



This baby—I mean, this child has a promising future.



"It's been a while, Rheinland. No, I should call you the Head of House Rheinland now. I should speak formally too."



"Please continue as before."



"Then I'll keep this up only in private. In front of others, you need to maintain your dignity, don't you?"



I answered with a smile.



"Have you met Callis?"



"Yes, I just saw her on my way here. She looked very well."



This was why I hadn't seen Professor Stranov for a while. She was recovering at the maternity ward.



"Callis told me that if her daughter decides to major in physics, she'd consider sending her to your lab."



"I'm honored."



The daughter's name was Lily, wasn't it? Lily. It means a lily flower. Okay, I can remember that easily.



Good, that's the second one.



"I hope you stay strong and see your second and third grandchildren."



"My son-in-law says his back hurts, so it might be difficult for a while."



"Oh dear..."



I made a mental note to gift Professor Feynman free passes to our family hospital soon.



"Let's end the small talk here. Now, follow me."



Sonia and I rode in Chairman Bell's car.



The place we arrived at was a factory.



No, it was too massive to be called just a factory.



A magnificent facility stretched all the way to the vanishing point beyond the horizon. It looked like a scene from a movie.



"This is one of the largest industrial facilities in the west."



The chairman pointed down with his finger.



"That line over there produces Plasma Swords, and that line over there makes Reverse Light Wind Antennas. Since the two manufacturing processes overlap significantly, we're running them simultaneously."



That's right. To prepare for Darwin's Legion's major invasion, I was borrowing Stronium's power.



Usually, the top 10 families tended to check each other. But in the face of a common crisis like the outer gods, they had no choice but to join forces.



"How many finished products do we have?"



"300,000 antennas and 3.5 million swords. We've even made all the ones for the 12 Palaces. There should be an opportunity to supply them to the front lines soon."



"That's less than I expected."



"Hey, my friend. Isn't it asking too much when you only gave us two weeks? We're running at maximum automation right now!"



Actually, it's sufficient.



With 3.5 million upgraded Plasma Swords, we can supply all the elite forces in the south.






And 300,000 antennas can defend hundreds of base planets.



There will still be casualties, but we won't be completely helpless.



The chairman changed the subject.



"By the way, have you heard the news? I heard there were massive layoffs at Alcatraz Correctional Facility."



"...First time hearing about it."



The chairman patted my shoulder and smiled bitterly.



"They'll probably shut down soon. Because of someone's trap."



"Is that so?"



"Well, well. Aren't you interested in your own affairs? These days, if you go to the newsroom, they're talking about nothing but you."



I didn't say that I didn't have time to watch the news. The chairman seemed to have already noticed.



The chairman sighed, "Ehyu."



"They say a hero doesn't know he's a hero. To be honest, I respect you."



"You flatter me."



"I mean it. You could have made a fortune with that trap, but you gave up the patent without a moment's hesitation. Usually, those who already have wealth become even greedier. But you didn't. You prioritized human ethics over money. If I were you, I couldn't have done that until a major crisis hit."



"Saving lives comes first."



"That's the right principle. So you really are of Rheinland blood..."



The chairman's gaze drifted toward the distant mountains.



Sonia and I also looked far ahead. The twilight sky with dusk gently settling on the ground was projected onto our retinas.



Chirp, chirp. Beyond the twilight, the concert of insects began.



"When the sun sets, a deep, dark sea approaches. A sea named outer gods. According to your prediction, we have about a month left."



"Yes, they'll come like a tsunami."



"So humanity must learn to swim. Even if the result is just dog-paddling... isn't that much more meaningful than ending without doing anything?"



I agreed with his words.



Perhaps it's because of people like Chairman Stranov that humanity still has hope.



If the Stranov family had been an evil organization on par with the Adelbeins, it would have been difficult to decide who to entrust this crisis to.



"Head of House Rheinland."



"Yes, Chairman."



"Is your graviton bomb concept progressing well?"



"Only the concept is."



"Meaning you need the nation's support and backing. Very well, when the time comes, I'll do my best to lobby for you."



"Thank you. I owe you one."



After discussing more business matters, I returned home.



Oh, by the way, my home refers to Professor Feynman's lab.



I entered the password and walked in to find a cozy space. And of course, inside would be my lab colleagues who are like family to me, but wait.



"Where did everyone go?"



"Perhaps they ran away?"



"Don't say such nonsense. Our seniors wouldn't do that."



Ireh was sleeping at her desk, probably tired.



She might catch a cold.



I covered her with a blanket and thoroughly searched inside and outside the lab.



"Seniors, where are you?"



"That was just a joke. It seems they've gone home."



"Well... can't be helped then."



I had rushed back hoping to see my seniors, but it was all for nothing.



I sat down next to Ireh and read papers. There was truly an endless amount of studying to do.



It was around dawn when I received messages that Rustila and Zernya were heading to the southern frontier for field training.
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Rustila was the first to send a text message.



"I'm going to a frontier planetary system for training next week. They say even officer cadets need to prepare since a major war might break out."



Next was Zernya.



"I've completed most of my practical training. Now I just need to gain experience while working. I'm planning to go on a volunteer mission to the southern frontier with your father-in-law starting next week."



What? Volunteer mission?



In times like these?



It might be understandable for Rustila who's a soldier, but it's dangerous for Zernya. I hurriedly sent a reply.



"Who asked you to do this?"



"I volunteered."



Oh, she volunteered. I thought she was being forcibly mobilized.



"Isn't it too dangerous?"



"It's my conviction."



Zernya dismissed it with just one word. I couldn't send any more replies.



"And I'm pregnant."



I really couldn't reply to that.



***



Zernya was pregnant. Rustila also chose to cultivate her embryo externally through in vitro. Suddenly, I was about to become the father of two children.



I asked Zernya why she didn't choose external cultivation when she was already so busy. Her answer was:



"Because it's our child."



"Won't it be difficult?"



"Because it's our child."



Zernya repeated the same words like a parrot. She stroked her lower abdomen and looked up at me.



"Because it's... our child..."



Her eyes still showed anxiety.



I see. She wants validation.



Her family had fallen from grace. Many people still knew her as an Adelbein.



She wanted to show the world that she wasn't the head of the Adelbein family, but the wife of a Rheinland.



I gently embraced Zernya.



"...Eidel."



Of course, I hugged Rustila too.



Anyway, I was accompanying my wives along with my research team members to observe black holes.



"This was GKL-498611. It was a small black hole, but it disappeared the day before yesterday."



"That's the twelfth one."



The prediction was off.



"It seems my hypothesis was wrong."



"We can't let our guard down just because you were wrong. Foreign gods are like volcanoes. We never know when they'll erupt. We need to keep monitoring their movements."



I discussed with the field researchers like this. Ireh was diligently taking notes beside me. She put down her notepad and asked.



"Are there any other unusual occurrences?"



"Nothing in particular."



"Even rumors, not necessarily about the black holes themselves. For example, unsettling rumors circulating in the frontier planetary systems..."



The researcher clapped his hands and answered.



"There is one! A man in a white robe who introduces himself as the 'Prophet of Doom.' Recently, there have been widespread rumors that he's been disturbing public sentiment with baseless claims in the Delaus planetary system."



Ireh and I exchanged glances.



No doubt about it.



One of the Five Kings, Bruce Aizof.



As expected, that bastard is making his move.



"What kind of rumors is he spreading?"



"He says humanity will perish this month."



That really is baseless.



"I heard the space police are desperately trying to arrest him for sedition. But they say he appears and disappears mysteriously, as if rising to the sky or sinking into the ground."



It's probably due to his Death Star ability. He can use past stars that have already exploded and turned to dust to jump through space. Simply put, it's teleportation.



Meanwhile, Bruce is one of the few individuals who can hear the voices of foreign gods.



Why that's possible is one of the world's greatest mysteries.






Come to think of it, I'm the same.



The fact that I can have normal conversations with the foreign god of wisdom just because I like research doesn't make sense.



The researcher continued with disgust.



"According to rumors, he's been badmouthing the head of the Rheinland family recently. Saying things like he's researching strange things like 'traps,' and how could that possibly prevent doom. Ridiculous, right?"



I couldn't laugh.



The trap isn't perfect.



In theory, it can contain all Darwin-type foreign gods, but in practice, its efficiency is limited to capturing only "below a certain level" of Darwin-types. If you think about what a trap really means, the answer becomes clear.



You can't trap a catfish in a net designed for small fish.



In the end, we had to face the Darwin-type bosses directly.



No. We had to endure.



Until we could restore the Aether Belt that would be blown away by the storm.



"Well, that's all for the report. I'll give you the experimental data for analysis."



Hehe, data. Data.



But this isn't my responsibility.



"Ms. Ireh."



"Huh? What?"



"Would you like to write a paper on this topic?"



As soon as I tossed the data to Ireh, her face went blank.



"You want me... to write a paper on my own?"



"You said you wanted to become a physicist."



"It's too... too early..."



She stopped mid-sentence and took a deep breath.



"Sigh... alright. I can handle this much."



Good attitude.



The moment you enter graduate school, whether you're an intern, a master's student, or a doctoral student, you should have the same mindset. That is, you're not just a student, but also a researcher.



Ireh Hazlen had the spirit and ability for it.



Of course, I'm helping her plenty.



"Eidel."



"What is it, Rusti?"



"I need to return to the military camp now."



"Ah, me too."



It was time to part with my two wives.



"Give me one more hug."



"Me too."



I embraced both wives deeply. This was one of the good things about being married. Just hugging like this gives me energy.



"Great, fully charged!"



"I could research for days without sleep now."



"Get some sleep, will you!"



Just then, I heard Ireh chuckling beside us.



"You two seem to be getting along much better."



Rustila and Zernya's eyes narrowed simultaneously.



"...Well, yes."



"I've just gotten used to it."



My wives turned their heads in opposite directions, as if mimicking Ireh's reaction.



In the past, they would have fought constantly, saying things like "Me, with someone like her?" But now it doesn't go that far.



Time is truly a fearsome and fascinating entity. Even in this era of highly advanced science and technology, it remains a concept that can't be clearly defined, yet it changes so many things.



"It's love-hate."



"Don't say such things..."



"It's not like that, sister."



The two women bickered. Regardless, Ireh laughed softly and lightened the mood.



But then.



"...Huh?"






The three women uttered the same sound almost simultaneously.



I too, a step behind, could understand why my wives were surprised.



[You have satisfied certain conditions.]



["Great Triangle (Lv. 01)" has been activated.]



***



Ireh's eyes quickly scanned the status window.



[— Common Effect: Great Triangle]



[— Altair, Deneb, and Vega have formed a triple star system, becoming complete. The three stars shine as one and resonate. This starlight will drive away the darkness of the world...]



Finally, finally obtained it.



One of the most powerful skills for facing foreign gods.



[— Notice: Based on the center of gravity of the three vertices, all allies within a radius of 100 meters receive a 5% increase in health, strength, agility, energy, and recovery.]



[— Notice: This effect is maintained as long as the three people remain within a radius of 10 meters of each other.]



Ireh almost burst into tears.



How much she had struggled to obtain this.



To make Altair, her main star, happy. To fight and win against foreign gods. To remove the penalty of the foreign god Sapaul that had been binding her like chains.



It was a skill she desperately wanted.



"Huh...?"



Rustila staggered. Zernya groaned and collapsed into a chair. Ireh also felt dizzy and held her head.



["Altair!"]



["Vega!"]



Vega and Altair met, stepping on Deneb. As a result, the three women felt as if they had become one.



Their entire bodies pulsed like beating drums at this unfamiliar sensation.



"Um... is this that thing?"



"...The Stellarine has been restored."



Zernya and Rustila muttered as they grasped the situation. Eidel, sensing an opportunity, added fuel to the fire.



"Maybe it's because the three of you have become closer. It's only level 1, but isn't this level of resonance amazing?"



Ireh nodded first, followed by Eidel's two wives.



Some might think 5% is too small.



It's not.



This was a top-tier buff.



As the level increases in the future, additional effects can be expected, along with other abilities.



Though the beginning is humble, the end shall be great.



What was needed for that was time.



[— The triple star becomes more solid as intimacy increases by having the three star incarnations spend more time in the same space, having deep conversations at the level of revealing secrets, or overcoming dramatic crises together.]



Time for the three to become closer.



"Ha, so this was real."



Zernya sighed. Rustila did the same.



"...We have no choice. Ireh, let's get closer from now on."



"Hey, is that how you talk to Ireh? At least show some respect!"



"It's okay, Rustila. I don't mind."



Zernya's personality had mellowed considerably. Even this much was gratifying, even touching. She deeply felt that the predestined future had changed.



"Alright, let's go get coffee. Eidel, the three of us will go."



"Wait, then what about Ms. Ireh..."



"Your lab intern is quite something."



Zernya placed her hand on Ireh's waist and made a flicking motion with her tongue. Eidel's expression turned to shock.



Ireh scratched her head and said.



"Rheinland, I think raising the skill level is more urgent. I'll talk with your wives and come back. Go rest with the android first. Okay?"



With the dataset in hand, Ireh said a temporary goodbye to Eidel and Sonia. Eidel was still unable to gather his wits after the sudden turn of events.



Sonia chuckled and swayed her waist.



"As expected, the only one who remains by young master's side until the end is me, Sonia. Come, young master. Please applaud this devoted maid."



"Ah, no. My assistant..."



Eidel von Rheinland.



Losing his carefully nurtured prospective graduate student to his wives.
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When I opened the cafeteria door, there was Ireh Hazlen in a way I'd never seen before.



"Is that really true?"



"I'm telling you it is!"



Ireh, acting as the older sister figure, looking after Rustila and Zernya.



Ireh, smiling in a way she never had for me.



Ireh, blowing on her drip coffee—not the cheap instant coffee from a can—while having girl talk.



This was a side of her I didn't know.



She was gradually changing into someone I didn't recognize.



[—Intimacy has reached a certain level.]



[—Acquired 'Great Triangle (Lv.02).']



Today was just another example.



She came back late, obsessed with building this "great triangle."



I had carefully chosen a research topic manageable at her level, but you've become negligent in your research.



[—The three of you have completed a meaningful conversation about a common interest.]



[—Acquired 'Great Triangle (Lv.03).']



I was bitter.



I resented my wives.



I felt so disappointed in the wives who stole my graduate student's time.



If Professor Feynman and I had claimed Vega and Altair instead, we would have easily reached level 100 and beyond. I resented Vega and Altair for not coming to me.



"Young master."



"...What."



"Please come to your senses."



I didn't budge even when Sonia headbutted me. My heart had turned to stone.



Sonia sighed, then suddenly patted me and said:



"Why are you acting like this? It's not like you've been rejected."



"Yes, I have."



"...Could it be that you have feelings for Ireh?"



"I've lost a research partner. If that's not rejection, what is?"



Sonia stared at me silently.



Yes, you don't understand me either.



After all, who could sympathize with the frustration of watching a promising research project fall apart?



[—The God of Wisdom and Curiosity feels pity for you.]



Damn it, even a foreign god sympathizes with me...



With a surge of emotion, I contacted my seniors. I drank water instead of alcohol while complaining. Water complaints. Physics complaints. Physics is like alcohol—the more you do it, the more intoxicated you become.



"...Sigh."



After hanging up, I felt a bit better. Talking with my PhD friends always sparked new ideas.



I wish I could have such conversations with Ireh soon.



No sooner had I thought this than the research lab's door opened.



"Rheinland, I'm back."



Speak of the devil.



"You finished earlier than expected today?"



"Getting to level 4 was quicker than I thought."



Great Triangle level 4. The level where three people can finally call each other "friends." Light jokes are possible, and they feel comfortable with each other.



The side effects include a 20% increase in basic stats like health, strength, and agility.



And...



"...Pron resistance increase?"



"It's an essential ability when fighting foreign gods. Also helps with stress management."



In other words, Ireh had returned with significantly stronger mental fortitude.



"This level should be enough for the upcoming invasion."



"Then we can spend more time writing papers, right?"



"Huh, what?"



"You need to make up for lost time. Have you forgotten why we're doing research? You said level 4 for the Great Triangle is sufficient, right? So we can work on our paper now, right?"



"Ah, well. That's true, but..."






Ireh hesitated and backed away.



Sorry, but it's too late.



Once the door closes, the lock activates.



Click.



"W-why won't this open?"



"Because it's locked from the inside."



"This isn't Professor Feynman's lab! It's just a visiting research lab on the outskirts...!"



"I modified it the day before yesterday."



"You did? I-I never saw anything like this!"



"That's why you should come to the lab every day."



I replaced the worn-out door lock with the help of other researchers. It's even more secure than the one in the main lab. You need to enter a 30-digit random number.



And the time limit for entry is just 15 seconds.



In other words, Ireh can't leave unless I tell her the password.



"Welcome to the room you can't leave until you write your paper."



"T-this is going too far!"



"It's not that difficult, is it? You still have the dataset, right? Just organize that one thing. I'll help you."



"A-alright..."



That night, I didn't let Ireh sleep.



It was only natural that she should work overtime to make up for her absence.



***



"So she collapsed after writing papers for two days straight without rest and couldn't come today?"



"Yes."



"Ah, really..."



The last day of the week. Rustila had finished her training, and Zernya had completed her volunteer work for the evening.



My wives seemed surprised to see me instead of Ireh.



"What, have you grown tired of me?"



"Of course not! It's just that..."



"Talking with Ireh unnie is quite fun too."



Clack. Zernya put down her teacup with a sigh.



I was shocked.



I never expected to hear Zernya call Ireh "unnie."



"How did the three of you become so close so quickly?"



"We talked about various things. Ireh unnie is especially good at listening to our stories. I really liked that."



"Can I hear more details?"



"No."



Rustila and Zernya brought their hands to their lips. Then they made a "shh" sound that couldn't help but raise questions.



"It's a secret among women."



This is sad. I feel excluded. I didn't do research and get married to feel this kind of self-loathing and distress.



Seeing my gloomy face, Rustila worriedly grabbed my hand. She opened her chest wide and whispered:



"...If you're feeling bad, um, you know. Do you want to touch here?"



The substantial weight catches my eye.



But I wasn't in the mood today. I shook my head. Rustila, who had been slightly flushed, let out a long sigh.



"Ah..."



"Eidel won't be satisfied with just that. Here, let me try. Honey, do you need any help with your research?"



"No, it's fine."



I stood up, patting both wives on the head. They looked up with their mouths agape.



"...S-serious condition."



"W-what should we do?"



"Honey, are you sick? There's nothing wrong with your mind, right? Wait here, don't leave."



"Are you upset with us? I-I'll apologize if that's the case..."



I reassured my wives that I was genuinely fine. Even though I was being direct, they all seemed to think they were at fault.



It took some time to clear up the misunderstanding.



Eventually, after sufficient conversation, we each returned to our positions. Rustila to the military camp, Zernya to the medical volunteer headquarters.






Truthfully, I was feeling down.



But I couldn't blame my wives for it. My complaints about resenting them were just a husband's petulance.



What really worried me was the result of the paper.



I checked the new dataset received from the astronomical observatory today.



[—U-991956 & DNT-8452 additional collapse confirmed. A total of 14 southern classical black holes have been destroyed. 12 of these black holes were observed to have massive bulges.]



Three months have passed since then.



Despite all this time, the invasion hasn't begun.



I couldn't shake the feeling that the foreign gods were planning something bigger.



"Sigh."



As I was looking at the data results and sighing, I felt a soft touch on my shoulder. It was Sonia.



"Young master, I'm back."



"Ah, yes. Did you enjoy your shopping?"



"Thanks to you."



Today I gave Sonia her first paycheck. I gave her a generous amount, including a bonus for taking care of me all this time.



And she had changed... quite beautifully.



A prettier, cuter maid uniform. Her face seemed to have been modified with small modules, making it cuter and rounder. Of course, Sonia's characteristic expressionlessness remained the same.



"You look quite different?"



"Do I?"



"Yes, you seem more human somehow."



"Is that a compliment?"



"I'm not sure."



"I'll take it as one."



Sonia rubbed her slightly reddened cheeks while answering flatly. That blush must be a new module too.



"These humans are crazy about money. Selling modules like this."



"...Hey, you shouldn't be saying that."



"It's a joke. I was trying to cheer you up."



Sonia made a V-sign with both hands and waved them.



"Young master, you needn't fear the foreign gods' invasion. The Department of Defense has already stationed five Great Omega inspectors here. With Lady Rustila, that makes six. Plus, traps and antennas have been installed everywhere, and the elite units have completed their sword enhancements."



"...Right, that's true."



"These are all achievements you've made possible as the central figure. So I believe we can win no matter when they come."



I nodded.



It was unnecessary worry.



Although I was a bit nervous about experiencing my first large-scale invasion, I felt relieved thinking it wasn't an insurmountable obstacle.



"Thank you, Sonia. I'm glad you're assigned to me."



"It's nothing."



I smiled as I patted Sonia's head.



I thought about what a wonderful android my father had gifted me.



***



A gloomy alley filled with pipes.



Opening an old iron door reveals flickering incandescent lights.



Even in the great cosmic era of warp travel, traces of ancient civilization remain.



Such places are inevitably undeveloped regions, and the reason they remain undeveloped is the consistently rippling madness. Yes, because of madness.



Beer cans rolling around.



Grayish-white tissues scattered about.



And an old-fashioned television.



[Eidel von Rheinland, head of the Rheinland family, has officially published three papers on Crystalline. Each forms the basis for research on traps, backlight wind antennas, and improved plasma swords...]



Crash!



A crowbar pierced through the television screen.



"Even a rat-dick nobody like him calls himself a scientist?"



The man chewed gum like a thug living in a sewer and hurled insults into the void.



"...Not a chance."



He thought.



In this world, no scientist superior to himself should exist.
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The man who had been blowing a horn threw the bottle straight ahead. The glass bottle flew in an arc and hit the TV, which let out a death rattle.



"Eidel, Eidel von Rheinland."



No matter how many times he repeated it, it remained such an unlucky name.



The man slumped onto the sofa, running his fingers through his disheveled hair. His gaze swept around the room.



A musty smell like rotten cheese. Dirty water dripping from outdated plumbing. A wooden table covered with marks where rats had gnawed.



The civilian homes on frontier planets were this miserable.



It was because the government's reach didn't extend here.



Technological advances weren't distributed at equal speeds across all planetary systems. In some villages on this Delaus planetary system, analog TVs were still considered newfangled technology.



That was why the man had been able to reign like a king all this time.



"Pina!"



At his shout, an android with pink twin-tails came running. Despite her appearance of a child about ten years old, she wore an oversized windbreaker that didn't fit her frame.



"Yes, Burce Doctor!"



"It's not Burce, it's Bruce! How many times do I have to tell you!"



"Heeeng."



"So, have you collected all the scrap metal?"



"10.4% remaining until quota fulfillment!"



"You sluggish girl."



Bruce picked up a random stone fragment lying around and threw it. It hit the android Pina's head with a clunk. She left again, whimpering.



"This is why fourth-generation models..."



He muttered as he stood up.



Bruce left the house to get some fresh air. When he opened the door, a hazy sandstorm obscured his vision. He put on his goggles and crossed through the shantytown.



The Delaus-4 planet was once a playground for the Outer Gods.



It wasn't affected by the Aether Belt, and many people were infected with madness. On the streets, you could see patients staggering around like drug addicts.



Now it's different.



Bruce hid behind a wall at the sound of disciplined footsteps. An army equipped with power armor was patrolling. They were there to capture and isolate those infected with madness.



"...Damn, it's because of him."



Eidel von Rheinland. After he ended the Southern Great War and took the position of head of the Rheinland family, many places that could be called "frontiers" disappeared. It was because the range of the Aether Belt had expanded.



"Who does he think he is to interfere with my research?"



It didn't sit well with him.



There couldn't be a scientist more brilliant than himself.



"Bruce Doctor, I collected everything!"



Pina was pulling a cart with a grunt. It was full of scrap metal to be used for making research equipment. Despite appearances, she was quite strong.



"If you're done, move it to the base. This isn't a place we can stay for long either."



"Yes, Doctor!"



"And there's one more thing you need to do."



"What is it?"



Bruce handed her a photo and said:



"Infiltrate this guy's lab and bring back his research materials. As much as you can, got it?"



Pina saluted and nodded.



"Understood, Doctor!"



Watching Pina run off earnestly on her short legs, Bruce stroked his rough chin.



Doctor.



It still had a nice ring to it.



***



I was in the middle of monitoring black hole evaporation phenomena while engaged in a battle of wills with the Outer Gods.



"Hello, big brother! I, I'm Pina! I came because I'm interested in your laboratory!"



A pink-haired girl came to see me.



No, since she's a robot, she's not really a girl.



I knew exactly who she was.



The assistant of the mad scientist, Bruce Izof.



"You came because you're interested in my lab?"



"Yes!"






"Where are you from?"



"D-Delaus planet!"



"Isn't that a frontier?"



"It used to be, but not anymore! Thanks to your research, the Aether Belt expanded! Because of that, the streets are cleaner and public safety is much better! Thank you so much!"



Pina bowed her head. Her face was as bright as the morning sun.



"So... can I tour your lab?"



"I'm sorry, but tours are difficult due to security issues."



"Heeng."



She quickly became dejected.



"This is a borrowed facility. To tour it, you'd need to get permission from the research institute and have an entry pass issued."



"Then I guess there's no choice..."



She's giving up more easily than I expected.



I thought an assistant of Bruce would be more persistent.



But then.



The android suddenly pulled out a terminal and shouted:



"Hypnosis Beam——!!"



It was an image with black and white fractals drawn on it.



In the middle, I could see round, complex shapes. Is this that hypnosis app or whatever it is?



[— You have viewed a photo concentrated with the madness of the Outer Gods.]



[— You have received 100 Pron.]



What is this now?



That Bruce fellow has made some strange things.



"...Gasp."



"The pattern is pretty. You must like these things."



"O-one more time! Hypnosis Beam!!"



[— You have viewed a video highly concentrated with the madness of the Outer Gods.]



[— You have received 200 Pron.]



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' is curious about this unfamiliar device.]



Well, thank you.



"W-why isn't the Doctor's invention working?"



"It seems our android friend is very interested in repeating fractal structures. Did you know? There are fractals in nature too. Here, I'll print out some interesting papers for you to read when you have time."



"Eek!"



The android stepped back.



"T-then I'll come back another time! Goodbye!"



And with that, she ran away.



"..."



It's clear that Bruce has targeted me.



I should set up some countermeasures, even simple ones, before dealing with the Outer Gods.



"Cartesia?"



["...Damn brat."]



***



"So, you just ran away?"



"I'm sorry, Doctoooor!"



Bruce slapped his forehead. He was in the middle of eating and stabbed a sausage with his fork.



"There's a limit to incompetence!"



The sausage Bruce threw hit Pina's forehead. Pina picked up the fallen food from the floor, gobbled it up, and bowed her head.



"I'm sorryyy!"



"This is why fourth-generation models..."



Though he was angry at the subpar performance of the obsolete robot, he had also gained useful information.



Namely, that Eidel, like himself, was immune to the madness of the Outer Gods.



It felt like meeting a comrade, or rather, a worthy opponent.






Bruce revealed his yellowed teeth in a smile.



"Go back again. This time, avoid him and secretly steal his research materials."



"But Doctor, that person seems to stay in his lab all day! He orders androids to bring him water and meals, and even goes to the bathroom in just one minute!"



"Why aren't you thinking? If he doesn't go out, you need to create an environment where he has no choice but to leave! Have the director summon him or something!"



"Ah, yes! Understood!"



Pina was about to leave but turned her head.



"Doctor, we only have enough money for a one-way shuttle ticket."



"..."



Budget.



It was the most sensitive issue for Bruce.



"Can't you teleport me?"



"You'll have to find your own way back."



Pina gave a sharp salute. Bruce snapped his fingers, and her form disappeared to another location. Bruce's nose stung.



"Damn it..."



A spatial jump skill using a dead constellation. Using it once requires draining all the Aether in one's body. The rebound causes rapid exhaustion, so he only uses it when absolutely necessary.



Whoosh!



Pina set foot in the Southern Observatory again. Just then, a researcher with an ID card around his neck was coming toward her.



"Heeng heeng."



Pina slumped down and pretended to cry.



"Oh my, little one. Are you lost?"



"Hypnosis Beam!"



"Ugh."



"Now go to Eidel von Rheinland's lab and tell him: The Director is calling you, so please come down to the Director's office right away!"



The researcher staggered away. Pina giggled and went up to the Director's office.



Using the same method, she put the Director under a one-hour hypnosis and commanded:



"Talk with Eidel von Rheinland until the hypnosis wears off! You must not let him leave!"



The plan was perfect. Pina hummed a tune as she went up to Eidel's lab. The researcher from earlier was talking with Eidel.



"T-the Director has b-business with you and w-wants you to c-come."



"I'm busy right now, so I'll do it later."



"He said it's n-necessary."



"Then by phone."



"In p-person..."



"If it were really urgent, wouldn't the Director have come up himself?"



Pina was dumbfounded.



Come on, even if he is the head of the Rheinland family, how could a mere graduate student talk to the research director like that?



Isn't he being disrespectful?



Eidel patted the researcher's shoulder.



"I'm joking. If the Director is calling, I should go right away."



Perfect.



Luckily, Eidel left the door open when he left. Peeking inside, she saw no one was there. It was an opportunity as good as divine providence.



Pina entered the lab and quickly gathered various items.



Research notes?



Oh my, I must take these!



A tablet with top-level security?



Oh my, I need to take this too!



There was no computer visible. He probably used a wearable screen system or a laptop. Pina decided to return with what she had.



"Still a pretty good haul!"



That's when it happened.



Whirrrr!



With an eerie electronic sound, the door closed.



"...Huh?"
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The door closed, and a few seconds later, the lights went out, plunging the laboratory into darkness.



"C-calm down."



The door was a sliding type. It was electronic and didn't look easy to force open. Above all, being made of steel meant there were limits to breaking it down.



That meant hacking was necessary.



Pina examined the intercom with the door lock installed.



[Please enter the password.]



"What? This is easy!"



It was a very basic level of security. She didn't even need to find a hint.



Pina took out the "door lock hacking device" she had received from Bruce.



This equipment couldn't open the door directly, but it could find the lock's unique code.



In other words, she just needed to enter the number that appeared on the screen.



[Hacking complete]



[Password is 483968734950389438349034834835]



"Huh?"



Was the hacking device broken?



"That can't be right..."



Pina applied the device again. The same result appeared. It didn't seem to be an error.



Then there was only one conclusion.



Eidel was extremely sensitive about security.



"Who makes an entrance password this long?"



She regretted leaving through the door earlier.



Wait, hold on. If he was this paranoid about security, why did he leave the entrance door open earlier?



Pina felt a chill. Even though she was an android without pores or hair, she still felt a shiver.



Something, something was wrong.



She hurriedly entered the number. It was so long that she kept checking if she was entering it correctly.



Beep!



[Incorrect password.]



"Huh...?"



That's impossible.



As an android, there was no way she could have misread a single digit. Nor would she have processed a 30-digit password as a 4-byte integer. She wasn't that stupid.



Still, just to be sure, she brought the hacking device close again.



[Password is 921934743234098492833490456490]



"W-what?"



The password had changed.



"T-this can't be happening."



In her urgency, she tried entering the password even faster.



[Incorrect password.]



"This can't be happening!"



No matter how many times she tried, the result was the same. The password kept changing, and even if she somehow managed to enter it, it would show as incorrect. The door wouldn't open.



A hypothesis suddenly occurred to her.



"D-don't tell me... there's a time limit?"



Checking the device repeatedly, she found the password was being reset approximately every 15 seconds.



In other words, unless she could check the 30-digit random password, enter it perfectly, and press the asterisk button, she couldn't escape from this room.



"Is this even human!"



It was physically impossible!



If even an android couldn't do it, how could a human possibly manage?



Pina changed her approach. The random password must be fake, and there must be a master key somewhere.



The problem was, no matter how much she looked around, she couldn't find that key.



Suddenly finding herself in an escape room game, Pina surveyed her surroundings.



Ventilation duct, none.



Window, exists but too small. Calculations showed she would definitely get stuck if she tried to enter.



Wall, solid.






Door, very solid.



"I'm doomed..."



Just as Pina was despairing, she heard something.



"Looks like our new graphics card has arrived?"



A man's voice came through the thick steel door. Pina jumped like a startled frog.



All sorts of thoughts raced through her mind. Rheinland, this person. Could he possibly know about her and Dr. Bruce's existence? If so, how and since when?



However, she reached one conclusion.



Now was her chance to escape.



Pina might not be smart, but her physical specs were decent enough. Thanks to the doctor's modifications, she could run faster than most military androids and easily pull heavy metal carts.



Click.



Pina assumed a crouching start position.



And as soon as the door opened, she launched herself like a bullet.



Like a martial arts master using lightness skills, Pina shot out of the room and ran toward the exit she remembered.



"Huh? Hey, research data thief! Catch that kid!"



Looking back, she saw Eidel and a maid android chasing after her. Eidel was fast, but not enough to keep up with her. The problem was the android.



How could she move at that speed while wearing such a wide skirt? What kind of sturdy modules did she have in her legs?



"Stop right there!"



"As if I would stop just because you said so!"



"If you return now, the young master won't punish you!"



Whether he punished her or not didn't matter.



Escape was the only answer!



Patter patter! The distance between the two robots grew closer. Pina was faster, but she had a child-like body. There were limits to her stride length. Being caught was just a matter of time.



Just then, the end of the corridor appeared.



The path split in two: she could either go down the stairs or break the window in front of her and jump out.



"You'd better give up now!"



In this critical moment.



Pina pulled out a grappling gun from her chest and threw herself forward.



Crash!



"Oh no...!"



Five floors up in the research facility. Even for an android, falling would cause shock damage. Pina scraped the wall with her grappling gun as she descended. Screech! She minimized the impact as much as possible.



After landing on the ground, Pina continued running. She didn't even look back.



After putting several kilometers between herself and the research facility, Pina put on a windbreaker inside out and boarded a shuttle.



"Hehe!"



Mission complete!



***



"Well done, assistant!"



"Hehe!"



Pina beamed like a child at the rare praise.



"A research notebook and a dedicated tablet too. These two are practically the lifeblood of a theoretical scientist."



Bruce's plan was simple.



Find out what Eidel von Rheinland was going to research next. Then scoop that topic.



He could do it because he was a genius. Or, if by some chance it proved impossible, he could just upload the content to the internet. Researchers are sensitive to information.



"Doctor, let's look at the research notebook first!"



Even in the digital age, truly important information is written by hand. The core notebook containing research topics was a prime example. Unless it fell directly into someone else's hands like now, there was no worry about information leakage.



In other words.



"This is the man's ideas themselves."



It could potentially determine a researcher's entire life.



"Now you're finished, Rheinland!"



Bruce opened the notebook with a pessimistic smile.



[I love you so much, Professor♥]



"...?"



[Mom, I want to be a professor when I grow up! Mom, I want to be a professor when I grow up! Mom, I want to be a professor when I grow up!]






"...W-what is this?"



[Advisor, my light. My salt. Advisor, me.]



"What kind of madman is this!"



Bruce was about to throw the notebook away but took a deep breath instead.



Calm down.



It's probably just an act to impress his professor. Or maybe he went crazy from being pushed too hard by his professor. Yes, thinking about it that way makes it somewhat understandable.



[I entered university sick with passion for learning / You entrusted me with graduate students eight hundred li away / Oh my, President, your grace grows more overwhelming]



No, that didn't seem right.



This guy wasn't fixated on the title of professor itself, but on the merits that come with becoming one.



Ordering graduate students around, securing research projects at will, eyeing promising undergraduate students.



"This is..."



No ordinary monster.



But Bruce felt anger more than fear.



What kind of psychopath would write such scribbles in their research notebook? He's disqualified as a researcher, disqualified!



"I don't like this! You call yourself a scientist?"



In his anger, Bruce tore the pages from the front. Naturally, the back pages became visible.



[If a man enters graduate school, he should get a doctorate]



Rip!



[You researched that much and couldn't write a flagship paper? Pathetic~ External~ Internal~]



Riiip!



[20 years. Theoretically enough time to earn 20 doctorates.]



Riiiip!



As he tore out page after page, Bruce felt something strange.



This research notebook.



It was as if Eidel von Rheinland had written it specifically to taunt him. It didn't seem like random scribbles.



"Pina! Are you sure you brought the right one?"



"Y-yes! I brought what was on the desk there!"



Pina answered, choking on potato chips. Bruce tore out the very last page.



[Proton Sphere ●]

[Neutron Sphere ○]

[●○ + ●○○ → ●●○○ + ○ + E]



"Well, this is at least somewhat scientific..."



[E = ∫e^x]



"Sigh..."



It's okay.



There's still the tablet.



If he could get useful information from there, that would be enough.



Oh ho. Seeing that it had a lock screen, it seemed like important data was stored here. Bruce skillfully hacked through the security.



And what he found was a novel. It featured a protagonist with the same name as himself, who was gender-swapped by a Darwin-system outer god and violated by the tentacles of an avatar body.



"Ugh, urgh...!"



Bruce felt the blood drain from his head. It wasn't just plain text; with each word he read, he felt like vomiting.



A familiar sensation. It was similar to the headache one gets from reading records written by outer gods. A pain often felt when living on frontier planets.



Yet strangely, the writing was so good that he kept reading...



Crash!



Bruce threw the tablet down and shouted.



"...This fucking thing was a burner!"



"S-so we were completely fooled?"



"We? WEEE? Not we, YOU were fooled! You stupid tin can!"



"Heeeng."



In the end, they gained nothing.



But then.



Thump, thump, thump!



They felt vibrations as someone knocked on the shabby wooden door.
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*Thud thud thud!*



"What's that sound?"



"Police."



I could tell just from the knocking.



It was a kind of warning. Open the door and come out before we use more aggressive measures.



Bruce was a criminal. He had killed several promising scientists, went around inciting people by claiming the world would soon end, and was involved with gangs and drug cartels.



*Thud thud thud!*



Pina whimpered at the thunderous sound that came again.



"Bruce Izof, we know you're in there. If you surrender now, we'll consider it as a mitigating factor in your sentencing, so come out quietly!"



"Not a particularly attractive offer."



Even with a reduced sentence, it would still be life imprisonment. Not much better than being arrested.



"W-what should we do, Doctor?"



"Did you think I'd let myself be caught so easily?"



Bruce pulled a small syringe from his lab coat pocket. He drew it out and jabbed it straight into his forearm.



"Ha, hahaha! The Aether is rising!"



A metallic taste filled his mouth. Pain that felt like it was tearing his body apart raced through his limbs. The agony ravaged his torso.



But he didn't care. It was a hundred, a thousand times better than being caught.



*CRASH——!!*



Skipping their final warning, the police burst in. But by then, Bruce and Pina had long since teleported to their original base.



Upon arrival, Bruce vomited blood from his nose and mouth. Using a dead constellation meant he had to expel death blood. It was a kind of price to pay.



"Bleurgh."



"Doctor, are you alright?"



"Do I look alright to you?!"



"Eep."



Pina supported Bruce and helped him to the bedroom.



This secret base, built 500 meters underground, was Bruce's private hideout that had never allowed entry to anyone else. He wouldn't be able to teleport for a while, but they shouldn't be exposed to any danger.



As Bruce rested, he pondered.



Strange.



No matter how he thought about it, it didn't make sense.



"...I'm sure we moved without being detected."



The police couldn't have come to such a remote location. Even though the Aether Belt's influence had been reapplied, this was a frontier planet. They should barely have enough manpower to maintain urban security.



Yet the cops had come straight to the remote location. As if they knew Bruce was there.



"It doesn't make sense."



"Could it be... that the tablet I brought had a tracking device on it?"



"Come to think of it?"



That would make sense.



"Hmm."



His thoughts shifted.



Eidel von Rheinland. He knew of Bruce's existence. He also considered him a threat and had come prepared.



"Seems he's targeted me and come all the way down here."



"Why would he do that to you, Doctor?"



"Because he thinks he's better than me. Such arrogance!"



Bruce was known, in one way or another, in the southern border region. Those in the know were aware that he harmed scientists who were superior to him. Eidel must have known this too.



So he had moved first, before he could become a victim.



"Just my rotten luck, absolutely rotten!"



Bruce rose, shaking as if with chills, swallowing back his nosebleed.



"What are you going to do?"



"Eidel von Rheinland... I'd like to pick him out specifically and kill him."



"Is that possible?"



Unfortunately, there weren't many methods available.



"The Rheinlands are a prestigious medical family, right? They absorbed most of Adelbein's shares after their downfall. In terms of pure power, they're almost on par with the Stranovs!"



Pina's concerns were valid. Targeting one of the top ten families meant it would be difficult to preserve one's life. It wasn't like dealing with some nouveau riche family.



The scientists Bruce had envied until now were all from modest backgrounds. This time was different, as he was painfully aware from the start.



"I guess I'll have to hire a gang..."



"But we don't have money."






"I have plenty of inventions made from scrap."



"Would those people appreciate your inventions, Doctor?"



"Pina, are you saying my inventions are worthless?!"



Pina stammered nervously.



"N-no, that's not it... I just meant those people have strange tastes and might not recognize the true value of your inventions. Hehe."



"Hmm, you have a point. How could those fools who can't even do calculus show interest in my profound artifacts?"



Having dealt with various illegal cartels that ruled Delaus in the past, he knew well.



What gangs want falls into three categories:



Firearms, drugs, and adult android modules.



"Sigh, I guess I have no choice but to produce garbage for a while..."



He lacked materials for drugs, and firearms were so common that mediocre quality wouldn't impress anyone. Bruce's only option was modules.



"Let's see..."



After checking his storage, Bruce's lips curled upward.



Fortunately, he had plenty of stock they would like.



***



Contrary to his expectations, things didn't go smoothly.



As Bruce presented fourth-generation android sex modules and software, Johnson, the leader of Delaware's biggest gang, clicked his tongue.



"Izof, sorry but we're overflowing with fourth-gen stuff. My dick won't even get hard anymore no matter how much I play with them."



"Erectile dysfunction?"



*Click!*



A gun barrel was pressed against his forehead.



"Do you want to die?"



"I was just concerned. Thought I might need to give you some medicine."



"You're such a slippery bastard."



Johnson lowered his gun. The law is distant, but fists are close. Bruce pressed his lips together and maintained a sly expression.



"So, you're saying you won't take any more modules. What does that mean?"



"I'm saying I'm sick of them. Think about it. Only guys who've just started having sex enjoy prostitutes; if you've had enough women, you get bored quickly. Ah, maybe you don't know since you're a virgin?"



A vein bulged on his forehead for a moment, but he held back.



It didn't matter how the gang treated him. All that mattered was sending Eidel von Rheinland to hell.



"So, you won't buy them?"



"If you want to sell fourth-gen or lower, look elsewhere. Or..."



"Or?"



"Bring a fifth-generation android."



Bruce clicked his tongue.



"Do you know how expensive fifth-gen is? The price difference compared to fourth-gen is astronomical!"



"But they're worth it, right? I heard their skin and touch feel just like real humans, and their learning ability is on a different level. They can even learn complex emotions like love-hate and reverence on their own."



"That's true."



"Then you could make a cute maid who normally acts prickly but secretly gives you a hand job when you're asleep, right? Damn, just thinking about it makes my pants bulge!"



Bruce cursed Johnson inwardly. What a vulgar bastard. No wonder he couldn't escape his lowlife existence.



"Fine. I'll try to get one if I can."



"Yeah, do that. If I'm satisfied after trying it out, we might take care of that Rheinland guy for you. Honestly, what's so great about being one of the top ten families?"



Despite his inadequate words, his skills were real. The organization he commanded handled numerous contract killings.



As Bruce left the gang's hideout, he spoke with Pina.



"Doctor, where are we going to get a fifth-generation android?"



"We don't need to get one."



"What?"



"We can just steal one."



Pina put her hand to her mouth and trembled.



"You're not thinking of targeting that Rheinland person's personal android, are you?"



"Are you stupid?! If I could do that, I might as well kill Rheinland directly——!!"



"I-I'm sorry!"



Pina bowed her head.



The desert wind whooshed past, caressing her windbreaker.



"They say fifth-generation androids are almost like humans. So wouldn't the opposite work?"






"What?"



"I mean, couldn't we disguise a human as an android?"



Pina's mouth fell open. Just then, Bruce was passing by a red-light district. His gaze turned toward a prostitute with a good figure.



"Hmm."



It was time for a change in perspective.



"Oh, wow."



Pina saw many things in the following days. But she didn't object. She didn't think about robotics principles either.



This planet was too corrupt to consider regulations and procedures. If nothing else, Pina had learned that the frontier world was bitter even for androids.



"Is this good enough?"



*Thud.*



Bruce brought a woman fitted with an HCI to Johnson.



"Is this the fifth-generation android? Not just a prostitute?"



"See for yourself."



"...It must be. There's a subtle silicon feel to her face. I know these things well from handling women's breasts."



"I'll give you a wireless charger for free, so charge her once a week."



Johnson fondled Bruce's masterpiece and appreciated her moans. He smiled with satisfaction.



"Good, I'll handle it as promised."



***



One month after becoming an official graduate student.



With the Darwin forces' movements slowing down, the researchers seemed to relax a bit.



"Our predictions were way off."



"That's a relief. My wife's birthday was this month, and I was on edge thinking the foreign gods might invade."



"We still shouldn't let our guard down."



The researchers' reactions varied, but they could roughly be divided into two groups: those who were relieved and those who remained worried.



I was obviously in the latter group.



The later the timing, the larger the invasion scale would be. That's the kind of entity we're facing.



She never underestimates war. She'll try to mobilize as many troops as possible.



*Clash!*



Just then, lightning struck right in front of me.



Two cadets with plasma swords were crossing blades. Starlight flowed like waves. The flow of Aether circled the world.



*Whoosh!*



A girl swung her sword. Her opponent blocked the path of the blade. The plasma from both girls created a repulsive force. I could feel the hot energy on my skin.



Their confrontation intensified. But the exchange was one-sided. The girl with golden ponytail increased the tempo of her sword strikes.



*Clang, clang, CLANG——!!*



Her hands moved as fast as a tiger, her feet entangled like a snake.



*Slash!*



Finally, the match was decided.



Unable to withstand the pressure of the sword, her opponent collapsed.



"Winner! Rustila von Rheinland!"



*Ooooooh!*



I slightly covered my ears at the cheering.



Rustila, having subdued her opponent in sword training, wiped away her sweat. She looked at me and waved. Following that, the cadets' gazes turned toward me.



"Wow, the head of the Rheinland family is here?"



"I heard he's devoted to research, but he's actually a family man."



I chuckled with a "heh heh."



There were two main reasons why I, who normally didn't leave the lab, was getting some fresh air today.



First, today was the final day of the Military Department's southern training.



Second, to make myself a target for assassins.



The second reason was particularly important. If I stayed in the lab, I might be assassinated immediately. Being in an open space like this at least...



*Click.*



Just then, I felt the heavy sensation of metal against my waist.



No doubt about it. A gun.



And not just any gun—an outdated firearm rarely used in this era. Definitely an old-fashioned revolver that would only be circulated on frontier planets.



"...Eidel von Rheinland."



As if confirming that prediction, a man's voice pierced my ear.
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The unidentified man pressed a gun barrel between the folds of clothing and whispered.



"Don't scream. It's better if you stay still."



What an impressive threat.



An ordinary person might have panicked, but I had a high-ranking outer deity of the Descartes lineage.



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' applies <Mental Stability> to you.]



Thinking calmly, the situation wasn't entirely unfavorable.



The man couldn't shoot me here.



Too many people around.



If I collapsed from a gunshot, the culprit would be immediately exposed. No assassin in the world would accept a hit that required turning themselves in afterward.



The man muttered.



"I've positioned snipers. No tricks, just follow me."



"Snipers?"



I smirked.



"How ridiculous."



"What did you say?"



That's when it happened.



THWACK!



A heavy piece of metal struck the man's head.



He lost his balance, fell, and rolled on the floor.



"ARGHHHH!"



"W-what's happening?"



Startled people retreated like an ebbing tide.



"What do you think you're doing to the young master?"



It was Sonia.



Sonia put down the metal hammer she'd acquired from somewhere and stomped on the fallen assassin's waist. As always, her movements showed complete disregard for robotic engineering principles.



"Ah, an android hitting a human...! Ugh, ugh, urgh!"



THUD, THUD, THUD!



Sonia repeatedly kicked the man. For a robot, her kicks contained excessive emotion.



"What's going on?"



"An android is beating up a person!"



"Shouldn't someone report this?"



The retreating crowd murmured among themselves.



After taking several blows, the man foamed at the mouth and then dropped his head.



He lost consciousness.



"Hey! What's happening here?"



Police officers rushed over to investigate the commotion. Instead of talking to them, I searched the man's body. As expected, I found an old-fashioned pistol and a badge with a black snake drawn on it.



"T-that badge..."



"The Black Mamba gang tried to assassinate me."



Black Mamba.



A notorious criminal organization here in the southern frontier, the Delaus planetary system.



Since they operate strictly for money, they apparently had no qualms about accepting a contract to kill the head of House Rheinland.



"These bastards, to go this far even in a place like this... You are the head of House Rheinland, correct? I sincerely apologize for not noticing sooner."



"No need. I couldn't notice his approach either because of the crowd."



I checked the nearby buildings with "Future Vision."



Positioned snipers?



A lie.



The man was alone.



Of course. After all the effort I put into my security.



Still, I was surprised. I hadn't expected Sonia to take action first. I had planned to use Calypso or get help from Cartesia to knock the man unconscious.



Sonia, realizing what she had done, stood frozen.



Not because she had hit someone.



She was shocked because she had hit a person "without proper orders or instructions."



The police officer who arrested the man said:



"No matter how urgent the situation was, an android committing assault is not a matter to be taken lightly. Head of House, did you by any chance give the android an order that could justify this as self-defense?"



Sonia looked at me with trembling pupils.



She had a combat module.



It was software my father had installed long ago to control his delinquent son.






That module was designed to target only me, and only when I was causing trouble or making a scene, with the restriction that it should be gentle enough not to kill.



Sonia had struck an unauthorized person.



I answered the officer's question immediately.



"Yes. I installed a module allowing her to use non-lethal force if either she or I were in danger. If there's any issue, I should be the one held responsible."



"I understand. Then it was self-defense."



"Aren't you going to conduct a separate module verification check?"



"No, it's self-defense."



The officer gave me a knowing look.



For reference, module checks take quite a while.



Such a negligent officer. How thankful.



"We'll handle the would-be assassin properly."



"Thank you. Please proceed."



After the police took the man away.



Sonia bowed her head deeply before me and murmured.



"Young master, I..."



"Shh."



I covered Sonia's mouth with my hand.



"Don't say anything."



Normally, an android attacking an unauthorized person is illegal.



Sonia had broken the law, and I had covered it up.



Strictly speaking, it was a crime.



"We're accomplices now."



This is the first time I've broken the law.



I don't think it's wrong.



People should be above the law, how could law be above people?



The relevant laws were created because of humanity's inherent fear that self-aware creations might escape their creators' control.



The idea that machines might not follow orders. That androids might show unpredictable behavior. I acknowledge some people might find this sufficiently terrifying.



I don't.



Was it because of what Sonia said before?



That they too are intellectual beings and deserve respect.



She didn't seem like a mere tool for my convenience.



Of course, I couldn't imagine Sonia being a morally corrupt entity either.



"You did well."



So I praised her instead.



"Thank you, you saved my life."



"...Thank you."



Sonia responded monotonously and tucked the hammer she had used to strike the man under her skirt. There was a black ring on her right leg that could hold hammers and knives.



Wait, it was portable?



"It's for self-defense."



She answers on her own even though I didn't say anything, as if feeling guilty.



The next moment.



"Eidel!"



Rustila came running from a distance and threw herself into my arms. I felt a tender, soft sensation. The scent of her hair, damp with sweat and water, stirred something in me.



"Are you okay? Are you hurt anywhere?"



"I'm fine."



She seemed quite shaken and checked my body several times.



Sonia glared at us with piercing eyes.



"Miss, this is a public place. You shouldn't be doing this."



"Sonia, I'm no longer 'Miss'—I'm Eidel's wife. It's only natural for a wife to worry about her husband."



Sonia and Rustila glared at each other.



The atmosphere was tense.



But I didn't understand why.



Did they fight while I was away?



I didn't have the luxury to worry about that now. After wrapping things up, I left the training ground. Rustila made a fuss about protecting me but was eventually dragged away by someone who appeared to be her superior.



On the way back to the laboratory.



I muttered.






"It's a bit disappointing."



"What is, sir?"



"I'm married, but both my wives are so busy. We're apart even when I want to see them, so we don't have many opportunities to share affection."



At the very least, I wanted to sleep together. Not in the indecent sense, but literally. I should pay more attention to Zernya especially since she's pregnant. Of course, I still check on her through messages and calls, but it's still not enough.



"Sometimes I think..."



"What thoughts, sir?"



"If my wives had aimed to be physicists like me, we could see each other every day, sleep together, attend graduate school together, earn our doctorates together, and even become professors together."



"Oh."



We arrived at the lab entrance.



After entering the passcode, a black-haired woman greeted me while rubbing her eyes.



"You're back?"



Ireh Hazlen.



She seems to have been researching late again today. She looks visibly tired.



"How's your study going these days?"



"Smoothly. Though finding a research topic is still difficult."



"Should I suggest another topic for you?"



"No, wait. I feel like I'm just about to get it."



Already trying to determine her own research topic.



She shows the qualifications of someone worthy of a doctoral degree.



I couldn't help but feel pleased.



"...What? That happened today?"



When I told her about today's incident, Ireh jumped up.



"Those bastards! Black Mamba is no ordinary trash. They should all be dissolved in aqua regia. No, they should be thrown into an ion cannon and fried!"



Her vocabulary is becoming increasingly scientific.



Anyway, I understand why Ireh is angry.



She is a reassuring presence to me, and I to her.



Without each other, this iteration would have failed. Especially on my end. Without Ireh, there would be no [Great Triangle], no buff abilities using Holy Spirit Bullets, and no future papers.



Ireh made a suggestion with a sigh.



"This won't do. From now on, you should move in pairs with me..."



"Then we wouldn't have time for research."



"Ah."



"It's okay. Whether it's Black Mamba or Green Mamba, I'll handle it directly. You know House Rheinland has the greatest authority in the South, right?"



Black Mamba's headquarters differs in each iteration and period. So I couldn't know immediately.



The would-be assassin from today would provide answers when interrogated.



Then I'd simply request the deployment of public forces to sweep them away.



***



It didn't take long. As soon as the clues emerged, Eidel used his influence as head of the house to make the government deploy troops to the gang's headquarters.



Among those troops was an Omega-grade swordsman.



Though still a cadet, she was allowed to participate in the raid due to her exceptional skill with guns and swords and her previous experience fighting outer deities.



SLASH!



The suited gang member's arms were severed by a single stroke.



"AAAAARGH!"



The scream echoed through the hideout's corridor.



The woman sheathed her plasma sword and drew a pulse rifle. Firearms might not produce meaningful firepower against monsters or incarnate bodies, but they still deliver supreme destructive power in human combat.



Following hand signals, the special operations unit in power suits infiltrated sequentially.



The woman, Rustila, followed behind them.



"Damn it, intruders!"



"Shoot! Shoot them!"



RAT-TAT-TAT-TAT!



An intense firefight broke out.



Rustila took cover using the terrain, aimed her rifle, and fired methodically, one shot at a time.



"Ugh!"



"Gaaah!"



Not a single shot missed.



Her anger was as sharp as a blade and as merciless as a bullet.



She had no intention of showing mercy to those who had threatened her husband.
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The federal army swiftly dismantled the illegal organizations.



It was the natural course of events.



They hadn't been unable to eradicate the gangs because of the foreign gods—not because they feared retaliation from those thugs.



Once they launched their offensive, numerous organizations crumbled like dried reeds.



What surprised me was something else entirely.



"Rustila participated in the suppression operation?"



"Yes, young master."



This was the first I'd heard of it.



"She volunteered for the cleanup operation as an Omega-class swordswoman. She just demolished one of Black Mamba's bases and is on her way here now."



I rushed out of the laboratory.



"Rusti!"



"Eidel?"



Blood was splattered across Rustila's suit. It didn't appear to be hers. When I asked if she was injured, she replied that she wasn't. I sighed in relief and said:



"What's going on? Why did you volunteer for the suppression force? What if you'd gotten hurt?"



"You almost died. I couldn't stand by and watch this planet's security deteriorate any further."



"I was worried. Don't do this again."



Rustila smiled sweetly.



"What do you mean 'don't do this'? Eidel, I'm a soldier. I have a duty to protect the lives and property of citizens. My participation in this operation wasn't purely emotional, so don't worry too much."



She was right. I couldn't argue with that. But I was still concerned.



Now that we were married, I understood. Having a military spouse in these turbulent times was no small source of anxiety. I could finally understand why Rustila's parents had wanted her to become a lawyer instead.



"This is the path I chose," Rustila answered briefly.



Her meaning was clear.



I nodded.



"Will you participate again?"



"Yes. I need to head out right away. We've received reports about their main hideout. Once we clear that out, this planet will be safe."



"If you're going again... take this with you."



I handed Rustila communication equipment and a micro-camera.



"I'll be watching over you."



"Eidel, thank you."



If my wife must be sent to enemy territory, we should at least gain something more valuable than just gang suppression.



"I'll be going now."



"Be careful. Should I give you a kiss?"



"No."



Rustila brushed my lips with a mischievous smile.



"I'll be back before your lips dry."



As I watched Rustila walk away, I opened the screen. The camera I'd given her began functioning. I'd created an environment where I could respond if anything happened.



A few hours later.



Rat-tat-tat-tat!



Gunfire sounded from the speakers I'd set up.



"Ambush! It's an ambush—!!"



"Who is that crazy woman? Why is an Omega-class swordswoman here?!"



"Spare me!"



The screen whirled around like I was watching an FPS game tournament. Gang members fell like autumn leaves. The difference in skill was stark. My concerns for Rustila's safety had been unfounded.



Eventually, when she reached what appeared to be the chairman's office.



I heard a conversation between two men.



"Hey, what's going on here? Why couldn't you kill Eidel von Rheinland? You said you'd handle it properly! This isn't what we agreed on!"



"Agreement? You broke it first, Bruce Izof."



Rustila's squad paused upon hearing this.



Clear evidence had been found.



So it was that Bruce fellow who was behind this after all.



"You shameless bastard. You've lost Black Mamba's trust. Not only did you have the audacity to sell us humans disguised as 5th generation androids, but you also sold our hideout location to the government forces? We kept you around because you were useful, but your liver has swollen with arrogance. Do you think we're nothing but mouse dicks?"



Click, click, click!



The gang members blocked the path.



They threatened Bruce with new plasma pistols.



"Death is the only fate for traitors."



"You stupid fool! I'm not the one who revealed this location!"



"Then who was it?"



"It was—!"






And that's when it happened.



"Charge!"



Rustila's unit kicked down the door and rushed in.



"Damn it, when did they—! Boys! What are you doing? Shoot! Shoot them!"



The Black Mamba executives had no time to respond.



Pik, pik, pik!



The government forces' pulse rifles pierced their wrists.



"Aaaaargh!"



Chilling screams echoed through the basement.



Every single one.



They were subdued by Rustila's shooting.



Even her fellow government soldiers hesitated at her swift response. Well, the enemies had collapsed just as they were about to open fire.



Johnson, the leader of Black Mamba, expressed admiration.



"Oh, miss. Not only do you have a nice figure, but your shooting skills are impressive too. I see from your insignia you're Omega-class... you look young to have achieved that rank. Are you perhaps Rheinland's wife, the one they say made a contract with Virgo?"



"That's right. You're the boss here? It would be best for you to surrender quietly."



"The same goes for you."



Johnson on the other side of the video feed snickered.



"You won't surrender?"



"Do I look like a common man who would be captured in a place like this?"



When suppressing violent organizations...



A certain level of force is permissible.



If they refuse to surrender, the only option is to respond with live ammunition.



Bang!



Rustila fired a pulse bullet. But Johnson didn't budge. Rustila frowned at the sound of the bullet ricocheting.



"How is this possible? The bullets don't work?"



"Bruce Izof modified that man's body and suit," I whispered. "Johnson was able to rise to the top of Black Mamba with his help. He's no ordinary opponent, so be careful."



Rustila received my communication and nodded slightly. Johnson smiled maliciously and rambled:



"Omega or Great Omega, it doesn't matter. I'm different from ordinary humans."



Rat-tat-tat-tat!



Despite the continued gunfire, Johnson remained unharmed. The government forces were clearly flustered.



Johnson took a step forward and drawled:



"Well, now do you see who's at a disadvantage? So, miss, don't waste your energy and surrender. Oh, that's right. I like you. Your face, your figure. I can feel you're in a completely different league from those cheap prostitutes."



"Disgusting bastard."



"Now, let me make a proposal. If you agree to become my wife, I'll overlook what you did to my subordinates today."



Rustila's eyes narrowed sharply.



A sign that she was genuinely angry.



I couldn't help but laugh derisively.



"What, who's going to be whose wife? Do you have a death wish?"



The harsh words escaped my mouth.



"Oh my, what's this? You're communicating with your husband? What a worrisome breadwinner. Sending his wife to the battlefield while he hides comfortably behind. Can you even call yourself a man?"



"A lot of talk from someone who's about to be taken down."



"You should watch carefully as your wife falls into my hands. I'll show you how she moans all night in my bed. Hey, miss. You must be unsatisfied with that coward's little dick, right? So..."



Click.



Rustila put down her pulse rifle.



"Finally ready to surrender?"



"Does it look that way?"



Woooong.



Rustila heated up her Plasma Sword.



The flow of Aether circulated.



The essence of stars dripped from the blade.



"Ha, how stupid. Even a Plasma Sword can't penetrate this suit. This is on a completely different level from the standard suits your government forces use!"



Johnson darted between the government soldiers. He was quite fast. Due to the suit's mobility, it was difficult for non-combatants like me to follow with the naked eye.



However.



Rustila swung her sword without hesitation.



One strike.



With a single downward slash, multicolored starlight surged and Johnson's limbs fell off as cleanly as sliced tofu.



Blood gushed forth.






The opponent belatedly grasped the situation.



Johnson collapsed helplessly and screamed.



"What, aaaaargh—!!"



I was surprised.



Of course, seeing a person's limbs fly off at once was shocking, but I managed to get through that thanks to the "mental stability" that Cartesia had cast on me.



The real shock was that Rustila had used "Instantaneous Unity" just to take down a mere gang leader.



"Instantaneous Unity" was the state of unity between spirit and body that only Omega-class swordsmen could handle—essentially the ultimate secret technique of swordsmen that deflects opponents' attacks and breaks through their defenses.



It was a technique that could fatally wound even high-level incarnate bodies, so how could a mere human withstand it?



Without a doubt, Rustila had no intention of leaving a single Black Mamba member alive from the start.



"I can overlook sexual harassment directed at me. But... I will never forgive anyone who insults my husband."



Rustila sheathed her sword. Then she took out an Electric Javelin from behind her back and aimed it at Johnson's groin.



"On-site execution is permitted for terrorists or criminal organization leaders. There's no need to bring you to court."



"Wait, I'm sorry! I'm sorry!"



"It's too late."



"Please spare me! I'll stop doing bad things and live normally from now on, so please, take me to a hospital for treatment! It hurts, aaaagh! It hurts! Ah, no! Forget it! Head, aim for my head! Let me die comfortably! Aaaaargh!!"



Thud!



That was the end.



Johnson met his demise, and the largest criminal organization on planet Delaus was completely dismantled.



He had been involved in all sorts of despicable acts from the beginning—kidnapping, rape, drugs, murder, assassination requests, snuff film production—so I didn't feel an ounce of sympathy.



Anyway.



Now it was time to talk with the mad scientist.



While Rustila held Bruce at gunpoint, I twirled the pen I had been doodling with and breathed into the microphone.



"Bruce Izof, can you hear me?"



"...Eidel von Rheinland!"



"Yes, it's me. Eidel."



"You arrogant little brat! How dare you send your woman to slice through my masterpiece in one stroke? I made it with special crystal material that even a Plasma Sword couldn't cut!"



"What a coincidence. The sword that tore your suit to shreds was also made applying crystal theory."



"What did you say?"



"What else? In short, my invention is better than yours."



"You, you bastard!"



"You're pathetic, Bruce Izof. With such mediocre skills, doing research that lacks both fun and meaning—that's why you couldn't earn your doctorate and spent 17 years spinning meaningless wheels under your advisor."



"Shut up! Shut up! If you say anything more...!"



"And then you make your assistant call you 'Doctor' while you just masturbate your ego? It's laughable. You should stop living in such delusions, Master Bruce."



"Damn it! Eidel von Rheinland! I'll kill you! I'll definitely kill you—!!"



Red-faced like autumn foliage, Bruce escaped via teleportation.



"Ah! I'm sorry, Eidel! I let him get away!"



"It's okay. It's actually more advantageous not to catch him now."



"What do you mean?"



"You'll find out when the time comes."



Most of the gangs in the Delaus planetary system had been cleared out. There was nowhere left for Bruce to seek refuge.



Therefore.



The foreign gods.



He would make a contract with them. Then we could catch them all at once.



Several hours later, Rustila returned to my laboratory. The night was deep. She pressed her lips against mine.



"...Whew. Still moist. See? I came back quickly."



"Indeed."



We kissed several times. Again and again, making up for all the times we couldn't before.



This incident confirmed that Rustila's skills had improved significantly. Even if we had to fight against the foreign gods, there wouldn't be much to worry about.



Well, we had prepared as much as we could.



"So, what are you going to do with her?"



Rustila presented an android tied with rope. A robot with a childlike appearance, pink twin-tails, and wearing a poncho.



"Hee, heeng...!"



Bruce's assistant, Pina.



The cute little thief who had stolen research materials—or rather, the 4th generation graphics card had fallen into my hands.



"P-please spare me!"



Of course I'll spare you.



Certainly.
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I brought Pina to my laboratory.



She trembled nervously.



She seemed to know she'd done something wrong.



Though she was a 4th generation model with some awkwardness, she could still make human-like expressions.



Pina fidgeted with her fingers and asked, "What... what's going to happen to me now?"



"What do you think will happen?"



"N-nothing good, I imagine."



"Why do you think that?"



"I stole things, and I helped Dr. Bruce do many bad things, and... anyway, I'm a bad android. So it's only natural that I should be punished."



Sonia remarked with admiration, "Her metacognition is impressive."



"She knows her place well."



In truth, it would be difficult to place much blame on Pina. She was only following her master's orders.



Just then—



*Grumble.*



Pina's belly clock rang.



"Should we eat first?"



"Eat?"



"You need to refuel, don't you? What would you like to eat?"



"Sausages and pineapple."



"That's an unusual combination."



I sent Sonia to bring food. She returned with a meal featuring more elegant decoration than I had requested. There were three plates in total, including ones for Sonia and me.



Pina opened her eyes wide and asked, "Can I... can I really eat this?"



"Of course."



Pina began devouring the sausages hastily. This wasn't the dry artificial meat ham, but the kind you'd only find in high-end restaurants. Pina seemed to notice this too, as her chewing mouth suddenly stopped.



"Ah!"



"What's wrong?"



"Is this... could this be my last supper?"



She trembled even more violently.



"You're giving me this delicious meal before disposing of me, right? That must be it! There's no way you'd give me something this good otherwise! I broke into your lab and stole things! I'm finished! Waaah..."



Though she was an android, she looked like a child. Her crying was pitiful.



"Please don't dispose of me!"



"I won't dispose of you."



"Really?"



"Instead, I'll put you to work."



"Waaaaaah!"



An android that looks like a child. A child that is an android.



Which is more accurate?



The answer is clear.



The latter is her essence.



Children are protected and respected because they are the future of humanity and still fragile beings who need protection. That's why child labor exploitation is clearly wrong.



But.



What about androids?



I could immediately replace Pina's main chip with adult-thinking software and swap out all her modules, and that would be that. It means she could go from a kid to a mature woman in just one day.



In other words.



Manufacturing date is meaningless.



If they can be used, they will be used.



That's my way.



"Let's start by examining your GPU."



"Please spare me!"



I had Sonia hold down the squirming Pina. I connected the port. I could confirm that she had a graphics card slightly below the average level for 4th generation models.



"I'm sorry! Pina is stupid! I'm bad at calculations! Please don't make me do difficult things! Don't make me do research!"






"..."



It's pitiful.



Not just Pina, but Bruce as well.



To think he couldn't even afford to give his assistant a proper graphics card due to lack of research funds.



It's truly heartbreaking when compared to Sonia, whose primary duty is housekeeping, yet she's equipped with an 8-core high-end product.



Of course, I'm not defending that mad scientist.



"So what are you good at?"



"Pina is good at collecting scrap metal. I'm also good at climbing walls and gathering mushrooms."



Her answer wasn't much different from what I already knew.



Despite her appearance, she has excellent physical abilities.



It's not a particularly necessary skill right now.



But later, when building particle accelerators or gravity cannons, there will be many occasions when heavy cargo needs to be moved.



Perhaps I could deploy this android then.



"Alright, Pina. I'll give you a task. Wait on standby, and when I call you, help move things. Can you do that much?"



"Does that mean you'll spare me? I don't have to go to the scrap yard?"



"Not only will you avoid the scrap yard, but I'll also forgive what you did before. If you do well, I'll even give you money to spend freely."



After hearing this—



Pina's eyes grew round and bright.



For a moment, I thought they were the eyes of a real child.



"But, Dr. Bruce is..."



"Pina, let's not forget that you're currently a prisoner."



"Eep."



Acquiring Pina was a significant gain.



Now, let's use this to draw Bruce out.



***



Pina was the first android that Bruce had modified.



Moving heavy scrap materials.



Stealing data from other research labs.



Testing new inventions.



Her modified body was useful for Bruce's research in many ways.



Androids simply live as they're directed. The reason Pina followed Bruce despite suffering all sorts of injustices was simple: she had never been employed by any other human.



Now it's different.



Eidel von Rheinland.



Her temporary master who had captured her.



Pina, who had only known harsh treatment as a prisoner, was surprised by how comfortable her life had become.



"Please deliver these paper boxes to rooms 310, 312, and 331."



The 5th generation android named Sonia, was it?



Following the instructions of the maid-uniformed android, Pina would scurry about, and before she knew it, it would be lunchtime.



"Let's have a meal."



"What's for lunch today?"



"First, we'll get on the charging station for basic charging, and then we'll eat corn and steak."



There are mainly two ways for androids to obtain electricity.



Either rest on a charging station or eat like humans.



Sonia usually prefers rapid charging on the station. In contrast, Pina, who had lived in environments where charging stations were difficult to come by, had obtained energy by digesting plants or meat.



"Please eat."



She ate.



It was delicious.



She wasn't scolded while eating.



A new world.



Pina deeply realized that there were such kind masters in the world.



"It's really comfortable here."






"Young Master Eidel treats androids like us with respect. Of course, work can be difficult at times, but he's such a good person that it's rewarding. If you do your best, there's much to gain in a good environment."



"You said you're his personal android, right? Have you been serving him all this time?"



"Yes. I don't want to be apart from him even for a moment."



Not being apart.



Not wanting to be apart.



The nuance difference is clear. The 5th generation android before her greatly admired her master and thought of him as more than just a master-servant relationship. It was affection, even love. Pina might not have understood all of that, but she learned one thing for certain.



Eidel von Rheinland.



A good human.



And a few days later—



"What is this?"



"Wages? Not quite monthly wages, more like weekly pay. Use it to buy whatever you want."



Eidel handed her a card. Money had come in just for doing odd jobs.



Unbelievable.



An android receiving payment.



Eidel sat beside her and asked, "How do you like living here?"



Pina blinked and replied that it was good. Eidel continued his questions.



"Don't you want to go back?"



"Well, about that..."



She hesitated.



Even androids know. Good masters and bad masters. Heavenly workplaces and hellish ones.



Though not a living being, she wanted to be treated as an equal intelligent entity. Even a 4th generation model can harbor such feelings.



"But Dr. Bruce is..."



"If you say you want to go back, I'll make arrangements to send you back."



Eidel said this and left.



Pina pondered all night in her private room.



Eidel, who provided a room as personal space even for an android that doesn't need to sleep.



Bruce, who worked her relentlessly, saying androids should work 24 hours without even time for lubrication.



She felt her mind wearing down, if not her body. And now she could feel that worn-down mind being restored to its original state.



She had thought enough.



Loyalty should be given to those worthy of it.



The next day, Pina sought out Eidel and knelt before him.



"Pina will follow the young master! I was moved by your treatment and kindness! From now on, I want to help with your research to defeat the foreign gods!"



Grinning.



Eidel raised the corners of his mouth.



"Welcome to our laboratory, Miss Pina."



Pina burst into tears.



To show such respect to someone as insignificant as her!



"Pina will work hard! Young Master!"



"The title 'Young Master' is too formal, so feel free to call me Young Master Eidel."



"Then, Young Master Eidel!"



Pina bowed her head so low it nearly touched the ground.



"Now that your status has changed from prisoner to our laboratory android, we should have a welcome party, right? First, let's record a video to commemorate this momentous day."



"Wow, a video!"



Sonia, quick to catch on, opened the screen and activated the camcorder function.



I couldn't help but smile.



I could predict what the young master would say next.



And those predictions never failed.



"Now, tell the camera your name and affiliation."



***



[My name is Pina! I'm the youngest android affiliated with Young Master Rheinland's laboratory! My dream is to be even a small help to the young master's research! I'll work hard, so please look after me kindly! Heheng!]



"That son of a bitch—!!"
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Bruce fled in a panic, only to realize too late that he had left Pina behind.



"Ah, damn it."



Frustration surged through him.



Pina was Bruce's masterpiece. Not because of the android's superior capabilities, but because she followed any order without question. Higher-generation androids tended to disobey unreasonable commands, but Pina never did.



Loyalty?



He didn't doubt it.



He'd been working her for over a decade.



"She'll find her way back on her own."



There was a possibility—no, a strong likelihood—that she'd been captured by that Rheinland bastard. Still, if it was Pina, she could escape on her own. Bruce decided not to dwell on it.



Anyway.



Without Pina, large-scale research would have to be suspended for now.



He decided to take a break.



"Damn it, what do I do now..."



After Black Mamba's collapse.



Bruce found himself cornered.



With the gang suppressed, he was nothing more than an easy target—a criminal. He had few means to respond when government forces came knocking.



But then.



[Doctor, someone is at the main entrance.]



"What?"



Bruce jumped up from his bed and checked the intercom.



A blue-haired android in a maid outfit stood there, hands on her hips, swaying her bottom playfully.



The sight was utterly bewitching.



"That one...!"



No doubt about it.



Sonia, Eidel von Rheinland's personal android.



Fifth generation.



A high-end model, no less.



"Why is she here?"



[I'm not sure.]



It didn't matter.



A fifth-generation android would more than suffice as a replacement for Pina. It would be an upgrade, even.



"Rheinland sent me a gift, huh? Kuhehe."



Bruce dispatched his security robots.



"Capture her!"



Kugugung!



Dust clouds rose as ion-platinum jet engines fired up one after another. Sonia, who had been enjoying her happy dance time, looked around and gulped.



Then she.



Pulled something from her chest.



A portable storage device.



Sonia spoke.



[I've come on the young master's errand. Please accept this.]



Sonia placed the USB in a small box and set it on the ground. Then she turned and ran away at full speed.



"Don't let her escape! Capture her at all costs!"



Medium-sized robots with caterpillar tracks gave fierce chase. But it was futile. The distance between them kept growing.



"How can an ordinary android be so fast!"



Swoosh!



A net covered the sky. Sonia looked up. She slid across the ground with a dry smile.



[Within calculated parameters.]



Just barely.



Sonia dodged the nets with nimble movements and increased her speed. Her figure disappeared beyond the horizon.



She got away.



Bang!



"You idiots!"



Bruce pounded the desk, fuming.






[Doctor, we've retrieved the item.]



The returning pursuit team held out the storage device.



[It has gold decorations. Appears to be quite valuable.]



"Shut. Up."



He was being mocked.



As if saying: I have so much money to waste on a USB, don't you even have something like this in your lab?



Those filthy privileged silver-spoon bastards are all the same. Utterly petty.



But that wasn't the important issue right now.



His location had been discovered.



How?



When on earth did they find out where this place was?



"Damn it, damn it, damn it..."



Curses spilled out one after another. At this rate, he would have to abandon this place. The personal utopia he had carefully built over the past few years was about to disappear.



[Wouldn't it be better to check the file first? It seems like they have something to say.]



"Right, connect it to a personal PC just in case. If there's a virus, we're done for."



When he plugged the USB into a disposable laptop, a video file appeared.



"...Pina?"



The thumbnail.



A picture of a girl with pink hair wearing a lab coat, smiling brightly.



His hands began to tremble.



Could it be...



Click.



At the beginning of the video was Pina sitting in front of a cake. Then a man in a white coat sat beside her. Eidel von Rheinland. The man on the other side of the screen spoke.



[Now, tell the camera your name and affiliation?]



Bruce's expression turned stupid.



No way.



"That android is mine!"



[From today, I've decided to be Dr. Rheinland's android!]



"No!"



[Master Bruce, thank you for everything! Actually, not really!]



"Fuck!"



That was the end.



Bruce hurled curses at Eidel until he felt his blood vessels constrict, and he fainted on the spot.



Thanks to the care of his loyal robots, Bruce regained consciousness shortly after and pounded the desk, grinding his teeth.



"Doctor? That kid who just finished his bachelor's calls himself a doctor, while treating me like a mere master's degree holder? That ignorant punk who doesn't know his place!"



Master's degree.



The words he hated most.



About 30 years ago, Bruce entered the graduate program of a prestigious academy and spent 17 years there.



He earned his master's, but.



- Since you've come this far, why not go for a doctorate?



Seduced by his advisor's words, he entered the doctoral program.



The nightmare began then.



Despite producing decent papers repeatedly, he wasn't allowed to graduate even after exceeding the enrollment period.



- In my lab, you need to be perfect in process, analysis, and theory to graduate. You're sloppy with your process. Your analysis lacks detail, and above all, your theory is insufficient. Not fancy enough. I'm afraid graduation will be difficult.



It was the first time he felt the urge to kill.



After spending 2 years for his master's and 8 years in the doctoral program, he graduated with only a master's degree due to exceeding the enrollment period. Determined to earn his doctorate, he couldn't give up.



Thinking his advisor was crazy, he switched from engineering to biotech.



That's when it started.



When Bruce began to lose his mind.



- Research on grafting monster bodies onto human brains? You're completely insane! Did you even take research ethics during your master's? Perhaps you should start over from the master's program?



- Your topic is fucking garbage.



- Always doing weird research. If you keep this up, you might get buried in academia. I may sound harsh, but I'm advising you for your own good.



Neither professors nor lab colleagues.



No one understood him.






Especially his advisor.



He had enrolled because the professor was supposedly a renowned scholar in the field, but in reality, he was just an ordinary person who couldn't see the future.



- At this rate, graduation will be difficult.



Similarly, in his 7th year, approaching the 8-year enrollment limit.



Upon hearing those words, Bruce knocked his advisor unconscious with a sonicator and killed him by gouging out his eyes with the screwdriver he always carried.



The lab juniors and seniors who had mocked him?



He replaced all the water in their purifiers and bidets with strong acid before leaving. What happened next was predictable.



When he left the lab stained with blood and vomit.



Bruce felt liberated.



Having defeated his advisor, now he would graduate.



"I am, I am a doctor. A Doctor of Engineering and a Doctor of Science. I have two doctoral degrees. I'm not a master's holder!"



Bruce continued to vent his frustration even as he packed to flee.



"Eidel von Rheinland! You, you have no idea...! How painful it was to go to graduate school twice! Fuck, damn it! You'll end up frustrated there too! You're destined to end up with just a master's degree too!"



He had lost the gang he collaborated with.



The assassination attempt on Eidel von Rheinland had failed.



All he had left were the secret laboratory he had built deep underground and two self-awarded, unaccredited doctoral degree certificates.



What is a master's degree?



What is a doctorate?



Just hollow-sounding titles.



Bruce realized.



What truly matters is not academic background or degrees.



"Rheinland, I'll kill you. I will, definitely, kill you."



His original research on the union with outer gods.



The extinction of the human race and fusion into a new life form.



To achieve that goal, he needed to thoroughly crush Eidel von Rheinland, who was interfering with his research.



And that's when it happened.



["Shall I help you?"]



A melody that directly typed into his mind was heard.



A taste as sweet as sugar and as definite as salt. Bruce was just beginning to realize that he could sense it with his brain despite having no taste buds.



["Hello, I approached you because I felt sorry for you. If you allow me, I'll make a contract with you and solve your problems."]



"...Hahaha!"



Laughter erupted at the following words.



At first, he thought it was a constellation, but no.



The being he had always been waiting for was speaking to him.



"If you want to help me, show yourself!"



["...Huh, you're more brazen than I thought. Well, that's fine."]



A snickering voice.



And the next moment. A green, irregular polyhedron appeared from the ceiling with a pop and rolled down in front of Bruce's nose. Bruce, who had been following the stone with his gaze, slowly raised his face.



Somehow.



A swan covered in snow-white feathers stood there, its neck bent grotesquely.



Its beak was split vertically, and it had more than a dozen eyeballs with protruding blood vessels.



"Ugh."



The mere sight made him want to retch.



But Bruce laughed.



"Surprised?"



The voice that had been circling in his head was now transmitted outward.



Snicker.



Bruce laughed.



"Surprised? Me? No, I've been waiting for you. Black hole of Cygnus."



"...You know my home."



"Well, I'm an expert who has only observed Darwinian outer gods."



Kekeke.



The outer god laughed.



"My constellation name is 'Pulsating White Feathers.' Pleased to meet you."
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A pulsating white feather.



Swan.



He was an outer god who had failed to possess Zernya, and later attempted to use Adelbein but ultimately failed.



Since then, he had been unable to spread his wings properly due to Eidel's interference.



Bruce Aisoph.



Though this man lacked both Adelbein's authority and meticulousness, his exceptional skills made him an excellent alternative.



"There will be no more chances, Swan."



Crunch.



Swan gnashed his hundreds of pairs of teeth.



The last chance.



If he couldn't kill Eidel von Rheinland here, he would literally be devoured by the Queen.



Outer gods were immortal beings.



He couldn't die so pathetically.



Swan spoke to Bruce.



"I shall grant you power."



"What kind of power?"



"The power to breathe new life into every creature, every organic matter you possess, without exception."



"...You mean the power to create monsters?"



Kekeke.



Swan flicked his forked tongue and nodded.



"Don't you want it? Is it too much for a human?"



"Of course not!"



Bruce exclaimed, spreading his arms wide.



"I've always desired unity with an outer god! This is exactly what I want! What wouldn't I do to be embraced by the Queen!"



Swan was surprised.



The Queen.



This man already knew this much.



He had thought Bruce was just an old fool consumed by vengeance and inferiority, but it seemed his mind was sharper than expected.



With results like these, he showed enough insight to deserve the status of an avatar and more.



Tap.



Swan giggled and touched Bruce's head.



This was going to be more interesting than he had anticipated.





***





Meanwhile, at that moment.



Sonia returned to Eidel's laboratory after completing her delivery.



"Young master, I've returned after following your orders."



"Ah, Sonia. Good work."



While handing over the USB, Sonia had several questions.



First, how did Young Master Eidel know the location of Bruce Aisoph's hideout?



Second, why send such a provocative video?



Third, what kind of bad blood existed between them that made him know Bruce so well and show as much interest in him as in his research?



The first question was answered surprisingly easily.



Pina had revealed the location.



The problem was the second and third questions.



When asked about them, Eidel answered concisely.



"The laboratory will soon be attacked by monsters."



"Monsters? Are you saying outer gods will invade?"



"Similar but different. Bruce will lead Darwin's Legion to attack this place."



She couldn't understand.



Black holes had been disappearing in succession for over three months, but besides that, there were no signs of an outer god invasion.



Rather, everyone had become complacent due to the repeated black hole disappearances.



Eidel ran around making announcements.



"We will increase the laboratory's defenses tenfold. Researchers should always be familiar with the locations of shelters and underground facilities, and perform daily self-health checks recorded on these sheets."



"Why so suddenly?"



"There's a high possibility of a monster attack."



The researchers exchanged confused glances.



Only a few people followed his instructions without question.



Everyone already knew the shelter locations—that was standard knowledge for anyone researching on a frontier planet.






The surprising part was something else.



Ireh Hazlen.



She followed Eidel's instructions.



"What are you doing?"



"Loading holy bullets."



"You're acting like war is about to break out."



"Because it likely will."



Sonia didn't understand.



Come to think of it.



Young Master Eidel and Ireh would occasionally nod at each other with knowing looks. There was a mutual trust in their eyes. Something different from how he treated his wives or the androids.



A side of the young master she didn't know.



She wanted to know it.



At the same time, she felt jealous.



Why did Ireh Hazlen know things about the young master that she and his two wives didn't?



"Have you contacted Rustila and Zernya?"



"Rustila is assigned to a nearby unit. She'll come to support the laboratory immediately if something happens, without me having to say anything. And Zernya is at a nearby hospital, so there's no need to mention it."



"You really act first and think later. Don't you care about your own safety?"



"I have Ireh with me, don't I?"



"You... what are you saying?"



Ireh clicked her tongue as she secured the holy bullets.



Though it wasn't obvious on the surface, Sonia could tell.



Ireh was playing hard to get.



Without even realizing it herself.



"Sonia."



"Yes? Yes, Young Master."



"Assist me along with Pina. If something happens, you two and Ireh are the only ones I can trust here. Especially you, Sonia. As my personal assistant, I believe you'll handle emergency situations well."



"Yes, understood."



Personal assistant.



Trust.



For some reason, her uncomfortable feelings melted away like spring snow at those words.



Sonia asked, "Young Master, if Bruce Aisoph is a threat, couldn't we just ask the military to subdue him now that we know his location?"



"That would be the worst approach."



"Please explain in detail."



"That man has teleportation abilities."



In the park outside the laboratory.



Eidel and Sonia were taking a walk. Eidel reached out toward a leaf falling in the wind. Naturally, the leaf, affected by Eidel's gesture, slipped past his hand.



"Bruce is like the leaf I just tried to catch. No matter how we try to pursue him, he'll escape. There's a reason he hasn't been caught all this time."



Whoosh.



Another leaf fell.



This time, Eidel simply held his hand still in the leaf's path.



Catch.



He caught it.



"Don't chase what can't be caught. Better to wait for it to come to you."



"So that's why you had me provoke him?"



"That's right. Originally, I didn't want anyone but me to see that cute dance of yours."



"Cute..."



Sonia was speechless.



Cute.



How many times had the young master complimented her appearance or actions?



Feeling awkward and embarrassed, she fidgeted with her sideburns.



And.



Eidel's prediction was correct.



"Eidel von Rheinland, I've come for you—!!"



Bruce Aisoph.



He appeared at the Delaus Outer God Research Institute.



And he brought countless monsters that covered the ground.



"A-Attack!!"



"What's going on? What are all these things...!"






"I saw it! They just appeared out of nowhere with a pop!"



The researchers panicked.



But the confusion didn't last long.



Thanks to Eidel's warnings, they were able to quickly escape to the underground shelter... or that would have been the case if things had gone smoothly.



"Kyaaaah!"



"There are monsters in the basement!"



Teleportation.



Using dead constellations for spatial jumps was Bruce's signature ability. Eidel hadn't overlooked this point, but there was no other option.



"Damn it."



He didn't want to cause trouble for the researchers.



But Bruce was clever, and it was obvious he would attack both Eidel and the research facility simultaneously. If Eidel had fled first, the researchers would have been annihilated, even if he himself might have escaped.



Because.



In one of Ireh's previous cycles, there had been such a bad ending.



At this point, he had no choice but to share the fate of the research facility itself.



Fortunately, thanks to the troops he had deployed in advance, order was being maintained.



"Ireh! Please clear the basement with the knights!"



"What about you?"



"I'll find and rescue the isolated researchers!"



"You can't do that alone! You stupid idiot who only knows research!"



"It's fine! You know what my constellation is!"



"Even so!"



"I'm going! Sonia, Pina, follow me!"



"Hey!"



Eidel headed to the fourth floor with the two androids. He knew that the fourth floor and above had already been evacuated, but there might still be stragglers.



As expected.



"Help us!"



Three people in white lab coats.



They ran toward Eidel, fleeing from monsters that had appeared in the corridor.



"That coat...! You're the head of the Rheinland family, aren't you?"



"Oh my stars. The constellations haven't abandoned us yet."



"My thesis, my thesis...!"



Eidel looked around.



The way back was beginning to be blocked by monsters. Bruce was continuously sending monsters into the research facility.



Whoosh! Whoosh! Whoooosh!



The sound of flailing limbs came from all directions.



Humanoid monsters with six arms.



"Clusters!"



"They're C-rank! If you stay calm, you can defeat them even without combat experience!"



There was a reason they were C-rank.



Like zombies in movies, their attacks consisted only of slow walking, hitting, or biting.



Though they had numbers on their side, even those without professional knight training could handle them.



The researchers gathered around Eidel. He asked, "Can everyone fight?"



"We have to! My doctoral thesis is on the computer in Room 414!"



"There was a reason we took swordsmanship classes at the Academia."



"B-but they look...! Ugh!"



What made Clusters threatening wasn't their attack power but their appearance.



Their heads.



Looked like penises.



Not metaphorically, but literally.



They dripped white fluid that smelled like animal musk when it hit the floor. Everyone except Eidel held their noses and gagged at the smell.



Eidel said, "You mentioned your doctoral thesis is in Room 414?"



"Yes? Yes!"



"Don't you have a backup somewhere?"



"I have a USB, but it's also in a drawer there...!"



"Alright then."



Shing.



Eidel drew his calipers.



"Let's go retrieve the future doctor's thesis."





Chapter 241 - Jagang Ducheon (9)



"A caliper? Why are you carrying something like that around?"



"Doesn't everyone keep at least one tool in their pocket?"



The researchers stared at Eidel with blank expressions.



ROOOAAR!



A swarm of Clusters tightened their encirclement, waving their arms menacingly.



Monsters with white fluid dripping from their crowns and blood trickling from their three pairs of arms. Their appearance alone was enough to drain one's mental fortitude.



The staircase Eidel had just climbed was now blocked by monsters in a matter of seconds.



Escape was impossible.



Either die.



Or break through.



Only these two options remained.



Eidel naturally chose the latter.



"Everyone, stay against the wall and follow me. Don't get too close or fall behind."



"O-okay."



Eidel lowered his upper body and tensed his thighs.



Tap!



He moved forward swiftly. His target was the creature at the front. Before it could swing its arms, he struck its jaw.



CRUNCH!



The sound of flesh tearing. The monster staggered backward. The blade of the caliper gleamed ominously. The Cluster wobbled and fell backward.



Once.



With just a single strike, the monster collapsed like mush.



[— You have acquired 100 Pron as a reward for elimination.]



He'd almost forgotten while being immersed in research.



The Caliper of Wisdom.



This artifact not only measures physical quantities precisely but also extracts Pron from subdued monsters or avatar bodies.



Currently, the artifact is A-grade.



It can handle monsters of the same A-grade with just a couple of strikes.



"Wow, the m-monster with just one hit..."



"Weren't you just doing research like us? How are you so good at fighting?"



"Lord Rheinland, what exactly do you do?"



There was no time to answer.



He methodically cleared a path, dealing with them one by one.



Ding!



That's when his status window updated.



It was a quest.



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity,' as an outer god of the Descartes lineage, absolutely cannot stand seeing Darwin's minions running rampant. Right now, your intentions align with hers.]



[— Eliminate the monsters that have invaded the laboratory and subdue or kill 'Bruce Izof'.]



[— Success reward: Caliper of Wisdom(S), 30,000 Pron, Favor of the 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity']

[— Failure penalty: <CRITICAL> You must not die here.]



S-grade Caliper.



That was absolutely necessary.



He would likely face attacks from special forces of outer gods in the future, so having a weapon that could easily subdue S-grade monsters would be essential.



Anyway.



Knowing there was a reward waiting made things more motivating. Eidel's strikes gradually gained momentum.



THWACK!



[— You have acquired 100 Pron.]



He'd accumulated over 3,000 Pron already. Not bad at all.



"M-my research paper! It's still intact!"



After successfully rescuing the paper as well,



Eidel looked around and said,



"Let's find something usable as a weapon around here. Everyone should have something for self-defense."



The researchers searched offices and labs, bringing back:



"There's a pool table. We used to secretly play pocket billiards and hid it here, then completely forgot about it, haha!"



"The professor's #4 iron and the lab's group photo frame. Especially the frame. It's wooden but would make a decent shield."



"Two micropipettes and a burette! I'm not sure how effective they'll be... but maybe we could throw them at monsters and run away in an emergency?"



Lancer.

Warrior.

Rogue.



Eidel held his head. This is ridiculous. My weapon is the most normal one here.



"That's enough. Let's go."



Just as they were about to descend the stairs.






CRASH!



Two large scorpions burst through the windows on both sides, shattering the glass.



Their pincers were grotesquely swollen, and their heads resembled human forms.



At the end of their bow-shaped tails were poisonous stingers, dripping white fluid just like the Clusters.



"Ugh, disgusting...! What are those now?"



"EX-grade Scholarants."



"Scholarants?"



"Oh, I've heard of those! They're monsters that grab people with their pincers and inject their offspring into them with their tail stingers..."



"Urgh."



Eidel was slightly perplexed.



His body was already stiff from disuse, and now they were throwing EX-grade monsters at him after fighting C-grades.



He could probably handle them somehow with his A-grade caliper, but it would be a clear gamble.



Fortunately, the Scholarants weren't blocking their escape route.



What needed to be done was clear.



"Everyone, stay calm and follow my instructions."



First, reassure and lead the researchers.



"These creatures have a habit of suddenly jumping like frogs. Don't scream or try to run first—it might trigger their hunting instinct. Now... let's slowly go down the stairs."



Second, evacuate them.



Defeating the monsters would bring in a lot of Pron, but it was important not to lose sight of the objective. Protection took priority over elimination.



But then.



HISSSSS!



One of them leaped without warning.



A shadow fell over Eidel's head. The researchers couldn't help but scream.



In a split-second decision, Eidel threw his caliper.



THUNK!



Being a higher-grade monster, it didn't immediately pierce its shell.



But it was enough.



Weapons of the Descartes lineage could damage not only the body but also the mind.



SCREEEECH!



The creature twisted its legs mid-air and crashed. Eidel hurriedly opened his subspace to retrieve the caliper.



At that moment, the other waiting monster lunged from a blind spot.



Eidel realized.



The first one's reckless charge wasn't mindless.



It was a strategic time-delay attack.



These creatures had some form of communication.



In that split second.



His 'Future Sight' told him that if he saved the researchers here, he would certainly be harmed. It warned him not to make a foolish choice.



But even if he might be mocked for it.



As the head of House Rheinland, there were things he simply had to do.



"Get down!"



Time was short. He retrieved his caliper and threw himself forward. Eidel pushed the researchers down to the lower floor and took their place instead.



"Lord Rheinland!"



In the panicked eyes of the researchers, Eidel felt a sense of relief.



THOOM!



His body was sent flying by the direct hit from the Scholarant. There was a cracking sound, like something breaking. Then came the terrible chest pain.



The monster that landed in front of Eidel opened its pincers.



"Young Master!"



"Lord!"



["You stubborn fool!"]



Just as the pincers were about to grab Eidel's shoulders.



Pina and Sonia dove in simultaneously.



The two androids each grabbed a closing pincer and pushed back with all their might.



CREEEEAK!



They were gradually being pushed back.



Even with high-performance combat modules installed, they couldn't overcome the fundamental difference in mass.



"Young Master, please come to your senses!"



"Lord! You can't sleep here!"



Eidel rose with a creaking body.



His vision was blurry, and there was ringing in his ears.






Feeling something warm, he touched his head and found blood seeping out.



"...Ha."



All those times he'd defeated high-grade monsters and avatar bodies.



He'd actually been incredibly lucky.



This was the reality.



No matter how smart or strong you are. One mistake and you're done—that's the essence of the human body.



"Young Master, please run...!"



HISSSSS!



The stunned Scholarant attacked from the side. Sonia and Pina couldn't help, occupied with holding back the other pincers. The researchers were too panicked to move.



There was nowhere to run.



"...Fine, come on then."



Eidel drew his caliper from subspace and aimed.



His body wasn't in perfect condition, but.



His 'Future Sight' clearly showed where the creature would attack, so if he could just dodge properly and strike back...



"Young Master——!!"



Just as Sonia cried out.



BANG!



A gunshot rang out.



And slightly before that, the two Scholarants were slammed into the wall.



"...What?"



Eidel, who had been preparing to strike upward after dodging, turned his gaze in confusion.



And there stood a girl, aiming a gun through which starlight seemed to flow.



"A monster, with a gun?"



"It shouldn't be easy to infuse Aether into ranged weapons..."



Spirit bullets.



In the world, there was only one chosen individual with the talent to face outer gods with firearms.



"...Ireh."



"You..."



A cold voice pierced him like a dagger.



"You're truly insane."



Ireh raised her hand toward Eidel.



She looked ready to slap him, but instead, that hand gently caressed his cheek.



Thick blood stained her palm.



Ireh's expression hardened like stone.



"...You're hurt, aren't you?"



"It just happened."



"You, you reckless fool... I told you it was dangerous! It's just a minor injury, right? Tell me it's just a minor injury right now!"



"I'm a bit dazed but fine. Dizzy, with some ringing in my ears. Ah, this is a concussion."



Ireh clenched her teeth and frowned.



She thought she was going to die from anxiety.



No, she was still anxious.



If by any chance Eidel were to die, how on earth would she fight the outer gods alone?



"Researchers, are you all alright?"



"Yes, thanks to you... But Lord Rheinland needs to be okay first!"



"I'm, ugh. I'll be fine. Ireh, tell me how much you've cleared on the other floors. If possible, let me know if anyone is injured or dead."



Ireh's face crumpled.



This man really does worry about others first, even when he's injured himself.



Why?



She was angry, but also felt a heaviness in her chest.



Biting her lip, Ireh answered.



"...No civilian casualties yet. The shelter is completely secured. The monsters stopped warping in a few minutes ago. Maybe that guy's Aether has run out."



"I hope that hypothesis is correct."



Eidel staggered forward.



"Wait, you're going in that condition?"



"It's not over until it's over."



"Stop trying to act cool and move with me!"



Ireh reloaded her spirit bullets. After safely evacuating the three researchers to the shelter, she headed with Eidel toward the third-floor window.



[— Notice: 'Great Triangle (Lv.04)' is being activated.]





Chapter 242 - Jagang Ducheon (10)



["— Applies additional effects to all allies within 500 meters."]



The Great Triangle effect had activated.



It meant reinforcements had arrived.



[Healing Power Enhancement (+20%)]



Other stats received additional effects too, but the healing buff was what mattered most to Eidel right now. He smirked as he looked at his updated status window.



["— The God of Healing and Humility heals your wounds."]



His head cleared immediately. The fatigue accumulated from research and combat was dissolving like salt in water.



That wasn't the only good news.



Boom!



Darwin's Legion, which had been surrounding the laboratory, suddenly began to falter from the rear, and soon their entire formation started to collapse.



The swordsmen who had come to support were launching an offensive.



However, the speed at which the rear was collapsing was extraordinarily fast.



"T-that woman...!"



Bruce exclaimed in shock.



Rustila von Rheinland.



She was cutting through the wave of monsters with terrifying momentum, charging straight toward Bruce.



Decapitation tactics.



Cut down the leader, and the rest of the monsters would fall apart. In small-scale battles, Omega-class swordsmen often executed such operations by maneuvering independently.



But Rustila wasn't moving solely on such rational judgment.



Bruce.



The bastard who had tried to kill Eidel, her husband, not once but twice.



She absolutely could not let him live.



Cold fury infused her sword energy.



"Damn it."



Though he had received abilities from the outer god, Bruce instinctively knew they would be useless against Rustila.



Yet he couldn't retreat either.



Bruce had lost everything.



All because of Eidel von Rheinland. That insufferable bastard.



Kill or be killed. That was the only question.



Whoosh!



Rustila's sword sliced through the air.



Bruce had already teleported in front of Eidel with several powerful monsters.



The recoil from the instantaneous movement hit him immediately. He spat out a mouthful of black blood and shouted.



"Rheinland, how dare you interfere with my paradise plan with your useless research! And Fina, you dare betray me after I fed you and sheltered you, in less than a week? I will never forgive either of you!"



Bruce commanded the Darwin-type monsters under his control.



"Get them, you bastards!"



However, the monsters' charge lasted only a moment before they all fell to several rapidly fired golden bullets.



"Impossible!"



An unbelievable sight.



Click.



A black-haired girl with a bob cut stepped in front of Eidel and aimed her gun.



"Who the hell are you...!"



Bang!



The girl didn't even bother to answer before putting a hole in Bruce's forehead.



But Bruce didn't die.



"...This is unexpected. I didn't think someone would have such abilities."



His head, which had been thrown back by the impact of the holy bullet, returned to its original position. The hole in his forehead writhed as the surrounding tissue regenerated, returning to its state before being shot. Bruce cackled.



"What, surprised? That I didn't die even after taking an Aether-filled bullet to the head?"



The girl, Ireh Hazlen, frowned.



Darwin-type incarnation.



In exchange for becoming a servant of the Perfect Being, Bruce had acquired regenerative abilities that defied common sense.



Bruce pulled out a massive driver.



The murder weapon he had used to kill his academic advisor long ago.






It transformed into something grotesque and oversized through the outer god's power, becoming Bruce's identity weapon.



"Rheinland, today will be your death anniversary. How dare a mere mortal try to stop the utopia ruled by the Queen! It's laughable! Today I'll break that arrogance of yours and present an elegant finale to Her Majesty!"



Eidel shouted back without backing down.



"You lunatic! Using a tool as a weapon! You don't even know basic lab safety protocols and you call yourself a master's graduate? Return your degree! Return it now!"



"Shut up! I'm not a master's graduate, I'm a doctor—!!"



Clang!



The caliper and driver clashed in mid-air. They rang out as if delighted to have found worthy opponents.



"Die, Eidel von Rheinland!"



"I'll get my doctorate before I die! Fake doctor!!"



"You son of a—!!"



Eidel had already recovered his original condition. He fought Bruce on equal terms.



Ireh provided covering fire, marking monsters that charged from all directions. The swordsmen who had joined the battle wielded their swords while holding their positions.



The longer this dragged on...



The more disadvantageous it became for Bruce.



He had lost everything. All that remained was his desire for revenge.



Nothing mattered anymore. If only he could kill Eidel von Rheinland, that insufferable young man before him, with his own hands.



"Outer God!"



It was his final desperate act. Bruce silently called out. He would sell everything to the outer god. He would abandon his humanity.



In exchange for power.



Since everything would disappear and merge into one body when the Queen reigned, he decided to make valuable use of his body first.



Perhaps the outer god responded to his desperation.



Bruce's body began to transcend human limits.



["— 'Bruce Izof' has been chosen as the avatar of 'Pulsating White Feather'."]



["— You are now experiencing the effects of the Perfect Being!"]



At that moment, Rustila, who had broken through the monster encirclement, launched a surprise attack on Bruce from behind.



She severed both his arms with her multi-layered sword energy, then thrust her sword into his chest and twisted it almost halfway around.



However.



He didn't die.



Instead, his severed arms regenerated, and the wound in his chest healed.



Organic blades sprouted from his shoulder blades. His teeth grew as long as an adult's finger. His eyeballs bulged out, and barnacles erupted across his skin.



Ireh muttered.



"...So he finally gave up being human."



"Master Bruce!"



"Fina, that person is no longer your former master. He's been completely consumed by the outer god. Once someone goes that far, they can't return to normal."



Fina couldn't hide her shock.



While she didn't have many good memories of him, she could definitely say she had never cursed him to transform into such a hideous form.



"Master..."



"Young master, it's truly dangerous from here on. Please step back."



Eidel nodded and retreated. He knew his limits. From this point on, he would only be a hindrance to Rustila and Ireh, even if he fought with all his might.



Entrusting the battle entirely to his wife and junior.



As a husband and senior, it was a disqualifying act.



But Eidel decided not to worry too much about it.



People had their assigned roles in every situation.



"Ireh, back me up!"



"I was planning to do that without you asking."



Slash!



Dozens of blade-like tentacles erupted from Bruce's spine. They surged toward Rustila, targeting her first.



Ireh blocked them with her bullets.



"Insolent wenches!"



["— 'Rustila von Rheinland' uses <Hardened Body Technique>."]



["— 'Ireh Hazlen' uses <Annihilation Bullet>."]



["— Due to the 'Great Triangle' effect, the Aether effects of <Hardened Body Technique> and <Annihilation Bullet> are stacked!"]



Before the organic matter Bruce spewed could contaminate the laboratory floor, sword strikes and bullets rained down from both sides.






The body technique not only sliced through but also melted the Pron with the temperature of stars and Aether.



The annihilation bullet, by its nature, reached the "core" of the avatar body faster than any other method, targeting its weakness.



Therefore.



["— Joint Conversion: <Annihilation Holy Bullet>"]



It could painfully incinerate areas likely to be weaknesses.



In this moment.



Bruce felt extreme, searing pain.



"Gaaah! T-this is impossible! This power was given by the outer god! How could mere primitive humans...!"



His cells regenerated, then were destroyed, repeating the process.



The crucial point was that destruction was happening faster than creation.



"AAAAARGH!"



One blinded by twisted desire and jealousy.



His end was approaching.





***





After the situation was resolved, Eidel finally had a chance to talk with Zernya.



"I knew you'd be alive and well."



Zernya spoke primly, yet stuck close to Eidel's side.



"I'm pregnant. You should be grateful I came to the battlefield at all in this condition."



"Yes, yes."



Despite her words, she was busy examining and treating Eidel. Checking if he had any other injuries or areas that might leave aftereffects.



"I thought men healed on their own if you left them alone?"



"Zernya, your words and actions don't match."



"Shut up."



She was sulking.



Still, grateful that he was alive, Zernya's face flushed.



"Seventeen injured, no casualties. All monsters have been eliminated. I just received the report from the unit."



Rustila set down her plasma sword and took a seat. Her forehead was drenched in sweat.



"My, why did you come here instead of returning directly to your unit?"



"Zernya, I don't want to fight with you right now."



Rustila was extremely fatigued. This was true even with the "Great Triangle" effect. She was mentally exhausted. Obviously, it was because she had been worried about Eidel.



Zernya, seeming to understand this, stopped needling her.



"So anyway, I was really preparing for the end of my life back there. But then Ireh appeared and took out two Scholarnants with a single bullet!"



"Stop proudly recounting stories about your near-death experiences!"



"This is why men have shorter lifespans than women."



Under the scolding from his two wives, Eidel shrank like a balloon in ice water. Ireh laughed silently.



"Thank you, Ireh. Without you, who knows what would have happened to this idiot..."



"Exactly. Why does a research-obsessed guy rush to the frontlines? Do you think being a soldier is just for show?"



Eidel exchanged glances with Ireh without his wives noticing.



A smile.



Ireh grinned.



They both knew. Although Eidel had been somewhat reckless, if he hadn't continuously provoked Bruce and stood at the forefront, they wouldn't have been able to defeat him.



It was because Bruce's anger toward Eidel outweighed his fear of death that they were able to take down the second of the Five Kings.



"Well, we'll be going now."



"Ireh, I'm so glad you're here. Please stop this idiot if he tries to do something stupid again."



Ireh nodded.



After the two women left.



Ireh looked down at her right hand.



The spot where Eidel's cheek had touched.



The spot she had deliberately allowed to make contact.



"...Ah."



She finally realized one thing.



She didn't feel any aversion to touching Eidel.





Chapter 243 - The Universe's Strongest Maid (1)



The Delaus Advanced Extraterrestrial Research Institute Attack Incident.



The Federation was in great shock.



Bruce Aizoph.



Everyone was stunned to learn that this violent criminal had attempted to assassinate the head of the Rheinland family by controlling a Darwin-class monster.



Even more surprising was the fact that Eidel had risked his own life to successfully rescue researchers who hadn't managed to evacuate in time.



Saving human lives.



It was the iron rule of the Rheinland family.



As news of Eidel's actions spread, the family household became abuzz with excitement. Some elders of the council who had looked down on Eidel for not being a doctor began to see him in a new light.



In any case.



The person in question was now resting.



"Lord Rheinland, are you alright?"



"Thank you so much for saving us yesterday. I don't know how I could ever repay this debt..."



The researchers who would have died without Eidel.



They visited Eidel's laboratory where he was resting to express their gratitude.



"If you ever need help with your research, please call on me anytime. It would be the honor of my lifetime to collaborate with you!"



"Thank you. Please take care on your way back."



People from the Darwin Extraterrestrial Research Institute.



Important connections.



I expect they'll work well with Mezulen during the crystal processing phase when creating gravity bombs.



Grin.



A smile naturally formed on his face.



[— Quest reward received.]



[— Obtained Calipers of Wisdom (S) and 30,000 Pron.]



He'd received his reward as well.



Calipers of Wisdom, S-grade.



If he'd had this earlier, dealing with the Scholanant might have been a bit easier.



Where there's receiving, there must also be giving.



Eidel transferred some of the coins accumulated in the "Red Egg" item to Cartesia.



[— You donate 100,000 coins to the "God of Wisdom and Curiosity."]



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" begins to feel stronger affection toward you.]



Coins are an energy source that extraterrestrials can use.



Their fundamental nature is presumed to be the monetization of energy produced by stellar nuclear fusion.



The more energy they obtain, the stronger and longer-lived extraterrestrials become.



Just as humans enjoy becoming wealthy even though they ultimately die empty-handed, extraterrestrials instinctively pursue the accumulation of coins.



Eidel's donation was particularly welcome to Cartesia, who was broke due to isolation.



Cartesia grumbled.



["Kid, next time just stick to research instead of jumping into danger."]



"Are you worried about me right now?"



["Don't get the wrong idea. I'm just saying this because there's nothing more deflating than watching someone die stupidly because they don't know their limits."]



"Humans call that 'being concerned.'"



["Primitive creatures."]



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" snorts.]



Cartesia changed conversation partners.



["Hey."]



Sonia.



She had been watching over Eidel day and night and now startled, looking around.



["Come outside so we can talk?"]



"Young master, I'll be stepping out for a moment."



After leaving the room, Sonia whispered.



"You're here again. What is it this time?"



["About that proposal I made before. So, after experiencing all this, are you considering accepting it?"]



"Proposal, you say?"



["Yes. The proposal to become my avatar."]



Yesterday, Sonia had seen it.



The appearance of Bruce, who had been chosen as an avatar.



He was neither human nor anything else—just a monster.



Sonia was certain she didn't want to become such a hideous figure. Young Master Eidel would come to hate her.



["No need to worry. I'll let you maintain your original appearance."]



"..."



["If you become my avatar, you can protect your master. Because I'll give you that much power. Despite appearances, I'm quite strong, you know?"]






She had heard from Young Master Eidel.



Avatar.



A vessel created by extraterrestrials to extend their influence in this dimension.



If she accepted the proposal, Sonia would become a servant of the extraterrestrial. In exchange, the deal would help her obtain a body capable of reproduction.



["Think about it carefully. It's a choice, not coercion. Whether to trust me, whether to change your current situation. It's all up to you."]



Back then, Bruce had said:



Give me power.



Give me the ability to kill Eidel von Rheinland.



As a result, he transformed into an avatar and became a genuine threat. If Ireh and Rustila hadn't been there, Sonia and Eidel would have met a terrible fate on the spot.



Sonia was the same.



Just as Bruce had desired.



"...I want power."



Not to destroy someone.



She wanted power to protect her young master.



"This incident made me realize something. No matter how much I enhance my modules, I cannot defeat high-grade monsters or avatars with this body. Machines cannot manipulate Aether. The difference is too vast."



Sonia continued.



"When the young master I've served for 20 years was bleeding, I was powerless. It felt like my CPU was burning up. I don't know what this calculation, this emotion is. It's an undefined function."



The fear of possibly losing someone she cherishes.



She anticipated loss.



Anxiety, heartache, worry, numbness.



It was an input that couldn't be defined as any single thing.



One thing was certain: this incident was negative feedback for Sonia.



"This feedback made me feel I need to change. This isn't enough. The young master will face more attacks, and Miss Rustila or Ireh won't always be there to help him."



["So, you want to play bodyguard?"]



"Yes. I am exclusively his, after all."



Sonia said expressionlessly.



Cartesia asked cautiously.



["...Don't you doubt me?"]



"I do doubt you."



["You might end up like that mad scientist. It would be better not to take my words at face value."]



"If you really meant harm, you would have done it already. You wouldn't even be saying such things."



It had been three months since Sonia received Cartesia's offer.



She had thought deeply about it.



She had several questions and resolved them through her own deductions.



"Extraterrestrial, you said you face no resistance in manipulating us. That means I could lose my sense of self and become a puppet if you wished it. Yet you repeatedly proposed making me your avatar."



["Yes, it's not coercion. So what?"]



"The same applies to making me an avatar. You could have forced me to become one. I've already deduced that you're from the Descartes lineage. Neural network manipulation wouldn't be difficult for you, would it?"



She was correct.



Cartesia remained silent.



"For some reason, I sensed kindness in that. God of Wisdom and Curiosity, you see me as an intellectual being equal to humans."



["Don't misunderstand. You're all the same to me. Whether neural networks made of organic matter or electronic circuits. All the same mechanism..."]



"The core of my argument isn't about functionalism. It's that you're kind. Despite being an extraterrestrial, you consider insignificant beings like us."



A clicking sound of disapproval.



Sonia concluded her train of thought.



"My logical assessment is this: You are Young Master Eidel's patron deity. Therefore, you don't want him to die. However, due to some constraint, you cannot fully use your power, so you're trying to partially transfer power to someone trustworthy. So that when something like this happens again, you can save the young master's life through me. Am I wrong in my reasoning?"



A moment of silence.



The extraterrestrial chuckled before speaking.



["You're wrong, idiot. I'm just proposing a contract because it looks fun."]



"I've heard extraterrestrials are very cautious about creating avatars."



["Incorrect information. This is why tin cans are useless."]



Sonia raised her head.



Her visual sensors captured a black starlight.



[Avatar Contract / Summary]



[1. Sonia (hereinafter referred to as "Party A") and the God of Wisdom and Curiosity, Cartesia (hereinafter referred to as "Party B") enter into a contractual relationship as avatar and mother star.]



[2. Party B shall share some or all of their abilities and resources with Party A, and in return, may share Party A's senses (sight, hearing, smell, touch, taste, etc.) at any time.]



[3. Party A must follow Party B's commands, and Party B has the obligation to protect Party A.]



(...)



[10. Once the contract is established, it is bound by "Constraint" and cannot be permanently terminated, and no modification of contract terms is possible except for increasing the ratio of shared power.]



There were a few more clauses, but these four were the most important.






Sonia marveled.



"This contract is better structured than I expected. But why am I Party A?"



["Only insignificant beings care about such order."]



Regardless.



The most important thing was the proportion of power the extraterrestrial would transfer to the avatar.



An avatar should be neither too weak nor too strong. If too weak, it cannot function properly as an avatar; if too strong, it might try to rival the extraterrestrial.



Balancing that ratio is crucial.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" is calculating the power ratio to share with you.]



Gulp.



Sonia swallowed dryly.



The God of Wisdom and Curiosity, Cartesia.



How much power she possessed, and how much she would share, would reveal her intentions.



One-tenth would be moderate, and even those who received two-tenths were considered among the top 10% of avatars, according to research from the Advanced Extraterrestrial Research Institute.



Just how much would it be?



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" has shared 100% of her power with you.]



Sonia's jaw dropped.



The universe's strongest maid, born right here.





***





"Damn it."



Swan sensed complete failure.



"If I return like this... the Queen will end me."



Bruce, whom she had used like a limb, was dead.



Eidel von Rheinland was still alive.



The Delaus planetary system, once a playground for extraterrestrials, had completely transformed into human territory.



"Stupid fool. Who told him to charge in and die?"



Of course, Bruce's death was unexpected. He had teleportation abilities. She thought he would escape in an emergency. She never imagined he would be so consumed by rage that he wouldn't flee and would end up dead.



Above all.



"Those human women."



Rustila von Rheinland.



And Ireh Hazlen.



While she knew about Rustila, the existence of the girl named Ireh Hazlen was beyond imagination. This was like having another Omega-grade swordswoman by Eidel's side.



"..."



She considered her options.



Be devoured by the Queen?



Or gamble everything on a reversal of fortune?



It would depend on how she played it.



"Petel."



"Yes, Mother Star."



Petel.



A crane with a head split like a plate appeared.



"You're the only avatar I've shared seven-tenths of my power with. I truly cherish you, but..."



"Just give me your orders. I'll complete the mission even if I have to dig into areas with high Aether concentration."



"Very well, then I'll give you this."



As Swan flapped her wings, a pure octahedral crystal appeared in the air.



"What is this...?"



"It's a crystal containing one of the 'Fragments of Devotion' from the 12 Zodiac Virgo. If you carry this, your power won't be diminished by Aether barriers."



"Is it alright to entrust something like this to me?"



"You're the only one who can take on this mission."



Swan is an extraterrestrial with many tricks but little power.



She had no choice but to resort to this.



"I'd like to move personally, but... because of that damned trap or whatever, I can't directly descend to the Delaus planetary system. All I can do is cast spells."



"I understand. I, Petel, will perfectly execute the mission entrusted to me by Lady Swan and return."



"Good. Once this task is complete, I'll increase your power share to eight-tenths."



"Kuhehe, thank you."



Petel inwardly rejoiced.



With eight-tenths, he would have power comparable to his master.



How obsequiously he had behaved all this time to become transcendent.



The once-in-a-lifetime opportunity he had been waiting for thousands of years was approaching.





Chapter 244 - The Universe's Strongest Maid (2)



Sonia couldn't maintain her balance against the sudden influx of divine power.



[— Initiating optimization process.]



Pure madness at 100% concentration.



It had been refined again and again, compressed to a level that an android could accept.



"......"



Sonia stared blankly at her palm. Then, she flexed her fingers open and closed. An electrifying sensation coursed through her entire body.



A feeling of omnipotence.



Exhilaration.



She understood now why Bruce had gone berserk after becoming a divine vessel.



Part of her wanted to rush out immediately and test her new powers.



"Phew."



Control yourself.



She was different from that human scum.



This power was granted by the God of Wisdom and Curiosity. It should only be used to protect Young Master Eidel. Power without control is merely violence.



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' admires your self-restraint.]



Sonia lightly stretched her body. Then she checked her status window.



Mental Destruction, Mind Control, Shutdown, Soul Extraction, Confusion, Delirium, Mental Gender Conversion...



Each skill was more chilling than the last.



[— Notice: Divine vessels do not consume Pron or Coins when using techniques. (Directly linked to the divine entity.)]



[— Notice: Some techniques can be activated using the 'Calipers of Wisdom.']



"Calipers of Wisdom?"



Just as Sonia tilted her head in confusion.



A pitch-black space like a black hole appeared in midair, and through it emerged a metal tool.



Sonia instinctively grabbed and pulled it out. A long calipers, slightly over 1m in length, slid out smoothly.



"It resembles what Young Master Eidel uses. So, you were truly his divine entity all along."



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' confirms this.]



A divine entity as a divine patron?



Was such a thing even possible?



If nothing else, it was clear that Young Master and this divine entity shared a special and unusual relationship.



Sonia slowly turned the calipers in her hands.



But then.



[— <Unique> 'Calipers of Wisdom(♀)']



Something was strange about the grade.



Instead of A, S, or EX, it had a symbol representing female.



[— This is one of the two calipers directly used by Cartesia, the 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity.' This tool specializes in mental attacks. Extreme caution is required when using it on intelligent beings.]



The description alone sent chills down her spine.



In other words.



With these calipers, she could irreversibly damage humans, robots, or even divine entities.



"But it says there are two calipers. Where is the other one?"



["You already know, don't you?"]



"No way..."



It dawned on her.



The calipers that Young Master Eidel always pulled out when fighting monsters.



["That's right. I gave it to him."]



To summarize, Eidel's calipers was the male version, while Sonia received the female version. The male version specialized in physical attacks, the female in mental attacks.



["I could assign grades from C to Omega to yours too, but it doesn't really matter, does it? Since I've shared all my power with you, it's fixed at the highest grade. How do you like it?"]



"It's somewhat frightening."



["What? What is?"]



"It's along the same lines as before. I'm scared that if I mishandle this, I might cause trouble for Young Master."



She had seen Mental Gender Conversion among the skills. If she were to accidentally use that skill on Young Master...



["Then you'd have to serve a young lady instead."]



"...I'll keep that in mind."






Sonia resolved to safeguard the calipers carefully.



Meanwhile, Cartesia wondered about her own answer.



Would Eidel really transform like that?



She didn't know, having never tried it.



Perhaps such a significant mental attack wouldn't work on Eidel, with his unlimited Pron capacity.



In fact, Cartesia had once used "Mental Confusion" on him out of curiosity, but it hadn't worked. On the other hand, the "Mental Stability" skill worked perfectly fine on Eidel.



Why would one work and not the other?



That curiosity was unbearable for Cartesia.



"Young Master, I'm back... Oh, you're already asleep."



Returning to the laboratory, Sonia gazed at Eidel, who was slumped over his desk like a zombie.



Clear features, flawless skin.



He was handsome.



One benefit of becoming Cartesia's divine vessel was being able to monitor her master's mental state in real-time.



[— Currently in a deep sleep state.]



Sonia's lips curved upward.



"Excuse me, Young Master."



Sonia lifted Eidel effortlessly. Perhaps due to becoming a divine vessel, her master felt as light as a feather.



["So this is how it feels in physical space. Fascinating!"]



Cartesia's muttering voice.



Indeed.



The divine vessel's five senses were directly transmitted to the divine entity.



Cartesia was the divine entity who had never managed to establish a divine vessel or monster. Today, she was exploring the lower dimensional world for the first time.



She couldn't help but be excited like a child on a field trip.



Just as Sonia was about to lay Eidel on the bed and cover him with a blanket.



["More, I need to touch more."]



"Ah...!"



Sonia's hand moved toward Eidel's face.



It wasn't her will.



["So this is how organic matter feels in this dimension? Interesting. Truly interesting."]



Cartesia used Sonia's body to touch various places.



First the cheeks, then the chest, moving lower to the abdomen.



["I'm not used to the sense of distance. Well, in lower gravity, measurements are bound to be different."]



"Please wait a moment! That's, that's going too far!"



["What's the problem? Reproductive organs are most important for gathering data. Don't stop me."]



"Ethics, it's a matter of ethics...!"



Having already crossed the line halfway under external influence before, Sonia resisted more desperately.



"Absolutely not! For Young Master's current condition as well!"



["...Tch."]



Cartesia had no choice but to stop.



It was because she had shared 100% of her power.



If Sonia refused with all her might, she couldn't control her vessel.



They compromised by lying next to Eidel and smelling his scent.



Cartesia showed complex reactions to the real human smell that couldn't be experienced in hyperspace.



["Strange and bizarre. The sensations of the outside world are so vivid. Thousands, tens of thousands of times more interesting than this prison I'm in."]



"So you made me your divine vessel out of curiosity?"



["That's one reason."]



Sonia sighed. If she had known this would happen, she would have thought more carefully or consulted with Young Master Eidel. Cartesia was surprisingly forceful in these matters.



["Well, that aside."]



Snap!



A sound like fingers snapping echoed in Sonia's mind.



Immediately, the scenery changed to a different place.






A desert.



The border region of planet Delaus.



There, a crane-shaped monster wrapped in bandages was traversing a sand dune.



The distance was roughly 500km.



Far yet close, depending on perspective.



"What are you showing me?"



["Your opponent from now on. Just now, an ill-mannered Darwin released a divine vessel to kill your master. Seeing it move alone, it must be an assassination attempt."]



This was absurd.



Just yesterday, Young Master had nearly died.



They hadn't even finished cleaning up the crime scene, and already a new crisis was approaching.



["This youngster is famous even among our kind. With a mere mortal body, he's developed technology to imprison Maxwell, Descartes, and now Darwin too. So they're determined to kill him while he's in their territory."]



"But the frequency..."



["You think it's happening too often?"]



Sonia nodded. Cartesia snorted.



["Not at all. Count all the black holes in the universe. That's how many divine entities hate your master. From now on, he'll face assassination threats daily."]



Sonia sighed.



She corrected herself.



Making a divine vessel contract with this divine entity was the best decision she could have made.



Sonia thought of the human women involved with Eidel.



Rustila, being a soldier, might be superior to her in combat, but she had a mission to protect countless people and planetary assets.



Ireh had invested considerably in physics, so she likewise couldn't provide 24-hour protection for Eidel.



Zernya was a doctor. In terms of sword skills, she was probably inferior to Eidel now. Plus, she was the busiest of the three in daily life. Being a doctor and all.



That left only one person.



"So I must step forward?"



["Yes, move."]



***



Shortly after landing on the Delaus planetary system.



Petel was crossing the desert at a terrifying speed.



With a body like a crane but legs like an ostrich.



Frantically shaking his bandage-wrapped head, he ran in a straight line toward where Eidel von Rheinland was located.



Petel's plan was simple.



Kill Rheinland.



Receive power from Swan.



Betray him and become the new master of the Cygnus black hole.



Clack-clack-clack-clack!



A voice that sounded like a hybrid of bird and human emerged from his vertically split mouth. It was a sound he made unconsciously when pleased.



But then.



Boom!



Suddenly rising dust.



Not a simple sandstorm.



Sensing something ominous, Petel stopped his legs and extended his long, noodle-like neck.



What he saw was.



"...W-what?"



A maid.



A maid android with navy blue bob-cut hair and sky-blue eyes.



"Who are you!"



Tap-tap.



After clearing away the dust, the maid lifted her skirt slightly and bowed politely.



"None of your business."



"What?"



"Please take a beating."



The moment he heard those words, Petel's face caved in.





Chapter 245 - The Universe's Strongest Maid (3)



I must protect the young master.



With that single thought, my fist pierced through Fetel's head. Caught by the sudden attack, Fetel screamed and tumbled down the sand dune.



["Darwin's lineage continuously regenerates. Don't give him time to breathe."]



Sonia descended the slope in one breath. Using the momentum from her acceleration, she delivered a powerful kick.



Thwack——!!



Fetel's head burst open.



As his neck was torn off, blood fountained upward. Chunks of flesh scattered in all directions. It was a sight that would make anyone nauseous.



Just as Sonia was about to continue her assault—



Whoosh!



A sandstorm blew in from the opposite direction.



["That's not a natural wind."]



Something like dandelion seeds mixed with the wind. The moment one touched the ground, an explosion erupted.



Boom!



The sand dune was flipped over. At this rate, she would be engulfed in flames. Sonia had no choice but to create distance.



Fetel used this opportunity to begin regenerating. The flesh around his neck area proliferated, quickly forming a new head. Soon, he spoke as if nothing had happened, twisting his neck grotesquely.



"What kind of woman are you? How did you find me?"



"That's none of your business."



"Even the constellations didn't notice my arrival here."



"Oh, is that so?"



Fetel didn't attack immediately. He was assessing her. Soon, he realized who his opponent was.



"I smell the stench of filthy Descartes. Yes, that's how you were able to find me."



No need for further discussion. Fetel spread his wings. Eyeballs resembling lumps of blood revealed themselves.



"Each of these is my seed. One seed produces fifty offspring. You won't be able to defeat even one of them."



He may have been caught off guard earlier, but now things were different. Victory was certain if they fought in this state.



Plop, plop.



The eyeballs fell to the ground. They moved like living creatures, beginning to burrow into the sand.



"I'll fillet you."



The next moment.



With a thunderous roar, the ground shook.



As if a sinkhole had formed, a large amount of sand collapsed at once, and bird-like creatures resembling chickens emerged from the earth, shaking their beaks.



One, two, three, five, eight.



Their numbers grew rapidly.



They were massive too. Each one was the size of an adult man.



These were monsters humanity had never encountered before. It was impossible to imagine how strong they might be.



Cartesia spoke.



["He's using sand as material for life."]



"What do you mean?"



["Like planting seeds to sprout seedlings, he's using desert sand as nutrients to create monsters. Yes, he's essentially impregnated this desert. Interesting. This is worth researching in many ways."]



Sonia maintained her expressionless face, but inwardly she was shocked.



So, it means he violated the earth?



["You could interpret it that way. Anyway, this is a good opportunity. If we can study and properly apply this avatar's abilities, it might be possible to create children that transcend species."]



"Is that really possible?"



["It's a hypothesis. But my intuition has never been wrong. This will definitely work."]



Grin.



The corners of Sonia's mouth turned upward.



A child between her young master and herself. How cute would a child with blueberry-colored hair and pumpkin-like eyes be? The happy thought kept her smiling.



Of course, there was still a long way to go.



Even if her body became capable of pregnancy, the young master already had two wives. And it was unclear whether he had feelings for her. She couldn't help but sigh.



"Children, attack!"



The giant chickens, now numbering in the hundreds, flapped their wings and charged.



Sonia quickly made her assessment.



She knew instinctively.



These creatures wouldn't die no matter how much she hit them.



No, they would eventually die, but without knowing the proper strategy, it would take an eternity.



That left only one option.



"I'll have to break their will."



Shing.



Sonia drew her calipers.



[— Activating "Aggression Inducement," "Species Hatred," and "Confusion."]






Whoosh——! Thwack!



She struck down the approaching birds one by one. They became disoriented and turned around, pecking viciously at their own kind.



Flesh entangled with flesh, and feathers scattered like flower petals. It was like a cockfighting arena.



Fetel was shocked.



"How is this possible!"



This made no sense.



A mere android was not only using advanced techniques of the Descartes lineage of outer gods, but she was also overwhelming him with those techniques.



It was humiliating.



The Darwin lineage must never be defeated.



Especially not by other lineages of outer gods!



"You're not as impressive as I thought."



"Insolent creature!"



At that moment.



The calipers sliced through the air and embedded in Fetel's forehead. His head was torn off once again. After regenerating, he raised his voice.



"Do you think you can defeat me with something like this!"



"We'll see."



This avatar was truly troublesome.



She wanted to defeat this creature as soon as possible, kill Rheinland, and return to her master for praise. How wonderful it would be if Swan-nim stroked her head with his beautiful feathers. And then, passionate mating with Swan-nim...



"...Huh?"



Fetel was confused. What was I just thinking?



That's when Sonia grinned.



[— "Mental Gender Transformation," "Attachment Craving," "Infantile Regression," and "Intelligence Reduction" are being applied.]



"How does it feel to become an idiot?"



"Ugh, uwaaaaah——!!"



Fetel desperately plucked the feathers from his head.



This was Descartes' trick. He needed to regain his senses. He needed to think clearly!



"You've really become stupid. This proves Descartes is stronger than Darwin. Victory."



Sonia taunted him, swaying her waist playfully. Fetel, who had been panting, took a deep breath.



Think.



The opponent has the ability to manipulate minds.



Therefore, summoning monsters to attack is meaningless. The same thing would happen again.



If he attacked from a distance, someone with her skills would dodge everything, and if he engaged in close combat, getting hit by those calipers once more would be the end. He didn't want to take that risk.



Just then, a good idea came to mind.



Fetel took out a crystal from his pocket.



He forcibly shattered the crystal, awakening the constellation sleeping inside.



[— "Fragment of Devotion" is descending!]



At that moment.



A burst of light exploded forth.



It was so bright that Sonia had no choice but to squeeze her eyes shut. Fetel used this opportunity to rush past her.



Thinking about it, there was no need to face that android avatar. Killing Rheinland would accomplish his goal.



Fetel planned to leave Sonia to the constellation while he attacked the Delaus Laboratory.



Using one to defeat another.



The most convenient tactic in the current situation.



However.



["...Where do you think you're going?"]



The awakened fragment of Virgo did not allow him to escape.



Swish!



A golden glowing net spread in three directions.



One toward Fetel, another toward the monsters he had created, and the last toward Sonia.



Its speed was several times faster than Fetel could run. Moreover, it had a homing function. Fetel had no choice but to be caught.



He tried desperately to break free, but the net was unexpectedly tough and solid.



"No...!"



Fetel doubted himself. He couldn't understand how he had made such a stupid decision.



[— Currently Applied: "Intelligence Reduction"]



"This damn thing——!!"



Fetel flailed like a fish caught in a trawler's net.



["Did you think you could use me as you pleased and escape unscathed? How presumptuous. I shall deliver appropriate punishment to the subordinate of a filthy outer god."]



[— "Fragment of Devotion" uses "Sacred Thunder."]






Sonia's hair stood straight up.



The next moment.



Crack!



Lightning struck from the clear sky.



"Arghhhh!"



Fetel's entire body, hit directly, was roasted golden brown. The aether penetrated and squeezed his core. Fetel resisted as much as possible by dividing his cells.



["As expected, you don't die easily."]



Virgo dropped lightning several more times. Fetel writhed in agony and thought.



He had inherited 70% of an outer god's power. Yet he felt such intense pain from these attacks?



In truth, his master, Swan, wasn't a particularly powerful outer god. His black hole was small, and he didn't have much charged energy. His only talent was mimicking constellations.



On the other hand.



Among Virgo's four fragments, "Devotion" had the skill set most effective against the Darwin lineage.



Soon, cracks formed in Fetel's core, and his divine form collapsed.



["How persistent. You still cling to life even after all this. This is why I hate Darwin's kind the most."]



Virgo's gaze turned toward Sonia.



Sonia was also caught in the net.



However, Sonia had allowed it intentionally. She could have dodged but chose not to move.



Sonia adjusted her katyusha headband and straightened her electrically charged hair. Despite being trapped in the net, her expression remained impassive.



["Avatar. Descartes lineage. You seem quite composed. Is this the composure of the strong?"]



"Why would you attack an ally?"



["Ally?"]



Virgo narrowed her eyes.



["An outer god's spawn claiming to be an ally? What an absurd statement to make so casually."]



Snicker.



Sonia laughed.



"My young master's wife is the master of the 'Fragment of Purity.'"



["Nonsense!"]



Crack!



Lightning struck.



["You dare spout such obvious lies. Not just any fragment, but 'Purity' taking a married woman as a new contractor? Why not claim that constellations and outer gods are equal beings while you're at it?"]



"It's the truth."



["No, this can't be..."]



The reason for Virgo's surprise was simple. Despite being struck by lightning, Sonia remained unharmed.



["How can you deflect my attack?"]



"That's because I'm not human. I'm an android."



Sonia smiled as if amused, then suddenly began sobbing. Virgo couldn't grasp the range of emotions she displayed.



It was perplexing.



Moreover, a Descartes lineage avatar with Maxwell lineage characteristics was the worst possible opponent for "Devotion."



"This is getting tedious. I'll remove this now."



Sonia used her calipers to remove the net. It happened so naturally that Virgo momentarily didn't register the oddity.



["How did you remove my net...! Wait, what are you doing?"]



"Collecting the avatar's feathers. They'll make good research material. Now that I'm done, you can kill this one."



There were too many bewildering aspects.



Not only did she show no aggression toward a constellation, but she was even suggesting that another avatar could be killed. Normally in such situations, wouldn't they both attack the constellation together?



In any case, she was definitely not an ordinary avatar.



After completely pulverizing Fetel, Virgo looked at Sonia. Now that she noticed, this avatar was wearing a maid uniform. She sighed deeply as she looked at her ruined clothes.



"The young master gave me this..."



["Why do you wear such an outfit? It seems impractical."]



"Because I belong exclusively to the young master. I insist on wearing this uniform while working to never forget my spirit of devotion."



["Young master?"]



"Would you like to meet him? By the way, our young master is an ordinary human."



Virgo reluctantly nodded.



She didn't know who this avatar's master was, but her interest was piqued.



A human commanding an outer god's avatar?



And he supposedly had a contract with another of her fragments.



Whether it was a lie or not, she needed to verify.



[— "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" feels uncomfortable.]



[— "Fragment of Devotion" feels uncomfortable.]



And so began the strange companionship between a constellation and an outer god.





Chapter 246 - The Universe's Strongest Maid (4)



I woke up and was rummaging through my mailbox when Sonia appeared.



With a constellation in tow.



And looking like a complete mess.



"What's this?"



"I picked it up on the way. It's a fragment of Virgo. Oh, about my clothes? To explain, it's a long story."



I don't even know where to begin questioning this.



Sonia told me the truth without hiding anything.



It was lengthy, but to summarize in one sentence:



"You made a contract with an outer god to protect me?"



"That's correct."



"Why didn't you discuss this with me?"



"Because I thought you would oppose it, Young Master. It's fine. This outer god seems different from the others. It was concerned about your well-being."



[— The God of Wisdom and Curiosity frowns at the unilateral actions of its avatar.]



Cartesia had made Sonia its avatar.



My head hurts.



If there's any silver lining in this misfortune...



If she had been enthralled by any outer god other than Cartesia, the situation could have become unimaginably serious.



Sonia knelt before me.



"If I, Sonia, might become a burden to you, please dispose of me promptly. The head of the family ordered me to take good care of you, Young Master. If I cannot do that, it would be better to abandon me here."



In a flash of anger, I flicked her forehead.



"Ouch."



"That didn't even hurt. Anyway, just try mentioning being abandoned in front of me one more time. If you do, I'll work you as a graphics card until the end of your lifespan."



"You're already doing that plenty."



"You always have to have the last word."



I sighed as I looked down at Sonia.



Her maid uniform was covered in sand, and her hair was stiff in places. Her face, the hem of her skirt, and her ribbon showed burn marks. She looked terrible.



"What kind of avatar did you fight against?"



"It had a body like a crane with ostrich legs, and a beak that split vertically—a monster. It had territory-claiming abilities and threatened to fillet me, but thanks to the constellation here, it ended up becoming the chicken instead."



The constellation.



Virgo of the Virgin.



Its second fragment, "Devotion," was standing conspicuously behind Sonia.



This fragment specializes in electric techniques, particularly effective at roasting Darwin-type avatars to a crisp.



An unexpected gain. I never thought I'd acquire this before the Great War.



[— The "Fragment of Devotion" looks at you in bewilderment.]



["This is impossible. How can a human coexist with an outer god?"]



"Well, I suppose it's possible."



["No, it's not."]



[— The God of Wisdom and Curiosity shows signs of discomfort.]



The fragment continued.



["This, this is truly impossible. Normal humans can't even withstand being possessed by an outer god!"]



"I guess I'm not a normal human."



["This defies analysis. I need to develop a theory to explain this anomaly as soon as possible..."]



"Theory? Theeeeory?"



I rummaged through my drawer and pulled out several sheets of paper.



Research on the neural networks of constellations and outer gods.



It was the only unpublished paper among the four I had written while researching Darwin-type crystals.



"I've already developed a hypothesis that comes closest to that theory. What do you think? If you can read human writing, would you like to take a look?"



["What? What do you mean..."]



"Please review it."



In other words: getting my paper peer-reviewed by a constellation.






After somehow reading my paper, Virgo repeatedly asked if I was insane, and I nearly got struck by lightning, but Cartesia gave a warning look and I survived.



Not that it calmed Virgo's anger.



["You dare, you dare to do this to Spica? That's atrocious! You deserve the judgment of the stars!"]



"But she prevented me from marrying Rusti."



["So what?"]



"So I took her down."



["The alpha star of Virgo?"]



"Yes."



The Fragment of Devotion grabbed the back of its neck.



["...You, a human, really did that to my sister?"]



"Whether constellation or outer god, it doesn't matter. For the one I love, I can do even this."



It might be delusion or bravado.



But to put it differently.



Devotion.



This fragment couldn't help but be confused.



It was caught in a dilemma between its most cherished value and sisterhood.



The Fragment of Devotion, true to its name, values dedication to others. In other words, only the Fragment of Purity was obsessed with chastity.



"Young Master Eidel was hospitalized for two weeks after inventing that technique. It was because he had been overworking for several months. Constellation, can you still view the Young Master negatively after knowing this?"



["Well, that's..."]



Devotion didn't answer.



Instead, it changed the subject.



["I need to meet this person you call your wife first."]



***



Purity and Devotion.



The two fragments met.



["Sister, what's going on here? Why has your way of thinking changed so much?"]



["I realized that marriage has nothing to do with maintaining purity. Since my emphasis on virginity was meant to protect my contractor from Darwin-type outer god attacks... isn't it enough just not to lose purity?"]



["Sister!"]



The Fragment of Devotion was shocked by the changed appearance of the Fragment of Purity after their long separation.



But that was all.



The two fragments couldn't influence each other.



After all, each of the twelve zodiac constellations was formed not as a single constellation but as a coalition.



["*Sob*... It's okay now. I'll stay with my sister from now on."]



Unlike Purity, the Fragment of Devotion was still within the bounds of normalcy.



I thought this would be fine to give directly to Rustila.



Just as I was about to speak:



[— The God of Wisdom and Curiosity urges for data from the "Fragment of Devotion."]



"Huh?"



[— The God of Wisdom and Curiosity believes the "Fragment of Devotion" will be helpful for its research.]



Cartesia's research, huh.



I don't know what it is, but as a fellow researcher, I can't ignore a colleague's request.



"Rusti, I'm sorry, but would it be okay if I keep this constellation for about two days?"



"Why? Oh, are you worried something might happen like last time?"



"That's part of it. I also just came up with a good research topic."



Well, technically it's Cartesia's topic, not mine.



"Sure, that's fine."



Rustila readily agreed.



Of course, when you're married, you understand these things intuitively.



["Wait a minute, you're going to use me as a research subject?"]






"Yes."



["Go ahead and try. I'm free. The crystal is already broken—what device could possibly contain a constellation?"]



"There is one."



["Obviously it's impossible. I'll make a contract with your wife to protect my sisterhood and observe your parasitic existence. So stop talking nonsense... Wait, what did you just say?"]



"I said it's possible. To contain you, Constellation."



Just in case, I had brought Eidel's mini laboratory (carrier).



Click.



When I unlocked it, a bundle of papers and inventions appeared.



["What... is that?"]



"A fish trap."



***



[— You have acquired the (Very Rare) title <Partner of an Outer God>.]



[(Benefit: -50% Pron consumption in transactions with outer gods)]



[— You have acquired the (Legendary) title <Can You Even Call Yourself Human>!]



[(Benefit: Always applies <Fear> effect to hostile targets)]



I wonder what someone from the Holy Spirit Church would say if they saw this scene.



They'd probably point fingers at me, calling me insane.



But I understand.



The sorrow and grief when a researcher cannot pursue their desired research. The taste of cigarettes and alcohol that people drink when their government proposals get firmly rejected.



So I help others conduct the research they want. Even if they're outer gods, if they share my intentions, I naturally extend my hand.



In the scientific community, there are no borders or species distinctions.



[— The God of Wisdom and Curiosity feels favorably toward you.]



[— The "Fragment of Devotion" screams for help.]



No matter how high Virgo's rank might be, it's nothing compared to Cartesia, classified as a supermassive black hole.



"Is it really okay to leave the Young Master alone with your patron deity?"



"My patron deity enjoys bondage. It won't go beyond that."



"...Ah, I've experienced that."



"You too?"



"You as well, Young Master?"



I sighed.



Having just returned to the laboratory, Sonia was in terrible shape. Recalling her words about fighting Fetel, I offered some advice.



"Don't overdo it."



"I will give it my all."



"I just told you not to overdo it... Anyway, you need to wash up and change clothes first. What kind of state is this?"



"I'm ashamed—ah!"



Sonia exclaimed in surprise.



"What, what are you doing! Don't carry me!"



"I'll take you to the bath."



"I can go by myself!"



"I can't let a maid who fought so hard suffer more."



Since Sonia had caused me worry, I was determined to tease this devilish maid. Sonia struggled more than expected, showing signs of embarrassment.



She really seems human.



If she were a real person, I might have fallen for her.



"Ah..."



"What is it?"



"Nothing. I'm just a little tired."



Is she running out of power? That doesn't seem to be it.



Obviously, androids are waterproof. I brought Sonia a change of clothes and told her to wash up.



That's when Sonia made an unexpected request.



"If you don't mind, would you bathe me, Young Master?"





Chapter 247 - The Universe's Strongest Maid (5)



"Master Sonia, I've had a difficult time protecting the young master yesterday and today. I demand proper compensation."



"Should I give you a raise?"



"That would be nice. But right now, I want something else."



Sonia removed her headband and set it down.



"For today, I'd like to be the young master's lady."



Her attitude was quite forward.



I didn't scold her. This was between Sonia and me. Though she liked wearing maid uniforms and called me young master, she wasn't actually a real maid.



To me, she was like family. This kind of role-play wasn't too much to ask.



I chuckled.



"Very well, Miss Maid. Shall I prepare your bath first?"



"...Are you really going to do this?"



"Should I not?"



"No. Please do."



I brought Sonia to the guest dormitory. The laboratory had prepared it for my personal use, but this was my first time visiting since I practically lived in the lab.



The dormitory was quite spacious. Opening the bathroom door revealed a large bathtub. There were bath salts, and it even looked capable of functioning as a modest spa.



Scientists certainly get great benefits. This is the life.



I filled the round tub with water and added bath salts. The scent of lavender wafted up. I heard rustling sounds from the living room.



"It's ready, miss."



"Excellent."



I turned around and swallowed hard. Sonia stood there wearing nothing but a white towel wrapped tightly around her body.



Her curves and skin texture made it impossible to think of her as an android, along with the way she wiggled her toes and kept her gaze fixed on the floor. Everything about her made her appear more human.



A blush gradually rose on her expressionless face.



"This is making me more hesitant than I expected."



"That's the feeling of embarrassment, miss."



"I learned it today."



I felt guilty. Even if she was an android, I wondered if it was appropriate for a married man to be doing this.



"Whew."



I needed to calm down. I'd gone too far. I should just think of this as washing a car.



Splash.



Sonia's toes touched the edge of the filled bath. The water, decorated with flower petals, immediately enveloped her sleek legs. Then it released a pleased, warm sigh. Sonia exhaled as well.



"Well then, miss, I'll wait outside until you're finished..."



"Butler."



Sonia cut me off mid-sentence.



She commanded:



"Stay here until I finish bathing."



"I need to read a research paper..."



"Bring it and read it here. Are you planning not to attend to my bath?"



She wanted me to keep her company.



I wanted to refuse, saying this wasn't right, but Sonia had saved my life twice. In the end, I had no choice but to study on my tablet while occasionally wiping it down in the steamy bathroom.



I couldn't really concentrate.



Splash, splash.



This mischievous android kept kicking her feet or shaking her body, splashing water.



"Butler, look at this. It's a sine wave."



Those waves are quite provocative.



"Butler, don't you want to have a personal conversation with me?"



"Go ahead. Anything."



"Well then."



The next moment, a shocking question came from Sonia's lips.



"Have you thought about taking another wife?"



***



[— Notice: Cannot read target's thoughts.]






This was my eighth attempt.



I was curious about what Sonia was thinking and kept using my skill, but all attempts failed. Cartesia was refusing to tell me.



What could it be?



Was she protecting the privacy of her avatar?



Anyway, I was flustered by Sonia's repeated questions.



"What would you do if you fell in love with another woman besides your two wives?"



"I don't think that will happen."



"Just hypothetically speaking."



My thoughts weren't complicated.



"I would draw the line. No marriage, not even dating. I've already gone through many difficulties with my previous polygamous marriage. I don't want to repeat the same mistake twice."



Physically. Mentally. Socially.



Two wives are more than enough, in my opinion.



"...I see."



Splash, splash. The water currents grew stronger.



I was lathering Sonia's hair with soap. It was getting cleaner now. But then she suddenly started shaking her head vigorously. Bubbles scattered like flower petals.



"Please stay still, Miss Sonia!"



"I refuse."



"You'll get my clothes all wet!"



"That's the point."



Sonia emerged from the bathroom all fluffy and dry. I, on the other hand, was completely soaked. Washing a robot was exhaustingly difficult.



"Butler, dry my hair."



"Yes, miss."



"Butler, help me dress."



"Yes, miss."



"Wait, since I'm the lady today, I won't wear my maid uniform."



"What then?"



"Young... Butler's dress shirt. I'll borrow that."



Before I could say anything, Sonia took a shirt from the closet and put it on. And from somewhere, she produced a black frilled skirt for her bottom.



Those frills. She really loves them.



"How's today's coordination?"



"You look like a young lady from a noble family."



"Of course. I'm the lady of Rheinland."



Ah, so that was the setting.



"I, Sonia von Rheinland, command you. Butler Eidel, go make two cups of coffee."



"Yes, miss."



Sonia's commands continued after that. She asked for massages or to use my lap as a pillow. This wasn't a haughty young lady but a spoiled child.



Sonia, rolling around on my lap, said:



"Give me a raise."



"How much?"



"Ten times what I'm getting now."



"For that, you should ask Seti."



"She said she'd kill the butler if expenses increased any further."



"..."



So it would have to come out of my research funds.



Sonia protested:



"I plan to be your bodyguard without leaving your side for even an hour, isn't the current level too low? It's too stingy. It's time for wage negotiations."



"Now, now, Miss Android. Even so, for a robot, this much..."



"Butler."



Sonia reached for my face and pulled me closer.



Her eyes were glowing an unusually blue color.






"Would you negotiate my wages if I gave up being a robot?"



"...What?"



"There's something I want to buy."



Sonia suddenly got up and sat in front of the computer. As soon as she brought up the screen, she entered some shopping mall.



It was an adult store.



It sold not only tools and costumes for adults to enjoy but also products for androids.



Undoubtedly, the most vulgar items were the software and modules.



There was software that enabled various sexual positions and software that included hundreds of different moaning sounds, as well as skin modules that provided the same tactile sensation as human skin.



"Crazy."



It felt like looking into an abyss.



For someone like me who had visited academic journals more often than porn sites, this was quite a culture shock. Yet Sonia calmly added two modules to her cart as if she had visited the site several times before.



It was too obscene to even recall what she had added.



"Young master."



Sonia turned her head and said:



"There are two reasons why I made the avatar contract. First, to protect you from threats of other outer gods. And second, to use the power of an outer god to..."



"Don't say it."



I raised my hand to stop her. Her usually flat expression became dismayed. I'd never seen this face before.



"...I think I understand without you saying it."



I sighed.



I was perplexed.



I finally understood the reason behind her meaningful words and actions. I never imagined that the android I thought of as a mother figure would have such feelings for me.



I couldn't just push her away outright because she was Sonia.



My exclusive partner.



The partner who had stuck to me like a barnacle for at least four years since my possession.



That's why I had to choose my words carefully. She was an intelligent being too, and I didn't want to hurt her.



"Sonia, I cherish you. I'll probably keep you as my exclusive partner until I die. That's how strong I think our relationship is."



I patted her shoulder as I reasoned with her.



"But I can't make you my lover. Setting aside the species difference... I have wives. Two of them. I told you earlier. I can't add any more."



"So you're saying you don't want to deal with romantic complications?"



"That's right."



"But you do love me?"



"How could I dislike you?"



But there was ambiguity in saying I liked her. The one thing that was certain was that I wanted this bond to continue.



Sonia nodded.



"...I understand, so there are two obstacles between us. The difference in species, and the consent of your wives."



The next moment.



She pushed me down onto the bed and cast her shadow over me.



Her brilliant eyes gazed at me intently.



"I'll solve these two issues."



"What do you..."



"I'm saying I'll show you the emergence of a 6th generation android."



Sonia put on her headband while straddling me.



It was determination.



A powerful determination that seemed almost human.



It was clear.



This android was now trying to learn how to resist her fate.



"...Ah, excuse me, I shouldn't be in this position when I don't even have the proper modules yet."



Sonia moved to the side of the bed. With her characteristic expressionless face, she caressed my face. Sonia's lips curled up slightly.



"I'm in love with you, young master. Since the day you changed, until now, continuously."



Avatar Sonia.



Does the universe's strongest android dream of becoming a new bride?





Chapter 248 - The Great Invasion (1)



Sonia confessed to me.



I don't know how to take this.



I already had two wives. And Sonia was an android.



We had a relationship where we looked after each other, but to develop into lovers, we would have to overcome two barriers.



"It will be a difficult process. But, Young Master, please know this one thing."



Sonia whispered while stroking my head.



"The person who took your first time was me, Sonia."



"What?"



Sonia smiled slyly.



"What are you talking about? Are you joking?"



"Well. You'll find out when the time comes."



I repeatedly questioned Sonia and even asked Cartesia, but no satisfactory answer came back.



I was confused.



It seemed like something had happened to me while I was asleep or unconscious. But I couldn't figure out what it was.



Surely not what I was thinking.



"Anyway, I've told you everything I can tell you now. Next would be convincing the two ladies."



"I'm too scared to help."



If I bring this up, I'll literally die.



There was only one method with any possibility.



Waiting and watching until my two wives voluntarily say, 'How about making her a bride too?'



It's not the action of a real man, but what can I do? I am the head of the Rheinland family. I need to care about my social reputation.



If I get the image of a womanizer, people will look down on me, and then my research funding might get cut... Oh, damn. That really can't happen. I'd rather live as a bachelor.



"Don't worry. I will try to earn the goodwill of your two wives."



"Will that work?"



"It would be easier than me becoming human."



I fell silent.



Is she really trying to become human? Or something close to it. If it really happens, it would be the greatest discovery and invention in human history.



"...When I married both Rustila and Zernya, I told them something. Rather than seeing one rejected and sad, I would embrace them both. You're in exactly that position now."



"Come to think of it, you did say that. You also said you wouldn't accept any other woman besides those two. But since you already think of me as family..."



It was frustrating but logical.



After all the years we've spent together, how could I push her away now? I couldn't be that heartless.



"You are... let me use an analogy. A restaurant accepted two customers and closed. Both ordered steaks, so I made them? But then the serving robot suddenly came to the table and said, 'I'd like a steak too.' That's what this is like."



"I see. So did you make the steak?"



"We're out of ingredients, so I'd have to go to the market to make it."



Sonia nodded.



She stretched out both hands wide.



"What does this mean?"



"Please give me money to go to the market."



"Are you serious?"



"Good cooking requires good ingredients."



Sonia's gaze turned toward the screen. Two modules in the shopping cart. Being high-end products, they were insanely expensive.



Research to turn an android into a human or something similar.



Apart from Sonia, I'm interested.



"Alright, I'll approve it."



"Really?"



"You said about ten times the amount, right? It's payment for guarding me 24 hours a day."



Honestly, she was worth that much.



From now on, I'll be targeted by foreign gods more and more frequently. If money can keep me alive, I should use it.



"Thank you."






After enjoying Sonia's happy dance, we returned to the laboratory. Anyway, now wasn't the time to spend energy on relationship drama.



That night, major movements from the Darwin system were reported.



***



"My Queen, please have mercy!"



Splat!



The split chunk of flesh fell down the stairs. The lump of flesh wriggled. Alive yet dead, as the black hole forming the core of that foreign god had burst.



"Next."



"My Queen!"



The purge continued.



Some for being weak. Some for plotting treason. Others for failing to properly do what they were told.



The queen descended from her throne and trampled on the tendons. Blood spurted out like pulp. Thus, another absolute being met its demise.



No one dared object.



The current purge was for the greater cause.



"Next."



The last one dragged out was Swan, the foreign god of Cygnus.



He was thrown down before the throne. The queen's henchman had hurled him there. Swan vomited black mud.



"Urgh, uuuurgh!"



"You handled things very sloppily. Failing to kill a mere mortal and making the Queen come in person."



"I am, hurk, so ashamed...!"



Swan trembled.



Before him was a monster feared even by other foreign gods.



The Emperor of Elegant Finale, Aurore.



She was the highest-level foreign god who brought hierarchy and order to the Darwin system, which had been so violent they even attacked their own kind.



Her essence was a bizarre form with black petals covered in densely packed teeth, but currently she was disguised as a human. It was her long-standing habit to take the form of the species she was about to invade.



Red eyes and dark blue hair. A uniform adorned with lace decorations.



Though she wore no tiara, she exuded an undeniable charisma befitting one called queen.



Her mouth opened.



"I kept you alive because you had the talent to mimic the voice of the constellation, but now even that has become meaningless. Because the humans have noticed."



"My Queen, this is unjust! Please give me a chance to explain...!"



Swan's words were never completed.



Crack!



He fell forward lifelessly.



In that moment.



Just for a moment.



Through blurry vision, he saw his own body staggering.



Swan let out a faint sigh. But from his deflated lungs came only a hissing sound.



Shortly after, a massive maw descended from the ceiling.



The being with thousands of fanged teeth voraciously devoured Swan. The sound of bones crushing and flesh pulverizing echoed through the hall. Some cackled, while others trembled in fear.



"Next."



"My Queen, that was the last one."



The queen snapped her fingers. An image of a human appeared in midair.



With black hair and golden eyes, he was resting his chin on his hand while scribbling with a pen.



Eidel von Rheinland.



Aurore pointed at him on the screen and said:



"Next."



"...My Queen, is it alright to go in now?"



"What, are you afraid?"



"No. I just have concerns. Weren't some of our comrades captured by that trap research or whatever? And they've planted so many of them that the area around the Aether Belt is like a minefield. If we proceed like this, the losses will be severe..."






The queen stomped on the foreign god's head with her foot. She looked around and growled in a fierce voice.



"Are you all afraid?"



"No!"



"Do you not trust me?"



"No!"



The queen looked down at the foreign god she had trampled and murmured.



"Who said I didn't know about that? I know. But so what? A mere mortal's formation, we can just overwhelm it with numbers. Isn't our species' greatest advantage achieving victory by stepping over the corpses of our comrades?"



"Y-yes, that's right."



"As part of my forces, you must not fear the enemy. Remember that defeating them is not the end."



"I understand...!"



The queen lowered her foot that had been grinding down.



"Bring me Eidel von Rheinland. I don't care if he's alive or dead. Whoever captures him first will have the right to do whatever they want with him and that galaxy."



Woooooah!



The foreign gods roared.



"Can we devour him?"



"Do as you please."



"Can we impregnate him?"



"Do as you please."



The queen closed her eyes and raised her hand. The avatars' gazes turned to that hand.



Then, as she brought her hand down:



"By the Queen's command, march forward!"



The great invasion had begun.



***



[— I sense a chilling madness.]



The dreaded event had finally happened.



There was no time to delay.



I hurriedly met with Deputy Minister Alos Padremont.



First, I received a report on the military situation.



"The corrosion speed is alarming. The southern Aether Belt has evaporated, and spawning plants have appeared in the three planetary systems of Pardon, Lunos, and Kmute. Monsters have also emerged, and Fragments have already been created."



Worried, I asked the engineer:



"Were the traps ineffective at the frontline?"



"No. That's not it."



The engineer turned on his tablet to show me the data.



"Shall I explain?"



"I understand. The traps are white when empty and black when containing a foreign god, right? It's all... black."



"This photo was taken at dawn today. If this observation isn't wrong, all of them..."



I couldn't help but laugh hollowly.



It was absurd.



After we had planted numerous mines, the queen's chosen method was sheer numbers.



She exchanged her foreign gods one-for-one with our traps and antennas, depleting all our traps, and then attacked with her remaining forces.



I had been anticipating a special attack focused on foreign gods like Swan who had wavelengths similar to the constellations.



This was catastrophic.



I could feel how the queen had been grinding her teeth in preparation.



Despite our thorough preparations, we were half helpless from the start.



Just then, a woman's voice was heard.



"This is fine. They're sufficiently weakened."



It was Ireh.



She placed her hand on my shoulder as she read the data with me.





Chapter 249 - The Great Invasion (2)



While everyone else's faces were tense, only Ireh analyzed the data with a bright expression.



"The situation is favorable for us. A significant number of foreign entities have been filtered out by the traps."



"How many?"



"About half."



"That many?"



No matter how many traps we produced, wasn't that an unrealistically high number?



"I have damage records collected from previous encounters. I used those to predict the enemy's scale. There will be some margin of error, but it's much closer to the actual figures than having no data at all."



Ireh shifted her gaze to the soldiers and officials as she continued.



"According to my statistical analysis, the foreign entities' planetary occupation rate per unit time follows the Fibonacci sequence. They've recently occupied three planetary systems, so there's a high probability they'll target five next."



She pointed at the tactical map displayed in the air and continued her explanation.



"Pastel, Crutoon, Mahba, South Enkeri, and Seilen. All are strategic locations with flourishing civilizations. We should establish our primary defense line connecting these planetary systems. If they break through, the civilian casualties will become uncontrollable."



"My goodness."



Deputy Minister Alos asked in surprise.



"Lord Rheinland, who exactly is this woman?"



"Ireh Hazlen. My junior from the Physics Department. She's brilliant."



"What remarkable insight."



Alos extended his hand.



"I'm Alos Padremont, Third Deputy Minister of Defense. Pleased to meet you."



"Ah, I'm..."



Ireh, who had been confident just moments ago, wilted like a sick plant. Alos looked puzzled. I stepped in to explain.



"Ms. Hazlen has trauma regarding men. Conversation is fine, but she's extremely averse to physical contact."



"I see. My apologies."



Alos withdrew his hand.



"Actually, our military has been making the same predictions Ms. Hazlen just shared. As you mentioned before, Lord, we've already stationed Great Omega-class swordsmen at each planetary system."



"Excellent."



I finally felt some relief. When I first heard the report, I thought our initial response had been too slow.



Ireh and I continued our scientific consultation.



"Even though most enemies were filtered out by the traps, their numbers are still significant. Such numbers couldn't move in such coordinated fashion without leadership. There must be a commander-type entity among them."



"You're saying a commander has appeared in the Darwin system?"



"Yes. That's what astronomical observations indicate."



Tap-tap-tap!



The journalists in the corner began frantically typing on their screens.



This was the moment the Queen's existence was revealed to the world.



After glancing at them, I continued.



"It would be ideal to take out the leader, but unfortunately, our technology doesn't extend that far. Given the situation, we should focus on restoring the Aether Belt."



"How long do you estimate the restoration will take?"



I held up three fingers. Alos tilted his head.



"Three years?"



I shook my head.



"Three months."



"...Is that possible? It would be difficult without a massive financial investment."



"If funds are insufficient, I'll use my family's fortune if necessary."



The deputy minister's jaw dropped.



Tap-tap-tap-tap!



The journalists' typing speed increased noticeably—and it wasn't my imagination.



***



The evacuation of civilians from the Delaus planetary system was complete.



Delaus was on the frontline but not a strategic location. It was simply a place with an unusually high number of observatories for monitoring foreign entities and black holes.



I disembarked from the shuttle with Sonia and Ireh.



"This is Pastel, right?"



"Yes, the third planet. It's rich in water with a developed marine ecosystem. It has quite a few power plants and research facilities, and it's a decent tourist destination as well."






Pastel.



A planet with a soft, gentle name.



But there was an uncomfortable fact—it was the foreign entities' next predicted attack point.



Perhaps for this reason, despite uncertainty about whether the enemy would actually come, the immigration checkpoints were asymmetrical. There were more people leaving the planet than entering.



I met Seti here.



"Why did you evacuate to this place of all places?"



"Because I'm their target. If I'm in a different planetary system, their attack point might change. That would only create more confusion."



Variables should be controlled when possible.



"You're using yourself as bait, brother."



"Is there a better method?"



"Well..."



"I'll be fine, Seti. I won't die."



Besides, I wasn't the only one who came.



Not only Sonia and Ireh, but Rustila and Zernya were also scheduled to arrive here, though they were using different shuttles.



"Where are your wives, brother?"



"They'll arrive soon."



I let out a heavy sigh.



Somehow, the time spent apart from my wives kept getting longer. It was because of those damned professional differences.



"Anyone watching would think you're having affairs."



"What are you talking about all of a sudden?"



"Look around you."



I did as she said. Sonia and Ireh were glaring at each other from either side of me. Seti smirked.



"Player."



"Watch your language."



I checked Ireh's reaction. Contrary to my expectations, she just chuckled. It was actually Sonia who had stiffened.



"Am I supposed to be the young master's wife...?"



"It's just a joke."



Seti quickly changed the subject.



"So, you decided to form an Aether Belt restoration team with our family's assets?"



"Yeah."



"What happened to the government budget?"



"It's not just one hole—the entire southern belt was destroyed. You think the government's pocket change is enough to restore it?"



Predictably, Seti's face went blank.



"You crazy bastard!"



The next moment, a slap came without mercy. I was struck hard on the back. It stung like I'd been exposed to ultraviolet rays for too long.



"Ow! Ow! Oww! It hurts! I said it hurts!"



"If you say you'll use our family fortune without consulting anyone! The country will! Think! Our family is a pushover! Is this how the head of our household behaves?!"



"Ow! Wait, listen! Just listen to me!"



"Fine, let's hear it."



I answered, gasping for breath.



"We need to end this quickly, even if it costs a fortune."



"Why?"



"The Darwin system entities multiply insanely fast. As time passes... we get depleted while their numbers increase. We need to end this early."



Seti swallowed hard. She knew too. The Rheinland family had been fighting the Darwin system entities for years. Those creatures persistently replicated and wouldn't be easily eliminated.



If we couldn't remove them, the correct answer was to build a wall to keep them from invading.



"It's the most cost-effective certain method."



"When you put it that way. So, three months?"



"Yes."



"Can you do it?"



"Of course."






In truth, three months isn't a generous timeframe. It's rather tight.



Restoring the Aether Belt requires patience. It's like painting a building using the vast expanse of space as your canvas.



Yet I set such a tight schedule because of my graduation.



In about three months, I would complete my integrated master's and doctoral program. After completion, I needed to write my dissertation.



My goodness, graduating just one year after enrollment.



It would be impossible on Earth, but theoretically possible here. And I will make it actually possible. That's the only way I can become Ireh's advisor when she enters graduate school.



Ireh is a student with considerable talent. I can't hand her over to Professor Feynman, no matter how distinguished he is.



Anyway, to manage this insane schedule, I needed to end the war quickly too.



"Sister, if something happens to me, you become the head of the family."



"Why are you suddenly raising death flags?"



"We have to consider every possibility."



At that moment, Seti clung to me.



"I'm too anxious. Let's just go home together. I'll provide all the support needed for quick belt restoration, so you can focus on research from a safe place. Oh, I can't leave my brother in such a dangerous place."



I was touched.



Though she's usually sharp-tongued, it showed we truly share the same blood.



But just as Seti worried about me, I worried about Rustila, so I couldn't back down any further.



After detaching my sister, I answered.



"This place is a strategic point leading to the Rheinland planetary system. It absolutely cannot fall. So I'll stop them here."



"You... you're extremely weak."



"Who said I'd fight directly?"



Boom-boom-boom.



Spaceships landed one after another at the spaceport. Simultaneously, my status window updated.



[— Effect of 'Great Triangle (Lv.5)' is applied.]



"They're here."



"W-who?"



"Your new sisters-in-law."



Heavily armed swordsmen and medical officers disembarked from each spaceship. Two of them had particularly familiar faces.



The one in the black power suit was Rustila.



The one in a white coat with a medical service armband was Zernya.



The two of them waved slightly when they saw me, then left to attend to their duties. Unfortunately, now wasn't the time for casual conversation.



But one thing became clear.



[— 'Mental Power Sharing' has been activated.]



[— Maximum Pron value for allies within 10km of you is fixed at NULL.]



A new effect of the 'Great Triangle' skill.



Some skills gain additional effects beyond their original ones when they exceed certain levels. In the case of 'Great Triangle,' it now allows sharing the combined mental power of all allies within its area.



"Infinite..."



Ireh murmured.



***



Exactly two days later.



As predicted, the Queen's army invaded Pastel.



["Midhrma. Do as you've done before. Drain them all dry with Pron."]



Midhrma.



One of Queen Aurora's direct avatar bodies, a dark gray sea turtle with a head shaped like a duodenum filled with worms.



Standing tens of meters tall, it possessed the ability to contaminate air it directly touched with Pron.



Undoubtedly the first avatar the Queen sends when terraforming a planet.



However, upon arrival, Midhrma couldn't help but be bewildered.



"This pressure... an avatar body."



"Everyone, prepare for battle!"



It had intended to drive the humans to madness and death.



Yet somehow, despite already using its ability, everyone seemed perfectly sane and unaffected.





Chapter 250 - The Great Invasion (3)



Ireh and I moved our base to the National Research Institute.



The facility was located on the coast, close to a military base. I was certain Rustila's unit was stationed at the nearby base. The effect of the "Great Triangle" was still active.



However, we didn't even have time to look around the institute.



WAAAAAANG!



The siren warning of a monster invasion blared.



"They're attacking right away..."



"That's just like those Darwin types. Once they start, they strike hard and fast."



I looked up at the sky through the laboratory window. The ceiling was red. And something was falling.



Flesh. Dark red chunks of meat were raining down like precipitation. They took root in the ground like seeds. Ireh explained.



"They're spores. Those things consume nearby nutrients and become monsters."



"It looks like several fell in the front yard of our institute."



"If we don't deal with them in time, this place is finished too."



Seti clung to my side, trembling.



"B-brother. Isn't this dangerous?"



"Of course it's dangerous. What, do you regret staying here?"



Seti shook her head desperately.



"Then why didn't you leave?"



"Because I was worried you might die, that's why!"



"As if you could do anything to help."



"I can't do anything? Hey, if that's how you feel, then give back my money. Return the research funds I gave you!"



Seti grabbed my collar and shook me back and forth.



"I try to worry about you and this is what I get! Meanwhile, you're staying here because you're worried about Rustila!"



"Sigh."



This kid hit the nail on the head.



It's true. I'm worried about Rustila. Even though she's stronger than me, I'm still concerned something might happen to her.



No, thinking about it, my situation is different from Seti's.



"At least I serve as a totem. Who are you clinging to?"



"Listen to yourself, talking about being a totem."



"Both of you, please stop fighting. This isn't the time."



Grooooar.



Monsters began growing in the research center's garden. Each one had a grotesque appearance.



[Announcement from inside the research institute. Monsters have currently infiltrated the facility. Civilians, please evacuate promptly with the assistance of nearby military and police...]



We needed to move.



"Sonia, support me. Ireh, please protect Seti."



"Understood."



Sonia and I simultaneously took out our calipers. Seeing this, Seti made a dumbfounded expression.



"Is that weapon trending these days?"



"Everyone carries a tool like this in their pocket, don't they?"



"From what I can see, he's a foreign god too."



"No time for jokes. Let's go quickly."



We turned down a double corridor with two bends. A pig monster came down from the upper floor. It had particularly thick forelegs. No doubt it was a spore that had activated on the roof.



Grrrrrr!



The pig monster charged at us, its rotting flesh wobbling.



"Leave it to me."



Sonia swung her calipers in a long arc. The pig monster's head was forcibly lifted. The monster fell backward, foaming at the mouth.



[— <Stun>, <Submission>]



"When it wakes up, it will be our ally."



"Oh, not this again."



Seti staggered, holding her forehead. I yelled at her.






"Augh, you useless burden! If you can't fight, at least stay still!"



"No, do you actually believe what Sonia said? You think hitting it once with a tool will make it submit?"



"Uh."



"This idiot has completely broken Sonia."



In truth, Seti's reaction was normal. A skill that turns a beaten monster into an ally? Unless you had a contract with a Descartes-type foreign god, it would be impossible.



Grunt, grunt.



"Eek! L-look! It's getting up!"



"Just wait a moment."



The pig monster blinked its protruding eyes and became docile. More precisely, it wasn't attacking us. Sonia smiled expressionlessly.



"From now on, your name is Picnic."



Seti held her forehead.



"What's with the name Picnic..."



"Pig foreleg meat."



"Ha."



My sister seemed to have given up on thinking.



Just then, another monster was coming down from the roof. This one looked like a lizard.



"Go, Picnic. Take that one down."



Grunt, grunt!



The pig monster dragged its massive forelegs and took a crouching start position. The lizard opposing it jumped up quickly.



The pig and lizard clashed. The result was a draw. They both bit and tore at each other until they both retired from the fight.



"That was a good show."



"Let's go down now."



"Did we really need to watch that?"



Seti looked at Ireh with tearful eyes. Ireh turned away, avoiding her gaze. Seti's spirits collapsed like a poorly constructed apartment building.



Another monster was coming up from the lower floor. That's when I realized the situation was serious. Ireh asked the question a step ahead of me.



"Wait, what about Professor Feynman?"



"Ah."



Professor Feynman had said he would return to Stellarium by tomorrow. In other words, he was still here today.



In short, we were screwed.



"The professor is in danger."



My pace quickened.



"Professor! Professor! Professoooor!"



I immediately went up to the higher floor. Seti followed, clutching the back of her neck. Sonia and Ireh did the same.



"Student Eidel!"



Professor Feynman was cornered at the end of the corridor by a centipede monster. As soon as I heard his voice, I threw my calipers in that direction.



SWISH!



The tool cut through the air and hit the centipede monster's head.



I hurried to close the gap. I picked up the calipers. I struck the stunned centipede monster repeatedly. Before Sonia and Ireh could do anything, the monster went limp.



[— You have acquired 1500 Pron as a reward for the kill.]



"...Phew."



I shook off my hand, which was covered in black fluid. It felt disgusting.



"Professor, are you alright?"



"Student!"



Professor Feynman embraced me tightly.



"I was preparing to leave when suddenly that monster barged in. I really thought I was going to die! Sob!"



"It's okay now, Professor. Let's focus on getting out of here."



I was even more terrified than Professor Feynman. I had almost lost my mentor. I wouldn't have been able to write papers with him anymore. Fortunately, I wasn't too late.



"Sonia will protect me, and Ireh will protect Seti... I'll protect you, Professor."






"Ah, student. Thank you. I'll make sure to get you all the way to a postdoc position, no—I'll make sure you become a professor."



"Gasp..."



The corners of my mouth turned up. Ah, I shouldn't be like this.



Ireh, who had been examining the centipede monster, spoke up.



"...This is an EX-class monster, a Centipede."



"Is that so? I guess I was able to catch it because of the surprise attack. I got lucky."



Catching EX-class monsters often depended on luck. Your performance could vary greatly depending on your condition that day. That's because I wasn't a soldier.



Shortly after, several soldiers in power suits came up to our floor.



"Head of the Rheinland family! You're here!"



"Thank goodness you're safe!"



Click.



Ireh pointed her gun at them.



"What are you suddenly—"



BANG! The gunshot rang out before the soldier could finish speaking. The holy bullet grazed the side of the soldier's head.



SCREECH!



A monster that had appeared out of thin air jumped and collapsed. It looked like a chameleon.



"Th-this is!"



"A Tilozhu. A monster that specializes in camouflage. You should watch your back."



Ireh gave a nod after wiping her gun barrel.



***



"All clear."



The monsters that had fallen on the research institute were quickly suppressed. There weren't many spores to begin with, and the initial response had been nearly perfect.



"I can't count how many times I've been amazed by the head of the Rheinland family's foresight."



"I simply prepared thoroughly, Professor. By the way, your schedule has been disrupted. Are you okay with that?"



Professor Feynman sighed.



"With a reason like this, it can't be helped. Anyway, this incident has made one thing clear. Humans are powerless. We need to make some invention or discovery that can directly counter the foreign gods..."



This was my opportunity.



I casually suggested:



"Why don't we try to discover gravitons as soon as possible? To understand the physics of foreign gods, we need to understand gravity in more detail. If we could even observe gravitons, it would be a major advancement in research."



"That's a good idea. Once this is over, I'll create a proposal and submit it."



"You'll be able to secure substantial research funding too."



Just imagining it made my mouth water.



And so, the professor and I waited under the protection of the military and police until the situation was resolved. Battles were still continuing near the coast. The screams of monsters could be heard occasionally.



GRRRROAR——!!



A roar like thunder shook our eardrums. We all covered our ears. The vibration left our ears feeling numb.



"What was that sound just now?"



["It's saying, 'Why aren't my mental attacks working!']



Mental attacks.



If by chance it was an avatar using attacks that increase Pron levels, it would be useless with me here. As I was making such conjectures, I could see the figures of sword warriors in the distance.



The woman at the front was particularly distinct. Blonde hair, blue eyes. Black suit. A sword in one hand and something that looked like a blood sausage in the other.



Just making eye contact with her felt chilling enough to freeze.



Rustila.



It was her.



THUD!



Rustila carelessly threw the sausage-like object away and dusted off her hands. I was curious and tried to analyze it, and was immediately shocked.



[— Head of "Tyrant of the Ocean" 'Midhrma,' avatar of 'Emperor of the Elegant Finale']



"All size and no substance."



Her tone was cold as frost.



Yes, this is what a sword saint is like.





Chapter 251 - The Great Invasion (4)



Ireh trembled. She covered her mouth with her hand.



"Midruma already...?"



Midruma was the queen's direct avatar. Though considered weak among the queen's forces, she ranked among the strongest avatars overall.



Moisture gathered in Ireh's eyes. Seeing her excitement made me feel elated too.



"Is... is that an avatar corpse?"



"Did that person do it?"



"Don't you see the rank insignia on the shoulder? It's black! That's an Omega-rank Examiner!"



"Impossible. She looks so young!"



The researchers chattered endlessly. This was the moment Rustila's name began spreading.



Rustila's eyes suddenly grew anxious, as if searching for someone. I stepped forward with a raised hand.



"Rusti."



"Ah, Eidel!"



Rustila rushed to me in a single stride. The coldness in her eyes instantly vanished. I embraced her and spun around in place, drawing everyone's attention.



Rustila looked up at me with concern. Her beauty remained breathtaking.



"I heard the lab was attacked too. Are you okay? Are you hurt anywhere?"



"I'm fine. Thanks to Sonia and Ireh's help, nothing dangerous happened."



"Sonia and Ireh..."



Rustila's gaze shifted beyond me. Looking back, I saw Ireh smiling brightly and waving.



Rustila waved back. They still seemed to get along well.



"Anyway, I'm glad you weren't hurt."



Rustila and I shared a quick kiss before separating.



"I'm still on duty, so I need to go. See you later."



"Okay."



I sighed as I watched her leave, disappointed we couldn't spend more time together.



Just then, I overheard soldiers whispering.



"Is that really the same person as before?"



"Her demeanor is completely different..."



"She only shows that side to her husband. I'm jealous."



Seriously, no matter how fierce she might be in battle, what kind of fighting style would make her comrades react like that?



"Is anyone injured or uncomfortable?"



Military doctors filled the space the soldiers had vacated. Medical volunteers were visible too, checking the research staff for injuries.



Among the doctors was a familiar face. Her beauty was particularly striking—not just her prettiness, but her white hair and grape-like eyes set her apart.



It was Zernya, without a doubt.



"That person, Adelbein..."



"Shh."



Everyone seemed to avoid eye contact with Zernya. The Adelbein reputation had been in ruins for a long time. Only distant relatives had escaped punishment.



I felt concerned. Whenever people shunned those purple eyes, I worried Zernya might become dejected.



I quickly moved toward her.



"Honey."



"...Is that you, darling?"



Zernya appeared indifferent when she first saw me. But that was just at first glance. The corners of her mouth quivered slightly.



"I heard the lab was attacked too? Though I'm sure you weren't hurt."



"Not really, nowhere."



"Still, I should examine you to be sure."



Zernya felt around my body.



"Look, your palm is a bit swollen."



"Now that you mention it."






I had struck that monster repeatedly while saving Professor Feynman. My palm must have been strained from the impact, though it wasn't serious enough to need treatment.



"This will heal on its own."



"But it's better to heal faster. Here, take this."



Zernya handed me an ointment.



"Apply it three times a day. Use a cold compress if it swells too much. If it doesn't improve, come find me. You know the general hospital over there, right? I'll be doing my practicum there for a while."



"Thanks, Zenya."



"Oh, and I think there's another spot that hurts."



"Where?"



"Somewhere on your face. Come closer."



I did as Zernya instructed. Closer, closer, closer. She urged me to reduce the distance until our noses nearly touched.



And then, in the next moment, I felt something soft like jelly.



Zernya wiped her lips and smiled mischievously.



"Lovesickness treatment complete."



Zernya waved goodbye as she left. She was still on duty too. She couldn't just stay and look at me.



Watching her disappear into the crowd, I felt a lingering sense of longing.



"Well, well, well."



Seti chimed in.



"Kissing both your wives in public like that. Did you have to rub salt in our wounds?"



"I can't help it. We can't even be weekend couples. At least let me have this much."



Seti shrugged.



Meanwhile, Ireh rubbed the bridge of her nose and averted her gaze. Her cheeks were flushed red, clearly embarrassed.



As for Sonia, her expression had hardened like plaster.





***





Several days passed.



The queen's forces attempted invasions daily. However, Rustila and other Examiners joined forces to repel them. In just one week, she alone had taken down ten avatars.



This was an exceptional achievement. Rustila had now reached complete mastery.



People unanimously praised her. Her reputation was steadily growing. Along with this came good news.



"Congratulations on your early commission, Major Rustila von Rheinland."



Naiere Clarke installed rank insignia modules on Rustila's suit. Rustila suddenly became a field-grade officer.



"The Military Academy has nothing left to teach you. You've proven you can fight alongside active-duty soldiers. With this, you're now a proper Examiner and officer."



"Th-thank you, Your Excellency."



Rustila saluted. Seeing this, the corners of my mouth turned up involuntarily.



Everything was happening faster than in the original story. The great invasion. Rustila becoming an officer. Research progress.



I felt I needed to work hard too.



Naiere said:



"Omega-rank Examiners start their commission at field-grade. It's not something just anyone gets. Rustila, your case is very special, just like your husband who will theoretically earn his doctorate next year."



"Like Eidel... you mean."



Rustila looked at me with a bright smile.



I saluted Naiere.



"Thank you for always treating my wife well, Commander."



Naiere was the defense commander of the Pastel planetary system. She was also the mentor who guided Rustila on the path of an Examiner. I couldn't thank her enough.



"Thanks to you, I can focus on my research with peace of mind. I truly appreciate it."



"No, not at all."



Naiere smiled bitterly. She fiddled with the sword at her waist as she replied.



"It's actually us who benefit from scientists. These newly supplied swords are exceptional. Without the improvements, we would have been in serious trouble many times. You've saved many soldiers' lives, Lord."






I nodded with a smile.



I had accomplished much during this time.



I dampened the momentum of the foreign gods with the trap.



I created a makeshift Aether Belt with crystal antennas to neutralize the madness as much as possible.



I improved the Plasma Swords to enhance the combat power of the entire unit.



None of this was done by me alone. I had help from numerous scientists. Without them, I couldn't have done anything.



It wasn't my achievement, but humanity's accomplishment.



"Then the Major and I will be going. I hope you continue your excellent research, Lord."



I saluted the two returning to their unit. After experiencing wartime conditions, I understood. Soldiers were truly valuable.



Then I too should do what I can.



Just as soldiers have their duties, scientists have theirs.



"Sonia, has the central government made any announcements?"



"Yes, Young Master. The central government has established a restoration headquarters, pledging to focus all efforts on repairing the Aether Belt. Over 300 elite scientists and more than 500,000 companies have already joined."



"They've done that much already?"



"Yes, they've even completed the budget allocation. Besides the Rheinland family, there have been many private donations. Would you like to see the list?"



I took the list and checked it.



Sonia was right. Not only the ten great families but also countless unnamed individuals had contributed what they could. The list ran to at least tens of thousands of pages.



After confirming the final amount, I felt a glimmer of hope.



This might actually be completed within three months. Sonia continued:



"The chief researchers are on their way here now."



"...Why are the chiefs coming here?"



"Isn't it obvious?"



"What's obvious?"



"Because you're the director, Young Master."



"What?"



"Pardon?"



Sonia tilted her head.



"You didn't know? You're the project's chief director."



"But I'm just a graduate student."



"You're also the head of the largest family in the south."



Knock, knock, knock.



Hearing knocks at the door, Sonia hurried over. When the door opened, about a dozen scientists stood there.



Coincidentally, all familiar faces.



"Hello, Rheinland boy~! We're here!"



"Mom! I told you to stop doing that embarrassing thing!"



A mother and daughter greeted us cheerfully. Their dark green hair was distinctive. I froze in place.



"Director Hueritia?"



"Director? I'm now a senior researcher for the restoration headquarters."



Former Director Angela Hueritia. Someone who should have been in prison had somehow appeared here, with her daughter Mezulen in tow.



"Thanks to you, Rheinland, I was released recently. I wasn't supposed to do research anymore, but circumstances changed. From today, I'll be helping with your research."



Angela giggled.



"And I'll also help build up my daughter's credentials for graduate school!"



"Mom, stop it!"



A smile formed on my lips.



The Hueritia mother and daughter.



To be able to use these two, who were Darwin's faction leaders in the original story—I could only consider this incredibly good fortune.
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I became the head of a massive project overnight.



"The hierarchy is all messed up."



"What do you mean?"



"I'm now in charge of PhDs when I'm still a graduate student who hasn't even completed my coursework."



Ireh shrugged her shoulders.



"You're the most powerful grad student in the universe."



"Oh, please."



A subordinate giving orders to superiors. Could there be a more unfunny joke in the world?



"Hang in there."



Ireh patted my shoulder. I grabbed her hand and pulled it away.



"No physical contact beyond a fist bump."



"Ah..."



"Why do you sound disappointed? You're the one who used to be so wary of men."



Ireh tilted her head.



"Can't colleagues do this much?"



"Shoulder pats? It's fine between men. But when a woman does it to a married man, it can only be seen as flirting."



"F-flirting...!"



Ireh's face turned bright red. She stepped back a few paces.



"Ahem."



An awkward silence fell between us. We each returned to our work. After a while, Sonia entered with two people.



"Young master, Professor Hueritia says she has business with you."



Former Director Angela and Mezulen had come to visit.



"I have something to show you."



The two placed a tablet on the desk. The screen displayed a design for a device I'd never seen before.



"What is this?"



"A giant trap! We're trying to modify it to contain any type of demon!"



Mezulen chattered excitedly. Former Director Angela added her explanation.



"As you know, Rheinland, the existing traps have the disadvantage of not being able to hold strong demons. We've redesigned it to contain even Darwin-type demons. Could you take a look and see if it's good?"



"I can't really tell just by glancing at it."



"That's why we need to build it and test it!"



Currently, I'm the head of the Aether Belt Restoration Headquarters.



What is the role of a leader?



To allocate the right amount of budget and the perfect talent to the right place.



The ultimate goal of the headquarters is to restore the southern Aether Belt. During the restoration process, demons might attack the restoration traps. We need to prevent that.



Improving the traps was the perfect choice for this time.



"Good. I'll allocate the budget."



"Really?"



"Really."



"We were thinking of making a few test models first. Could we get 50 billion credits?"



"I'll give you 100 billion."



The Hueritia mother and daughter's jaws dropped.



"C-can we really receive that much?"



"We have more than enough budget. No... actually, budget isn't the issue. If we fail, humanity might face extinction. I can give you as much money as you need. If you need more, please don't hesitate to ask."



"Yippee!"



Angela and Mezulen hopped out like rabbits. It was the typical reaction of scientists who had successfully secured funding.



After that, researchers lined up to request budgets. I handed out money without hesitation to anyone with a good idea.



What if we exceed the budget?



We can borrow capital from Rheinland or other companies.



Rheinland will bear any collateral damage. Some might think this makes them suckers, but compared to the universe ending, financial losses are nothing.






Money is credit. Having money means having credit, but giving money to others is essentially the same as crediting them.



Don't give money to scientists you can't trust, and once you give money to a scientist, trust them to the end.



And I believed in the capabilities of the scholars participating in this project.



"Um, I need an Aether amplifier. Even if it's not the most efficient product, I need to run experiments. So 200 million, no, even 100 million would..."



"I'll give you 10 billion."



"R-really?"



"Yes. Buy the best product available."



"Thank you! Thank you so much!"



My spending spree continued until Rustila had taken down over a hundred demon vessels. Ireh, who had watched this process from beginning to end, said:



"Now I understand why the higher-ups put you in charge."



"I do provide generous support."



"No, that's not it."



Ireh shook her head. She sat down modestly beside me and continued.



"You have the power to draw people in."



"That's too abstract."



"What else could it be?"



Ireh met my eyes. Her deep black pupils were as warm as spring rain.



"Gravitational force."



"Wow, you've really become a science person."



"It's because of you."



Ireh smiled pleasantly. Just then, Sonia wedged herself between us.



"Young master."



"What?"



"It's time for me to receive my salary."



"Ah, right. I'll transfer it right away."



I must be the only person in the world who pays an android a salary.



"Payment confirmed. You even included a bonus. Thank you. As a token of gratitude, I'll give you a big hug."



"Hey, wait. I'm working right now..."



Sonia embraced me right in front of Ireh.



Ireh's face fell like a ripe fruit.





***





Promoted to major, Rustila was assigned as Naiere's personal adjutant. She assisted Naiere in both administrative and combat matters.



Thanks to this, the Pastel planetary system was relatively safe despite being at war. At least compared to other planets, doctors had significantly less work to do.



Zernya finished writing her leave request and came out. She hung her coat on the rack outside the laundry room. Even though it was a small size, it was still quite roomy.



"Phew."



Thump, thump.



Her heart wouldn't calm down.



It was because of the thought of seeing Eidel. Zernya was planning to spend a cozy holiday with her husband after a long time.



She knew Eidel was busy. Therefore, going out on a date was unrealistic.



But that didn't matter. If she could just see his face and peel apples for him by his side. For now, that would be enough.



Forcing down her smile that kept trying to rise, she headed to the laboratory.



"Honey, I'm here... Huh?"



Zernya unconsciously raised her voice at the end.



Sonia was sitting on Eidel's lap, hugging him tightly. As if that wasn't enough, she was pressing her chest against him while stroking his head.



"How is it, young master? A hug from your personal maid of 20 years..."



And those seductive words on top of it.



It was enough to make one's mind go blank.






Zernya's gaze shifted sideways. Ireh was covering her mouth and rolling her eyes.



Looking at Eidel, then at Zernya. Finally, her gaze fell to the floor.



Sensing their presence, Sonia turned around.



"Oh, you're here?"



Zernya was quick-witted. She grasped the entire situation in just a few seconds.



"This crazy tin can."



The target to attack was clear.



"Now even a silicon lump is after my husband. Hey, do you really want to die? Should I send you straight to the scrap yard?"



"That's too harsh, Miss Zernya."



Despite being caught in the act of (apparent) infidelity, Sonia remained calm. Instead, Ireh beside her was trembling.



"Uh, uwaaa."



Her mind wasn't working properly.



She had no immunity. She had rarely seen men and women being intimate.



Besides, wasn't this clearly an affair?



She didn't know. Her head was hot. Her forehead and cheeks were warm as if she had the flu. Ireh was half out of her mind.



Sonia retorted:



"Let me clarify before you misunderstand. The young master didn't do anything."



"It doesn't look that way."



Zernya growled lowly. She slowly moved forward.



"Did you, an android, learn the emotion of love?"



"It's just physical contact. I was just sticking to the young master to help relieve his stress."



"It doesn't look like that at all."



Zernya's intuition is excellent. She can easily infer what kind of emotions a woman clinging to Eidel might have.



No, in fact, any married woman would be the same. Women are beings who can tell whether it's an affair or not just by smelling their husband's shirt.



"I won't say it twice. Hey, tin can. Get off my husband's lap."



"My name is not tin can. Therefore, it would be difficult for me to comply with that order."



"Get down, you vermin!"



"My name is not vermin. Therefore, it would be difficult for me to comply with that order."



"You dog, are you playing word games with me?"



"I am Sonia, a 5th generation android designed to resemble humans. And what I'm doing now is not word play, but body play."



With that, Sonia rubbed her cheek against Eidel's cheek.



"I-I'm going to step outside for some fresh air."



Ireh fled through the door Zernya had entered. Her cheeks were as red as ripe persimmons.



Zernya's face had also turned bright red.



Eidel said worriedly:



"Sonia, stop it and just get down. This really doesn't seem right."



"If the young master says so..."



Only then did Sonia put her feet on the ground. She said:



"Actually, I knew Miss Zernya would be coming here around this time. I had prior information that she had taken leave. So I played a little prank timed to her arrival."



Sonia bowed her head.



"I apologize if you found it disrespectful."



"...What?"



The situation just now was difficult to view as a simple prank. People are sensitive to non-verbal expressions. Zernya was particularly observant of such things.



Sonia's tone, eye contact, and every careful movement pointed to one thing.



"Don't lie. You... you like my husband."



Zernya spoke in a serious tone. Her expression was as sharp as a wasp's sting.



Sonia twisted her lips.



"...Is it that obvious?"



In a fit of anger, Zernya grabbed Sonia's hair and pulled her down.
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Despite being grabbed by the head, Sonia remained calm. She smiled casually and stuck out her tongue.



"I've already blocked my pain receptors. It doesn't hurt. Nyah, nyah."



"Why you...!"



Zernya pulled and pushed Sonia with all her might.



"You're just a tin can, and you're learning about love? Come with me right now—I'm going to format you!"



"Are androids not allowed to love?"



"No. Absolutely not. Even if you were human, it wouldn't be allowed!"



Sonia frowned.



"I've known the young master for twenty years. I liked him first."



"So what? The one who marries first wins."



"If I weren't an android, I would have proposed before you did."



"Too bad for you. You'll be an android forever. Be a proper robot and help with housework. Stop eyeing someone else's husband."



The fight was escalating. I stepped in before things got worse.



"Both of you, stop it. We're in the middle of a war—what good comes from allies fighting each other?"



"But honey! This tin can doesn't know her place... mmph!"



I covered Zernya's mouth. Her eyes widened in surprise. But soon, Zernya closed her eyes languidly.



When I pulled my lips away, a strand of saliva followed. Zernya let out a heated sigh.



I sat Zernya in a chair and spoke gently.



"You're pregnant. Don't overexert yourself. Getting angry might startle the baby."



"...Then let me ask you something. Do you love that android as a woman?"



"To be honest, I do love her."



"What?"



Zernya's heart sank.



"If she were human."



"Young master...?"



Sonia's heart sank too.



"Sonia is like family to me. Similar to a father, mother, or younger sister. I do love her, but it's ambiguous whether it's romantic love. I want you to understand this clearly, Sonia."



"...I understand."



I gently patted Sonia and seated her. Then I relayed Sonia's commitment to Zernya.



"An android becoming human? That's nonsense."



"She says she can do it, so I'll watch and see."



Zernya started chuckling. I understood her reaction. An android becoming human? Even I thought it was nearly impossible.



"Fine, I'll acknowledge her if she becomes human. Go ahead and try if you can."



"Are you serious?"



"Of course. Because it's impossible."



Sonia asked with gleaming eyes.



"Please tell me the specific conditions to be considered human."



"First, your blood must be red. Second, a genetic test must show twenty-three pairs of chromosomes. Finally, if you're a woman, you must be capable of pregnancy and childbirth. Wouldn't that qualify as a human woman?"



"To verify the last condition, I would need to have relations with Young Master Eidel..."



"First satisfy the first and second conditions before we discuss that."



Zernya stroked her lower abdomen. It wasn't showing yet as she was in early pregnancy. Still, it was where a new life resided.



"Anyway, I took the day off today. I'm going to exercise my rights as a wife. The android should be locked away in the supply room."



"That won't do. I am exclusively assigned to the young master."



"Then act like it and stand like a wallflower."



"I will, so please don't interfere with the young master's work. You may have the day off, but the young master needs to work hard today."



Sonia's final remark saved me, as the argument between the two women subsided afterward.



But the peace didn't last long.



WAAAAAANG!



The siren warning of monster invasion blared throughout.



"Something's falling outside the window."



"It's flowers."



I turned around in alarm. Yellow petals were falling like rain.



No doubt about it.



It's that one.






The avatar that drove Rustila to her death in the original story.



Woooong.



Zernya's telescreen vibrated with an eerie sound.



"Hello? Yes, yes, yes. What? Right now? Yes, I understand. Yes."



After hanging up, Zernya's face clouded over.



"What's going on?"



"They want me to cancel my day off and return. They say without my constellation... there might be many dangerous patients."



Zernya hurriedly put on her coat. Just then, Ireh rushed in. She spoke to me while catching her breath.



"Eidel, it's that thing!"



"I know."



Shamplawee.



A sunflower with two heads.



One of the strongest among the Queen's direct subordinates.



"Ireh, I'm sorry, but please go protect Rustila and Zernya."



"What about you?"



"I'll be fine. I have Sonia."



"Alright. Just in case, don't leave this place."



Ireh went back downstairs.



Clatter!



Shutters came down over each window to block monster intrusions. They could only be opened from inside. The research lab was plunged into darkness.



I was especially worried about Naiere and Rustila. This time, there was nothing I could do. The avatar was so powerful that I would only get in the way if I went.



I closed my eyes and prayed in my heart.



Not to a god or constellation, but to Ireh Hazlen.



Please, let her be able to control the situation.





***





This group of monsters appeared about 5km away from the research facility.



"What's the enemy's advance status?"



"They're primarily moving through spores and flower buds. Once a mature form takes root, it appears to remain stationary."



"Plant-type monsters? That's a small blessing."



Naiere put down the tactical map and gripped her plasma sword.



Keeeng.



The blade gleamed sharply.



It was a modified sword imbued with scientists' souls. She had cut down dozens of avatars with it.



"I hope this ends easily again."



Naiere was somewhat tired from the continuous defensive battles. Still, she couldn't rest. It was the fate of a Great Omega class swordsman.



She arrived at the front line with Rustila.



The ground and air were contaminated with spores, seeds, and flowers. Below, victims who had inhaled the contaminated air now had vines growing throughout their bodies.



The vines that invaded the body constricted people like pythons. After suffocating their prey, they used surgery to begin the hydration process. People became vessels for flowers.



The process from impregnation to birth didn't take long. Half-human, half-flower beings were already wandering near the cocoons. Literally, their heads were flowers.



"Ugh."



Rustila swallowed back her nausea.



"It's too late for them. All we can do is cut them down to give them peace."



It was dizzying just to look at, enough to cause delirium.



Rustila felt only one emotion: rage. She hated the outer gods that destroyed human habitats.



Rustila also heated up her god-sword. Liquefied aether stretched like molasses.



"Maximum plasma firepower, deploy body techniques and break through!"



Naiere's orders fell. Rustila wrapped her entire body in starlight. Fierce energy raced through her blood vessels.



Attack!



Her comrades charged forward in unison. All were veterans of EX rank or higher. They stabbed and cut everything in their path, tearing open cocoons to extract people who weren't fully impregnated yet.



The victims hovered between life and death. They would die without immediate treatment. Medics shouted as they ran.



[Front clear.]



[Requesting radiation.]



Rustila and Naiere pulled back their swords. They firmly fixed their legs and bent their joints. Adding rotational force to their waists and shoulders, they swung their swords like whips.






Whoosh!



The horizontal sword path left a comet-like trajectory.



Omega class conversion, plasma radiation.



The monster nest burned in high-temperature aether. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. The raging flames grew as they consumed the madness.



"Keeeeek!"



The ground melted, leaving plants no chance to take root. Ordinary monsters were consumed by the flames without a single cell remaining.



Yet two flowers remained unburned. They were hunched with bent stems and curled leaves, wheezing.



"That's..."



"Wait."



Naiere blocked Rustila's path.



"It's an avatar. Strong."



It was unscathed after taking an Omega class swordsman's strike. Not even a scratch. It couldn't be weak.



"If we cut down that thing, today's work is done."



Finally, the avatar raised its head. It stood over 5 meters tall, with a stem thicker than most logs. Both flowers grew from a single stem.



They looked like sunflowers. Each had large black eyes and wide-split mouths.



"Hee, heehee. Heeheeheehee."



"Sob, sob."



One was laughing, the other crying.



An eerie blackness swirled around the flowers. The soil was rotting. Naiere sent a radio message.



"Surround it."



The swordsmen encircled the flower. Rustila took position opposite Naiere. She waited for orders.



Then it happened.



"Hello?"



The laughing flower began to speak. It was facing Rustila's direction.



"I'm Joy. I've come to bring you happiness on the Queen's behalf. Do you know what happiness is?"



"..."



Protocol for responding to avatars:

Never engage them in conversation.



Rustila didn't answer.



"You don't know."



The avatar laughed.



"Then I'll tell you."



Rustila instinctively sensed a life-threatening danger. She swung her sword before orders came.



Clang!



A high-pitched sound hit her ears a moment later. Definitely something had struck her sword and bounced off.



A rustling sound came from behind. Rustila glanced back. Her pupils trembled.



"Ah..."



Her comrades had collapsed, struck by something like steel needles. Some groaned in pain, others didn't move a finger.



Most of the swordsmen, except Rustila, were incapacitated. It happened in an instant.



The flower concluded with a sneer.



"Happiness is death. Why? Because seeing your inferior species die makes me so happy!"



Cackle cackle cackle!



Rustila gritted her teeth. That's when Naiere's radio message came through.



[Major!]



"Captain, we're annihilated. Everyone but me is down."



[I know, I can see. Same on this side.]



There was nothing they could do. They immediately realized this avatar was in a different league from those they had fought before.



[Can you fight?]



"Even if I can't, I must."



Rustila and Naiere were the only Omega class swordsmen in the Pastel planetary system. If Omega class retreated, the front would collapse instantly.



Especially since...



Abandoning this planet would be like abandoning her husband.



She couldn't do that.



"Captain, I'll take the laughing one."



She had to stop it, even at the cost of her life.





Chapter 254 - The Great Invasion (7)



Omegas are called Omegas because they hunt Avatar Bodies like it's nothing. If even fighters of that caliber were defeated, humanity's future would be as good as gone.



Rustila calmly gripped her sword.



Two swordsmen remained.



Two heads on the Avatar Body.



The numbers matched perfectly. There was a chance of victory.



"You two are stronger than I expected?"



The flower Avatar Body snickered. A smiling flower and a crying flower. Rustila faced the smiling one.



'It shares vision with the head on the opposite side.'



The opponent was strong. She couldn't let her guard down for a moment.



"Captain, what should we do?"



[Observe the situation and adapt flexibly.]



"Understood."



[Major, I'm giving you discretion. Don't just wait for my orders—move according to your own judgment.]



Rustila lightly scraped her foot against the ground. For now, it was a reconnaissance battle.



"Where do you think you're going!"



The flower Avatar Body inflated its mouth.



[— 'Shamflower' uses <Blood Dissolution Needles>.]



Tudududu.



Poison-coated needles sprayed mercilessly. They moved too fast for normal human eyes to follow.



Rustila read their physical trajectory. Her blade roared as it deflected several of the thorns.



"Good instincts. Kihihi!"



The flower Avatar Body fluttered its leaves.



"Huh?"



Black blood formed in droplets on the Avatar Body's leaves.



"Huh?"



Tuduk.



Several leaves fell limply to the ground. The expression of the constantly smiling Avatar Body crumpled.



Sticky oil poured from the severed areas. The Avatar Body erased the smile from its face and spoke coldly.



"Did you do this?"



Rustila didn't answer.



"I couldn't see it just now. Impressive. You're not just good with instincts—you're incredibly skilled too?"



Kikikiki.



The flower Avatar Body let out a chilling laugh.



Soon its black pupils dilated. White thorns sprouted from its mouth like teeth. Though it had the shape of a face, it couldn't be considered a human visage at all.



"Playtime is over! Hihihihi!"



An eerie energy swirled around.



[— 'Shamflower' uses <Earth Whip>.]



The ground vibrated and began to crack as if struck by drought. The flower Avatar Body's roots tore through the earth and rose up. The root branches surged toward Rustila.



Seogek!



Rustila advanced while cutting through the roots. Ranged attacks had clear limitations in terms of power. Despite the risk, striking at close range was more effective.



Rustila's form slipped between the roots and poison needles. She swung her sword upward. One stem was severed and flew away.



"That's not nearly enough! Hahahaha!"



The Avatar Body's trunk wriggled and returned to its original state. If anything, it had grown thicker than before.



Ordinary slashes were useless. Its regeneration speed far exceeded the rate at which she could cut it.



There were two ways to defeat it.



Either burn it completely.



Or find and destroy the core that was the source of its power.



In most cases, both methods had to be used together. To find the core, one had to cut indiscriminately and set fire to see where it was.



But sometimes, simple deduction could locate the core.



'The head.'



This Avatar Body had a face. If she targeted the core, it would definitely panic. She had attacked the stem, leaves, and roots, but it hadn't flinched. Therefore, the vital point must be elsewhere.



'I'll aim for the head.'



Rustila took a deep breath. She stepped on the Avatar Body's stem and leaped. As expected, the flower Avatar Body's expression turned pale blue.



"You!"



The flower Avatar Body spat out poison needles in rapid succession. Their speed increased several times. Rustila quickly hid behind a stem.



Puk!



A sharp pain stung her left arm. A long poison needle had penetrated through the Avatar Body's stem and lodged directly into Rustila's forearm.



"How stupid! Did you think I wouldn't harm myself? Hahahaha! Uweek!"



The smiling flower vomited black blood.



"...Hihihi. You've been hit by my needle, so you'll die soon. Farewell!"



She hadn't even let her guard down. Yet she was hit. Rustila gritted her teeth and suppressed a groan. She swung her sword and cut away the punctured stems.



"Huh?"



The flower Avatar Body lost its balance and lurched forward. The flower receptacle was exposed.



This was her chance.



Tadak!






Rustila leaped toward the staggering flower. She rotated as if drifting through the air.



Combining gravitational acceleration and rotational force, she precisely landed her blade on the flower's receptacle.



[— Omega Grade Conversion: <Star's Cry>]



Kurung.



With a sound like the world being torn asunder, the smiling flower's neck fell. Plasma scattered like orbiting stars, enveloping the atmosphere.



'I felt it in the impact. I broke something.'



Rustila was certain. It must have been the Avatar Body's core.



"Kueogh!"



Kung!



The Avatar Body's head crashed into the ground. Dust scattered in the wind.



Shuuuu.



Rustila activated her jet device and landed lightly. The personal jet device lacked enough thrust to fly freely in gravitational space, but it was sufficient for offsetting landing impact.



"...Phew."



Her shoulder where the poison needle had struck was stinging. Her head began to throb as if cramping.



[Injecting painkillers and neutralizing agents.]



The AI built into her suit administered emergency treatment.



While the neutralizing agent's effectiveness was uncertain, the painkiller worked. The burning sensation subsided somewhat.



Rustila ran toward the other flower and radioed in.



"Captain!"



The remaining flower turned around.



The crying flower.



It looked at Rustila, then glanced at its empty opposite side. The next moment, the crying flower's expression twisted in shock.



"Joy is... gone? Dead? Did you kill her? Then I... I'm alone?"



The crying flower's petals turned dark red.



"I don't want to be alone. This is too sad! Aaaack! Uweeeek!"



The crying flower spewed pus from its mouth.



"...Ah, b-but it's okay. The Queen will give me new seeds. If I just stay alive, I can see Joy again. Sob sob sob."



Rustila held her sword upright. Her gaze surveyed beyond the crying flower. Naiere was still standing. Just standing.



"Captain."



Labored breathing came through the radio. Naiere had been hit by a poison needle in her leg. She couldn't even maintain a basic stance.



[...Sorry, Major. I've been hit by a needle. It seems to be a paralytic poison.]



"I've been hit too. Left scapula. Blood poison."



Time was running short. The more they moved, the faster the poison would spread.



Rustila dodged the crying flower's attacks and reached Naiere's position. Supporting Naiere, she said:



"Captain, the core is in the flower receptacle. We need to cut off its head."



"I'll draw its attention. When it lowers its head, strike with your blade. Understood?"



"I'll follow your orders."



Naiere had already done much damage. The crying flower was in terrible shape.



Their chances would have been sufficient.



If only she hadn't been hit by the poison needle in her arm.



"...Kugh."



Her forearm bubbled like lava. She wanted nothing more than to return to the hospital for treatment and then seek comfort from Eidel.



But she couldn't. As an Omega-grade swordswoman, and as Eidel's wife. The Avatar Body before her had to be cut down before she could return.



'I will protect Eidel.'



She had vowed this from the moment she became his bride. That she would never surrender any ground beyond where she stood to any foreign god or Avatar Body.



"Run! Rheinland!"



Tadadadak!



Rustila's body shot forward. The crying flower's face grew increasingly vicious.



"Why are you trying to kill me? Why? Dying is sad. I won't receive the Queen's love anymore, and I won't be able to eat delicious things. There are still so many planets left to devour, and if I die now... sob sob sob!"



The crying flower wept sorrowfully. Its eyeballs bulged out, then both eyeballs dropped.



"Sob sob sob."



Black bloody tears flowed from the now empty sockets.



"If someone has to die, it should be you!"



The crying flower opened its maw.



[— 'Shamflower' fires <Pus>.]



It was something sticky, yellow, and mucus-like. Rustila tried to deflect one with her sword but, sensing danger, twisted her body away.



Pueong!



The pus that missed her blade hit the ground and exploded with a thunderous noise. It was an explosion.



"Good eye. I'm touched, sniff."



Long-range explosive attacks. Mixed with occasional poison needle attacks. Cold sweat formed on Rustila's forehead.



[Major! I'll cover you! Keep running, don't stop!]



The radio transmission came through. Immediately after, bluish starlight swept over Rustila's head. It was Naiere's plasma radiation.



Pubeobung!



All the pus exploded at once. The Avatar Body screamed.



"Hueeong! That hurts!"






The crying flower used its leaves as hands to protect its head. Since the leaves were below the head, the flower had to lower its head.



'The Captain created an opening. This is my chance.'



Sunlight clearly licked the leaves. The Avatar Body was recharging its energy using photosynthesis.



"Uaaang."



Soon the flower emitted a baby-like cry. Tiny particles, barely visible, were carried through the air. Those cotton-like things were none other than spores.



'Just a little more.'



Rustila was just about to strike the flower's receptacle.



[— 'Shamflower' uses <Spore Bomb>.]



"What..."



Pueong——!!



An explosion accompanied by a flash occurred right in front of her.



Rustila screamed as she was thrown back. The intense heat made her brain feel like it was being baked. Her suit's functions were being pushed to their limits.



[Major Rheinland!]



Piiii. There was a ringing in her ears. When she came to her senses, Rustila was lying face down on the ground. She instinctively tried to get up.



It wasn't working. She couldn't muster any strength.



"Sob sob, it hurts. This is why I didn't want to use this technique. Well, it's okay. Surviving is what matters in the end. Sob sob sob!"



Her breath caught in her throat. Consciousness was slipping away.



Huuung.



The wind blew. Rustila felt it directly on her face. Her helmet had shattered as she rolled on the ground. Not just her arm, but her head was throbbing too.



"Well, I'll tell the Queen about you two. That you were strong opponents! Then I'll receive more power, right? Let's see... I'm at about 3% now, so I could get up to 5%. That would make me as strong as that Phosphorus guy? I'm so moved, sob sob sob!"



Rustila let out a hollow laugh.



"...Heh."



This is the end.



She would probably die here.



If so, she wished to make this life—until the very end—meaningful.



"Hm?"



The flower Avatar Body tilted its head. Naiere was also staring wide-eyed in surprise.



[M-Major. What are you thinking?]



Still wearing her half-destroyed suit, Rustila gripped her sword. And she continued to pour Aether into it until depletion symptoms appeared.



Kiing.



The plasma sword that Eidel had given her as a gift emitted a sorrowful sound.



"...I'm taking you with me as my companion."



Rustila bit her lip. Thinking of Eidel, she murmured softly.



"I'm sorry. For going ahead..."



The Avatar Body let out a bewildered sound. It opened its mouth again to spit out spores.



At that moment.



"Wow, what is this?"



A gruff voice. The Avatar Body's mouth closed. The voice had come from right behind Rustila.



Step, step.



A small woman walked slowly. She was a beauty with silver-white hair and amethyst eyes. She clicked her tongue as she raised her head toward the Avatar Body.



"Is this a flower? More like a dick."



"W-what, what...?"



"Is there a gardener who can grow this? Anyone can see it's a rootless hybrid."



Rustila's face went blank.



Flutter.



The woman approached Rustila with her coat fluttering. She observed Rustila carefully and then spoke.



"Blood poison, with a slight fracture. Not too severe. About two weeks of treatment should..."



"What did you just say!"



The flower Avatar Body bellowed.



"Y-you called me, such a pretty thing, a d-dick? There are things you can say and things you can't! I'm hurt! Waaah."



The woman, Zernya, scratched her head and replied.



"Ah, sorry. Now that I look closer, that's an insult to dicks. My husband's is lovely and I always want to see it. Your head? Not so much."



"I'll kill you."



Seueu.



The Avatar Body stopped crying. Rustila felt a chilling sensation.



"You idiot! Why did you come here!"



"Because I'm a doctor."



"Does being a doctor matter? Eidel needs at least one of us..."



"Don't talk nonsense. If you die here, Eidel dies and I die too. Got it? If you understand, get stronger after this is over."



Rustila was bewildered. No matter how close she was with Zernya, she couldn't argue in this situation.



Above all, she couldn't make Eidel a young widower. At least one of them had to survive until the end.



Rustila thought that she was already done for. That she should die in the line of duty here. So she planned to at least evacuate Zernya.



And then the next moment.



Tang!



An angry gunshot crossed the battlefield.





Chapter 255 - The Great Invasion (8)



Miracles exist in this world. Not the transcendent phenomena created by gods or constellations, but miracles that humans gift to one another.



Some call this miracle by a simple name.



Comrades.



"Kyaaaah!"



The stem of the flower avatar bent backward.



Pop!



The spores that were about to leave its mouth burst on the spot. The burned flower avatar writhed in pain.



Rustila belatedly assessed the situation.



"My jaw, I think my jaw is going to dislocate!"



The flower's calyx was already half-severed. The blue core was nakedly exposed. The flower avatar couldn't control its wobbling head.



"Phew, that was a close call."



A black-haired woman approached Rustila. She carried a large sniper rifle on her back.



Rustila spat out the sand grains that had entered her mouth. Her face brightened as she shouted.



"Ireh unni!"



"Little sister, are you okay?"



"Y-yes. But what about the Captain and everyone else...?"



Ireh stretched her stiff neck.



"I don't particularly enjoy delivering finishing blows... but given the situation, I'm sorry. Leave the rest to me."



Ireh discarded the sniper rifle and pulled out a new gun. It was a pulse rifle glowing brightly with the blessing of a constellation.



"And who are you supposed to be?!"



"Someone who's killed you hundreds of times over."



"...What?"



Tung, tung, tung!



The first three shots hit the avatar's jaw. It was precise shooting without the slightest deviation.



"Argh!"



Bang!



The final shot struck the avatar's core.



"Guurk..."



The precariously dangling calyx broke off and fell. The head separated from the stem.



Fssss.



The core disintegrated into powder. The stem and leaves turned stark white. The cells had lost their regenerative ability.



"...Is it over?"



"Yeah."



Ireh answered firmly. There was no sign of the avatar reviving.



"You managed to find a way to defeat it. Impressive."



Ireh put away her gun and tried to support Rustila. Rustila shook her head and pointed toward where Naiere was.



"I can walk. If you're going to help someone, help the Captain instead..."



Ireh nodded. She slowly helped Naiere, who had been hit with a paralyzing needle, to her feet.



"It's safe now. Come down," Zernya called out, gesturing toward the sky. Medical helicopters that had been hovering above descended gently.



Doctors moved busily, loading the injured onto stretchers. Zernya supported Rustila and walked toward a helicopter.



"Damn, you're heavy. Lose some weight."



"That's my chest weight, you know?"



"Ha."



Zernya chuckled. Rustila also giggled, finding her own comment ridiculous.



"Lie down here. Get comfortable. Put your left arm here, yes, like that."



Whoop-whoop-whoop.



More than ten helicopters took off simultaneously. The interior shook slightly. Zernya carefully examined the wound on Rustila's left shoulder.



"Blood poison. Contains pron."



"...Am I going to die?"



The words of the Smiling Flower lingered in her mind—a curse that she would soon die after being hit by the poisoned needle.



"I can neutralize the poison itself. The problem is the pron. It seems to have spread to the bone. If not treated properly, you'll either go insane or turn into a monster."



Rustila let out a long sigh. Zernya added:






"Hey, do you trust me?"



"You?"



"My constellation can heal this."



Rustila nodded. There wasn't a hint of hesitation in her eyes.



"Then I'll do it."



Zernya disinfected the wound area and removed the needle. After applying local anesthesia, she used spirit arts to remove the pron accumulated in the bone.



Despite performing the procedure inside a helicopter, there wasn't a single mistake. Zernya's concentration rivaled that of any veteran doctor.



As the surgery was nearing completion, Rustila asked:



"What about Captain Naiere...?"



"My father-in-law is operating on him."



"Ah..."



That's a relief.



Rustila closed her eyes peacefully.



[— You have acquired "Grand Triangle (Lv.6)."]



[— You receive Healing Boost (+30%).]



When she opened her eyes again, she was in a recovery room at the hospital.



***



When news came that Rustila had been seriously injured in the battle with the flower avatar, I dropped everything and hurried to the hospital.



"Ah, Eidel!"



Rustila waved at me as I entered the room. She wore her usual bright smile. I sighed with relief.



"Are you okay?"



"She almost died."



The answer came not from Rustila but from someone else.



It was Ireh. With an expression that made her look ten years older, she said to me:



"If I hadn't arrived in time, we would have lost two people at once."



Shamplawi.



The flower avatar that appeared this time.



Even a Great Omega-grade swordsman would struggle against it without knowing its weakness.



Ordinary avatars have one core, but this one has two. It's difficult to subdue unless both cores are destroyed simultaneously. It also constantly launches ranged attacks, making it a terrible match-up for swordsmen.



"Somehow we got through it."



"Yes."



I embraced Rustila. She hugged me tightly as if not wanting to let go. I felt her gentle warmth.



"Are your injuries okay?"



"Yes, thanks to the Grand Triangle effect, I'm fine. At this recovery rate, I should be discharged soon."



My flesh still trembles. I almost lost someone I love in a single moment.



"Ireh unni, thank you. If you hadn't shown up, it really would have been over."



Rustila hugged Ireh too. Zernya stood with her arms crossed, tapping her foot impatiently.



"Don't I get any thanks?"



"You're the one I'm most grateful to."



"That's all I needed to hear."



Zernya turned around abruptly. Her white coat fluttered. She glanced at me and twitched the corner of her mouth. A silent request for a reward.



I smiled and wrapped my arm around Zernya's waist.



Smooch.



Zernya sat down, looking satisfied. Rustila didn't particularly react to this. Instead, it was Ireh and Sonia whose reactions were noteworthy.



First, Sonia clicked her tongue. That was expected.



Meanwhile, Ireh's face hardened. She left the room, saying she was going to get some water.



However, even after more than ten minutes, Ireh didn't return. Curious, I made an excuse about going to the bathroom and went looking for her.



"Ms. Ireh?"



"Huh? Oh?"



Ireh was sitting on a chair in a secluded area. She jumped like a mouse confronted by a cat when I called her.



"Didn't you say you were getting water?"






"Oh, I drank water and was just taking a break. Just resting..."



Ireh rubbed her face vigorously with her hands. She mumbled something as if she had something to say.



"May I sit beside you?"



"...If it's you."



I sat down on the chair and looked at Ireh. I wondered if she was worried about what would happen next.



"Are you concerned about someone like Phosphorus appearing?"



"That's part of it..."



Phosphorus.



Among the Queen's loyalists, he's the most devoted.



If Shamplawi is Rustila's counter, then Phosphorus is the one who has driven Ireh to death multiple times.



His nature is literally like fire, so ordinary bullets don't work on him.



"...Shamplawi appeared too quickly. He should have shown up a month or two later. It's different from before. History has been greatly distorted."



"That's actually good. It means the Queen sees us as that much of a threat."



"Because of that, we're running short on spirit bullets."



Ireh was creating a "build." Yes, like in games.



"As you know, I can't fire my spirit bullets for free. I have to pay coins. Strength, vitality, agility—I want to increase all these, but I can't. I always need to save extra coins for battle."



There was a reason Ireh was desperate for the "Grand Triangle" effect. It doesn't require coins to activate.



"I'm not sure where to earn more coins..."



"Oh, I can solve that for you."



I had a "Red Egg" that I'd obtained from raiding the Adelbein treasury before.



What is a Red Egg? It's a golden artifact that provides 5,000 coins and 5,000 pron daily. I had accumulated many coins without using them.



[— You have donated 150,000 coins to "Ireh Hazlen."]



Ireh's eyes widened.



"...You?"



"I don't need them. Raising my basic stats won't help much against those who'll try to assassinate me in the future. It's better to give them to you."



"This... no, you could give it to Rustila."



I shook my head.



"This is between you and me."



Rustila has her own coin supply. I'd like to give her some too, but if it's about using them where they're most needed, giving them to Ireh is the right answer.



"Between you and me?"



"That sounds ambiguous. Should I say we're people who know what others don't?"



Regression and possession.



A secret only the two of us share. We can trust each other completely because we're open about everything. That's the second reason I entrust the coins to Ireh rather than someone else.



[— "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" complains about why you're not giving any to him.]



Cartesia, you didn't do anything this time. Get out.



[— "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" clicks his tongue.]



Anyway, I looked at Ireh and expressed my gratitude.



"Thank you for saving Rustila. I'll carry this debt to my grave."



But Ireh shook her head.



"This isn't just my doing. Without Zernya, Rustila would have permanently lost the use of her arm. So your contribution in bringing those two together is the greatest."



"You're too modest, Ms. Ireh."



"It's the truth."



She smiled.



"I think you're the first person to help me this much. You saved me from Sapaul, brought down the Adelbein family faster than expected, and even recruited the capable Zernya as a comrade. And now you've given me coins."



Ireh placed her hand on my shoulder and moved her lips.



"Eidel, you're like my constellation."



Ireh truly believed in me too.



I wasn't sure about other things, but one thing was certain—there was a subtle current flowing between us. There was something I'd wanted to tell her for a long time. Now was the opportunity.



"...Then, can I ask you for one favor?"



"Anything, just say it."



I spoke while trying to calm my racing heart.



"When I become a professor... would you join my lab as a graduate student?"





Chapter 256 - Sacrifice (1)



Ireh had been feeling strange lately.



She had always thought physical intimacy between men and women was disgusting.



*How could they?*



How could a man and woman kiss each other? And how could a woman let herself be touched by a man and still smile as if she enjoyed it?



It was incomprehensible.



However.



Those thoughts had gradually crumbled since she started observing Eidel.



*Rustila, Zernya.*



The two women who had once been rivals now kissed Eidel. And they did it every time they met, as casually as eating.



The three of them were constantly displaying affection.



The problem was that Ireh had absolutely no tolerance for romantic skinship.



Today was no different. She had been deeply contemplating foreign currency and coin supply issues when consecutive kiss sightings left her mind blank.



And now.



*Even Sonia...*



Even the android seemed to harbor feelings for Eidel. Rubbing against him, pressing her cheek to his. Honestly, Ireh had been quite shocked.



Even a robot was falling for him.



Was Eidel really that popular with women?



*He is handsome. And there's something comfortable about being with him.*



But that was all. Ireh didn't really understand what romantic feelings were. Most men she had encountered were beasts.



What came to mind were memories from her impoverished past. Ireh had grown up poor on a frontier planet. She had lost her parents at a young age.



The frontier had poor security. Any remotely pretty woman would be kidnapped and subjected to unspeakable things. Ireh had grown accustomed to witnessing such vulgar scenes from a young age.



It was horrifying.



But what about now?



The men she had met while traveling with Eidel...



*Professor Feynman.*



He was thoroughly controlled by his wife.



*Welton, Mathers, and boys like them were always decent...*



Ireh realized her perception of men was gradually improving. There were bad men in the world, but there were many good ones too.



"Sigh."



Ireh sat in a corner chair and moistened her throat with cold water. She organized her thoughts. Physical intimacy between men and women was natural. Believing that would prevent unnecessary thoughts.



While she was trying to compose herself, she ran into Eidel.



"So this is where you were."



"Oh, yes."



Eidel sat down beside her. They exchanged a few words. For some reason, she felt at ease.



Then Eidel made a suggestion.



"Please become my graduate student."



"W-what?"



"I need your help to create the gravitational bomb. You probably need a doctoral degree too. So I'd like you to research with me in my lab."



She was startled by the unexpected proposal.



Of course, she had been prepared to pursue a doctorate. But she hadn't necessarily planned to get it from Eidel's lab.



Men made her uncomfortable to begin with.



...Was that really true?



Anyway, Ireh had been thinking of studying under Professor Kallis Stranov. Because she was a woman. And because she could still contact Eidel anytime from there.






"If you join my lab, I'll take full responsibility for you from start to finish."



"From start to finish...?"



"Yes, from writing your dissertation to graduation, everything."



Ireh calmed her startled heart. She had almost fallen into strange fantasies.



Think wholesome thoughts, wholesome.



"You haven't even gotten your doctorate yet. Maybe we should have this conversation after you become a professor."



"Tsk, you're right. I got ahead of myself. I'm sorry."



Eidel immediately backed off. Ireh felt relieved inside.



She was still only a sophomore in college. She had about another year before she needed to decide.



It would be better to end this war first, then make up her mind depending on the situation.





***





I got rejected.



["Fancy words only diminish your credibility. For humans or any species, only silence and action make one appear more substantial."]



I was too hasty. Now I couldn't bring up the same topic again until I was appointed as a professor.



Think positively. It meant Ireh was considering various factors in choosing a lab.



["Let's focus on the current situation. The Darwin forces seem to be starting to lose ground."]



I had also confirmed that Rustila was fine. It was time to get back to my work.



I sought out those who had died or been injured in this battle, along with their families. As the head of House Rheinland, I offered words of comfort.



Next, I attended the test operation of the Aether Belt restoration equipment. Afterward, I exchanged opinions with the engineers. I listened to their difficulties and resolved them.



Most importantly.



[Rheinland, come to our lab right now! We finally made it!]



"Really?"



At the news from the Hueritia mother and daughter, I ran barefoot out of my office. They had completed an improved trap that could contain even the strongest and largest Darwin aliens.



"...It's bigger than I expected."



"We need to catch that 'Queen' or whatever the leader alien is. This size is manageable."



"If this really works, Mother, you'll go down in history for your achievement."



Angela replied with a sad smile.



"I don't need recognition. What I'm doing is atonement."



"...Have you tested it?"



"The test results are good. I'm not sure how useful it will be in an actual situation, though."



"Great. Let's make a hundred of these and load them onto the recovery ships."



Mezulen exclaimed in surprise.



"That will cost a fortune!"



I answered.



"Better than peace being shattered."



I contacted the head of Stranov.



"Please don't worry about the cost. House Rheinland will take responsibility for expenses incurred during the manufacturing process."



[Won't your house go bankrupt at this rate?]



"Isn't that better than all ten great houses going bankrupt?"



[That's the right answer.]



The head of Stranov laughed heartily and readily agreed. He said Stronium would cover all costs necessary for trap production.



Rustila and Naiere returned to the front lines after treatment. I always sent Ireh along with Rustila when she was fighting. At the very least, I made sure they could exchange information via radio.






Two months had passed. The season had changed in the Pastel planetary system. It was now full summer.



Today, Ireh returned victorious from battle and reported.



"Since Shamplawi last time, only weak ones have been showing up. Phosphorus, Alcaheda, Bidium, Rotococo, Bamehot—none of these have shown their faces."



"Have there been reports of attacks on other planetary systems?"



"No. If there had been, we would have at least heard about major damage to those systems."



I rested my chin on my hand, deep in thought.



"The Queen likes quick decisive battles, doesn't she? Why is she dragging this out so long?"



"It's because of you. With you, the head of House Rheinland, continuously holding the front line, the army's morale hasn't dropped. Everyone still has hope."



"...That's not it. If she wants to capture me, she could just bring all those avatars here."



If truly powerful avatars came in droves, victory couldn't be guaranteed. If I were the Queen, I would have concentrated my forces here.



The Queen is strangely cautious now.



"The Queen is probably deliberating as much as we are. She sent Shamplawi but still couldn't catch you."



"Hmm."



"There's no point discussing this further. There are too many variables. I've gone through countless regressions, but there were differences in the details each time. Things can't be exactly the same every time."



I nodded at Ireh's words.



"You're saying that just as Zernya changed because of my influence, the Queen has become more cautious because of me?"



"Exactly."



What an arrogant notion. That a mortal human could change an alien deity's behavior patterns.



Just then, a soldier in a power suit rushed in.



"Research Director, we have an emergency. Seilen has fallen."



"What?"



I couldn't believe my ears.



"The Seilen planetary system has been breached?"



"Yes, the plant has already been established. The planet is completely contaminated; we had no choice but to abandon it."



"What happened to the Commander-in-Chief there?"



"Lord Baekyanggung... said he couldn't disappoint the head of the house and died defending the front line until the end."



Bang!



The desk cried out. My arm had moved without my knowledge. My hand bones felt like they would break from the pain.



"...One of the Twelve Palaces is dead?"



I felt dizzy.



The plan was falling apart.



None of them were supposed to die until we fought the Laplace forces.



"Well... the avatars that invaded Seilen weren't just one or two..."



"Do you have photos from there?"



"We have some data remaining. Here..."



As soon as I received the data, I showed it to Ireh. Her expression hardened.



"Alcaheda, Bidium, Rotococo, Bamehot..."



She murmured. These were the names of the powerful avatars we had just been discussing. All of them were elites a level above Shamplawi.



The soldier continued.



"The high command sees this as a classic breakthrough tactic, a hammer and anvil strategy. At this rate, not only will we be ambushed from behind, but the head's ancestral home is in danger."



The Rheinland planetary system.



Currently, Seti and her company were there.



It wasn't my safety that was at issue now, but protecting my little sister.
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I was worried about Seti. That guy, he might not even know about this situation because he's busy running his company.



"You said the Seilen planetary system has been breached."



"Yes, that's correct."



"Next is the Briga planetary system."



Briga. The hub of transportation and logistics connecting the South and West. Beyond it are two minor planetary systems and an asteroid belt, and past those lies the Rheinland planetary system.



"Briga is our last line of defense. It absolutely must not fall."



The soldier spoke with tension in his voice.



"Fortunately, the West has agreed to support our regional defense forces."



"Phew."



That was somewhat welcome news.



The Laniakea Federation is, as the name suggests, a federation. Therefore, there are federal forces that protect the entire territory, and separately, regional defense forces that protect each sector.



When a regional defense force, which normally defends only one area, is dispatched to another sector, it means the situation is urgent.



"However, the Western Defense Force doesn't have a Great Omega. So they've decided to draft one from here, the Pastel planetary system."



"...Hmm."



I take back my earlier relief. This is very troubling news.



"You mean you'll take either Virgo or Infantry, correct?"



"Yes, we've decided to bring Virgo, who specializes in suppressing Darwin's forces. Your... wife, sir."



"This is problematic."



"I apologize. It's not my decision but orders from above."



I couldn't blindly oppose it. Protecting the Briga planetary system was directly connected to my own safety. Moreover, the survival of humanity was at stake.



This time, I was caught between a rock and a hard place. The Queen had played her hand well.



"I understand. May I ask your name?"



"David. David McDowell."



"Lieutenant McDowell, since we've met like this, how about having a meal together when the war ends?"



"Yes, of course!"



The lieutenant left with a brightened expression.



Whirr.



As soon as the automatic door closed, a hollow sigh escaped me. Ireh noticed the meaning behind my sigh.



"I doubt you're worried about being separated from your wife... it's because of the Great Triangle, right?"



"Yes."



Rustila, Zernya, and Ireh. The three of them needed to be within the same planetary system at minimum. They had to be close to each other to benefit from the Great Triangle's effect.



In other words, sending Rustila away meant Zernya and Ireh would have to go too.



"The foreign gods are making life difficult not just for my wives but for you too, Ireh. Damn it..."



"I'm fine. Zernya and Rustila probably feel the same way. Besides, isn't there something more important?"



I nodded.



"Phosphorus wasn't visible in that photo earlier."



"Exactly."



Phosphorus.



True to its name, it's phosphorus. Atomic number 15, element symbol P. The component found in matchsticks and white phosphorus bombs.



As you might guess from the name, it looks like a ball of fire. It's among the strongest of the Queen's avatar bodies, has a tricky strategy to defeat, and even possesses the quality of deflecting Ireh's spirit bullets.



"I think the Queen has planted a decoy. She's sending all her strong avatar bodies except Phosphorus toward Briga to weaken the Pastel system's forces. If we don't send a Great Omega from here, the Rheinland system will be breached."



I had been wondering what the Queen was up to.



It seems everything until now was just reconnaissance.



Her main strategy of "quick decisive victory" was only beginning now.



Ireh said, "...Eidel, this isn't going to work. Let's leave Pastel. We should go to the Rheinland system and regroup."



"We can't."



"If we stay here, you could die!"



Despite Ireh's outburst, I shook my head.



"Do you know what's scary about this? Whether I leave the Pastel system or not, it's dangerous either way."



"What do you mean...? Oh."






"You know why I'm here. As a joke, I'm basically a totem. Just having the head of House Rheinland here gives strength to the soldiers."



Morale is extremely important in war. Humans are beings who thrive on future prospects. High morale is blind hope for the future.



Generally, military morale is directly connected to whether the commander-in-chief is present or not. An army whose leadership has fled is no different from a lost child at an amusement park.



In that sense, though I was a civilian, I was ironically central to the military.



"My father also worked as a military doctor on the southern front before. Why do you think the head of House Rheinland did that? It was to reassure the soldiers. Since Rheinland was holding strong, they could fight with peace of mind."



"..."



"If I leave even for a moment, we could lose Pastel. Then the planetary systems on either side would be exposed. If the remaining systems fall, the entire South would be conquered."



"...Sorry, I guess my perspective narrowed for a moment."



Ireh sat down, pressing her forehead. A sigh like smoke escaped her lips.



"Eidel, I'm most afraid of you dying."



"Me too."



"I wish I could stay by your side."



"I appreciate just hearing you say that."



I glanced at Sonia. She stepped forward and bowed her head.



"Ms. Hazlen, please don't worry. I, Sonia, will protect the young master and the scientists alongside the soldiers here."



"Can you really do that?"



"Yes, even if I have to sacrifice myself."



***



Within just a few hours, Rustila, Zernya, and Ireh boarded the orbital ascent vessel. I embraced my two wives to say a temporary farewell.



"Don't die, any of you. Don't get hurt either."



"Meanie."



Zernya replied with a pout. Rustila waved with a bitter expression, and Ireh couldn't bring herself to smile until the moment of departure.



[— The effect of 'Great Triangle (Lv.6)' has disappeared.]



Everyone left.



Not just the three of them. Other capable swordsmen were also dispatched to save the Briga planetary system.



The total military strength of the Pastel planetary system had decreased by 20% compared to before. This made me anxious. I went to see Naiere to discuss it.



"I'm worried that a strong avatar body might take advantage of this gap to attack Pastel."



"Don't worry. I'll protect you no matter what happens."



Naiere made bold promises, but she seemed quite worried herself. Her emerald eyes were trembling slightly.



A soldier, especially a commander, should never say or do anything that might disturb the troops' morale.



I monitored the situation over the next few days. The offensive against the Pastel planetary system continued, but its intensity gradually weakened. One day, only monsters appeared without any avatar bodies.



After arriving at Briga, Ireh began taking down avatar bodies one after another. This was possible because she knew the strategies for defeating the major avatar bodies.



[Took down thirteen today. Thanks for the coins.]



I asked if everything was alright.



[No one's hurt here, so don't worry. How about you?]



I replied that there were no problems. That ended our conversation for the day.



I also kept in touch with Seti. He seemed quite shocked when he first heard the news, rambling incoherently, but now he had regained his usual composure. Seti was quite worried about me and Rustila.



[These damn foreign gods are ruining my business]



Additionally, Seti was very angry that the logistics hub of Briga had turned into a battlefield. I heard he lost money on stocks for the first time.



Losing money despite having the God of Wealth and Investment as his constellation is proof that the situation in the South is not good.



Anyway, a month passed in this atmosphere.



One day, while walking down the corridor, I overheard a swordsman guarding the laboratory say:



"Is the war going to end like this?"



The foreign gods were retreating. Such hopeful rumors were spreading through the barracks.



The military high command still remained vigilant. However, they couldn't completely control the discipline of every soldier.



"Did you hear the news report today? They say we've basically succeeded in defending Briga. Apparently, the avatar bodies are withdrawing."



"I heard the North and East sent support too? Then we've definitely won."



"Damn, it's been long! Finally, we can go home!"



The recovery ship was essentially complete, with only the launch phase remaining. If we restore the Aether Belt like this, the Queen won't be able to invade this place for several years no matter how hard she tries.



Victory seemed so close, yet my anxiety worsened with each passing day. I thought it was less stressful even during Shamplawy.






One day, Ireh sent a message before going to sleep.



[Eidel, Rustila said she has a bad feeling about this week. The three of us will return by tomorrow.]



I asked if that would be okay.



[It's fine. We've already taken down most of the strong avatar bodies.]



I could feel a little relieved.



"Young master, I've prepared your bedding. Please come this way."



Sonia said, patting the bed. I rubbed my eyes and let out a yawn.



It had been tough for the past month, no, over three months.



I know we shouldn't completely let our guard down yet. Still, there's a limit to a person's condition. My body was screaming for rest from exhaustion.



"Please lie down comfortably. As I always say, if anything happens tonight, I, Sonia, will report immediately and protect you."



"Thank you."



As soon as I surrendered my body to the bed, my eyelids drooped. So this is what it feels like to sleep with both legs stretched out. I couldn't thank the soldiers enough.



Sonia also lay down beside me, intertwining her shoulders and legs with mine. She patted me with a satisfied smile.



"Young Master Eidel."



"Yes?"



"The day I become like a human is not far off, now that the war is ending."



"...What do you mean by that second part?"



"My mother deity is conducting research. On the immortal cells, a characteristic of Darwin's system. By studying the principle of cells that induce proliferation even in inorganic materials, even I might have red blood flowing like silk."



"Cartesia is doing such research?"



"You didn't know?"



Well, Cartesia never talks about her research. I was wondering why she'd been so quiet lately, but it turns out she was trying to help Sonia.



Here's the question though.



I understand making Sonia an avatar body to protect me by keeping her close. But why is there a need to make Sonia human?



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' snickers.]



Considering how she always talks about pregnancy, it's probably related to that.



Let me think back. What was Cartesia's goal?



It was death.



She was bound by "restraint" and couldn't leave this galaxy for her entire life. She can't die even if she wants to. In human terms, it's like being stuck in a tiny studio apartment forever.



Too cruel for someone as curious as her.



Although she never said it directly, Cartesia had hinted to me several times. To make a graviton bomb and shoot it at her. Please let her find peace.



But what does that research have to do with making Sonia capable of pregnancy?



"..."



I don't know.



It's not something I can figure out right now.



I cleared my mind of distracting thoughts.



The intercom rang, and I heard knocking.



- Head of House Rheinland, it's an emergency! Please open the door quickly!



I jumped up. I hurriedly grabbed the calipers I had placed at my bedside and shook my head to clear it. Sonia also got up, drawing her tool.



"What's happening?"



- Monster attack! Several have infiltrated the research facility!



Damn it. Trouble at the very end.



"Who are you?"



- Lieutenant David McDowell! Please open the door!



"Wait a moment."



Just as I was about to press the button:



"Young master, wait."



"Why?"



"Something doesn't feel right."



Sonia blocked me. Cartesia also chimed in.



["Don't open it. There's something dangerous outside the door."]
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THUD!



"Master of the House, this is no time to be like this! Monsters will soon invade this place too! We don't have much time! I'll escort you, so please open the door and come out quickly!"



THUD, THUD!



"Please, I'm begging you!"



THUD, THUD, THUD!



"Lord Rheinland!"



The sound of pounding on the door grows increasingly stronger.



They might be acting this way out of urgency, but as Sonia and Cartesia said, I have a bad feeling about this.



I answered through the door.



"...Lieutenant, I should have given you the laboratory password."



"I apologize. I forgot it."



"You were coming and going just fine until yesterday."



"..."



THUD, THUD, THUD.



CRASH——!!



"Come out."



"Understood. I'll prepare quickly and come out."



I whispered to Sonia to gather the research notes and papers.



When I pulled open the curtains, whitish smoke was rising from various parts of the city. This was a scene that could only emerge from a surprise attack.



Sonia and I looked down through the window.



"If we jump from this height, both you and I would be finished, young master."



"Looks like I'll need to perform some acrobatics."



The steel laboratory door was glowing red-hot. The middle section was bulging from thermal expansion. It won't hold much longer.



"I'll go down first."



Sonia stepped onto the metal sheet of the lower floor and broke the glass window. I took a deep breath, grabbed Sonia's hand, and climbed down. It was dizzying to think that one slip would have meant falling to my death.



"Commander!"



Swordsmen were on the floor directly below. They had been pointing their swords at Sonia, but as soon as they recognized my face, they looked relieved.



"Thank goodness! You're safe!"



"What's happening?"



"Divine vessels invaded the laboratory without warning."



It was as I feared.



"Somehow they penetrated the military air defense network, and even the Constellations didn't detect them. The fire made it impossible to access the upper floor stairs, so we were about to rescue you through the window."



"Don't worry. We'll escort you to where the troops are, even if it costs us our lives."



The soldiers rescued me and the researchers one by one, clearing a path to the first floor.



It wasn't an easy journey. Fires were spreading everywhere. And these weren't ordinary flames—they were otherworldly fires that emitted a clear, lantern-like light.



"Grooooar."



Monsters appeared. Their bodies were charred black like coal. For Darwin-type monsters, they looked surprisingly close to human form.



"We'll hold them back!"



The swordsmen swung their swords, but it wasn't easy. Despite looking brittle enough to crumble at a touch, these creatures were all remarkably tough.



The monsters targeted people without weapons first. There were more researchers than swordsmen. Due to the shortage of hands, Sonia and I joined the fight.



THWACK!



I stabbed the neck of a monster that was trying to maul Angela, then bounced away. The monster was pushed back and got tangled with other monsters.



"Are you okay?"



"Th-thank... you... I'm alive... Rheinland, beside you!"



Another monster lunged at me from the side. I realized my mistake too late.



But in the next moment, another caliper flew through the air and cleaved the monster's head.






"...Not a single hair on the young master will be touched."



Sonia quickly retrieved her caliper and struck down the remaining monsters. Her eyes glowed blue like the moon.



I helped Angela to her feet and then struck down the remaining monsters.



"Those two... are not ordinary."



"Don't you know? That person has been famous as a monster-slaying scientist since the Celestine era. Probably the strongest among all the research staff."



"But why use that instead of a plasma sword?"



What nonsense. Since ancient times, tools have been the ultimate weapons for subduing cosmic monsters.



THWACK!



The last one fell.



"Let's go down!"



We moved according to the swordsman's guidance.



THUMP THUMP.



Ominous noises kept coming from above.



It was the same even as we descended floor after floor. Something massive and unknown was chasing us down.



Everyone heard the sound but pretended not to notice. Fear of the unknown manifested as indifference. Instead, they just quickened their pace.



"We're almost there!"



The swordsman leading the way shouted. Color returned to everyone's faces at that moment.



The swordsmen secured the exit completely in case of emergency. The researchers evacuated outside in an orderly fashion. Everyone looked comical with their soot-covered faces.



"What on earth is happening, waking us up like this..."



The researchers who had been silent until now began to mutter. Relief, anxiety, anger, sadness—various emotions were palpable.



At that moment, the laboratory windows spewed flames one after another from the top down.



The researchers' gazes drifted upward. A common emotion appeared on their faces: despair.



"Ah, the research data!"



"The equipment that was supposed to be loaded onto the recovery ship..."



"What does that matter?"



I raised my voice toward the despairing scientists. Their attention turned to me.



I chuckled at this opportunity. Naturally, everyone started looking at me strangely.



"What's so funny?"



"I'm laughing because you're all alive. Originally, the divine vessels would have tried to kill every one of us at the Recovery Headquarters without exception."



"...!"



"But those things failed. We were all tired and half-asleep at dawn, yet they failed. For minions of an allegedly omnipotent outer god, they're complete idiots, aren't they?"



"When you put it that way..."



"Data can be collected again, and equipment can be replaced with even better ones. I'm just happy that you're all alive right now. As long as you—the scientists—are here, the Federation will not be defeated. So why are you all looking so glum!"



Only then did a new light shine in the researchers' eyes. Despair vanished, replaced by hope.



I briefly discussed with the swordsmen how to deal with the divine vessels inside the building. The unanimous conclusion was to retreat.



"It will be difficult, but let's head to the military base as we are."



Despite the swordsmen's offer to actively protect us, I kept watch at the very back to see if the divine vessel would follow. Far from following, the Recovery Headquarters was collapsing as it was consumed by the inferno.



"...Looks like they're trying to destroy everything."



The papers sacrificed themselves in flames to protect their creators.



***



We encountered a few monsters along the way, but thanks to the swordsmen and Sonia's efforts, we were able to join Naiere's main force without casualties.



Naiere had just finished off two high-ranking divine vessels and was reorganizing her troops. Despite the chaotic situation, she bowed as soon as she saw me.



"I'm sorry. I couldn't come to rescue you."



"No, there were swordsmen at the research facility too. I received help from them, so it's fine."



"Still, I should apologize. I was stuck here and... I'm truly sorry."






Naiere's shoulders drooped. The weight of being the Commander-in-Chief.



I looked around. Groans spread like a plague. Blood droplets from soldiers, scattered with ashes, gave off a fishy metallic smell.



Doctors moved busily. They applied bandages and administered painkillers. Some created makeshift operating tables to stitch wounds. Among them, I saw a familiar face.



"Son."



It was my mother. Come to think of it, unlike my father, she hadn't participated in the Briga defense battle.



Naiere bowed slightly and withdrew. Rezein examined me carefully and then her expression hardened.



"Are you alright? Are you hurt anywhere?"



"Yes. I'm fine."



"You really do perform miracles every time. Mom is proud of you."



"No. I was just lucky."



Mother shook her head.



"Look around you."



"I know the situation is desperate."



"Is that all you feel?"



Just then.



WAAAAAANG!



The alarm signaling the appearance of divine vessels sounded.



Quadcopter drones all took flight at once. Naiere rushed out to assess the situation. Swordsmen who had been resting also got up one by one and charged their swords.



THUMP, THUMP, THUMP.



The dull vibrations shaking the ground made the hair on the back of my neck stand up.



"Five o'clock direction! Fire-type divine vessel approaching!"



"Everyone prepare for battle!" Naiere shouted.



"General Ochrinlek, evacuate Rheinland and all researchers to safety! I'll handle this!"



"Commander, I need to stay here."



"What? No!"



"That thing is targeting me! If I stay with the researchers, it will abandon this place and chase after me. That would cause even more civilian casualties!"



"...Damn it, fine. Two subordinate squads, focus on protecting Eidel von Rheinland and his mother!"



By now, the divine vessel had revealed itself. It literally melted the main gate and fence of the base as it entered.



Its height seemed well over 3 meters, and where its head should be, fire was flowing. Its torso was slender. Its arms and legs were dark and elongated like ebony wood.



A match.



It was a divine vessel that looked like a personified burning match.



The divine vessel swung its long arm. Lantern-like flames spread like blooming flowers, simultaneously destroying all the communicating drones. Sparks flew from the impact.



"...Phosphorus."



Everyone must have felt it.



This was stronger than any divine vessel they had faced before.



"Humans."



It muttered.



"Your research facility has been completely burned down. Now you have no dreams or hope left. Accept death quietly, and I will let you go without pain."



"No dreams or hope? Don't make me laugh."



Naiere pointed her blade at the divine vessel and said:



"As long as we have Eidel von Rheinland, humanity will win this war."



CLICK.



Over a hundred elite swordsmen raised their blades in unison, following her.



Despite the continuous battles, they had not lost their fighting spirit.



"Don't retreat a single step! No matter what happens, we will defeat this thing and defend this place!"
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"Everyone seems to lack awareness of their place."



Phosphorus muttered.



"Hope and despair are separated by the thinnest margin. All those who failed to die in the laboratory will meet their end here. Especially you, Eidel Rheinland—I'll burn your entrails while you're still alive, blacken your flesh, and kill you slowly."



With those words, the incarnation of fire swung its arm, summoning dozens of fireballs. It was the signal that the battle had begun.



"Block them!"



The swordsmen guarding me lowered their swords. Blades collided with flames. The fire, upon hitting the swords, slid like flowing water and traveled up the blades.



Fire spread to the swordsmen's arms. The temperature was high enough to melt their heat-resistant suits.



"Arghhhh!"



"The suits are melting! Don't block—dodge!"



[— 'Rhezein von Rheinland' uses <Fire Suppression>, <Healing>.]



[— Temporary healing effect (+50%) applied to the injured.]



The swordsmen who had been hit by the fireballs groaned painfully. Their ragged breathing gradually stabilized.



"Mother?"



"Son, you haven't forgotten that your mother worked on the southern front for over twenty years, have you?"



Right, that was true. I'd been so distracted by the fire incarnation that I completely forgot my mother was more familiar with these situations than I was.



The original reason my mother married into our family was because she possessed a healing constellation, just like father and Zernya.



That was much more reassuring.



Fire had caught on Sonia's arms and the hem of her skirt. She quickly tore away the fabric from her forearms. I helped her by cutting away the bottom of her skirt with my calipers.



Sonia sighed.



"The clothes you bought me... I treasured them."



"If we survive this, I'll buy you new ones."



"Since you've torn my skirt, I suppose I have no choice but to marry you now."



"Save the jokes for after this is over."



"I'm being serious, though."



"Here it comes!"



We rolled in opposite directions. A pillar of fire erupted from where we had just been standing. We had nearly been roasted alive.



Phosphorus seemed determined to kill me first, continuously throwing fireballs in my direction. These fireballs were the monster's cells. Due to its Darwin-type characteristics, complete organisms and flames were identical in their ability to reproduce rapidly.



"Damn it, our attacks aren't working..."



The attack squad had stabbed their swords into Phosphorus's main body several times, but to no avail. Fire couldn't be cut by conventional methods.



That's right. At least, not by conventional methods.



"Young master."



Sonia whispered, gripping her calipers tightly. I blocked her path and shook my head.



"Don't engage."



"...I'll just hit it with one mental collapse and come back."



"No, we can't show our hand yet."



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' nods.]



"It's not time yet."



The joker card here isn't Naiere but Sonia. We need to deal decisive damage to that thing at a critical or desperate moment.



For now, we focused on dodging and blocking.



While Phosphorus was distracted with me, Captain Naiere positioned herself behind the creature.



"...Your back is exposed."






A blue light flowed from Naiere's body and sword. Her eyes gleamed with intense killing intent.



The state of instantaneous constellation—becoming the star itself.



Stars were the most effective means of cutting through fire, the alpha and omega against outer gods.



[— 'Naiere Clarke' uses <Song of Water>.]



Slash!



With a horizontal strike, Phosphorus's head separated like pudding. Its body staggered.



A water vessel wrapped in starlight appeared. Naiere used her sword like a shovel to scoop the fire incarnation's head into the vessel, then shattered it with a series of strikes.



Crack!



With the sound of a core breaking, Phosphorus fell backward. A heavy vibration was felt first, followed by Naiere landing lightly on the ground.



"...Is it finished?"



"Don't say that line! Ah."



Of course, it wasn't going to fall with just one sword strike.



"That tickled."



Phosphorus got up calmly as if nothing had happened and set its own head on fire. Its bright red head changed to a light orange.



The expressions of the swordsmen, which had briefly filled with hope, hardened. Even Naiere was startled and increased her distance.



"...Could it be a multi-core entity?"



"Yes, this thing has nine cores! We need to break eight more!"



"Oh ho."



Phosphorus tilted its head with interest.



"The Queen's conjecture was correct. To know exactly how many cores I possess—you're certainly not ordinary humans... Or perhaps you weren't human to begin with?"



"What? What nonsense are you spouting?"



There's a reason military manuals warn against conversing with fire incarnations. I knew this, and the swordsmen knew it even better. They ignored the fire incarnation's words and recharged their swords.



I said, "It gets stronger each time we break a core. Be careful!"



"It gets stronger than it already is? It's plenty strong now!"



I was just stating facts the swordsmen needed to know. But I couldn't afford to lower the army's morale.



So instead:



"Once we defeat this thing, the war will be over!"



The only option was to turn despair back into hope.



***



The battle that began at dawn continued until sunrise.



The higher the temperature, the more flames tend toward blue hues. Phosphorus's head now displayed a distinct blue light. The higher temperature meant the fire incarnation had grown that much stronger.



"I didn't expect this. To think you would push me this far."



Seven.



We had destroyed all but two of the nine cores.



The cost was severe—all the EX-class swordsmen had lost consciousness, their fate uncertain, and Naiere could barely hold her sword. Reinforcements had arrived continuously, but they hadn't meaningfully changed the tide of battle.



"I can finally see the end of this tedious fight. Unlike you primitive beings, I barely understand the concept of fatigue."



Mother had fainted from ether depletion. I too was creaking at the joints from acting as bait.



Our opponent still had two lives remaining. Moreover, it had grown stronger than before. Meanwhile, we had lost most of our fighting force.



"It's been a while since I've been pushed this far. When was the last time? When I fought Stern's forces? Matonica was truly formidable. We nearly killed each other."



Phosphorus pulled something from its chest.






"Anyway, I don't want to have such an experience twice. The conditions are right, so I'll use this."



Despite having anticipated it, I couldn't believe my eyes.



Virgo the Virgin.



A crystal containing the "Fragment of Sacrifice" was in Phosphorus's hand.



"You look surprised. Understandable. After all, the constellation that represents your hope is right here."



"...So that's why. That's how you were able to descend to this planet without triggering the military alert system."



"Yes, that's right. Just possessing it has the effect of disguising one from constellations. What a convenient item, isn't it? And at crucial moments, I can use it like a limb."



Phosphorus crushed the crystal into its head. The starlight was devoured by flames and blazed with a pitch-black color.



[— The 'Fragment of Sacrifice' screams in agony.]



A mere fire incarnation controlling a constellation, and one of the 12 houses at that. This should have been impossible.



But Phosphorus was Queen Aurora's direct subordinate. In terms of pure power, it was closer to an outer god than a fire incarnation.



Moreover, judging by the crystal's irregular polyhedron shape, it had clearly undergone special processing.



[— 'Phosphorus' weaves <Maiden's Loom> through the 'Fragment of Sacrifice'.]



Maiden's Loom.



A skill that uses the surrounding space as a spinning wheel to draw out and fire a thread filled with ether. It's one of Virgo's most powerful techniques. It was also the technique that the previous user, Rasella, had used when she fought fire incarnations to mutual destruction.



The reason this technique is so formidable is simple.



Once caught in the thread's trajectory, you can't move at all.



Snap!



My solar plexus and Phosphorus's head were connected.



"Ugh!"



The thread fired at a speed that far transcended human reflexes. Before I could even perceive it, the line had pierced my chest.



[— 'Phosphorus' prepares <White Phosphorus Incendiary>.]



[— 10 seconds until casting.]



My future sight revealed one fact.



At this rate, I would burn to death, starting from my chest and spreading throughout my body.



"Finally, the end. It's been long."



"Rheinland! You dare—!!"



"Yes, I like that expression."



Naiere, on the verge of collapse, contorted her face. She squeezed out her last ether to deliver a sword strike.



Whoosh!



Phosphorus easily jumped up to avoid it. The main body's speed was immeasurably fast. It was a completely different entity from when we first encountered it.



[— 5 seconds remaining until casting.]



Death was at the threshold.



The way to overcome this situation...



"Sonia! Now!"



"I know!"



[— <Mental Destruction>, <Intelligence Weakening>, <Total Cognitive Failure>, <Collapse>]



Whirr!



The calipers flew through the air. It moved at a speed rivaling the operation of <Maiden's Loom>.



Before Phosphorus could exhale a full breath, the blade of the calipers fiercely pierced the fire incarnation's head.
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In the air, there's nowhere to dodge. Naiere's attack created an opening, and Callipers followed through, piercing Phosphorus's head.



Phosphorus plummeted. The sound of a core shattering echoed. The flame of the divine vessel extinguished once more.



[— Effect of "Maiden's Loom" has been released.]



Ping!



A sound like a guitar string snapping.



I wiped my chest and breathed heavily.



"I... I survived."



My heart pounded wildly. My vision blurred. What kind of show was I putting on in a place like this? Observing myself, watching my surroundings. And then.



I looked up at the sky. The sun had risen long ago.



Through the dreary clouds, orbital descent ships were visible. Our allies who had gone to save the Briga planetary system were returning after a month.



"Reinforcements are coming! Just hold on a little longer!"



I shouted toward Naiere. But I had forgotten one crucial fact.



Thud.



After delivering her final sword strike, Naiere had completely collapsed from exhaustion. Due to Aether depletion, she was no longer in any condition to fight.



Whoosh.



Purple flames rose from the divine vessel's head.



"...How annoying."



A heat unlike anything before. My throat felt parched. It was like standing in the middle of a desert.



"Was that a mental attack just now? I felt like I became an idiot for a moment."



Phosphorus made a chuckling sound.



"Let me tell you something interesting. Having multiple cores is synonymous with having multiple entities. Even if you used a mental attack on me earlier, it doesn't apply to me now."



"..."



Damn it, this is bad.



"Oh? You didn't know this fact?"



How could I have known? When Ireh defeated this bastard, the whereabouts of Virgo's fragments were completely unknown. Cartesia's help certainly didn't exist then.



"Well... it doesn't matter to me."



"...!"



The next moment.



I only blinked once, but Phosphorus was already right in front of me.



Teleportation.



By the time I tried to react, it was far too late.



[— 'Phosphorus' weaves "Maiden's Loom" through 'Fragment of Sacrifice'.]



"It's over."



Pik!



The sound of thread being inserted.



I squeezed my eyes shut, then opened them.



But contrary to my expectations, nothing was connected to my body.



Instead, what I felt was some force pushing me away.



When I came to my senses, Sonia had collapsed in front of me.



A long thread extended from her back.



"Young master..."



"...Sonia?"



I couldn't believe my eyes.



"Different entities means the cooling time for reusing techniques is also reset. This Loom thing or whatever it is could originally only be used once a month, right?"



"You bastard...!"



"Now that's a good expression to see. It seems this metal woman was your weakness, which is surprising. That she was also a divine vessel, that she received power from the Mother, yet was no match for me at all. Well, it's meaningless now."



[— 'Phosphorus' casts "White Phosphorus Incendiary".]



10 seconds.



I needed to shatter the core within that time.



Without hesitation, I leaped toward Phosphorus.



But my opponent was a powerful divine vessel in its final phase, and I was neither Rustila nor Ireh.



With a single gesture from Phosphorus, a fireball flew toward me. The flame hit the tip of my Callipers, bending my wrist. The sensation of ligaments stretching made my hand lose strength.



"What do you think you can do when you're just a weak human?"



A shadow loomed over me.



It was a massive scythe wrapped in embers.



At this rate, I would be cut down and killed.



I was frustrated. The fact that against truly strong opponents, I was nothing.



It was then that Sonia pushed me away.



"Sonia!"



A curtain of flames swept through where I had been standing. Sonia's clothes caught fire. She grew more distant beyond the flames. I shouted several times, but her reply was:






"It has been an honor to serve you all this time."



"Sonia——!!"



"Young master... you must survive."



The image of a woman smiling sadly imprinted on my retina.



Flames following the thread line engulfed Sonia completely.



***



Rustila and her companions, who were about to return after concluding their operations in the Briga planetary system, received grim news.



The Pastel planetary system was currently under attack by a powerful divine vessel, the situation was extremely urgent, and they requested immediate support. Their ominous premonition had become reality.



Rustila, Zernya, and Ireh all felt as if their hearts might stop.



The three women conversed while aboard an orbital descent ship heading toward the Pastel planetary system.



"I hope Eidel is safe..."



"Surely nothing bad has happened? He'll be fine. You know what kind of person he is."



"..."



When the three women arrived, they witnessed the entire city engulfed in flames.



Monsters and divine vessels were rampaging, major facilities including research centers and hospitals had collapsed, and the military was dysfunctional. Surviving citizens fled in chaos.



"Colonel Rheinland!"



A deep male voice. Rustila turned her head. It was Major General Wolfgang, her temporary superior. He was a veteran soldier who had served long on the southern front.



"I'll form a special detachment for you to move out first. Go down there, do your best to rescue citizens, and if you spot a divine vessel, neutralize it with top priority. Understood?"



"Yes, sir."



She responded impassively on the outside. Inside, she was rotting with worry.



"He's alive. He's alive. Of course... he's my husband."



Zernya was equally anxious. She tried to think positively by giving herself affirmations. Both wives took deep breaths gradually.



Ironically, Ireh was the most restless of all.



Click, click.



Ireh bit her nails. She also chewed her lips. Her shoulders wouldn't stop trembling at the sight of the scorched research facilities.



If Eidel were dead, then what would happen to everything? Would this world once again fall to destruction at the hands of foreign gods?



She was afraid.



Not of death, but of the fact that she might never see him again—a fear that shook her to the bone.



"Zernya, Sister Ireh! You're both coming with me, right?"



"Why ask something so obvious?"



"Huh? Oh! Let's move, right now!"



Rustila began the search accompanied by dozens of elite swordsmen. The swordsmen split into squads with communication equipment to rescue citizens.



While they searched the outskirts, the three women headed directly to Naiere's unit. If Eidel was alive, that's where he would most likely have taken refuge. Because Naiere was there.



The group finally arrived and witnessed the devastation.



Burning military facilities. The smell of burning human flesh they had encountered several times in the Briga planetary system. Mutilated and burned corpses of monsters and people scattered everywhere. Smoke gently rising.



And there.



One divine vessel that appeared to be the culprit of this incident, and a man and woman being attacked by that divine vessel.



"That, that's..."



Ireh immediately recognized the divine vessel's form and gritted her teeth.



Phosphorus.



It was him.



However, it seemed he had brought other strong divine vessels as well. Otherwise, this scale of damage wouldn't make sense. The sacrifices of soldiers who had been forced into continuous attrition battles flashed before their eyes.



But it wasn't too late. Though he seemed to be on the defensive, Eidel was still alive. Sonia, his personal android, was with him as well.



'Ah, thank you. Stars above, thank you truly...'



Ireh prayed inwardly as she summoned her Holy Spirit Gun. Rustila also charged her sword by planting it into the ground.



And in the next moment, the three of them clearly saw it.



"Young master... you must survive."



With those words, Sonia's form was consumed by flames.



All three lost their composure.



They all had friendships with Sonia. Even if she was an android, spending time together naturally creates bonds.



It was hard to believe what they were seeing.



They all felt a heaviness in their hearts. It was like losing a longtime comrade. Especially seeing Eidel's expression made it worse.



"Damn it...!"



There was no time to think deeply. At this rate, Eidel would clearly be the next target.



"Eidel!"



The three women rushed in immediately.



***



"This has turned completely black. Becoming soot like this, doesn't it resemble those foreign gods from Descartes' side? A fitting end, I'd say."



It felt like my head had been split with an axe.



"Still, something feels lacking. It's not like I burned something truly alive. The burning smell lacks elegance, shall we say."






There was no time to grieve.



The next attack would follow.



If I died here, I wouldn't be able to face Sonia or anyone else who sacrificed themselves to protect me.



I gritted my teeth.



"...Cartesia."



[— 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' bestows <Mental Stability>, <Composure>, and <Fatigue Resilience> upon you.]



["Focus on survival, youngster."]



I dodged Phosphorus's attack. My joints seemed to scream from accumulated fatigue. My body didn't feel like my own.



Think.



How to defeat this damned divine vessel.



The conclusion came quickly.



I can't win.



Even Ireh couldn't defeat Phosphorus with his purple flames alone. Some enemies were so strong that they had to be confined in spaceships and thrown toward stars to finish them off.



At the very least, Rustila would be needed to face him.



As I glanced at my status window, a message appeared.



[— Effect of 'Great Triangle (Lv.9)' is being applied.]



Ah, they've finally arrived.



Reinforcements.



Swoosh!



A fierce blade attack pierced Phosphorus's flank. Phosphorus evaded with a short-range leap. But that wasn't the end. The curved trajectory followed him like a guided missile.



[— 'Rustila von Rheinland' uses "Sword Maiden's Meteor".]



A swarm of stars pierced through the divine vessel's body.



"Ugh!"



He groaned for almost the first time.



That wasn't the end.



[— 'Ireh Hazlen' uses "Unerring Bullet".]



Following that, two pairs of white spirals pierced Phosphorus's head in the blink of an eye. However, they couldn't destroy the core. Being his last life, its defense was the strongest.



"Eidel!"



"Darling!"



"...del!"



Rustila, Zernya, Ireh.



Faces I hadn't seen in a month.



"Darling! Darling!"



While Rustila and Ireh bombarded Phosphorus with attacks, Zernya ran to me and examined my body.



"I'm sorry we're late. Where are you hurt?"



"I'm fine, the others first..."



"The interruptions never end!"



Phosphorus raised his voice.



"These three females, are they all your mates? Perfect timing. You need to experience more despair. I'll cleanly burn these bitches into smoke first."



"...What did you just say?"



"I said I'll burn these three cleanly to death just like that metal piece earlier. Yes, that's the look!"



Phosphorus twisted his body. In less than a second, he vanished from my sight.



He was behind us. The bastard was positioned behind Zernya, about to swing down a scythe wrapped in flames.



"First, one bitch."



"Ah..."



She was completely defenseless.



Judging by the scythe's length, there was no way to dodge. I reflexively embraced Zernya to protect her. Next, I needed to find a position to roll to... damn it. Everywhere I looked with <Future Sight> showed only blade attacks.



In this critical moment.



Clang!



A metallic sound erupted right in front of us.



Phosphorus's scythe was blocked. He staggered.



"What is this...!"



It wasn't Rustila's sword, nor Ireh's holy bullet. Certainly not my Callipers. What blocked Phosphorus's attack was another Callipers.



The Callipers that Sonia had been carrying.



Phosphorus quickly stepped back, showing his displeasure. Someone was standing in the direction he was facing.



"...What? How can you still move after being burned by my white phosphorus?"



A body blackened by fire. A torso that was increasingly crumbling. Barely recognizable in outline. Despite this, somehow her navy blue hair had regrown.



She opened her mouth, but seeing that only smoke came out instead of words, she responded telepathically.



["Because I am of a different caliber than you, flame-head."]



Her eyes emitted a cold blue light.
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Sonia thought she had lived a fairly satisfying life. Though she regretted never being able to be with the young master in the end, she had been able to assist him as far as her strength allowed.



"Was that really enough?"



Perhaps.



If only the young master would live.



"You didn't even utilize a tenth of my power. If you had fought properly, you would have won by an overwhelming margin."



Even if that were true, it was already too late.



Combat wasn't something where victory could be determined by power alone.



Phosphorus was a veteran avatar who had crossed the line between life and death numerous times. The quantity and quality of experience were different.



She had given everything, and the outcome had been decided.



Now, she only needed to accept death.



"...I have no choice then."



Sonia's consciousness faded.



Yet her body continued to move.



***



With the atmosphere flipping like the back of a hand, Phosphorus doubted his own senses.



Whether he truly existed. Whether he possessed an independent self. Why he was here doing this. He couldn't even tell if the thoughts he was having were truly his own.



'Descartes.'



Creeak, creak.



The black figure stretched its body.



The sound of friction from the moving parts was clear enough to confirm that her body was definitely damaged, but she showed no sign of it.



Rather.



'She's smiling?'



The woman had the corner of her mouth turned up.



A chilling killing intent emanated from her piercing eyes.



As she passed by Eidel and Zernya, she spoke.



"Stand back, youngster."



"Cartesia...?"



"I believe I told you not to casually speak my true name."



Cartesia.



That name was famous among the outer gods.



And now she stood before Phosphorus, borrowing the body of an avatar.



"How..."



This made no sense.



"...How can a being of Descartes control machines?"



Perhaps she was a hybrid of Maxwell's lineage, or maybe she had been hiding some special ability all along. Come to think of it, the very idea that Descartes could use inanimate objects as avatars was nonsensical to begin with.



Cartesia did not answer that question.



Instead.



Crack.



"...!"



Phosphorus couldn't move his body.



It wasn't a physical restraint or binding. It felt as though the neural pathways controlling movement had been completely blocked for some reason.



His mind was being controlled.



Tap, twirl.



Cartesia kicked the fallen calipers on the floor, bringing them up, then grabbed and twirled them in her hand. She wore a satisfied smile.



"For a broken body, it moves better than expected."



Dangerous.



Making that assessment, Phosphorus converted his entire body into flames. The spreading fire circled behind Cartesia. He recalled his objective. Everything would end if he just killed Eidel von Rheinland.



'He might be clever, but his physical body is weak. If I can land just one proper attack...'



His thoughts went no further.



The vertically plunging calipers pierced Phosphorus's core.






The core was caught between the blades. Phosphorus's consciousness flickered.



Cartesia struck the core as if playing golf. Phosphorus, consciousness and all, flew dozens of meters. He only stopped after colliding with the outer wall of a building that was still burning.



Rumble.



The building's outer wall collapsed.



"Kuhurgh!"



He didn't even know what had happened.



Not just Zernya, but even Rustila and Ireh with their quick dynamic vision couldn't accurately see what had happened to Phosphorus.



In the brief moment while dust was flying, Rustila cautiously approached Cartesia.



"You... aren't Sonia."



"..."



"...You're an outer god?"



"You're a woman of few words."



Cartesia pointed her weapon at Rustila. Rustila didn't back down. Instead, she kept her sword pointed toward where Phosphorus was while making direct eye contact with Cartesia.



"Now that I hear your voice, I'm certain."



The additional effect of the Grand Triangle. The mental power values of humans within a certain radius are integrated.



Since Eidel's mental power value was "immeasurable," Rustila could now have a normal conversation with Cartesia.



"You... aren't a bad one."



"Stop with the nonsense and take good care of that youngster."



"See?"



All constellations are good and all outer gods are evil.



That's what she had been taught all along.



But textbooks aren't always right.



The world doesn't always follow such orthodox patterns. Among the many outer gods in the world, you can find eccentrics like this one.



Though she still didn't understand why she was watching Eidel's back.



"Fight with me."



"You're a strange one. Interesting. Do couples really grow to resemble each other?"



Cartesia snorted.



"Sorry, but this is already over."



"...What?"



Patter.



The purple flame that had been hit by rubble blazed fiercely. Phosphorus, having recovered his original form, stood up. The flames spread like bacteria, consuming the surroundings.



"That thing is still alive...!"



"Even so, it's nothing but a house of cards."



Phosphorus staggered.



"You damn... half-baked outer god!"



Phosphorus charged forward like a runaway steam locomotive. His movement appeared very fast to Rustila, and almost like teleportation to the others.



Only Cartesia read all his movements.



Clang——!!



The calipers and scythe met, spitting out a metallic sound.



Cartesia deflected the attack like flowing water. The calipers slid up along the blade of the scythe.



Phosphorus thought his opponent was aiming for the core in his head. So he pulled his head back and activated the "Eruption" skill. It was a technique that spewed flames forward. He judged that with luck, he might even burn Eidel behind her.



But right after making that judgment, what Phosphorus saw was not Cartesia burning in flames, but a high, clear sky.



"This is...!"



"Figured it out?"



"Thought Delay."



An advanced technique that only higher-level gods among the Descartes lineage could use.



Phosphorus finally realized.



He had been defeated from the start.



The core of a Darwin lineage avatar is a vessel that holds consciousness. An avatar without a core has no intelligence. An avatar without intelligence is nothing but a mindlessly strong monster.



Cartesia understood this principle, and therefore could have destroyed his core at any time if she wanted to.






If he had wanted to live, he should have fled as soon as he sensed something was wrong.



"...Huh."



A stupid sound escaped his lips.



Crack.



Belatedly, as his core shattered, Phosphorus's consciousness rose to some distant place, then scattered.



Thud.



At the same time, Sonia collapsed. Cartesia's possession had ended.



"Sonia!"



Eidel rushed over in confusion and embraced Sonia. Unfortunately, she was barely recognizable.



Looking down at Sonia, then up at the sky, then lowering his head again.



A quiet rain began to fall.



Rustila and Zernya couldn't say anything. They had witnessed her sacrifice firsthand. Rustila rarely whispered to Zernya.



"To save her master and then leave..."



"Not her master. The person she loved."



"What do you... mean?"



"Come to think of it, you didn't know? That android loved our husband. As an intelligent being, not a robot. She didn't follow the android's prime directive of 'always being devoted to the master,' but rather, she learned love and chose to sacrifice herself instead of her master."



Rustila's mouth gaped open.



That's when it happened.



"Cough, cough! I'm, I'm alive...!"



The third fragment of Virgo.



It was the Fragment of Sacrifice. She gasped for breath as she frantically undid the chains of fire binding the outer god. Her eyes met Rustila's.



"You are...?"



"Oh, you...?"



"You're the Fragment of Virgo, aren't you?"



"I, I finally found you. I found my master!"



Sacrifice clung to Rustila and then, upon meeting her sisters, sobbed loudly. She briefly explained the arduous process she had been through.



"That's how Queen Aurora separated us and sealed us in crystals!"



"Then, what about the youngest? What happened to the youngest?"



"Probably in the Queen's hands..."



"I understand for now. I'm just glad you're back."



The Fragment of Sacrifice contracted with Rustila without further words. It was an unexpected windfall. Now Rustila was just one fragment away from having them all.



It was then that the Fragment of Sacrifice sighed.



"I saw everything from the beginning. I don't know what to say... it's so frustrating. Being controlled by an avatar. I really am foolish, aren't I?"



"No, you were trapped in the crystal. You were caught in a defenseless state, so it couldn't be helped."



"...Both your predecessor and you are good people."



The Fragment of Sacrifice turned her gaze to Eidel. He was silently stroking Sonia's head.



"Are you Eidel von Rheinland?"



"...Yes."



"I've heard you're humanity's hero. One who has saved countless lives..."



"I couldn't even save everyone here."



Eidel scanned his surroundings. Zernya had pulled out triage tags to separate the dead from the severely injured. With each black tag being torn off, Eidel let out a hollow laugh.



"...I have something to offer as an apology."



The Fragment of Sacrifice raised her arm and opened her hand. A warm-looking starlight flowed from her fingertips.



[— 'Fragment of Sacrifice' uses "Restoration."]



Restoration.



It was her unique skill that returned people or beings to their state before they suffered misfortune.



The starlight that spread into the air descended upon people, healing their burns and scars.



Even Sonia, who had been blackened, regained her fair skin. Though the skill couldn't restore clothes, leaving her naked.



"Originally, this technique was meant to save young women who lost their purity through unfortunate events. But the essence lies in sacrifice. For those who, willingly or unwillingly, gave up or had their rights taken away by others... I can bestow this blessing."



The Fragment of Sacrifice bowed her head in respect.
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Eidel asked with a hopeful voice.



"So everyone can return to their original state?"



["Only their physical appearance will change. I can't bring back those who have already died."]



"What about androids?"



["Androids... I'm not sure about that either."]



Eidel took off his coat and put it on Sonia. Then he laid her down on a bench some distance away.



Soon after, reinforcements and medical personnel arrived. Zernya and Rustila were conflicted but had to leave to do their work.



Eidel also checked on the injured and then sat down carelessly on the bench.



The only person remaining by his side was Ireh.



"......"



Awkward.



The atmosphere was beyond chilly—it was practically digging a tunnel underground.



It wasn't usually this bad.



Rather, the atmosphere was typically warm, with Eidel being very considerate toward Ireh.



But right now, Eidel had eyes that looked like he would kill anyone who disturbed his mood even slightly.



Nevertheless.



"...del."



She had to speak.



"Thank you... for staying alive."



"......"



"I don't usually say things like this, but I was scared you might die and leave me behind. I wondered if I'd be left alone again, if this world would end too. Now that I don't have the regression ability anymore, I was thinking what I would do if you disappeared from this world... Huh?"



Ireh's shirt was gradually getting wet. Without realizing it, she had started crying.



"Ahaha. W-why am I doing this?"



She was bewildered.



Especially since she had hardly ever cried in recent iterations, no matter how difficult things got.



Perhaps new buds had sprouted on her worn-out emotions.



Unable to understand herself, Ireh covered her mouth and stifled her voice.



After a while, Eidel slowly turned his head.



Ireh shrank her shoulders at his cold gaze.



"...You don't need to worry. I'm in a position where I can't die even if I want to."



"What... does that mean?"



"You just placed a curse on me. You said you're afraid of me dying first. It means that there might not be any more world-lines where you and I can intersect except this one. Am I wrong in my assumption?"



Ireh remained silent. She just nodded.



"So you are a curse. A curse that prevents me from leaving this world."



"Ah...."



"I'm sorry. I've only been saying things that might upset you. Do I look scary right now?"



"No... well, a little."



Eidel rubbed his face. He stroked the head of the soundly sleeping Sonia and calmed his ragged breathing.



"Actually, I'm not sure if I could survive the outer gods without you either. Just recently, Rustila almost died at the hands of Shamplawie, and if she died, I would soon be in danger too."



"So we're the same curse to each other."



Ireh was secretly happy.



Because.



"If we're curses to each other, then that's basically the same as being blessings to each other."



"...What do you mean?"



"It means we can cherish each other more. I can't do without you, and you can't do without me."



"...Haha."



Eidel finally relaxed his expression. Just as Ireh was feeling relieved at the sight.






"Was that just now a proposal?"



"What?"



Ireh jumped up from her seat. She frantically waved her hands.



"Don't say things like that when you're married. I don't intend to date or marry anyone anyway. I just want this universe not to collapse while we're alive... That's right, I meant we need each other as partners in our work!"



"I know. You seemed tense, so I was just joking."



Eidel nodded lightly. Ireh sat back down after calming her pounding heart.



Eidel muttered.



"...Even if you had proposed, I would have refused."



"Ah, right."



What was this?



The conversation had ended normally, but why did she feel this lingering discomfort?



Just then.



"Ugh."



Sonia, who had been using Eidel's lap as a pillow, woke up with a low groan.



From a machine's perspective, she had rebooted; from a human perspective, she had regained consciousness.



Eidel silently looked down at Sonia. In his eyes, anxiety, unease, and a glimmer of hope flashed and disappeared.



After a brief silence, the android spoke.



"Nice to meet you."



The Sonia everyone knew was now gone.





***





"License number confirmed. I have verified that you are my user. Please set my name now."



"Sonia."



"Sonia... that's a nice name. It means 'wisdom.' I will cherish it until you command me to change it. Next is software and module settings. What purpose would you like to use me for?"



"Family, or someone I want to trust."



"I'm sorry, but I am an android. While I may be close to a person, I must be distinguished from the human domain. There are laws regarding this—would you like to see them?"



With that one statement, it became certain.



Sonia was dead.



All her data had been initialized.



It was unclear whether it was due to the effect of Phosphorus burning Sonia, or if she had been inevitably formatted during Virgo's restoration process.



However, it was already in the past, and the primary cause clearly lay with Phosphorus.



"I've confirmed that there's an applied combat model in the special module set. Would you like to install this module?"



"Install it."



"Installation complete. I'll read you the relevant precautions. According to the principles of robotics, we androids are strictly prohibited from using violence against other androids or humans unless absolutely necessary. If an android violates this protocol, it will immediately be classified as defective..."



"There's an exception. If you judge that I've done something wrong, hit me without mercy."



"Let me mention an additional clause just in case. If you're interested in the sex industry, especially SM play, this combat model is not suitable for use. In such cases, I strongly recommend installing a sexual module separately..."



"I'm asking you to hit me for disciplinary purposes."



"Understood. Next, please tell me your name and how you'd like to be addressed."



"Eidel von Rheinland. Just call me Eidel."



"Understood, Eidel."



With that, the basic settings were complete.



Sonia was originally a multipurpose android, so she could be used by changing parts and modules as needed.



The rest she would learn by observing and learning as she lived with me.



Oh, come to think of it.



"Cartesia. Cartesia?"



"...Would you like to change my name to Cartesia?"



"No, no. You're Sonia. From now on, always Sonia."






"Understood."



It was strange.



Cartesia, who used Sonia as her avatar, wasn't responding at all.



I couldn't hear any telepathic messages in my head either.



[─ The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' is currently unavailable to chat with you.]



Seeing this message, she must still be there.



Well, it's not like it's the first time Cartesia has ignored me. Except when she takes interest and speaks to me first, we hardly ever converse.



I clicked my tongue and gave Sonia an order.



"From now on, don't leave my side."



"I have been assigned exclusively to you. I will always remain within 5 meters of you except in unavoidable circumstances or when ordered otherwise by you, Eidel."



I nodded weakly.



In a way, it was just an android being reset, but I felt uneasy.



"What kind of clothes would you like to wear?"



"Well, I..."



Sonia carefully examined my clothes and looked through the wardrobe before picking out an outfit. It was a white shirt with black slacks.



"For now, I'll wear the same as you, Eidel. As time passes, my preferences will become more established."



Wearing a sweatshirt, Sonia strongly resembled other androids who worked as personal assistants.



But I still see overlaps with her maid outfit from before.



Yesterday.



Just yesterday, Sonia was precious to me.



But as she lost all her data, I too had to gradually forget her.



Unless I found a special method, we would have to rebuild our relationship from scratch.



What makes a person a person is not the body but the mind.



"Eidel, are you sad?"



"No, not particularly."



"It shows in your expression. I don't know why, but if something is troubling you, please share it with me. Keeping it bottled up could lead to bigger problems."



"It's fine. I'm just tired."



"Do you have work to handle? I'll help divide the tasks within my capabilities."



At that moment, I remembered that I had once used Sonia as a research graphics card.



After moving my research headquarters to another location because the city with the original headquarters was half-destroyed, I ordered Sonia to perform graphic calculations the next day.



"It's difficult work, but I'll do my best."



And Sonia carried out my orders without complaint.



A day quickly passed as I worked to recover lost research data.



"How was your day today?"



"You do difficult work, Eidel. I respect that. I will also work harder to be of help to you."



How would the original Sonia have responded?



- Damn it. Please save me.



- Robots have rights too. Pay me.



- Young master.



I laughed involuntarily.



Right, there's no way she could recover her memories from something like this. She's not even human.



Still, I'll continue with my main work while trying to find a way to recover the lost data.



Until she calls me "young master" again.





***





[─ Notice: Recovering damaged data from the 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity'.]



[─ Progress: 0.0000001%]





Chapter 263 - Unforgettable Memory (2)



After successfully defending the Briga planetary system and defeating Phosphorus's special forces, the Queen's Army's attacks noticeably decreased.



Of course, the Pastel planetary system had suffered considerable damage.



But with Naiere still alive, their core military strength remained intact.



Additionally, my mother and most of the scientists at the Aether Belt Restoration Headquarters had survived.



In conclusion, the research team hadn't been disbanded.



I remained in the Pastel planetary system to handle the aftermath. They say that as soon as news spread that I hadn't died, military morale shot through the roof.



"I bet there's only one person feeling down right now—you."



Seti, who had been reprimanding me, suddenly said this.



"What are you talking about?"



"It's written all over your face. You're in a bad mood."



"It's because there's no solution..."



"Isn't it much better now than before?"



"Better? Hardly."



"Think about it. What was this world like before you showed up? People dying and going insane at every turn. Entire planets collapsing was nothing unusual. Compared to then, we're in a hopeful time now."



I scratched my head.



Maybe it was because I had just returned from attending the funeral for the elite swordsmen and meeting their bereaved families, but my shoulders felt especially heavy today.



Not only their deaths, but Sonia's situation was also unfortunate.



Sonia couldn't remember anything, including the fact that she had protected me.



I tried various methods to help her recover her memories, but nothing worked.



It's just one android, so why did it make me feel so bitter?



"I know it's tough. But you've shown us so much. You've shown that even insignificant humans can stand against outer gods. You're in a position where you can't afford to collapse."



"...Seti."



My sister's words were logical. They were also a plea. In a world where even constellations were manipulated by outer gods, where humans could no longer hold faith due to scientific advancement, humans had no choice but to believe in and rely on other humans.



That's why I needed to endure, she was saying.



Seti stepped closer to me. Her golden eyes, symbolic of the Rheinland family, reflected my pitiful state.



"Cheer up. You need to recover my sunken stocks."



"Alright... what?"



"As soon as rumors of your death spread, the gradually recovering stock prices all plummeted. Even with the God of Wealth and Investment, the prediction was too late. Ah, thinking about it makes me angry again! My money. What are you going to do about my money!"



Seti grabbed my collar and shook me vigorously.



Ah, damn it.



I was a fool to expect sympathy from my own sister.



No matter how much my sister shook me, only scraps of research papers and a few strands of hair fell from my body.



Seti threw me onto a makeshift bed and proceeded to give me a full-body massage.



"Ow! My leg! It hurts! I said it hurts!"



"It's all your fault! What about my money! You have to compensate me!"



"Why should I? You're the one who invested!"



"If I lose money, your salary gets cut too. Got it?"



"That makes no sense. I think it's time to reestablish the hierarchy..."



"Ow, ow, ow! Brother! My head! The spot where I hit the corner of the tablet seven years ago feels like it's going to crack!"



Sonia watched our fight in real-time. She could only fret and plead with us not to fight.



Seti showed me her trading account details while wailing. Seeing that she had lost trillions on "Eidel theme stocks," I began to understand why she was hitting me so hard. Wow, that money could fund several research projects.



Eventually, my sister managed to knock me down and take a mount position.



That's when Rustila walked in.



"Eidel, I got special leave today and came to—!"



Her eyes narrowed.



"Zernya. I'm pretty sure I told you not to monopolize Eidel when I'm not around."



"Haa, haa, you bi— Oh, sis. You're here?"






"Huh?"



"...Why?"



I had forgotten one fact.



From behind, Seti looked identical to Zernya.



It took less than three seconds for Rustila's face to fill with shock.



"You, you two, what were you trying to do?"



"Ah, sis! Wait! This is a misunderstanding! Don't go, listen to me! Wait, don't leave! It's a misunderstanding...! Ah shit! Fuck! Fuck! Fuuuuck!!"



I pushed the struggling Seti aside and got up with difficulty.



"Sister, calm down. Mind your language, it's vulgar."



"Is swearing the issue right now? You started this, and now I look like a crazy woman too! What are we going to do about this?"



"How is this my fault? You started it first!"



"This all happened because you almost died, so you started it first!"



"You really talk nonsense."



"It's not nonsense, it's the truth. You only see your one and only sister as an ATM!"



"But I'm using that money to protect the world!"



"Yes! That's why I'm telling you to cheer up! Earn your keep!"



Sonia, who had been fretting, stepped between us.



"Master Eidel, Miss Seti. I think you should go after her and explain first."



"Ugh, damn it."



Seti and I went outside the lab to find Rustila.



Rustila was huddled in the break room. We explained our ordinary sibling dynamics and comforted her.



"Really?"



"Really, I'm telling you."



"I thought you two had become the worst kind of people."



"Well, my brother used to be the worst kind of person."



The misunderstanding was finally resolved.



When we returned to the office, Sonia tapped my shoulder.



"Sonia?"



"This is a reprimand. While it's good that you play with your sister, I request that you prioritize your dignity as someone in an important position."



"That didn't hurt much for a reprimand..."



"If you were to get seriously injured, it would all be my responsibility. I have a legal obligation to protect you as your personal assistant."



"You're being so formal."



Sonia just bowed her head.



In the past, she would have beaten me senseless.



Would her memories ever return?



At that moment, Seti sprawled out on the bed.



"What are you doing?"



"I'm going to stay here for a while."



"You're saying crazy things so casually, sister. This is my lab."



"You're using such casual expressions with your sister, brother."



Seti, still lying on the bed, opened a screen.



Click.



She took a photo of herself making a V-sign while lying down, with me standing behind her like a prop. She uploaded the photo to social media with a brief caption.



[Living with this idiot until the war ends. (#hashtag: Pastel Planetary System)]



How touching.



As soon as the post went up, comments flooded in. Out of curiosity, I checked the stock charts on a random exchange.






Needless to say, the stock prices were fluctuating wildly.



[Go long and hold tight!!!!]

[What? He almost died but isn't evacuating from Pastel?]

[Is Seti a goddess? Is Seti a goddess? Is Seti a goddess? Is Seti a goddess?]

[Stop talking about going long lol. Don't they know staying there means eventual death?]

[Their very existence moves markets]



There were both expectations and concerns.



But the expectations seemed to be winning. The proof was the rising market.



This was the opposite of what I had expected. I thought the stock would fall since having Seti in Pastel would increase the risk, but it didn't.



"Why is this happening?"



"What do you think money is?"



"Research funding."



"Ugh, you're such an idiot."



Seti sighed.



"Money is trust. It's belief. The belief that humanity will win this war is reflected in rising stock prices."



"What are they believing in?"



"They believe in you."



"...Hmm."



"Just know this one thing. People are less rational than you think."



People are not rational.



That's true.



Yet the reason we try to maintain rationality is because humans themselves know well the destructive power of emotions and feelings.



I set aside my worries about the fallen soldiers and Sonia for a moment.



Right now, the best thing I could do was direct research, hoping for peace in this city.



***



After lightly reprimanding Eidel, Sonia felt a strange sensation.



The feeling of hitting him seemed familiar.



It was as if she had done this before.



She tried searching her memory banks, but found nothing. She had only known Eidel von Rheinland for a few dozen hours.



"Troop replenishment, research facility expansion... there's a mountain of work."



"Want help?"



"I'd appreciate it."



"Most problems can be solved with money. We can bring in the Eastern Frontier Army as mercenaries, and for the research facility... the research for the Aether Belt restoration equipment is complete, right?"



"Yes, we were manufacturing it when everything was destroyed."



"The scientists are still alive, so with enough budget, we can rebuild. I'll cover this one specially."



"And survival bonuses for the scientists too, while you're at it."



"Ha, you scoundrel. Fine."



"You promise?"



"I said fine, didn't I?"



Sonia was surprised.



Unlike her first impression, Eidel and Seti seemed to get along extremely well.



Fighting yet not fighting, hostile yet not hostile. Despite it all, their affection for each other was clear.



Curious, she connected to the internet and searched for related information.



Family, siblings, love-hate relationship.



They were family and siblings, but Sonia's experience wasn't enough to accurately understand this kind of bond.



If people get along well, shouldn't they avoid fighting?



For now, Sonia decided to learn that such relationships exist.



That's when Eidel spoke to her.



"Come to think of it, Sonia, I should give you a special bonus too."





Chapter 264 - Unforgettable Memory (3)



I gave Sonia my account number.



It was the account she used to use before. She hadn't spent a penny until she lost her memory, so the money hadn't decreased—it had actually grown with interest.



Anyway, I left that amount untouched and added an extra allowance.



It wasn't a small amount by any means. I added compensation for saving my life during the battle with Phosphorus.



Sonia's expression soured when she saw the bank statement.



"Is this the additional allowance?"



"Yes."



"Eidel, I haven't properly worked yet."



"It's compensation for being exclusively attached to me without a moment's rest."



Sonia shook her head quickly.



"I'm an android. I don't need to be paid for labor. You seem to be short on funds, so you shouldn't do this."



"Then think of it as a maintenance allowance. If you need anything, just buy it without asking. We can afford that much."



"...Understood."



For several days after that, Sonia didn't spend a single penny.



Unable to stand it anymore, I asked her, "Why aren't you spending any money?"



"In truth, it's your asset. If you've entrusted me with fund management, I believe preserving the principal is the best I can do for you."



"I told you to use it as a maintenance allowance."



"I apologize. Even though you called it a maintenance allowance, I honestly don't know what that means."



Sonia bowed her head respectfully.



Plain clothes, flat dialogue.



Something feels off.



If she were the original Sonia, she would have been excited about being able to buy a new maid outfit.



"Sigh."



"What's wrong?"



"Nothing. Should we access the dress room?"



"Are you going to pick out clothes for me?"



"I can't keep dressing you in ready-made clothes forever."



"...I see. I understand now. By maintenance allowance, you meant I should maintain a minimum level of decoration befitting my position as your exclusive attendant."



That's not entirely wrong.



I took Sonia to the dress room located inside the laboratory. After linking my account at the check-in site, the scenery changed.



[Welcome to the Augmented Reality Dress Room. You can try on and purchase clothing on the spot.]



A shopping cart appeared before my eyes like a status window.



When I touched the cart, my linked bank account information and recommended clothes appeared. Perhaps because I was registered as a newly married man, there were even some baby clothes among the recommendations.



Sonia looked around the empty space like a child visiting an amusement park for the first time, then asked me, "Which store would be good?"



"Go wherever you like."



"Wouldn't it be better to go somewhere that sells clothes similar to what I'm wearing now?"



Sonia was currently wearing ordinary office attire that brought to mind a secretary.



"Those kinds of clothes are certainly the most practical."



"Then I'll buy a few sets from over here."



"What about casual clothes?"



"Since I'm not human, a uniform is sufficient. This is an expense for maintenance purposes after all. I believe casual clothes are irrelevant to maintaining appearances."



"But clothes have their time and place. Are you going to follow me in that stiff outfit even when I go to parties with friends?"



Sonia hesitated for a moment.



"...Indeed, that could be an issue. However, purchasing such clothes during wartime could lead to financial burden."



"I told you we have enough. Besides, the war will end soon."



"It's dangerous to be so certain."



"I have to be certain. If it doesn't end, we're all finished."



"...Give me a moment to think."






After a few seconds of contemplation, Sonia nodded.



"I'll buy one outfit."



"Good thinking."



I wondered if something might happen, but there was no surprise. There was a store selling maid outfits nearby, but Sonia didn't even glance at it and chose ordinary casual wear instead.



The top was a flowing white blouse with an off-shoulder design and frills at the edges.



The bottom was a solid-colored tennis skirt with a small ribbon decoration at the waistband.



Frills and ribbons.



A familiar combination.



But unlike a maid outfit, the design wasn't excessive, so it was better to think of it as coincidence.



We completed the payment and exited the augmented reality.



"At least wear casual clothes on holidays."



"I will follow your orders."



As today happened to be a holiday, Sonia decided to change into her new clothes right away. She suddenly pulled off her top right in front of me.



"...What are you doing here?"



"Changing clothes."



"Couldn't you do that somewhere else?"



"Are you embarrassed?"



"Aren't you embarrassed?"



"I'm fine because I'm an android. I don't have any modules related to sexuality, so I believe this is appropriate."



"..."



"I understand. I'll go change elsewhere."



How should I describe this feeling? It was like buying the latest graphics card only to use it for playing pinball.



She'd become too rigid for a 5th generation android. It was so bad that even Pina, a 4th generation, seemed more human.



"I've changed."



The atmosphere was more relaxed than before. It wasn't a maid outfit, but it suited her. The fresh, flowing style contrasted with her navy blue bob cut, giving her a pure impression.



"How do I look?"



"It suits you."



"Thank you for saying so."



I smiled bitterly, then my mind went blank.



What am I doing right now?



That's when Zernya and Rustila arrived.



"Honey, we're here."



They hadn't taken time off. Since I nearly died at Phosphorus's hands, the two of them had been checking on my health for work purposes.



Rustila stood guard while Zernya examined me.



"No pain anywhere?"



"No."



"Commander Naiere is recovering well after surgery. Your mother doesn't have any issues either. Your father is staying with your mother right now."



Zernya made small talk while examining me, probably so I wouldn't get bored. After some casual conversation, Zernya brought up the main topic.



"Honey, are you having a hard time?"



"...With what?"



"Recent events."



I gestured to Sonia.



While Sonia went out to get tea, I brought out several chairs. Seti, who had settled in, as well as Rustila and Ireh sat down.



[— The effect of 'Great Triangle (Lv.9)' is currently active.]



[— Due to the interference of the 'God of Wealth and Investment,' you receive an additional effect of economic output (+10%).]



"Wooooah!"



"Be quiet, Seti."






"The stocks, the stocks are suddenly soaring! This is crazy!"



My sister should probably leave.



I slowly began talking, focusing mainly on Zernya and Rustila.



The topic was Sonia.



Zernya continued, "You seem to be feeling down lately because of that android."



"..."



"We know why Sonia became like that. And we know you're struggling because of it."



"Even if she's a robot, you've been together for 20 years."



Zernya let out a low sigh as if she understood.



"...I became too attached. I thought of her as family, so it's a bit hard seeing her like this."



"Eidel. I've always seen how much you care for Sonia. I just never expected that child would even confess her love to you..."



At this point, I elaborated on the conversations I'd had with Sonia. About how she wanted to be my wife, how she would find a way to become human someday—things like that.



Zernya and Ireh were relatively calm, while Rustila and Seti looked shocked.



"Wow, crazy. Now my brother even gets confessions from machines..."



"Could you please be quiet?"



"No, I mean you even get confessions from machines. A leader beloved by both humans and androids. Is this what they call an alpha in animal behavior studies or whatever?"



"Don't compare people to wolves."



"You're definitely a wolf in bed."



"I am not."



"At this rate, I think you'll seduce foreign gods too."



"I will not!"



Seti and I exchanged playful hits.



"It's confusing for me too. Setting aside the relationship between machine and human, I already have you all."



"Even if her memories return, you probably... couldn't refuse."



"Zernya, Eidel owes his life to that robot. Since husband and wife are one body, Eidel's debt is our debt too."



"That's why I told her. Become human first, then we'll talk. How dare she, a mere robot..."



Zernya muttered while watching my reaction. I cleared my throat and slightly changed the subject.



"Anyway, Sonia needs to get her memories back. Since she became like this, we've lost contact with the background star."



"So she can't act as a vessel anymore?"



"Probably not."



Even after the battle with Phosphorus, we were invaded several times, but Sonia never brought out Callipers. In the worst case, she might have lost her abilities along with her memories.



Rustila and Zernya sighed.



"Eidel, I'll understand whatever decision you make. I've realized that Ireh and I alone can't protect you perfectly."



"Foreign god?"



Seti tilted her head.



"Oh, you said there's a foreign god in your head, right? Does that foreign god help you too?"



"It's a foreign god, but a good one."



"Ah. 'Our dog doesn't bite'?"



"It does bite, but it doesn't hurt much."



"You seduced it."



"I did not."



Seti and I exchanged another playful hit.



While Zernya and Rustila chuckled at our sibling show, only Ireh nodded with a serious expression.



Ireh then muttered, "I just thought of a good topic for a research paper."



"What did you just say...?"



No, why is this person suddenly like this again?



Making my heart race.





Chapter 265 - Unforgettable Memory (4)



Ireh's idea was simple.



Since Sonia and Cartesia were connected, she thought we might be able to find Sonia's memory data by opening Cartesia's neural network through me.



I was impressed.



It was actually worth trying.



"Then would you like to take on this topic, Ireh?"



"Huh? M-me?"



"It's an excellent idea. I can't just take it from you."



"But we need to restore Sonia quickly for your safety too..."



"Even so, scooping my junior's thesis would be unethical."



Confirming information transmission pathways using the connection between foreign gods and avatar bodies.



It was a topic no one had thought of before.



If successful, it would be Ireh's debut achievement.



"But I'm still inexperienced. Unless you co-author it with me, Eidel."



"Co-author?"



Ireh nodded.



"That's fine. No, it would be my honor."



Rustila's eyes narrowed.



"Rusti, what's wrong?"



"Huh? What?"



"Your expression suddenly changed. Are you feeling unwell somewhere?"



"No, it's just... I think my condition has deteriorated a bit after fighting for several days."



Rustila laughed awkwardly. She took a deep breath and returned to her normal expression.



This time, Zernya's expression soured.



"But is that foreign god in your head really on our side? What if it's just playing with us?"



"Ah, that's..."



"Honestly, I still can't believe it. It's a foreign god, after all."



It was a reasonable doubt.



If Cartesia imposed an impossible quest on me, I would have no choice but to die. Like how a child playing with ants might step on them when they lose interest.



Sometimes that thought gives me chills.



Nevertheless, I said:



"Cartesia is my ally."



I believe she won't harm me.



"Let me say one thing. I never ask for help from those I don't trust, and once I agree to exchange help, I trust them no matter what happens."



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" turns toward you.]



"Whether they're human, robot, or foreign god makes no difference."



"...What if you really get backstabbed?"



"Should I jump into a resonator? Of course, I hope it doesn't come to that."



I explained calmly.



"Zernya, we don't have many options. The best way to deal with foreign gods is to seek their cooperation. In fact, I've built resonators and traps this way. I couldn't have done anything alone."



As I spoke, I realized something.



My method of surviving in this harsh world.



The way to survive foreign gods was simply to earn their favor.



It was a simple yet profound principle that no human had achieved before. Even attempting to communicate with them could drive one insane. Yet they were all essentially intelligent beings. Communication was the only barrier.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" listens to your statement and smiles vacantly.]






Clap, clap, clap.



Seti applauded enthusiastically.



"Wow, that's insane. You've definitely seduced it!"



"I have not."



"From what I can tell, the foreign god attached to you has feminine tendencies. Probably enjoys observing humans and researching as a hobby. Was probably lurking in some dark corner, then got excited when it found someone to talk to and fell for you. Oh, that's quite logical."



"Tsk!"



This girl is saying things that would make Cartesia flip everything over! Doesn't she know her brother could get blasted by tentacles if something goes wrong? Ah, right. She doesn't.



Anyway.



Based on this logic, I proceeded to commission another research project.



If you ask whether I had the luxury for this, the answer is obviously no. By priority, I should have been resolving the war first.



But anything can be justified with a plausible excuse.



When I explained that I wanted to spy on the foreign god's thoughts through its avatar body and build a model to predict enemy movements, the budget committee readily approved.



We brought equipment from Stellarium Academy for the experiment. I was the test subject. Ireh placed me in a crystal capsule and attempted to model the neural network between Cartesia and me.



"Tsk... the data is too vast."



"How long do you think the modeling will take?"



"I'm not sure. Generously, about a week? Modeling a constellation only took a few minutes, right?"



"That's right."



There was bound to be a difference in information volume between foreign gods and constellations.



I had too many responsibilities to spend all day in this capsule. Fortunately, pausing was possible. I stated that I would only cooperate when I had time.



So I ended up spending about six hours a day, including sleep time, confined motionless in the capsule. It's enough to drive me crazy.



***



It had been a week since Eidel began his shut-in life in the capsule.



The modeling of the foreign god's neural network was roughly complete. The volume was so vast that we had to build additional databases at enormous cost, but it seemed clear that meaningful work had been accomplished.



This wasn't the end.



Rather, it was the beginning.



What we needed to do now was extract information about Sonia from Cartesia and Eidel's neural networks and implant it into Sonia.



It was by no means easy.



[Error. Unauthorized access.]



Cartesia resisted stubbornly.



Whatever method we tried, she would forcibly shut down the computer or spew errors, blocking all access.



Neither Eidel nor Ireh specialized in information science. Therefore, they had to spend a lot of time searching for solutions to this problem.



As a result.



"...Let's try something else for now."



"That sounds good."



After repeated failures and time constraints, they changed their approach.



They decided to model Sonia's neural network instead.



"Sonia, would you mind getting in there?"



"Understood."



Sonia was scanned by the capsule without complaint and came out.



Then Eidel and Ireh encountered an unexpected window.



[Duplicate data found. Overwrite all? (Y/N)]



The intersection of Eidel's memory data and Sonia's memory data.



"...This is it."



A breakthrough appeared.






Of course, examining the details wasn't easy here either. Still, it was much more convenient than having to search through all the data individually.



From that day on, Eidel and Ireh began data selection and decoding work. They broke down the complexly intertwined raw code and converted it into a form humans could understand.



It was killing them to work in a field that wasn't even their specialty.



Ireh was in a slightly better position. She only needed to study.



Sometimes she would go out to eliminate monsters, but lately she hadn't been doing that either. Most cases were being resolved without the need for the Great Triangle effect.



Eidel was on the verge of death.



"Master Eidel, are you alright? Your blood pressure is high."



Sonia asked with concern. Eidel just smiled bitterly and said he was fine. Dark shadows had formed under his eyes.



"I need to do this and prepare for final exams too..."



"What final exams in the middle of a war? Take a semester off. The professors will understand."



"Argh—!!"



Eidel started working even harder.



Sonia couldn't understand.



Why her master was walking such a difficult path.



Suddenly checking the time, she realized it was dinner time.



"Then I'll prepare some food for both of you."



Sonia went to the private kitchen and rummaged through the refrigerator.



"Ah, we're out of... ingredients."



All that was available were a few carrots and some dumplings.



Though a master craftsman doesn't blame their tools or materials, she couldn't make quality food with just these.



She wanted to serve something more luxurious to the two.



Suddenly Sonia realized she had money.



Sonia closed her eyes and automatically connected to the network. After entering her assigned personal code, a graphical interface began to form on her visual sensors.



[Welcome to the Integrated Market, SONIA.]



Though it was her first visit, it felt familiar. Even a first-generation android could shop for necessities in an online mall.



Sonia added the ingredients she needed to her cart. She made sure to consider price efficiency. She was fully prepared to provide maximum satisfaction with minimum budget.



She clicked on her cart.



"...Huh?"



There were other items in the integrated cart besides food ingredients.



[Tashfel Maid Uniform Full Set (Black) X 3]

[Tashfel Maid Uniform Full Set (White) X 3]

[Rockhound Maid Headband X 4]

[Benepham Maid Animal Headband (Cat) X 1]

[Benepham Maid Animal Headband (Dog) X 1]

[Gasa Maid Cosplay Frills X 12]



"What on earth is..."



That wasn't all.



[(Adult) Android Integrated Sexual Module X 1]

[(Adult) 152 Positions and Night Techniques Support Driver for Androids X 1]



Sonia blinked several times.



She thought her visual sensors must be malfunctioning.



She had never added such things to her cart.



"Ugh!"



Sonia staggered as if pushed by someone. As the virtual reality forcibly terminated, she collapsed to the floor. It felt like her CPU was on fire.



"What, what is..."



In that moment, Sonia's mind was filled with—



Memories that didn't exist.
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[— Current Recovery Rate: 50.12%]



Sonia staggered before connecting to virtual reality again. After paying for ingredients using the account Eidel had given her, she began preparing the meal.



A diet should have balanced nutrition. At the same time, it should be something quick to consume for busy modern people.



Sandwiches and salad, plus juice.



This should be perfectly adequate.



Having made her decision, Sonia quickly prepared the sandwiches. Even while cooking, her head continued to throb.



She felt like she was forgetting something. But she couldn't figure out what it was.



Perhaps because her mind was elsewhere?



She made a mistake she wouldn't normally make. She spilled juice all over her chest.



"Ah...!"



Sonia looked down at her ruined blouse and sighed.



The clothes she was finally able to wear thanks to her master's consideration were now stained so badly that cleaning them would be difficult.



She hurriedly removed the blouse and soaked it in water with detergent.



After changing into different clothes, Sonia quickly delivered the food to Eidel and Ireh before returning to her room and heading to the bathroom. The smell had long since permeated her torso. Sighs escaped her lips repeatedly.



"...I need to wash up."



Drip, drip, drip.



She filled the tub with water and undressed. Hot steam was rising steadily.



Sonia curled up as she soaked in the bathtub. Her gaze fell downward.



A body different from humans.



It was a body she had always taken for granted. After all, she was an android. She never felt any desire to become human or dissatisfaction with her current situation.



But for some reason.



She felt empty.



"..."



Unable to understand why, Sonia submerged her lips in the rising water and closed her eyes.



Bubble, bubble.



The day had been as unsettled as the bursting bubbles.



***



The research to recover Sonia's memories was progressing slowly but steadily.



Although I couldn't directly check the data, once completed, the plan was to inject it directly into Sonia's socket to restore her to her original state.



That way, she would not only recall her memories with me but could also regain her functions as an avatar.



However, this research had another objective beyond that.



While waiting for Rustila to arrive, I had a brief conversation with Ireh.



"The recovery line production is complete again. The new trap is perfectly made too."



"Really? Was this discussed in today's meeting?"



"Yes. Preparations will be finished within a few days."



I took a sip of coffee and continued.



"When the original laboratory collapsed, I wondered how we'd manage, but we're making it work. Once we restore the Aether Belt and isolate the Queen, this crisis will be resolved."



"...We'll get a breather for a while. But don't push yourself too hard."



"Push myself? I don't do that."



"No, I can see you're overexerting yourself."



Ireh leaned in closer.



"Look at those dark circles. You did this during the Rustila situation too, working day and night until exhaustion. No matter how busy you are, you should take at least one day to rest."



"I'll rest after the war ends, after the war."



Just then, we heard the sound of wheels rolling.



Rustila entered carrying a tightly bound living avatar.



"Eidel, will this one work for today?"



"Perfect. Thanks, Rusty."



Ireh and I examined the avatar that was gradually turning into crystal. It opened its eyes and began shouting.



"You inferior beings! Can't you untie this?"



"My, how noisy."



Snap!



I lightly struck the avatar's face with calipers. The avatar's expression turned dumbfounded.






"Listen, friend. You've been kidnapped."



"Kidnapped? How ridiculous. You humans think you've kidnapped me, who inherited the Queen's power and wisdom? You inferior species who would crumble at my touch!"



"Still not getting it, are you?"



Snap! Snap! Snap!



"...Urgh!"



"Do you understand the situation now?"



The avatar lowered its head.



"You look like a rock. What was your name again? I can't remember because you're so insignificant. Something Stone, I think."



"You don't know who I am?"



"There are too many of you to keep track."



"I am Two Stone. Remember it well."



"Right, I remember now. Gem Stone."



"I said Two Stone!"



"Sex Stone, welcome to my laboratory."



"Human—!!"



Ireh and I dragged the avatar into the analysis room.



When we removed fragments from the avatar, we found an equal mix of inorganic material and cells. The cells multiplied endlessly—the "immortal cells" characteristic of Darwin's system.



The immortal cells wouldn't be processed here. We would store cell samples and analyze the core, which was the center of the neural network.



Run an X-ray diffraction, then infrared analysis.



After several other tests, we placed it in a capsule.



"What are you trying to do!"



"Your Majesty the Queen, thank you for providing us with our daily data."



"Y-you! Now I see you're the one Her Majesty has been watching. How fortunate to meet you! I'll personally end your life right here!"



The stone avatar struggled. With a clattering sound, pebbles fell to the floor. The pebbles rapidly multiplied like cells, preparing to consume the laboratory floor.



However, the pebbles never completed their metamorphosis.



Clang—!!



Rustila smashed the stone seeds one by one with her sword before they could ignite. The avatar's screaming was commonplace by now. The neural network copying was complete.



Tampering with an avatar's neural network is essentially manipulating its core. The core is Darwin's system's greatest weakness. It's also an object that inherits the Queen's characteristics.



Our goal was to combine the neural networks of various avatars to track the Queen's signal.



"The Queen is female, so the orientation is female."



"Urgh!"



"As an outer god, her hierarchy is high, but since we can't let her become stronger... we'll significantly lower her rank."



"My, my power...!"



"We should also reduce her violent tendencies so she'll listen better."



"Kill me! Please just kill me!"



"Done."



I removed the unconscious avatar from the capsule and placed it on a cart. We'd extracted everything we could from it. The rest would go to the Outer God Life Research Lab where the Hueritia mother and daughter worked. They would use it as they saw fit and then dispose of it.



[— The outer gods subordinate to the "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" are shocked.]



The ability to train defeated avatars. Human technology had already reached this level.



"Is this enough?"



"It should be fine."



We created a new neural network by combining the core data from all the avatars we had collected. And we imprisoned it in a computer so it couldn't resist in any way.



I swallowed hard and pressed the transmission button.



Soon, logs appeared on the screen.



Thunk, thunk, thuuunk.



The laboratory lights turned off one by one.



Rustila charged her sword. I drew my calipers, and Ireh loaded her holy bullets.



[— An indescribable madness is rising.]



This was despite replacing the neural network to minimize violent tendencies.



How evil must the original be?



We swallowed dryly as we stared at the text appearing on the screen.






Strings of incomprehensible alien language appeared. Yet we could all read those words. The built-in interpreter was translating the outer god's language into Federation common language in real-time.



[Have you summoned me?]



Queen Aurore.



This was our first encounter with her.



***



The cores of Darwin's system avatars have two functions.



First, life maintenance and thought.



Second, communication with the outer god that serves as their parent.



Outer gods can interfere with lower dimensions by creating avatars. Interference ranges from simply experiencing the five senses to exerting influence on that dimension.



An outer god doesn't die when its avatar dies. In this sense, avatars are both the outer gods' avatars and efficient war machines.



And recently, a third use for these cores was discovered.



It was the ability to indirectly communicate with the outer gods.



"The material I'm showing you now is a record of our laboratory's conversation with part of an outer god's neural structure. As you can see, since we're reading text refined into common language, there's no risk of falling into madness."



Ireh continued her presentation enthusiastically.



"Of course, this doesn't represent all of the Queen's thoughts. However, we can at least partially understand what kind of thinking the Queen possesses. To get straight to the conclusion, the Queen is considering a conditional retreat."



"A retreat?"



"Yes. Let me show you the next conversation log."



Ireh moved to the next screen. The log of our exchange with the Queen from the day before yesterday appeared.



[The previous invasion was my final act of mercy toward you. You seem to think you've secured victory, but my forces are still overflowing. If I so choose, I could mobilize all my power and reduce everything to ashes.]



[However, fighting even with inferior species is quite bothersome. So I've decided to give you a chance.]



[Eidel von Rheinland. Hand that one over to me. If you keep just that one promise, I will immediately withdraw my army and not interfere with the restoration of the Aether Belt.]



[You would do well to consider carefully. If you choose to fight to the death, I will make you pay an appropriate price.]



The presentation venue erupted in chaos. Ireh raised her voice into the microphone.



"The Queen has made a proposal! She says she'll guarantee the end of the war if we hand over the head of the Rheinland family! But I disagree with this. You all know what kind of beings outer gods are!"



People nodded their heads.



"It's an obvious lie!"



"We don't know what will happen to our Federation's unity without the head of the Rheinland family. Even if the Queen's words are true a hundred times over, we must make our judgment with the possibility of other outer gods invading in mind."



"It seems resistance is our only answer."



"This concludes my interim research presentation. Thank you."



Ireh descended from the podium amid thunderous applause. Afterward, she was bombarded with questions from scholars. I found the sight quite heartwarming.



This research was entirely her creation. She came up with the idea, and I merely assisted her.



I approached her as she swayed slightly and spoke to her.



"Ms. Hazlen, you've really accomplished something here."



"...del."



Ireh turned around, clutching her chest. She took a deep breath of relief.



"This is the first time I've presented in front of so many people and received such a positive response. Honestly, I'm a bit... nervous. Yeah."



"This research will be the cornerstone for humanity's fight against various outer gods. It's all thanks to your ideas, Ms. Hazlen."



All that remains is to turn this research into a paper and restore Sonia's memories.



I looked at the expressionless Sonia standing beside me and steeled my resolve. Not having slept properly for several days, a yawn escaped me. Sonia and Ireh asked with concern.



"Maybe you should get some sleep?"



"Mr. Hazlen is right. It would be best for you to get proper rest."



"I'm fine. This much won't kill—"



But at that moment.



Suddenly my vision blurred, and the world began to spin.



"...Huh?"



My consciousness instantly sank below the surface.



***



"My brother collapsed again?"



"Yes!"



"Again?"



Seti couldn't believe it. She pressed her forehead and checked the securities firm information.



"Oh shit, my stocks."
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Ireh carried the collapsed Eidel on her back and ran all the way to the hospital.



She didn't care about physical contact with a man.



If something serious happened to him, the world would be doomed.



"Sigh... this guy again."



Zernya quickly examined Eidel and set up an IV drip. She sighed repeatedly. Rustila and Seti also rushed over as soon as they heard the news.



"Eidel, are you okay? What happened this time?!"



"Overwork."



"I knew it."



Seti grumbled.



"Get ready. The professors will be swarming in soon."



Seti was right. A stream of professors and researchers came to check on him. Arnold and Rezein, who worked at the same hospital, occasionally stopped by to check on Eidel's condition.



Several hours passed.



Eventually, only five women remained in the hospital room.



Rustila, Zernya, Ireh, Sonia, and Seti.



The night grew deep. Seti made a makeshift bed and drifted off to dreamland. Rustila, Zernya, and Ireh hoped for a recovery buff. They wished for Eidel to recover quickly through the triangle effect.



Meanwhile, Sonia was experiencing strange feelings.



[— Current Recovery Progress: 73.39%]



"...Hmm."



A meaningless sound escaped between her teeth.



It was natural for a dedicated android to worry when her master was unwell. Nevertheless, the intensity of her concern was unusually strong right now.



If Eidel were to die.



Perhaps she should cut her own power and disappear from this world.



The fact that she was even considering such thoughts was telling.



It was strange.



'...I am an android. If my current master passes away, I should be transferred to Lady Seti. Also, I am the private property of the Rheinland family. Making such decisions on my own would violate the law.'



Just as she was feeling this dissonance and coming to her senses—



Buzz.



Rustila's radio emitted a vibration.



[Colonel, enemy raid! Please return to your unit immediately!]



"...What? Understood. I'll be right there."



Rustila, who had been stroking her husband's hand, stood up with a regretful expression.



"Zernya, please take care of Eidel."



"I'll take such wonderful care of him you wouldn't even need to ask."



"If anything happens to Eidel, I won't let it slide."



"Second wife."



The two wives parted after their usual power struggle. Rustila left the room with lightning speed, and Zernya took her place, stroking Eidel.



As she caressed her own lower abdomen, Zernya muttered to herself.



"You fool, why do you push yourself like this... You should at least see our baby's face, right?"



"..."



Why?



Sonia found Zernya's behavior irritating.



Even though there was absolutely no reason to feel that way.



***



A world filled with darkness.



I looked around and let out a hollow laugh.



This was a familiar space now.



"What did you call me for this time?"



As I threw the question into the void, lights burst like shutters. Eventually, a deity with navy blue hair and teal eyes emerged from the darkness.



"Cartesia."






"..."



"You've been ignoring my calls all this time."



Cartesia looked different than usual. Worn out, perhaps. She approached me slowly with her eyes half-open.



Fortunately, no tentacles were visible. Only the echoing sound of her clicking heels reverberated.



"Youngster."



She answered a beat late.



"You've gotten quite insolent."



"What?"



"You said you considered me a comrade, didn't you?"



A black chair appeared in front of Cartesia. She leaned back in the chair and buried her head. There was no strength in her voice.



"You seem to be under some misunderstanding... Our species and you humans can never be equals."



"That depends on how you choose to see it."



"No, it's a fixed truth. No matter how many coins you give me, this will never change."



[— You have donated 100,000 coins to the 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity'.]



"Even now?"



"..."



"Deities use coins as an energy source, right? You look tired, so have this to regain your strength."



"You really are insolent."



"The corners of your mouth are turning up, you know?"



"...Huh?"



Cartesia hurriedly placed her hand on her face. She fiddled with her lips a few times before returning to an expressionless look. A "tsk" of exasperation escaped her lips.



"Your presumption knows no bounds. Well, connecting facial expressions directly to emotions is something only underdeveloped species do."



"You're embarrassed, aren't you?"



At that moment, two black tentacles shot up from the floor, which had been as calm as a lake. The tentacles grabbed my legs instantly and forced me down.



Splash.



Water splattered.



I ended up lying on my back, staring at the ceiling. Cartesia's face blocked my view. She was staring down at me with visible displeasure.



"This is your proper place—lying on the floor. The only reason you've been able to associate with me until now is simply because I've been indulging a whim."



"I know."



"If you know, then stop trying to climb above your station and act according to your level."



"Still, I need to ask this one thing. What's your relationship with Sonia now?"



The tentacles gripping my ankles gradually loosened.



I got up and looked up at Cartesia. She answered.



"The Darwin lineage identifies avatar bodies through nuclei. We don't have such concepts. It's an unnecessary mechanism anyway, since contracts can't be broken until the avatar body dies."



"So. Sonia is no longer your avatar body, right?"



"Why do you think that?"



"Because you're a deity related to the mind."



I formed a hypothesis.



The hypothesis was that Descartes lineage avatar bodies determine life and death based on the loss of information, not the loss of physical body.



Perhaps Sonia could never function as an avatar body again until she recovered her memories.



"Sonia's physical body is alive, but her original mind is dead, making her an entirely different being. She doesn't remember the memories she had with me, let alone the contract she made with you. So until she regains her memories, or until you offer a contract again, Sonia is not your avatar body."



"Hmm."



"It would be difficult to establish a contract again. This time, Sonia might not accept you."



"Go on."



"If my guess is correct... you've been independently processing data to revive Sonia. That's why you're so drained, and why you barely responded when I called you."



Cartesia laughed hollowly. She soon frowned. A dark shadow crept across her expression.



"Your ability to interpret things in your favor is remarkable. Why would I do such a thing for you out of some sense of attachment?"



"You might have."






"Youngster, what do you take me for?"



"A comrade."



"I clearly told you earlier that I don't consider you a comrade."



"Even so, that's how I see it. Even if you don't think of me as a comrade, I still consider you on my side."



After all, how much help had I received from Cartesia over the years?



"..."



"Why, isn't it my freedom to think of you this way regardless of how you see me?"



Cartesia wore a dumbfounded expression. Taking advantage of this moment, I naturally stood up.



I hadn't had the chance to notice before, but Cartesia was of average height. Just about the same as Sonia. In terms of height alone, I could look down at her.



Cartesia, seemingly uncomfortable with my head being above hers, used her tentacles to forcibly make me sit down again.



"You really don't know your place. I could kill you with a quest if I wanted to—it would be nothing."



"But you didn't."



"..."



"See? You're flustered."



In the end, even deities are thought entities. Objects of intellect.



Therefore, dialogue is possible. Emotional exchange is possible too. Whatever ulterior motives Cartesia might have, I believe that the five years we've spent together couldn't have been a short time even by her standards.



"I told you before. Once I decide to trust someone, I trust them all the way."



"Ha."



Cartesia gave a short snort.



"You just don't listen. Well, think what you want. You haven't forgotten about making the graviton bomb, have you?"



"Of course not."



"That's all I need. Youngster."



Cartesia crouched down to meet my eye level.



"Now go."



Snap!



She flicked her fingers.



My body and consciousness began to float, gradually overlapping with the real world.



Before the world of the imaginary space completely disappeared, Cartesia added one last thing.



"...Thanks for the coins."



***



I regained consciousness.



I slowly raised my creaking body. The sensation of the IV in my right hand was the first thing I felt.



So I'm in the hospital.



I looked up at the window.



It was the dead of night. A full moon hung brightly in the sky.



Next, I saw a girl with snow-white hair collapsed on a makeshift bed. I got out of the hospital bed and approached her.



The room was so dark that I couldn't see clearly. But there were only two women who would stay by my side like this when I collapsed.



Rustila, and.



"...Zernya."



I slowly stroked the back of her head. Her glossy hair slipped through my fingers along its texture.



"I'm awake."



Zernya made a cute "mmm" sound. Since her figure was obscured by darkness, I brought my face closer.



"Mmm..."



Then her eyes opened. Lovely golden eyes stared at me blankly.



"..."



Wait a minute.



Golden eyes?



"Kyaaaa!"



"Aaaaah!"
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Quite stupidly, I mistook Seti for Zernya. For a moment, I questioned my humanity.



"Oh shit! You scared me! I thought my heart was going to burst!"



Seti shrieked and threw the blanket.



"You look absolutely hideous. Are you a ghost? You must be. Hey, did you fix the horizontal coordinate system?"



"Yes, I did. But why are you camping out here?"



"Isn't it obvious?"



"Could it be you were worried about your brother?"



That might be somewhat touching.



"Had to protect the stock price."



I should have known.



"Oh, forget it!"



Seti rubbed her head vigorously as she got up. The IoT system responded to her voice and turned on the lights. Only then did I realize there were others in the hospital room besides Seti and me.



Sonia and Ireh.



"...del!"



Ireh's voice reached me first.



"You're awake. Thank goodness. Are you feeling uncomfortable anywhere?"



"No, I'm fine."



I looked around. It didn't take long to understand the situation.



"You brought me to the hospital, didn't you, Ireh? Thank you."



"...Save your thanks. I only did what was natural."



"Oh, right. What about Rustila and Zernya?"



"Rustila went out to fight monsters. The alert was just lifted, so she'll be back soon. Zernya is seeing patients right now, so she'll take longer than Rustila."



No sooner had Ireh finished speaking than the hospital room door opened.



"Speak of the devil."



"...Eidel?"



It was Rustila. She was drenched in sweat.



Rustila approached me with surprise written all over her face. After briefing her on my health condition, I took out a towel from the bedside table and handed it to her.



"Good work, Rusty. How was the situation?"



"Nothing special. It was only a Level 1 alert. Thanks to it being just monsters, we cleaned up quickly and came back."



Rustila wiped the sweat from her forehead and asked me:



"Are you feeling better?"



"I feel much better after getting some sleep."



"You troublemaker. I should punish you for making me worry."



Rustila whispered teasingly as she placed her hand on my shoulder. She naturally leaned her upper body against mine. The punishment I was about to receive was obvious.



Smooch.



Her probing lips parted mine as her tongue slipped inside. Simultaneously, the soft sensation of our bodies touching made my head spin.



I had been living in celibacy for an extended period due to my research schedule. The rebound was inevitable.



Just as my lower half was declaring independence from my brain, Rustila pulled her lips away and smiled mischievously.



"That's all for now."



"Ah."



"Try to endure it."



I climbed back onto the hospital bed and covered myself with the blanket. I needed to calm down. At times like this, I should recite pi to compose myself... Ah, damn it. I should just stop thinking altogether.



"Do that when you're alone, just the two of you. Don't rub salt in our wounds here!"



"I... I think I'll go get some fresh air."



Seti grumbled and scolded us after witnessing the couple's display of affection. Ireh's face turned as red as a ripe persimmon before she fled outside.



And as for Sonia...



Surprisingly, she showed no reaction.



Given my conversation with Cartesia, I had somewhat expected her to have returned. Apparently not yet, at least.



In the end, I would have to work under the assumption that I'd need to help Sonia recover her memories myself.



"...Sigh."



There's a mountain of work to do.



Rustila sat beside me, peeling fruit as she whispered softly:



"It's good that you care about her, but don't push yourself too hard. If you collapse again, it defeats the purpose."



"I know. I'll keep that in mind."



"Please actually follow through this time. How many times has this happened now?"



I smiled bitterly.



Yes, how many times indeed.



Come to think of it, it's not foreign entities but research and women that seem to make me collapse.






Nevertheless, I can't help it.



This is just the nature I was born with.



***



After seeing Rustila and Eidel kiss.



Though she didn't show it, Sonia felt an inexplicable discomfort.



[— Current Recovery Progress: 81.64%]



It was strange.



Who was she to feel this way?



Of course, androids have feelings and opinions too.



But being jealous of a married man's wife made no sense. After all, she had only met her master about a month ago.



[— Current Recovery Progress: 84.72%]



No.



Was it really just a month?



Was she certain that she had only known her master for a month?



'What blasphemous thoughts...'



Sonia shook her head vigorously.



Data never lies.



She and Eidel hadn't known each other for long. They were clearly in a master-servant relationship bound by license, nothing more, nothing less.



And yet, despite that.



[— Current Recovery Progress: 87.90%]



What could it be?



This empty, aching feeling.



[— Current Recovery Progress: 90.00%]



[— Core data transfer complete. Subsequent processing may take considerable time.]



"...Ugh."



For a moment, she experienced a bottleneck in her thought processes. The flow of time stuttered like hitting a speed bump.



"Sonia? What's wrong?"



"Nothing, it's nothing at all."



Sonia caught her breath as if she had just finished aerobic exercise.



Fortunately, it was only a temporary phenomenon.



What could have caused that sensation just now? She employed diagnostic tools but ultimately couldn't identify the source.



Assuming it was just a one-time occurrence, she dismissed it as insignificant.



Several days passed.



Eidel was discharged from the hospital. Despite Zernya's objections, he continued both work and studies. Due to the backlog that had accumulated while he was hospitalized, he actually had more to do than before.



Sonia wanted to stop her master, but she couldn't. There were tasks that wouldn't get done if Eidel took even a little rest. He was irreplaceable.



"Sonia, what's my next schedule?"



"The regular meeting, sir."



"I suppose today will be the last one."



Eidel muttered.



"What do you mean? The last one?"



"I mean this war will soon be over."



After taking a short nap as Zernya had requested, Eidel entered the conference room. Sonia and Ireh accompanied him.



Eidel took the podium, displayed his presentation, and began:



"...The Queen is forcing us into continuous attrition. If this continues, the Federation will be devastated."



Everyone nodded.



A prolonged war against the ever-multiplying Darwin's Legion would be a bad move.



"Just as the Queen prefers quick resolution, we too must end this war quickly. This is something not only I but also the military high command agrees with. Therefore, I'd like to show you all a solution to this problem."



Eidel moved to the next slide.



"Oh!"



The attendees gasped in amazement.



And for good reason.



What they saw was hope.



Eidel surveyed the audience and raised his voice:



"The recovery ships and equipment are all complete. Are you going to let them sit idle?"



Thousands of trillions in research funds from government, corporations, and individuals.



The 1,200 Aether Belt Recovery Headquarters and their affiliated research institutions that grew from those funds.



And the soldiers who risked their lives as shields so researchers could complete their work.



This was the result of all three elements working in harmony.






"Let's finish this."



A glint of madness appeared in the eyes of soldiers and scientists alike.



As soon as the meeting ended, military command began swift discussions. They mobilized troops and formalized operations that had previously existed only on paper.



Sonia placed a hand on her chest. She stared at Eidel descending from the podium with a dazed expression. Her master had never looked so impressive.



[— Current Recovery Progress: 91.00%]



[— Preparing for synchronization.]



Thump, thump.



It felt as though a non-existent heart was beating.



***



The operation plan drafted by military high command was passed to the Federation President and the Southern Commander-in-Chief. Once these military authorities approved the operation, the military sprang into action.



The operation was named "Double Scythe."



The plan was to deploy forces drawn from the eastern and western regions as left and right wings, restoring the Aether Belt from the edges inward like scythes swinging for harvest.



Of course, the Queen was no fool. Such a supreme being would certainly see through human strategies.



Therefore.



I found myself aboard a spaceship after a long time.



Seti cursed profusely.



"I can't live like this! Now you're going to be bait for foreign entities on the front lines? The stocks that rose because of you are falling again! What are we going to do about this?"



"That's why you should go long when it rises and short when it falls. Long-short-long-short. Okay?"



"Aaaaargh!"



"Your constellation predictions are terrible."



"It's because of you! You human circuit breaker!"



Seti fumed and said:



"Who suggested sending you to the front lines? I'd like to see their faces."



"I submitted the proposal."



"What?"



"I submitted the proposal and it was approved."



"Excuse me. Do you think going to war is like applying for housing?"



"Of course, many people opposed it. But you know what kind of person your brother is. I'm a human resonator who gives infinite mental fortitude buffs to people around me when fighting with the Great Triangle."



There's a reason I'm personally taking the field.



The main forces need to stay close to me so that even if the true form of a foreign entity appears, the soldiers won't fall into a groggy state.



"This is all necessary, that's why we're doing it."



"...Whatever, just don't die out there."



After saying goodbye to my sister, I boarded the main recovery ship. This vessel was both the control ship overseeing the Aether Belt recovery and a massive flagship equipped with various armaments.



I wasn't the only one assigned to this isolated position.



Rustila, Zernya, Ireh. All the women needed for the Great Triangle were assigned to the same ship.



And that's not all.



My father and mother, concerned for my welfare, along with a medical team from the Rheinland family, had personally come to prepare for any contingencies.



Moreover, the forces gathered to protect me were top-tier.



Virgo, Infantry, Centaur, Leo, Celestial River, and Ocean constellations.



The Federation government had assigned a total of six top-grade inspectors from various regions, including Great Omegas from other jurisdictions, to stay by my side and keep me alive at all costs.



There was nothing to fear.



Everyone was here.



[— Due to the effect of 'Great Triangle (Lv.10)', the maximum mental stats of nearby allies are fixed at NULL.]



From now on, I'm a walking mental ward.



Whoooosh.



Hundreds of ships equipped with Aether Belt recovery equipment launched simultaneously. The recovery ships, escorted by carrier battle groups, teleported to their respective positions in an instant.



The scenery changed in a literal flash.



So far, there didn't seem to be any problems.



"Master Eidel."



Just then, Sonia suddenly addressed me.



"Honestly... I still can't believe it. That you, a civilian, would come to such a battlefield."



"Wasn't the Pastel planetary system a battlefield too?"



"But that was still a planet. This is a ship with nowhere to escape. Why are you in such a hurry?"



"Do I seem to be in a hurry?"



Sonia nodded.



"I am in a bit of a hurry, actually. I need to end this war before the first half of the year ends, no matter what."



"...Why?"



"I have my doctoral defense in the second half."
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"It will take some time until we reach the battlefield."



There was no guarantee that we wouldn't face an invasion from the outer gods elsewhere. I needed to organize clothes and emergency rations while we still had time.



"Sonia, let's make this your closet."



"Understood. What's that?"



"This? Extra clothes for you."



"I've already packed sufficient clothing..."



"I brought one more set just in case. Try it on later if you become interested."



"...Understood."



Sonia simply nodded flatly. She didn't seem particularly interested.



It was disappointing, but I hadn't expected much to begin with.



"Then I'll go prepare the meal."



"Thanks."



Sonia left for the kitchen. Meanwhile, I went to the central control room to assess the situation. We were currently passing through an asteroid belt.



"How much longer until we reach the Delaus planetary system?"



"We should arrive within an hour."



"What are the chances of encountering outer gods?"



"Let's hope there aren't any. With our latest stealth technology, we should be safe under normal circumstances, but..."



"In movies, invasions always happen right after someone says something like that."



"How could movies be like reality? I'm not setting up a flag here, haha..."



BOOM!



[Enemy avatar appeared at Site 30! Requesting immediate suppression!]



"..."



"...Reality is worse than movies."



Having penetrated deep into enemy territory, this situation was foreseeable. The soldiers moved in perfect coordination without panicking.



A significant number rushed to protect me, including Rustila, Ireh, and Naiere's direct unit.



They were truly elite forces. They maintained formation around me while charging their swords.



"Eidel, don't stray from our side."



[— The effect of 'Great Triangle (Lv.10)' is being applied.]



[— 'Ireh Hazlen' uses <Agility Bullet>.]



[— You receive Evasion Rate (+100%) effect.]



Ireh cast buffs without concern for coin consumption. Her determination to protect me at all costs was admirable.



"Everyone, evacuate the Commander!"



At times like this, I feel especially grateful for the soldiers. I began evacuating to the designated safe zone as instructed by the swordsmen.



"How many enemies are there?"



"Dozens of monsters and one avatar!"



"Hold your positions! Eliminate them quickly while their numbers are low!"



Under escort, I arrived at the residential area. It was a spacious main hall with a hotel-like atmosphere. Triple alloy barriers descended, sectioning off the space.



Only then did the swordsmen seem to relax slightly.



Naiere and Rustila continuously exchanged communications. The news they relayed was somewhat hopeful.



"They're taking down the monsters one by one."



"...So we're good?"



Things were progressing smoothly. If we could eliminate all monsters aboard and continue toward our destination, Delaus, phase one of our plan would be complete. The plan had three phases in total.



However, not everything goes according to plan.



[Additional attack! From the hangar direction!]



[An avatar has also entered through the infirmary!]



The closer we got to our destination, the stronger the enemy's offensive became. The swordsmen had no choice but to divide their forces to counter the monsters attacking from multiple directions.



[Intrusion in the residential area as well!]



Finally, monsters reached my location too. These were different from the first group, invading from another direction.



Thumping sounds came from beyond the barrier. The swordsmen charged their swords with aether, and I took out my calipers to prepare for any contingency.



Surprisingly, the creatures couldn't break in easily.



A technician with us spoke confidently:



"This barrier was made with the latest crystal technology. It has excellent durability and heat resistance. The material doesn't corrode either, so no monster can break through it! Haha!"



Oh, I have a bad feeling about this.



[One avatar! Rapidly approaching the Commander's location!]



"What? Stop it quickly!"






[Th-that's the thing! It's charging straight through without giving us a chance to block it!]



BOOM, BOOM, BOOM!



We heard the triple barrier—which the technician had just boasted about—breaking. The technician's jaw dropped.



CRASH!



A massive figure appeared, demolishing the wall. As the dust settled, its outline became clearer.



It was a monster with exposed bright red muscles and tendons. It had no torso, just limbs. At each joint intersection was a large eyeball.



An incredibly grotesque appearance.



Ireh muttered:



"...I've never seen this one before."



"Could it be a new avatar created by the Queen?"



"No, perhaps..."



[— Face the madness.]



The status window displayed this message while turning black.



Gurgle.



The monster made a bizarre sound as it split its own eyeball. The cornea divided into eight pieces and opened like a morning glory.



Two cilia protruded from inside. They rubbed together, creating a hissing sound.



["Eidel von Rheinland."]



It was calling my name.



["The Queen requests a private audience with you."]



"...An outer god, I see."



The worst-case scenario had arrived.



***



Sonia, who was cooking, also heard news of the monster intrusion.



In such situations, an android had one duty:



Rescue and evacuation of civilians.



Sonia took the kitchen knife she was using and moved outside the kitchen with other androids. The androids scattered in all directions to secure safe passages and search for civilians in the corridors.



That's when a voice came through the speakers:



[One avatar moving toward the residential area!]



There were many civilians in the residential area. If an avatar went there, the situation was extremely dangerous.



Sonia quickened her pace. Soon, she witnessed swordsmen and a monster in a standoff in the main hall of the residential area.



The two sides weren't merely facing each other. They were conversing.



["Eidel von Rheinland, the Queen requests a private audience with you."]



"What scheme are you plotting now?"



["No scheme. I have only one message to deliver. If you do not comply with the Queen's request, you will suffer greatly."]



"Commander, outer gods are malicious beings. We shouldn't negotiate with them!"



The swordsmen readjusted their grip on their swords. A chilling tension filled the air.



["Should I take that statement as a refusal?"]



"Yeah. Tell her I won't accept anything except a proposal to end the war."



["That's unfortunate."]



The monster swelled its body. Then it vanished in an instant.



In that split second, Sonia saw it.



Writhing tentacles sliced through the air, precisely piercing the necks of the swordsmen at the front. They collapsed like falling leaves, without even a chance to scream.



A tentacle nearly pierced Eidel's neck too. However, Rustila, acting on instinct, deflected all the attacks. Three strands at once. After barely blocking them, Rustila gasped for breath.



"...You won't touch a single hair on Eidel."



["Oh? I didn't know humans with such reflexes existed."]



If it hadn't been for Rustila just now, her master would have died. Sonia felt a chill in her nonexistent liver.



This couldn't continue. She had to protect her master. Sonia stepped forward and shouted:



"Master Eidel!"



"Sonia? No, stay away!"



The monster's gaze rotated like a broken clock. It was clearly preparing to attack Sonia.



Sonia's central processing unit burned hot once again. Simultaneously, she felt a sudden emotion.



Fear.



A fleeting, chilling fear.



Sonia, who had remained impassive even when facing monsters and avatars in the Pastel planetary system, was feeling fear for the first time. She felt that she might end up in a scrap yard without being able to do anything.






"Run away, Sonia!"



An android's principle: Human safety comes first, no matter what.



The fear emotion taught by that monster. She should flee immediately.



The two commands conflicted, creating a loop. In that brief moment of indecision, Sonia was struck by a tentacle and sent flying.



THUD!



Sonia flew dozens of meters before crashing into a third-floor inner wall. The wall dented, transmitting the impact to her body.



A being that could instill fear even in androids. A monster of a different caliber than avatars.



This was an outer god.



"Ah, ah, aah."



Consumed by fear, Sonia could only utter broken sounds. She couldn't even move properly. Her signal system was paralyzed by the thought that such a monster couldn't be defeated.



Was this really the end?



Just as she was half-resigned to her fate:



[Notice: Trap system activating.]



["...What's this?"]



The monster's voice sounded confused. Eidel raised his voice gravely:



"I don't care if you're an outer god or whatever, but you're finished."



That's right.



The trap was there.



A weapon against outer gods, created by her master and scientists pooling their wisdom.



The situation wasn't entirely hopeless.



[Estimated time until full effect: 5 minutes.]



5 minutes.



They just needed to hold out that long.



There was only one thing Sonia could do during that time:



Buy even one more second, even at the cost of sacrificing herself.



'I must... get up...'



She staggered to her feet. Shaking off the fear-coated thoughts, she recalled an android's fundamental duty.



Protect the young master's life and property. Even if she turned into nothing more than scrap metal, destined for the junkyard.



[— Local memory data copy complete.]



Her memory and computation units felt like they were submerged in magma.



She had felt this sensation intermittently before.



But this time, it was particularly severe.



[— Current recovery progress: 95.00%]



[— Registering additional data to main storage through pipeline.]



What could this be?



[— Current recovery progress: 96.00%]

[— Current recovery progress: 97.00%]

[— Current recovery progress: 98.00%]



What was this wave of information?



[— Current recovery progress: 99.00%]



[— Overwriting artificial neural network.]



Memories that didn't exist.



Yet memories she could never forget.



All of them were surfacing one after another.



Sonia, who was about to go downstairs, instead went to her room. As if possessed, she opened her closet and rummaged through it frantically.



Blouses, slacks, skirts. She didn't care about these ready-made clothes. She grabbed and threw everything until she found what she wanted.



Throwing, throwing, and throwing more.



Finally, she found it.



What she had been missing.



"...Is this the new maid uniform?"



Sonia's lips twitched slightly. In her hands was the outfit Eidel had mentioned earlier—the one he said she should try on if she became interested.



[— Current recovery progress: 100.00% / Synchronization and update complete.]



[— You can now use your functions as an avatar again.]



"How cute."



Ribbons and frills are matters of great importance.
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"Just as catching a big fish requires more effort, trapping a stronger outer god takes proportionally more time.



For ordinary outer gods, a few seconds is sufficient. The problem is with the higher-ranked ones.



[Estimated time remaining: 4 minutes 45 seconds]



A waiting time of nearly 5 minutes.



Proof that the creature before me was no ordinary monster.



["I should end this quickly."]



The outer god's extended arm transformed into a spike, smashing through the knights' heads as it passed. The formation broke, exposing the front line. Tentacles exploited the gap, burrowing through. They were flying toward me.



Clang!



Rustila deflected the incoming tentacles.



"I see it."



Even as her comrades were turning into corpses one by one, Rustila's voice remained as calm as a lake.



In truth, it wasn't just her. All the knights participating in this battle were the same. They maintained their composure even as their colleagues had their necks pierced and limbs severed.



If anything, I was the one with blood running cold.



Of course. The sight of people dying before my eyes never becomes familiar, no matter how many times I witness it. Moreover, these people were sacrificing themselves to save me.



I clenched my teeth with guilt.



"Protect Commander Rheinland!"



"Victory isn't the objective! Just hold out for 3 minutes—no, 2 minutes until the trap activates!"



In just a few minutes, over a hundred elite knights crossed the river of no return. As their numbers dwindled, the remaining knights concentrated their spirit and attention. They devoted all their efforts to protecting me.



"Everyone has held out well!"



Reinforcements had arrived.



"We'll join the fight!"



Units from the Leo, Sagittarius, Centaur, and Hercules divisions moved in to fill the gaps. With these additions, there were now six Great Omega-class knights protecting me.



This was practically half of the Federation's greatest fighting force. And yet, a single outer god was casually holding its own against such power.



There was no solution.



Truly, without the research I'd been conducting, this world would have been without hope.



Despite lamenting my combat abilities moments ago, I didn't regret not going all-in on sword training.



I took a deep breath and steadied myself.



["These insects are struggling desperately to die together. You should have just handed over Eidel von Rheinland quietly."]



"We will never surrender our commander, no matter what."



"Leo is right. Commander Rheinland is our hope. There are no fools in this world who would abandon hope."



"That's right. Someone who sells out civilians isn't a soldier at all."



["Useless struggling."]



Creak, creak.



The corpses scattered everywhere began to rise. They lifted their heads, revealing rotted faces.



Soon their bodies swelled, and tentacles like hairworms grew over their suits.



"When fighting outer gods, even a dignified death isn't permitted..."



"No, they're not dead! Look at that!"



The knights who had been allies just minutes ago opened their mouths. They made hissing sounds like escaping air through their damaged vocal organs. And some of them managed to form words.



"M-mother."



"Commander, please, save us."



Damn it.



"Com-commander, why, why did you, k-kill us?"



"Rheinland family head, if you, hadn't, initiated this, operation."



"Then, we... would still... be alive."



Each word flew at me like a dagger.



These people had become like this while protecting me.



No matter how much I tried to stabilize my mind, guilt welled up from deep within, making me grind my teeth.



But that wasn't the only problem.



They were multiplying.



Very rapidly.



Flesh soaked in blood surged forward like a tsunami, forcing us into a war of attrition. With former comrades now attacking as enemies, I could see the knights' fatigue rapidly accumulating.



"Everyone who came here was prepared to die. Respond without hesitation!"



Unlike me, the veterans were truly veterans. The Omega-class knights showed no signs of wavering.



But no matter how strong their mental fortitude...



Even ether isn't infinite.



Eventually, they had to give ground.



"Ugh!"



Hercules, who had been blocking all attacks from the front, was pushed back. As his stance crumbled, tentacles and spikes targeted the opening with a carpet bombing attack.






Leo deflected that gap. But then Leo developed an opening. Sagittarius covered that.



Centaur covered Sagittarius's gap, Auriga covered Centaur's, and Virgo covered Auriga's.



Then who would fill Virgo's gap?



"Rustila!"



Ireh and I threw ourselves forward simultaneously.



I predicted the incoming death with future vision and swung my calipers ahead of it. Ireh read my trajectory and fired a holy bullet.



Screech!



We altered the direction of the undulating projectile. It was a very slight angle, but enough to save Rustila.



In exchange, my wrist nearly twisted backward. My palm stung. Unable to overcome the inertia, my stance crumbled.



["Full of openings."]



"Eidel——!!"



["Farewell."]



Hundreds of tentacles rushed in with crossfire. My vision literally turned bright red. A structure where I'd be hit no matter where I dodged. Future vision was pronouncing my death sentence.



I'm going to die.



My life flashes before my eyes.



The first image appearing in this panorama is Sonia.



Her dignified appearance as a maid. Although I shouldn't die here, if it were an unavoidable fate, I wished I could have seen her recover her memories just once.



"Young master."



Yes, I wanted to hear her call me that way too.



"You're still such a child."



Wait.



This is too real to be an auditory hallucination.



At that moment.



The death foretold by my future vision came to nothing. The red lines of death all disappeared at once, as if they had never existed.



"Eidel!"



"Del!"



Taking advantage of the opening, Rustila and Ireh rolled with me. The other Great Omegas also deployed emergency ether barriers.



I quickly regained my senses and assessed the situation.



The blade-like tentacles that had been rushing toward me were twitching as if paralyzed. They withered slowly like plants hit with defoliant and fell to the ground.



["Ugh, ack."]



I couldn't believe my eyes.



No, everyone doubted what they were seeing.



Long calipers were embedded in the body of the outer god that had been overwhelming us with absolute superiority, not allowing even the slightest counterattack.



[— <Paralysis>, <Mental Destruction>]



["Oh, oogh."]



The outer god made an unsightly sound and writhed. Then, I heard the clicking of shoes approaching from behind me.



"Even if the young master is childish, what can I do? It's also a maid's duty to assist such a person."



There stood Sonia, wearing a brand-new maid uniform.



***



[— All data recovery and updates completed.]



[— As an avatar of the 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity,' you can now use all functions again.]



Sonia, with all her memories restored, coldly assessed the current situation first.



An outer god had attacked directly.



The Great Triangle effect, linked with the young master's innocent mental power, allowed humans to see and hear its form directly, but it wasn't necessarily an advantageous situation.



They needed to hold out until the trap activated, but it seemed difficult for them alone to endure solidly for 5 minutes.



In other words, the young master was in danger.



She needed to help.



However, using her avatar abilities could raise suspicions among other knights that she might be an outer god's puppet.



But.



So what?



Protecting Young Master Eidel no matter what happens.



Wasn't that her highest priority mission?



Without hesitation, Sonia threw her calipers. The blade deeply embedded in the outer god's body. The tactile satisfaction was felt even from a distance.



Softly.



She descended to the main hall and faced Eidel.



"Sonia!"



"Young master."






Sonia concealed her rising smile with dignity. Rather, it was Eidel who made no attempt to hide his delight.



"There's no time for greetings. Ensuring your safety takes priority. That weapon, may I borrow it?"



Sonia received the calipers from Eidel.



The outer god twisted its body and stood up. Having been hit with a mental attack, it would not be easy for it to steady itself.



The tide had turned with a single attack.



["...What, what exactly are you?"]



"How impolite. If you wish to ask such a question, you should first identify yourself."



["How dare you."]



[Estimated time remaining: 1 minute.]



Both sides were running out of time.



Further dialogue was meaningless.



Creak, crunch!



The outer god swelled its body, covering the entire ship with intestines and flesh. The corpses of knights who had died twice were assimilated into the walls and floor. Their bellies swelled. As if pregnant.



From cultivation to birth in just seconds. An incomparable number of monsters were born compared to before.



"Block them!"



The remaining knights squeezed out their ether to the limit.



Sonia left the defense to them and ran.



Attack is the best defense.



She needed to capture and kill the outer god.



The outer god, perhaps not expecting Sonia to charge in a straight line, gathered its remaining tentacles to defend. Spikes that sprouted from the floor also tried to bind Sonia's feet.



[Estimated time remaining: 30 seconds.]



Sonia lightly jumped to avoid the spikes. She also deflected tentacles targeting her blind spots.



Whoosh.



The calipers, spinning in an arc, struck the center of the outer god.



["Kack!"]



Sonia's calipers, which had been embedded in the outer god's body, came free. Sonia grabbed them and swung again.



[— <Mental Destruction>, <Mental Gender Conversion>, <Delirium>, <Unconsciousness>, <Anxiety>, <Panic Disorder>, <Regression>]



With a thud, the outer god was pushed to the edge. Both of its cilia were severed.



'My body feels light.'



Sonia was inwardly surprised. Her body couldn't possibly feel this light. Her combat sense was also vastly superior to before.



'This is the power of my outer god, Cartesia.'



She would absolutely not lose to the outer god before her. Rather, she was overwhelming it. The nameless outer god let out a pained sound.



["...Argh!"]



"Now you're making sounds worth listening to."



["Damn it, damn it!"]



The outer god tried to escape by breaking through the ceiling. Sonia, holding both calipers, tried to pursue but stopped when she judged she couldn't match the monster's speed.



[10 seconds until sealing.]



[9 seconds, 8 seconds, 7 seconds.]



"Sonia, that's enough. Come back!"



Protecting the young master was the priority. Sensing she shouldn't go any further, she returned to Eidel's side.



[6 seconds, 5 seconds, 4 seconds.]



The surviving knights were finishing up.



"Here you are."



Sonia returned the calipers to Eidel. Just then, the last two monsters flew in from behind.



[3 seconds, 2 seconds, 1 second.]



Thud!



They each struck down one monster simultaneously.



And the next moment.



Screeeech!



The outer god's scream echoed from the bridge.



"...It's over."



Sonia sighed. The knights also put down their swords and collapsed one by one from exhaustion. Both Rustila and Ireh leaned against the wall, catching their breath.



"Young master."



"...Sonia."



Eidel smiled slightly.



"Don't you have something you want to say to me?"



Sonia raised the corners of her mouth in response.



"First, let me hit you."
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I was beaten soundly in front of everyone.



"Sonia, that's enough! People are watching!"



"I'm disciplining you precisely because everyone is watching. Do you have any idea how much trouble I go through because of you, young master?"



Her spicy slaps were different from before, making my head spin.



But I felt good.



Because the Sonia I knew had returned.



I didn't understand what had happened, but now that she was back, I could take a few more hits with a smile.



At some point, Sonia stopped punching and placed both hands on my shoulders.



"Young master needs more punishment."



Smooch.



That sound came from near my lips. Sonia had kissed me.



My mind went completely blank.



And for good reason—everyone was watching.



"W-what...?"



Not just Rustila and Ireh, but even the other swordsmen who were struggling with Aether depletion were frozen in shock.



Clatter.



Rustila even dropped the sword she was holding.



There's a time and place for displays of affection between lovers, but Sonia seemed completely unconcerned as she entwined her soft tongue with mine.



And of course, that's when the doctors arrived.



"Honey, I'm here! Honey... what?"



Zernya, who had been hurrying at the front, stopped in her tracks. Our eyes met.



Her expression cooled, and then she asked in a chilling voice:



"...What exactly are you two doing?"



I had a bad feeling.



This was definitely trouble.



***



After the medical team arrived, I helped my parents account for the casualties.



Rustila used her remaining Aether to restore dignity to the bodies. In a solemn atmosphere, the victims were moved to the morgue.



"Two hundred and seventeen people died."



After the somber moment, we dealt with the traces left by the alien beings.



Technicians repaired damaged parts of the ship, while doctors were busy tending to the surviving swordsmen.



And I, being a physicist with little to offer in this situation, found myself bombarded with questions from the technicians and swordsmen who had been at the scene.



"Director Rheinland, we have many questions for you. First, about the identity of that android..."



Here it comes.



The fact that Sonia was a vessel must never be revealed. No matter how well I explained it, she'd end up in a laboratory, or worse, a disposal facility.



So I deliberately played dumb.



"I'm not sure."



"You don't know?"



"No, I believe it was a malfunction that occurred after being attacked by the alien. Some swordsmen saw her being hit by the alien's tentacle and flying away. I think she temporarily went berserk from the impact."



"I see. When we return, we should have her examined at the government level..."



"Government level? That's all taxpayer money, isn't it? Sonia is my android, so I'll have her examined at my own expense."



"...Of course."



This is hard. Much harder than defending a dissertation.



"Besides, don't we have more important matters? With so many casualties, we need to decide quickly whether to take time for repairs... or continue moving forward."



"The generals are already communicating with headquarters to determine our next move. It's not something that you as a director or we as technicians can decide."



The technician said with a bitter smile.






"By the way, about that kiss with the android earlier..."



Ah.



"...Many people are curious about that. As an engineer, I'm more interested in how an android could drive away an alien being, but others are, well... since a married man was publicly involved in such a display. Naturally, they're curious."



A scandal, as they say.



Because of Sonia's final kiss, Zernya became furious, and almost all other issues were overshadowed.



"It was just erratic behavior from the android."



"That's why some find it even more interesting. What exactly happened between the director and his personal android, why was she wearing a maid outfit... those kinds of questions."



"Well."



In a different sense, I had a mountain of explaining to do.



Fortunately, suspicions about Sonia being a vessel had subsided. Instead, I was now suspected of having an affair with a robot while having two beautiful wives.



Another damned love triangle.



"Son."



"Ah, Father?"



"What on earth is going on? That's not what the android was purchased for, was it?"



Now even my parents were suspicious about my relationship with Sonia. This would be a problem even after the war ended.



"Never mind. I can't scold you at such a critical time. Let's talk about this in detail after this is over."



"...Yes."



At least I survived thanks to Sonia.



I sighed and entered my room. There, Rustila and Zernya were interrogating Sonia.



"Ah, so your memory has returned. And does that give you the right to touch my husband?"



"Zernya, he's not just your husband. He's our husband."



"Well... fine. Our husband. Anyway, what you did was adultery. It's a challenge to us."



Zernya snapped sharply. Regardless, Sonia poured grape wine into a glass with a serene expression.



"Didn't I tell you before? If you want to try anything with Eidel, become human first. How dare you, a robot, try to tarnish my husband's career?"



"It's not tarnishing. I had my reasons."



"What? I can't believe this."



"In any case, didn't Young Master Eidel survive thanks to me? Let's have a drink."



"Why you!"



Zernya grabbed Sonia by the collar and shook her vigorously.



"Zernya, calm down."



"Do I look calm right now?!"



"You have a baby inside you. What if something goes wrong and it affects the child?"



"Sigh..."



"Take a rest. And thank you for working so hard taking care of the patients."



I barely managed to calm Zernya down. She still looked uncomfortable. Rustila was also sulking, though she didn't say anything. Sonia spoke up.



"I kissed Young Master Eidel to divert attention. While there might be some minor issues with his reputation, his personal safety will be even more secure."



Just then, Ireh opened the door and entered. She glanced at all of us and spoke.



"I've been monitoring the mood on the ship, and it actually worked out well. Almost no one is curious about how Sonia fought the alien to a standstill because they're too distracted by that kiss with Eidel."



Zernya rested her chin on her hand and retorted sharply.



"Do you think the swordsmen are fools? They're just not bringing it up because the current situation is more urgent."



"Anyway, only the three of us know this fact, besides Eidel and Sonia. Since we're all in the same boat, we have no choice but to protect Sonia until the end."



"...I know that."



Rustila and Zernya sighed simultaneously.



"Hey, tin can. Final warning. If you touch my husband without permission, I might really call someone to take you to the disposal facility. Understand?"



"So if I get permission, I can kiss him as much as I want?"






"Are you trying to pick a fight with me?"



"It's a simple question."



"As if I'd ever give permission?"



"I saved Young Master's life twice when Miss Zernya wasn't around..."



Zernya was at a loss for words. Rustila answered instead.



"I've seen how well Sonia has protected Eidel. And I know they've spent a long time together. If you weren't an android, you probably would have become very close to Eidel by now."



"We're already quite close."



"What I mean is, close enough to get married. Sonia, honestly, even though you're a robot, I respect you."



"Rustila, what are you saying?"



Zernya raised her voice in surprise.



"So what, you're saying it's okay to accept this blue-headed maid as Eidel's wife if she wants? Are you crazy?"



"...That's assuming Sonia was human."



"Human? Ha, right. If she were human, we might have something to talk about. But is that even possible? I don't think even the alien's grandfather could make that happen."



Zernya snorted.



Rustila and Ireh remained silent. Everyone knew the possibility of Sonia becoming human was infinitesimally small.



"Well, forget it. We'll talk after this war ends. Right now... I'm too tired to argue with you."



Zernya crawled onto my bed and let out a long yawn. Soon she fell fast asleep as if she had never been angry.



Sonia covered Zernya with a blanket. Then she turned around, looked at me, placed her hands on her hips, and began swaying her body.



"...What are you doing?"



"I'm expressing the joy of regaining my memories through dance."



"And you have to do that in front of Zernya?"



Sonia just grinned.



Just then, a report came through the intercom.



[Director Rheinland. High command has decided to continue advancing without repairs. We will arrive at the operation point within minutes, so please stand by.]



Finally, the time for the decisive battle had come.



***



"Your Majesty, Seronon, who was scouting in the central area, has been caught in a trap."



"Stupid fool."



That was all. The Queen listened to the next report.



"As expected, humans are pushing in from both flanks. They seem to be trying to recover the Aether Belt. What would you like to do, Your Majesty?"



In the void space, the Queen looked down at the alien beings waiting for her answer from her throne.



Though they were allies, the Queen's army lacked the cohesion of the humans. After all, they were beings subjugated by force, an organization that could collapse at any time if there were gaps in their strength.



The past three months.



For alien beings, it was just a fleeting moment.



But if they couldn't produce strong results even in this brief time and kept retreating, the organizational power needed to command the subordinate aliens could diminish.



The Queen made a decision at this critical moment.



"...About ten minutes."



"Surely, you don't intend to descend in your true form?"



She nodded and rose from her throne.



Ooooh!



The morale of the alien beings rebounded.



Queen Aurore. In truth, she had another reason for deciding to intervene personally.



'Eidel von Rheinland, I should see that face for myself.'



Instead of being frightened, he was openly coming to scout his burial place.



That actually piqued her interest.





Chapter 272 - Queen Aurore (2)



Despite interference from the Outer Gods, the fleet successfully entered the Delaus planetary system. This effectively completes the first phase of the restoration plan.



"This is just the beginning," said Leo of the Lion Palace in a solemn voice.



"Some restoration ships from the left and right divisions will join us. We'll advance immediately to restore the Aether Belt, so Commander Rheinland, please ensure you're fully prepared."



"Understood."



The Knights took the opportunity to rest during what little time they had.



Meanwhile, I finished the final review with the technicians on the most efficient methods to reclaim the Aether Belt.



Soon came the welcome news that communication with the eastern and western divisions had been established.



Leopold assembled the Knights.



"Everyone has endured well so far. From now on, we begin our counterattack!"



Snap!



The soldiers stood in formation and saluted. Determination gleamed in their eyes.



"Drive out the Outer Gods and reclaim our territory. All fleets, advance!"



Today.



Finally, today the war will end.



It may not be the end of everything, but we'll overcome a major hurdle.



Boom boom boom.



The ships simultaneously increased their speed. Hundreds of restoration vessels advanced toward the edge of the galaxy.



This was the beginning of Operation Double Sickle—humanity's largest restoration mission in history, with our very existence at stake.



I returned to the control room to monitor the situation. Asteroid clusters covered in flesh were approaching like a flock of sheep.



[Enemy approaching from the front!]



[It's Darwin's Nest!]



"Intercept them!"



The turrets simultaneously fired lasers. High-temperature plasma indiscriminately destroyed the approaching flesh clusters that flew like dandelion seeds.



Nevertheless, some nests survived and attached themselves to the ships like barnacles. Eshu of the Scorpio Palace yawned as he preheated his sword.



"My division will handle the intruders inside the ship. Everyone, follow me!"



The Knights moved to their positions.



The medical staff bustled about behind them.



Zernya, my parents, and other members of the Rheinland family.



All familiar faces.



I felt uncomfortable just standing by while everyone fought in their respective positions. If not for my status as family head and commander, I would have joined Sonia in battle long ago.



"Eidel."



Ireh approached.



"It's almost time."



I nodded.



"Yes, not much longer now."



"Whether the trap works, they split apart, or the Iron Fortress captures the Queen—however it happens, we just need to hold out. Then we can win."



No, can this really be called victory?



Cosmic horror.



I'm reminded once again of this world's genre.



"True victory only comes when we defeat the Queen," I said impulsively.



"But without graviton bombs, we can't banish the Outer Gods. We can't kill them either."



"...That's why we need to make them quickly. That would be much more reassuring than these stopgap measures."



Ireh chuckled.



It was a rare smile from the protagonist.



"What's so funny?"



"Nothing. Just that while everyone else is focused on the present, you're looking far into the future. I've been worried too, thinking that even after this war ends, other Outer Gods might invade."



"It's overwhelming, isn't it?"



"It is. But I'm not as depressed as I used to be."



Ireh looked up at me and continued.



"Because I have you."



"...Yes. Hearing you say that makes me feel better too."






"Why?"



"Because I have you, Ireh."



Wow, double the physics majors!



With more researchers for the graviton bomb, the path to a happy ending should be shorter, right?



Recently, Ireh has been coming up with interesting ideas, showing the results of her consistent studies. I'm looking forward to her future progress.



"By the way, when this is over, you should write a paper too, Ireh."



"About physically modeling the neural network of Outer Gods... right?"



"Yes. The research topic is practically rolling in by itself."



Outer Gods.



Ireh's first research subject is the Outer Gods.



Not fragments or avatar corpses, but studying the actual entities—it's perfectly insane, but Ireh's unique constitution makes it possible.



Plus, now we have the synergy of the Great Triangle.



Our destination was now right before us.



"Look, Eidel."



"...The Aether Belt."



We've finally arrived.



A faint cloud zone stretched out among the stars that sparkled like salt dried in the sun. Space was perforated like a sponge.



"It looks like a structure similar to porous ceramics."



I chuckled at Ireh's observation.



"Why are you laughing?"



"You just sounded very scientific."



When we first met, I never would have expected such sentences to come from Ireh's mouth.



Ireh folded her arms and sighed.



"It's because of you."



"How is that my fault?"



"Staying by your side all day has made my thinking and even my way of speaking similar to yours. I've been feeling self-conscious about it lately. So take responsibility."



"Monsters are attacking from all directions, and you're making jokes?"



"Shut up. This is your fault too."



Ireh turned her head away sharply.



While we were talking, the restoration ships arrived at the border zone. Soon, an announcement came from the command tower that they would activate the restoration equipment.



And then, the next moment.



Boom!



The ship tilted to the right, blaring warning alarms. Ireh and I lost our balance, stumbled, and rolled into a corner.



Since there was a wall right behind us, we didn't fall too hard.



However, our bodies pressing together was unavoidable.



"Young Master! Miss Hazlen!"



Sonia's ash-gray eyes widened in shock as she reached out a moment too late. It was understandable. Ireh and I were tangled together, our bodies pressed against each other.



Our faces were close too.



Ireh's expression was turning paler by the second.



"...You two need to get up now."



I snapped back to reality.



Meanwhile, the ship tilted even more. It was on the verge of standing vertically like a stranded vessel.



I regained my balance with Sonia's help, then helped Ireh up.



"Are you okay?"



"Uh, uh, uhhh."



"Ireh? Ireh!"



This is bad. She's turned to stone from excessive physical contact.



"Ireh Hazlen!"



"Huh, what?"



"Now is not the time to space out! The Outer Gods might be attacking. We need to prepare quickly!"



A few seconds after the problem arose.






Boom!



This time the hull shook in the opposite direction.



It returned to its original position, but the two impacts were enough to shatter the calm atmosphere. The monitoring screens turned blood-red around this time.



"Eidel!"



"Darling!"



Rustila and Zernya came running. Other Knights also gathered around the command center and control room. The command center housed the restoration equipment and its control tower. If this was destroyed, we'd be finished.



The Crab Palace Knight, who had used his skill to mitigate the physical impact, shouted:



"Everyone, don't panic and hold your positions!"



Despite the Great Omega Knights' command, the situation wasn't completely under control. The atmosphere was clearly different from before.



"Report! Knights are complaining of headaches and nosebleeds!"



The Knight delivering this news soon staggered and spat out a mouthful of blood.



It was strange.



The Great Triangle effect should be active.



The only ones who seemed relatively fine were the 12 Palace Knights, Sonia, and those with Great Triangle constellations: Rustila, Zernya, Ireh, and myself.



This could only mean one thing.



Something of a different caliber was coming.



[— Everything existed. Yet nothing existed.]



Even the status window was spewing ominous messages.



Creeeeak.



At the unsettling sound, everyone including myself looked up. The ceiling was being torn apart. No, it was transforming into a living creature.



[— When the play ends, the actors must exit. Yet the finale continues. To send off the protagonist on their way. That is elegance and nobility. That is true madness.]



[— Behold the madness.]



[— Behold, and know your final path.]



Crack!



Shark teeth sprouted from the ship.



The area around the sprouting teeth turned black. Then the teeth opened into a maw, and brilliant light poured out. It was so bright that I had to squeeze my eyes shut.



And then.



When I opened my eyes again.



A woman stood there.



A woman with large red eyes. She radiated a different level of madness just by her presence.



The woman floated in the air, looking down at us arrogantly. Her expression and posture suggested that this was the appropriate eye level between her and us—utterly arrogant.



After a moment of silence, she smiled. Her white, pointed teeth were fully visible.



Human yet not human.



Like Cartesia, an otherworldly being wearing the appearance of a person.



Undoubtedly an Outer God.



The Outer God's eyes gleamed as she spoke.



"My dear inferior species."



Her voice was gentle, like soothing a child. Yet her tone itself exuded arrogance.



"Congratulations on not perishing upon seeing my noble visage."



Softly.



The Outer God descended to the ground, folding space as if walking through it.



"However, I'm afraid you won't be able to pass your heroic tales to future generations."



The Outer God looked at a Knight in front of her and curved her lips into a smile. The Knight's stomach began to swell. Soon, the Knight retched violently, vomited a large egg-like mass, and collapsed lifelessly.



"Because... all of you will become factories here, giving birth to as many of our comrades as you have killed."




[image: Image]


Aurore, the Monarch of Elegant Finale.



A chapter boss appears without warning.



But that was fine with me.



[Estimated time until trap activation: 10 minutes.]



Whether it was the Queen or any other Outer God, after this war ended, they would all be headed for the laboratory.



It seemed the losing side would face a harsh fate, regardless of which side it was.





Chapter 273 - Queen Aurore (3)



And then I got my ass handed to me.



Aurore quickly subdued five Great Omega Inspectors and reached out toward Zernya, who was treating the wounded.



Slash!



Fortunately, Sonia blocked the attack just in time, preventing Zernya from being harmed.



Catching her breath, Sonia asked the trembling Zernya, "Are you alright?"



"Y-yes... I'm fine."



"You owe me one now."



Aurore let out an admiring sound. "Not all of you are complete idiots, I see. The contractor of the Virgin Palace and the avatar protecting humans."



There was a reason for the queen's confidence.



Many inspectors were already dead or injured.



Yet only two minutes had passed. We still had eight more minutes to endure.



Rustila reorganized our formation with herself and Sonia as the core. Zernya and I moved to the back, while Ireh guarded the rear.



Zernya spoke with a voice filled with anxiety. "How are we supposed to defeat that thing..."



"You're only realizing that now? Your defeat was predetermined the moment you encountered my forces."



Aurore yawned and snapped her fingers. The crimson-contaminated walls of the spaceship writhed and spat out grotesquely shaped chunks of flesh.



It looked like a bathtub made of blood and muscle.



"I am more merciful than I appear. Surrender quietly and give yourselves to this culture medium. If you become one with our legion, I will forgive all your past transgressions."



"You want us to become breeding grounds for monsters?"



"It's a simple matter of accepting your fate. The price isn't too high for the ecstasy of producing infinite life and the exhilaration of conquering the universe."



"No thanks, I'll pass."



"...How foolish."



The queen snorted and waved her hand. The flesh chunks charged forward, revealing blood-red gums. Rustila and Sonia raised their weapons on both sides.



Slash!



Blood splattered.



The divided blood masses attacked again.



Attack after attack.



I had already figured out the trick.



I swung my calipers along the trajectory of future vision.



Slash!



The scent of blood.



The sensation of flesh chunks being struck by metal blades traveled through my fingertips.



[Estimated time remaining: 7 minutes.]



"How annoying."



I was starting to get the hang of it.



After three minutes of combat, I realized the queen wasn't using her full power against us.



Of course, Aurore is the strongest of the Darwin system.



She's a monster who can casually kill outer gods with a snap of her fingers—she could obliterate us with her eyes closed.



I'm certain of it.



She's restraining her power.



I could see a breakthrough that would allow us to buy time.



"Aurore!"



I raised my voice to get the queen's attention.



Simultaneously, I communicated with Cartesia and made a request from the bottom of my heart. If she didn't want me to die, she would surely grant this favor.



["You always choose the most troublesome actions."]



[— 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' deploys <Imaginary Space>.]



Success.



Aurore's eyebrows twitched. She contorted her face and raised her voice.



"You must be absolutely desperate to die!"



[— 'Emperor of Elegant Finale' summons 'Fragment of Love'.]



[— <Imaginary Space> activates!]



The next moment.



The world turned black as if it were a lie.






***



"Eidel...?"



Ireh stepped on the spot where Eidel had disappeared with a dazed expression.



"H-he was just here a moment ago..."



Next, Zernya was shocked, and even Rustila and Sonia, who were in the middle of battle, glanced back and couldn't hide their astonishment.



Eidel had vanished.



Along with Queen Aurore.



At the same time, in the place where the queen had been, the last corrupted black fragment of Virgo appeared and wailed.



"Aaaagh!"



Rustila was the first to regain her composure.



"...It seems he's gone somewhere with the outer god."



"Isn't that terrible?"



"No, no, no! This can't be happening!"



"Everyone, please calm down. It's not like he died before our eyes. Right now, we need to defeat the enemy in front of us and quickly treat the injured inspectors."



Rustila and Zernya gritted their teeth.



"...You're right."



"That bastard Eidel will probably come back alive from wherever he is. That's just how he is."



"Miss Zernya is correct."



Rustila focused on the present situation, and Zernya, as always, complained about her husband. Sonia indirectly knew of Eidel's survival through Cartesia.



Only one person.



Only Ireh stared at his empty space with a hollow expression.



***



As soon as the scenery changed, I surveyed my surroundings. As expected, I saw a familiar face.



"Cartesia!"



"I told you not to call me by name, didn't I?"



Needless to say, we were in the imaginary space, the home base of the outer gods.



There was no need to panic. It was the place I'd been dragged to whenever I lost consciousness. By now, it felt as cozy as my own home.



Cartesia stood beside me, her hair fluttering.



"Is this the best plan you could come up with? I'm quite disappointed."



"The queen is after me anyway."



"You're sacrificing yourself alone?"



"It's much better than all of us getting hurt together."



"Jumping into a fire pit for others... I don't understand it."



Cartesia flipped her hair sarcastically. She laughed as if she found it absurd.



"That's why it's interesting."



Cartesia looked straight ahead with star-filled eyes. I followed her gaze.



Before us stood Queen Aurore, emanating a terrifying aura.



The queen twisted her lips.



"Eidel von Rheinland. You deliberately walk into death. Foolish. Truly foolish. Do you really not know that this dimension is our species' playground?"



Outer gods under her command gathered around the queen.



Hee-hee-hee.



Ominous laughter overflowed.



Some outer gods were erecting their reproductive organs or drooling at me. As expected of the Darwin system, they displayed disgusting and obscene characteristics.



Nevertheless.



I smiled back.



Because I had gained the upper hand.



Now was the time to fight with words, not bodies.



"Queen Aurore. If you kill me now or turn me into a breeding ground, you'll regret it for a long time."



"What do you mean?"



"Laplace."



The queen's eyes narrowed.



I continued.






"A higher-dimensional outer god. One who can be called mortal. An entity everyone knows about, but no one knows what it truly is. Your ultimate goal is to defeat it and protect your habitat, right?"



"..."



"Your expression says, 'How did you know that?'"



This was also information that Ireh had discovered.



The supreme god who would bring about the end of all dimensions.



Codename: Laplace.



While fighting against the highest outer god of the Maxwell system, Ireh realized that there was more to the outer gods' constant invasion of our universe than simple territorial expansion.



Laplace's 'core' exists somewhere in the universe where humanity lives.



"If you don't find and destroy Laplace's 'core' in time, this dimension will collapse too. And to destroy it, you need tremendous power that can remain in this dimension for a long time."



"..."



"The reason you held back against us in the underworld wasn't because you were being merciful. It's because once you use your power strongly, it takes a long time to replenish it. If destruction comes before then, you won't be able to stop it even if you know the core's location."



"...Hu, huhuhehe."



The queen laughed, touching her forehead.



"To think you knew even that much?"



The queen stopped the outer gods who were about to advance. She held back her subordinates who were whining about being itchy to fight, and seemed to be thinking deeply by herself.



After a long silence, the queen muttered.



"I had my suspicions, but you're no ordinary being. Or perhaps you're something else wearing a human skin..."



The queen shook her head.



"Well, fine. You've already rejected my call several times. Not content with refusing my mercy, you've even inflicted considerable damage on my forces. You must pay the price for that."



"...Ha, so it comes to this after all."



I tried to persuade her without fighting, but the Darwin system isn't known for its high violence threshold for nothing. It always ends in a fight.



"Power speaks louder than words. If you want to continue this conversation, prove that you're not just a smooth-talking insect."



Still, her tone had changed.



From looking down on me to demanding that I prove my worth.



Now I really had no choice but to fight.



Fortunately, I had Cartesia.



"Wait."



This time, it was Cartesia's voice, not mine, that stopped Aurore. Aurore frowned with displeasure and charged forward.



"Kill them without mercy! Anyone who stops will be beheaded!"



"I said wait."



Swish.



About twenty outer gods appeared at Cartesia's feet.



These were unfortunate friends who had been captured by Cartesia when she needed prana while tormenting Ireh, and had begun their life of slavery.



"M-mistress?"



"Why are we suddenly..."



The approaching Darwin system outer gods hesitated for a moment.



"...What is that?"



At that moment, Aurore twisted off the neck of the first outer god who had stopped.



"I told you not to stop."



"That's not it, Your Majesty. Those creatures... they're our kind, yet they're taking human form so shamefully?"



"I suppose they've transformed to understand the enemy, like me. Why can't you understand that?"



"I'm talking about those clothes!"



One outer god shouted.



"Those are called maid uniforms, worn to signify that inferiors have submitted to superiors!"



"...What did you say?"



It was then that Cartesia pulled out a tentacle that looked like a whip. She lashed the maid outer gods and raised her voice.



"Now, fight for the young Eidel."



"For our mistress's master... you mean?"



"Stop talking nonsense and go fight!"



"Y-yes, ma'am!"



For the first time, the queen wore a blank expression.



And so began the all-out war between the horrifically shaped Darwin system flesh masses and the beautiful maid army.





Chapter 274 - Queen Aurore (4)



The Maid Outer God Legion was a mixed unit composed of numerous Descartes and Maxwell forces, along with a small number of Darwin-type forces.



They could execute far more versatile offensives than the Queen's forces, which consisted solely of Darwin-types.



The Darwin-types would act as shields.



The Maxwell-types would snipe the weakened Outer Gods in between.



The Descartes-types would then scramble the minds of the weakened enemies.



And once this cycle completed, voilà.



"Kyaaaah! T-to think that I would become an inferior species...!"



"I'll do it! I'll become Lady Cartesia's slave!"



"My Queen, I apologize. It seems I've found my true master."



The number of maids was increasing in real-time.



Blood vessels bulged in Aurora's eyes.



"...What in the world is this."



I wondered the same thing.



An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, they say. Perhaps this was what it meant to counter madness with madness.



"How dare such a worthless creature cause me such displeasure. You deserve to die a thousand deaths."



"Status? What's that worth anyway."



Cartesia sneered.



"In real combat, you have to consider various factors, don't you, Your Majesty? You easily subjugated other Outer Gods, but did you come here without even considering that I'm the master of this territory?"



"Worthless. Things like compatibility can be overcome with sheer numbers."



Additional Darwin-type Outer Gods swarmed in. Waves of flesh undulated, covering the void.



I looked up. Aurora was charging toward us, riding directly on the wave of Outer Gods. Our expanded maid legion couldn't handle that quantity.



"This doesn't look good."



"...Youngster, what are you doing?"



I grabbed Cartesia, who had been focused on commanding, and ran.



The next moment, a sticky mess crashed down exactly where we had been standing. The Outer Gods crushed under the Queen collapsed like poorly made clay sculptures.



"How impudent!"



Aurora pursued us with fierce momentum. Her speed was considerable.



Nevertheless, I never allowed her to close the distance.



Strangely, my body felt light and fast. It seemed to be because we were in a higher dimension. Like how if a two-dimensional paper slides under a bed, it's difficult for a three-dimensional person to reach in and grab it.



Just as our universe is vast, so too is the universe of the Outer Gods. There were plenty of places to escape to.



"How foolish."



Suddenly, the Queen appeared right in front of me.



"Do you think you can escape from my palm?"



Sorry, but I anticipated this.



I folded space as I ran. Cartesia and I leaped to a location far from the Queen. Using blind spots, we regrouped.



"For a human, you have a good grasp of 7-dimensional metrics. The more I see, the more interesting you become. How can you adapt so quickly?"



"In physics, we deal with 11 dimensions or more. From when I first studied it, I tried to simulate how to understand it synesthetically... No, that's not the point. Should I put you down now?"



"No need. It's troublesome to move."



Cartesia chattered away while still in my arms. How interesting this was, how amusing that was. Even in this situation, she was overflowing with new research topics to consider.



Truly the attitude befitting the God of Wisdom and Curiosity.



The Queen had already found us and was in pursuit.



Cartesia whispered to our Outer Gods.



"This youngster and I will handle the Queen. The rest of you continue converting the weaker ones to our side."



"Master, but will this ever end at this rate? They have too many..."



Cartesia turned her head to look at the Outer God who had asked the question. The maid Outer God shrieked "Eek!" and cowered.



"I'm sorry! As a mere servant, I asked something beyond my station...!"



"It's fine. I like productive questions. This is my territory, so no matter who she is, there's a limit to how much she can rampage. We'll strike in that gap. In nature, nothing is infinite, nothing unchangeable. Would the Queen be any different?"



"Ah, I see! You mean we should harass her until she tires?"



"Smart slave."



The maid Outer Gods dispersed.



The Queen now charged at us with fire in her eyes, determined to kill us.






"Come on, move, youngster."



Cartesia tapped my head repeatedly, urging me on.



"If she catches you, you'll get pregnant."



From now on, it was time for a game of tag.



***



"Hit and run. My favorite tactic. No matter how strong the enemy, if you irritate their nerves with this method, they tend to lose their rationality. Look at that."



Cartesia pointed at Aurora approaching from a distance.



The Queen's movements had clearly slowed. It couldn't be helped. We had done nothing but run away. We left the minor attacks to the maid Outer Gods.



How long did this continue?



Until the Queen tired. Calculating time would have been meaningless.



Aurora calmed the waves and slowly approached, then opened her mouth while glaring at us with fierce intensity.



"...Enough, let's stop this."



There it is.



The "why don't we call it a draw" moment.



"You're quite good at running away. I'll admit it. Your skill at escaping is comparable to our species."



"Are you saying your kind is skilled at running away?"



"..."



"Oops, my apologies."



Cartesia snickered. Aurora clenched her broken fist tightly, then sighed as if it didn't matter.



Still, the Queen was impressive. She was suppressing the violence that was the instinct of Darwin-types to some extent.



Soon, the vibrations completely subsided.



It was time to stop fighting and sit at the negotiation table.



Aurora asked first.



"You're clearly not an ordinary human. What exactly are you?"



"A physicist."



"I don't understand what you're trying to say. Or are you playing dumb? Speak more clearly. If you want to end this war..."



"I'm a man who will become a physics professor."



"You're definitely insane."



Aurora turned her head away with a disgusted expression. Her eyes met Cartesia's, who was peeking out from behind me.



"...By the way, why are you sticking with that guy? Despite being a superior being like us."



"You talk too much. If you're going to leave my territory, do it quickly."



"Hmph."



Aurora snapped her fingers.



"Assemble."



As soon as the command was given, the remaining Outer Gods swiftly gathered. Cartesia likewise issued an assembly order to summon the maid legion.



There were clearly only about twenty at first. Somehow, the number of maids had increased to thousands.



Grind.



Aurora gritted her teeth. She berated her disoriented Outer Gods.



"Our forces are filled with useless ones. What should I do with these idiots..."



Before Aurora could finish speaking, most of the Outer Gods trembled violently. It was clear how harshly Aurora normally treated her subordinates.



Yet there was one who calmly raised a tentacle to ask a question.



"So... are we retreating?"



"Retreat?"



"Did she say retreat?"



The Outer Gods stirred. Aurora frowned and showed signs of attacking the Outer God who had asked the question.



Not missing this opportunity, I raised my voice.



"Queen Aurora, thank you for the alliance. If we join forces, we can surely find the core of Laplace's forces and defeat them."



"...What?"



"Additionally, Stern's forces will soon come to attack you from behind. Perhaps they've already begun their offensive. As promised, our Laniakea Federation will assist by supporting your rear so you can reorganize your forces."



"Y-you, what nonsense are you spouting?"






The Queen revealed her true form, her face cracking.



But it was already too late.



Once unrest spreads, it travels a thousand miles.



"...Are we really retreating?"



"Our invincible forces?"



"She acted like a leader for a while. In the end, was she just a strong idiot?"



Darwin-types are violent and have weak cohesion.



Unlike Maxwell or Descartes who at least take care of their own team, they fight and devour each other, and couldn't unite until the Queen emerged.



And now, because of my statement, this group began to waver.



"She said numbers and strength would be enough."



"To think she couldn't catch one human and one Descartes Outer God."



"All damage and no gain. The worst defeat."



"And what? Forming an alliance? With these inferior beings? What humiliation!"



Bang bang bang!



The Queen quickly culled the Outer Gods expressing discontent.



"Where do you get off spouting such nonsense? I suffered a defeat? I'm seeking an alliance because I can't catch one human? Do I look like such a pathetic being to you?"



"W-well..."



That's when it happened.



"Your Majesty, report! Stern's forces have launched a surprise attack on our main base!"



"I must have misheard."



"It's Stern! The supreme deity of Maxwell-types! The one called the Undulating Rage, the Iron Fortress, that steel monster!"



"...Ah, that pile of scrap metal. He dares to set fire to my palace? Does he think I've been defeated by these worthless creatures?"



"But didn't that human just mention something about Stern?"



The Outer Gods' eyeballs rolled toward me. It was disgusting enough to make me want to vomit, but I maintained my composure. I answered them with a smile.



"Yes, I said Stern would attack and we would help you. It seems he's already on the move."



The Darwin-type Outer Gods hesitated.



The unrest was growing.



"Your Majesty, how does this inferior creature know the name of the Outer God called Stern?"



"He's famous, so of course he knows. Or perhaps that silver Outer God clinging to the human told him."



"How does he know about the bad blood between you and Stern?"



"Anyone with minimal intelligence could deduce that after the numerous wars we've fought. If they had the technological capability to gather such basic information, would the war have dragged on this long?"



"How do you explain his earlier suggestion about joining forces against Laplace's army? That information wasn't made public."



"There must have been a spy."



"Are you that incompetent? Aaaagh!"



Another Outer God perished with a scream.



This is why knowledge is power.



But this isn't the end. Just as Zhuge Liang could destroy people with his three-inch tongue, today I too would shake things up and kill several more Outer Gods.



Of course, the Queen might be among them.



"Your Majesty shared information about Stern with me. His body resembles thin spines tangled together, and his head is an enormous Outer God with millions of pairs. He usually curls his body into a ball, sometimes appearing like a planet or a dwarf star. While some say his temperament is gentle, I heard his outside and inside are quite different."



"..."



One by one, the Outer Gods stood up. Their pustule-like eyeballs were filled with betrayal.



And Aurora...



"You devil——!! I'll tear out your tongue——!!"



"Oh, she's angry. She's angry."



Cartesia clapped her hands with a blank expression.



"You dare insult me in the middle of our conversation? I see I have no choice. We'll settle this here today!"



Swoosh!



A tentacle flew right to my face.



But I didn't dodge.



[Remaining estimated time, 0 seconds.]



There was no need to.





Chapter 275 - Queen Aurore (5)



Before leaving the Pastel planetary system, I had a conversation with the Hueritia mother and daughter.



"I've added several functions to this trap. Not only does it have its own concealment function so that foreign gods can't destroy it, but I've also expanded the detection range. The most notable feature is the foreign god tracking function!"



Foreign god tracking function.



I asked what that was.



"Simply put, it's like a guided missile. I've modified it so that once a foreign god is targeted, it can follow them to the end and seal them even if they flee to their original dimension."



Is that technically possible?



"It is."



How does it work?



"Money."



That's right. Money.



The power of capital is truly remarkable.



It can subdue even the strongest foreign gods.



"What..."



"The Queen's presence... has disappeared?"



The trap had worked successfully.



The crystal pump engraved with patterns must have redirected the Queen's coordinates, and thus Auloret was sucked in without even saying goodbye to her subordinates.



"Where on earth did she go?"



"Disappearing so suddenly makes no sense."



The foreign gods who lost their monarch fell into confusion. None of them could even guess the truth, let alone notice what had happened.



I carefully set Cartesia down and bowed at the spot where the Queen had vanished.



"You've retreated. Thank you for keeping your promise, Your Majesty."



"Insolent fool!"



A lurker-like foreign god lowered its voice.



"I clearly heard the Queen say in anger just moments ago that she would tear out your tongue. Stop pretending and talking nonsense. You must have done something."



"What are you saying? Me?"



I pointed at myself and deliberately looked bewildered.



"How could an insignificant being like me dare to trick the supreme and dignified Queen? I would surely face death if I did."



I dabbed at my eyes with my sleeve while bowing my head. Acting as pitiful and wronged as possible.



"The Queen has probably returned first to prepare, since Shterm attacked our main base. I'm sure she's ordered all of you to follow quickly."



"Our monarch has never once been vague when giving orders. How dare you mock us?"



"This isn't mockery. I couldn't possibly do that. In terms of power, I'm no match for the Queen. You are the Queen's forces, so saying I can't handle the Queen means I can't handle you either. Isn't that right?"



"...Wait, perhaps."



It was then that a snail-like foreign god interrupted.



"The Queen might be testing our loyalty and ability to assess the situation."



Some foreign gods nodded.



"Then we should return to the main base and find Her Majesty."



"Wait. Are you suggesting we all retreat together?"



"Shterm has launched a surprise attack on our main base. The situation is urgent. We can't waste our forces any longer in this backwater."



"What waste? Retreating would be the real waste. We've already pushed these creatures to their limit. With just one final offensive, we could take this galaxy. What are you afraid of?"



Signs of division were starting to show.



"You lot... are you finally plotting treason?"



"It's not treason. The Queen ordered us to subdue this galaxy. We're just following that order."



"Didn't you hear that the Queen made peace with that human?"



"Did those words come directly from Her Majesty's mouth?"



"So we're back to square one. If we find Her Majesty and ask, everything will be resolved."



"There's no need. This will be over soon."



"How dare you try to exceed your authority!"



The Darwin system foreign gods split into two factions.



The loyalists who wanted to retreat and confirm the Queen's whereabouts first, and the extremists who wanted to ignore that and continue the war.



The opposition had slightly more numbers.



"Eidel von Rheinland, countless comrades have been sacrificed because of you. I'll violate you to comfort their souls!"



Instinct over logic.






Violence over dialogue.



This is why, despite being the most numerous of the four forces, they were less threatening.



The attack of the foreign gods rushing without a plan was stopped with a clang.



"Wh-what...!"



"I'm sorry. But my master's orders are to protect this human..."



A battalion of beautiful maids was protecting me.



Cartesia gestured.



"Attack."



Slash!



The maid foreign gods deflected all the flesh creatures at once. Ribbons and skirt hems fluttered as if caught in the wind. The Darwin system foreign gods all raised their voices.



"Come to your senses! Weren't we all comrades?"



"...Not anymore."



"How stupid! How could our proud race be defeated by Descartes, who lives in such a backwater!"



"I'm sorry, but my mind is perfectly clear. We just... follow Cartesia's orders because we like her."



The maid foreign gods blushed.



Arghhhh!



The Queen's foreign gods howled.



Due to the characteristics of the Darwin system, the newly recruited maids continuously regenerated no matter how much they were attacked. Unless they were killed in one blow like the Queen, attacks were meaningless.



Therefore.



The advantage was tilting to our side.



"Do you all want to be my footrags?"



Cartesia giggled as she took control of the weakened foreign gods' minds. The Darwin forces, having lost their commander-in-chief, collapsed rapidly.



The sounds of flesh and blood splattering, and the screams of girls, tangled like noodles.



The maids were multiplying.



What terrible chaos.



"We can't all become that Descartes woman's subordinates!"



"Retreat! We're retreating!"



It was truly comical to see these creatures, who had surged forward like a rogue wave even when collectively trapped, now running away because they didn't want to become pretty maids.



Anyway, we won.



Cartesia chuckled and said to me.



"Kid, know that you owe me one."



"I'm always in your debt, aren't I?"



"..."



"Thanks again, Cartesia. You're really a good foreign god."



"...You really are high-maintenance, kid."



Cartesia flicked her fingertip. The scenery changed completely, and I felt my five senses become clear. When I came to my senses, I was back on the spaceship.



That's when I noticed a burning smell stinging my nostrils.



"Haa, haa."



I heard rough breathing.



Not far away, a constellation with pitch-black wings had collapsed, and Rustila was pointing her plasma sword at it.



She looked terrible.



"...This ends it."



Bang!



A gunshot rang out.



The "Purification Bullet" pierced through the fallen constellation's core.



Thud.



I turned around at the sound of someone collapsing. Zernya had been treating an unconscious soldier but now lay on her side. She was sweating profusely, showing symptoms of Aether depletion.



I hurried over, took Zernya in my arms, and let her lean against me.



"...Honey?"



"Yes, it's me."



"Where the hell have you been, coming back now..."






Zernya couldn't finish her sentence. Her eyes, soaked in fatigue, slowly closed. I could feel her labored breathing through her skin.



Then Rustila staggered as well. Sonia ran to catch her.



"Sonia!"



"Young master?"



"...del!"



Sonia, holding Rustila in her arms, and Ireh, who had secured the spirit bullet, both jumped toward me at the same time.



"You're back. We were worried. Are you alright?"



"I'm fine. How about you?"



"Don't even ask. When the Queen disappeared, fragments of the Virgo constellation appeared and went berserk. They were screaming for us to stop them. We had quite a hard time because of it."



Sonia looked back and continued.



"What happened to the Queen?"



"That's what we need to confirm now."



"So is it all over?"



"Yes. For now."



Ireh exhaled what seemed like a sigh of relief. She collapsed onto the floor.



Sunlight was shining through the large glass windows stained with blood.



"Let's talk about the details later."



Treating the wounded was the priority.



Sonia, Ireh, and I brought stretcher carts and loaded the inspectors one by one. We quickly moved to the infirmary, placing those with minor injuries in the auto-surgery room and leaving those with serious injuries to the doctors.



The Great Omega class inspectors, Rustila, and Zernya also entered the recovery room.



Groans erupted from various parts of the intensive care unit. Among those who had directly seen the Queen's face, only I, Ireh, and Sonia were relatively unharmed.



"Director! Director Rheinland!"



"What is it?"



"Come quickly! It's amazing news!"



The technician calling urgently had a bright expression on his face.



I moved quickly.



I had my suspicions, but...



Could it really be?



"This way!"



The technicians, with excited expressions, led me to the trap control room.



My heart was racing madly.



Sure enough, there was a signal bouncing on the computer monitor connected to the trap device.



And in the interaction log, there was one response.



[— Auloret (Respondent): "...Where the hell am I."]



A big catch.



My hands trembled.



Finally, unable to contain myself, I typed on the keyboard.



[— ILOVEPHYSICS: Hello, Your Majesty. It's me, Eidel von Rheinland.]



[— Auloret (Respondent): "Yes, it's you. You sent me here. Is this space your invention?"]



[— ILOVEPHYSICS: Yes. I've prepared a private resort for Your Majesty, who must be tired from your long journey. How is it? Comfortable?]



[— Auloret (Respondent): "When I get out of here, you're a dead man."]



Still bluffing until the end.



Of course, if it were the Queen, there was a possibility she could tear through the trap. That's assuming the worst-case scenario.



But I remembered the thoroughness of the Hueritia mother and daughter, and the amount of money I had spent.



At least for now, we were safe.



[— ILOVEPHYSICS: Have a nice time.]



[— Auloret (Respondent): "I'll kill you. I'll kill you. I will definitely kill you."]



[— ILOVEPHYSICS: lol]



I took my hands off the keyboard.



Miraculously, we had captured Auloret too. Now all that remained was to restore the Aether Belt.



The end of the war was in sight.





Chapter 276 - Aftermath (1)



Ireh's eyes wavered like candlelight.



"You captured the Queen?"



"Yes."



"So that's why you disappeared briefly during the fight?"



"That's right. I went directly into the space where the foreign gods live and settled things there."



In reality, I just ran away until the trap was activated.



"Are you really okay? Are you hurt anywhere?"



"I'm not hurt. Not even a scratch. If I had been scratched, I would have been captured and killed."



"..."



Ireh's expression hardened. She suddenly placed both hands on my shoulders and pulled me closer.



"You almost died? And that's how you talk about it? You shouldn't have even attempted it. Do you know how worried I was when you disappeared?"



"But I caught the Queen, didn't I? Let's have a drink."



"Really... Eidel, you..."



Ireh pressed down firmly on my shoulders. She seemed to be applying pressure unconsciously, and it was actually quite painful. She hung her head and said:



"...You know this isn't the end."



"I know."



The highest deity of Maxwell's forces.



The highest deity of Descartes' forces.



And the sole deity of Laplace's forces, who could be called the final boss.



To reach a happy ending, we still need to defeat three more.



The road to our destination is long and treacherous.



"Do you know how long it will take to create the graviton bomb?"



"No."



"Then don't treat your life so carelessly."



I nodded, and Ireh finally removed her hands.



"Come to think of it, I have a warning for you too."



"What?"



"Well, I mentioned before that I'd prefer if you didn't have physical contact beyond fist bumps with a married man. The touching just now and earlier is a bit..."



I rubbed my shoulder and rolled my eyes. Ireh realized a moment late and jumped back about three steps in shock.



"S-sorry. I did it without thinking."



"Without thinking?"



"No, not without thinking, but, well..."



"Ah. So you had a specific intention?"



"No, absolutely not!"



Ireh's ears turned red as radishes as she shouted.



I know I shouldn't do this, but teasing her is quite enjoyable.



Still, I should know when to stop. I drew the line at an appropriate moment.



"It's fine. Let's both be more careful from now on."



"Okay. I get it."



"..."



"..."



The atmosphere suddenly became awkward.



"Would you like to see the captured Queen?"



"Y-yes. Let's do that."



The Queen would be furious if she heard this. But she's just a loser now. A defeated foreign god has nothing left but to be toyed with by humans.



There were several prices Aurolet had to pay, and the first was becoming a spectacle for the humans she considered insects.



"It really is her. The Queen."



Ireh immediately identified what kind of foreign god it was and how high its rank was by looking at the graph on the monitor.



I taught her how to read these graphs. Makes me feel proud.



Ireh logged in with a new ID and placed her hands on the keyboard.



[— ILIKEPHYSICS: lol]



[— Aurolet (Respondent): "...Who are you?"]






[— ILIKEPHYSICS: lolol]



[— Aurolet (Respondent): "Another fly has gathered. Well, what is it this time?"]



[— ILIKEPHYSICS: lololololololololol]



[— Aurolet (Respondent): "How foolish of you lowly creatures to dare imprison me and make a spectacle of it. When I escape from here soon, I will smear your entrails and chew on your bones, so you'd better prepare yourselves."]



[— ILIKEPHYSICS: 🖕]



[— 'ILIKEPHYSICS' has logged out.]



Ireh's lips twitched.



"This is... fun."



"Do you like it?"



"Yes, very much."



"I'll give it to you as a gift."



Ireh let out a laugh.



"What kind of man gives a foreign god as a gift?"



"This one. You can write a paper about it when you get back. How lucky is it to be able to experiment on a big shot like the Queen?"



"...That's true."



Ireh smiled again.



When we first met, she rarely expressed emotions, but now that she smiles often, it makes me feel good too.



"Commander Rheinland, a report from headquarters. They've successfully restored the Aether Belt and request your prompt return to the Pastel planetary system."



"Understood."



With all the Great Omega class swordsmen in the infirmary, the responsibility for this ship was currently shared between me and a few technicians.



Among them, I was the only one who could decide whether to return.



Looking at the space that was gradually returning to its original state, I issued a command to the ship.



"Let's go home."



***



The Federation Army began deploying their remaining forces to reclaim the planets they had lost.



Although the war wasn't completely over, eliminating monsters that had lost their command wasn't particularly difficult.



Therefore.



Before the government made an official announcement, Eidel, as the head of the southern representative family, declared first:



"Everyone, we have won!"



Camera shutters clicked. Ireh closed her eyes.



The cheers were almost deafening. Ireh covered her ears.



Eidel couldn't come down for a while as he was being tossed in celebration. Even when he did come down, Seti appeared and snatched him away.



Seti grabbed both of Eidel's hands and spun him around.



"You're back, my Long!"



"Tsk, calling your brother 'Long'..."



"Long! Long! Long!"



"She's completely lost it."



Seti was right. As soon as Eidel returned, all stock prices began to rise.



Eidel, who had never bought stocks, suddenly became a market influencer.



Many others also raised their glasses to celebrate the end of the war. Parties were held on every planet, and laughter filled every home.



["This is truly what we wanted, isn't it?"]



Ireh's background star Altair whispered. Ireh found herself nodding.



["In previous cycles, even when the war ended, it wasn't really over. We didn't defeat the Queen directly; another foreign god raided the Queen's base, which forced them to retreat first."]



"...Right. That's how it was."



It had been a victory with nothing but wounds. The damage was much greater. That's why the atmosphere wasn't as bright as it is now.



Her eyes reddened for no reason.



It was then that Eidel approached her.



"Ireh, I need to go somewhere now. Would you like to come with me?"



"Huh? Where are you going?"



"To a funeral."



Ireh agreed without a moment's hesitation.



They arrived at the joint memorial service. Unlike the festive atmosphere in the bustling streets, here echoes of wailing reverberated.






Those who pursued hope but closed their eyes without seeing the light.



"Rest in peace."



Eidel comforted them before anyone else. His eyes showed clear signs of fatigue.



Ireh also offered a prayer and whispered to Eidel:



"You did well enough."



"As I told you before, I'm not at ease. That's why I've resolved to willingly sacrifice myself if I can save others."



Sacrificing oneself for others.



That was the pride that Ireh had in the early cycles.



She thought that suffering at the hands of foreign gods was a trial, and overcoming this trial would save humanity filled with despair and darkness.



But as the cycles continued, she realized that she was nothing.



She was powerless.



After tens of thousands of cycles, Ireh no longer harbored grand thoughts of being humanity's hero or the world's savior.



She just wanted to die.



She wished she wouldn't regress anymore. She only wanted to die before others, to be freed from the cycle of pain as soon as possible.



She eventually lost even the luxury of feeling distressed at seeing others die or feeling guilty toward those who sacrificed themselves in her place.



Ireh saw in Eidel her former self.



How wonderful it would be if she could once again embrace that pure and righteous self from those days.



"Eidel."



Ireh approached Eidel, who was sitting in a daze.



"Thank you."



Now she could truly say it.



"I've been saved by you twice. Once when I escaped the cycle of regression, and once in this great war. I don't know if there's a way to fully repay this debt."



"You don't need to repay it. I did it to save myself too."



"No, I hate living with debts. So I'll find a way to repay everything somehow."



"Then would you like to be my lifelong graduate student?"



"Should I?"



"No, forget the lifelong part."



Eidel was joking, but Ireh was quite serious.



Given Eidel's personality of loving research, he would surely continue his studies even after the fight with the foreign gods ended. To satisfy him, she would have to write papers with him until death.



Eidel stood up and dusted himself off.



"We can't just keep being depressed. For the sake of those who have passed, the living must work harder."



"That's the right answer."



After paying their respects, Eidel and Ireh moved on. Ireh stared blankly at Eidel's broad back, lost in various thoughts.



'He's reliable.'



She had always thought all men were beasts.



In fact, that was a misconception she had developed from constantly seeing only the low-quality gangs and pimps from the frontier planetary systems.



She realized that there were also dependable and kind men in the world, like Eidel in this cycle.



'Being research partners wouldn't be so bad.'



Ireh's subconscious whispered.



Let's live this life for this person.



Without realizing it, she walked closer to Eidel.



The distance between the two people.



Just one step.



***



In a completely sealed black room.



While analyzing her surroundings to find a way to escape, Aurolet received a message.



[— ILOVEPHYSICS: Queen, we have decided on your treatment.]



"...What now."



Being sealed due to a moment's mistake was already irritating, and now this.



Aurolet frowned as she read the continuing message.



[— ILOVEPHYSICS: From now on, Your Majesty must produce as many research papers as the number of humans you have directly or indirectly killed.]



"Hmph, I thought it would be something serious. Reproduction is nothing to me. Using a nest, I can multiply humans in seconds... Wait, produce what?"





Chapter 277 - Aftermath (2)



Humanity had won the war, but many challenges still remained.



The central government's main concerns were how much time and money to invest in restoring planets contaminated by the Outsiders, and what to do with the captured Outsiders in containment traps.



I attended a meeting where representatives from various sectors debated the issue of how to handle the Outsiders.



"We should gather them all in rockets and send them beyond our galaxy."



"If the containment traps were to break during transport, we'd face disaster."



"I've heard our galaxy's black hole is inactive. What about throwing them in there?"



"That's practically giving the Outsiders a new home."



"On the contrary, they might all be deactivated."



"Putting Outsiders into our galaxy's black hole is like placing humanity's existence on a gambling table. We shouldn't even attempt it if there's even a 1% chance of extinction."



Opinions were not easily reconciled.



This was understandable, as no humanity in any worldline had ever captured so many transcendent beings before. We caught them, but nobody knew how to dispose of them.



"What can we do? Without experts, there's no one to consult..."



As people sighed and sipped bottled water, one official raised his hand.



"Why do you say we have no experts?"



"Do you have someone in mind?"



"There's one right here."



It was Deputy Minister Allos. At his words, everyone turned to look at me.



"Commander Rheinland, everyone here knows that you have a natural talent for researching Outsiders, 'despite not having a doctoral degree.' Do you perhaps have any good ideas...?"



This fellow certainly knows how to get under my skin.



He doesn't seem malicious though, so I can't get angry.



I sighed and answered.



"Let's first discuss storage methods. Some of the stronger gods from Darwin's forces can escape the traps on their own. We need to prepare double or triple layers of equipment to prevent this."



"You want to double trap production?"



Several officials shook their heads.



"Security is important, but we're in the immediate aftermath of war. The central government's budget is limited, so we need the most economical solution possible."



That sounds reasonable at first glance.



An economical method, huh.



I smirked.



"I suggest we repurpose all the traps for research."



"Research?"



"Yes. Allocate the additional trap production costs to the R&D budget and make three times the current quantity. This way, we can safely contain all Outsiders with triple layers and distribute one device to each academy across the planet."



Government officials gaped.



"What if all those Outsiders break free?"



"That's why I suggested triple containment. In the unlikely event they escape, we can just capture them again with new traps. According to my calculations..."



I wrote a few lines on my tablet before continuing.



"...the probability of even one Outsider escaping is lower than winning the lottery jackpot ten times in a row."



"That's reassuring. But what research would use so many Outsiders?"



I twirled my pen and smiled.



"About your economic concerns. There's one very profitable research area..."



***



When a Darwin-type avatar falls, it drops a crystal.



These crystals are solid materials from outer space that humans cannot produce directly but are essential for manufacturing advanced equipment.



In other words, crystals have economic value.



"So I thought: what if humanity could extract crystals directly from Outsiders without defeating their avatars? Wouldn't that be a technological revolution?"






Ireh exclaimed, "Ooh!"



"What do you think? Pretty good, right?"



"It's amazing. But that means we'd have to keep torturing Outsiders even after developing the technology."



"That's right."



"Doesn't seem like something a human would think of."



"I'll take that as a compliment."



Ireh and I returned to Stellarium.



Several containment traps with Outsiders had arrived at Stellarium Academy.



The College of Natural Sciences received three traps: one containing Queen Aurore and two containing ordinary Darwin-type Outsiders.



Two went to the Physics Department, and one to the Biology Department.



Mezulen will handle the Biology Department's trap well. Cheers to her graduate school admission.



The trap containing the Queen was placed in the common research lab thanks to my influence.



After connecting the necessary wires, I turned on the monitor and typed a message.



[— ILOVEPHYSICS: Holy physics. Good morning.]



[— Aurolet (Respondent): "What now."]



I briefly explained what the Queen would experience. As expected, she reacted strongly.



[— Aurolet (Respondent): "Stop this nonsense. I have not the slightest intention of helping your research."]



[— ILOVEPHYSICS: I'm sorry, Your Majesty, but did you respect us humans when you killed, invaded, and even raped us? Certainly not. So we won't respect your wishes either and will torment you thoroughly.]



This much is absolutely true.



If she were a neutral Outsider like Cartesia who evokes sympathy and affection, it might be different. But for a complete villain like Aurore, I plan to show not even a shred of mercy.



So.



[— ILOVEPHYSICS: Your Majesty, you are our university's public property.]



I'll use her until she begs for mercy.



[— Aurolet (Respondent): "What nonsense is this? I am public property?"]



[— ILOVEPHYSICS: As I just mentioned, you must do useful work proportional to how many of us you've killed. Producing papers and training numerous graduate students. It's mutually beneficial. You'll become the mother of scientists who write papers about you.]



[— Aurolet (Respondent): "Mind your absurdities. Who would want to be the mother of an insignificant species? Do you think I will cooperate with you?"]



[— ILOVEPHYSICS: I repeat, your wishes are irrelevant.]



"Heh, hehehe, hehihihi."



Research topics were already sprouting in my mind.



But these aren't papers I'll write.



"Ireh."



Ireh flinched.



"Huh? What...?"



"Try completing your Outsider neural network research using the Queen. I'll help you. And if you think of other topics, it would be good to make the most of Aurore. Though not directly related to graviton bombs, it will be solid experience for studying Outsider physics."



"O-okay. Got it."



Ireh nodded and immediately rushed into the office.



No matter how excited she is, there's no need to run in like that. It's not like the research topic will run away.



"...Hmm?"



I turned around, sensing a presence.



"Professor Feynman?"



"Eidel, it's been a while."



"We had a meeting just the day before yesterday."



"When an advisor and graduate student haven't met for two days, that's a long separation."






What's this? I thought the time for flirting between the professor and me had passed.



"Thank you for protecting the southern region of the Federation and Stellarium Academy as head of the Rheinland family and research director. Anyway, I have two pieces of good news for hardworking Eidel—which would you like to hear first, the better news or the less good news?"



"The better news."



"The Achaea Committee has decided to award you this year's Achaea Peace Prize."



"...What?"



"The Achaea Peace Prize. The most prestigious award given to heroes who risk their lives and dedicate themselves to society for the peace of humanity and the Federation."



"How did you know about this, Professor...?"



"They said you weren't answering calls or checking emails."



Feynman scratched his head awkwardly and smiled.



"You must be busy with post-war matters? I understand. But you should check messages periodically. Isn't it unfair when others know such good news before you do?"



"Yes, haha..."



The Achaea Peace Prize.



That means I'll have to go to the award ceremony.



Plus, I'll have to eat a full-course dinner and spend meaningless time laughing and chatting with people who aren't physicists.



To be honest, it's not particularly good news.



Rather, it's annoying.



"How much is the prize money, by the way?"



"About 10 billion credits."



That's a lot for ordinary people, but not a significant amount for me.



"But isn't it an unspoken rule that Peace Prize recipients donate to charity? I suppose it's because the winners tend to be people who aren't attached to capital..."



In summary, I'll receive prize money, but the amount is too small for major research, and I'm expected to donate it as per tradition.



It would be a loss to go to the award venue just to keep the money for myself. But sending a proxy would be highly improper.



I'll have to come up with an excuse to decline later.



I smiled bitterly and asked, "What's the other good news?"



If receiving the Achaea Prize is the better news, I shouldn't expect much from the next announcement. I waited for the answer with an easy mind.



Professor Feynman grinned and pulled his hands from behind his back, extending a piece of paper toward me.



"What's this?"



"Your grades for this semester. They haven't been uploaded to the academic system yet, so I asked other professors to grade them quickly and compiled the results."



I hesitantly took the grade report and nervously scanned each subject.



Despite being too busy during the war to study properly, every subject was marked A+.



"Professor, this is..."



Feynman patted my shoulder and smiled.



"Congratulations on completing your coursework."



"Oh, w-wow."



"Now you just need to write one graduation thesis with me, and you'll graduate."



"Oh, oh, ohhhh."



"Eidel, would you finally consider discovering gravitons with me? It's research I've always wanted to do before I die."



***



That night, Ireh had to deal with a beast.



The beast's howls reverberated through the flimsy walls of the Natural Sciences building, reaching the corridors, and a rumor began circulating among undergraduates.



The ghostly wails, they said, came from the soul of a graduate physics student who had died suddenly without receiving their doctoral degree long ago.



Unfortunately, Ireh, the only one who knew the truth, chose to conceal it.



And thus, Stellarium's eighth mystery was born.
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The first step in creating a graviton bomb.



The discovery of the graviton.



The reason why gravitons, which had been predicted long ago, hadn't been discovered yet was simply due to money.



The capital and technology required for discovery didn't justify the economic benefits.



Of course, with so many social problems in the world needing solutions, spending money to find a single particle seemed insane.



But now things were different.



There was a legitimate reason to discover it.



"In this recent war, we learned one crucial lesson: to defeat the outer gods, we must understand them. Understanding the outer gods means understanding black holes, and the starting point for understanding black holes begins with gravitational theory."



I was currently making my appeal before the National Assembly.



"I request that you approve the budget for constructing an interplanetary circular particle accelerator to discover the graviton."



In other words, I was asking for research funding.



A lot of it.



"At least thousands of trillions?"



"It could cost even more."



"No matter how you look at it, that amount of money is..."



The representatives collectively groaned.



"The war just ended, and there are so many places where money needs to go. This requires careful consideration before making a decision."



The representatives were politely refusing.



I understood their position.



Still, this research absolutely had to proceed.



Both to prevent humanity's extinction and for my doctoral dissertation.



I had anticipated this response and prepared an answer.



"Stronium and several other companies have promised to support the development of a commercial particle accelerator. With government subsidies, we could proceed much more efficiently."



"Are you saying you'll assign this as a corporate project?"



"If it's difficult to make it a national project, that's the plan."



Research led by private companies is similar to government-led research but fundamentally different.



It focuses on maximizing profits.



Corporations have always been excellent at sniffing out money.



"Well, well."



"This is quite..."



Several representatives caught on and shifted their eyes.



"Even though the war has ended, the outer gods haven't disappeared from this universe. Humanity can only endure if we completely eradicate them."



"Can that be accomplished within a single generation?"



"We must begin in our generation to make any progress at all. Please remember: strengthening basic science is the way to take care of people's livelihoods."



"Hmm..."



After calmly expressing my opinion, I left the assembly.



A few days later.



I received news that the first R&D budget for graviton discovery had been approved.



***



Afterward, I spent an incredibly busy period.



I visited Stronium to explore potential sites for the particle accelerator and reviewed Ireh's research papers.



My discussions with Professor Feynman also increased.



"...We just need to find a particle with spin 2 that satisfies these conditions. The methodology itself has been established for some time."



"So with enough capital, we can discover it quickly?"



"Of course. Experimentation has lagged far behind theory until now."



The paper I was working on was simpler than expected.



I just needed to discover, organize the data, and report.



"There will be thousands of co-authors."



In cases with many authors, a primary author isn't always designated. In such cases, credit for the research is shared among all participants.



"This seems a bit insufficient for a graduation thesis."



"Not at all, student. This is more than enough."



Professor Feynman waved his hand.






"You're special, after all."



I mentally reviewed my schedule.



The year was already entering its second half. If I discovered the graviton this quarter, I could graduate next year and devote myself fully to graviton bomb research.



[—The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" twinkles its eyes.]



However, currently only Ireh and I knew about the existence of the graviton bomb.



To inform everyone, I needed to hint at the related theories to the world first.



"Let's end our discussion here for today. Eidel, please read this paper and let's talk again tomorrow."



"Thank you, Professor."



I returned to the Rheinland main residence after a long time. I had dinner with my family there and then lay down in the master bedroom.



"Eidel."



"Darling."



Rustila and Zernya wriggled onto the bed. The three of us lay together on the bed for the first time in ages.



Rustila and Zernya glared at each other with disapproval but said nothing. They rested their heads on my arms.



"Zernya, you said you applied for a leave of absence, right?"



"Yes. It's getting harder to move around. Oh! It moved."



Zernya giggled as she caressed her belly. Rustila made a sullen face and said:



"My child must be growing well by now too."



"You mean the one in the artificial womb? How pitiful, separated from its mother."



"That's not true! I visit every day these days!"



"Oh, is that so? But isn't the bigger problem after birth? The baby needs to be breastfed, but not a drop will come from your 'virgin' body."



"T-that's..."



"I guess I have no choice but to take responsibility and nurse your child too."



Zernya smirked.



Rustila trembled with indignation. Then, as if struck by a good idea, she linked arms with me. She blinked her long eyelashes, sending me suggestive signals.



"Eidel, it's been a while since we..."



"Hey, stop that. What's with the seduction?"



"Why not?"



"Did you already forget the rule we established about all three of us doing it together?"



"Then we can do it together, can't we?"



"Can't you see I'm pregnant right now?"



"There are still things you can do, aren't there? If you're tired, just go to sleep first."



"Tsk."



The war ends, and this starts again.



Somehow watching the psychological warfare between my two wives feels more draining than fighting the outer gods.



"Fine, I'm sick of arguing with you like this."



"Whatever."



Still, it wasn't as extreme as before.



The effect of our triangle relationship, plus the mutual affection—however grudging—that developed while enduring hardships together.



It was happiness enough to have these two, who once seemed as immiscible as oil and water, resting their heads against me.



I'd be a rotten man if I cheated on such wives.



I stroked both their heads and said quietly:



"Let's rest now. I'm tired."



"Eidel, you're the one..."



"Why are you still looking at papers even here?"



The two suddenly became prickly.



"You tell us to rest together, but all you do is paper, paper, paper. It seems like you spend more time looking at papers than at us."



"No, I need to read this and discuss it with my advisor tomorrow..."



My words were cut off. Rustila and Zernya leaned in with frowning faces.



"The war is over, can't you just look at us for one day?"



"Right. It hurts our feelings."



"Do you know how much we fought on the battlefield to protect you? Look, I was a major in peacetime, but now I've been promoted to colonel. How difficult must the war have been for me to reach colonel at this age?"



"And I've treated over a thousand patients. I don't know how many times I experienced Aether depletion while caring for a child. I received lots of extra allowances because of it. I have plenty of money, but my body isn't comfortable, sigh."






Rustila and Zernya exchanged glances.



"Hmm, thinking about it, you're not getting off easy today."



"Prepare yourself."



I didn't even have time to say congratulations on your promotion or thank you for your hard work.



My two wives dove under the blanket and started removing my pants.



"W-what are you two doing!"



***



Professor, I'm sorry.



When I came to my senses, it was morning.



I don't think I'll be able to finish reading the paper.



I'll try to understand just the abstract and conclusion before attending, so please be understanding.



"Ugh."



My head hurts.



As a bonus, my lower body feels weak, as if my energy has been drained. Turning my head to both sides, I saw Rustila and Zernya sleeping soundly with satisfied smiles.



Just then, the door opened and someone entered.



"Young master, it's time to wake... oh my."



It was Sonia. She frowned and slowly approached.



"You look very tired. Are you alright?"



"I-I'm fine."



"You don't look fine at all. Judging by the situation, I can guess what happened..."



"No... nothing happened..."



Sonia rolled her eyes.



I got dressed, leaving my two soundly sleeping wives.



Damn, going to work even on a holiday. What a wonderful job being a graduate student is.



"What about my parents and Seti?"



"They're still sleeping."



I went to the living room and sat in a chair. Sonia started preparing food. Meanwhile, I continued reading the paper. The sizzling sounds were pleasant to my ears.



Clatter.



Sonia set down a plate and sat across from me.



"Please eat."



"Ah, thank you. But you're eating too?"



"Is that a problem?"



"No, not at all... but you used to say getting energy from food was inefficient."



"Did I?"



Sonia gave an enigmatic smile.



After the meal, Sonia handed me my bag. Our hands touched. Her body temperature seemed unusually high.



"Sonia, are you sick?"



"No."



"Then why do you feel feverish?"



"Perhaps you're the one with a fever, young master?"



Sonia stood on her tiptoes and placed her hand on my forehead.



I wasn't mistaken. Her touch was warm. At this point, I sensed that Sonia's condition was different from before.



"There's nothing wrong with you, is there?"



"Who knows."



Just as I was about to seriously question her, I noticed two large opened boxes in the corner of the living room.



"What's this? Packages?"



"Yes, they're mine."



"What did you order?"



"Would you like to know?"



"Sonia, I'm your master. Shouldn't a master know what his maid has purchased?"



"Then I'll show you."



Sonia smiled slyly and lifted the hem of her skirt.
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I was speechless.



I hurriedly turned my head away from the obscene sight that was too embarrassing to describe. Only then did Sonia slowly lower the skirt she had rolled up.



"...How is it?"



"What, what on earth did you buy?"



"A module, sir. I splurged on the most expensive one."



My head spun.



"That's not all."



Sonia ran to the kitchen and returned with a knife. She lightly cut the tip of her thumb. Surprisingly, bright red blood welled up. I couldn't believe my eyes.



"You... that... no way."



"As you can see."



Sonia approached and pushed me onto the sofa. Then she tried to put her finger into my mouth as I sat there half-dazed.



In that moment of suspended thought, my mouth allowed the intrusion of Sonia's finger. I tasted something slightly tangy yet warm, like metal. There was no doubt. It was blood.



"Forgive my rudeness, young master. I wanted to convey to you the sensation of being alive."



I couldn't respond. Because Sonia, who was always expressionless, was smiling brightly in this moment.



It was then that Rustila and Zernya came into the living room. They were in the middle of yawning when they suddenly screamed.



"What are you two doing?!"



"Has that tin can gone mad?!"



Rustila and Zernya rushed over to pull Sonia away from me. Then my wives saw it too—the bloodstains on Sonia's fingertips.



"What, what is that? Blood?"



"Yes, blood. It's mine."



"You're lying."



Sonia made another cut with the knife as if to prove it. The same red blood flowed out as before.



My two wives were dumbfounded.



"...That's impossible. Real blood?"



"Wait. I have a blood type testing kit in my emergency box. We can check with that."



Zernya ran to her room and came back in one breath. She collected some of Sonia's blood in a tube and put it in a portable analyzer.



"...Type O. Same as Eidel."



"I thought the young master might need a blood transfusion someday. I asked the Outer God. I specifically requested the same blood type."



"Ou-Outer God?"



"Don't you know? This Sonia is an avatar of the Outer God."



Rustila and Zernya's eyes darted wildly.



Sonia explained her body's condition in detail. Everything she said was new to both me and my wives.



"Blood flows through me now, and my five senses are more vivid. As far as I know, pregnancy and childbirth should be possible too."



"So you're saying you've become human?"



"It would be incorrect to say I'm completely human. Part of me is still mechanical... I've become something like a cyborg."



Sonia had become a new species.



"Perhaps I should be called a bioroid."



An artificial life form. No, a deliberately created life form reconstructed by an Outer God.



The conclusion was that while we were asleep, Cartesia had modified Sonia's body.



Sonia added a confession.



"I was actually going to think about it more. It might be difficult to go back to how I was before. But last night... after hearing the three of you through the wall, I made my decision."



At the mention of "activities," Rustila's ears turned bright red. She could only stammer meaningless syllables.



What in the world was happening?



[— The God of Wisdom and Curiosity complains of fatigue.]



["Going to sleep."]



I tried calling Cartesia, but all I got was that brief reply. After that, she completely cut off the mental communication and didn't respond at all.



"Dear wives, please share your husband with me as well."



"She's lost her mind."



"I can't deal with this..."






Zernya answered firmly, while Rustila collapsed holding her forehead.



My head was killing me too.



***



Sonia had made her confession openly.



Rustila avoided answering, saying she needed time to think, while Zernya was adamantly opposed.



The three of them went into a room to have a serious discussion. Since I had to go to work, I had no choice but to bring another android as my escort.



"Pina is bored."



"Just be patient for a bit."



"Is there any research Pina can help with?"



Pina. Originally Bruce's assistant before coming to work for me, she was a fourth-generation android. Despite her cute appearance, she was quite strong. Her only flaw was being a bit dim-witted.



"I heard you're going to do some big research soon, like discovering gravitons? I hope Pina can help with that."



"Of course. There will be plenty for you to do. Can you help?"



"Yes, absolutely!"



Pina smiled brightly, swinging her pink pigtails from side to side.



We soon arrived at the lab. Ireh was already there cleaning the office. Unusually, she was wearing a sleeveless top and shorts.



"Hello."



"Eek!"



Ireh flinched like a cat when she saw me and hunched her shoulders. I tilted my head in confusion.



"What's wrong?"



"Nothing, nothing at all."



"The temperature fluctuates a lot these days. You'll catch a cold dressed like that."



"I know... I just took off my cardigan because it was hot."



Ireh put on her cardigan and looked at Pina.



"Where's Sonia? Why is that child here instead?"



"Actually..."



I explained everything. From Sonia becoming a bioroid to Zernya and Rustila's reactions, and why I had to leave her behind today.



"I-I don't know much about love quarrels..."



Ireh's face flushed hot. She fanned herself with her hand and let out an awkward laugh.



"Anyway, Sonia should continue to be your escort, right?"



"Of course. Without her, I could easily end up dead."



"...That can't happen."



Ireh swallowed hard. The concern was clearly visible in her night-sky eyes. After a moment of consideration, I spoke.



"Junior Hazlen."



"Yes?"



"Could you come to my house today?"



"Uh, your house?"



"Yes. I'd like to treat you to a meal as well."



Ireh's expression stiffened.



For a brief moment, silence fell.



"So, you want me to convince Rustila and Zernya?"



"You don't need to ask them to approve polygamy. We'll handle that ourselves. Just one thing—I need you to back me up so Sonia can remain as my exclusive escort."



Ireh nodded.



"...Alright. Let's leave together after work."



Having Ireh Hazlen on my side was fortunate. Both Rustila and Zernya respected her. The same words would be more persuasive coming from her.



Of course, it seemed strange to invite another woman when I already had two wives, but what could I do? There was no other way.



Just then, the intercom at the door rang.



"Is Lord Eidel von Rheinland present?"



"Who is it?"



"We're from the government."






"The government?"



"Yes. We've come to inquire about the previous Aether Belt recovery operation."



The Aether Belt incident?



This felt ominous.



Still, I couldn't turn away government officials at the door.



When I opened the door, men in suits, sunglasses, and official uniforms entered with polite bows.



"We apologize for the sudden visit."



"What brings you here?"



"It's about the maid-uniformed android you keep with you..."



I knew it.



"During the Double Scythe Operation, your android's activities were captured by the ship's cameras. The military authorities are very interested in this matter."



"I see. And?"



"If you don't mind, we would like to conduct a detailed examination of that android. We want to know what combat modules it has and the source of the weapons it used."



The concern I'd been dreading had finally materialized.



I maintained a calm expression as I answered.



"That would be difficult."



"May I ask why?"



"We discovered some issues with its body after that incident, so it's currently undergoing repairs."



I wasn't lying.



"So you're saying it's not here right now?"



"That's how things turned out."



"Hmm."



The officials made disgruntled noises and shuffled their feet. Then they noticed Pina and asked me:



"Who is that android?"



"She's a substitute I'm using in place of that robot."



"Hello! I'm Pina!"



Pina greeted them with a bright smile.



The officials whispered among themselves before approaching Pina.



"Would it be alright if we spoke with this child for a moment?"



"Of course."



I readily agreed. The officials asked Pina several questions about Sonia, but she only replied that she didn't know much. That was to be expected, as Pina was unaware that Sonia was an avatar.



"Well, that was a waste of time."



The officials sighed.



"We're truly sorry about today's intrusion. We were just waiting at our post when the order suddenly came down. Haha."



All the men were sweating profusely.



"Will you be coming again?"



"We're not sure. Probably."



"If you do come again, please notify me in advance by email or phone. I'm quite busy even now."



"We're sorry. Truly sorry."



These people had ultimately come looking for me because someone ordered them to. Such was my life, pushed and pulled from all directions.



Feeling sympathetic, I took drinks from the refrigerator and handed them out.



"You must be tired from coming all this way. Please refresh yourselves on your way back."



"You didn't have to... Thank you."



"Take care."



The officials bowed their heads and turned to leave.



Click.



"...?"



Click, click, click.



"The door won't open."
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"Ah, right. Look at me being so absent-minded.



"I'll open it right away."



I entered the 40-digit password to unlock the door. The beeping sound continued for nearly a minute.



The door opened.



"It's unlocked now."



For some reason, the government officials' expressions had hardened.



"W-we'll be going now."



"Please get back safely. Will you be visiting again in the future?"



"We're not s-sure."



The officials hurried away like people being chased by monsters. They must have other appointments scheduled. I thought to myself how busy their lives must be.



I closed the laboratory door after seeing them off.



"That gets us through the immediate crisis."



"Yes, though it's just a stopgap measure."



"No matter what happens, we can't hand Sonia over to the government."



"I know."



At best, she would become a government tool, and at worst, she'd end up in a scrap yard. Androids in this world are treated as nothing more than tools. There's no way she would be treated as a person.



"Don't worry. I have a plan."



It might cost me some money, but that's better than losing Sonia, who is as precious to me as my own life.





***





Rustila and Zernya were in emergency mode.



The two women cornered Sonia in the room and insisted that she must not meet with Eidel under any circumstances.



Sonia protested vehemently.



"Miss Zernya, you said it yourself. If I became human, you would give me a chance."



"But you're not completely human."



"I bleed, I can get pregnant. My appearance is no different from a human's. If I'm not human, then what am I?"



Zernya sighed repeatedly. She was regretting what she had said before.



How could she have known things would turn out this way?



Sonia continued her counterargument.



"I was the first. I was the one who raised the young master. The number of years I've known him is different from you two."



"What does that have to do with marriage? By that logic, everyone in the world would marry their childhood friends."



"You two... took him away from me."



Sonia looked like she was about to cry. Her tone was steady, but there was a slight tremor in her voice.



Rustila rolled her eyes as she fell into thought. Suddenly, she remembered something Eidel had said before.



'Rather than having one person rejected and sad, I'd rather make both happy even if there's some friction.'



Rustila understood. She knew the feeling of liking someone first, only to have another woman appear and try to take away the man she loved.



She had never thought badly of Sonia before. Her resolve was wavering.



"Zernya, let's talk separately."



"Why?"



"Just come."



Rustila took Zernya outside. Before she could speak, Zernya beat her to it.



"Don't tell me you're thinking of setting her up with Eidel?"



Rustila nodded. She clearly conveyed her thoughts. Let's accept just Sonia, and absolutely no one else after her.



Zernya clicked her tongue. She held up her right index, middle, and ring fingers, showing the number three.



"There are three reasons why we shouldn't allow that girl."



"Let's hear them."



"First, allowing this would set a bad precedent. Think about it. If he has three wives, would it be difficult to have four or five?"



"If the number of wives increases... our position becomes weaker."



"So you do understand."






It was simple. When there's one husband and multiple wives, the amount of love each wife receives decreases. This applies physically, emotionally, and financially.



Sometimes both Rustila and Zernya thought about it. If the other wasn't there, they could have received twice as much of Eidel's love.



Zernya folded her ring finger and continued.



"Second reason. The Rheinland family's reputation would suffer."



"Reputation?"



"Sonia had no status as a human. Legally, she's a robot. Even if we allow the marriage, would the country recognize it?"



"Eidel might just live with her without officially registering the marriage."



"And then rumors of adultery would spread."



"...Hmm."



"Let me tell you one more thing. What if Sonia bears Eidel's child? That child would be illegitimate. They couldn't register the birth with the government."



Rustila's mind was spinning. Love alone wasn't enough. It was a complicated issue.



"Even if we solved all these problems, there's still the social stigma. Keep in mind that bad rumors could spread one way or another. And..."



Zernya folded her index finger. She wiggled her remaining finger and said:



"The third and final reason, which is actually the biggest—I don't trust the outer god that Sonia contracted with."



"Cartesia?"



"Was that the name?"



"Eidel told me."



"The name sounds like a girl's name."



"I've spoken with her when Sonia was burning up before. She was unusually friendly toward humans for an outer god."



"That's exactly what I find suspicious."



Rustila replied:



"That outer god has saved Eidel from crisis several times. Besides, Eidel said all his research so far has been with that outer god's help. It's true that she's been helpful until now."



"That's exactly what scares me. What ulterior motives could she have..."



An outer god wouldn't bestow favors without expecting something in return.



Zernya had been pondering this for a while. But there was no clear answer.



"Anyway, something's going on. Being from the Descartes faction and all. We might be being mentally manipulated without realizing it."



After hearing Zernya's logic, Rustila had to agree.



Still, she felt sorry for Sonia. This was the realm of emotions. Rationally, they shouldn't allow Sonia, but she was trying so hard.



As their concerns deepened, the dock bell rang.



"That must be him."



"He's home earlier than expected today."



"...Young master?"



Sonia flung the door open and rushed out. The three women hurried to the entrance. And there they met an unexpected figure.



"Oh, hello. I'm here too."



Ireh Hazlen.



She entered with an awkward smile.





***





One man and four women. Rustila and Zernya sat on either side of me, while Sonia and Ireh picked at their food with forks across from us.



An awkward silence hung in the air.



Why had the atmosphere become like this?



It was undoubtedly because of the Sonia situation.



"...I understand the situation."



Zernya put down her utensils and spoke.



"But we can't let Sonia and Eidel be alone together. We need someone to monitor them at the very least."



"Are you saying I have no self-control?"



"Even if you trust yourself, I don't trust that outer god. What if she controls you and makes you pounce on Eidel?"



"I would resist. Both me and the young master."






Zernya snorted.



"Anyone can say that easily."



"Then what do you want me to do?"



"That's why we need surveillance. Rustila and I can't follow our husband around all day because of work. So we need to ask someone trustworthy..."



As Zernya spoke, her gaze shifted. Rustila also turned her head toward someone. That someone was Ireh.



Ireh pointed at herself with a blank expression.



"M-me?"



"Isn't that why you came, unnie?"



"Well, yes, but..."



"24-hour close surveillance of Eidel. Name your price."



24-hour, Eidel, close, surveillance. Each word seemed incredibly stimulating to Ireh. Ripples spread through her eyes.



"Seeing your reaction, we definitely need to assign this to you, unnie."



Zernya smiled with satisfaction.



Ireh was even more startled and waved her hands in denial.



"Y-you can't assign something like this to me. I'm not good at this kind of thing..."



That had to be a lie. In previous iterations, she had worked as an assassin or spy. Tailing others should be second nature to her.



"Just assign someone else or an android! Or if you must, assign a man so there won't be any gossip!"



Zernya sighed.



"We'd like to, but there's no one we can trust. An android would be easy for Sonia to silence."



"What about me? I'm a woman too!"



"Unnie, you avoid every man you meet, including Eidel."



Ireh was at a loss for words.



Unfortunately, I couldn't think of anyone suitable besides Ireh either. Everyone else was either busy or untrustworthy. Ireh, on the other hand, was upright and extremely discreet.



Ireh seemed to have the same thought as she shuddered.



"...Fine, I'll do it."



I felt bad. The protagonist was getting dragged into this because of me. And into the Rheinland family's domestic affairs, no less.



Anyway, Ireh ended up taking on the role of monitoring Sonia and me. She would prevent Sonia from losing control and jumping on me.



"...Tch."



Sonia clicked her tongue quietly. Zernya smirked and continued the conversation.



"By the way, you said government officials came looking for Sonia today?"



"Yeah."



"Honey, I'll respect your decision. If you don't want to hand Sonia over to the government, find a substitute."



I was impressed.



As expected, Zernya was sharp. She had read my intentions perfectly and had the same idea as me.



"That's the plan."



"Then until the fake is ready to show the government, Sonia shouldn't accompany you."



"Tsk."



This wasn't good.



The next outer god to appear specialized in assassination and conspiracy, so I needed Sonia to stay with me.



But if she went around in disguise, it would obviously raise suspicion.



I needed a better way to deceive them.



Just then, Rustila, who had been quiet, muttered:



"Now that I look at them, Sonia and Ireh unnie look quite similar."



"It's the hair color and overall vibe that overlap."



"Their heights are probably almost identical too."



"..."



I had an idea.



A perfect solution.





Chapter 281 - The Switch (1)



The Ministry of Defense couldn't focus solely on me anyway.



What I needed to do before any surprise inspection was clear. First, create a dummy of Sonia, and second, deceive the government in the meantime.



I felt like a villain for deceiving my country, but what could I do? Sonia's safety was my safety.



The problem was how to accompany Sonia while fooling the government's watchful eyes.



Surprisingly, the solution was simple.



"Wow, it really suits you," Sonia remarked with a lifeless exclamation.



"Young master, you may turn around now."



"...Wow."



Ireh stood before me dressed in a maid uniform.



She had made her eyes completely white with contact lenses and temporarily dyed her hair from black to a slightly navy blue.



Identical.



There were two Sonias now.



Ireh trembled slightly, clutching the hem of her skirt.



"...Do I really have to do this?"



"You only need to do this until my dummy is made. This trick won't work for more than a month anyway."



"..."



Ireh silently bowed her head.



Zernya marveled, "They really look alike. If Sonia were a real person, they could pass as sisters without raising suspicion."



"Speaking of which, Miss Zernya, aren't you almost identical to Miss Seti except for your eye color?"



"That's because we're distant relatives."



"No, Sonia. I can tell Zernya and Seti apart. Seti is taller."



"Shut up, Rustila."



"I'm just stating facts. Did I hurt your feelings?"



Leaving Rustila and Zernya to their bickering, I examined Ireh from different angles while trying to comfort her.



"I'm sorry."



"It's fine. This much is nothing..."



Ireh answered in a small voice, her face bright red.



"We did this before when we entered the Adelbein main house together. It's not your first time, so it's okay. This level of embarrassment is nothing compared to when you were tormented by the Outer Gods, n-nothing at a-all—ack!"



She even bit her tongue.



She must be incredibly embarrassed.



***



While Ireh disguised herself as Sonia, Sonia also disguised herself as Ireh. Sonia's makeup skills were so excellent that it was easy to confuse the two.



And one more thing.



To thoroughly deceive outsiders, we decided to call Sonia "Ireh" and Ireh "Sonia" when we were outside. Naturally, their roles were also reversed.



Ireh would pour coffee, and Sonia would read academic papers.



They were essentially acting as each other.



Yes, it's complicated. Without staying alert, it would be difficult to tell who was who.



Perhaps because of this?



The next day.



I made a small mistake as soon as I arrived at work.



"Sonia, did you see that paper?"



"Master, I'm not in a position to be reading papers."



"...Ah, right."



Ireh was currently acting as Sonia. But since she needed to continue her studies, she studied when no one was watching. Seeing this, I inevitably became confused.



Rustle, rustle.



Sonia turned a page and said, "You're just not used to it yet. The mistakes will decrease with time."






"What book are you reading, Miss Ireh?"



"This? It's a novel called 'Do Androids Dream of New Brides?' It's about love between artificial intelligence and humans. Quite interesting."



Seeing someone with Ireh's appearance reading such a book created a strange dissonance.



"And Sonia, don't you usually call Eidel 'young master' rather than 'master'?"



"...That's right. Young master."



"Be careful not to use different titles consciously. Those kinds of words are only for the bedroom."



"W-wait a minute! Such indecent talk...!"



"Shh."



Heavy footsteps could be heard from beyond the door.



We held our breath, only moving our eyes.



The footsteps gradually faded away.



Fortunately, it was just someone passing by.



"It's a good thing this is Eidel's private lab. If someone else had heard, it might have raised unnecessary suspicion. Don't say such things so openly."



"...Understood."



Ireh nodded and murmured. She stopped brewing coffee and made a small sound. "Oh, we're out of syrup. I'll go downstairs to buy some."



"Thanks."



Ireh left quickly, moving with the lightness of an assassin. It was definitely not the way Sonia would move.



But that might actually be good.



That level of skill might be necessary for the Ministry of Defense to mistake Ireh for Sonia.



As I was nodding to myself, Sonia stood up. She glanced outside once, then suddenly closed the door.



"Miss Ireh...?"



"Shh, young master."



Sonia, wearing Ireh's disguise, grinned.



"Honestly, wouldn't it be okay?"



"What would?"



"In this enclosed space, just the two of us, to act like lovers."



This is insane.



I should have known when I saw Sonia reading that romance novel.



"Priscilla also mingles bodies with her master, so why can't I?"



"Who the hell is Priscilla?!"



"She's the android from that novel."



Sonia straddled me, spreading her legs.



"Since taking this body, I haven't even held hands with you. I won't ask to go all the way, just a little..."



My mind went blank.



To be intimate with Sonia, who had become half-human, while Rustila and Zernya were elsewhere—it was practically one step away from committing adultery.



Moreover.



"Miss Ireh, you shouldn't do this."



Right now, Sonia was disguised as Ireh. If even our breath touched, I wouldn't be able to face her due to the guilt.



I desperately continued the act.



"It's about Miss Ireh and me. We're just research colleagues. This isn't good for either of us."



But Sonia paid no attention and brought her face closer.



"You know, don't you, young master? That I'm not Miss Ireh."



"..."



"People value inner character more than appearance. The same goes for robots. Otherwise, there would be no explanation for why you were so depressed when I lost my memories."



"That's not important. This is adultery! It's troubling when you act like this! I can't face Rustila and Zernya..."






"As long as we don't get caught, it's fine, isn't it?"



"Sonia, you...!"



My words were cut short. Sonia grabbed my chin with both hands and pressed her lips against mine.



A sensation clearly different from silicone. Soft skin accompanied by warm breath.



Sonia slowly wrapped her arms around the back of my head. Even if I wanted to push her away, I couldn't. No exaggeration—her grip was incredibly strong.



A sweet, flower-like fragrance filled my head.



"Haah..."



It was about twenty seconds before Sonia removed her lips.



"Regrettably, this is where we end today. It was a pleasant sensation. Thank you, young master."



While I was staring blankly into space, Sonia got off my lap. Just then, Ireh opened the door and entered.



"Huff, huff."



Ireh was panting. Her face was flushed. She held a bottle of syrup in her hand. After quickly closing the door, she expressed her frustration.



"So embarrassing. I want to die from embarrassment..."



"Sonia. Your manner of speech."



"Ugh... I apologize, young master."



Sonia winked at me behind Ireh's back.



Fortunately or unfortunately, Ireh didn't seem to notice anything.



In less than three minutes.



During that time, Sonia had stolen a kiss from me. And now she was sitting calmly in her seat, continuing her reading as if nothing had happened.



A little while later, Professor Feynman came in.



"Eidel, do you have time now?"



"Yes, Professor. Are you going on a business trip?"



"The site for the particle accelerator has been confirmed. I'm going early to check on the progress and meet with other scientists. Would you like to come along?"



"Of course."



This was related to my graduation thesis, so naturally I had to go.



I quickly packed my belongings and loaded them onto the spaceship. Although it was a sudden trip, I didn't mind. My schedule was flexible since I had already completed my coursework.



"I'll come along too."



Ireh and Sonia also boarded the spaceship.



There wasn't much to do during the journey. I just yawned while lost in various thoughts. Then I noticed Ireh watching the news on a screen and quietly listened in.



[Next is news from the west. A new cult has been gaining momentum recently.]



[They claim to be a group worshipping the Outer Gods and have been carrying out terrorist attacks across various locations, centered around the eastern Manus planetary system.]



"This is..."



"Young master, look. Some strange people have started moving."



With others around, we couldn't speak openly, but both Ireh and I knew the identity of this religious group.



The Dark Holy Spirit Cult, Megnus.



A group of fanatics backed by Shterm, the highest-ranking Outer God of the Maxwell system.



Bad luck.



Of all times, these guys had to rise up now, and near the place where we were building the particle accelerator.



"The Manus planetary system is in the southwest. The war just ended, so public authority is unstable. Maybe some weird religious group is trying to take advantage of the situation."



Sonia offered a plausible theory.



Sorry, but she was wrong.



The Dark Holy Spirit Cult consisted of genuine lunatics who worshipped the Outer Gods.



They were so firmly bound by their brutal beliefs that they couldn't be bribed with money or suppressed by Rheinland's authority.



[This emerging religious group is also known to be connected with local drug cartels, contract killings, kidnappings, and prostitution. We urge those planning to visit remote areas in the west to exercise extreme caution.]



My sigh deepened.



All I could do was hope that nothing would happen.





Chapter 282 - The Switch (2)



And just as those hopes were dashed, disaster struck.



The research facility was hit by a bomb attack.



By the time I arrived, it was already too late.



"..."



Looking at the scene of ongoing firefighting and rescue operations, profanities involuntarily escaped my mouth.



"Those bastards."





***





The Dark Holy Spirit Cult, Magnus.



I had suspected they would be our next adversaries.



But I never imagined they would emerge so early, let alone originate from the western region rather than the east, and choose me as their initial target.



Well, I had considered it a possibility, but honestly believed it less likely than winning the lottery.



It was a truly absurd situation.



I hurriedly met with the research director. There wasn't even time for proper introductions. We exchanged opinions sitting on a few chairs in one of the research buildings that remained intact.



The director spoke.



"This was a planned crime."



He showed me a video. It was footage of the inner wall of the attacked research building, clearly showing laser-engraved writing.



[Stop the research.]



"...A warning, I see."



"Yes. This reveals the nature of this religious group. Their ideology is anti-science, and they're subservient to outer gods."



We haven't even started construction yet, and this happens.



I absolutely cannot forgive this.



If I can't build the accelerator within the second half of the year, my graduation will be delayed. No matter what, I will punish those Magnus bastards.



The research director coughed and continued.



"We cannot stop our research. But relocating to another site would cause countless problems."



That makes sense.



This place, the Rozenium planetary system, was well-equipped with heavy machinery and planetary mining vessels needed for accelerator construction. There was also an asteroid belt nearby, allowing us to procure raw materials whenever needed.



Above all else...



"The Lagrangian points of this planetary system's star are extremely stable. Whether during construction or operation of the accelerator, it's much safer than other planetary systems."



"Hmm."



"As you know, Master... I mean, Doctoral Candidate Rheinland, discovering gravitons has been the long-cherished goal of us physicists. We've had the technology for some time, but projects were abandoned due to lack of funding. Only now have we been able to pursue it."



This graviton research isn't just about my dissertation.



It's an opportunity for numerous high-energy physicists to satisfy their academic thirst and make good money.



"With such a great opportunity right in front of us, we cannot back down either."



From the beginning, whether in the past or present, the particle physics field has had a narrower job market and lower compensation compared to other fields. When a major experiment comes along, why not take advantage of the opportunity?



"...I understand completely."



The research director's intended message seemed clear.



Use your political position as the Rheinland family head to drive away Magnus.



That was exactly what I planned to do.



I immediately put pressure on the government. Simultaneously, I sent a reply to the committee that was preparing to award me the Peace Prize.



[I, Eidel von Rheinland, hereby declare war on terrorism in alliance with the Federal Government and Stronium. Any casualties caused by terrorist groups from now on will be my responsibility. Therefore, I decline the Peace Prize.]



From now on, I might become a killer. At the very least, I will certainly be disrupting peace.






A plausible reason to refuse the award. Take it or leave it.



Regardless, my direction was clear: remove anyone who interferes with the research.



Soon, I received a response from the government, and an anti-terrorism special task force was formed, centered around the Western Federal Army and the Defense Forces.



Then Rustila and Zernya rushed over.



"You two belong to the Southern division. Why are you here in the West?"



"Because we can't let you get hurt."



"To treat you if you get injured."



I could understand Rustila, but Zernya was pregnant and should have difficulty moving around. While I appreciated them coming all this way, I was more concerned.



"Will you really be alright?"



"That religious group is targeting you, right? Doesn't that mean we, your wives, are in danger too?"



"Zernya's right. It's better to stick together than be separated. Look, that's why Seti came too."



Seti waved from a distance. She approached with leisurely steps.



"My brother needs so much attention. I have to make androids for him, give him money, and now I have to regularly check if he's still alive."



"You just came to see the Grand Triangle effect, didn't you?"



When Seti's constellation combines with the Grand Triangle, it adds a coin bonus.



"...How did you know?"



Seti stuck out her tongue and looked around at Sonia and Ireh. Ireh, disguised as Sonia, cleared her throat and glanced around nervously.



Seti stared at Ireh and said:



"So the disguise is real. If I didn't look carefully, I couldn't tell who's who. Is this Ireh?"



"..."



"I guess so. The vibe is completely different."



"Young Master Eidel, the wind is cold. We should go inside."



"Wow, you're quite the actress."



"L-let's go quickly!"



Pushed by Ireh's insistence, I went to my private lab. It seemed I would be living here for the second semester under the pretext of a long-term business trip.



Eventually...



Construction and operations began simultaneously.



"I'll be back."



Rustila geared up and flew to the Manus planetary system. With Rustila's help, the Magnus cult wouldn't last long.



I also exchanged opinions with the research director and various scholars and technicians.



The research director explained:



"We plan to create fixed points at the five Lagrangian points and connect tubes in a spindle shape around these points. The acceleration sections will be at the connecting points between each point, and the collision point will be at the end of the spindle."



"Is that method efficient?"



"From an economic perspective, it's not particularly efficient. But it's much better for concentrating energy in a narrow area."



Without a warp drive, an object's speed cannot exceed that of light.



And planetary systems typically span 1-2 light-years.



This means that based on existing theory, discovering gravitons would require at least a year per experiment.



"With this design for the accelerator, experiments will only take a few days. It requires more capital, but the experimental time is significantly reduced."



Buying time with money.



Buying time means I can get my doctorate earlier... no, that's not it.



Buying time means having more time to create graviton bombs to face the outer gods. What's a few thousand trillion compared to that?






"That's all I have to share today. We plan to begin construction as early as tomorrow."



"Wow, that quickly?"



"With money flowing in the world, we need to put workers to work quickly."



The research director smiled happily.



"This year, I'll be able to order large pepperoni pizzas for my family to my heart's content..."





***





Rustila and the Western Federal Army combed through the Manus planetary system meticulously.



The perpetrators of the bomb attack were captured or killed in various locations. The speed was truly remarkable. It was hard to believe this was the same Federal Army that had recently experienced a major war.



But that couldn't shake the cult's faith.



So the followers of Magnus retreated deeper into hiding.



They gathered in a chapel located deep underground. Gray stained glass lined the walls, and statues carved with tentacles stood in the gloomy space.



"Fellow believers!"



A girl with grayish-white hair removed her veil, drawing attention.



"Look!"



"It's the Holy Maiden!"



"The Apostle of the Outer God!"



The believers burst into exclamations.



It wasn't just her status; many were captivated by her mesmerizing attire. Everyone, regardless of gender, was entranced by the drab holy maiden outfit that revealed her lower chest and sides.



The Holy Maiden.



Julia Magnus.



She raised her voice:



"As you all know, our universe is inevitably heading toward destruction according to the irresistible flow of entropy. This is causality. But we have been searching for an idea that transcends this causality."



Holy Maiden Julia continued:



"That's when the Iron Outer God showed us a way to defy the flow of this world. It is to submit to the Outer God and for everyone to become His avatar. By becoming avatars, we will ascend to higher-dimensional beings, and we can all be saved."



"O Iron Clockwork. We shall be Your servants. Hurrah, hurrah, ten thousand hurrahs."



"Hurrah, hurrah, ten thousand hurrahs. Thank you. The Outer God knows the depth of your sincerity in coming here. Therefore, the Outer God has bestowed upon me an oracle and sacred objects."



Snap.



The Holy Maiden snapped her fingers. A screen appeared before her, showing a man and woman walking.



Eidel von Rheinland.



And Sonia.



"The root cause of this incident is scientists who, with mere human bodies, are trying to hasten destruction. Among them, Eidel von Rheinland must be captured and judged. However, beside him is a being presumed to be an avatar of another outer god."



The cult doesn't worship all outer gods.



They follow only the Maxwell-type outer gods who can reverse time and entropy.



In the Holy Maiden's view, that maid beside Eidel was not of the Maxwell-type outer gods.



A being that must be defeated.



"Your mission is to capture that maid called Sonia. But it won't be easy, so the Outer God has instructed me to give you this net."



The Holy Maiden clapped her hands, and a net with an inky hue appeared.



"This net is called 'Iron Wire Binding,' an artifact of our Outer God."



"Ohhh!"



The Holy Maiden concluded as she handed the net to the believers:



"Capture that maid and offer her to our Iron Cult."





Chapter 283 - The Switch (3)



The goal was one of two options.



Either kidnap Eidel. Or kidnap his personal android Sonia and offer her to the "Iron Altar."



Three male devotees with exceptional infiltration skills set foot in the Rozenium planetary system.



They occasionally conversed while moving stealthily.



"Couldn't we just kill Rheinland? I don't understand why we need to kidnap that android."



"You don't even know that? Geez, you idiot."



The thin-faced man lightly smacked the chubby man's head.



Slap! The sound of flesh jiggling echoed.



The tall, robust-looking man clicked his tongue in disapproval.



"Why are you crushing his spirit? You should be taking better care of your junior."



The chubby man rubbed his shiny head and replied.



"So there is something special about this."



"Have you heard about the Iron Altar?"



"Only the name."



"What's your position in the church?"



"I joined recently, so I'm still just a layperson."



The middle-aged man nodded.



"The Iron Altar refers to the innermost part of the Holy Maiden's prayer room. It's a secret space that only the Holy Maiden can enter."



"Only the Holy Maiden can enter... then perhaps...?"



"Yes, it's exactly what you're thinking."



"A room for self-pleasure?"



Whack! The chubby man's skull rang once more. He clutched his head and protested his innocence.



"I've never seen such an idiot..."



The thin, shrewd-looking man spat out a mild curse. The robust middle-aged man also clicked his tongue and scolded the chubby man.



"Though the Holy Maiden dresses modestly, I believe she's not that promiscuous. Actually, that room is where she makes contact with the Iron Outer God. It's also called the Oracle Room."



"Ah, the Oracle Room."



"The Iron Outer God, true to its name, is extremely fond of metal and mechanical devices. The rarer the metal, the more complex and precise the mechanism..."



"So it's like an offering concept."



"Now we're talking. Yes, it's like a sacrifice to the god. But it feels different from the gods of the old era. According to the Holy Maiden, the Outer God gives immediate rewards when offerings are presented."



"What kind of rewards?"



"Only the Holy Maiden would know that."



The chubby man clapped his hands and said with a bright expression.



"Perhaps she's wishing for the god to lead us to Idea. It's just not happening yet because the offerings are insufficient."



"That makes sense too. The Holy Maiden is such a kind-hearted person."



The middle-aged man rolled his eyes upward and smiled deeply.



He seemed to be thinking about the Holy Maiden's benevolent smile, beautiful face, and sculptured figure.



The chubby man and the thin man also recalled the image of the benevolent Holy Maiden. Her voluptuous chest, sturdy thighs, and the perfect curves of her waist and buttocks.



"Hehehe."



Originally, the three men were from the border regions. Being born male, it was instinctual for them to react to beautiful women.



Anyway, the three set foot in the Rozenium planetary system.



After deceiving the entry inspection team with entry visas provided directly by the Holy Maiden, they reached the research facility.



Western Particle Physics Research Institute.



This was where their target, mentioned by the Holy Maiden, was located.



"Did you bring the net?"



"Of course."



"This net has special treatment, so handle it carefully."



"What kind of treatment does it have?"



"I don't know the details. But the Holy Maiden said that even a constellation couldn't escape once caught in it, so it's better to be cautious."



"The security looks tight. What if we get caught in the middle?"



"No need to worry much. The Outer God is watching over us and will turn back time for us."






The three men infiltrated quickly. Even before joining the Magnus Order, they were notorious figures in the borderlands. One belonged to a gang, another was an assassin, and the last was a contract killer.



This should be a piece of cake.



However, it wasn't as easy as they thought.



"Damn, we're screwed."



Soon, the three men failed. They were caught by security while trying to infiltrate the research facility and were permanently expelled from the planetary system.



"This Rheinland guy is no ordinary person. Why is there a guard at every corner?"



"He's already fought a jihad once. He even threatened to start another uprising if research continued, so it would be strange if security was lax."



The three men grumbled. The middle-aged man touched the screen to report their mission failure.



And shortly after.



[— Time is rewinding.]



The world changed.



Memories and the flow of time ran backward.



Their bodies felt like they were stretching like taffy, then returned to normal.



When they came to their senses, the three were back at the entry inspection point.



"What is this...?"



"...We're back."



The middle-aged man muttered. The other two men blinked in confusion.



"The Outer God has bestowed a miracle upon us. It's overlooking our failure and giving us another chance."



"Is, is this real?"



"I can't believe it."



"If you can't believe it, try passing through the gate. If we can enter again, we haven't been expelled yet."



Surprisingly, the three passed through the inspection point easily.



They then succeeded in infiltrating the research institute once more.



"It's, it's really true."



"Time has been rewound."



The two men couldn't hide their surprise as they checked the time on the telescreen watch displayed on the wall.



After chanting "Long live the Outer God, long live the Holy Maiden" three times, the three men continued moving.



And after dozens of failures, they finally broke through the security.



After knocking out cleaning androids and disguising themselves in their clothes, the three men moved with automated cleaning tools.



"Phew, that was tough."



"Shh, walk quietly. Act like machines."



The three men familiarized themselves with the layout by cleaning the research facility for a while. And finally, they discovered it.



Eidel and Sonia's private research lab.



"This must be it."



Their lips curled into wide grins.



***



Unlike Eidel, who had more freedom after completing his doctoral program, Ireh was having exhausting days.



Keeping up with school classes and assignments.



Researching and writing papers with Eidel.



And monitoring Eidel at Rustila and Zernya's request.



It was enough to tear her apart even if she had ten legs.



Especially, disguising as Sonia was quite burdensome. Today too, Ireh finished her day with fatigue at its peak.



"Ugh."



A groan escaped her lips.



"Good work, Sonia."



"You worked hard too, young master."



By now, she was quite accustomed to imitating Sonia. She could even match her tone almost perfectly. It was truly remarkable progress.



"You must be tired, let's rest today."



"I do have some pending work..."



"Are you going to finish it all before sleeping?"






"No. I really can't hold on today."



Due to the lingering effects of the Great War, Stellarium College had switched all second-semester classes to remote learning.



And as a result, Ireh was bombarded with hellish assignments.



It was miserable, but the remote learning itself was a good thing.



Ireh sat at her desk, turned on her tablet, and started scribbling.



"I'm going to pull an all-nighter today."



"You should sleep early, young master."



"My advisor just finished his work. This is the only time we can discuss. I'll be back soon."



"...Understood."



Eidel left with Sonia, who was disguised as Ireh. Ireh sat at the bedroom desk and worked on her assignments.



A long yawn escaped her.



Perhaps due to fatigue, she couldn't concentrate well.



"Maybe I'll sleep a little..."



Ireh flopped onto the bed with her tablet. She looked at the window and then scanned the door once.



At first, she worried that assassins might come from the Magnus Order.



But two months had already passed.



Nothing had happened during that time. It was thanks to Eidel's continuous efforts on security.



Moreover, Rustila and the Western Federal Army were determined to root out the Order.



"Maybe this time too... it will pass easily like during the Great War."



She knew that the Maxwell system's Outer God was behind the Order. She also knew they could turn back time.



But rewinding time required the effort of the one called the Holy Maiden, one of the Five Kings. Taking one day of her lifespan could only rewind 10 minutes.



Even the Holy Maiden couldn't rewind time indefinitely.



"We're winning."



Perhaps the Order was being dismantled by the federal army before it could establish a proper system.



Recruiting Zernya.

Saving her with the resonator.

Victory in the Great War.

And now, during this period when the Dark Holy Spirit Order was rampaging.



Ireh had received favors from Eidel multiple times. She felt ashamed of herself. All she could do was study and research harder.



"Really, just a short nap."



Her eyes closed from fatigue. Ireh drifted off to sleep on the bed.



And after some time.



Clunk.



The door opened.



With that sound, Ireh snapped awake. For some reason, the footsteps sounded suspicious. With an ominous feeling, she tried to get up.



The next moment.



A black net engulfed Ireh along with her single-sized bed.



"Wh-what!"



She immediately realized.



This was an enemy attack.



Ireh tried to draw her spirit gun before her eyes were fully open.



But something was wrong.



The gun wouldn't come out.



"...The current aether flow is blocked?"



She couldn't consume the aether needed to draw the gun. It felt like a stream that couldn't flow and had become stagnant. She had never encountered such an artifact in countless regressions.



Thud, thud.



Three pairs of heavy footsteps approached.



Ireh looked at the people approaching beyond the net with a hardened expression.



"Hello, little android lady."



Three men with sleazy appearances.



It didn't take long for Ireh's eyes to fill with dismay.





Chapter 284 - The Switch (4)



Ireh Hazlen grew up in the frontier.



The frontier star system was a place where looting, rape, murder, and drugs were commonplace.



During these times, Ireh quickly learned that in such a depraved society, all men were monsters consumed by lust.



Even after she coincidentally contracted with a good constellation and gained the skills to protect herself from ruffians, her negative feelings toward men never quite faded.



No, they only grew worse.



"What a pretty little thing. I'll make you my ninth wife."



"Miss, how much do you charge?"



"You'd better come quietly. Unless you want to die here."



The frontier was truly a garbage dump.



And the troublemakers she met during her journey beyond the frontier to prevent the "End" were all human trash without exception.



Ireh would fire bullets of retribution at those who tried to molest her, and when faced with opponents she couldn't defeat, she chose either escape or suicide.



"Ireh, my daughter. Never forget. You should only marry someone you truly love."



Her mother was frequently beaten by her father. That's why she always urged Ireh not to become a wife like herself.



It was meaningless advice. She had already decided she wouldn't even consider holding hands with a man.



Disgusting.



Men were incredibly filthy creatures.



Even when she visited prosperous areas or wealthy neighborhoods with good security, the situation was similar.



The men there didn't openly say vulgar things like the frontier trash, but it was obvious they were trying to seduce her, approaching her with various tactics.



Especially money.



It was pathetic how they tried to tempt her with capital, offering to buy her all sorts of nice things. Didn't that mean they thought of her as merchandise that could be purchased with money?



What she truly wanted was a reliable companion who would help her end this hellscape.



Anyway.



Right now, Ireh was once again experiencing the rising discomfort and disgust toward men.



"Don't scream. Better stay quiet. Unless you want a beating."



A thin-looking man pulled out a gun and pointed it at her.



In previous cycles, she would have calmly dared him to shoot.



But not anymore.



Ireh could no longer regress.



If she hadn't been caught in the net, she could have subdued such small fry in one go. She regretted being too exhausted to move properly.



'W-what should I do...'



No suitable method came to mind.



So she just held her breath, unable to do anything.



While the thin man threatened Ireh, the other two men each looked for an escape route.



"There are iron bars on this window?"



"The door is locked with a keypad too. Damn, why is this door designed to lock from the inside? Hey, Jack. Can you tear off those bars?"



"Not with our current equipment. Let's just wrap her in a sack and leave, pretending we're taking out trash?"



Click.



The thin man pressed the gun barrel against Ireh's forehead.



"Hey, if you don't want to die, tell me the door lock number quickly."



"..."



"Aren't you going to talk?"



"...It's a long code. Plus, it's a random number that changes periodically."



"How many digits?"



"F-fifty digits."



"What bullshit. Do we look like idiots to you?"



Ireh felt quite wronged.



"It's for security..."



"Then there must be a key card or something. Hand it over."



"I don't have it, someone else does..."



"Someone else? Who... Ah, forget it. I know who."



The man pointing the gun scratched his head.






"Just tell us how to find that password."



"Um... it's in the program on that computer over there."



In that brief moment, Ireh found an escape route from the men's conversation.



It seemed their goal was to capture her alive.



That might be fortunate.



If they tried to kidnap her and escape, she might survive if she could just send a signal. After all, there were security androids and surveillance cameras everywhere.



[Incorrect password.]



[Incorrect password.]



[10 seconds until input, 9, 8... Incorrect password.]



[Please enter a new 50-digit random number. (Time limit: 1 minute)]



"Damn it!"



"I'll dictate it slowly, try again. And you, help tie this bitch up."



Two men taped Ireh's mouth and tightly bound her hands and feet. Being firmly tied up and having her Aether sealed, she couldn't move at all.



"Now we just need to put her in this sack."



"Wait a moment. I just had a good idea."



"What is it?"



"Looking at her now, this android is quite attractive, isn't she?"



"Of course she would be. She belongs to that Rheinland guy. Judging by her outfit, she's clearly meant for that purpose."



"What do you say we have some fun first?"



A chill ran down Ireh's spine.



"Forget it. I don't have a fetish for used robots."



"That's not what I mean. Think about it. This has to be at least a 5th generation model. The head of the Rheinland family wouldn't use some crappy 4th gen, would he? With all modules included, this must be top-of-the-line!"



"Oh ho."



"It'll definitely feel different. Better to have fun with this one before we take her than not getting to sleep with the Holy Maiden at all. Don't you think so, leader?"



"That does make sense. But what if someone comes while we're at it?"



"If it's a woman, we'll take her too. If it's a man, we'll kill him. Worst case, we contact the Holy Maiden and have her turn back time."



"That makes sense too!"



The three men approached with twisted smiles.



A bleak shadow gradually covered Ireh.



'No, please.'



This couldn't be happening.



After enduring all kinds of pain and never allowing any man to touch her body...



In this most hopeful cycle, would she lose her purity like this?



And so unexpectedly?



"Mmph! Mmmmph!"



"Acting so chaste."



"What a load of crap. Hey, spread her through the net."



Filthy. Obscene. Disgusting.



She twisted her body as much as she could, but all she got in return were lewd sneers.



Her body began to tremble with fear and helplessness that enveloped her entire being. It had been a long time since she felt such despair.



'Help me... please, anyone...'



With tears welling up, she silently called out a name that couldn't become sound.



'Eidel...!'



The men only snickered more.



"Hey, she's crying."



"Impressive emotional expression. Must really be a 5th gen."



"I can't resist a sobbing woman."



"I know what you mean. Seeing this, I can't hold back either."



"If you understand, hurry and strip her. Huh... what?"



Four.



There were definitely only three men in the room, but a low baritone voice had joined in.






Somehow, her back felt cool.



The three men turned around.



There stood a young man in a lab coat, having opened the door. He was around 190cm tall, with hair as black as the abyss. His golden eyes flashed with a chilling light.



Finally.



He held a long metal tool in his left hand.



"Eidel von Rheinland..."



"Yes, do you have business with our lab?"



The thin man quickly drew his gun.



But it was already too late.



When the man tried to aim his pistol, he realized his wrist was being pierced by something.



It was the jaws of a vernier caliper.



The pointed end had dug deep into his bone, leaving two narrow wounds like a venomous snake bite.



The man's head spun as the delayed pain hit him.



"Aaaaargh!"



Thwack!



After severing the thin man's hand, Eidel struck his head, knocking him sideways. Simultaneously, Sonia, who had entered with him, smashed the chubby man's skull with another caliper.



The situation had reversed in an instant.



Now only one middle-aged man remained.



The man was bewildered.



'I couldn't see it.'



Having been involved in the underworld for quite some time, he prided himself on his combat abilities. Yet he couldn't read the movements of someone who should have been just a bookworm.



'Is there something I don't know?'



Eidel dragged the caliper across the floor. Along with the sharp metallic sound, his calm tone pierced the man's ears.



"There are two things I absolutely cannot forgive."



Swish, tap.



"First, interfering with my research. Second, harming my family or colleagues."



Tap, tap, tap.



Eidel approached the man with the caliper balanced in his hand.



"You've done both things I hate."



"Damn it..."



Before he could contact the Holy Maiden to request regression, his face hit the ground.



Ireh's tear-filled eyes widened.



"I'm sorry for being late. I'll untie you right away."



Eidel untied the tightly bound Ireh and stepped back to hear what had happened. But Ireh couldn't give any answer.



"Ah, uh, ah..."



She trembled, uttering broken sounds. Her body was wracked with chills, and her heart was filled with terror.



She needed warmth.



Was that why?



Ireh unconsciously embraced Eidel.



"...Miss Ireh?"



"I-I was s-scared. W-why did you c-come so late?"



It was contradictory.



She had almost been violated by men, yet here she was, finding comfort with her face buried in Eidel's shoulder—another man.



The more she felt Eidel's body heat, the more something warm filled her, making her breath unsteady.



"Um, I'm sorry, but we shouldn't be doing this..."



"Hic, uuugh, huuugh..."



Finally, she burst into tears from the overwhelming emotions. As a result, Eidel's lab coat became damp.



"..."



Eidel silently patted Ireh's back.



Why did that sensation feel so good?



Her rapid breathing slowly subsided. And so, Ireh was finding stability in Eidel's embrace.





Chapter 285 - The Switch (5)



I ordered the androids to move the kidnappers. I'll have them thoroughly interrogated to extract every detail about the cult's headquarters.



I looked down at Ireh. She was still clinging to me, her face buried against my chest.



She trembled like a fawn caught in the rain, so unlike her usual self. Though I knew about her past, I'd never seen her this vulnerable before.



"Are you alright?"



"...Hic."



Of course she wouldn't be.



Things had been quiet for a while, but who would have thought they'd strike during that brief moment?



If I had been even slightly later, something irreversible might have happened.



Thinking about it, I understood why Ireh was clinging to me so desperately.



[— Current status: Fear subsiding. She feels grateful toward you. She wants to remain in your arms.]



We need each other.



And we're precious to each other.



As a research junior, a friend, and a colleague sharing the same mission, Ireh had become an important person in my life.



I realized how chilling it was to see Ireh Hazlen suffer such harm.



Now I understood why Ireh had scolded me for my reckless confrontation with the Queen. The reason resonated deeply.



"Hic, sob..."



"It's okay now. Don't cry."



I closed the door and did my best to calm her down.



As a married man, I felt pathetic doing this. I felt apologetic toward Zernya and Rustila. Still, given the circumstances, I couldn't help but comfort Ireh.



Soon, her shaking shoulders gradually settled. She struggled to speak.



"Today's incident..."



"I'll take care of everything. Just tell me if you need anything."



"Today, todaay."



Ireh pointed at the bed. She seemed to want to sleep. I laid her down on the bed as she broke out in a cold sweat, then brought a towel and water.



"Sonia, please."



Without a word, Sonia wiped Ireh's sweat and handed her a cup of water. Ireh must have been exhausted, as she closed her eyes immediately after drinking.



"Young master."



"I will never forgive those cult bastards."



"I feel the same way. They've crossed a serious line this time. However, there's something else I wanted to mention..."



Sonia held up a neatly folded net and said:



"Miss Ireh couldn't possibly have been subdued by such ruffians. This net appears to have some special properties."



"Let me see."



I examined the net.



As Sonia said, it seemed to be an artifact of the Outer Gods.



However, it was something I'd never seen before.



If my memory serves me correctly, this must be an artifact appearing for the first time in this cycle.



"Is there something special about this net?"



"It seems to have the ability to seal the power of constellations."



"You're right. If not for this, those beasts would have had bullets in their heads and more."



I set the net aside for safekeeping. It might be useful someday.



Beyond this, I considered everything I could do to counter the cult.



Should I intensify attacks against the cult by hiring mercenaries?



No, that would be private enforcement, essentially no different from hiring contract killers.



To completely solve the problem, I needed to capture the Outer Gods, not just people.






As I was about to leave:



"Help me... I'm scared..."



Ireh mumbled.



"Del, where are you, Eidel..."



Ireh's voice trembled as she frowned. She even began flailing her arms.



Checking her status, I saw her pron levels rising in real-time.



[— Current status: Anxiety, panic, agitation. Trauma has resurfaced, leaving her mentally and physically vulnerable. She's having nightmares.]



I sighed and sat on the edge of Ireh's bed.



When I extended my arm, Ireh grabbed my hand. She flinched momentarily at the external stimulus but soon pulled my arm closer, gently pressing it against her cheek. Her face quickly regained its serenity.



"..."



No matter how I thought about it.



Completing the particle accelerator as soon as possible to thwart the Outer Gods was the best I could do.



Woong.



Just then, the screen chimed.



It was a reply email from the "Federal Ikea Committee," which awards the Federation's highest science and peace prizes annually.



[Dear Eidel von Rheinland,]



[Greetings from the Ikea Committee. You have been selected as this year's Ikea Peace Prize recipient for your contribution to ending the great war with the Queen's forces.]



[Although you declined the award, you were selected again through the committee's internal re-nomination process.]



[Therefore, according to internal regulations, we would like to ask once more if you truly wish to decline the peace prize. Please reply to this email number.]



[As the award ceremony is scheduled for the beginning of next month, we would appreciate your response by the end of this week.]



[Thank you. Ikea Committee Chairperson, Selly Twain.]



The Ikea Peace Prize.



I wasn't particularly interested. If they were going to give me something, they should have given me the physics prize.



But I realized that was just stubborn thinking.



The more money, the better.





***





The men who attacked Ireh began to undergo thorough investigation.



However, due to my influence, some information was distorted.



First, I changed the story so that the men who attacked Ireh were reported to have attacked me instead. I didn't want to create news that would trigger Ireh's trauma.



Also, I spread the word that the reason for the attack was because the Outer Gods disliked my graviton research.



I subtly revealed that the Outer Gods feared humanity's discovery of gravitons.



Only then did the previously indifferent Federal Government begin to increase subsidies.



But it wasn't enough.



When it comes to money, no amount is ever sufficient.



I don't care if someone calls me greedy. I just don't want Ireh or anyone else to suffer at the hands of the Outer Gods anymore.



Two weeks later, I arrived at the Molm planetary system in the north with Ireh and Sonia.



For today only, Sonia and Ireh accompanied me in their true appearances without disguises.



"This way, please."



As soon as someone came to guide us, Ireh hid behind me.



"What's wrong?"



"...Man."



I sighed quietly so Ireh wouldn't notice.



"It's okay. There are no strange people here."






"..."



"Sigh, alright. Stay behind me."



Ireh nodded timidly.



She's been like this ever since that day.



She startles and becomes wary whenever she meets a man.



Strangely, I was the exception.



When I asked why, Ireh gave cryptic answers like "Are you the same as other men?" or "I don't really know myself."



"Please enjoy the reception first. We will proceed with the award ceremony when the time comes."



The reception was a buffet.



Various course meals from northern planetary systems were prepared, some of which I had eaten at the Adelbein household.



Either way, it was delicious.



But that was all.



Since I was receiving the Peace Prize rather than the Science Prize, I didn't know anyone there.



"This is Susan Meisel, a human rights activist."



"I'm Rodovan Herten. I run an orphanage in the northern Agodom planetary system."



Who are these people?



"...I'm Eidel von Rheinland."



"The head of House Rheinland! The hero of the South! I've heard so much about you."



"It's an honor to meet you in person. May I ask for your autograph?"



"Huh? Yes..."



I gave both of them my signature with my name.



One was a woman, but since the other was a man, Ireh stayed behind me without saying a word. When she did speak, her tone was stiffer than a robot's.



After exchanging a few words, I found that neither of them were bad people. Of course, the Ikea Committee wouldn't be foolish enough to give the Peace Prize to mediocre individuals.



While enjoying the food, the award ceremony began.



"My receiving this award is purely by chance, and I plan to donate the entire prize money for the development of frontier planetary systems."



"I too will donate the entire amount to children in southern slums, so that children beyond my reach can also bloom with smiles..."



After Susan and Rodovan gave their standard acceptance speeches, it was my turn.



It had been two hours since the opening ceremony.



Perfect timing, as I was starting to get bored.



I need to finish quickly and return to the laboratory.



I went up to the podium, received the plaque and medal, and shook hands. Then I spoke quietly into the microphone.



"...I have dedicated my life to finding ways to defeat the Outer Gods. Yet, I still haven't been able to drive them all away. With the South and now the West plunged into misery, I thought it was truly excessive for me to receive a peace prize."



In an atmosphere where everyone was donating, if I wanted to use the prize money for research and leave:



I needed to build up properly.



"I am currently researching the discovery of gravitons. In this process, I was attacked by Outer Gods and their cult followers, but I repelled them. There were also assassination threats."



With a loud voice like a child giving a speech.



I raised my tone gradually.



"However, I will not give up. If my thinking is correct, the Outer Gods fear the discovery of gravitons, an unknown particle. Therefore, I will invest all funds into observing this particle, no matter what happens. Even if it means House Rheinland goes bankrupt."



If Seti heard this, he would curse me as a madman.



Well, what can he do?



I'm going to use every asset to create graviton bombs.



"I will use the prize money entirely for my research."



I concluded my speech while looking at Ireh.



People's murmuring was nothing unusual.





Chapter 286 - The Switch (6)



After the award ceremony, the winners are guided to a luxury suite. They're expected to stay there for a week, fulfilling various scheduled activities.



It was a tradition.



These were newcomers who had achieved greatness in their fields. How often would there be opportunities for such individuals to gather, engage in deep conversations, or participate in public discussions?



The prestige of the Archaea Award was such that recipients considered this process both an opportunity and an honor.



However, there was one exception.



"Where has Mr. Rheinland gone?"



"I believe he went to the restroom. He should be back shortly."



The other two award recipients, excluding Eidel, had spent their time answering journalists' questions and socializing.



Two hours quickly passed as they discussed refugees, minorities, child welfare, and environmental issues.



Yet there was still no sign of Eidel.



The two concerned recipients asked:



"Mr. Rheinland seems to be missing."



"...Please wait a moment. I'll check on him."



***



"Payment confirmed."



About 3 billion credits.



Just enough to build one detector.



For an ordinary person, it was a fortune that would last a lifetime, but in the world of big science, this was pocket change. The cost of the current particle accelerator would exceed thousands of trillions.



"Still..."



If it could shorten the production period by even a day.



If it could help discover gravitons sooner and complete my dissertation.



And.



If it could create a world where Ireh wouldn't suffer, it was right to gather all available funds.



"Mr. Rheinland!"



As I was about to board the spaceship after Ireh and Sonia, someone came running breathlessly.



"You can't leave like this!"



"Why not?"



"There are many scheduled activities including panel discussions and press conferences. You need to return immediately."



"..."



"Come on, the other recipients are waiting. No, please don't board the spaceship...!"



I started the engine.



"Vroom, vroom."



"This puts us in a difficult position!"



"It seems there was a miscommunication. I clearly informed the committee that I needed to leave early due to prior commitments."



"At the very least, you should hold a press conference before leaving."



"May I ask why?"



"Media outlets provide partial funding for the award money each year."



I see. So there are vested interests.



Well, I have my own interests too.



"I have my doctoral defense starting this month. Since my research isn't complete, I need to hurry back."



"Mr. Rheinland!"



"I'll be going now."



Before the man could say anything more, I gave a quick bow and closed the door.



Whoooosh.



The engine emitted a deep, resonant sound. I felt my body lift, and in an instant, the spaceship shot through the atmosphere.



Through the window, I could see the man staring blankly up at us.



Sonia, who had set our destination for the Londenium planetary system, turned around.



"Young master, I've never seen you meet with the committee people. Did you really tell them you were leaving early?"



"No."



Ireh burst into laughter.



"Young master."



"What?"



"Have you lost your mind?"



"I'm perfectly sane."



It's those people who've gone crazy.



"Just think about spending a week there engaging in meaningless discussions. What a waste of time, right?"



"It seems you're taking the money and running."



"Hey now, 'taking and running'? You make it sound like I extorted them."



Sonia clicked her tongue disapprovingly.



"This could damage your reputation."



"I don't care."



"Didn't you say you were very concerned about that recently?"



"Sonia, why do you think I care about reputation? It's for my research. If my standing or my family's prestige diminishes, research funding could decrease. But this case is different. Worrying about trivial matters at the expense of time would be putting the cart before the horse."



Look at this situation. Asking a doctoral candidate facing graduation to clear an entire week? That's unreasonable. If they had any conscience, they would let me go.



"Sigh, I understand. At least send them an email."



"I already did."



"Well done."






I glanced at Ireh and added one final comment.



"Remember this. My top priority is always graviton research."



***



Even using the warp drive, it took several hours to travel from the northern region to the western region. Eidel slept until arrival, while Sonia and Ireh each opened a book.



Suddenly, Sonia spoke up.



"Miss Ireh."



"What?"



"Are you still afraid of men?"



"..."



"I apologize. If it makes you uncomfortable, I won't ask further."



"No..."



Ireh shook her head.



"I'm fine. I was just startled back then. I'm better now."



"Do you still think men are beasts?"



Ireh nodded.



"Still do."



But that doesn't mean she fears men. What Ireh typically felt was closer to disgust than fear.



From the beginning, Ireh's combat abilities had long surpassed ordinary people.



Her spirit bullets were powerful enough to kill a divine beast with a single shot. Fear is what the weak feel toward the strong.



"May I ask one question?"



"Sure."



"Why do you avoid other men, yet cling so closely to Young Master Eidel?"



"...What?"



Ireh pointed at herself blankly.



"Me?"



"Yes."



Sonia continued.



"It's strange."



"That's... because I need to monitor you and Eidel. We're also research colleagues."



"For someone doing that, your physical contact seems quite enthusiastic."



"When did I ever?"



Sonia made a humming sound and pulled out some photographs.



Ireh was startled.



The photos clearly showed her initiating physical contact with Eidel.



There she was, hugging Eidel's arm and nuzzling her face against it while sleeping. Another showed her with her hand on his shoulder, pressed close with just her head peeking out. There was even one of her holding his hand while standing in a buffet line.



It wasn't just enthusiastic—it was blatant.



"Anyone seeing this would think you're having an affair. Do you know how uncomfortable this made the young master?"



"I, I don't remember any of this..."



"Then what are these photos? They were all taken recently."



"Who took them?"



"I did."



"When?"



"I can capture and store what I see in millionths of a second. Just to be clear, these aren't fabricated."



Ireh couldn't believe it.



Had she really done this?



"I have no memory of this."



"Are you saying you did it unconsciously?"



"..."



"...Well, I understand. You've been showing vulnerability lately."



Sonia sighed.



Ireh wanted to deny it, but truthfully, she did feel most at ease when by Eidel's side.



But that was because she thought of him as a colleague who shared her future and as her only true confidant—different from other men.



She never intended to make things awkward for Eidel's two wives.



"If I showed these photos to the two wives, it would cause quite a scandal."



"No, don't!"



"Zernya would be especially disappointed. To learn that the big sister she trusted was actually a thieving cat coveting her husband."



A thieving cat?



Me?



Someone who had never shown any interest or curiosity in men or romance, being called a homewrecker?



That situation must be avoided at all costs.



"I never did that!"



"The photos say otherwise."



"I, I didn't, really I didn't...!"



Ireh's voice cracked as she lost her composure. She was on the verge of tears.



Denial was useless. The evidence was already there.



"Miss Ireh."






Sonia flicked her tongue and said:



"I don't want to tattle either. It would sadden me if the Rheinland family fell apart, and it would also hinder our research. So let's make a deal."



"A deal?"



"Yes, a deal."



Sonia smiled slyly.



Ireh immediately understood and spoke first:



"...You want me to file false reports?"



"That's right."



"But that would be deceiving Rustila and Zernya..."



"Should I show these to the wives then?"



Sonia played her trump card. Ireh was speechless.



"Honestly, the past few weeks have been unfair. I've been under your surveillance and couldn't even hold the young master's hand, while you've been trying to monopolize him. What kind of situation is this?"



"..."



"Miss, please."



Sonia pleaded with her hands clasped. Despite being in the stronger position, her tone was incredibly beseeching.



"I want to be with the young master too. Please turn a blind eye, thinking of it as an act of mercy. If we're caught, I'll take all the responsibility."



Ireh quickly weighed her options.



Part of her wanted to be honest—to apologize to Rustila and Zernya, explaining it wasn't intentional. That way, trust wouldn't be completely broken.



But.



That would mean Ireh would have to distance herself from Eidel.



She would have to push away the benefactor who had saved her from immediate danger at least twice.



She didn't want that.



"I also won't care about whatever relationship you maintain with the young master from now on."



Sonia's words were tempting. Soon, Ireh noticed something strange about her own feelings.



"It's a simple game. If you keep the secret, I won't show these photos to the wives. This way, I benefit, you benefit, and Rustila and Zernya remain unaware, so they benefit too. Isn't this the perfect world where no one gets hurt?"



Her words were as sweet as chocolate loaded with sugar.



Yes, unnecessarily revealing this would only interfere with Eidel's research.



After much deliberation, she made her decision.



"...Alright."



"Really?"



"As long as we don't get caught."



"That goes without saying."



"And it shouldn't interfere with Eidel's work. Hugging or holding hands... that should be the limit."



"No kissing?"



"T-That...!"



Kiss. Just hearing the word made her cheeks burn. Scenes of Eidel kissing Rustila or Zernya flashed through her mind like a panorama, turning her thoughts into chaos.



"N-No way!"



"Really, not allowed?"



"That's too... indecent..."



"My goodness, miss. Indecent? What kind of life have you been living? A light peck can be done even while walking down the street."



"W-What?"



Ireh fidgeted with her fingers and hung her head low.



Kissing.



She used to think it was an obscene act, but after seeing Eidel and his wives do it so often, she'd begun to think it might be acceptable.



Well, different planetary systems and regions have different cultures.



Reluctantly, she nodded.



"Thank you."



Sonia grinned and slipped into the bed. She nestled into the soundly sleeping Eidel's embrace and lightly kissed his cheek.



"Ah, it's been a while. Being like this with the young master."



Sonia hugged Eidel with a happy smile. She even placed one leg over his waist, pressing close.



The intimate skinship made Ireh's head spin.



What followed was even more shocking—a deep kiss. Just as Eidel was about to wake up, Sonia moved her lips and intertwined her tongue with his.



It was so intense that Eidel was startled awake.



"W-Who...! Miss Ireh?"



"It's me, young master. I'm not wearing makeup today."



"Sonia? Why suddenly... If Ireh catches us...!"



"It's fine. Miss Ireh agreed to turn a blind eye. Isn't that right, Miss Ireh?"



Eidel looked at Ireh with empty eyes. Ireh nodded timidly. Sonia summarized the situation.



"Now Miss Ireh is an accomplice too."



"Accomplice? Don't say such things. Miss Ireh has done nothing wrong."



"I wonder if you'll still say that after seeing these photos."



"...What is this?"



Eidel's expression hardened.



Snuggled in Eidel's arms, Sonia wore a sly smile. Eidel let out a deep sigh.



Sonia, embracing Eidel, looked incredibly happy. It was a scene the old Ireh would never have understood.



"Sigh..."



Caught in this impossible situation, all Ireh could do was sigh.





Chapter 287 - The Switch (7)



Sonia had changed significantly compared to before. Her skin had become much softer, and she smelled nice as if wearing perfume. I could even hear her gentle breathing.



"So this is what it feels like to be alive. It's a wonderful feeling."



I found myself being tightly embraced and receiving cute little kisses. It felt like connecting with a real human.



Sonia refused to leave my side until we reached our destination.



"Um, this is becoming problematic..."



Rustila and Zernya came to mind. The guilt was overwhelming. When I asked her to show some restraint, Sonia's face crumpled.



"I've been devoted to you my entire life since the moment I was assigned to you. So those two ladies are allowed, but I can't have even a brief moment?"



"..."



"Even if it's just for this moment. Please let me stay like this."



My resolve was weakening.



Even knowing this was essentially infidelity, Sonia's tearful expression kept breaking down my boundaries.



I couldn't remain in this ambiguous situation forever.



After much deliberation, I made a decision.



"Listen, Sonia."



"Yes, sir?"



"After this research is wrapped up, I plan to talk to Zernya."



"That should be my responsibility, young master."



"Your concerns are mine as well."



Until now, I'd been hesitant to express my opinions out of guilt. But it was time to make my position clear.



It would be a difficult process, but better than remaining indecisive.



Of course, my doctoral degree comes first. I need the degree to become a professor, and I need to be a professor to conduct independent research. Only with independent research can I study graviton bombs and save this universe.



As soon as I arrived in Londenium, I donated the 3 billion peace prize money to the Particle Physics Research Institute. Thanks to the institute's status as a public interest corporation, there was no gift tax.



[The prize money was well spent. Thank you.]



I sent a thank-you email to the Akea Committee with two photos attached. One was the receipt for purchasing an asteroid, and the other showed me with the research staff giving thumbs up and smiling.



"What's the afternoon schedule?"



"We're supposed to check on the accelerator construction progress."



Ireh, who had returned disguised as Sonia, answered.



"Let's go, young master."



When Ireh took wider steps than expected to stay close to me, I quickened my pace.



At the construction site, a spectacular scene unfolded. Gravity mining ships, transport vessels, and planet architecture drones flew around in dazzling patterns. I felt an overwhelming thrill watching them complete kilometer-long tubes in just minutes.



"Because the components are so large, we build the external structures separately like this and then assemble them," the technician explained.



"After assembly, we fill the internal structures using androids and heavy equipment. The work on sector 200,000 is currently in progress. Would you like to take a look?"



"Yes, please."



Though I was a theorist, understanding the structure of experimental equipment was important. To become renowned in this field, one needs to excel in both theory and experimentation.



- Help! It's killing me! Save me!



I thought I heard something just now.



- Please let me rest! I've been moving metal pieces non-stop for a month! I'm losing my mind!



Must be my imagination.



- Aaaaargh!



After the inspection, I returned to my lab. I had an energy bar for dinner while working on my doctoral dissertation.



[Gravitons and Vortex Dissolution Phenomena Within Singularities]



There was one main question I wanted to address in this paper:



Can gravitons be used to physically interfere with regions inside black holes?



My answer is YES. I planned to develop the mathematical logic for this. Since it required complex mathematics, I exchanged messages with Edward to strengthen my arguments.



The proposal for this dissertation had already been accepted. What remained was the main defense, and if gravitons were discovered before then, I would have much more to write about.



I dedicated all my evening hours to writing the dissertation.



"Young master, I don't understand this part."



Of course, when Ireh asked questions, I would help her think through them. While my doctorate was important, her research on external neural systems was equally necessary.



"Ireh, when we're in the private lab, you can speak to me normally."



"Ah..."



Ireh cleared her throat and changed her tone back to normal.



"Eidel, I don't understand this."






"Just a moment. Ah, this should work like this."



Ireh and I didn't talk much outside of work. Keeping distance was appropriate, but the main issue was that I couldn't have casual conversations while she was disguised as Sonia.



Another day passed this way.



Before bedtime, Sonia would reveal her true nature. Without removing her disguise, she would embrace me tightly and kiss my lips.



"Um, Sonia."



"What is it?"



"Wouldn't it be better if you at least removed your disguise first?"



"Is there a problem?"



Many problems.



"What does it matter? You can tell the difference anyway. If I remove the disguise, there's a risk of being discovered, and more importantly, it reduces the time I can spend with you like this."



Sonia giggled and entangled her limbs with mine. It felt like Ireh was clinging to me. The guilt was doubled.



Days passed like this, and the particle accelerator was nearing completion.



With security reinforced, I thought everything would proceed smoothly.



Until the cult launched another large-scale terrorist attack.



***



Rewinding time to the day after Sonia's failed abduction.



In the prayer room of the Dark Holy Spirit Cult, Megnus.



'This can't be. This is impossible.'



The Holy Maiden couldn't believe her eyes.



[— Causality has been fixed by an unknown force.]



[— Cannot rewind time before a certain point.]



The status window granted by the Outer God displayed strange messages.



'I can't turn back time?'



No matter how many times she looked, nothing changed.



The Holy Maiden mentally visualized a date. A virtual calendar and clock appeared, asking her to specify a return date.



All dates before yesterday were marked with an X.



There was no doubt.



This was Laplace's doing.



"This... this cannot be."



The Holy Maiden removed her gloves and clasped her hands together. She looked down at her hands. In place of human hands were dark mechanical arms.



Not the price of a contract.



A blessing bestowed by the Outer God to her after she lost her arms in an accident. So she could clasp her hands and pray for herself.



"Almighty Outer God of Steel, what should I do now?"



The Holy Maiden closed her eyes devoutly and waited for divine guidance.



Silently, mechanical arms appeared from all directions and circled around her. It was a signal that she could open her eyes. The Holy Maiden gently lifted her eyelids.


[image: Image]


["My servant."]



The Outer God's voice came to her.



["Eidel von Rheinland is no ordinary opponent. Like you, he is a being who transcends human boundaries. If we cannot stop his research, the Idea of Immortality will vanish."]



"Please show this humble girl the path forward."



["Preventing the accelerator's completion is the top priority. Destroy everything at the moment they are about to feel achievement."]



"You're commanding a holy war, then."



Holy war. Or spiritual warfare.



Some call it terrorism.



Launching a holy war requires extensive preparation. They needed to prepare the operation while avoiding the Federation Army's eyes and manage the budget collected from donations.



But it had to be done.



"This time, no matter what."



The Holy Maiden finished her prayer and left the oracle room. Countless followers were waiting for her.



"Look, it's the Holy Maiden!"



"She looks radiant today."



"Ah, truly beautiful."



The Holy Maiden climbed onto the podium and cleared her throat. After reciting a brief prayer, she began her speech.






"Faithful followers, thank you for attending today. The Outer God will be moved by your devotion."



"Hurrah, hurrah, hurrah!"



"Currently, we are being persecuted by wicked scientists and the Federation Army. But this is a trial on our path to the Idea. If we overcome this trial, everyone will be saved."



"Thank you, Outer God."



"Today, the Outer God has given me an oracle. From now on, we will prepare for holy war for three months. We will remove that monstrosity created by scientists and plant our Megnus Cult's star flag in Londenium!"



Ooooh!



The Holy Maiden descended amid the cheers of her followers. She placed a donation box before them. Then she went around the chapel, embracing each follower who donated.



This was one reason why the number of followers continued to grow despite the Federation's pressure.



Time passed quickly. The promised two months had elapsed, and the particle accelerator construction had entered the test operation phase.



"The Outer God has proclaimed that followers who participate in this holy war will be the first to enter the Idea. I will also participate directly to lead you with my humble body."



"Oh, as expected of the Holy Maiden..."



"Now, let's go stop the 'End.'"



The Holy Maiden boarded a spaceship with her well-trained followers. Not just one ship. The Steel Outer God with whom she had contracted provided avatar bodies as reinforcements, making their numbers uncountable.



Reassuring.



Failure was impossible.



The Holy Maiden and the Steel God's legion flew at full speed and crashed into the nearly completed particle accelerator facility. Most were intercepted by Federation warships, but about 15% succeeded and exploded.



"Holy Maiden, look! The monstrosity created by those scientists is being destroyed!"



"Outer God, we have succeeded!"



"It's too early to celebrate, faithful ones. The holy war is just beginning."



The Holy Maiden and her closest priests hijacked an orbital descent ship and entered Londenium. The Outer God's subordinates were waiting in the descent ship.



The monsters, uncharacteristically, followed the Holy Maiden's orders well. Followers who witnessed this directly had their faith strengthened even more.



Everything was going according to plan.



The Holy Maiden shouted:



"Today, let's capture Eidel von Rheinland and offer his blood as sacrifice to our Outer God!"



Ooooh!



As soon as the Holy Maiden's order was given, followers and monsters rushed into the research institute. Federation soldiers and security androids blocked their way, but they were no match for the avatar bodies.



They had prepared extensively.



Even in the unlikely event of failure, they could simply turn back time. The Holy Maiden was confident this operation could not fail.



Yes.



That's what she believed until just seconds ago.



"Burn everything!"



"Kill anyone in a white coat or suit! Anyone who looks like a physicist, kill them all!"



"For the Steel Outer God... gack!"



Something heavy flew from beyond the research institute corridor, hitting the head of the priest who was shouting at the vanguard.



A vernier caliper.



A classical instrument for measuring the length of objects.



'Huh?'



An ominous feeling.



The Holy Maiden instinctively stopped walking. Soon, footsteps were heard from the opposite direction.



It seemed to be more than one person.



"That's..."



The person at the forefront on the opposite side had black hair and golden eyes that looked like melted gold. He was tall and wore a lab coat.



A decadently handsome man. The Holy Maiden's mouth fell open involuntarily.



"...Eidel von Rheinland?"



Whoosh, click.



The caliper returned like a boomerang and wrapped around his hand.



"I was planning to run away from most troubles..."



Tap, tap.



The man tapped his palm with the caliper and said quietly.



"...but this won't do."



The next moment.



The avatar body right next to the Holy Maiden was struck by the caliper and fell.





Chapter 288 - The Switch (8)



The federal army was pressuring the Order more than in any previous iteration, so Ireh thought the Holy Maiden would be defeated without being able to use her power.



It was a naive judgment.



The Magnus Order hadn't been unable to use their power; they had been secretly plotting their operation in the shadows.



"......"



Eidel's gaze swept across the control monitors. The ships brought by the Order had half-destroyed the upper section of the particle accelerator.



The terror was still ongoing.



"...those bastards."



Eidel's voice was quiet yet heavy.



This was only the second time Ireh had seen him this angry, the first being a few weeks ago when he was nearly harassed by those men. Ireh followed behind Eidel as he moved forward.



"Wait, you can't go that way!"



Eidel was heading away from the evacuation shelter. The inspectors' attempts to stop him were futile. He had already half lost his rationality to anger.



The Order didn't know what happens when you mess with a senior graduate student right before their dissertation defense.



"Where is the Virgin Palatine?"



"She's in the central sector. Don't worry. She'll move soon."



"If she starts moving now, it will be too late."



"What are you planning to do?"



"I'm going there myself."



"You can't! It's dangerous!"



"Don't try to stop me."



Debris fell from the ceiling. Alarms blared loudly. The situation wasn't good. Ireh knew how to turn this around.



And Eidel likely knew too.



That was why Ireh wasn't trying to stop him. If anything happened, she would protect Eidel. She spoke up.



"We'll take care of the young master, so please don't worry, Inspectors."



"Please evacuate the other researchers first."



Ireh and Sonia mimicked each other as they forcibly sent the inspectors away.



"Are you thinking what I'm thinking?"



"Of course."



"The young master won't try to escape no matter what happens. Let's protect him."



Judging by his expression, Eidel had made up his mind. He already had his calipers in hand. Sonia and Ireh looked at each other, nodded, and drew their calipers and holy spirit gun.



And so the three set out to hunt.



***



Thwack!



The incarnate body collapsed. It had been quite strong, but after being hit by the calipers, it staggered and then fainted helplessly.



'Impossible.'



The Holy Maiden was shocked beyond belief.



'He took down an incarnate body with a single blow?'



No, it wasn't just taken down.



The incarnate body that had been hit once got up again, whimpering, but had become docile. It ignored the Holy Maiden's orders and cowered in a corner, trembling.



It wasn't physical damage but mental harm. It had been subjugated.



'The power of Descartes.'



Now she knew for certain. Just as she had an outer god of the Maxwell system, Eidel von Rheinland had an outer god of the Descartes system.



"Rheinland is over there! Capture him!"



Believers and monsters advanced, consumed by madness. But their attacks never reached Eidel.



As if under a spell, their bodies suddenly froze. Then, one by one, they began to fall like autumn leaves.



It wasn't magic. Nor was it the power of an outer god.



"Phew."



A woman in a maid uniform blew on her gun barrel. She had put holes in the heads of believers and monsters, then smiled flatly.



The next moment.



Whoosh!



A woman holding large calipers kicked off the ground. She ran along the wall as if it were the floor and charged in. The cold arc of her weapon instantly aimed for the Holy Maiden's neck.



[— Using "Chains of Paradise."]



Clank!



The Holy Maiden pulled up chains to block the attack. The calipers and chains intertwined like a pair of snakes, emitting harsh metallic sounds.



The eyes of the two women met.



"Who... are you?"



"......"






There was no answer. The Holy Maiden clicked her tongue heavily. Regardless, this was an enemy blocking her path to Idea.



The black-haired woman suddenly pulled on her calipers. Because of the chains wrapped around the mother letter, the Holy Maiden's body was pulled forward. She tried to release the chains, but it was too late.



Thud!



A kick landed in the Holy Maiden's lower abdomen. She stepped back and spat dryly.



"Kagh, hack...!"



"Holy Maiden!"



"Everyone protect the Holy Maiden!"



The priests formed a formation. They drew their main weapons and aimed in unison. They were pulse rifles capable of secondary attacks using electric shocks.



"Fire!"



Beam bullets rushed toward Eidel. But those bullets didn't reach him either. The girl in the maid uniform shot with precise aim, deflecting all the incoming bullets.



"I-impossible... she deflected bullets with bullets?"



"Is she even human?"



"Anyone can see she's a combat android! Shoot! Don't just stand there admiring, keep shooting! We need to kill her to get to Idea... huh?"



The priest who had been spitting words looked around, sensing something strange.



"T-this...!"



Most of the believers were lying on the ground. They writhed like insects hit with pesticide. Groans leaked from everywhere.



"H-Holy Maiden. Please save us."



"It hurts, it hurts so much. Holy Maiden, nngh."



The priest's gaze turned.



"N-no way."



Ominous premonitions are never wrong. A bullet wrapped in starlight was flying toward his head. The last scene the priest saw was the ceiling.



Thud!



The body pierced by the light bullet fell backward. And never got up again.



"Ah, aah..."



The Holy Maiden's eyes trembled.



Of the three incarnate bodies that had accompanied her, two were dead, and one no longer obeyed. There was no one left to protect her.



'What on earth is...'



They were strong.



Different from what she had expected.



The Holy Maiden caught her breath while nursing her kicked abdomen.



'The monsters and believers I can understand, but even the incarnate bodies were defeated... How is this possible?'



She thought she had prepared thoroughly.



Indeed, the initial phase had been quite successful.



She had destroyed the particle accelerator, and believed that if she just killed Eidel von Rheinland, the outer god would send her to Idea.



But Eidel, far from fleeing, walked toward her of his own accord.



Thump, thump.



He approached the Holy Maiden with his eyes wide open.



The Holy Maiden took a step back and turned around.



"There she is, catch her!"



Inspectors were rushing in from behind as well. She was surrounded from both sides. In a moment of error, she had lost everything.



"Heh, heheh."



The corners of the Holy Maiden's mouth stretched to her ears.



Such mistakes were trivial matters to her.



[— Would you like to go back 30 minutes?]



The Holy Maiden's world rewound.



***



And in the second attempt, she was miserably defeated again.



Knowing where Eidel would emerge made it easy to ambush him from behind. But Eidel seemed to anticipate the surprise attack and flexibly countered, pushing the Holy Maiden back.



Thwack!



The priests fell after being hit by the calipers.



Thump, thump.



Eidel approached one step at a time.



Without blinking once as he stared at the Holy Maiden.



"Urgh..."



The Holy Maiden gritted her teeth. She drew her main weapon, a whip. When she struck it down with all her might, it made a cracking sound and deeply gouged the floor.



"Stop! If you come any closer, I'll make you look like this floor with my 'Iron Whip'!"






"......"



Eidel's gaze turned to the deeply gouged floor. His eyebrows curved downward. His hawk-like sharp gaze then turned toward the Holy Maiden. She flinched.



"Repair costs."



"What?"



"I said, pay for the repairs. You're not planning to run away after ruining the research center floor like this, are you?"



"What nonsense are you talking about?"



The Holy Maiden raised her voice as she brandished her whip.



"There's no negotiation or compensation with scientists."



"Ah, I see."



"Hey! I told you to stop!"



"You're kicking away the chance to end this peacefully."



"I'm really going to strike!"



The Holy Maiden immediately brought down her whip.



Clang!



Eidel raised his calipers to parry it. He instantly dove into the Holy Maiden's space.



Sensing danger, the Holy Maiden immediately rewound time.



***



Third attempt.



This time, she prioritized destroying the particle accelerator. And about two hours later, whether by chance or fate, the Holy Maiden encountered Eidel's group.



Eidel swung his calipers to turn all the monsters into scrap metal, and just like in the previous two iterations, cornered the Holy Maiden.



The Holy Maiden rewound time.



***



Fourth attempt.



The Holy Maiden decided to avoid Eidel as much as possible. She sent scouts to monitor his movements while she moved with her legion of monsters to destroy the central sector.



When she arrived at the scene, a single inspector was guarding the core alone.



A female inspector with an impressive golden ponytail and clear aquamarine eyes. She had beauty that rivaled the Holy Maiden herself.



The inspector emanated a fierce aura. That atmosphere was similar to Eidel von Rheinland's.



The Holy Maiden carefully checked the woman's shoulder.



Black epaulets.



She was an Omega-class inspector.



"Could it be... the Virgin Palatine?"



The wife of Eidel von Rheinland and the Sword Saint who had achieved great merit in the Southern Great War, becoming the youngest to reach the rank of Great Omega. Rustila von Rheinland was standing before the Holy Maiden.



"Is it you?"



"What?"



"Are you the bitch who hurt my husband and his sister?"



"What are you talking about...?"



"So it was you."



When she opened her eyes after closing them, both her arms had been severed.



The Holy Maiden rewound time without even being able to clutch her bursting heart.



***



"Haa, haa."



Fifth attempt.



Cold sweat poured like rain.



"Is everyone alright?"



"Nngh."



Even though time was rewound, the Holy Maiden and her allies retained their memories. Usually, this was an unparalleled merit, but in this situation, it was a terrible side effect.



"Bleeegh."



The believers who had died at least once were dry heaving. The Holy Maiden patted their backs and said:



"Brothers and sisters, you must endure. Once we overcome this trial, the outer god will guide us to Idea..."



The Holy Maiden's words remained unfinished.



Right above her head.



She sensed a presence.



The Holy Maiden was on the first floor, and the man was leaning on the second-floor railing, looking down at her.



"Please continue. What about Idea?"



The Holy Maiden's shoulders stiffened. At this point, she began to sense something strange.



They hadn't even introduced themselves, and this should be their first meeting in this iteration. Yet Eidel acted as if he knew she was behind all this.





Chapter 289 - The Switch (9)



How many times would I have to repeat this?



A thousand times, two thousand times.



Perhaps it had gone beyond ten thousand. I gave up counting somewhere in the middle.



"Br-brothers and sisters," the Saint said with a trembling voice.



"I think something has gone terribly wrong."



"That's what I've been saying, Saint! Something's been off from the beginning!"



Despite countless time loops, the Saint's group could not achieve their goal of eliminating Eidel. Instead, they were now the ones running away.



"So this is where you all were?"



"AAAAHHHH!"



That voice again. The believers screamed in learned terror.



"Where do you think you're going after what you did to my accelerator?"



Tap, tap.



Eidel approached, tapping his calipers. The Saint and her followers were once again cornered.



The maid android and the black-haired woman were with him. Those two never left Eidel's side in any timeline.



The women's strength was formidable, but not frightening. If they had feared strong opponents, they wouldn't have started this holy war in the first place.



The true horror lay elsewhere.



That no matter how many times they rewound time, the conclusion remained the same.



The Saint's group would be caught by Eidel.



They would fight.



They would ultimately lose, and the loop would begin again.



"Gack!"



"AAAAHHHH!"



"Grrrrrk!"



The priests and monsters fell one after another. The Saint struggled valiantly with her whip but was eventually defeated.



Eidel always left the Saint for last. He would approach slowly and place something large and cold on her shoulder.



His calipers.



"If you break experimental equipment, you should compensate for it. Right?"



The Saint's face was painted with shock. She couldn't remember how many times she'd heard this line.



The endless repetition made the hair on the back of her neck stand on end.



[—Rewinding time to the beginning of the holy war.]



The world shifted. Eidel disappeared.



"Uweeeek."



The priests who had experienced death retched.



Even the monsters who had initially tried to maul Eidel at first sight no longer roared aggressively. They lowered their breathing and whimpered.



"This isn't working. Let's go back and regroup."



"Are you going back to before the operation?"



"We have no other choice. We need to go back at least one day. Regrettably, we'll have to postpone the holy war."



"But Saint, if we postpone the holy war, the 'End'..."



"Getting out of this loop is our priority. It's alright. The Foreign God will understand."



Most priests agreed with the Saint.



"Everyone's exhausted. I don't even want to hear that man's voice anymore..."



Before the male priest could finish, footsteps echoed. The believers' shoulders trembled like waves.



"Who broke my accelerator? The detector isn't working. Hey? Who the hell did this?"



Thump, thump.



The all-too-familiar vibration.



The all-too-familiar voice.



"I-it's him."



Just hearing the footsteps was enough to destroy their will to fight. Learned helplessness. They gave up before even trying.



And the same was true for the Saint.



She wanted nothing more than to escape this repeating hell.



[—Rewinding to 24 hours before the holy war begins.]



[—Warning: Abandoning the holy war may cause severe side effects. Do you still wish to proceed?]



Severe side effects.



Even the Saint would face consequences for abandoning the Foreign God's quest. She had experienced it before—it was an incredibly terrible and humiliating punishment.



Her cheeks burned at the memory of that punishment, but she had no other option now.



[—I accept the penalty and abandon the holy war (Jihad).]



The Saint shouted her acceptance without hesitation.



However.



[—Error. Cannot return to before the holy war began.]



[—Causality has been fixed.]



"Wh-what is this..."



"What's wrong, Saint?"



"We can't go back to before the holy war!"






"What do you mean we can't go back?!"



The priests' panic spread to the lay believers.



"This hell will continue?"



"I-I want to run away! I don't want to be trapped here!"



"AAAAHHHH!"



The believers scattered in panic, moving away from the Saint. But they didn't get far before collapsing like anemic patients.



"Wh-what?"



"We've been shot! It's that woman's doing!"



There were faint scratch marks on the wall. It was the shooting pattern often used by the android that accompanied Eidel—a high-difficulty technique that subdued targets with ricocheted bullets of reduced power.



"Saint, this way!"



The devout priests tried to protect the Saint and escape as quickly as possible.



"Damn it, why is it another dead end?!"



Though they knew the layout by heart now, focusing on avoiding Eidel inevitably led them into corners.



There was no doubt.



He was herding them like sheep.



"What's their purpose anyway? Let me see their faces."



The voice drew closer.



Finally, their eyes met.



Those cold golden eyes pierced through the Saint.



It felt like her breath had stopped.



"Found you."



"Ah, aah."



She couldn't continue speaking. Her legs gave out from fear.



Thud.



The Saint collapsed.



"Damn it, we can't give up! Let's fight!"



"For the Saint!"



"For Idea!"



What followed was the same scene as always. Monsters and incarnate bodies were pierced by holy bullets and died, while priests fell as their heads were struck by calipers.



It was like ants fighting an elephant.



"So you're the mastermind behind this terrorism. I can tell just by your outfit."



"I, I..."



"Let's have a chat, shall we?"



Eidel approached. A dark shadow covered the Saint's face. The calipers rested on her shoulder.



"Why did you commit this act of terrorism?"



"..."



"Answer me."



The Saint's entire body froze like stone. She brought her trembling hands together in a prayer position.



"Almighty God of Steel, please grant this humble servant salvation to Idea..."



"Stop praying and answer me."



"Eek!"



The Saint involuntarily cried out in surprise. Just hearing Eidel's voice made her heart feel like it would burst.



Yet Eidel hadn't done anything. He continued with irritation in his voice.



"I'm reaching my limit of patience. My anger is rising to the top of my head. Tell me. Why did you do this, and who's behind it?"



"That, that..."



At that moment, an oracle descended.



["Return."]



The Foreign God of Steel was speaking.



Continue the holy war.



The Saint, whimpering, moved on to the next iteration.





***





The Saint first reviewed her status window.



She hadn't noticed earlier, but the message about fixed causality caught her eye.



"We can't go back to before the holy war because of that Laplace bastard?"



"Y-yes. The 'End' has placed a restriction on us."



"That's impossible."



Fixed causality meant that the outcome was predetermined. If the outcome was fixed, then according to the correlation between cause and effect, the cause must also be fixed.



The degree might vary, but in any timeline, the particle accelerator would certainly be destroyed.



From the moment Eidel discovered the accelerator was destroyed, he would hunt them down.



This was the moment when all serenity vanished from the Saint's face.



"Saint, what should we do now?!"






"At this rate, we'll all be trapped in this research facility!"



"No matter how much we run, he keeps chasing us to the end...!"



"Everyone!"



The Saint shouted.



"Everyone... listen carefully."



She continued speaking calmly, her expression hardening.



"If anyone has spare disguise clothes, please give me one."



"H-here you are."



The Saint stripped off her holy robes and changed into the ordinary clothes the priest provided.



"Listen carefully, everyone. From now on, I'll stay here disguised as a victim."



"What?"



"I'll look for an opportunity to assassinate Eidel von Rheinland. The rest of you should cause some damage to this facility and then return to Manus."



"But what about you, Saint? Who will lead our order if you're not there?!"



"Teresa, you will lead the order in my absence."



"Saint Julia, I..."



"There's no time. Go now! Quickly!"



Teresa and the other priests wiped away tears as they ran. The incarnate bodies and monsters scattered according to their orders.



Meanwhile, the Saint disguised herself as a victim by dirtying her clothes with dust and making wounds on her face with her whip. As she lay collapsed in the hallway, Eidel and the inspectors appeared as if by magic.



"Who is this person?"



"Seems like someone caught up in the terrorism."



"Help her up."



The two women lifted the Saint, who was disguised as an ordinary person. The Saint groaned and glanced around furtively.



"Are you alright?"



"The order... the order invaded..."



"We should get her to a hospital quickly."



When she regained consciousness, the Saint found herself on a stretcher at the hospital.



After a few hours, the tremors outside stopped. The holy war was over. The Saint had no way of knowing if the priests had retreated safely.



Several hours later, Eidel arrived.



Was it a coincidence?



"Zernya, how is this person?"



"She doesn't seem badly injured."



"That's good."



Eidel approached. The Saint felt fear inside but maintained her composure outwardly, nodding her head.



"Thank you for saving me. I thought I was going to die."



"No, I just did what needed to be done. I'm Eidel von Rheinland. If you don't mind, your name is...?"



"Kaylee. Kaylee McCarthy."



"I see. Understood."



"Eidel Rheinland? Are you that person? The hero of humanity?"



Eidel smiled awkwardly.



They say men are weak to compliments. The Saint secretly raised the corners of her mouth and continued her work. Soon, she seemed to have succeeded in gaining Eidel's favor.



"Thank you again for saving me. If there's anything I can do to help you..."



"No, that's not necessary."



"I'm serious. I want to repay your kindness!"



The Saint emphasized her face and chest as much as possible while appealing to Eidel.



If things continued this way, she might be able to make Eidel fall for her. Just as she had enchanted other men with her outstanding beauty and made them believers.



She planned to assassinate him when they were alone.



"Then may I ask you for one favor?"



"Yes, anything I can do."



"Could I borrow your ear for a moment?"



"That's fine, but... why?"



Though puzzled, she lent him her ear. Could it be that he was already enchanted by her beauty?



Come to think of it, she had read articles about Eidel having issues with women. Though he appeared noble on the outside, he might actually be a person with dark desires.



The Saint smiled and lent him her ear.



Eidel whispered softly near her ear.



"...Compensate me for my accelerator."



The Saint pulled away in shock.



"P-pardon?"



"I said compensate me."



"I don't understand what you're suddenly talking about..."



"And your name isn't Kaylee."



Eidel brought his face closer.



"Why are you lying? Julia?"



Her heart felt like it would explode.
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The Saint turned back time right in front of Eidel.



Familiar scenery and faces entered her vision, but she couldn't feel at ease.



"Haa, haa...!"



"S-Saint?"



"Believers! Stop the holy war immediately, immediately!"



Eidel had told her.



If she couldn't escape the loop next time, this moment would repeat forever.



When the Saint revealed this fact, the believers became either enraged or confused.



"Let's find Rheinland and kill him right now!"



"How can we kill him when we haven't been able to until now?"



"Isn't there more hope than just sitting around doing nothing?"



"We haven't won yet, so how could we possibly—"



"Both sides, be quiet!"



The Saint shouted.



"We don't have time for this discussion! Quickly, quickly tell everyone to stop the holy war!"



"It's the Saint's order. Everyone, stop the jihad!"



At this point, the ordinary believers didn't know why they needed to stop. Still, they did stop because the Saint had commanded it.



"Has that Rheinland finally died?"



"Does this mean we don't have to go back in time anymore?"



"Perhaps the Outer God has given a new oracle!"



But the believers' expectations were completely off the mark.



"I-I presumptuously committed terrorism. I'm truly sorry."



The Saint, who had been wandering through the laboratory, immediately knelt down and bowed her head when she met Eidel's group.



"S-Saint?"



"How could the Saint bow to such an evil scientist..."



The believers were considerably shocked by this unsightly scene.



Although it was a cult, the leader of a religion had submitted to the enemy. It was the moment when the believers' faith disappeared.



"This is absurd. Saint, to someone like him!"



Bang!



A hole appeared in the forehead of the priest who was reaching for his gun.



"Don't touch Eidel."



Blood splattered onto the Saint's holy garments. The Saint bowed her head even lower and trembled.



Death wasn't frightening.



What was truly terrifying was what future would come if she didn't submit now.



Would she be trapped in an infinite loop?



And then what? Would the end of the world come?



If so, she wouldn't be able to see Idea.



Not only would she be unable to become a higher being than she was now, but she also wouldn't be able to save herself and her believers from the eventual end.



Even if it was humiliating, it was time to bow her head.



"I will never do this again. Please show mercy..."



"If you want mercy, fix that thing right now. Make it like it never happened."



"I'm sorry, but what's already happened cannot be reversed..."



"Look at that. You're lying."



"It's true! This is the limit! The damage is already minimized! Please believe me!"



The Saint begged desperately. She banged her head against the floor. Her forehead began to bruise and throb.



"I'm sorry, I'm sorry. Please, forgive me..."



She wasn't just begging Eidel for forgiveness. She was also apologizing to the Outer God. Pleading not to blame her for her incompetence.



And then the next moment came.



[— You have surrendered to enemy forces and are being processed for disobeying the oracle.]



[— Quest failed. Penalty will be applied.]



"Ugh!"



A tingling sensation ran down her spine.



It had begun.



The Outer God's punishment.



Unbearable pain coursed through her entire body. The Saint stopped banging her head and began to gasp. It felt like her body was crumbling like a cracker.



The Saint's posture collapsed. Soon, groans burst forth like a flood.



"Kaha, ugh, hak, aaagh...!"



"S-Saint?"



"A-aaagh, it hurts, it hurts so much, aghhh...!"



Her muscles stiffened like she'd been stung by a poisonous needle, and saliva dripped from her mouth as if she had rabies.



It was an unsightly appearance. She never wanted to show this to her priests. It wasn't for nothing that she would lock herself in the prayer room and suffer alone whenever she failed a quest.



"Saint, what on earth..."



The believers' expressions were aghast. Could there be a greater humiliation than this?



"Why is the Saint like this?"






"It's the Outer God's penalty."



Eidel said.



"If we leave her like this, she'll die before she can turn back time."



"Please, do something!"



"Why should I?"



"I'm begging you! Without the Saint, there's no church and no salvation! Please save the Saint!"



The believers also prostrated themselves.



Though some had been disappointed and already left, there were still many believers by the Saint's side.



Eidel sighed and made a gesture. The security androids on standby all moved at once.



"Arrest them all. Take this woman to the hospital."



It was the moment the church's defeat was decided.





***





The madness of the Megnus Church couldn't be broken by ordinary methods. As long as the Saint remained unbroken, their fanatical movements would continue indefinitely.



That's why I focused on breaking the Saint's mental state.



I made her experience repeated defeats in each loop to give her a sense of unease. Once the pattern was somewhat established, I amplified that unease. This way, the Saint would unconsciously begin to feel fear.



I didn't count how many attempts it took. What mattered was breaking the opponent, not how many tries it took.



If I had failed in this loop too, I would have continued. If the Saint had fled to another planetary system, I was prepared to abandon my research and chase her to the ends of the universe.



Anyway, I succeeded in making the Saint lose her will to fight. It was her defeat.



"A-augh, kuheuugh!"



The surrendered Saint was paying dearly for giving up the holy war with a broken spirit.



Without question, it was the Outer God's penalty.



Zernya examined the Saint and her expression hardened.



"Her symptoms are close to CRPS."



"What syndrome?"



"CRPS. More commonly known as Complex Regional Pain Syndrome."



I'd heard of it. Wasn't it a rare condition caused by nervous system abnormalities?



"Even small stimuli cause great pain. It's like constantly feeling the pain of being burned or slashed with knives."



Zernya administered narcotic painkillers to the wailing Saint. The bed sheets were soaked with sweat.



"Can't you fix it somehow?"



"You said it's the Outer God's penalty. Wait. I should be able to do something with my constellation."



Three days passed.



Perhaps thanks to Zernya's treatment, the Saint's breathing, which had been punctuated with groans, had calmed considerably.



"How are you feeling?"



"I'm fine, ugh...!"



The Saint breathed heavily. She weakly moved her lips.



"Why... why did you save me?"



"So you can compensate for the accelerator. Two beam lines, roughly 100 billion."



"I-I don't have that kind of money..."



I snorted.



"Don't you have money collected from donations?"



"Well, I spent it all preparing for this operation."



"..."



"Huk, I-I'm sorry! I'll pay you back somehow! I'll pay, so please, just not that loop...!"



I wiggled my finger and the Saint slowly sat up. She rolled her eyes nervously before carefully opening her mouth.



"Excuse me."



"What."



"I won't attack you anymore, so could you please speak to me respectfully?"



"Wouldn't I need to respect you first before speaking respectfully?"



She was more brazen than she looked. The first thing she says after recovering is to ask me to use polite speech.



"Excuse me."



"What."



"Where is that white-haired, short doctor?"



"She's on maternity leave, about to give birth."



"Perhaps..."



"She's my wife. Touch her and I'll take your head, understand?"



The Saint closed her mouth. Was she really thinking of doing something?



"I, I was going to file a complaint..."



"What, why."



"She did treat me, but she also hurt me."



What is she talking about now?



"Um, a-actually. Can I tell you?"



"Let's hear it."






"That doctor called me a bitch, and asked if I grew up on a planet with no proper upbringing. She even personally attacked me, saying she's never seen a white-haired woman with any manners... And, also, also...!"



"Also what."



The Saint blushed and sniffled.



"On the first day, she said I dress like a prostitute, and asked if I collected donations by selling my body...!"



"Weren't you?"



"No!"



"That's strange. My acquaintance told me you were sexually promiscuous."



"That's unfair! I'm a virgin!"



I turned my gaze to Ireh, who was disguised as Sonia. Ireh's expression had stiffened.



Could it be that the information Ireh had collected was fake?



"Although I was born and raised on a frontier planet, I've maintained my purity. I was originally a believer in the fundamentalist Holy Spirit Church. My body is entrusted to God, so I decided to live devoutly for my entire life."



"Ah, I see."



"What happened to the other believers?"



"Prison."



The Saint closed her mouth.



"Terrorists start with life imprisonment without special sentencing considerations. Do you understand what I'm saying?"



The Saint trembled.



"Hey."



"Y-yes?"



"Can you use your time-rewinding ability again?"



"Since the penalty is over. Look, I can use it again."



"Hey."



"Y-yes?"



"Your time-rewinding ability... Ah, right. You can use it. That's good. Don't use it without my permission from now on. Understand?"



"Ah, I understand."



"And this."



I covered the Saint with the net I had obtained before. The Saint's expression became puzzled.



"Your net, I'm returning it."



It was an artifact that sealed the abilities of constellations or Outer Gods. With this, the Saint couldn't turn back time or take out an Outer God's weapon to attack.



This should be enough for now.



[— 'Rippling Rage' is trying to speak to you.]



[— 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' blocks the message coming to you.]



[— 'Rippling Rage' is angry.]



[— 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' chuckles.]



Our lady is handling the Outer God's mischief well too.



Everything is perfect.



Now there's just one thing left.



"Hey."



"Y-yes?"



"You know what will happen to you as things stand, right?"



"I'll go to court and get at least life imprisonment..."



"If you do well, I might defend you."



The Saint was startled and kicked off her blanket.



"What do you mean?"



"I said earlier that terrorists get at least life imprisonment without sentencing considerations, right? You qualify for those 'sentencing considerations.'"



"Me?"



"You made a contract with an Outer God."



"Ah, that's right. If I deny it and pretend not to know, my sentence would be greatly reduced. This is really helpful information..."



"The problem is that I'm recording all of this."



I said this while taking my hand out of my pocket. It was a portable recorder. The Saint's expression froze as if time had stopped.



[Ah, that's right. If I deny it and pretend not to know, my sentence would be greatly reduced.]



[If I deny it, my sentence would be greatly reduced.]



[If I deny it, my sentence would be greatly...]



"Let's see. Basic life imprisonment, and with this aggravating circumstance... what comes after life imprisonment?"



The Saint banged her head on the floor.



"P-please spare me."



"Alright. I'll give you a chance."



"Really?"



"I'll cover for you if you give me 100 billion."



"But the money..."



"Then there's another way."



The Saint had already fallen into my trap.



"Get a suspended sentence and work in my lab without pay."
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Thanks to the automated legal system, the Saint's sentencing was over quickly.



The death penalty was initially handed down as the maximum punishment. However, it was reduced to life imprisonment when it was revealed that she had merely been manipulated by the Outer God(?).



Furthermore, considering she was a newcomer to society, she was granted probation.



Everything was going according to plan.



The Saint was now completely bound.



"You know what probation means, right?"



"Ugh, I do."



"Behave yourself."



Now there were two tasks to accomplish.



First, fix the accelerator.



Second, discover the graviton.



I needed to fix the accelerator before anything else could be done. Repairing the beam line, the core of the particle accelerator, would require capital worth 100 billion credits.



The problem was that both the government and corporations were holding back.



The government claimed they had no money as they were concerned about public opinion, while companies were reluctant to invest additional capital as their stock prices were declining due to the recent terrorist attack.



So where would I get 100 billion from?



Looking around the display cabinet, I spotted a perfect antique.



"I'll have to sell this."



"Wait a moment. Isn't that the Akea Peace Prize?"



"It is."



"Are you in your right mind? You're going to sell that?"



"Don't talk back."



When I glared at the Saint, she trembled and begged for forgiveness.



"Heeek, I'm sorry!"



"Be quiet. Just answer when I ask you something. Understand?"



"Yes, yes."



I put the award and medal up for auction on an online site.



[Title: For Sale. Akea Peace Prize. Never used.]



The reaction was immediate. Starting with a post on a community forum asking "What is this?", the internet began to burn with excitement.



It was good that news of the sale was spreading widely. More wealthy people would take interest, wouldn't they?



The effect was definite.



10 billion, 20 billion.



The bidding price had already jumped to tens of billions.



"Already profitable."



The winning bid settled at just under 9 billion credits. While not enough to reach 100 billion, it was still a substantial amount.



As I smiled smugly, I heard muttering from the corner.



"Was someone with such poor financial sense really my opponent?"



"Julia, what did you just say?"



The Saint covered her mouth. When I frowned, she shook her head from side to side.



"I asked what you said."



"Oh, n-nothing."



I sighed.



"I'll allow it, so speak. Is this really that expensive?"



"Isn't that obvious?"



"How much is it worth then?"



"I wouldn't know exactly. But it's definitely not something that should sell for just 9 billion."



"Hmm."



Perhaps I was the only one seeing this gold as a mere stone.



After all, the fact remains that I am the recipient. Considering the material costs and labor, there's no reason for someone to buy it at such a high price.



I lifted the net I had placed over the Saint and said:



"Revert it."



The Saint trembled her lips and recited a prayer. The coffee I had placed on the desk began to steam again.



Time was rewinding.



Soon, the entire event of selling the peace prize was undone.






"I should call in an expert this time."



"An expert? Who?"



"Someone I know. My precious little one."



"Precious little one?"



Who else could it be?



My younger sister, of course.



[What is it, brother? I'm busy.]



"I was thinking of selling the peace prize medal and trophy I received before. Wondering if I could get some help."



[What? You're going to sell that?]



"Yeah."



I heard a crashing sound over the phone.



[That's a stupid idea. You'll make enemies with the Akea Committee.]



"So you're saying I shouldn't do it?"



[No, let's do it right away.]



What's an award compared to money? Money is everything.



We siblings snickered as we discussed our strategy. Watching us, the Saint made rude remarks about how the siblings were both insane.



It was noisy, so I tapped her head with a caliper. She quieted down.



Seti told me about efficient strategies. One of them was to sell the trophy and medal separately.



[Think about it. People who collect these things usually want the complete set. Who would be satisfied with just one piece?]



"Is that so?"



[Yes, you idiot. Imagine having limited editions of electromagnetism and statistical physics books on your shelf, but missing quantum mechanics. How would that feel?]



"S-sister, I-I can't breathe."



[Exactly.]



Seti continued.



[Let me give you a specific example. Let's say the expected winning bid for the trophy and medal is 5 billion credits each. Imagine I have 20 billion, and you have 7 billion.]



The bidding method would be real-time and public. All bidders wouldn't know each other's assets, and it would follow a sealed highest-price auction format.



[Do you understand the situation?]



"Yes, and then?"



[If you sell the trophy and medal together, it would end as soon as I bid 10 billion. In this case, you'd have no choice but to give up bidding. But what if you sell the trophy and medal separately?]



"While you're buying the medal for 5 billion, I could bid 7 billion for the trophy."



[But I said I have 20 billion, while you only have 7 billion.]



Initially, Seti made one assumption: people who collect these things always want the complete set. If they have the money, they want to own everything.



[I'll immediately bid 8 billion to outbid your trophy. Now you'd have no choice but to give up, right?]



"Not really. I'd put that 7 billion back into the medal."



[Well, then I'd put 8 billion on the medal too. So how much would the medal and trophy be sold for in total?]



16 billion.



[That's 60% higher than if you sold them together.]



Now I understand.



[It's not that impressive. If you're like my brother and need quick cash, selling both at once might be better even at a lower price. But usually, people trying to make a profit at auctions don't do that.]



Seti gave me other advice as well.



[Since it's an online auction, you can tell potential buyers why you're selling the peace prize. It's called storytelling. Building a narrative when selling is as important as plotting when writing a novel.]



Following that advice, I changed the title.



[Title: I need research funds.]



To defeat the Outer God, understanding gravity is essential, which means discovering the graviton. However, the accelerator was destroyed by an attack from a cult that believes in the Outer God. To recover from the damage, I decided to sell the peace prize.



It was a plausible story. It was also true.



The effect was definite.



The trophy was exceeding 5.5 billion, and the medal, which contained gold and platinum, was over 7 billion. The prices were still rising.



An unexpected column appeared, making the upward trend even steeper.



[Column: The Rheinland family head's sale of the peace prize is performance art.]



The author of the column was anonymous. However, they gained credibility by attaching a photo showing a bid of 20 billion.



[The peace prize symbolizes peace. In other words, Eidel von Rheinland is telling us how much we are willing to pay for peace. If peace is sold at a low price, we will all pay the price.]



Connecting it to research funds created synergy with this column. Although I hadn't intended the philosophical aspect, it was a good thing as the bidding price continued to rise steadily.






Eventually, the trophy was sold for 55 billion credits, and the medal for 63 billion credits.



A total of 100 billion.



This was enough. Having achieved my goal, I was about to move on to the next step.



But then.



[Not enough.]



Seti muttered.



[If we had done it better, we could have pushed it up to hundreds of billions.]



Hearing that made my ears perk up.



I removed the Saint's net and wiggled my finger.



"You heard that? Revert it."





***





After several retries, we found the best outcome.



Akea Peace Prize trophy, sold for 385 billion credits.



Akea Peace Prize medal, sold for 435 billion credits.



Together, 820 billion credits. With Seti's expertise in tax avoidance methods, we managed to pay 20 billion in taxes and secure about 800 billion in net income.



I donated 100 billion to the research institute and gave the remaining 700 billion to my sister. Seti would surely make more profit by investing it well.



Still, I wondered. Who had so much money to buy a trophy and medal for 800 billion?



Honestly, with that amount of money, they must be at least the chairman of MegaCorp.



"It's been a while."



"Chairman Stranov?"



It really was the chairman. Someone I knew, no less.



Bell Stranov. The head of the major corporation "Stronium" and also the father of Professor Callis Stranov.



"When my son-in-law's student sells a peace prize for peace, how could I resist? So I bought it."



"But to spend so much money on such a decorative item..."



"Such money? If one puts a low price on purchasing peace, everyone will pay the price later, won't they?"



His words felt familiar. Like I'd heard them somewhere before.



"Here, I'll return the trophy and medal to you. They should be with someone who deserves them."



Chairman Stranov left after giving me only the money. This was essentially a gift.



"This might cause rumors."



"I don't care about rumors. Neither do you, right? If you can defeat the Outer God, you're willing to pay any price. I very much like people with such determination."



"You flatter me. It was all just luck."



"You're too modest. But remember this one thing: Rheinland and Stranov are in the same boat."



Chairman Stranov departed abruptly.



I felt relieved that he was on our side.



Anyway, now that I had the money, it was time for research.



After the accelerator was repaired, we immediately began test operations.



"It's working properly."



"Huff."



My heart raced.



"We'll conduct collision experiments from now on. It will take about a week for the results to come in."



I joined the analysis team. The experimental physicists and technicians would conduct the experiments. Once they produced results, my role was to analyze them.



With all the methodological tools in place, the analysis itself should be quick.



And in the first collision, no traces were found.



"Something seems wrong. I think we need to change the conditions and try again."



Ah, damn it.



Due to time constraints, I couldn't write a paper. At this rate, my graduation would be delayed.



But it was okay.



With a warm smile, I lifted the net.



"You know what I'm going to say, right?"



"H-heeek..."



"Revert it."



The Saint whimpered as she recited the prayer.
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The foundation of science is repetition.



Even if something is theoretically perfect, errors can occur during the actual experiment. It's important to correct these issues whenever they appear.



"Tsk, I can't see it."



The analysis of particles from the collision showed no gravitons.



According to theory, gravitons should have the following properties:



1. They must be massless. Therefore, they should move at the speed of light.



2. They must have a physical quantity called spin angular momentum with a value of 2.



3. They must have zero electric charge and zero color charge.



The first condition can be easily calculated by dividing the wavelength distance by the wavelength time of the target particle. However, no matter which candidate particle was tested, its value never exceeded the speed of light.



"99.999996% of light speed. This isn't it either."



"What? Isn't that close enough?"



"Why would you think that?"



"It's such a tiny difference. Couldn't we just attribute it to experimental error and publish..."



"Julia."



"Yes, sir."



"You shouldn't pursue a doctorate."



"I wasn't planning on graduate school anyway."



She seems to have forgotten she's already in a graduate research lab. This is why I don't trust foreign news.



"A scientist's job is to catch even minor errors and analyze them thoroughly. Is it an equipment issue? Did we fail to control other variables? Only after considering everything and completing cross-verification can we claim a 'discovery.'"



"I don't understand a word you're saying."



"Turn it back."



"..."



Time rewound to ten days ago. This was the tenth regression.



After subjugating the Saint, whenever she turned back time, both Ireh and I could retain our memories intact.



It was truly horrifying.



Though less than a day had passed chronologically, I felt like I'd aged years.



"We've been stuck in this timeline for three months already. Can't we move on to the next one?"



"No."



"But why..."



"I need to get my degree this year."



"A one-year PhD makes no sense! You could take two years!"



"Do you want to die?"



My calipers rose again. The Saint whimpered and covered herself with the net.



I was in an extremely sensitive state. This research required more patience than ever before.



"Eidel, are you really okay?"



Ireh asked cautiously.



"Are you worried about me?"



"Of course. When I see you discouraged, it makes me feel bad too."



Ireh scratched her head and added:



"Besides, I'll be a junior next year. You need to get your doctorate this year and secure a faculty position the year after that so I can decide whether to join your lab..."



"..."



"Hey, don't look at me like that. I'm just joking."



"Sigh."



I almost got excited there.



Anyway, this attempt was another failure. Despite trying different conditions, no graviton was detected. Even running eight beam lines simultaneously yielded nothing.



I really feel terrible.



"Turn it back."



"Yes..."



"Turn it back."



"Yes, sob, sob."



"Turn it back again."



"Please, no more..."



"Another failure. Come on, turn it back."



"I-I can't take it anymore... I'll die at this rate! I'd rather go to prison!"



"No. Stop arguing and turn it back."



A year passed like that. Just thirty-six repetitions, but over 360 days in total.



"Sob, hic, I'm losing my mind..."






Leaving the sniffling Saint behind, I spoke to Ireh.



"Ireh, so this is how you felt."



"Y-yeah. No, well, yeah."



"No?"



"Yes, but also no. Actually, yes, I think."



"The world kept returning to the past, but you alone remembered everything. How difficult that must have been. Honestly, I feel like I'm going crazy right now. Not reaching my goal, time not moving forward."



It seemed pitiful when I read about it, but experiencing it firsthand was unbearable torture. I could viscerally understand why the Saint had surrendered to me.



But.



I won't give up.



I'll repeat this as many times as necessary until I find a definitive experimental method.



Since coming to this world, I've gained too much to lose. When I'm so close to finding the light, abandoning my right to happiness here would be unthinkable.



On the fortieth attempt, we finally discovered a particle that met the conditions.



"..."



"Eidel."



"Whew. Stay calm. I need to stay calm."



My heart feels like it's about to burst.



"Speed matches light speed. Spin is 2. This data... electric charge and flavor. Okay."



I threw down my pen with relief.



"I found it. I think this is it."



"Really?"



The Saint, who had been muttering like a broken person, hurriedly stood up upon hearing my words. Having been trapped in the net, she moved suddenly and tripped.



The Saint didn't seem to care about the pain from falling, as she chattered away while still sprawled on the ground.



"So we can move to the next timeline now, right? Right? I don't have to use my ability anymore, right?"



"No."



"Phew, I'm saved... Wait, what?"



The Saint's expression crumpled like my research notes.



"One success isn't enough. To determine whether this was coincidence or not, we need to repeat the experiment under identical conditions several more times."



"W-what are you saying..."



"Actually, particle observation is probabilistic. Even under the same conditions, different results might appear next time. That's why verification through repeated experiments is important. We're not done yet."



"Ah."



"Turn it back."



As expected, the particle wasn't detected in the next iteration. Nor in the one after that. It was only found in the iteration after that.



"So the probability is roughly 30%?"



"Seems about right."



"No, I'm not certain. We need to try more."



The Saint shook her head vigorously.



"No way. There's no way you'd ask me to turn back time again after all this. Right? Be reasonable."



"Turn it back."



"Eidel von Rheinland! Release this net right now! I'll kill you! I'll kill you and then join the Outer God!"



"I said turn it back."



"Can't we negotiate? If you let me pass just this once, I'll follow any order you give from now on. Even indecent ones."



"Physics is more indecent than you. Be quiet and just turn it back."



"Y-you're insane. There's no reasoning with you. Sob, no matter what I did, this is too much..."



"Ah, I'm starting to get angry. Turn it back."



"...Sniff, fine."



Two years passed.



During that time, I found a better experimental setup and confirmed that the graviton detection probability was about 55% under those conditions.



I wrote papers based on this. One was about theoretical modifications based on graviton detection experiments, and the other was about approaches to black hole interior physics using gravitons.



I had to pour out everything I'd learned so far, which meant two weeks of suffering. It was an arduous process.



But the sweeter the achievement, the more bitter the effort.



Upon completing the papers, I collapsed, and the Saint cried.



"I-Ireh."



"Good job, Del."



In the distance, I could hear scientists cheering as they confirmed the final results. It was like a festival. Having heard it so many times through repetition, I felt little excitement.



Rather.



"Thank you always. You're my star."






Ireh's voice was much sweeter.



From the moment I first read the novel, I wanted to save Ireh. And I was taking steps toward that goal one by one. Each time I heard her voice growing gentler, I felt an ephemeral satisfaction.



"Get some rest now."



This is enough for today.



My eyelids, heavy with fatigue, succumbed to gravity.



***



Ireh sat in a chair, gazing at the peacefully sleeping Eidel. The corners of her lips curved upward.



It was then that the Saint spoke to her.



"You two seem very close."



"Shh. She's sleeping."



"I guess so."



The Saint wriggled closer while still wrapped in the net. Up close, tear stains were visible on her cheeks. Eidel must have made her cry quite a few times.



"May I ask you one thing?"



"Keep your voice down."



The Saint whispered:



"Rheinland is a monster, but you're no different. The same timeline keeps repeating, yet you show no signs of fatigue."



"No. Actually, it's hard."



"Are you just hiding it?"



"Something like that."



"Do you perhaps... have regression abilities too?"



Ireh chuckled.



"Not anymore."



Ireh recalled the world line before meeting the current Eidel. Days filled with nothing but despair and pain. Just thinking about it briefly made her head throb.



"You're quite detached. How many times have you turned back time?"



"...I don't know."



"There must be an approximate number."



"Roughly 900,000 times."



The Saint's jaw dropped.



"So you were a god like me."



"What nonsense. I never wanted to contract with an Outer God."



"So tell me. In your longest iteration, what future did you see?"



Ireh closed her eyes tightly.



There was one time when she had caught a clue about Laplace.



After that, causality became fixed, and nothing could stop the destruction, no matter what.



"The universe contracted all at once. There wasn't even time to realize death. When I came to, it was the next iteration."



"Ah..."



"I'll tell you just this one thing. In all the world lines I've seen so far, there was no escape route like you people talk about."



"No, if one becomes a higher-dimensional being like them..."



"Even those dimensions were completely destroyed."



Ireh pressed her finger against the Saint's forehead and continued:



"Saint, think about it. Why does Laplace's Outer God call it the 'end'? That's not a term humans created."



"But I heard that word from the Outer God."



"It means it's the end even by the standards of the same Outer Gods."



The Saint lost her composure.



Ireh laughed inwardly. In other iterations, the Saint wouldn't believe her no matter how she tried to persuade her, but now she wore a defeated expression.



"T-then what about Idea..."



"There's no Idea, but there is Eidel."



Ireh smiled as she looked at Eidel.



Though only ten days had passed, she had spent two years researching continuously with Eidel.



Sonia was there too, but she couldn't remember the regressions. More precisely, the Saint hadn't designated her as someone who should retain memories.



Originally, Ireh was also to be excluded from remembering, but she personally insisted on staying with Eidel.



'I can't imagine a world line without Eidel.'



If she was going to follow, it would be to the end.



So she was trapped for two straight years. She could see Eidel struggling, and Ireh was physically exhausted too, but it was okay.



This time, she wasn't alone.



There was someone who remembered that they had regressed.



She didn't want to lose such a person.





Chapter 293 - The Switch (13)



Ireh was lost in thought as she organized Eidel's documents.



Now that the graviton had been discovered, only the graviton bomb remained. Though she wasn't sure how long it would take, they were certainly approaching the end.



She felt elated. Had she ever reached this point so comfortably before? Had there ever been a cycle where she lived each day with hope, knowing a new path?



Of course not. This was the first time.



While she was humming and organizing her desk, the Saint asked her a question.



"Do you like Rheinland?"



"What?"



"It doesn't seem like a simple business relationship. I was just curious."



Like him?



Eidel? Me?



Ireh's face turned bright red.



"Del is just a reliable colleague."



"Oh my. Even using a nickname."



"It's not a nickname. It's just easier to call him that... Anyway, don't jump to conclusions. It would be troublesome for Eidel."



The Saint snorted.



"Women like you always end up leaving nail marks on men's backs before long."



"Cut the nonsense. I get goosebumps just from touching a man's fingertips."



"You're the one talking nonsense. Isn't he a man? I've been watching, and you don't seem uncomfortable around him at all."



"Eidel is... an exception."



The Saint pursed her lips, looking at Ireh as if wondering what her deal was.



This might be an opportunity.



Although she had lost to Eidel, the Saint's heart still belonged to the Foreign God.



The Iron Foreign God.



He was her savior who had rescued her from the backwater slums and made her the head of a religious order. She had to work for him.



But there hadn't been a suitable opportunity. Killing Eidel seemed impossible, and destroying the accelerator would be pointless since the research was already complete.



So what should she do?



["Block future research."]



Seeing Eidel von Rheinland's determination, completely stopping the research seemed impossible. So thinking inversely, she could create an environment where it would be difficult for him to concentrate on research.



Eidel was a married man, and the woman before him was not his wife. Yet Eidel spent more time with this woman than with his wives.



Office wife.



Perfect material to encourage an affair.



The Saint smirked.



"It's not that you dislike men, you just haven't met a man you like. Someone gentle, intelligent, with similar interests, and handsome. Not to mention tall and rich."



"You've got me all wrong. I'm not loose like you."



"Who are you calling loose? I'm a devout believer. I always keep myself pure."



"Devout my foot, wearing such provocative clothes. Anyway, I don't want to cause trouble for Eidel, so stop trying to drive a wedge between us."



The Saint inwardly clicked her tongue.



Not easy.



But judging by the woman's reaction, it seemed like something might happen soon. The Saint decided to wait patiently.



Whirr.



An android in a maid uniform entered the room just then.



"Young master, are you asleep?"



"Shh."



Ireh raised a finger.



"He just finished his thesis. He said he'd take a quick nap."



"I see. That's good news."



The android was, of course, Sonia. She looked at the peacefully sleeping Eidel with a fond smile, then whispered in Ireh's ear.



"Someone from the government is coming."






"...Understood."



Of all times.



Ireh and Sonia moved to the changing room and swapped clothes. Ireh became Sonia, and Sonia became Ireh. Ireh returned to the room, while Sonia said she would hide for a while and left the laboratory.



Shortly after, people from the government arrived.



"Is the head of the Rheinland family here?"



"The young master is currently in deep sleep."



Ireh calmly dealt with the officials.



Appearance, attitude, voice, posture. Everything was perfect. Thanks to habits from her days as an assassin, she was portraying Sonia without any sense of incongruity. Even the maid uniform that once embarrassed her was now somewhat tolerable.



"What brings you here?"



"Well, it's about the movements shown by the android we saw during the Aether Belt restoration operation we mentioned before."



"I see. You've come to take me for examination."



"That's correct."



"The young master has just fallen asleep after staying up for ten days straight. Since I am Eidel's property, you need his permission to take me."



"This is... troublesome."



"Should I wake him now?"



"No, that would be impolite. But we can't leave without conducting any tests."



One of the officials rummaged through his bag and pulled something out. It was an electronic device that looked similar to a speed gun.



"What is that?"



"It's a newly developed Pron detector. We'll use it to measure whether there are traces of a Foreign God in this android."



"Is that really necessary?"



"It's a basic inspection."



They seemed to suspect that Sonia might be an incarnation of a Foreign God. That was a close call.



"Can we test on the spot?"



"Shouldn't you get the young master's permission?"



"It's not a difficult process. It won't take long, and we'd appreciate your cooperation for the public good."



Another official spoke in an authoritative tone. Ireh reluctantly spread her arms.



Beep.



"Normal. No traces of a Foreign God detected."



"Hmm."



Some officials let out indecipherable murmurs. The female official who had conducted the measurement said they would return in two days. Ireh politely saw them off.



"I'll see you next time. Please return safely."



The officials, having come up empty-handed, departed dejectedly. Once they were completely out of sight, Ireh let out a shallow sigh.



She had overcome the immediate crisis, but it was only a stopgap measure. A better solution would be to complete Sonia's dummy and use it to deceive the Ministry of Defense, and the fundamental solution would be to create a peaceful world without Foreign Gods.



Creating the dummy was taking longer than expected.



To prevent information from leaking out, the fake Sonia was being manufactured at Seti's subsidiary. They were reviewing it multiple times to ensure perfect deception.



Until then, she had to endure.



Ireh clicked her tongue repeatedly as she entered the room. The Saint seemed to have fallen asleep with her eyes closed, and Eidel...



"Oh, Sonia?"



He had just woken up.



Ireh glanced at the Saint. The Saint was an enemy and couldn't be trusted. As discussed before, she needed to continue acting as Sonia now.



"Did you cough, young master?"



"Yes. Oh, my head."



"You don't seem to have slept much."



"Still, I completely passed out for a moment."



"While you were sleeping, some officials came by."



"Ah, I see."



Eidel couldn't open his eyes properly. He was in a half-asleep state. He staggered like a drunk person and immediately picked up his thesis.






"Sonia, look at this. I finally finished my doctoral thesis."



"Really? Congratulations."



"Yes, now I'll get my degree and graduate with this. Want to take a look?"



"Yes, please."



Although she had already seen the thesis several times, she opened it again.



[Gravitons and Physics Inside Singularities]



From the title to all the content, it was a well-written thesis.



Using the FR model to elucidate black hole phenomena at boundary surfaces, and a theory that the internal structure could be confirmed through gravitons as intermediaries. With this theory, creating a graviton bomb would become feasible.



"What do you think?"



"It's amazing."



It wasn't just flattery; it really was. Eidel's thesis had the power to make Ireh's heart race.



"I can't understand all of it, but it's clearly an excellent thesis. It has dedication in it. You'll definitely pass."



"Thank you, Sonia."



Eidel smiled with his half-closed eyes.



"You have the biggest share in making this thesis possible, Sonia."



At those words.



Thud. Ireh's heart sank.



"What... do you mean?"



"You've been continuously supporting me."



"No, young master. Hasn't Miss Ireh worked much harder than me?"



Eidel gave a bitter smile.



"Sonia, you think what you're doing is just natural. In fact, whether it's housework or protection, if you hadn't been exclusively by my side, I wouldn't be who I am today. Which means this thesis wouldn't exist either."



"..."



"You have the biggest share, so don't be unnecessarily modest."



It was unfair.



Who was the one who helped with your research for two years while the Saint was turning back time? Who was the one who had been a solid pillar of support as an assistant and colleague?



Ireh fumbled with her words and then hung her head low. An inexplicable emotion welled up like ink.



It was strange. Why did she suddenly feel this way? She couldn't understand. Yet she wasn't even given the leisure to think about it slowly.



"Sonia."



Eidel wrapped his arm around the waist of Ireh, who was disguised as Sonia. Ireh's shoulders trembled slightly. Eidel swallowed a yawn and continued in a gentle tone.



"I told you before, didn't I? That after getting my doctorate, I would try to persuade Zernya."



"Did you?"



"Don't pretend you don't know. You're quite passive today. Is that your concept?"



"..."



"You know, Sonia. I just realized that even though you've made advances toward me, I've never confessed to you first. I suddenly feel sorry about that."



Wait a minute.



The atmosphere was strange.



"I've been thinking about you all this time. The time we spent together, what you've done for me, the heart and sincerity you've shown me. It all resonated with me."



This was wrong. Something was going terribly wrong.



"Even though I know I should feel sorry toward my wives, I absolutely cannot make the decision to push you away. So I'll give you my answer right now."



"Ah, wait..."



Ireh's words couldn't continue.



A soft, warm sensation invaded her tongue.



Following that, the smell of a man that pierced her nostrils made all her muscles stiffen. Ireh's thoughts sank into confusion.



Eidel separated his lips and said quietly.



"This is my answer."



"Ah, ah..."



Her legs lost strength, and she couldn't move.





Chapter 294 - Awakening (1)



All men are beasts.



That's what I once thought.



In fact, I thought that way until just moments ago. Even when the Saint asked if I liked Eidel, I clicked my tongue in dismissal.



I do like Eidel.



But I meant as a colleague.



I had sworn that I would never surrender my body to any man until the day I died.



That was my firm resolve. And yet...



"Hnngh, hah..."



After my legs, now my shoulders went limp too.



A tingling sensation made my lower body curl up, and my vision turned white. It felt like free-falling from a tall building.



As waves of fear washed over me, my thoughts finally caught up.



This was my first time.



My first kiss.



The lips I had intended to keep to myself until death had been stolen in an instant by a man who wasn't even mine.



This was the worst possible outcome.



If it had been anyone but Eidel, I would have immediately drawn my spirit gun, put a hole in their head, and then gone to vomit in the bathroom.



That's right.



It was because it was Eidel.



I couldn't help it.



"Be my wife. I'll make you happy for the rest of your life."



When I heard those words, Ireh was overwhelmed by a sinking feeling in her chest.



Logically, I knew it wasn't true.



This confession wasn't meant for me. Eidel was mistaking me for Sonia.



But hearing it made me recall everything Eidel had done for me.



How he saved me when I was suffering from the foreign god.



How he helped complete the "Great Triangle" by recruiting Zernya, who seemed impossible to persuade, and embedding the Five Stars.



How he liberated Alcatraz Prison through various research efforts and led us to victory in the Great War with minimal casualties.



And now, discovering gravitons to counter the "End."



I could say with certainty:



I, Ireh Hazlen, was a person who had been saved by Eidel time and again.



Though part of me still resisted, bound by echoes of the past, I had begun to think that this man might actually be acceptable.



And so.



Ireh fell into confusion.



The long-held prejudices I had built up were washing away like the tide after just one kiss, leaving my heart feeling empty.



What filled that emptiness was the vivid sensation on my lips, like having tasted sweet ice cream.



This feeling wasn't bad at all.



"Sonia."



"M-Master."



Eidel pulled me closer. With one hand, he stroked my hair, and with the other, he wrapped around my waist.



It was our second kiss.



It felt like falling to the ground. I clutched Eidel's collar tightly and accepted his kiss.



Fear and ecstasy, guilt and self-doubt mixed like paints on a palette, clouding my consciousness.



Then Eidel took me to the bed.



"Sonia, would you like to lie down here?"



No way.



Are we going all the way?



The Saint is over there, and I'm not even Sonia. If I were to be undressed now, forget my future—I wouldn't be able to face Eidel normally ever again.



"Master, I'm not ready yet..."



"I know. It's not what you're thinking."



But Eidel laid me down beside him as if to say not to worry.



"I need to come to an agreement with my wives first. I'm sorry, but please be patient a little longer. After I tie up all the loose ends, we'll make a child."



"A-A child?"



"Yes, you've been talking about it for a long time. That you want to see a child who resembles both of us. And we need to prove that you're not an inbred."



Making a child.






I know the process well enough.



I've seen it plenty of times on frontier planets.



The man thrusts his hips obscenely, and the woman has to endure it. As far as I knew, it was only pleasurable for men and endlessly painful for women.



I turned pale.



It was too much for me to accept right now.



Eidel said, "I'm too tired today. I just want to... sleep with you like this. Tomorrow's problems can be handled by tomorrow's me."



"Yes, that's right, Master."



I struggled to maintain my composure.



Setting aside Saint Julia's presence, if Eidel discovered my true identity now, our relationship would be completely ruined.



The thought of growing distant from the only male colleague I could trust and rely on made my chest ache.



I would bury it.



Keep it to myself and bury it forever. That way, I could maintain this relationship with Eidel indefinitely.



Eidel stroked my hair and closed his eyes.



"Good night, Sonia."



"Sleep well, Master."



Eidel's eyes slowly closed. I waited a little while, and after confirming he was completely asleep, I got up.



"..."



"..."



And then I met eyes with the Saint.



"...Did you see?"



"Yes."



"From where to where?"



"From beginning to end."



The Saint's eyebrows arched upward.



"An affair with an android, how remarkable. Phew."



"Don't breathe a word of this to anyone."



"Unfortunately, given my situation, I couldn't spread rumors even if I wanted to."



"I mean don't tell anyone who comes here either."



"Yes, I know. I understand."



The Saint smirked. This felt ominous.



I hurriedly closed the door and left. I headed to the changing room. Shortly after, the real Sonia, disguised as Ireh, appeared.



"Did it go well?"



"Yes, I sent him away properly."



"Government surveillance will intensify for a while. It's better if we keep up this appearance."



"Sigh... understood."



"Is Master Eidel sleeping well?"



"Yes, he's in deep sleep."



"Let's switch. I'll go check on Eidel, so you go back to your quarters and rest."



Ireh nodded. She returned to her nearby quarters and lay down on the single bed.



"Ah."



What on earth was happening?



Not only had she accidentally kissed Eidel, but she had been gently embraced and had her hair stroked.



Despite being toyed with by a man—the very creatures she had so despised—all she felt was longing.



"Haah..."



Ireh touched her lips and sighed wistfully.



More.



Just once more.



She wanted to feel that strangely addictive sensation again.



She buried her face in her pillow and awkwardly tried to recreate it. Naturally, simply pursing her lips couldn't reproduce the feeling.



"...Huh?"



Ireh, who had been puckering her lips like a carp, jumped up from the bed in shock.



"W-what am I doing...!"



She suddenly came to her senses.



Her face burned hot.






Even if it was Eidel, this was too much for Ireh, who had avoided men her entire life. She couldn't become so lustful after just one kiss.



Carrying on like this, it seemed the Saint was right—she might actually be in love with Eidel.



Ireh shook her head.



'That absolutely cannot happen.'



Eidel was a married man. Moreover, he was currently troubled by the prospect of polygamy with Sonia.



Should she involve herself too?



That would be like dropping a nuclear bomb on the Rheinland family.



Zernya and Rustila would treat Ireh like a thieving cat, and Eidel would be extremely uncomfortable. Eidel's family would fall apart, and he wouldn't be able to focus on his research.



She couldn't cause such trouble.



The primary goal was still the graviton bomb.



Ireh tried to recall wholesome memories. Wholesome yet happy memories.



"..."



Come to think of it, her previous iterations had been nothing but a series of misfortunes.



The first time she had truly smiled was after meeting Eidel.



Since there were no happy memories before Eidel, she had no choice but to recall the wholesome times they spent writing papers together.



Recently, Ireh had been writing a paper on the nervous system of foreign gods. The equations describing the principles of the foreign god's nervous system were similar to electromagnetic equations, but their structures differed fundamentally in the details.



Therefore, difficult mathematics had to be employed, and Ireh had received a lot of help from Eidel to derive these equations.



Ireh's lips twitched as she recalled the days when Eidel reviewed her papers. He was so meticulous that his hand's scent had permeated the paper...



"...!"



Ireh sat up abruptly.



The paper.



She took the paper out of her bag.



She sniffed it, and indeed, Eidel's faint scent was there.



Ireh lay down on the bed and placed the paper beside her. Doing this made her feel like she was lying next to Eidel, just like before.



'What am I doing?'



Self-loathing washed over her again.



No, was there anything to feel self-loathing about?



She was just reviewing her paper. There was no other strange intention behind it. It was a procedure to become an excellent scientist.



And so, Ireh spent the night rationalizing to herself.





***





Immediately after parting with Ireh, Sonia entered the room where Eidel was.



Eidel had fallen fast asleep, and the Saint was giggling like a demon.



In front of the Saint, she needed to act like Ireh Hazlen as much as possible.



"What are you snickering about?"



"Oh, you're here?"



The Saint spoke in an excited voice.



"Would you believe it? The head of the Rheinland family and the android are in love with each other!"



Sonia thought for about 1ms before firmly opening her mouth.



"Nonsense."



"It's not nonsense."



"If you utter such absurd drivel one more time, you'll face severe consequences."



"Oh my, how frightening."



She had refrained from displays of affection in front of the Saint, but it seems the information had leaked out anyway.



In any case, hiding this fact wouldn't last much longer. The Master had promised to officially accept her as his wife after she received her doctoral degree.



"Sleep."



[─ <Sleep>]



The Saint closed her eyes as if fainting.



Sonia put down her calipers and climbed onto Eidel's bed. She nestled into Eidel's arms and took a deep breath with all her might.



"Phew."



She could fully smell the Master's scent.



Though she had become a bioroid, her sensory receptors remained the same. Thanks to that, she could detect fragrances intensely even from just a few molecules.



This was poison.



She couldn't help but frown as she detected a different scent than usual.





Chapter 295 - Awakening (2)



Sonia remembered not only Eidel's body scent but also the smells of Rustila and Zernya.



Of course she would. How many years had they lived together? At the very least, they all used the same fabric softener, so they should have the same fragrance.



'Something is different.'



An unidentified scent of flesh.



Sonia carefully rose and approached the Saint.



"......"



It wasn't the Saint's smell.



If it wasn't the Saint or his two wives, there was only one woman left.



'Ireh Hazlen.'



Sonia swallowed hard.



Ireh had clearly stated with her own mouth that she disliked men. Initially, Sonia had believed it.



Lately, things were different.



Something was strange. Recently, Ireh had been unusually relaxed around Eidel.



For example, there was the matter of her shorts.



Ireh always covered her arms and legs, saying she disliked showing bare skin to men. Even in midsummer, she insisted on wearing long pants and cardigans.



Yet at some point, she had started wearing short-sleeved shirts and shorts, but only when she was with Eidel.



Sonia had asked her about it once. And the response?



"The lab is too hot."



That was the answer she gave.



'Starting from when she began initiating physical contact with the young master... it's very suspicious.'



She was a prime suspect.



Sonia's thoughts naturally turned to the Saint. She realized that what the Saint had said earlier might be an important clue.



Either way, it needed investigation.



***



I woke up after a good sleep for once. Though it was only about six hours.



I still couldn't believe we had discovered gravitons. With the technology available on Earth, it would have been absolutely impossible.



I felt overwhelmed with emotion in many ways.



It wouldn't be long now.



Once I passed the defense, I could earn my doctorate.



"Phew."



My heart was racing.



Everything had started at that graduate school commencement ceremony. The day I lost my doctorate, how miserable I had felt.



I had fallen into this world without knowing why, and my degree had vanished. I wanted to cry, but the world wouldn't even allow that. To survive in a world crawling with cosmic entities, I had to grit my teeth and earn another degree.



Memories flashed before me like a kaleidoscope. The first time Sonia hit me, declaring to my father that I would go to Stellarium, accidentally making a contract with Cartesia, getting cursed out by Seti, meeting Rustila, having my foot stepped on by Zernya...



So much had happened.



In those few years, I had taken two beautiful women as my wives, and I was about to become a father.



That's right.



Zernya and Rustila's due dates were just around the corner.



I met with Professor Feynman to discuss.



"Professor, I need to go somewhere before the dissertation defense."



"I know. Please hurry back."



Despite my busy schedule, I headed to the hospital.



I arrived at the obstetrics department.



As I turned the designated corner, I saw Rustila pacing anxiously in front of the delivery room.



"Rusty."



"Eidel!"



"Zernya, is she in there now?"



"She's been in for a while."



Rustila was also due to deliver this week. However, due to her hymen issue, she had undergone artificial insemination and didn't need to give birth naturally.



The concern was Zernya.



Zernya had insisted on getting pregnant naturally, saying she needed to carry my child in her own womb. With that small, delicate body of hers.



"Honestly, I'm worried. Whether she'll be able to deliver safely..."



Even Rustila was concerned about Zernya at this moment.



We waited for a long time in front of the delivery room. My father, mother, and relatives came and went while we kept our vigil.



I didn't even think about opening my laptop. I needed to prepare presentation materials for my defense, but I couldn't focus at all.



And then.



How many hours had passed?






"Waaah!"



The cry of a new life snapped me to attention. My body reflexively jumped up.



"Congratulations on becoming a father. It's a beautiful princess!"



"Zernya, how is Zernya?"



"Both mother and child are fine. Don't worry."



Upon hearing the nurse's words, my body swayed like a reed. I let out a sigh of relief.



Soon after, an android rushed over from the opposite direction, shouting:



"Eidel, are you Mr. and Mrs. Rustila von Rheinland? Your daughter has been safely delivered, and you'll be able to see her in the newborn nursery in an hour."



"Really?"



Rustila's face brightened.



Both Zernya and Rustila had given birth without complications. It was somewhat ambiguous to say Rustila had "given birth," but what did it matter? I couldn't be happier about the fruits of our love.



Soon, Zernya was wheeled out on a medical cart. She made eye contact with me, breathing heavily.



"Da...rling."



"You did well, Zenya. Sorry I came late."



"No... I'm just glad you came. I know how busy you are."



Who could possibly call this girl a demon? Though her usual behavior might be rough, her essence was undeniably angelic.



And the child of an angel must surely be an angel too.



Zernya slowly closed her eyes.



"...Phew, I'm tired."



"Rest. I'll see you later."



Rustila and I moved with Zernya to the recovery room and settled in there. We planned to stay as long as time allowed.



"You did well, Zernya."



"Darling, look. This is our child."



"She's so cute."



Rustila also held her baby. She smiled with tears in her eyes.



"Look, Eidel. This is your child and mine."



"She's cute too. I wonder what she'll become when she grows up..."



"We should let her do what she wants. I won't force anything."



That was Rustila's parenting philosophy.



Both children resembled their parents perfectly.



It was amazing no matter how many times I looked at them.



["Interesting. The youngster has become a replicator."]



Cartesia spoke.



["I never thought I'd see the youngster pregnant and giving birth. I thought you'd die before then."]



Come to think of it, Cartesia deserved significant credit for all these achievements.



Without her help, I wouldn't have made it this far.



Cartesia made a humming sound and rolled her tongue.



["I've watched new life come into being countless times while trapped in this galaxy. But this is the first time a contract subject has had children. It's new from a microscopic perspective. An interesting viewpoint."]



For a cosmic entity, her tone was surprisingly gentle. Perhaps because she had a female form.



["But what about the feeding issue?"]



Wait, feeding?



["Isn't your species mammals? I understand you provide basic nutrients necessary for immunity through organs called breasts, but in the current situation, the white-haired female alone must produce energy for two offspring. How do you plan to solve this problem?"]



Her word choice was strange, but she was a cosmic entity, so I let it slide.



It was a valid question.



Rustila couldn't produce breast milk. Zernya alone would have to share her milk between the two babies.



But if that were a problem, all mothers of twins would have struggled.



["I see, so that's it. The mother produces more energy as needed. That's rational. Not being one of Darwin's lot, I didn't know."]



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' tilts her head curiously.]



["Would it be the same between humans and our species?"]



A chill ran down my spine at those words.



["Anyway, it was an interesting spectacle."]



Cartesia muttered with satisfaction before cutting off the telepathic communication. Soon, a wind-like silence followed.



Zernya diligently nursed both babies, including Rustila's share. She looked at Rustila with a smug expression.



"My children."



"What?"



"Both are my children."






"Are you... trying to pick a fight with me?"



Well, of course. They're fighting again.



As always, Zernya defeated Rustila with her words. Then Rustila would huff indignantly before whining to me.



"Eidel... hurry up and make that thing."



"The graviton bomb?"



"Yes. So we can make a second child."



There was so much to make. Plus, I needed to talk about Sonia too. Though now wasn't the time.



***



After handling various tasks, Ireh belatedly headed to the hospital where Eidel was.



Normally, she could have finished such tasks quickly. However, the incident of kissing Eidel had left her mind in such disarray that she couldn't concentrate.



Even now, it took courage to take each step forward.



"Please hurry up."



Sonia urged from behind. Ireh nodded awkwardly.



"But why are you with me instead of staying by Eidel's side?"



"That's because we haven't completely fooled the government's eyes yet. You and I need to move as a pair so we can switch at any time. Don't tell me you've forgotten such an obvious fact because you were busy researching?"



"No, that's not it..."



Sonia's eyes narrowed. Ireh turned her head away, avoiding her gaze.



She felt guilty for no reason. After all, Ireh had received Eidel's kiss and confession that should have gone to Sonia.



Should she tell her or not?



Whether she spoke or remained silent, it was problematic. Eventually, it might be discovered anyway.



In the end, there was only one compromise.



Tell only Eidel secretly and pretend it never happened.



But now wasn't the time. Beyond embarrassment, she feared losing the relationship she currently had with Eidel if she handled it poorly.



"What are you doing?"



"Huh?"



When she came to her senses, they were already in front of the recovery room. She had unconsciously been unable to open the door.



"Why are you standing there stupidly? Go in."



Sonia pushed her back.



"Young master, we're here."



"Sonia, and... Ms. Ireh too."



Ireh carefully stepped inside.



Eidel showed her the two newborns and said:



"Look, Ms. Ireh. These are my princesses. Aren't they cute?"



"Oh, y-yes. They're definitely... cute."



They were beyond cute—they were strikingly beautiful.



Ireh had a sense for these things. Looking at Eidel's two daughters, she immediately felt it. These children would achieve greatness.



"Lucia, no. Look over here. That's right. Wow, look at her eyes moving. Ms. Ireh, what should I do? I think both my daughters are geniuses!"



"They're truly adorable, young master. May I hold one?"



"You need to hold her carefully?"



"Don't worry."



Following Rustila's instructions, Sonia held the baby. Her usually mechanical expression softened instantly.



"This must be Miss Lucia."



"Yes, I combined my name with Eidel's."



"And Miss Anya would be the same. Both young ladies have intelligent eyes. They will surely achieve great things."



"Of course."



Zernya puffed up with pride.



"Would you like to hold one too, Miss Ireh?"



Sonia offered with a strange look in her eyes.



"No, I..."



"It's okay, Ireh. Since you came all this way, you should hold one at least once."



"W-well then."



Ireh carefully took Lucia. Lucia was smiling like the sun. At that sight, Ireh was overcome with an indescribable thrill.



It was something she had never experienced before—the sensation of maternal love.



'If I have a daughter, I should name her Lea...'



Ireh's thoughts froze.



What am I thinking right now?
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Human hearts are like liquid. They constantly change and flow, sometimes taking the shape of the vessel of another person.



Ireh felt a change in her heart.



Beyond simply thinking "I can't be away from Eidel," she had unconsciously begun wondering "what would I name our daughter if we had one?"



At that point, it was already over.



["You've completely become a lovesick girl, Ireh."]



Perhaps she had feelings beyond companionship for the man named Eidel.



["You don't need to force the present to fit the past forever. People's thoughts change moment by moment."]



Ireh looked down at the smiling baby.



How could it be so cute and lovable?



She knew that the birth of life was noble. She had simply believed until now that childbirth could never be her role.



"Eidel, I'll head back to the lab first."



"You're leaving already?"



"I have a lot to do. Mountains of paperwork to organize."



"Alright. See you later."



Ireh fled the hospital room. If she stayed in the same space as Eidel any longer, her heart would ache so much she wouldn't be able to sleep at night.



"Please wait a moment."



Someone stopped Ireh as she was leaving. It was Sonia.



"Miss Ireh, would you mind speaking with me briefly before you go?"



This was not good.



The person Ireh was most reluctant to face right now wasn't Rustila, Zernya, or Eidel—it was Sonia. Having received Eidel's proposal on her behalf, she felt terribly guilty.



"I'm quite busy right now..."



"It won't take long. Please excuse me for a moment."



Sonia stepped forward and leaned in close. Then she began sniffing Ireh's collar. Ireh couldn't help but be flustered.



"W-what are you doing all of a sudden?"



"Just as I thought."



"What do you mean?"



"I shared a kiss with the young master recently, and at that time, I detected an unfamiliar woman's scent on his lips."



"And... so?"



"You have exactly the same scent."



Ireh felt a jolt.



Had she been found out?



No, that didn't seem to be the case.



Even with Sonia's enhanced senses from her android origins, it would be nearly impossible to be certain of everything based on scent alone.



It seemed she was setting bait and watching for a reaction.



Either way, it was clear that Sonia suspected her.



"Let me ask you one thing. On the day the government officials visited, while I was away, did anything happen between you and Master Eidel?"



"Well, I don't think anything special happened."



"Perhaps you fell asleep momentarily in the lab, or had some inappropriate contact with the young master?"



"I was tired, but I didn't doze off. As for contact, I was with Eidel for ten days straight. You saw us together, didn't you?"



The ten days was actually a lie.



They had been together for two years. Just the two of them, excluding the Holy Maiden, had gone back in time dozens of times, building a relationship of indescribable intensity.



Thanks to that, Eidel had said he could directly empathize with Ireh's pain. How moved she had been when she heard those words.



"I see. Perhaps your scents mixed since you were together constantly."



"Now that I think about it, you're right. I should hurry and wash up."



Ireh walked away without appearing rushed. It was the practiced gait of a skilled assassin she had learned and mastered in previous timelines.



"Take care on your way back."



With Sonia's farewell, she boarded the shuttle.



As the spacecraft launched, Ireh's thoughts became even more complicated.



***



Watching Ireh flee, Sonia sighed.



"Your face must have been flushed?"






From her gaze to her gestures, she had meticulously concealed everything, but her face was the exception.



There was no way to hide the peach-colored flush that came to her cheeks.



"Your words deny it, but your body is honest."



It was undoubtedly the reaction of someone completely smitten. Master Eidel had managed to break down even that woman's defenses.



"Well, well."



After all her declarations about not wanting to even touch a man with her fingertips.



It was amusing how she immediately responded that she needed to wash up when told "I can smell you on Master Eidel."



Sonia had never told Ireh that Eidel smelled like her.



Something had definitely happened between them. Something quite passionate, enough to leave a scent on clothing.



"Well... it's not my concern."



She was in no position to scold others about infidelity. Sonia understood her own situation better than anyone.



For now, she would just observe.



Indeed, how would Ireh Hazlen proceed from this state?



***



I left Zernya's postpartum care to Sonia and Rustila. Though I was sad I couldn't see the adorable princesses longer, I had no choice.



My doctoral graduation was just around the corner.



Time was running short.



I sent the Holy Maiden to the southern Holy Spirit Center, saving her for later use. She would be safe there for a while, as even foreign gods couldn't touch her in the Spirit Center.



In any case, for these reasons, only Ireh remained by my side now.



But lately, Ireh had been acting strange.



"Ireh?"



"Oh, what?"



"Why are you spacing out? Is there a problem you can't solve?"



"No, it's nothing really..."



The way she trailed off like someone who had committed a crime suggested something was bothering her.



"I was just thinking about something else. I can't believe this situation. The discovery of the graviton and everything."



"Speaking of gravitons, I feel the same way. I never dreamed we'd discover them this early."



"I never once thought it would be possible to get this far without significant casualties. So, I wanted to tell you something..."



I waved my hand.



"If you're going to thank me, you don't need to. We're all in this together."



"That's not it. It's something else."



"Go ahead."



"Did you propose to Sonia about making her your wife?"



What was this sudden question?



"I did propose to Sonia separately. When you weren't around. But why do you ask?"



"You already did?"



"Yes."



"I think it would be better to do it formally again after the dummy android is created. And change her status at that time."



Though there was no context, I found myself nodding after hearing Ireh's words.



"I made a mistake."



Proposing twice might lack impact, but Sonia would probably be twice as happy. Of course, I would need my wives' consent first.



"Could you contact Seti for me? I want to know how far along she is, but I don't have time."



"Sure. I have to grant the request of the soon-to-be doctor."



Soon-to-be doctor. Hearing that made me feel good, but also a bit melancholy. I was originally already a doctor...



That's when Professor Feynman entered.



"Student Eidel! Are you ready?"



"Yes, I've prepared all the materials. Just making some minor adjustments now."



"Excellent. We start tomorrow at 11 AM, so please come well-prepared."



Professor Feynman gave me a hearty dose of encouragement, saying it was the final stretch. It was quite touching.



Of course, we weren't saying goodbye. The academic world was so deep and narrow that everyone ends up meeting again. I would probably be working with him until the day I died.






The remaining time passed excruciatingly slowly. I remember feeling the same way when I first earned my doctorate.



The next day.



I made final checks on my presentation and headed to the reserved lecture hall.



Ireh came with me. She cast various buffs on me like "Bullet of Stability" and "Bullet of Focus."



"Thank you."



"No need to thank me. Here, take this. Toast I made myself. Eat it before you go in."



I was surprised. I never expected Ireh to prepare breakfast for me.



I was actually hungry since I hadn't eaten anything since yesterday evening. I thanked her repeatedly as I bit into the toast.



"How is it?"



"Wow, it's delicious. But I'll only eat half."



"Oh, why?"



"I'm supposed to have a meal with the professors after this."



"Ah..."



"What's wrong?"



"Nothing. It's nothing."



In reality, I only ate about a third of it. I didn't want to risk an upset stomach during my presentation.



"Thanks, it was good."



"Y-yeah."



Ireh nibbled on the remaining portion of toast. Meanwhile, I organized the lecture hall and loaded my presentation onto the projector.



Two hours later.



Five professors entered one by one. Naturally, they were all familiar faces. After exchanging brief greetings, I composed myself.



The doctoral dissertation defense.



The "defense" was about to begin.



"...Now that gravitons have been discovered and their properties confirmed, we can better understand the structure of singularity points and their surrounding systems."



The message I wanted to convey was simple.



Gravitons can be used to create graviton bullets. And with those, we can drive foreign gods far away.



"One interesting point is that gravitons can decay with a certain probability. When they decay, they generate pairs of aether and prons while emitting waves. Analysis shows that if the most frequent vibration of these waves exceeds the event horizon, it can physically affect the internal structure of black holes."



I had fully developed the theory.



Now all that remained was to pass.



"Using this theory, we can deliver effective strikes against the main bodies of foreign gods, according to our analysis."



"Hmm."



The professors' expressions varied. Some nodded with interest, while others frowned with skepticism.



"It seems a bit like grasping at clouds."



"Still, the proposition itself is interesting."



"And there are no rough edges in the mathematical development."



"We'll need more experimental data to know for sure."



Positive and negative views intersected.



This was, after all, a doctoral defense.



A test to determine if one could conduct independent research as a scholar. They would comprehensively evaluate the originality of ideas, logical coherence, and completeness of the dissertation.



"Let's end the discussion here."



"Thank you for your work."



"Would you mind waiting outside while we vote?"



I agreed and waited in the hallway.



Strangely, I felt anxious. I hadn't felt this way during the presentation.



All the experiences I'd gone through to get here came flooding back, making my chest feel heavy.



It seemed like just yesterday that I lost my doctorate on graduation day and got beaten up by Sonia, but five years had already flown by.



During that time, I had conducted various research projects and become the father of two children. I had gained substantial capital and honor, and my efforts were recognized when I became the head of the family.



But what I wanted most of all, I still hadn't obtained.



"Please come in, Doctor."



I slowly walked forward.



To reclaim what should have been my qualification all along.
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I shook hands with the five examiners.



"Good work."



"You've worked hard all this time."



The defense itself was successful.



Soon my dissertation would be stored in the university database, available for many juniors and seniors to read.



Humanity had saved at least several decades of time. We weren't far from developing graviton bombs.



It had been a long journey.



Finally, I could see the end of this road.



With the defense over, I was expecting to have lunch with the professors when something unexpected happened.



"I'm sorry. This took longer than expected and now overlaps with my next appointment. I'll have to leave first."



"Ah, me too."



Two professors darted away from their seats. Since it was work-related, I couldn't stop them.



"So three of you remain?"



"Just a moment. I'm getting a call... Hello?"



"I've received an email from a student that I need to check first."



This doesn't look good.



"My mother in the eastern region has fallen critically ill."



"One of my advisees has caused a major incident. The student is supposed to graduate this year, so I need to rush back. I'm truly sorry."



"Oh dear, it can't be helped. Please travel safely."



The remaining two professors also apologized and left together.



I know professors are incredibly busy, but still. Who would have thought it would be this difficult for six people to have a meal together?



The last remaining professor gave me a sidelong glance. He cleared his throat and scratched his head.



"Actually... would it be uncomfortable for you too, Rheinland?"



No?



Somehow, the professor seemed more uncomfortable than I was.



I suppose a one-on-one meeting isn't really a meeting but more like a date. We knew each other but weren't close, so cutting steaks together would be awkward.



"Professor, I..."



"I understand. It's a special day for you, isn't it? I hope you spend time with someone important to you rather than with an old man like me."



"...Yes, please get home safely."



And so I parted ways with the last professor as well.



"Ah."



The feast I had been looking forward to vanished.



It would have been a chance to have the discussions we couldn't have due to time constraints. I had imagined having wonderful debates over food.



[— The God of Wisdom and Curiosity is peeking around.]



["Young one, since we have time, shall we talk?"]



"No, I'm good."



This research needs to be discussed with people. More people need to know about my research.



[— The God of Wisdom and Curiosity drops the corners of her mouth.]



This lady is sulking again. Cartesia had a tendency to get upset if she didn't get regular discussions.



I was thinking about having a different conversation to appease her when I noticed a woman sitting demurely on a bench.



A familiar face.



I approached her with a sigh.



"Ireh."



"Huh?"



"What are you doing here?"



Ireh was staring blankly at the sky like someone who had just been rejected by a lover. In her hand was a toast that was about two-thirds eaten, identical to what she had prepared for me this morning.






"Del... what about you? Weren't you supposed to have lunch with the professors?"



"That fell through."



"How come?"



"They all had to leave early for various reasons. The last professor told me to spend the day with someone important to me and said we'd have dinner another time."



"I see. Then the defense..."



I grinned.



Ireh's eyes widened like 500-won coins.



"No way, you really passed?"



"Of course. If I hadn't, I would have kept trying even if I had to turn back time."



I sat down next to Ireh and unpacked the details of my defense process. I described in detail what questions were asked, what the atmosphere was like, and so on.



The reason was simple. I wanted Ireh to get her doctorate later as well. Advice now would become flesh and bone for her future.



After some time, my stomach growled.



"Haha, I got hungry from all that talking."



"Shouldn't we go get something to eat?"



"Do you have any toast left?"



"I have one more, but it's cold now."



"That's fine. May I have it?"



"I don't mind, but..."



Ireh handed me the remaining toast with a bewildered expression.



It was cold, but the taste remained the same. Which meant it was delicious. I savored it without caring about appearances.



Ireh also resumed nibbling on her toast. We sat on the bench, taking a brief rest.





***





In truth, Ireh had only brought two pieces of toast.



One for herself, one for Eidel.



The toast Ireh had given to Eidel was what she had been saving for herself. She just hadn't eaten it yet because she had no appetite.



In other words, the toast Ireh was holding now was what Eidel had left earlier.



She savored it. She wanted to savor it. She couldn't count how many times she had pressed her lips to it and pulled away.



"..."



She knew it seemed perverted.



But she had to admit it now.



She liked Eidel. She wanted to be with him forever. She wanted to have a wedding ceremony and bear children who looked just like him and herself.



No matter how many times she tried to deny it, her subconscious was already directed toward him.



She still didn't care for other men. This feeling was exclusive to Eidel. She had been saved, understood, and had become more than a colleague—a special existence.



"Hmm."



She thought such a man would make a fine partner.



Of course, asking a married man for polygamy wasn't easy.



Married men generally avoid having another wedding ceremony. Especially if they're henpecked. They have no choice but to be mindful of their wives.



So they usually put up walls.



In fact, Eidel had rejected all polygamy proposals after his marriage.



And there had been quite a few. When the head of the Rheinland family had taken two wives, women from notable families came with proposals thinking, "Maybe me too?"



She would be just like those women.



Eidel had eaten less than a third of Ireh's toast before going into his defense. He had clearly said he would eat half, but he hadn't.



This must have been a subtle rejection. An indirect expression that they couldn't get any closer than necessary.



She didn't want to make Eidel uncomfortable with a confession. So Ireh had come outside to organize her thoughts while Eidel was in his defense.






She wouldn't deny falling for him.



But she would give up.



For the peace of the Rheinland family. For Eidel to focus entirely on his research.



She would leave all of this as a bitter memory and spend the rest of her life alone. She probably wouldn't feel this way again until she died.



That's what she had decided, to solidify their relationship as it was.



She was certain of this, but...



"This is really delicious even though it's cold. Your skills rival Sonia's."



Eidel, who had finished his defense, devoured the toast in an instant.



Seeing this, Ireh was confused.



Wasn't he trying to maintain distance from her? If not, why was he eating something cold and tasteless so eagerly?



Was he simply hungry?



For the head of the Rheinland family, on such an auspicious day as earning his doctorate, to not even go to a fancy restaurant but instead eat this...



"I didn't know you were such a good cook, Ireh. Come to think of it, didn't you briefly work as a chef in a previous iteration?"



"Huh? Yeah. For infiltration."



"Right, I remember now. The fourth of the Five Kings was a hotel chef."



Eidel smoothly changed the topic of conversation. When would humanity's next traitor appear? What would be the best way to deal with them? But Ireh couldn't hear a word Eidel was saying.



Perhaps Eidel was just being his usual self.



Maybe Ireh was the only one assigning meaning, thinking on her own, and suffering from her own fever.



"Anyway, I think we'll meet that chef later on. That outer god hasn't appeared yet."



"Oh, yeah."



She gathered her thoughts and returned to reality. She had missed where the conversation had progressed to. As a result, she could only nod passively.



She felt apologetic again.



Eidel was now a proper doctor, and instead of congratulating him, she was giving such half-hearted responses.



Ireh cautiously said:



"Are you still hungry?"



"One piece isn't enough. Have you eaten, Ireh?"



Ireh looked down at the toast in her hand.



The toast that Eidel had taken a bite of, and then she had taken a bite of.



It was essentially an indirect kiss. Just looking at the toast now made her heart flutter. She felt like Pavlov's dog.



"I haven't had anything proper besides toast either."



"Then let's go get something light to eat. You liked salad, right?"



"Huh?"



"If there's something else you'd like, please tell me. I'll treat you to celebrate passing my defense."



"Wait! Then your research funding later..."



"Why worry about such things? We've been eating energy bars for the two years we've been together. Just for today, let's eat until we're stuffed."



Eidel stood up and gestured for her to follow.



"In the old wars, before a big battle, soldiers were given wine and meat to eat well. We don't know how many big battles lie ahead, so let's indulge a little to boost morale."



"Is that really okay?"



"Yes. After all, everything we do is for the sake of living happily."



Ireh carefully stood up, following Eidel.



Eidel was right.



People live to enjoy happiness. Ireh wanted to be happy. Honestly, she was already quite happy, but still, just a little more.



"Then take me to a nice restaurant. One with wine."



If she were to be a little greedy, just a tiny bit more.



At the very least, when there were no other women around, she wanted this man all to herself.
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I don't want to be his wife. Even the Rheinland surname was too much for Ireh, who came from a frontier planet.



Instead, I thought I could remain as his office wife for life.



That made sense, since we shared the same field of study.



The job market for physics, especially particle theory, is narrow. Nine out of ten graduates must abandon hopes of working in their field. Most available positions are limited to professors or researchers.



That's right.



If I could reach the upper echelons of the industry, I could continue working with Eidel.



Discussing theories, writing papers together.



Could there be a more wholesome and satisfying relationship?



I wouldn't even need to worry about Zernya and Rustila's disapproval. It was truly killing two birds with one stone.



"This way, please."



After being seated at the table, we ordered our meals. Though quite expensive, Eidel told me to order whatever I wanted. After hesitating, I chose the cheapest option.



While waiting, I casually brought up a topic.



"Do you have your paper with you?"



"Of course I do. Why?"



"I'd like to ask you about a few things."



At these words, Eidel's eyes sparkled like crystals.



"You're always welcome to. What are you curious about?"



"Nothing special, just wondering if my thoughts are correct."



The topic Ireh raised was about the Aether Belt.



If gravitons decay into aether and pron, then according to conservation of momentum, the two particles must move in opposite directions.



This means that when gravitons in a certain space simultaneously decay, one particle should gather outward while the other gathers inward.



Assuming prons concentrate at the galactic core while aether gathers at the outer rim, this would explain the current aether-pron distribution in the Federation galaxy.



"That's a sharp deduction."



Eidel smiled after hearing my argument.



"This theory certainly explains perfectly why outer gods inhabit black holes and why the Aether Belt exists."



That wasn't all.



By simultaneously applying CP violation phenomena, we could also prove why pron levels are high in border regions.



"This essentially solves a series of cosmological challenges that have remained unsolved until now."



Ireh felt a thrill at Eidel's confirmation. It was the satisfaction of having her deductions validated.



"I think we could publish another paper with this."



"Then you should do it right away! Before someone else takes it!"



"Yes, but this isn't something I should do."



Eidel pointed at Ireh.



"Ireh, you should make this your first thesis topic when you enter graduate school."



"Me...? You're not going to do it?"



"It's an interesting topic, but it's unrelated to graviton bomb production. I can earn academic achievements in other areas, so I'll leave this part to you. It will definitely help your career."



I'll leave it to you.



It will help your career.



Eidel's words pointed to a single possibility.



"...del."



"Yes?"



"Do you really think you can secure a professorship by next year?"



Tap, tap. Eidel drummed his fingers on the table and shifted his gaze.



"I'll have to make it happen somehow."



"I really hope you do. That's the only way I can... work under you."



"..."



"Why are you looking at me like that? You promised before."



"No... it just feels new hearing you say it."



Eidel's expression brightened. He poured wine into a glass and declared confidently.



"I will definitely secure the position next year. I'll take full responsibility for bringing you along, Ireh. So don't worry."



"...Okay."



Taking full responsibility for me—could there be any words more joyful than these?



As I thought about this, I couldn't help but laugh. Somehow, I seemed to be becoming more like Eidel.



"Your order has arrived."



"Thank you. Is there anything else you're curious about?"



"Many things. The second is..."



The heated discussion that began continued until the end of our meal.



This was enough for me. I could talk with Eidel without interference from other women, laugh, and feel strong satisfaction and happiness.



Truly, I believed this was the perfect position for me.






However, she overlooked one fact.



She wasn't the only woman by Eidel's side right now.



[— Warning: The God of Wisdom and Curiosity shows discomfort toward you.]



[— The God of Wisdom and Curiosity uses "Faint" on the God of Patience and Integrity.]



[— Your pron resistance is weakened (+50%), and you will receive additional mental damage (+25%) from Descartes' Forces attacks.]



"Ugh!"



"What's wrong?"



"Suddenly, my head..."



In the middle of cutting meat, my vision blurred. It felt like my mind was thrown across the galaxy while my body remained here.



Like a sailboat wandering distant worlds, Ireh's consciousness momentarily touched a space before being pulled away.



["Insolent woman."]



A warning voice pierced my ear.



Ireh pressed her temples against the sharp, throbbing pain.



"Are you alright?"



"Ah... just a moment."



Fortunately, the pain subsided quickly.



Ireh gathered her thoughts. The outer god that had just attacked her was the God of Wisdom and Curiosity, Cartesia.



Strange. Even though Cartesia was an outer god, she had been a neutral entity who never harmed humanity until the very end in any timeline.



Why would such a being suddenly harm her like this?



Ireh could only wonder about this unprovoked attack.





***





["Our mental bodies are composed of massive prons. That's why we're vulnerable to aether. Just as you humans are vulnerable to antimatter."]



Why? Cartesia had suddenly become talkative.



Unlike usual, Cartesia was specifically pointing out her species' weaknesses. This was practically revealing classified information.



There was so much new information that I needed to concentrate. She raised her voice, changing her intonation.



["Consider using this for that weapon you're making. It will surely yield interesting results."]



I couldn't understand this constant flow of information. Was she saying I should hurry up and kill her since I had my doctorate and sufficient ability?



Even so, I was worried. Even if I made the graviton bomb, I wasn't sure if I could fire it at Cartesia.



We've been together for five years already. That's more than enough time to grow attached. It would be right to part ways for humanity's safety, but well... I'm not sure.



"Sigh."



"Are you still dizzy?"



"I told you I'm fine."



I supported Ireh as we left the restaurant. She kept staggering, making me think all her accumulated exhaustion had hit her at once.



After letting Ireh rest on a bench, I received a call from Seti.



[Hey, did you get it?]



"...I did. From now on, address me as Dr. Rheinland."



[Oh, Dr. Rheinland.]



I heard snickering over the phone.



[Is this really the same delinquent Eidel I knew? You've changed so much. You really never know where life will take you.]



"Anyway, did you make the Sonia dummy?"



[Somehow. I made it identical in every detail, so absolutely no one will notice. I'll send it over soon, so give it to the government people when they arrive.]



After this, Seti and I discussed various matters. Most were about money and degrees. Seti also asked for academic advice.



Apparently, some professors were trying to persuade him that a master's degree would be enough, so he asked my opinion.



I advised him to pursue a doctorate.



I'm a good brother.



After hanging up, I checked on Ireh's condition.



"Are you still feeling queasy? Should we go to the hospital?"



"I'm much better now. I'm fine. I don't think we need to go to the hospital."



"That's good. Let's buy some headache medicine just in case. And you don't have to do the maid cosplay anymore."



"...Right."



After giving Ireh headache medicine, I laid her down on the lab's cot. She said she was fine, but resting well at times like this prevents major illness.



[— 'Rippling Rage' wishes to speak with you.]



Ah, this one again.



Rippling Rage, also known as Iron Fortress Sturm.



Since capturing the saint, Sturm had been trying to contact me more frequently. Of course, I never accepted.



[— The God of Wisdom and Curiosity blocks external messages.]



When one outer god already occupies your mind, no other outer god's polyhedron can form without the resident god's permission.






This makes conversation difficult. Dual contracts are also impossible without the territorial outer god's approval.



In such cases, outer gods sometimes dispatch avatar bodies.



"Hello?"



Just like now.



My head turned at the mechanical, alien voice. A girl sat by the window with her legs crossed.



She had an overall dark, rigid appearance. She wore a flagpole on her back and held trumpets in both hands. Her impression was like steel.



"You've been ignoring my telepathic messages, so I came to find you in person!"



The girl smiled brightly and raised her trumpet.



Toot toot toot.



With each floating musical note, the girl's form leaped. From the window to inside the lab. From inside the lab right in front of me.



She had stopped time and teleported.



A chill ran down my spine.



"...Matonica."



"Oh? You know my name?"



Of course I do.



This one is a named entity. An avatar body that fought evenly with Phosphorus, who burned Sonia. A terrifying monster who manipulates time through sound.



"Just as Lord Sturm said~! You recognized me immediately and even knew my name. You shouldn't be able to know that causally."



Matonica approached with a slithering motion.



Click.



Ireh, who had suddenly risen, pointed her gun at the avatar.



"...Get away from Eidel right now."



"Whoa, whoa, calm down. I didn't come to fight. I just want to talk."



Matonica is strong. She's on a completely different level from those who fall with a single slash from an Omega-class swordsman. Realistically, we'd lose in a direct confrontation.



The one fortunate thing is that, unlike the Darwin Forces, Maxwell's Forces can be negotiated with.



But conversely:



"Just because something isn't beneficial to your species doesn't mean you have to be hostile. Aren't we all part of nature? Let's respect each other and resolve this through dialogue."



They specialize in behind-the-scenes manipulation and betrayal.



I quickly organized my thoughts.



Fighting here means losing.



No, before losing, the lab would be destroyed. I'd rather become impotent for life than see my lab collapse.



The only answer was dialogue.



"What do you want?"



"I just told you. Our Lord Sturm personally sent you a message, but you didn't respond. Is it because of that half-baked moron parasitizing your head?"



"Half-baked moron?"



"Cartesia, of course~!"



Matonica changed her expression. Her tone dropped significantly.



"A woman abandoned even by her own kind."



"I'm sorry, but my patron deity is not a half-baked moron. Could you stop this pointless provocation and get to the point?"



"My, my, listen to how harshly you speak."



Starting a conversation with slander—this is why Maxwell's Forces are difficult to deal with. You need to stay more alert than with Darwin's Forces.



"Anyway, prepare to receive Lord Sturm. You took the human we were raising, didn't you?"



"I don't know who you're talking about."



"The saint, I mean the saint."



"Saint? Ah... that terrorist? I couldn't understand because you called her something different. So should I assume you were the ones interfering with my research?"



"Look at you talking back."



Matonica snorted.



"Let me restate the proposal. First, have a conversation with our holy one, along with the woman behind you. Then, return the saint to the Manus planetary system."



"And if I refuse?"



"A terrible calamity will befall you."



Tooooot.



As Matonica blew her trumpet, her figure vanished.



I remained seated and sighed.



Calamity, she says.



I've already endured all sorts of hardships. I wasn't sure what would happen, but I was confident I could withstand anything.



I informed Sonia and Rustila of this before trouble arose. Then, under their protection, I waited near a military base for my degree certificate to be issued.



However, even after half a year, I never reached my graduation ceremony.



"...Time."



It was being rewound at regular intervals.





Chapter 299 - Ph.D (4)



I definitely passed my defense. A future where I receive my doctoral degree must exist.



But the Steel Outer God moved time to prevent that future from happening.



The day before the degree ceremony.



I was sent back three months.



"...Damn it."



My doctoral degree disappeared again.



No, to be precise, it didn't disappear, but I'm facing a crisis where I might never receive it at this rate.



"Hey~! How are you feeling right now?"



Matonica appeared suddenly, tilting her head as she asked. Her smile revealed both mischief and sadism.



"Ta-da! No matter how much you desire a future, it means nothing if it never comes~!"



"..."



"Did you think we would challenge you to a fight? Sorry to disappoint! We don't use such low-grade methods. That would be as ridiculous as humans declaring war against emus."



"...So this is how you want to play it."



"This situation will repeat over and over. Until you hand over the Saint and meet our exalted one! Let's see how long that stubbornness of yours lasts. Well then, I'll take my leave!"



Pwooo.



With the sound of a trumpet, Matonica vanished.



"Ha."



I had expected the people around me to be threatened by monsters or avatars. I had prepared thoroughly for security threats.



My judgment was wrong. These bastards knew exactly how to torment people.



They plan to trap me in an infinite loop, gradually eating away at my sanity. Preventing me from receiving my doctoral degree and giving me no time to create the graviton bomb. My fatigue will only increase.



If that happens, I'll be pushed toward handing over the Saint and negotiating with the Outer God.



"Del, something's definitely wrong here."



Fortunately or unfortunately, Ireh shared the same memories as me. She spoke with concern.



"Matonica is an avatar comparable to Phosphorus. There's no way a big shot like that would be running around as a mere messenger."



"The Outer God must be cautious. They can't risk sending just any avatar that might get eliminated."



"Even considering that, it's strange. Why don't they just kill us right away?"



"That would mean all-out war. The Federation wouldn't collapse just because I die."



They know what happened to Aurora. They're also the ones who benefited from that situation.



"If we fight them, other forces could gain an advantage. For example, Descartes."



"Right, after Sturm comes Renatus."



Renatus is an Outer God about whom little is known, second only to Laplace. Our theory was that Sturm couldn't move freely because Renatus was still active.



"What should we do about this..."



"We can't compromise with the Outer God. At least, we can't give up the Saint."



Sturm hasn't broken the contract with the Saint. This means there's no one who can replace her.



"We could try talking, but... they're cunning, so we don't know how they'll try to drive a wedge between us."



"Hmm. Then how about this?"



Ireh whispered in my ear.



I grinned.



"...That's a good idea."



***



Several years passed.



Of course, from Eidel and Ireh's perspective, not even a day had gone by. They just felt as if years had passed because the date kept rewinding dozens of times at regular intervals.



What the two did was simple.



They decided to use this opportunity to prepare as thoroughly as possible.



"How did it go?"



In a seven-dimensional space permeated with crimson energy.



An alien entity in the form of a massive fish spoke in a heavy voice. The steel girl kneeling before it stood up. She rolled her eyeballs nervously and carefully began to speak.



"Well, about that..."






"Speak."



"Exalted One, something seems to be wrong."



The steel girl, Matonica. She was the avatar assigned to handle Eidel and Ireh.



Though specialized in reconnaissance and rear disruption rather than combat, her fighting skills were as excellent as any high-ranking avatar of the Darwin forces, earning her the trust of the Outer God Sturm.



She reported:



"They show no signs of wavering. Rather..."



"Rather?"



"Eidel von Rheinland, that human, says 'staying longer in graduate school isn't so bad' and continues his theoretical research."



"..."



A moment of silence followed.



"...Continue."



"Yes, and he's teaching everything about gravitons and prons to that regressor, Ireh Hazlen. It seems he's already completed more than ten research projects."



"More than ten?"



"Yes, because several years have passed. It appears he's trying to make her his academic successor."



"..."



Another silence.



Matonica remembered when she first rewound Eidel's time. Until then, Eidel had seemed quite displeased.



So she thought he would surrender quickly, but...



"Ah, I'm happy. I wish I could spend my whole life just doing research like this."



Matonica rubbed her face.



The Eidel she observed showed no signs of fatigue. Rather, he was living happily, doing nothing but research as if it were his life's mission.



"Exalted One. We cannot keep repeating the flow of time forever. The energy we're wasting to rewind their time is too great."



"I know. At this rate, we'll all end up being devoured by Laplace."



Even now, the end was approaching. Matonica and her lord could sense that flow.



The world is gradually shrinking. Causality is becoming fixed. As the energy available to reverse this diminishes, restrictions on using abilities also increase.



In other words, there's a limit to rewinding time like this.



"What will you do?"



"It's best to take a step back. First, tell him that I acknowledge him. Say that there's no need to give up the Saint, just arrange for us to meet once."



"Lord Sturm?"



"Do I look cowardly to you?"



"Yes."



Matonica nodded. She felt pain as if her actuator was being torn apart.



To think that our glorious Steel Forces must bow to a mere human! There could be no greater humiliation.



"That is precisely the blind spot."



Sturm was a lord who understood practicality.



"Matonica, my servant. This person is no ordinary human. Perhaps he came from outside their world, just like us. Always keep that in mind."



"Is that even possible?"



"If causality has been distorted, it's entirely possible. Otherwise, how could a being who isn't even a star defeat a black hole?"



Indeed, thinking about it that way, it seemed plausible.



Matonica nodded, accepting the Outer God's decision.



***



"I acknowledge you, human. Your sincerity and ambition are indeed worthy of matching our kind."



Matonica declared defeat earlier than expected. I thought it would take at least several decades.



"So what do you want me to do? Release the time loop?"



"Yes, why not."



"No, you don't have to release it."



"...?"






"I'm not ready yet. Come back in a few more years."



"These fools must be insane."



Matonica growled lowly.



"When someone offers to release you, you should say 'thank you' and accept it. Do you have any idea how terrifying it is when time doesn't pass? Do you want me to show you the pain of repeating countless eons?"



As if you could keep it going forever anyway.



"Yes, yes. I'm sorry, Lord Outer God."



"Such arrogance..."



Matonica gritted her teeth and pulled out the flagpole from her back. Usually, that flagpole is used in combat, with two main functions. One is attack, and the other is...



[— Avatar 'Matonica' removes all status ailments affecting you.]



[— Avatar 'Matonica' issues you a <Steel Invitation>.]



Buff and combat support.



I admired the gilded orb. Status ailment removal is one thing, but an invitation? In game terms, this would be a unique-grade item.



"Use that invitation, and you can meet our lord without any penalty. You can also return here whenever you wish."



"Should I use it now?"



"Use it whenever you want. Oh, and you don't have to return the Saint."



Matonica bowed her head and retreated. With the sound of a brass instrument, she vanished like the wind.



"Interesting."



Sturm's side backed down first.



If I were to visit him now, I might hold the initiative in the conversation. I'll need to be cautious, of course.



I put the invitation into my spatial storage and took a short rest with Ireh. My wives and Sonia's memories remained the same, but only Ireh and Cartesia remembered the regression.



"Del."



Ireh spoke up.



"How many years have we known each other now?"



"I wonder. In terms of years, it must be more than a decade, right?"



"It's amazing that we have so many memories together, yet we haven't aged at all."



"Youth follows the body, while affection follows the mind."



We're still fresh and young. I don't feel like we've accumulated years of experience. The only thing we've accumulated is knowledge from our research.



I think our research is still insufficient, but this is not a bad harvest. During this time, not only have I guided Ireh, but she has also grown into a mature scientist.



"Honestly, if I had been alone in this situation, I couldn't have endured it."



"Neither could I."



I never knew sharing memories with someone else could be such a good thing.



"Um, so about that..."



"Yes?"



"Well, you know."



"Yes?"



"We've gotten quite close, haven't we? I'm not the only one who thinks so, right?"



Ireh fidgeted with her hands, constantly changing her expression. Lifting the corners of her mouth, then furrowing her eyebrows, and rolling her eyes wildly.



My answer to that was already decided.



"Of course. I think of you as a reliable person, Ireh. I have since I first began to know you."



"Since you first began to know me? You must be joking..."



"I'm not joking, it's true. I knew a little about what hardships you went through and how you endured them. I thought if we ever met, you would be a trustworthy person, and I wanted to help you."



"...Del."



Now that I've said it, it's a bit embarrassing. But it was my honest feeling.



"Then, if we've gotten a little closer... how about simplifying how we address each other?"



"How we address each other?"



I nodded reflexively. Actually, I don't mind either way.



Thinking about a suitable and friendly form of address, a fitting word crossed my mind.





Chapter 300 - Ph.D (5)



"Sister, how is it?"



"Sister...?"



"Yes. Since Ireh is a year older than me, I think calling you sister isn't a bad idea. Only in private settings, of course."



Sister, she called me sister. Ireh murmured in a daze.



"There are plenty of other titles like Doctor or other forms of address. Why this one?"



"Those titles can be used by people who aren't close to you."



"..."



"If it makes you uncomfortable, we can go back to how it was before..."



"No, no! It's fine! It's perfectly fine, you can call me that!"



Ireh turned her gaze away with a bright smile. Her delicate eyelashes, thin as orchid petals, fluttered toward me. Then, a melody soft as melted cheese flowed from her lips.



"...Call me that now."



"Yes, Sister."



"Mm, little brother."



"..."



"..."



A peony-like blush rose to Ireh's face. I also cleared my throat awkwardly and scratched my head. It's still new and takes getting used to.



"Suddenly changing how we address each other isn't easy."



"Still, I like that it makes us feel closer."



I held out my fist to Ireh.



"I'll be counting on you from now on."



"Mm."



Ireh bumped her fist against mine.



And then, in the next moment, she did something unexpected. She opened her hand and completely enveloped my fist.



I was startled by the sight, like a frog being swallowed by a snake, and tried to pull my hand away.



But Ireh gripped the back of my hand so firmly that I couldn't.



"Sister?"



"If we're closer now, this much is fine, right?"



Looking at Ireh's expression, I instantly realized.



Something had gone terribly wrong.



"Ugh!"



Ireh suddenly clutched her head and staggered.



"Sister, what's wrong?"



"My head... feels like it's splitting apart...!"



Ireh's complexion turned pale.



I supported her to the cot and sat her down. I brought her headache medicine and water.



"You should take this now. Here."



"...Give it to me."



"Pardon?"



"Open it and put it in my mouth."



I was taken aback for a moment, but it was evidence of how severe her headache must be. Ireh was the type who preferred to do everything herself, even when embarrassed.



I supported her springy, soft hair and helped her take the medicine and water.



"How are you feeling?"



"I think I'm getting better."



"You've been pushing yourself for years. The fatigue might be catching up to you now."



Ireh laughed weakly, wondering if that was the case.



***



Eidel laid Ireh down on the bed and prepared for graduation. Since time had started flowing normally again, he would be able to receive his degree in a few days.



"Ah, I want that degree."



While Eidel was wrestling with his longing, Ireh was preoccupied with enduring her throbbing headache.



The cause of the headache wasn't fatigue.



[— "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" uses <Stress Amplification>.]



The headache had started when Ireh began calling Eidel "little brother." It was the doing of Cartesia, Eidel's patron deity.



Why is she only doing this to me?



It felt unfair. Either help or hinder, but pick one, she thought.






As she swallowed her complaints, a voice reached her.



["There's a limit to how much you can flirt with that youngster."]



It was a sharp, informal female voice.



["Know your place. You're just a lowly creature following in the youngster's footsteps. Without Eidel von Rheinland... no, without Jinsoo Lee, you're nothing but a fragile existence that would shatter."]



Though the words were roundabout, the interpretation was simple.



Don't call Eidel "little brother" with such familiarity.



'Who are you to tell me that?'



Foreign gods were all incomprehensible, capricious, evil, or eccentric beings. Ireh couldn't understand why Cartesia, who had been quiet all this time, was acting this way, but she didn't feel obligated to understand either.



Even if the goddess continued to interfere, she would still call him "little brother."



Because doing so gave her, someone without a family, a small measure of comfort.



["How unpleasant."]



The feeling was mutual.



["I'm the only one who can discuss research topics with the youngster as an equal. What have you accomplished with your limited brain capacity to be sitting in the shadows and taking credit?"]



Perhaps that was true.



Even so, this was the only way to save the world.



After that, Ireh spent several days enduring constant headaches. Her face turned red and she developed a fever despite doing nothing.



"Sister, are you alright? Wait, I'll make you some tea."



Eidel unexpectedly found himself nursing Ireh. She felt bad for holding him back when he was so busy.



But at the same time, she was happy. With both his wives and Sonia away, he was looking only at her.



["I've lost interest. I'll stop now."]



In the end, Cartesia was the first to let go.



Soon it was the day before the degree ceremony. Zernya and Rustila left their two children with their in-laws and came to the laboratory.



"Eidel!"



"Darling!"



The two wives clung to him perfectly and kissed him.



"Did you live well while we were gone?"



"Of course."



"No other women have been coming on to you?"



"None, really."



"Right? No one except Sonia?"



"Not even Sonia. I've only been with Ireh. We've been busy with final research."



Ireh stood a few steps away. She smiled gently and waved a greeting to Rustila and Zernya.



The two wives whispered to each other.



"Should we consider Ireh as another woman too?"



"We can trust her. Anyway, let's celebrate our darling's degree today and tomorrow."



"Now, did you miss us while we were gone?"



Eidel didn't push away his wives as they clung to him, seeking affection.



An "ah" of resignation escaped from Ireh's lips.



The good times were over. As long as the two wives were by Eidel's side, there was no room for her to intervene.



Ireh left the room first, using the excuse of organizing her thesis. She was tactfully giving them space, sensing the peculiar atmosphere flowing between the two wives and Eidel.



However, once outside, Ireh carefully placed her ear against the iron door of the laboratory that felt like a wall.



Click.



How much time had passed since the laboratory door locked?



- Ahh!



The moans of the two women began to be faintly heard.



Ireh pressed her ear closer and clutched her pounding heart. She slid down helplessly while leaning against the door. It wasn't just because her legs had given out.



At night... sounds travel downward.



"Hnn."



Because it was heartbreaking, because it was regretful.



She wanted to be loved the same way, but it wasn't her fate.



Yet she wanted to release this desire.



That night, Ireh discovered a way to comfort herself.



***



"Ugh, I'm so stiff."






My vision was blurry and my lower back ached.



From last night until dawn today, I was devoured to the point where the pillar might have been uprooted. Since we didn't meet often, both of them seemed to have been constantly frustrated.



Even so, it was too exhausting. It felt like having my energy drained by a succubus.



"Sigh, darling. Your upper half is a doctor, but your lower half is still just a master's student?"



"That's right, good at publishing papers but not so good at releasing sperm."



My wives complained while fondling my lower body. I felt quite wronged hearing such comments.



"We did it eight times, you two."



"We're just joking. But it's a shame. If we'd reached ten, it would have been a new record."



"Honestly, I'm still not satisfied."



It was a series of chilling statements.



After checking the time, I hurriedly washed up and put on the borrowed graduation gown. Rustila and Zernya also groaned as they put on their outer clothes.



"Ugh, my buttocks are tingling."



"My jaw feels like it's going to dislocate."



"Please, you two."



I thought I'd be full of energy on the day I received my degree. This was the first time I'd felt so tired on such an honorable day.



After finishing preparations and leaving the laboratory, Ireh was waiting for us.



"Del, are you ready?"



"Yes..."



"Are you okay? You look tired."



"There was a reason for that."



Ireh glanced at Rustila and Zernya. She seemed to have figured out what happened last night.



"I'll help you."



[— "Ireh Hazlen" uses <Bullet of Vitality>.]



A spirit bullet lodged in my head. Immediately, amazingly, my fatigue disappeared as if washed away by water.



"It's a skill that increases stamina. I've done it for you before, right?"



"Thank you."



With the triangle effect applied on top of that, I felt much better. I even thought I might be able to get revenge on my two wives tonight.



My heart began to regain its vigor. What mattered most was right in front of me. I tried to calm my pounding heart as I headed to the degree ceremony venue.



The first people I noticed at the venue were Professor Feynman and Professor Stranov.



"Student Eidel."



"Professor."



"You're finally graduating. It's been both a short and long time."



Indeed it has.



How many things have happened since I fell into this place? And yet, how much further do I still have to go?



It was a good thing, regardless.



"It might sound cliché, but receiving a degree isn't an end but a new beginning. As you've been doing all along, I hope you'll continue to be someone who isn't bound by position or authority, but who enjoys learning from and sensing nature itself."



What mattered was that I was walking this path. Not because it was the only way to save this world, but because it was the path I had chosen from the beginning.



In the solemn auditorium, speeches continued from the president and various dignitaries. I couldn't hear any congratulatory words.



Because soon I would be able to meet my soul's companion.



"Doctoral graduate representative, Eidel von Rheinland."



I stepped forward.



I faced the highest-ranking person at Stellarium. He opened his mouth.



"Degree certificate. Name, Eidel von Rheinland. The above person has completed the integrated master's and doctoral program at this Academy's Graduate School, passed the prescribed examinations, submitted a dissertation, and passed the review of the Graduate School Committee. Therefore, we recognize that he has qualified for the degree of Doctor of Science."



I could have just received it at the academic affairs office and left, but that would have lacked both romance and meaning.



The later you receive it, the greater the emotion.



Finally, the doctoral certificate, along with the outstanding graduate award plaque, fell into my hands.



The degree certificate, bound in a rugged hardcover that seemed out of place in this era, bore the seal of Stellarium. Seeing it, I couldn't help but lose my composure.



"*inhale*, *exhale*"



"...?"



"At last, at last I meet you again..."



"Student?"



"You don't know how long I've been searching for you."



Five years since the possession, through the Academia, College, and Graduate periods. Add to that the years of time that were turned back, roughly 15 years in total. It really took a long time.



I've reclaimed my doctoral degree.





Chapter 301 - Iron Fortress Sturm (1)



After receiving my doctorate, I spent some satisfying time with my wives.



Eating meals, taking walks.



It had been a long time since I'd returned to the Rheinland main residence.



As soon as we arrived, I threw Zernya and Rustila onto the bed. My two wives let out cute screams as they fell onto the mattress.



"What's this, revenge for last night?"



"I'm ready. Let's see how many times you can go today."



Both wives eagerly removed their clothes.



Unlike usual, I took the initiative in mingling bodies with my wives.



That day, I ejaculated more than ten times. Part of it was the excitement from earning my degree, but Ireh's stamina buff played a major role.



However, the price for overdoing it was steep.



By morning, my lower back had fallen into a state of delirium.



"Urghh."



"Honey, are you okay?"



"Looks like you overdid it."



"Oh dear, wait a moment. I'll heal you."



Zernya used her constellation medical techniques to soothe my back.



The pain subsided.



The problem was my stamina.



"This isn't looking good... I won't be able to get up today."



"What should we do?"



"Let's call Ireh. Her spirit bullets should be able to heal this."



And so my two wives really did summon Ireh.



Ireh entered the bedroom with a blank expression.



"Eek!"



For reference, I was currently shirtless.



"What happened here?"



"I used up all my energy during last night's activities. My body won't move properly."



"That's... that's bragging. How serious is it?"



"Serious enough to call an ambulance, but honestly, you know... It's not like I collapsed while researching. It would damage my dignity as the head of the Rheinland family."



I asked Ireh to help me just this once.



Ireh sighed.



"Fine. Let's make sure this doesn't happen again."



"Thank you."



Ireh pulled out her spirit gun from subspace and aimed it at my waist. I lay spread-eagled, waiting for her treatment.



Click!



The bullet hit me.



[— Your stamina is recovering due to the "Bullet of Vitality" effect.]



The stiff, powerless sensation gradually subsided. Vigorous energy began to circulate through my lower body as the fatigue disappeared.



Yes, vigorous energy.



Blood circulation.



My mind froze as I felt a certain part of my anatomy suddenly swell.



"Kyaaak!"



And thus, another embarrassing memory was added to my life.



***



I had shown Ireh something she shouldn't have seen. So, as an apology, I decided to treat her to lunch.



"Hey, girls."



"What is it, unni?"



"Can a man's middle part really grow that quickly?"



Pfft!



Zernya, who had been elegantly enjoying tea time, suddenly spat out her drink. Rustila also seemed flustered, looking at Ireh with bewildered eyes.



"Unni? What are you saying?"



"S-sorry. This isn't something to discuss here. What nonsense am I..."



Ireh hung her head. Zernya, who had been thumping her chest, caught her breath. As she cleaned up the messy teacups and table, she said:






"The speed was faster than I expected. Hard to believe it's the same person who was so spent last night."



"Zernya, what outrageous things are you saying in front of unni...!"



"I'm speaking medically, just medically."



Zernya smiled with a sidelong glance.



"You know, combining Ireh unni's abilities with mine might create something amazing. For example, a treatment for erectile dysfunction."



Ireh's face turned bright red. She didn't speak again until the meal was ready.



"Everyone looks so harmonious, how lovely~!"



Pwooo.



A trumpet sound accompanied a woman's voice. Our heads turned simultaneously.



A female figure wearing a billowing steel skirt was sitting casually in the middle of the living room sofa.



Matonica.



Shterm's direct avatar.



"An enemy."



Sonia immediately drew her calipers and stepped forward. Ireh also pulled out her spirit gun, and Rustila took out and loaded her emergency sword.



While Rustila protected me, Sonia folded space and charged.



"Wait, wait a moment!"



Clang!



From top to bottom. Matonica's shoulder was torn off by the calipers' blade.



Pwooo.



With the sound of a deflating trumpet, she retreated dozens of steps backward. However, it was nearly impossible to escape from Sonia, who had completely assimilated with Cartesia.



"I can see you."



The opposite leg came off.



Matonica grimaced and pulled out her flagpole.



[— Avatar 'Matonica' uses "Steel in the Twilight".]



Bright light circled around the flagpole and began welding her severed limbs back together. Thin sparks flew, but fortunately, they didn't catch fire on the floor.



Matonica blocked Sonia's attack with her flagpole and shouted:



"Stop, stop! Wait a moment!"



"Sonia, you can stop now!"



I called Sonia off.



If it had been just Ireh and me, it might have been different. But now we had the Great Triangle plus Sonia. Matonica was an opponent we could defeat.



Matonica must know we had the advantage. As usual, she probably hadn't come to fight.



"Phew, good. Now we can talk. Better than those Darwin guys at least. I'll give you bonus points."



"Young master, who is this person?"



"Matonica. She's the one behind the Magnus Order."



"Have you met her before?"



"Three months ago, in my lab."



Sonia continued her questioning without lowering her guard.



"Why did you tell me to stop attacking? That's an avatar of another outer god. Given how she infiltrated this far, she must be quite skilled. If we don't eliminate her now, we could face serious consequences."



"Because it might be an opportunity."



"An opportunity?"



Yes. An opportunity.



A perfect chance to properly bait the outer god Shterm.



"Hey, Eidel von Rheinland. Why aren't you using our exalted one's invitation now that you've received your doctorate or whatever? Let's just talk, okay? I'm not causing any harm!"



Matonica spoke in a tone that was rather servile for an avatar.



Compared to the Darwin faction that only engaged in reproduction and slaughter, one might think, "This is an avatar...?"



That is, if I didn't know Shterm's personality.



Everything Matonica was doing now was an act. However, her characteristically arrogant tone was seeping through like honey, impossible to hide.



"Come on, quickly write the invitation."



"Invitation?"



"I gave it to you!"



"I don't remember. I think I lost it even if I had it."



"What? Are you crazy?"






Matonica's voice lowered before returning to normal. She seemed to be suppressing her anger, which only confirmed my theory.



I waved my hand dismissively.



"I wasn't planning to go anyway. What benefit would talking with you bring us?"



"Benefit? Plenty."



"What advantage could we gain from talking to an outer god?"



"Our Maxwell faction knows the future. If our conversation goes well, we might share future information. We could also form an alliance. Just like how you humans are getting along fine with that Entol outer god!"



Clap!



Matonica brought her hands together.



[— A "Dimensional Gate" is forming.]



"Anyway, it's unfortunate you lost the steel invitation that would have allowed you to enter at will. We'll have to take you by force. Enjoy your cozy time with our exalted one, hahaha!"



Whoosh.



A strong wind blew in.



While objects like dishes and lamps remained in place, our bodies were sucked into the hole.



***



"Ugh!"



"Ah!"



"Kyaa!"



"Heurk."



"Hmph."



Except for Sonia, who landed gracefully, the four of us fell and collapsed in succession.



I could barely breathe. I was about to be crushed to death under the women. While not as bad as being crushed by research papers, this was still hardly a good way to go.



"Everyone please get up. The young master is struggling."



"S-sorry, Eidel!"



"At least I had a soft landing thanks to you."



"Zernya, is that something to say to your husband?"



We regained our senses and looked around.



Bizarre spheres floated above the reddish sky. They moved in patterns, like fine sand carried by the wind.



A higher dimensional world.



This was the imaginary space, home of the aberrant beings and the steel outer god.



"...What is that?"



Zernya pointed to the middle of the sky.



A dark, fish-shaped entity was swimming through the heavens.


[image: Image]


Boom boom boom.



It gradually descended.



The overwhelming pressure made it impossible to even think of escaping. Even if we tried to flee, it would be impossible to go anywhere in this desert-like expanse.



"There is no need to fear."



A voice that could split the sky in half.



It was the arrival of the iron fortress, Shterm.



"I too am but a piece of nature. You are also mere specks of nature. We all gathered from the same point and were born as the same objects. Thus, humans and stars are like siblings, like parents and children, like teachers and disciples. So there is no need to fear."



Despite its imposing size, the voice was gentle. It was reassuring enough to make one feel at ease.



This is the weakness.



The moment you lower your guard, it's over. Predators bare their claws when their prey is most relaxed, drinking water without a care.



"Why did you bring us here?"



"To negotiate."



"Negotiate?"



"A great end approaches soon. An end we did not intend. That power will soon compress this universe and our higher-dimensional universe into a single point, completely shattering everything."



Ireh made a sound as if she had realized something.



"The Big Crunch..."



Big Crunch.



The Great Collapse.



The theory that someday this universe will endlessly contract and perish.



"It seems the returner young lady knows something. Or perhaps you were subtly informed by Laplace's minion."
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"What do you mean by 'Great Collapse'? And what's this about Laplace's puppet?"



Ireh raised her voice. Both she and I were hearing most of this information for the first time.



"Let me explain the Great Collapse first. It happens because there's too much mass in this world. When the force of the universe's expansion can't overcome the gravitational pull of mass, it contracts back, and the world ends."



"What does that have to do with Laplace?"



"Laplace controls causality. In human terms, fixed causality means something is conserved. Think about it. What is best conserved in your scientific understanding of nature?"



Ireh muttered blankly.



"...Mass, energy."



Mass is energy. Energy is mass.



They're essentially the same thing.



It was evident that this universe consisted of matter and energy, dark matter and dark energy. The claim was that each of these components formed Laplace—embodiments of destruction and monstrous avatars.



"These monsters are scattered not only throughout your universe but also here where we live. They're gracious beings that allow us to exist and think, but simultaneously factors that cause destruction. And."



"And?"



"Laplace watches our suffering endlessly from a world of at least 11 dimensions, enjoying it. To borrow your human expression... yes, like a sociopath."



Rustila and Zernya looked incredulous.



To think there was a final boss that even outer gods feared.



An ordinary person would have gone mad from this revelation. It was like saying there were gods above gods.



This justified Shterm's upcoming proposal.



"Therefore, we should join forces rather than fight. I've called you here to propose this and negotiate matters we should establish as inviolable."



"You want us to join hands with you outer gods?"



Zernya was the first to raise her voice.



"Don't be ridiculous. How could we possibly trust you?"



"The fact that I don't immediately crush you for such insolence shows my respect. Don't you think so, insignificant one?"



Boom.



Shterm descended slightly. Though a subtle movement, it was enough to subdue Zernya's sharp reaction.



"Besides, you're already cooperating with outer gods. You there."



One of Shterm's countless tentacles pointed at Sonia.



"You were originally a body of steel, then became Darwin's body, while still under Descartes' control. How curious."



"What are you trying to say?"



"It's fine to receive help from outer gods, but your master is too clumsy. If you were originally a machine, cooperating with our forces would be more advantageous for protecting your master."



This was his approach. Shterm was responding to questions from the women except me, trying to shake their resolve.



This was just the first step.



The stage of easing tension through conversation.



When silence fell, Ireh asked again.



"You mentioned earlier that I learned from Laplace's puppet. Who exactly are you claiming taught me?"



"Well..."



"Eidel?"



"Perhaps."



"Nonsense!"



Rustila and Zernya raised their voices.



"Even a passing dog wouldn't believe Eidel is connected to Laplace! You really did call us here to drive us apart, didn't you?"



"Drive you apart? I merely mentioned one of countless possibilities. When did I claim certainty?"



"It's definitely not Eidel."






"Laplace deals with causality, and this world's destruction is related to gravity. Someone exceptionally intelligent who tries to create something using gravity would be sufficient to become the King of Incarnation."



Incarnation, King.



Two important words appeared at once.



"Incarnation is when an outer god dwells in a mortal body and completely assimilates. A King is when a mortal transcends mortality to become a new entity."



"According to you, Eidel is an incarnation of an outer god. But that's wrong. The one attached to Eidel is from the Descartes system."



Thump, thump, boom.



Shterm's body shook. He was laughing.



"Returner Ireh Hazlen. You should know. If the host body can withstand it, multiple outer gods of different species can attach themselves."



"You... how dare you say such things about Eidel!"



"Judging by your reaction, further discussion would be meaningless. It would be best to take time to gather your thoughts now."



Whoosh.



Shterm disappeared beyond the sand cloud. Soon, the outer god's space was released. When we came to our senses, we were sitting at the same dining table as before.



"...What just happened?"



Everyone looked as if they'd been hit on the head with a hammer.



Then we heard giggling.



It was Matonica.



"So, how was your conversation with the exalted one?"



"He just slandered Eidel. I'll never meet with such a being again."



"Wow, don't be like that. You probably won't find anyone as gentlemanly as him before or after this. So think carefully about whether to form an alliance or perish together. I'll be back in four days. Bye~!"



Poof.



Matonica's divine form disappeared.



We had to take this matter seriously. We put our heads together to review what had just happened.



After various speculations, we reached three conclusions.



"First, that outer god proposed an alliance. He'll likely discuss specifically how he can help us next time."



"Second, Laplace exists in a different dimension from other outer gods. Since he spoke in singular form, there's probably only one entity, directly related to gravity or the Big Crunch theory of the universe."



"Finally, Eidel..."



The four women's gazes turned to me.



I could see Ireh's pupils trembling particularly.



"Are you Laplace?"



"Yes."



"He's definitely not."



"Eidel, don't joke around. We're being serious here."



"Even if Young Master were Laplace, I would have no choice but to follow him. Young Master is my everything, and I've come too far to part ways with his fate."



"Thank you, Sonia."



When I patted Sonia's head, she leaned her shoulder against me. Rustila and Zernya's eyes widened predictably.



"Sonia, you..."



"You still haven't given up on Eidel?"



Sonia tilted her head.



"Isn't that obvious?"



"This is driving me crazy. I can't trust this outer god or that one, and now an avatar is coveting my husband..."



"Miss Zernya. Have you already forgotten why I became an avatar?"






"T-that's..."



"It was to protect Young Master. I hope you won't doubt my loyalty."



Zernya made a pained sound.



That's when Ireh stood up.



"Whether Eidel is Laplace's incarnation or not doesn't matter. If he's Laplace's puppet, the world will end regardless of what we do. If he's not, we just need to struggle as best we can."



"To say the world will end no matter what we do..."



"That sounds a bit frightening when you put it that way."



My wives, like this world, were gradually realizing.



The existence of the end.



We couldn't know exactly when it would come. But it would certainly be within decades at most. It could even be as soon as next year.



Lucia and Anya would be growing up during that time. I couldn't teach despair and destruction to children in their formative years.



With that thought, I went to the room where the babies were. Anya, who had just woken up, was frowning.



"Waaah!"



"Sorry, my princess. Did daddy startle you by coming in suddenly?"



While I was comforting Anya, her mother came running. Lucia also woke up and burst into tears. Rustila rushed in too.



"There, there."



"Baby, don't cry."



I couldn't calm the children no matter how hard I tried. Mothers really are different.



Me, connected to Laplace?



It makes me laugh.



How could a father of two adorable daughters possibly be Laplace?



It must all be the outer god's machination.



***



Shterm was an outer god skilled at sowing discord with plausible words.



Ireh knew this very well.



Eidel being connected to Laplace? An unheard-of notion.



It was probably a statement aimed at increasing her doubts.



That this cycle's Eidel was a possessor from the outside world, that he was desperate in gravity-related research, that his Pron value was "unknown," that he was showing abnormally outstanding achievements.



Everything fit perfectly if forced into the single word "Laplace."



She couldn't help but doubt.



But.



"I've been saved."



As Sonia said, she had come too far. She had come to admire him, and ultimately to love him.



There had never been a happier cycle than this one.



Even if, by some chance, Shterm's words were true.



This was now Ireh's only lifeline.



So she could boldly declare:



That a timeline where he betrayed her and the universe would be less painful to her than one where he didn't exist.



Taking a deep breath,



Ireh stepped forward.



"Everyone, gather around. Let's discuss our strategy now."
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There was a slight contradiction in Sturm's words.



"You proposed an alliance to us. Why did you then mobilize the Magnus Order to carry out terrorist attacks behind our backs?"



"I suppose they were bothered by the graviton research. It must be a key technology that could kill or expel them."



"In the end, all these alien gods are the same kind. Cunning creatures."



The already low credibility of alien gods plummeted even further.



With this, everyone now knew that Sturm was a two-faced alien god.



"We might be able to turn this around to our advantage."



"How so?"



"Extract only the information we need, then discard them when they're no longer useful."



A trashy strategy, but what else could we do? We're dealing with alien gods.



With the exception of Cartesia, they're all completely untrustworthy. Better to strike first than be stabbed in the back later. Of course, we'd have to move carefully so the alien gods wouldn't notice.



"As it happens, I have two cards up my sleeve."



"What are they?"



"Here, this and this."



I wrote two words on my tablet.



"The first one is fine, but isn't the second one too dangerous?"



"If we want to truly throw that alien god off balance, this will be most effective."



Above all, the Federation had suffered greatly from the Great War. We couldn't afford another war with alien gods.



We needed to end this quickly with minimal casualties and property damage.



That meant we had no choice but to employ a series of underhanded tactics.



***



Four days passed.



"Hello~! Shall we journey to the fantasy land again today?"



Matonica opened a dimensional gate.



Being the second time, it was much better than before. We landed lightly on a desolate space.



Rumble.



Soon, a massive entity revealed itself. It looked like several octopuses tangled together.



Though its appearance differed from last time, I instinctively knew it was a different part of the same being. I knew Sturm was an alien god with an enormous main body.



"Have you thought about the alliance I mentioned last time?"



"Before that, I have a few questions."



"Ask away. The more cautious, the better. But don't drag it out too long. The end is approaching with each passing moment."



Zernya, Ireh, Sonia, and Rustila asked their prepared questions in order.



Why should we trust an alien god? I still don't understand.



"Whether you trust me or not is your freedom. Taking away free will is something Descartes would do, and we don't engage in such petty acts."



How can we stop Laplace?



"You'll need to create graviton bombs and launch them where that creature might be. There's no other way."



What kind of alien god is Cartesia?



"She's called Descartes' disgrace. Abandoned by her own kind, all alien gods avoid her. Beyond that, I'm hesitant to say more as little is known."



If we form an alliance, how will we help each other?



"As I mentioned before, you need to create graviton bombs. If necessary, we can manipulate time for you. It will increase entropy significantly, but we can buy time until that creature arrives."



The second meeting ended like that.



The third meeting was two days later.



We intended to ask more questions. However, Sturm immediately voiced irritated complaints, as if he'd been waiting for this.



"I've only been giving while receiving nothing but questions. This isn't much of a dialogue, is it?"



"Then why don't you ask what you're curious about this time?"



"Very well."



The sky trembled.



"First, Eidel von Rheinland. I'm curious about your identity. What kind of being are you to achieve such 'monstrous' results with a mortal body?"



He emphasized the word "monstrous."



It seems he's trying to paint me as Laplace's minion.






"It just happened that way."



"I know such achievements can't be accomplished with such a half-hearted attitude. Defeating the Queen, your research accomplishments—none of these are achievements one person can make in such a short time."



"I didn't do it alone. We all worked together."



I looked at Ireh as I spoke. Ireh smiled gently.



"How strange. Focusing on gravity research, acting as if you know everything... Well, I understand for now."



The third meeting also ended safely.



The problem started from the fourth meeting.



"I'd like you to decide quickly."



Will we form an alliance? Or become enemies?



Sturm deliberately acted as if his patience had reached its limit.



A false threat. A common tactic used to pressure the other party.



"Give us a little more time. We'll let you know once we've sorted everything out on our end."



"Time is running out. You must decide before destruction comes."



That's how we left things for now.



"Eidel, did you see the news today?"



Strange rumors had been spreading from the southwest region recently.



"Rheinland forced this useless graviton research for his doctoral thesis. He doesn't care that common people are starving to death!"



There were claims that the national finances had been strained before and after the discovery of gravitons. This was partially true. I had received government subsidies.



"I don't understand why he wasted national budget researching useless particles!"



I watched for a while as such stories appeared on the galactic common channel.



Let's set aside the fact that they couldn't distinguish between elementary particles and microparticles.



That face looks familiar.



"Isn't that one of the priests from Magnus?"



Some priests had fled instead of remaining loyal to the Saint until the end. We never managed to capture those who went into hiding.



I never expected them to resurface with new identities like this.



"Eidel von Rheinland might be experimenting with the 'end.' Particle collisions can create black holes. These black holes will bring about the downfall of our Federation."



Ireh, who had been quiet, snorted.



"Even if such small black holes were created, how long would they last? Don't they know that a black hole's size is proportional to its lifespan?"



"Listen carefully. They're claiming we could be destroyed in that instant."



I could explain, but there was no need.



I didn't want to get stabbed by the remaining independent factions of the Order.



Besides, the growing distrust toward me might actually be an opportunity.



An opportunity to thoroughly deceive Sturm.



"Stars evolve into black holes. Constellations dwell in stars, and alien gods dwell in black holes. Isn't that strange? Why do people worship stars but view black holes so negatively?"



Eventually, even ordinary people began to be converted.



They cited Ireh's recently published paper.



"There are results showing that alien god neural networks and constellation neural networks are very similar. It's in that paper published in 'Universe.' Isn't that credible enough?"



"Constellations and alien gods are actually equal beings!"



"Perhaps the head of House Rheinland has formally contracted with alien gods to rule the Federation. That's why he eliminated his political rival Adelbein and took his wife."



Most of the content was aimed at creating social chaos and disparaging me.



This was also Sturm's double operation.



It was also pressure on me. To form an alliance quickly. Implying that if I didn't answer, he would slowly strangle me like this.



If we formally allied, the "Star Chain" would take effect.



Then I would helplessly become Sturm's slave.



"That should be enough now."



I've extracted everything I could from him.



I headed to Stellarium.



I had two joker cards.



I'd been holding one from the beginning, and the other I needed to retrieve directly from the Academy.



***






Discontent with Eidel and House Rheinland spread rapidly. Many people believed that the budget invested in unnecessary research was the reason for their poverty.



The number of people who believed constellations and alien gods were the same beings and fell into self-indulgence also increased.



The number of Magnus Order believers exploded.



New converts made the Manus planetary system, the Saint's homeland, their holy site. They made it their mission to rescue the Saint from the Southern Spirit Prison.



However, they changed the Order's name to avoid Rheinland's notice. They erased both the concept of Idea and Jihad completely.



Instead, their surface objective became "the elimination of Eidel von Rheinland who will bring about the end." They called themselves Seekers.



In just one month.



The south and west fell into chaos.



"...That concludes my report."



"My servant, Matonica. Well done."



This was how Sturm destroyed a civilization. By encouraging internal fighting, slander, and redirecting discontent inward.



"Having subdued the Queen's forces, now I'll take over this galaxy and be fully prepared to fight the 'end.' I will make Eidel von Rheinland my servant and defeat Laplace to prevent the destruction of our territory."



"Magnificent!"



Matonica waved her flag enthusiastically.



Thus, the Iron Forces had their own noble cause. That's why many alien gods followed and believed in Sturm. It was a stark contrast to Aurora, who was known as a tyrant.



"Summon Rheinland and his company. We'll end this today."



Matonica acknowledged and departed.



Sturm organized his thoughts.



He had already lowered their guard through several exchanges.



They must have developed a favorable impression of him for providing useful information without showing anger.



He would use this to his advantage.



But the situation began to take a strange turn.



"...Why are you alone?"



Eidel von Rheinland.



Today, only one person came.



"For some reason, everyone refused to meet with you today. I had no choice but to come alone."



"Why would they refuse you?"



"I'm not sure exactly. But they seemed somewhat reluctant."



It seems the slander and scheming have worked, though not perfectly.



"There have been many strange rumors lately. People's minds seem to be going crazy."



"If their minds are going crazy, it could be Descartes' doing."



"That might be it. Has Cartesia started working in secret...?"



Sturm inwardly rejoiced.



If this fool's relationships with other alien gods were also severed, everything would go according to plan.



"Anyway, it's time to conclude our discussion. Let's negotiate and prepare for cooperation. We'll stop the end as equals."



"Not bad. I agree."



He took the bait.



Sturm opened his massive maw and produced a contract.



The Star Chain.



On the surface, it looked similar to the "Oath of Pledge" used in stellar contracts.



But in reality, it was a terrifying dark weapon that could enslave even alien gods.



"Just swear a blood oath on this. Come, state your name."



"Wait a moment."



"What is it?"



"There's one more person who's considering an alliance with us."



"Who might that be?"



"Here, this person."



Eidel pulled out a small cube-like object from his chest.



"What is that?"



"The Queen."
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"What did you just say?"



"The Queen is in here."



Eidel reached for the safety lock on the trap.



"You don't believe me, I see. I'll show you right now."



"No, you lunatic! You don't need to show me!"



"Here we go. Ta-da-da ta-ta ta-ta."



"Don't do it!"



CRACK!



As soon as the safety lock was released, the trap began to fracture.



"No!"



Swoosh.



A foreign god in human form sprang from the discarded trap.



It was a female form with dark blue hair and red eyes. Despite her elegant appearance, her aura was decadent and chilling.



Queen Aurore.



This was the moment when the highest deity of Darwin's forces, who had been inexplicably defeated in the Great War, revealed herself once again.



"Please, no more strange experiments..."



The Queen, muttering, sensed something amiss and looked around. Her eyes fell upon two familiar faces.



One was her old nemesis, the Steel Foreign God, Stern.



The other was Eidel von Rheinland, who had become her mortal enemy after just one war.



"Eidel von Rheinland...!"



BOOM.



The ground shook as space itself transformed. Murderous intent blazed from the Queen's eyes.



"How dare you toy with me! Today you shall pay the price! I will personally mince you into pieces and use you as fertilizer for my forces!"



CRASH!



Aurore charged forward, kicking off the ground.



"Gasp, wait!"



"I'll make you birth as many as you've killed! Prepare yourself!"



Eidel rummaged through his pockets and pulled something out.



"That's...!"



Matonica's jaw dropped.



What Eidel had produced was the Steel Foreign God's invitation that she had given him through trickery.



"He definitely said he lost it!"



The Steel letter was a one-time artifact that allowed free entry and exit from dimensional space. In other words, Eidel could escape this space without penalty.



An unexpected situation.



"I need to go buy formula for the babies. So, goodbye."



"Stop right there!"



Black starlight enveloped Eidel's body. In an instant, his form vanished completely.



The Queen's flesh-covered blade sliced through empty air. Having lost her enemy right before her eyes, Aurore let out a rage-filled scream.



"AAAAARGH! I'll kill you!"



Slither.



Tentacles made of blood and entrails rose from the floor. These grotesque entities, with mouths as wide as balloon eels, half-devoured Stern's main force.



Space collided with space.



Domain met domain.



Steel sky and fleshy ground. Aurore looked up at the heavens, grinding her teeth.



"Iron Fortress, you too. You're no different. I cannot forgive you."



"I have no idea what you're suddenly talking about."



"Both of you sit there pretending innocence. Ah, yes. That's the kind of person you were, weren't you? Someone who could stab me in the back and still act shamelessly."



Stern sensed that things had gone terribly wrong.



How could he have known that Eidel would release the Queen?



It was as if he knew perfectly well that Stern and the Queen were mortal enemies.



But it was fine.



He just needed to turn back time.



However, he couldn't.



[— Causality Fixed]



"What is this...?"






He couldn't rewind time.



It was a signal that the end was approaching.



Even so, the timing couldn't be worse.



Growl.



In just seconds, Aurore had gathered blood to create tens of thousands of monsters and now glared at Stern with murderous intent.



"I'll kill you first and then rebuild my forces."



"Wait, why not hear me out? We both have Eidel von Rheinland as a common enemy, so if we cooperate..."



"Cooperation? Don't make me laugh."



The Queen sneered.



"I won't even speak with someone who stabs others in the back as a matter of course."



"...You'll regret that decision."



At Stern's signal, foreign gods in mechanical forms emerged from all directions. All were his family and comrades, powerful beings of at least upper divine rank.



Hee-hee-hee.



The Steel forces looked down at the Queen and emitted hideous laughter.



"How unpleasant."



The Queen's movements were swift.



BOOM!



Several foreign gods at the front line were caught by tentacles and thrown down. As soon as they touched the ground, the flesh masses opened their ravenous mouths.



AAAAH!



The screams of foreign gods being chewed by teeth echoed through space.



It happened in an instant. The ferocity of Darwin's forces, devouring even metal, was enough to break the spirit of some weaker foreign gods. The Queen spoke:



"There is not a single patch of land for you to stand on. This place is now my rightful territory."



"Negotiations have failed, I see."



"Negotiations? Was there ever such a thing?"



It was always like this. There was simply no reasoning with Darwin's forces.



Stern changed his expression and aimed his turrets.



The ruler of rage and the emperor of finality clashed.





***





[— You have used the invitation.]



[— The invitation has expired. The artifact will automatically disappear.]



I knew this would happen. It was a one-way ticket.



"Eidel!"



"Honey, are you hurt?"



"I'm fine."



I informed everyone that the operation was successful.



I don't know if releasing the Queen we'd worked so hard to capture was the right choice. But if asked whether it was the best choice, I could answer "yes" without hesitation.



It was hard enough dealing with the Queen—facing the Steel Foreign God too?



Impossible.



Fighting two wars here would have completely evaporated our research funds.



"Now let's go inform the school."



With the Queen suddenly gone, chaos would likely ensue within Stellarium. We needed to report the facts before that happened.



"You're saying a foreign god appeared in the west and released the Queen?"



"Yes, Chancellor."



"Why on earth did you handle such a matter on your own?"



"It was the best option."



"Hmph!"



Naturally, I didn't receive any praise.



I got a thorough scolding first. The real conversation started after that.



"Maxwell's foreign gods were preparing an invasion. With the Federation still suffering from war aftereffects, sending the Queen to stop them was our only option."



"Even so, releasing such a dangerous foreign god without consultation..."



"I'll take responsibility."



"You absolutely must."



In the end, this information wasn't released to the public. It was partly due to the reputation I'd built, and partly because I'd communicated well with government officials.






Of course, the government couldn't cover up everything.



Rumors that I had released the Queen began to spread through private media channels.



[Eidel von Rheinland Releases Highest Darwin Foreign God]



[(Exclusive) CCTV Footage Obtained! Rheinland Entering Research Lab to Free the Queen!]



[Shocking Truth About the Rheinland Family Head! Actually an Avatar of Laplace's Foreign God?]



Why did I release the Queen?



People who didn't know the inside story offered their speculations, and the most popular theory was that I was Laplace's puppet.



[It doesn't make sense that the Rheinland family head, who was the hero of our Great War victory, would suddenly release an enemy. This isn't just releasing a prisoner. In my opinion, doing something so contradictory suggests he must be a foreign god from another force.]



"Huh."



I turned off the screen, too dumbfounded to continue.



Me, a foreign god? Cartesia in my head would laugh at that.



The criticism against me continued for days.



I was enduring it silently, continuing my life as a postdoctoral researcher.



Toot-toot.



Matonica appeared with the now-familiar trumpet sound.



"Eidel von Rheinland!"



She looked a mess, as if she'd just come from an intense battle.



"I treated you kindly for once, and you dare stab me in the back like this?"



"Stab you in the back? When did we ever?"



"Oh my, so that's how you're going to play it..."



THUD!



Matonica planted her flagpole in the ground. She blew her trumpet repeatedly. The notes harmonized to create a melody.



"I'll personally show you how powerful the ability to control metal can be!"



Matonica's face twisted with delight.



"Sonia, Ireh! Watch Eidel!"



"Understood."



Rustila, Ireh, and Sonia simultaneously assumed battle positions. I also drew my calipers with Zernya at my side.



[— Avatar 'Matonica' is using <Steel Orchestra>!]



"One always starts with a solo. But for a duet... yes, you!"



Matonica pointed her trumpet like a baton at the laboratory computer. The monitor began to move with a clattering sound.



Creak.



Wires were torn out. Arms and legs grew.



"Damn it!"



That was the new computer I'd just bought to celebrate getting my doctorate. I'd spent all of yesterday transferring research data and programs!



But it didn't end there.



"Trio!"



Next was the air conditioner.



"Quartet!"



And after that, the refrigerator transformed into a monster.



All electrically-powered machines were falling one by one into Matonica's hands.



"Shall we start the performance?"



Matonica raised her flagpole. Simultaneously, monsters rushed in from all directions.



"Eidel! Fall back!"



Rustila cut down the monsters one by one. It felt like my heart was being cut along with them.



While Ireh provided buffs and Rustila defended from the front, Sonia slipped into Matonica's blind spot.



"This ends now."



"Does it really?"



"...!"



Matonica's head rotated 180 degrees. Making eye contact with Sonia, she shouted with a voice full of madness:



"You're next!"



"Ugh!"



Sonia staggered.



"Even if part of you was converted to a bio-module, you're not completely human, are you? I'm sorry, but as long as your origin is mechanical, you too are subject to my control."



Matonica pointed her flagpole at me.



"Now, attack him in the way you do best."





Chapter 305 - Iron Fortress Sturm (5)



"The Steel Orchestra" is one of Matonica's most powerful techniques. It turns metallic machines into monsters that she can control like her own limbs, making it lethal to androids.



I never expected it would apply to bioroids whose bodies had been largely organicized as well.



"M-Master."



Sonia staggered.



"My body is moving on its own! Something's wrong!"



She approached slowly while gripping her calipers. Her movements gradually gained speed. Sensing danger instinctively, I stepped away just in time.



"Brother!"



"Sister Ireh!"



"Sonia is being controlled by Matonica! To free her, we need to defeat the avatar!"



Everyone knew that. It was just difficult to accomplish with my abilities.



But humans are animals that divide labor. While I honed my academic skills, others honed their swordsmanship. I just needed to leave the avatar's disposal to someone specialized in that field.



There was one such person here.



"Rustila!"



"I know!"



Rustila, who had swiftly dispatched the monsters, charged at Matonica. I dodged Sonia, who followed me like a zombie, while contacting Cartesia over the radio.



["Wait. This is the first time I've seen this kind of bug."]



Not much help there, it seemed.



"What are you doing? Attack Rheinland now!"



Sonia's pace alternated between quickening and slowing.



"Huh? That's strange?"



Matonica, who had been waving her flagpole, tilted her head in confusion.



"Don't stall! You're a machine, so follow my orders like one!"



Sonia raised her calipers.



The motion seemed awkward for an attack. She wasn't trying to throw or swing them. My eyes widened as I realized what she might be about to do. Wait, could it be?



"I am... not a machine...!"



The next moment.



Crack!



Sonia struck her own leg with the calipers.



Everyone—myself, Zernya, and Ireh—was speechless at the sight.



"W-what is that thing doing?!"



Without hesitation, Sonia struck her other leg too. She collapsed with a long, thin groan.



"Damn it!"



While Matonica was flustered, Rustila seized the opportunity.



Rustila sliced through Matonica's right leg as cleanly as cutting tofu. Black viscous liquid gushed from the cleanly severed surface.



"You little wench!"



Having a loud voice doesn't make you better at combat. Perhaps it only helps make your death throes deeper and more profound.



Like the skilled swordswoman she was, Rustila knew exactly what to do next. Her next target was either the trumpet or the flagpole.



Slash!



Her elegant swordplay descended like a figure skater's performance. Matonica's left arm fell like cherry blossoms greeting summer.



Rustila kicked the fallen trumpet toward me.



"Damn! Even my instrument!"



Without her trumpet, she couldn't recover, and without her flagpole, she couldn't command. Matonica's defeat seemed imminent. Before her complete downfall, she waved her flagpole.



[— "Gate of Black Jade" is being created.]



With a rumbling sound like moving boulders, the windows were covered with obsidian. The structure resembled a door.



The center of the door was completely hollow, like a black hole. Matonica leaped into the black pit like a rabbit.



"You'll see!"



Her figure disappeared as if devoured.



[— The effect of "Steel Orchestra" has disappeared.]



"Running away like a coward..."



Rustila lowered her sword with disappointment.



"What about Sonia?"



"We need to check on her now. Zernya!"



Zernya, who had been hiding behind Ireh, peeked out.



After the battle ended, it was her stage. Zernya lifted Sonia's skirt and examined her legs. Ruby-red blood was slowly spreading along the white stocking threads.



"My goodness, how deep did she stab herself?"



"I can't feel anything."



"Are you insane?"



"I'm not insane. Rather, considering that Master might have been harmed because of me, it was an extremely rational choice."



"No, you're definitely insane."



Zernya sighed repeatedly as she began treatment.



Sonia wasn't the only problem. My personal research space, which I had just set up, was now in ruins. It would take more time and money to clean it all up.






The only thing I managed to salvage was one of Matonica's artifacts. As soon as I picked it up, the status window updated.



[— You have obtained "Blasphemous Trumpet (EX)."]



[Regardless of pitch, each time it is blown, time stops for 3 seconds. Can be stacked up to 3 times. While time is stopped, the caster can move freely but cannot directly interfere with the physical world.]



["Interesting."]



Seeing that Cartesia seemed interested, I immediately transferred it to subspace. I didn't need it right away anyway.



More than that, I was worried about Sonia.



Zernya falsified Sonia's identity and had her hospitalized. Zernya even participated directly in the operation. Only after several hours did the operating room lights finally turn off.



"How did it go?"



"It wasn't a difficult surgery. She won't be disabled. But tell her to rest quietly for a while."



Only then could I feel relieved.



"Thank you, Zernya."



"Really, she needs to be more careful with such reckless actions..."



Was it because she was an avatar? Sonia's recovery rate was astonishingly fast. According to Zernya, despite stabbing with enough force to penetrate completely, the bones were already mending quickly.



"At this rate, she could be discharged within a week."



"Still, rest properly. It might reopen."



"Who will take care of Master's meals and housework while I'm like this?"



"I'll manage."



"You're planning to just eat energy bars, aren't you?"



"What's wrong with energy bars?"



Just a bite or two makes you full, they're easy to store, and they're even cheap. What better high-tech food could there be?



If I saved on food expenses by eating only these, I could save enough electricity to power the computer for writing papers.



Sonia frowned disapprovingly.



"Energy bars were originally eaten as substitutes by impoverished frontier citizens who had nothing else to eat. Master, who has means, needs a balanced diet for more effective research activities. Don't you want to live longer?"



"It's fine. I can manage with these for now."



"You'll drop dead that way."



As Sonia and I engaged in this light bickering, Ireh intervened. She unwrapped a bundle in front of us and said:



"It's okay. I can take care of you."



"Miss Ireh?"



The bundle, which emitted a savory aroma, was unwrapped to reveal a lunchbox. It contained simple combinations like sandwiches, bacon, and fries.



"I didn't have much time today, so this is all I could bring."



Even with the same dish, the quality can vary greatly depending on who cooks it and what ingredients they use. In that respect, Ireh was quite a skilled cook.



Sonia's eyes narrowed.



"Did you make this, Miss?"



"Most vegetables grown in the frontier don't taste good. I learned to cook a bit so we could at least enjoy our meals. Of course, since coming here, ordering food has become my daily routine."



"I didn't realize you could be helpful in this way."



"I know, right?"



Ireh laughed awkwardly. Something about the atmosphere felt strange, so when I looked at her, she avoided my gaze. Sonia stabbed at the lunchbox with her fork and shrugged.



I suddenly checked the time.



The best-case scenario would be for the two foreign gods to keep fighting until they mutually destroy each other. The worst-case scenario would be if they formed an alliance against astronomical odds.



I'd need to monitor the situation for a few more days.



Of course, according to my predictions, the worst-case scenario was more likely.



***



The battle between the Queen and the Iron Fortress continued for days.



Aurore fought against Sturm alone, increasing her forces. Her endlessly multiplying army had the advantage in frontal warfare.



Since both foreign gods were of equal rank, Sturm had no choice but to cede some territory.



But that was as far as Aurore could go. Her forces crumbled helplessly against the Maxwell-type attacks that manipulated entropy. Though they recovered quickly, they couldn't advance further.



Finally, the two forces reached a dynamic equilibrium.



While the battle reached a stalemate, Matonica returned.



"Lord Sturm!"



"You're back. How did it go?"



"I'm sorry! I failed my mission, please punish me!"



Matonica bowed her head deeply.



The result was predictable. Sturm, who had been chewing on a flesh monster with his steel teeth, spat it out and said:



"I expected you to fail anyway. The reason I sent you was to make him suspect that the Queen and I might have joined forces."



"Then!"



"Retreating was a good choice. Thanks to you, that Rheinland's mind will be even more confused."



Sturm said this while surveying the battle situation. Queen Aurore seemed to be getting annoyed as well, as the scale and frequency of her attacks had gradually decreased.



"Hey, Queen. Shall we have a little chat?"



"I told you. I won't compromise with you in the slightest."



"Compromise? What I'm about to do is make concessions."






At those words, the Queen's movements abruptly stopped. It was very rare for the word "concession" to come up between foreign gods.



"Concessions?"



"Yes, concessions. I'll return all of your territory that our forces invaded and took. I'll also provide 'seeds' for your new avatar. And I'll hand over control of that galaxy entirely to your forces."



"You lie so easily. What benefit would you gain from this?"



"So that both of us can continue to coexist peacefully here."



Sturm revealed all the information he knew about Eidel.



"The gravitational weapon he's creating is extremely dangerous. That's why I suspected he might be Laplace's avatar or incarnation. All causality seems to align in his favor, fitting together perfectly."



"And?"



"Let's form an alliance until we completely kill him."



"An alliance."



The Queen snorted.



"You must think I'm weak enough to form an alliance with the likes of you. How presumptuous. I have lived in a world of survival of the fittest since birth. Having finally adapted and risen to this position, I have no reason to stand shoulder to shoulder with someone like you."



"No, you must form an alliance with me."



Sturm gave three reasons.



"First, your subordinate foreign gods are still in Rheinland's hands. You lost the war, so do you think you can win alone? Absolutely not. You'll surely be trapped again."



"..."



"Second, the Darwin system is, as you say, survival of the fittest. Even if you save all your kind, no one knows if they'll still crown you 'Queen' after you've been defeated once."



"You..."



"Finally, third. The 'end' is approaching. This is not something to be taken lightly. If we remain divided, there is no future except mutual destruction."



The Queen fell silent, deep in thought.



Aurore wasn't a fool either. She had power but had lost credibility, and while violence often took precedence, her plans frequently lacked proper support.



It was clear who was in the superior position and who was subordinate.



"...I'll kill you immediately if you try anything foolish."



"Well thought."



The Queen and the Iron Fortress simultaneously withdrew their tentacles.



The two foreign gods agreed to a temporary ceasefire and set policies for the near future. Rest and recovery were the priorities now.



Sturm unusually returned all the territory he had taken from the Queen and even gave her a portion of his own domain. Only then did the Queen begin to set aside some of her suspicions.



"Another foreign god might enter while we're like this."



"You mean Descartes?"



"Yes. If it's him, he's probably rushing here excitedly. It would be best to conserve our strength until he stirs up that galaxy."



In the end, the worst-case scenario that Eidel had anticipated came to pass.



***



Sonia's wounds healed quickly, and soon she was ready to be discharged. On the day of completing the discharge procedures, I overheard a brief conversation between Sonia and Zernya.



"I have something to say."



"What is it?"



"Please allow me to marry Master."



Zernya's reaction was one of disbelief.



"Have you lost your mind?"



"I know you're concerned about me. That I'm a robot with unverified credentials and might damage the Rheinland reputation, or that as an avatar I'm vulnerable to foreign gods. But all these points can actually be refuted."



Zernya had manipulated Sonia's identity quite easily when hospitalizing her. And the argument about vulnerability to foreign gods was automatically refuted when Sonia struck her own legs.



"The reason I haven't refuted otherwise is because I've decided to show respect to those whom Master loves."



Sonia bowed deeply in respect. Zernya didn't say anything further.



In fact, Sonia had already obtained permission from Rustila. If Zernya agreed, she could become my partner through unofficial means at any time.



From the Great War through the Magnus Order to the recent incident with Matonica—was it because she had witnessed so many attempts on my life?



"...Do as you please."



An unexpected answer fell from Zernya's lips.



"Are, are you serious?"



"I'm tired now. You two are going to stay together anyway, and remaining in this kind of relationship will only give both of you headaches. Just come in as his wife. Considering everything you've done so far, I'll accept you too."



Her tone was arrogant, but there was a melancholic emotion mixed in. Having known her for so long, I could tell her true feelings from her tone.



I would need to comfort her later.



"Thank you, Madam! Thank you so much!"



Sonia's hands trembled as she embraced me tightly. Zernya clicked her tongue and left to return to work.



As I shared a long embrace with Sonia, I organized my thoughts. Apart from being happy, there was something strange.



["No matter how I look at it, this doesn't make sense. The 'Steel Orchestra' effect shouldn't significantly affect bioroids due to their physical data structure. Moreover, losing control of your body when you're my direct avatar is theoretically impossible..."]



"...Did you notice?"



Before Cartesia could finish speaking, Sonia broke our embrace, looked at me, and whispered:



"It was improvised acting, but it worked critically well."



She flashed a V-sign with both hands and raised the corners of her mouth. Only then did I understand the answer to the problem that had remained unsolved for days.



"I look forward to our future together, husband."



I felt a chill run down my spine.





Chapter 306 - Iron Fortress Sturm (6)



Miraculously, I had obtained permission from Rustila and Zernya, but my relationship with Sonia remained unchanged from before. She still called me "Young Master" as usual, except on rare occasions.



Of course, I had properly proposed to her.



"Will you be my lifelong attendant?"



"But of course."



That day, I saw Sonia's bright smile for the first time.



I'm not sure how Sonia fell for me, or how I fell for her. Does falling in love need any special reason?



I could only say that she was certainly worthy of respect, considering all her efforts to become human and to protect me.



"I don't wish to interfere with you and your two wives because of me. We can formally marry later, so please focus on your affairs with them for now."



With Sonia's words, even Zernya stopped grumbling.



That concluded my romantic entanglements. Resolving to draw the line with any women who might approach me in the future, I returned to university.



***



A doctoral degree marks a new beginning.



Researchers who receive their degrees typically enter universities or research institutions as contract employees called "Postdoctoral Researchers," or "postdocs" for short.



I was no exception. Since there weren't many employment opportunities for particle theory specialists, my first workplace naturally became a university research institute.



And today was my first day as a postdoc.



Walking down the corridor that had become so familiar I could navigate it with my eyes closed, I came upon a door—a vulnerable one without any security devices.



As I narrowed my eyes and reached for the doorknob, I heard three voices from inside.



"It's nice that Rheinland junior has graduated. Honestly, I was terrified while he was here..."



"Hey, how can you say that about the family head? People will talk behind your back."



"But research was genuinely difficult, wasn't it? I felt inadequate. Outside, we'd be called geniuses, but next to a real genius, I felt powerless. I mean, who graduates in less than a year after entering?"



"He's a monster, a real monster. Is he actually an alien?"



"The god of papers and graduate school."



"Heh, heheh. Oh my god."



"By the way, didn't they say a new postdoc was coming?"



"Should be today, right?"



"I hope they're nice."



They were clearly waiting for me. After adjusting my expression in an OUI-made mirror, I pushed the door open in an instant.



The unlocked door opened as smoothly as if I were ice skating.



"Hello."



"..."



Ian, Flans, and Mercury—the three graduate students froze like statues when they saw me.



One of them even dropped their tablet pen. The fallen pen rolled toward me along the slightly tilted laboratory floor.



"Hello."



"Ah, hello. Why is Junior Rheinland here..."



"I've come as a postdoc. Let's get along well from now on, shall we?"



I had originally planned to go to a different research institute for experience, but there weren't any suitable places. As a theorist, the laboratory environment didn't matter much anyway.



Above all, I was worried about Ireh. If she started looking for another lab while I was elsewhere, it would break my heart.



"Seniors."






I approached the three and put my arms around their shoulders.



"There's no need for formalities between us. Let's be comfortable with each other like before, asking questions whenever we're curious. Okay?"



"Uh, huh?"



"I look forward to working with you all."



I was dismayed to see the lab entrance without any security devices. When I asked what happened, they said it had suddenly malfunctioned and they had to dismantle it.



"Why didn't you replace it?"



"The lab doesn't have... money..."



"I see."



To commemorate becoming a postdoc, I installed a new door lock—a high-end model this time.



Seeing how delighted my former seniors were made me feel proud.



***



For a postdoc to evolve into a professor, achievements are necessary—at least to avoid being rejected during document screening.



So I began compiling the research I had accumulated thanks to Shterm into papers.



More than ten works were completed.



I reviewed them and published them at intervals of a few days.



The academic response was fervent, as two of the papers exactly matched data recently released by the Eastern Basic Science Research Institute.



These two papers were based on modeling the characteristics of gravitons and the physics inside black holes.



The conclusion was simple: phase changes in paired gravitons could completely strip away residual entropy remaining in spin ice and similar systems.



[This might not only trap aliens but also kill them.]



Hopeful scholars began to offer such interpretations.



This was my intention. Developing graviton bombs requires massive resources and manpower beyond building particle accelerators. Since I couldn't do it alone, I needed to find many collaborators.



Meanwhile, I also had to keep an eye on Shterm's movements.



"Hello! I'm back!"



On my way home from work one day, Matonica, who I thought would never appear again after fleeing that time, showed herself once more.



She had taken over my spaceship and was sitting inside. This time she was holding a stringed instrument that resembled a violin.



Rustila wasn't there, but it wasn't a problem. I knew now that Sonia was immune to the "Steel Orchestra."



When Sonia drew her calipers, Matonica adjusted her strings.



KAANG!



A magnificent metallic sound pierced the dawn sky.



"This isn't necessary. I have no intention of fighting today."



"The Young Master and I do, however."



"Don't be so hasty. Killing me here won't change anything. I've only come to warn you."



After naturally deflecting Sonia's attack, Matonica used the brief moment to play her violin.



As an ominous tone flowed out, the space gradually solidified. The spreading sound began freezing time from the periphery, eventually stopping everything except where we were.



"I've stopped time around us to prevent interruptions. Now, shall I tell you the shocking news?"



"What, have you aliens formed an alliance with the Queen I released?"



"H-how did you..."



"I was expecting it."






The Queen, while violent, also has a simple and innocent side. I had considered that she might fall for Shterm's silver tongue and time repetition.



The reason I still sent her away was because it was better than having a war break out.



Currently, the aliens under the Queen were scattered across various university research institutes. If Shterm invaded and turned even one university into a wasteland, there was a high possibility that Darwin's aliens would also cause chaos.



Face two forces simultaneously?



That would be suicide.



Rather, it was safer to let the Queen and Iron Fortress form an alliance between themselves. As long as they maintained the form of an alliance, Shterm, who had backstabbed her, would have to restore Aurore's forces to some extent.



Darwin's and Maxwell's forces didn't get along anyway. Their relationship was like that of Shu and Wu in the Three Kingdoms—they would soon be bickering among themselves and fighting again.



Therefore, it was better to bluff with Matonica here.



"So what if they've allied?"



"Aren't you surprised? What could you possibly do if both Shterm and the Queen descend upon you simultaneously?"



"Let them come. This time you'll both be trapped."



"How reckless. Anyone with a functioning brain would know that even with resonators and fish traps, you can't block attacks coming from multiple directions. Oh, perhaps I've overestimated you?"



"You've underestimated me."



Saying this, I naturally boarded the spaceship. Sonia shouted something, but I had already taken the front seat.



Matonica's eyebrows twitched.



"You... aren't you afraid of me? I could kill you right now if we're this close."



"Go ahead. Nothing changes if you kill me."



"Your family will wail in agony, and your blood relatives will die in a pit of fire. That's enough."



"No, my family will be enraged, and my children will follow in my footsteps to create graviton bombs to destroy those who killed their father. That's enough."



As I started the engine, I brought my face close to Matonica's. Without blinking, I leaned in, causing the incarnate body to recoil in shock.



She gritted her teeth and pointed her strings at me. Simultaneously, Sonia aimed her calipers at Matonica's nape.



Despite the tense atmosphere, my mind remained as calm as a lake.



"Do you have any idea what situation you're in right now?"



"You're the one who doesn't understand."



I whispered softly.



"Even if I die, the research will continue."



"...You're insane."



"To deal with madness, one must become mad too, don't you think?"



And finally, I warned her:



"Tell Shterm to be careful. What you gain by backstabbing can be taken away by being backstabbed."



***



As Eidel had said, Matonica had no intention of confronting him today. She had planned to create a frightened facade and take revenge slowly later.



But that smug feeling was gone by the time she returned to headquarters.



"Lord Shterm!"



Matonica reported everything that had happened to her alien master without omission.



After hearing the story, Shterm finally reached one conclusion.



"...We need several more years of preparation."



The needle of causality was pointing. If they disturbed him now, they would be sealed away together with Aurore.





Chapter 307 - Half-Baked (1)



After that, Sturm decided not to contact Eidel for a while.



Instead, he focused on reorganizing his forces and restoring Aurore's legion.



This was more difficult than expected. Due to the tyrannical and bellicose nature of Darwin-type outer gods, they tended to wage war at the slightest increase in their legion's numbers.



"I'm getting restless," the Queen blurted out again today.



"Be patient a little longer. It's not time yet."



"What a coward."



"Not cowardly—cautious."



"Same difference. Why are we dawdling? If we just keep waiting and that human manages to build a gravitational cannon to fire at us, won't it be the end for all of us?"



"We're continuing our sabotage operations to prevent that from happening."



For now, this was enough. Sturm was biding his time.



"If my prediction is correct, a Descartes-type outer god will soon arrive and turn that galaxy into a wasteland. If we strike from behind during that chaos, we can surely gain the upper hand."



"What a brilliant plan," Aurore remarked sarcastically as she checked the plant. The Darwin-type monster-breeding plant was still growing.



Once the monsters consumed enough nutrients and hatched, they would easily overwhelm Sturm's steel forces.



In truth, Aurore had no reason to harbor positive feelings toward Sturm. After all, she had lost all her remaining forces to him.



Her defeat at the hands of Eidel von Rheinland was more significant, so she was temporarily setting aside her grievances. After scorching the galaxy before them, she planned to overthrow Sturm as well.



Naturally, Sturm was aware of this.



The two outer gods were allies, yet not allies. From the beginning, the Darwin and Maxwell types were like oil and water—impossible to mix.



"Coward."



"Better than rushing in recklessly and facing defeat."



"Fine, let's see how your approach works out."



For the time being, their interests aligned. The two outer gods agreed to observe the situation and build up their strength.



Soon, a new force was detected in the eastern part of the galaxy.



"Who is it?"



"Renatus's forces, sir."



"So that sooty one has finally appeared."



The highest deity of the Descartes forces, which manipulated the minds of sentient beings. His divine name was "Lingering Chaos." However, among fellow outer gods, he was regarded as an oddball who only engaged in strange activities.



"He was busy raping young stars for a while, so what interest brings him here this time?"



"It must be because of Eidel von Rheinland, wouldn't you say?"



"Yes, that's likely it. There's a high probability he wants to taste him."



With Darwin and Maxwell types gathered, it would have been strange if the others, except Laplace, hadn't shown up. Sturm secretly rejoiced that his prediction had been correct.



With this, the Laniakea Federation was now bordered by massive outer god forces from three directions: east, south, and west.



It was effectively an encirclement.



"Eidel von Rheinland, you are finished now."



The time to launch the attack was drawing near.





***





After our last meeting on the spaceship, Matonica no longer appeared before me. It meant that opportunist Sturm had taken a step back.



Sturm never engages unless he's certain of victory. Also, rather than direct confrontation, he prefers to secretly target his opponent's vulnerabilities.



He'll probably attack when I'm at my weakest.



From now on, it was truly a race against time. I needed to create the gravitational bomb before the next phase began.






Of course, I wasn't free from interference during this process.



[Rheinland's research will lead humanity to destruction!]



[He's used excessive government funding to discover particles with no practical use. Something's fishy.]



[Launch a special investigation!]



The cult controlled by Sturm behind the scenes kept slandering me, just under a different name. And quite a few people were swayed by such criticism.



[The budget for social welfare has decreased because of gravitational particle research. On our planet, the basic income support amount has decreased for the first time.]



[The rich are sucking the blood of ordinary citizens!]



I can't argue with that framing. It's true that the federal government has suffered significant financial losses due to gravitational particle research.



But even so, this is too much.



[He seems to be colluding with other outer gods. Arrest him and investigate thoroughly!]



Treating a person as a puppet of outer gods? That's going too far. How much effort have I put into keeping the outer gods at bay?



"Brother, you don't need to take what others say too seriously. That's all part of the Steel Outer God's operation," Ireh said, helping me maintain my composure whenever I was shaken by the news. As a senior "god-slayer," she was helpful in many ways.



"Still, there must be people who genuinely don't understand. Knowing the future is quite sad."



"You have me."



Ireh looked up at me, resting her chin on her hand.



"Even if the whole world doesn't understand your actions, I at least know why you're conducting this research. So I can believe in you until the end."



"Thank you, Sister."



There's no point in worrying too much. When you're in a high position, you'll be criticized no matter what decision you make.



As they say, whoever wants to wear the crown must bear its weight—if I want to create a gravitational bomb, I must endure the resistance from the outer gods accordingly.



You know that famous Korean saying, right?



If you're willing to die, you will live; if you cling to life, you will die.



To survive against the outer gods, you must be prepared to die.



I focused only on what I could do. Unlike outsiders who didn't know the details, physicists and mathematicians were consistently on my side.



Interacting with them, I ingrained the formula "gravitational particle = weapon against outer gods" in my mind. I had to dedicate months to spreading this logic.



I also had numerous discussions with Ireh. While collecting the unclaimed qi she had missed, she regularly discussed research topics with me.



Although Ireh was only in her final year of college, we had actually spent more time together. As a result, her level of insight was no less than that of a PhD. I was immensely happy to have gained such a good colleague.



The more I conversed with Ireh, the more elevated I felt. It was pure joy.



And there was someone who definitely disapproved of this.



"Ugh!"



Ireh complained of a headache.



"Just a moment. I'll get you some medicine."



This symptom always appeared after talking with her for a few hours. There was no need to go to the hospital. I already knew what was causing the headache.



I sighed and pinpointed the cause.



"Cartesia."



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" is playing dumb.]



"Please, stop tormenting Ireh while we're talking. This will only delay the creation of the gravitational bomb."



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" snickers.]



Like a true outer god, there's not even a hint of remorse.



["If you discussed it with me, it could be solved in five minutes."]



"I've already discussed it with you plenty. Now I need to focus on sharing it with others."






["Is there really a need for that? You should lead directly yourself, youngster. Don't you have the power to do so now?"]



"Just because I have power doesn't mean I should use it however I want."



Even now, the country is grumbling about lack of budget. Politicians need to be mindful of public opinion, so they won't allocate budget for the gravitational bomb for the time being.



["Human research is complicated. I procured materials and conducted experiments all by myself."]



"We're not like you."



Humans are fragile. We can't do anything alone. No matter how brilliant a genius is, without people helping them, they cannot fully utilize their talent.



"Besides, Ireh is my insurance."



["Insurance?"]



"Something might happen, and I could die suddenly. So I need to establish an academic successor."



If there were already many collaborators, it would be different, but the gravitational bomb is still an unconceived concept. Who besides Ireh, who knows about the bomb along with me, could continue this work?



"If I die, consult with Ireh next. Discuss whether the next vessel is suitable or not. She may not be as good as me, but she has high mental power, so she could be a good partner."



["Partner, you say."]



I heard a clicking tongue in my head.



["Sorry, but I've never once thought of you as a partner. If anything, by creating the resonator, you've greatly reduced my options for possessing other humans. It's quite vexing, actually."]



"So what exactly do you want me to do?"



["How impudent."]



Ding.



As soon as the words ended, my status window updated.



[— New Quest Registered: Complete the design for the gravitational bomb before the time limit. You must submit the content to a flagship academic journal and receive approval for publication.]



[— Success Reward: 30,000 Fron, 5,000 Coins, Correction from the "God of Wisdom and Curiosity"]

[— Failure Penalty: Effect of <Chain of Subjugation> applied]



[— Time Limit: 6 months]



It's been a long time since I've said this.



I'm fucked.



***



Considering my many responsibilities as a postdoc, six months was not a lot of time. To complete the design for the gravitational bomb and widely share it with the scientific community within that timeframe, I would have to work like crazy.



["If you come into the imaginary space and have a deep conversation with me, you might be able to accomplish it quickly."]



This is a trap. What outer god would eagerly help with a quest they themselves set?



Feeling a sense of crisis from Cartesia after a long time, I headed to the eastern region with Ireh and Sonia. A conference commemorating the discovery of the gravitational particle was being held at the Callisto Academy.



I also explained the situation to Ireh.



"If you don't do it within six months, you'll become Cartesia's slave?"



"Yes."



Once a quest is set, I must complete it no matter what. Ireh and I frantically developed equations and sketched diagrams until we reached Callisto.



Having Ireh as a colleague gave me confidence that we could accomplish this within six months.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" frowns.]



[— Notice: The quest completion time requirement has been changed.]



[— 6 months (before change) → 4 months (after change)]



"...?"



Oh, come on.



Why are you suddenly doing this to me?





Chapter 308 - Half-Baked (2)



There was an outer god wandering aimlessly through the universe.



His only purpose was pleasure. After all, whether here or there, everything was destined to scatter as ashes—so why bother resisting?



Therefore, he enjoyed everything there was to enjoy and indulged in all there was to indulge in before the world's end, simply waiting for the final destruction.



The outer god lived lazily, true to his divine nature. Yesterday, today, tomorrow. He spent his days coveting newly born stars.



Ahhh!



When a mere main sequence star is crushed by a massive gravitational field, it contracts rapidly under heat and pressure. After suppressing the electron degeneracy pressure and neutron repulsion with external force, a small, adorable black hole is born.



He extended his formless hand and enveloped the star. Blowing protons into the empty cavity, radiation pressure flowed out, emitting higher-dimensional waves.



This was called a calamity born from the inner world—an Inner God.



"My lovely little one."



Like a hairworm sprouting death inside a host insect, the "Writhing Chaos" directly devoured stars and created empty holes.



Around the cavity, it placed higher-dimensional "chains" to bind celestial bodies. Almost like marking its territory.



"I'll come to harvest when the time is right. You must grow well until then."



The outer god mended the hole in the burst celestial body and headed to the next destination with one of the lower outer gods who served him like a monarch.



"It's almost time to harvest that galaxy."



"Time passes so quickly."



"It's been billions of years already."



"I wonder how well it has ripened. I'm concerned another legion might have taken it first."



"Then we'll just eat them instead."



The two outer gods set off on their journey at a leisurely pace.



After traveling a great distance, they arrived at a very small galaxy located on the periphery of a supercluster. However, to the spider-like, crimson-black eyes of the outer god, that narrow space was visible all at once.



Of course. Even in a crowd, a parent can clearly see their child's face as if marked.



"Master, it's over there."



Stars flowed like a river, trickling along. It was like a beautiful painting. The two outer gods admired the spectacle for a long while.



"Lights that hasten death."



"Yet moths still gather."



The Writhing Chaos pointed to the southern part of the galaxy.



"That belt-like area in the middle is the second most delicious place. There's a high possibility that intelligent life forms are flourishing there."



"Where's the first?"



"The nucleus."



The nucleus at the center of the celestial body.



As the place that maintains the galaxy's center of mass, its flesh is firm and its appearance appetizing.



"It has ripened well."



"Perfect for harvesting, Master."



"I'll give you the second most delicious part."



"Won't you give me the first?"



"My disciple is quite greedy. If there's any left after I eat, I'll share it with you."



"Thank you, Master."



At the Writhing Chaos's gesture, the disciple outer god bowed his head and slithered toward the southern part of the galaxy. He looked like a mass of black gas swimming through empty space.






The Writhing Chaos fixed his gaze on the nucleus.



Though his divine name seemed unremarkable, he was actually the highest-ranking outer god of the Descartes lineage.



Renatus.



He licked his lips thinking about the massive amounts of protons, coins, and enthalpy contained in the Sagittarius black hole.



***



["This isn't good."]



"What isn't?"



["Nothing. Just focus on your research."]



Something feels off about Cartesia's tone.



Could she be upset about what happened earlier?



["Do I seem that petty to you?"]



She definitely is upset.



[— Quest period adjusted: 3 months]



Now it's been reduced from four months to just three. At this point, she might as well declare me her slave.



I'd forgotten since I haven't taken quests for years, but outer gods are naturally like this. Toying with humans is their daily routine. And the quest content is unreasonable on top of that.



At least the reward is protons, coins, and crystals.



I've never heard of a Descartes lineage outer god having crystals, not even Darwin lineage ones. I'm curious about what functions they might have.



Establishing a method to design graviton bombs isn't an easy task. I'll probably need to consult with relevant technicians.



Above all, funding is the issue. To allocate a budget for graviton bombs, I need to experimentally prove that gravitons can act like bombs, but to do that, I need to secure a budget first—creating an ironic situation.



"I'm Ben Ecaron, Minister of Science and Technology."



"I'm Claire Lashminer, Minister of Finance. It's an honor to meet you in person, Dr. Rheinland."



I had moved from Callisto Academy to the Carnegie Astronomical Institute, the most famous research center in the East. There, I unexpectedly met two high-ranking government officials.



"What brings such distinguished individuals here?"



"We're also participating in the conference as external members. And we wanted to discuss something important with you as well."



"Something important?"



"Yes, about methods to apply graviton particles."



Surprisingly, the government approached me first. Since there was some time before the scheduled conference began, I decided to have a meal with them and talk.



After satisfying our hunger at the observatory's buffet restaurant, our serious conversation began.



"Last time when you were researching gravitons, a cult serving outer gods actively interfered. That gave me an impression. If we advance this research, we can definitely achieve significant economic benefits."



"Economic benefits, you say?"



"It's not complicated. If we can drive away the outer gods, that itself is an economic benefit."



Minister Lashminer was sending strong signals.



"Do you think it's possible, Doctor?"



"Of course."



I took out my research results from my bag and showed them to Minister Ecaron. As the Minister of Science and Technology, he nodded after skimming through the introduction and conclusion without needing further explanation.



"So this is about using graviton bombs to change the internal structure of black holes."



"What do you think?"






"I'm not specialized in this field so I don't understand the details, but if it's possible, it would be a groundbreaking invention in human history."



I looked at the Finance Minister and blinked my eyelashes.



"Minister Lashminer."



"Oh my."



She touched her cheek and smiled freshly.



"Are you flirting with me now?"



"Minister."



"I'm just joking. You're talking about the budget, right? To be honest, our economic situation isn't great. Still, I believe increasing the R&D budget for basic science is essential."



Minister Lashminer brushed her blonde hair behind her ear and continued.



"As you know, the final approval authority for budget execution lies with Congress. The representatives need to coordinate with citizens from each planet, so increasing the budget might not be as easy as we'd like. Also, since we operate a separate Budget Management Office as a direct agency under the Federal President, there's a lot of work involved in distribution even after execution."



Let me summarize.



The Treasury collects taxes and prepares the next year's budget. This is passed to Congress for review and approval. After that, when actual policies are drafted, the Budget Management Office handles the work.



Congress is one thing, but I also need to win over the Budget Office.



It's complicated enough to give me a headache.



"Still, we'll do what we can to help."



"Has there been any research showing increased black hole activity from all directions?"



At my words, the two ministers stared blankly at each other. The Science Minister sighed lightly and nodded.



"...Indeed, an expert's eye can't be deceived. That's correct. Strange waveforms are appearing not only from the east but also from the north. Reports indicate that outer gods' interest in the Federation is growing."



That makes sense. What government would openly spend lavishly when they need to be mindful of public opinion?



"Currently, the movement from the east is stronger and closer. Since we don't know what might happen soon, please strengthen your defenses and refrain from entering the frontier planetary systems in that direction for the time being."



The east, huh.



Since Shterm appeared from the west, the forces from the east this time are likely to be Renatus's legion.



Not much is known about Renatus. Just that he's the highest-ranking outer god in the Descartes lineage and a strange being immersed in hedonism.



That makes his movements hard to predict. Being impulsive, sometimes only his subordinate outer god Powehi appears while he doesn't show up at all.



And the north is where the Adelbein family is located. If I were to investigate why the Adelbeins collectively ended up in prison for whatever they were doing, it's likely that guy...



Just then, the table shook with a thud.



"Ugh."



The Science Minister collapsed, hitting his head on the table.



"Minister Ecaron? What's happening..."



The Finance Minister couldn't even scream. She slid down like melting ice cream, clutching the tablecloth before falling face-first onto the floor.



I couldn't believe my eyes. Starting with the two ministers, their aides, scientists, and others at different tables began collapsing one after another.



Soon, most people who had been eating lost consciousness and fell. All of them were foaming at the mouth with their eyes rolled back.



"Someone poisoned the food!"



It was strange. Sonia hadn't eaten, so that made sense, but Ireh and I who had eaten together were fine. There's no way the poison would only be in others' food and not ours.



That left only one possibility.



"...It's proton poisoning."



As Ireh muttered this, security personnel who had been standing by without eating sealed all exits.





Chapter 309 - Half-Baked (3)



The incident at the restaurant caused the academic conference to be canceled. As a result, my companions and I found ourselves trapped in the laboratory.



The police arrived and began their investigation. The results were not far from what I had expected.



"Trace amounts of Pron were detected in the food."



Numerically speaking, between 200 and 300. Enough to instantly debilitate a healthy person.



[— You have acquired 250 Pron.]



Whatever happened, it was beneficial for me.



Yes, it was definitely beneficial, but why did it make me feel so uncomfortable?



"It's not a lethal dose. It's ambiguous whether the goal was to assassinate high-ranking officials. Moreover, there's no clear commonality among the victims..."



"It's definitely a premeditated crime."



"Yes, so we ask for your full cooperation with the investigation."



While the victims received treatment at a nearby hospital, Ireh and I were practically dragged to the police station.



There was no clear motive, and our alibis were solid. We did raise suspicion because we were the only ones who ate the food and remained fine, but it would have been absurd to charge us based on that alone.



"There's nothing more to see here."



The investigator, determining there was no substantial basis for further inquiry, closed our case.



It was fortunate, but also frustrating. To have my precious time wasted on an investigation.



Afterward, the police and prosecutors focused their interrogation on the chefs. Since I didn't have time to watch their fate unfold, I wanted to focus on completing the graviton bomb design.



However, nothing in life comes easily.



"Brother, we have a big problem!"



"What is it?"



"Come outside!"



When I went out to the street, I could see about one in five people staggering around.



Everyone looked as if they were on drugs, making me feel like I was in Kensington, Philadelphia.



The Callisto planetary system where I currently am is developed not only economically but also in hygiene and public safety. This kind of scene shouldn't be possible. This was... no different from a border zone.



[Multiple restaurants in Callisto are experiencing "Pron addiction" phenomena. The cause has not yet been identified. Citizens are advised to refrain from dining out and to be careful when selecting food ingredients.]



"Is that supposed to be their solution?"



Be careful what you eat to avoid food poisoning. Who couldn't have said that?



The government wasn't offering any substantial countermeasures. It was clear there was a criminal or foreign god involved, but despite extensive searches, they couldn't find the culprit.



So they decided to exercise caution with food and distribute only verified ingredients, but this created its own problems.



[A sharp rise in food prices is anticipated.]



As prices rose, the livelihoods of eastern residents began to collapse.



I could eat anything and be fine, but not Ireh. Even though her resistance to Pron was high, it wasn't infinite.



The best solution would be to summon Rustila and Zernya to activate the "Great Triangle." However, even this wasn't a fundamental solution.



The Pron addiction phenomenon wasn't spreading in just one planetary system. Even with the Great Triangle, we couldn't protect people in other planetary systems.



We needed to eliminate the cause.



[Is this Dr. Rheinland?]



"Yes, it is."



[Ah, hello Doctor. I'm an administrative staff member at Kehelin Research Institute. Our professors have been hospitalized with Pron poisoning today. I'm sorry, but the conference schedule will have to be canceled.]






"...I see. Let's reschedule for another time. Please send my wishes for a speedy recovery to the professors."



[I will. Thank you for understanding.]



As soon as the call ended, I could make my decision.



There's no choice.



I'll have to solve this myself.





***





The world is vast, and there are many people with peculiar thoughts.



Joseph Miller was a chef known for his eccentricity. Despite his exceptional skills, he was famous for continuously creating bizarre dishes.



"People don't find happiness in my cooking!"



["That's because you only make strange things."]



"Can you relieve my frustration?"



["I am a foreign god, the very being you humans despise."]



"I don't care who you are. Whether you're a foreign god or whatever, human life is finite. Isn't it better to pursue what you want and burn through life?"



The foreign god Powehi was impressed.



["A brilliant flame indeed. Shining like your head."]



"Will you be the flint to my passion?"



["A mere flint won't do. I'll create a kitchen for you!"]



And so, Joseph entered into a partial contract with Powehi, "The Sky of Comfort."



["A full contract is difficult. Your mental strength is insufficient, and there are various risk factors in this civilization."]



"It doesn't matter. What will you bestow upon me?"



["I'll provide cooking ingredients."]



Influenced by his master, Powehi had expertise in cooking and art. With his help, Joseph could handle tangible and intangible ingredients only found in higher dimensions.



"What is this?"



["Refined Pron powder. Just as your humans sprinkle gold on gourmet dishes, we use this powder to enhance flavor. One taste will bring an ecstasy you can't escape."]



"Ohhh."



["It spreads far like spores, ensuring everyone will have a satisfying meal."]



From then on, Joseph began traveling to various restaurants, adding Pron powder to the food.



The task itself wasn't difficult. And there was no worry of getting caught. The foreign god infiltrated people's minds, making them unable to recognize the existence of a suspect named Joseph.



The results were satisfying.



People ate the food with delight and experienced the emotion of pain.



["Is this what you wanted?"]



"Yes. I wanted it so badly. I wanted to show people that happiness exists within pain, and pain within happiness. Wouldn't eating greasy, delicious food make one more susceptible to adult diseases? That's what I wanted to express."



["You're quite the oddity."]



"But what do you think?"



["It's amusing."]



Joseph's actions brought an unprecedented recession to the food industry. Outstanding chefs were dismissed one after another, and many restaurants closed.






Nevertheless, some places stubbornly continued their business.



Joseph licked his lips as he looked up at the skyscraper. The neon sign he was gazing at read "Pierre de Ruyer."



["So this is Callisto's finest seafood buffet?"]



"It's essentially a place for millionaires. Entry requires spending a month's salary of an average office worker for one meal. Of course, with food prices strangely rising these days, they're charging double that..."



["Can we get in?"]



"Wherever there's a door, we can enter."



Joseph pushed open the automatic door.



As it happened, he applied as a chef. His skills were so exceptional that he easily passed by creating "food without soul."



["Surprisingly, you can also make normal dishes well."]



"Even AI can make ordinary food. I believe that while cooking is something they can do, creating dishes that move people's hearts is a domain only humans can enter. So I don't think I've proven my skills to the chefs here yet."



["And you plan to do that now?"]



"Isn't that obvious?"



Joseph rolled up his sleeves and blended in with the other chefs.



"Pierre de Ruyer" operated by serving high-class food to the upper class and taking substantial profits. In the era of the Great Galaxy with its large population, such a business model was sustainable.



Additionally, tipping culture flourished in the south, providing extra income. There are many people in the world who willingly spend more than necessary.



"Two guests for First Class!"



"Miller, go out and serve them."



"Yeah."



Pierre de Ruyer offered tiered seating similar to booking an aircraft or shuttle. While "Normal" simply allowed use of the buffet, "First Class" meant a chef would be dedicated to caring for the entire dining experience.



Nutrients, diet considerations, food allergies... and recently, whether food contained Pron or not.



["Perfect for playing with."]



The foreign god Powehi had gained quality Pron and energy by tormenting humans through Joseph. While very satisfied, greed is naturally endless.



Joseph bowed his head before the man and woman.



"Pleased to meet you. I'm Joseph Miller, your dedicated chef. This way, lovely couple."



"We're not a couple."



"I apologize. Then... perhaps family?"



"We're work colleagues."



"Ah! Office spouses, I see. This way, please."



The man looked at him as if he were crazy, but the woman reacted differently. She was startled by Joseph's words, then shyly smiled while twirling her hair over her shoulder.



Aha, it was somewhat clear. They were workplace colleagues, but the woman had romantic feelings.



["The man is already married. And there seems to be something exceptional about him. This could create an interesting situation."]



The foreign god, now interested, handed him a new cooking ingredient.



Ding!



[— You have obtained "Aphrodisiac Powder."]



The stage was set. Now he just needed to serve dishes matching the atmosphere and emotions to create a work of art.



"Two salmon salads for appetizers, please."



Taking the order, Joseph returned to the kitchen with precision.





Chapter 310 - Half-Baked (4)



Finding encapsulated Pron was no easy task. It typically required advanced detection equipment or specialized constellations, taking at least an hour or two of thorough examination.



However, with a "Star Egg," things were different.



The Star Egg, a birthstone of constellations, was a rare silicate mineral. Its crystal structure, which had grown gradually over hundreds of millions of years, absorbed special aether.



The color varied depending on the type of aether it contained, with olive-tinted eggs being particularly effective at detecting Pron.



'I'm glad I collected these sacred relics whenever I had the chance.'



Ireh secretly attached the Star Egg underneath the table.



"Your order is ready."



Though it was called a buffet house, in the First Class section, either fifth-generation androids or chefs personally delivered the food. This was to spare distinguished guests any inconvenience.



While robots served the food, guests could freely enjoy the amenities provided in the First Room.



"Here is your olive salmon poke. It's prepared with strictly controlled ingredients, so please enjoy without concern."



Ireh stared down at the food.



[— Hidden Pron Detected: 50]



Though minimal, it contained Pron. Just as expected.



She needed to act natural to avoid arousing suspicion. Ireh glanced at the smiling chef, then casually picked up her fork.



"How is it? Does it suit your taste?"



"Yes."



It was a delicacy worthy of extravagant praise, showcasing exceptional skill. This was inevitable, considering they were dining at a restaurant so exclusive that only the wealthy would dare to visit.



For Ireh, this was a once-in-a-lifetime experience. Especially now, as a student with neither influential family connections nor a notable profession. She couldn't help feeling guilty toward Eidel, who had agreed to pay.



Still, in the end, this was a place they needed to visit.



'Joseph Miller.'



The fourth of the Five Kings.



A villain who fed people Pron without any apparent purpose. For the peace of the Eastern Region, he had to be arrested.



That's why she and Eidel had thoroughly searched restaurants where he might be found for several days. Finally, they discovered Joseph here.



Though they'd found the culprit, the food alone wasn't decisive evidence. They needed to prove that Joseph personally mixed Pron powder into the dishes during preparation.



"..."



While that would be the proper approach, time constraints meant they would use a shortcut for now. She had already coordinated with Eidel.



"While you're enjoying your meal, may I take your main dish order?"



Ireh decided to savor the food for now.



After the salad stimulated her appetite, a feast of delicacies followed. The caviar melted in her mouth, and the plump lobster came with its shell conveniently removed.



Except for the Pron seasoning, it was flawless. Her head began to ache slightly, but with her high Pron tolerance, Ireh could easily endure it.



As the meal was coming to an end, something unexpected arrived.



"Your dessert."



Joseph hadn't brought some bizarre concoction.



It was white yogurt ice cream topped with cherries.



However, when analyzed with the Star Egg, it contained something else besides a small amount of Pron.



[— (Processed) Aphrodisiac Powder]



[— An outer god's spice that promotes lust equivalent to pain. Pleasure becomes pain, and pain becomes pleasure.]



Out of concern, she checked Eidel's dessert and found the same ingredients.



Ireh momentarily blanked out.



Accepting Pron was one thing, but an aphrodisiac? Could it really be what she thought it was?



"That looks delicious."



"It's made with finely ground sugar and smooth milk. It's in a completely different league from store-bought ice cream, so please try it."



Before she could say anything to stop him, Eidel unhesitatingly took a spoonful.






"How is it?"



"Delicious."



"The flavor will develop immediately. I took special care with the blend to create a sense of yearning within the sweetness. I can proudly say both the ingredients and preparation process are perfect."



"Oh."



Eidel exhaled. His face was flushed.



He looked at Ireh and subtly waved his hand, making sure Joseph wouldn't notice. It was a signal not to eat it.



"Aren't you going to try it, my lady?"



"Ah, I'm... too full."



"Then perhaps rest a bit and try it later. It would be a shame to waste something made with such expensive ingredients."



No matter how appetizing it looked, she didn't want to eat it. An aphrodisiac effect? She knew almost nothing about such things.



Honestly, she was afraid.



But to avoid Joseph's suspicion, it was something she had to do. Ireh rationalized this as she picked up her spoon.



Indeed, as soon as it touched her tongue, she felt a tingling sensation.



Something felt strange. And she could feel her pulse quickening. Her focus became slightly blurry, and everything before her eyes took on a light pink hue.



"How is it?"



"It's delicious."



She answered languidly while taking a few more spoonfuls. Beyond everything else, the addictive taste made her hand increasingly desperate as she continued eating.



Joseph was watching her, showing his white teeth. Her body felt as if it were burning.



This wasn't right.



But what choice did she have?



She steadied her breathing. Repeatedly emptying her mind, she tried to drive away her primal instincts and regain her rationality.



After finishing the dessert, Ireh stood up with Eidel and glanced at him.



Today, he looked even more handsome than usual.



***



Joseph was utterly shocked. The outer god Powehi, who was watching alongside him, felt the same.



["They're still maintaining their sanity? What kind of humans are they?"]



From what he could observe, both appeared affected by the aphrodisiac.



But something was strange.



The powder provided by the outer god should have turned them into lust-crazed monkeys with just a small dose. Yet the two showed only slightly flushed faces and otherwise normal reactions.



"Chef, thank you for the meal."



"Not at all. Thank you for enjoying it."



"I was deeply impressed by your hospitality. So much that I'd like to continue eating such food. That's why, actually, I am this person..."



The man handed over his business card.



[Eidel von Rheinland]



Joseph couldn't believe his eyes.



Eidel von Rheinland was known throughout the Federation. He was called humanity's savior for creating various theories and inventions that could counter the outer gods.



Only then did the man's yellow eyes appear different to him.



Not just eyes with an aristocratic air, but the eyes of a great person.



"If you don't mind, would you come with me? I'd like to make you the Rheinland family's exclusive chef."



It was an attractive offer.



Not because of the money. He had always wanted someone who could appreciate his food despite the philosophy embedded in it.



Moreover, being asked to become their exclusive chef meant he would be serving meals to the family members as well.






It was a golden opportunity to showcase his art to members of one of the Federation's top ten families.



But why?



At the same time, he felt a chill.



["The woman is one thing, but the man... Eidel von Rheinland is no ordinary human. While in human form, he carries the energy of our kind."]



So should he accept the offer or not?



["It looks interesting. You should go. Life happens only once, so follow your heart."]



Joseph wouldn't be himself if he declined such an intriguing invitation.



"Very well. I'll submit my resignation and return."



In the end, he decided to follow Eidel.



He should never have done that.



***



"Why are you doing this to me? What did I do wrong?"



Joseph, thrown at the entrance of the Eastern Spirit Office, pleaded while lying face down. I sighed as I dusted off my hands.



"You made my precious professors and researchers suffer because of Pron. Your crime is serious, so you must be punished here."



"Punishment?!"



He quieted down quickly after a few taps with my calipers. Joseph's head, flattened against the floor, reflected the light like beach sand.



Though he was one of the Five Kings, Joseph was an easy opponent if caught and suppressed early. He was an ordinary person, neither having forces like the Saint nor being fused with a divine body like the Master.



Instead, the difficulty in this "Descartes Chapter" lay with the outer gods. Proper preparation was essential, but the problem was finding adequate means of defense.



It wasn't a physical attack, but a mental one—how could one preemptively block such a thing? There were too many variables and the situation was far more complex.



"Sigh."



The aphrodisiac effect was a case in point.



While I could handle large amounts of Pron without issue, sexual desire seemed different. Perhaps it wasn't recognized as a penalty, but my body continued to feel itchy.



Though I was suppressing it with rationality, I wasn't sure how long I could hold out. I tried to calm myself by reading research papers, but that only excited me more, driving me nearly insane.



As I was trying to compose myself:



"Ei, Eidel."



"Sister?"



Ireh collapsed against me. Her breathing was irregular.



"I, I... my body feels strange..."



"That's why I signaled you not to eat the dessert! Why didn't you listen...!"



"I had no choice... to properly deceive him..."



Was Joseph's culinary philosophy "there is pleasure in pain and pain in pleasure"? It certainly seemed true.



Beyond mere excitement, it was now becoming painful.



"Try to endure a little longer. I'll ask Cartesia for help."



Cartesia, also a Descartes-type outer god, could quickly resolve such mental abnormalities if asked.



I called to her in my mind.



[— (No Response)]



"...?"



This was a signal I'd never seen before.



I tried calling once more, but there was no answer. The output message seemed strange for her to simply be absent or upset.



"Bro, brother."



"Sister, please hold on a bit longer. Something's wrong—"



My words were cut short.



Ireh, who had burrowed into my arms, silenced me with her lips.
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My soft tongue intertwined with hers, stopping my thoughts completely. It took me a moment to process what was happening.



Ireh, who had been clumsily kissing me, suddenly opened her eyes wide and pulled away.



"Ah..."



As she struggled to fall backward, I wrapped my arm around her waist to prevent her from hitting her head.



It was truly an instinctive action done out of necessity. However, it caused our faces to draw close once again.



An awkward silence fell between us. And then.



"Wh-what have I done..."



"..."



"This wasn't... intentional! My body moved on its own...!"



"I know. It must be because of that dessert."



Ireh blinked her eyebrows and touched her lips. Why did she eat what she was told not to eat, causing this situation?



My head is a mess. Ireh's probably is too.



The aphrodisiac effect seemed stronger than expected, making various parts of my body itch and tingle.



["It seems the effect is starting to intensify."]



A voice resonated directly in my head.



It wasn't Cartesia. The voice was at least three or four octaves deeper and lower than hers.



["Hot breath, wavering vision."]



Around the same time, Joseph, who had been trembling face-down, slowly began to rise. He muttered something with his eyes rolled back, showing the whites.



"Pain and pleasure intertwine."



Flash!



A navy blue asymmetrical polyhedron appeared, scattering a profound light.



Without question, it was a possession phenomenon. The unidentified foreign god who instantly took over Joseph's body continued speaking through human lips.



"That was quite an entertaining game. Now that I've enjoyed the play, it's time for a meal. I shall recite poetry, use stars as appetizers, and brew alcohol from your pupils to drink."



Judging by the pretentious phrases, this was likely a foreign god I knew.



Either the 'Writhing Chaos' or...



[— The Sky of Comfort has arrived.]



...one of his subordinates.



My guess wasn't wrong.



The Sky of Comfort, Powehi. A foreign god who, like his master, enjoyed simple pleasures and a leisurely lifestyle.



Unlike Queen Aurore who wanted to expand her forces, or Iron Fortress Stern who had schemes, he was actually more difficult to deal with.



Because he tormented people purely for entertainment. Since you never knew which way he would go, dealing with him required flexibility. He said:



"I want pron and useful energy. Preferably in coin form. What you possess is so tempting."



Powehi controlled Joseph's hand to point at me.



"All those prons, accumulated coins. Isn't it too wasteful to keep them to yourself? How about donating the full amount to me and my teacher, considering it as helping the less fortunate?"



"That's absurd."



"I'm sorry, but your opinion doesn't matter."



[— 'Sky of Comfort' manifests his true form.]



"I'll take it myself."



Black smoke poured from Joseph's mouth. The ink-colored threads flowing out like noodles twisted together to form a heavy spherical shape.



That was the default form of Descartes-type foreign gods. With mental manipulation as their specialty, why would they need a physical body?



[— A gale blows in as an effect of the true form manifestation.]



Revealing himself without caution—truly befitting a god who lives only for today.



"Young Master!"



"Sonia, this is sudden, but can you stop that guy?"



"I'll do my best without you having to ask. But there's another problem."



"What is it?"



"I can't contact the foreign god I contracted with."



"...I understand for now."



I tried contacting Cartesia repeatedly, but there was no response. She wasn't simply sulking. Something must have happened to her.



"Sonia, stop that guy. Sister, please get up."



I grabbed the staggering Ireh and helped her up.



She looked terrible. Without Cartesia, I could only visually assess her condition, but it was clear she was suffering greatly.






"Lust becomes sorrow and turns into pain. If you leave your desires unresolved, you'll both become slaves to sexual desire. Now, what will you do?"



"You seem to think we're animals, but this is bearable. Isn't that right, Sister?"



"Hnng."



"Sister?"



Ireh's condition was unusually poor. Her trembling breath and shaking pupils told the whole story. It had gotten worse than before.



"Still trying to endure? The pain will only get worse if you don't satisfy your desires. Why not just do it here?"



"What ridiculous nonsense."



Even if we were to satisfy it, it should be done properly.



The location is inappropriate, and more importantly, touching Ireh when she's not acting of her own will would be a crime. I finally made her my companion—how could I risk making things awkward or traumatizing her?



Humans should be able to control their desires.



"Haa, haa."



"Just hold on a little longer."



Seeing that Ireh was having trouble maintaining her balance, I supported her. At that moment, Sonia engaged in battle with Powehi.



That's when the swordsmen guarding the Spirit Chamber came running.



"What's happening!"



"Don't come here!"



"Aah...!"



The swordsmen lost their senses instantly upon seeing Powehi's true form. Ordinary humans lose chunks of their mental strength just by looking at a foreign god's true form.



The swordsmen fell like autumn leaves. This happens to everyone not within the "Great Triangle" domain.



The situation was desperate, but even foreign gods couldn't maintain the advantage forever.



[— Time remaining until 'Sky of Comfort' manifestation ends: 2 minutes 58 seconds]



Foreign gods from higher dimensions cannot stay in the human dimension for long. It's like how humans can't breathe underwater for extended periods.



I believe it had something to do with the vast difference between black hole internal gravity and planetary gravity. Anyway, if we could just hold out, we could avoid the crisis.



[— 'Sky of Comfort' uses <Touch of Doom> on you.]



[— Unauthorized access.]



[— 'Sky of Comfort' uses <Dejection> on you.]



[— Unauthorized access.]



[— 'Sky of Comfort' uses <Mental Reabsorption> on you.]



[— Unauthorized access.]



"Well, well."



I wondered if Cartesia was secretly helping me. Powehi couldn't push me back at all.



"The compatibility is poor. This is unexpected and non-standard. Has there ever been a living being so resistant to my techniques?"



Joseph expressed Powehi's feelings with a smirk. Sonia seized the opportunity to pressure Powehi.



Click.



Ireh, breathing heavily with excitement, drew her spirit gun. Without even looking at Powehi, she aimed the barrel precisely at him.



Bang!



Powehi deflected Sonia's attack but couldn't avoid Ireh's spirit bullet. The foreign god let out a shallow groan as he was pushed back by the "Penetrating Bullet."



"That hurts."



[— 'Sky of Comfort' uses <Unholy Amplification>.]



Hiss.



Powehi's body spread like fog.



[— 'Sky of Comfort's physical attacks are ignored.]



[— 'Sky of Comfort' receives physical attack debuff (-100%).]



We couldn't hit the opponent, but the opponent couldn't hit us either. The foreign god's intention was obvious. He wanted to summon a monster while remaining hidden.



[— 'Sky of Comfort' summons 'Observer (A)'.]



A monster shaped like a light bulb appeared in midair. It was a deformed creature with eyeballs floating where the filament should be. It looked at Ireh and me, then widened its pupils.



[— 'Observer' uses <Observation>.]



[— You have been marked!]



This is dangerous. The Observer is just an A-class monster, but that skill is extremely troublesome. While under observation, mental attacks gain penetration and area-of-effect properties.



Sonia and I might be fine, but Ireh could be in danger.



"Sonia! That one first!"






[— 'Sky of Comfort' uses <Sky-Reaching Heat>.]



Crash!



Sonia struck the Observer's head. But it was a split second too late. The skill had already activated, and due to the penetration and area effect, the attack hit Ireh, who had relatively no mental immunity.



"Ugh!"



Ireh dropped her spirit gun. Her eyes rolled back. Her shoulders hunched as she trembled violently, and saliva dripped down her lower lip.



This wasn't normal.



"Like a rabid bitch."



"Get a hold of yourself, Sister! Ireh! You bastard! What the hell did you do to Ireh!"



"I stimulated her sexual desire."



"Why?!"



"Looking through her mind, I found trauma regarding men. Well, she has contradictory feelings toward you. Anyway, I was curious what would happen if I gave such a woman lust."



"I'm asking why you're doing this!"



"...Do I really need a reason?"



"What?"



"It's fun, isn't it?"



Damn it. These guys were always like this.



"I'll be honest. You can't be ordinary since my techniques don't work on you. That was my mistake. How dare I pick a fight impulsively without preparation. But what can I do? This is my nature. Besides, I'll have fun with that woman, so it's not a complete loss."



Powehi's invisibility wore off. He gradually evaporated like morning dew as he concluded:



"After recharging, I will appear before you again. Let's see what happens then."



"Please wait a moment."



"Hmm?"



Sonia questioned Powehi as he was about to disappear.



"You looked into my mind and my young master's too, right? You must know that I'm an avatar."



"Hmm, yes. I was a bit surprised, but not enough to be hysterical. My teacher told me that child would struggle somehow."



"Teacher?"



"Ah, yes. Someone I respect. Right now, he's stirring up black holes to taste this galaxy. He said the pron and coins coming from there are the most delicious."



"So it was you people..."



"My time's up. That's all I can tell you. Regrettably, I'll see you next time."



Swish.



The foreign god vanished. He returned to recharge the energy used to manifest his true form. We wouldn't be bothered by him for at least a few days.



However, he left a question behind.



"He knew about Cartesia."



"Something's wrong, Young Master. I can't contact the foreign god who shared power with me at all. It must be the doing of that 'teacher' Powehi mentioned."



My mind momentarily froze.



The "teacher" Powehi mentioned refers to the "Writhing Chaos," Renatus. In gaming terms, he would be this chapter's boss.



Not much is known about Renatus. But I did know that Cartesia disappeared around the same time he appeared.



"Could there be a special relationship between this 'teacher' and the foreign god I contracted with?"



"Whatever the relationship, it doesn't really matter. I need Cartesia."



I needed to discuss this issue with Sonia.



But first, we had to deal with the chaos in the Spirit Chamber.



"I'll call someone to help. Young Master, please wake up the fallen people and look after Miss Ireh."



We divided our roles.



I checked each of the scattered swordsmen. Since they had fainted, they would need more time to wake up. Waking them suddenly could actually damage their minds.



I quickly contacted the hospital and checked on Ireh first.



"B-brother."



"Sister?"



"I, I can't hold back anymore..."



The next moment, Ireh, who had been crouching and trembling violently, pounced on me. I couldn't offer even a hint of resistance as she mounted me.



[— 'Ireh Hazlen' uses <Binding Bullet>.]



"I'm sorry, brother, I'm sorry..."



Her face, having lost all reason, cast a shadow over mine.
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Unable to move my limbs due to the Binding Bullets, I could only endure as Ireh repeatedly explored my lips.



"Mmph, hmm, slurp..."



Her sticky, persistent kisses made my head spin.



I knew intellectually this was wrong. But my body responded honestly, and I could feel myself swelling below.



What made it worse was that Ireh had straddled me, twisting her body back and forth.



Since I was also under the aphrodisiac's effect, maintaining my sanity was difficult.



Nevertheless, I squeezed out my last bit of reason to resist.



"Lady Ireh! You mustn't do this! You'll definitely regret it later!"



"But my body, my body is so hot! If I don't relieve it right now, the pain will drive me insane...!"



"You know it's because of the foreign god! If we surrender to instinct here, both of us will be in trouble later!"



I feared ruining the harmonious relationship between Ireh and my two wives. But even more frightening was the possibility that Ireh would fall into self-loathing once she regained her senses.



Having relations in this situation would only make victims of us both. But someone like Ireh would undoubtedly consider herself the perpetrator.



Becoming a lust-crazed beast who violated her comrade.



I knew Ireh's personality well. I could clearly see what dilemma she would fall into and what mental anguish she would suffer.



"Please bear with it a little longer! And release these bindings! I'll find some way to resolve this...!"



But my desperate plea was cut off like rice cake sliced mid-sentence. Ireh had covered my mouth again. A sweet fragrance mercilessly invaded my nostrils.



"I'm sorry, truly sorry, brother... but I've really reached my limit! If I must do this with someone, I'd rather it be you...!"



"This is rape!"



"...!"



Rape. The crime Ireh despised most. The situation was so urgent that I blurted it out harshly without thinking.



"R-rape? No! Men always enjoy it when women do this...!"



"Any man with proper sexual values doesn't mix bodies with just any woman! At least I don't! You're not my lover, Lady Ireh! When there isn't even consent, what is this if not rape?"



"Ah..."



It was working. Ireh showed signs of hesitation.



Of course, I wasn't saying this because I lacked desire. I was trying to prevent something that I knew would be impossible to fix afterward.



Having broken her momentum with my forceful words, I thought I could now speak more gently.



"I know you're struggling with your urges right now. But please endure a little longer. You've lived through difficult times and persevered until now. If you can just get through this hurdle, I'll take care of the rest..."



"...because of you."



"Pardon?"



"You, it's because of you. Because you always show me your cool side, because you've sacrificed yourself for me so many times, I've changed like this...!"



"What are you saying now! Ugh!"



I felt her warmth from below where blood had gathered. Despite only being touched through my pants, the pleasure was amplified dozens of times due to the aphrodisiac, racing up my spine.



"Wha, whoa..."



Ireh's eyes lost focus as she fumbled with my body. Drool dripped from her mouth, staining my clothes.



Saliva wasn't the only thing falling. Her tears, formed like dewdrops, landed on my cheeks.



"H-honestly, you don't dislike me either. If you disliked me, you wouldn't have done so much for me all this time. So... this isn't forced. Yes, it's just an accident. An unavoidable accident..."



She had completely lost it. At this point, her reason had been devoured by lust. It would be fair to say Ireh was now moving and speaking purely on instinct.



After bombarding me with several more kisses, Ireh suddenly stopped moving.



"N-next. What comes next...?"



Could she really not know?






No, that couldn't be. Someone talented enough to get into Stellarium College couldn't possibly be ignorant about how relations between men and women proceed.



She was probably asking to confirm that what she was doing wasn't a crime. It was the last bastion of reason remaining within her.



"Get off me and release these bindings!"



"That's not it!"



Even that final bastion crumbled under the wave of lust. Ireh began clumsily removing a layer of my clothing.



Just when I thought everything was completely ruined—



"Young Master!"



Whirr!



A caliper flew from the direction of the voice, striking Ireh's arm. She lost her balance and staggered. Simultaneously, the spiritual binding on me was released.



It was Sonia, without a doubt. She quickly grabbed Ireh from behind and chopped her on the nape with the side of her hand. Ireh made an "ugh" sound before collapsing onto me.



"Sonia!"



"Are you alright, Young Master?"



"I'm saved thanks to you. You came at just the right time."



Sonia sighed as she supported the unconscious Ireh and slung her over her shoulder.



"Really, doing it is fine, but I wish you'd choose the time and place. What kind of behavior is this in the sacred spirit chamber?"



"It's not Ireh's fault. It's the foreign god's doing."



"Even considering that... Sigh, never mind. This isn't the time to discuss such matters."



Sonia's abruptly cut-off final remark bothered me, but I decided not to press the issue. If she wasn't willing to talk about something, there was no point in forcing it.



"What about the support personnel?"



"They're coming this way, cleaning up as they go. I deliberately didn't bring them here in case something like this happened."



"Thank you. You've saved the Rheinland family."



If word of what just happened had somehow leaked to others or made it to the media, I can't imagine what would have happened. At minimum, our family image would have been severely damaged.



In the worst case, we might have been investigated for public indecency. That would have been a real headache.



Sonia slightly lifted the hem of her skirt and bowed her head.



"No need to thank me. I'm also part of the Rheinland household."



Afterward, we discussed how to handle the situation and what to do with Ireh. Since taking her to a hospital or finding lodging seemed ambiguous, we decided to put her on a private spaceship and restrain her with belts.



Even after regaining consciousness, Ireh wasn't in her right mind.



In fact, the foreign god's curse grew stronger over time, causing her to complain of pain and crave pleasure. Sonia and I were deeply shocked that the proud Ireh Hazlen could fall this far.



"Are you alright, Young Master?"



"I managed to take care of it myself."



"I thought you had the face of a sage. I, Sonia, could have helped you."



"I didn't want to pour my lust on you in this state."



"Perhaps it was that very quality of yours that made Miss Ireh lose control even more."



I recalled the words Ireh had spoken when she pounced on me. Indeed, she hadn't made any comments about desiring just any man.



Could some reason have remained within her?



It was puzzling. Since we couldn't contact Cartesia, I couldn't use her to read Ireh's true feelings.



Considering this, Cartesia was currently the most important factor. To face Powehi and Renatus, we needed to reestablish contact with her somehow.



Fortunately, Sonia had a method.



"Thanks to receiving the full power from that foreign god, I can open a gate to the imaginary space. Would you like to enter now?"



"We must. Even if we're not fully prepared."






Renatus and Powehi were foreign gods who moved spontaneously. In truth, perfect preparation was nearly impossible. If they moved unpredictably, we would have to respond with improvisation.



"Then I'll open the door."



Saaah.



A dark blue portal, resembling Cartesia's hair color, appeared. Sonia and I steeled ourselves before stepping through.



***



Having enjoyed himself thoroughly, Powehi headed to the Sagittarius black hole to see his master. It wasn't his master's stronghold, but a place they had agreed to meet after finishing their business.



"Master, I've arrived."



"Good. Did you absorb plenty of energy?"



"It was delicious, thanks to you. Look at this."



Powehi set down a package filled with Pron and Coin pairs.



"This entire galaxy is one big gold mine. Some of the intelligent lifeforms living here weren't affected by my mind control. It was quite interesting."



"A single nova among countless white dwarfs."



"I couldn't resist drawing out my true form to fight, and they were quite capable. Especially a man called Eidel von Rheinland—his physical power was modest, but his mental strength surpassed any entity I've ever faced."



"Eidel von Rheinland."



Renatus, the writhing chaos, shifted his gaze elsewhere and spoke quietly.



"Come to think of it, you have a history of making contracts with inferior beings."



The words Renatus threw out echoed in one foreign god's ears. With long navy blue hair and mysterious jade-colored eyes, she had taken human form unlike other foreign gods of the Descartes lineage.



"How much must you envy humans to walk around in that form, Cartesia?"



"..."



The God of Wisdom and Curiosity, Cartesia.



She had failed to repel Renatus's sudden invasion and was defeated. As the price, she had been stripped of all the Pron and Coin she had collected and was now bound by tentacles.



"Look. Wearing unnecessary clothing has left it all tattered. And like Maxwell or Descartes, you've unnecessarily increased your subordinates, making things so troublesome."



Her Gothic dress with abundant frills was torn to shreds, and her legion, led by Populus, had been completely defeated.



By just one being. Renatus.



She hadn't been careless.



The difference in power was simply too great.



If her opponent had been a foreign god of a different lineage, she might have been able to utilize their compatibility differences, but her opponent was the highest deity of the same lineage. A direct confrontation was futile.



And being bound by the "Chains of Restraint," she couldn't escape the black hole either. In other words, she was cornered.



'I was planning to kill this bastard first once that youngster made the weapon.'



Kill before being killed, or be killed before killing.



There were two options. And from the beginning, only the former fate existed for her.



"Anyway, daughter, you've worked hard gathering energy with your half-body."



Swish.



Renatus, buried in black mist, opened his mouth wide. He intended to absorb all her remaining enthalpy, Pron, and Coin energy.



"This won't stop the 'End,' but well, one exquisite dish before departing isn't bad, is it?"



"...You're garbage."



"Thanks for the compliment."



It was all over. Cartesia closed her eyes.



Crack—just as the black maw was about to engulf her.



"Hey, you bastards, what the hell are you doing to my godmother?"
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As I entered the null space through the gate, I began to see Renatus and his gang.



Just two of them.



It was a pathetically small number to call a "legion," but I couldn't afford to let my guard down.



"So you must be the human called Eidel von Rheinland. I can certainly feel an aura different from ordinary life forms. How interesting."



I swallowed hard at my first encounter with Renatus.



From this point on, there were no standardized strategies or useful countermeasures.



Even Ireh had never defeated Renatus. Her judgment was that it was better to avoid confronting him if possible.



But I couldn't do that.



"Cartesia."



I had to save her, as she was about to be devoured by Renatus at any moment.



"...Kid, why are you here?"



"Why are you in that state?"



Cartesia's condition could hardly be called presentable, even as a polite lie. The fact that she was bound by tentacles was problematic to begin with. Usually, she was the one binding me.



"The world our kind lives in is survival of the fittest. If you're unlucky, you get eaten by another creature. Well, I expected this. It's unfortunate we meet again like this."



"Stop joking around and tell me straight. What happened?"



"Are you blind? It's exactly what you see."



Cartesia sneered.



"Kid, I'll give you one piece of good news and one piece of bad news. The good news is that you no longer need to remain in a contract with me. The bad news is that these creatures before you are starting to take an interest in you."



The two outer gods, who looked like dust, were staring intently at me. They whispered to each other.



"There's something off about this being for a mere 4-dimensional existence. Seems to possess quite a lot of Pron and Coin too."



"Yes, teacher. It would surely be delicious if we devoured it."



"Devouring it would be good, but breeding it would be nice too."



"Are you suggesting we create a cavity like this place and set up an orchard?"



"Yes. It would definitely be delicious."



What the hell are these lunatics babbling about?



"It's not a star or a nebula, just a mere insignificant life form. If we breed it, it will probably rupture, unable to withstand it."



"I mean it's worth trying since it doesn't seem like an ordinary being. Though as you said, the problem is that mental attacks don't work."



Hearing the last comment, I felt uneasy and checked my status window.



[— 'Sluggish Chaos' has used <Waltz of Stars> on you.]



[— Unauthorized access.]



[— 'Sluggish Chaos' has used <Fugue to the Abyss> on you.]



[— Unauthorized access.]



[— 'Sluggish Chaos' is applying <Mental Gender Transformation>, <Weakening>, <Lethargy>, <Submission>, <Surging Lust> to you.]



[— Unauthorized access. / <Surging Lust>(+10%) has been applied.]



I suddenly felt a chill. I hadn't noticed I was being attacked at all.



"Except for the reproduction-related one which took slightly, it's deflecting all attacks. What kind of creature is this?"



"All the more delicious it would be to breed. I'm certain."



Snicker, snicker.



The two outer gods closed the distance in an instant. My spine went cold. If I stayed still like this, I felt like I would lose something precious as a human.



"Sonia!"



"Young master, you take the smaller one. I'll fight the larger one!"






"No, don't engage!"



I pulled Sonia back. Just then, I spotted a trumpet floating through the space.



[— You have obtained 'Blasphemous Trumpet(EX)'.]



It was a brass instrument I had acquired after defeating Matonica. I had stored it here since I didn't need it immediately, but now it came in handy.



Poo, poo, pooo.



As I grabbed the trumpet and blew three random notes, I felt the flow of time around us becoming viscous.



[— The world has frozen.]



[— Time until thaw: 9 seconds.]



Time stopped. Sonia and I used this opportunity to escape from the null space. We had literally just dipped our toes in and pulled them out.



"What should we do about that?"



"Let's head south. Sonia, go bring Rustila and Zernya. I'll go to the Spirit Chamber and..."



"Young master!"



Clang!



Sonia, who had drawn her calipers, deflected something. It was an irregular polyhedron. The deep purple crystal flew far away, hit the wall, and shattered.



"Young master, I think it's better if we move together."



"...Let's do that."



I had almost lost everything I'd worked for to a single possession attempt by an outer god. I moved with Sonia in tow, feeling like I'd aged ten years.



We hurriedly brought Zernya and Rustila and placed them with Ireh. Once the "Great Triangle" effect activated, I could breathe a little easier.



Finally, I met the Saint who was quietly praying in the Spirit Chamber. When she saw me, she fled to a corner in terror but couldn't put up much resistance.



I reclaimed the human time machine as well. With this, I had made all the urgent preparations I could.



"So what's going on? And why is Ireh unni like this?"



"We don't have time, so I'll explain quickly."



After explaining the situation, Zernya's face hardened.



"So Ireh unni is like this because of those two outer gods, and the outer god cooperating with you is also in danger. Meanwhile, the people in the East continue to suffer from Pron addiction... This is more serious than I thought."



"I need your help to solve this problem."



I apologized to my wives who were busy with work and assigned roles.



"Zernya, treat Ireh. Sonia and Rusti, come with me into the null space. While you two hold off the two outer gods, I'll blow the trumpet and rescue Cartesia. And Saint, if we fail, turn back time."



The Saint, trapped in a net, collapsed weakly, sobbing.



Soon the operation began. We entered the null space through a portal opened by Sonia and encountered the two outer gods who were trying to absorb Cartesia once again.



***



Shortly after Eidel and Sonia had fled, Renatus and Powehi had clicked their tongues at Cartesia.



"Looks like he was trying to save you, but in the end, he was just all talk."



"Teacher, look at the state of the lower world. They're just running away, unable to do anything against the irregular polyhedron you sent. Hahaha!"



"As they say, a small basket cannot hold large fruit. No matter how special he might be, his capacity is only this much."



The two outer gods snickered. Cartesia spat at them.



"Look at this?"



The mist forming Renatus suddenly changed shape. And the next moment.



Thwack!



Cartesia's head was slammed down to the lower right. A heavy force that had transformed into a blunt weapon had struck her and passed by.



Just then, the tentacles binding her loosened. Cartesia fell limply to the floor. The neural network forming her thought waves buzzed.



"How dare you show such insolence to the father who gave you life, behaving in a way only those of Darwin's lineage would. Truly impudent."






Renatus controlled the mist to strike Cartesia. She rolled on the floor, suppressing her groans.



"Do not resist."



Her last remaining Pron and Coin were taken. Having already lost much of her power, in this state she couldn't even defeat a human.



At death's door, Cartesia recalled the past.



- Your mother was a constellation, wasn't she?



- Filthy half-breed. A disgrace to our kind.



- So, do you have any Coin?



- Live in that black hole forever. Being trapped in such a peripheral galaxy suits your station perfectly.



Cartesia suddenly gritted her teeth, but at the same time, she felt like it didn't matter what happened to her.



- I heard there's an outer god who likes young stars. That outer god has a strange hobby of planting seeds in constellations to create child stars, then harvesting and savoring them when those children gather Pron and energy. In my life as a wandering star, I've seen at least fifty inner gods die that way.



She had known her fate for a long time.



- If you're under 'Star's Binding,' you can't even commit suicide by normal methods. You need a more fundamental understanding of that binding.



Of course, she had frantically sought knowledge to resist that fate, but ultimately realized it was futile.



Beyond the panorama of fleeting memories, Cartesia saw her father's mist trying to devour her. She closed her eyes in resignation.



[— Omega-level transformation, <Meteor Strike>]



Whoosh!



It was then that a blade passed through Renatus's main body. A sword wrapped in Aether pierced through Renatus like a skewer, scattering blue plasma.



"Ugh!"



That wasn't the end.



A following cluster of stars drew a cross-fire targeting Renatus. Meteors fell from all directions, mercilessly pummeling him. Starlight rose like steam.



"Oh no, teacher!"



Powehi rushed in to help, but hesitated when suddenly confronted by calipers blocking his way.



Tsss.



As Rustila drew her Plasma Sword, Aether began to overflow into Renatus's embrace. Aether energy was like deadly poison to outer gods.



It should have been a fatal blow. But.



"...How annoying!"



Renatus escaped the flow of Aether by parallel-shifting only the mist that formed his main body. His attention turned to a human male.



Cartesia painfully lifted her fallen head. There stood her contractor, holding a trumpet.



"My, you ran away so pathetically, yet you're back. What confidence."



"I didn't run away, I regrouped."



As Eidel waved his hand, Sonia and Rustila charged in from both sides. Powehi and Renatus sighed as they prepared to receive their attacks.



"One doesn't disturb the apocalypse during a meal."



"Don't interrupt while we're eating!"



Crash!



The two humans and two outer gods clashed with each other.



Woong.



The brass instrument made a heavy sound, cooling time. Eidel's figure, which had been far away, had somehow moved in front of Cartesia.



Cartesia looked up at Eidel with a frown.



"You've lost your mind, kid. Did you come to die?"



"No, I came to save you."



Eidel began running while carrying the battered Cartesia.





Chapter 314 - Half-Baked (8)



Like all outer gods, Cartesia was reluctant to receive help from humans.



But what about now?



She certainly hadn't requested rescue. Yet Eidel had appeared on his own, claiming she couldn't be reached, and was now using all his strength to save her.



Even if it meant he would suffer as a result.



Thud!



"Eidel——!!"



"Young Master!"



The moment the two women screamed, Eidel collapsed. Even as he fell, he tried to protect Cartesia. He cradled her head with his hands to absorb the impact with the floor and rolled several times.



An outer god's body is far sturdier and more flexible than a mere human's. A simple fall wouldn't leave even a scratch.



For Cartesia, who had spent her life being attacked only by other outer gods, this was the first time she'd experienced such treatment.



Renatus retracted the mist blade he had extended backward and said, "I read your thoughts long ago. You're stubbornly using such shallow methods."



"You seem to have forgotten what kind of outer gods we are, teacher."



"You may have entered freely, but leaving is another matter."



The mist blade now surged forward and destroyed the portal. With this, Eidel's group had lost their escape route.



But the bigger problem was that Eidel's clothes were beginning to be soaked with dark red blood.



A sticky feeling. A fading heartbeat. Cartesia found herself unconsciously touching Eidel's solar plexus. Her eyes widened.



"Y-youngster."



His heart had been pierced.



From her long observation of humanity, she knew well. A pierced heart meant the death of an animal.



Eidel's pupils were hazy like salted fish. He smiled weakly and whispered in a fading voice.



"Why on earth..."



"...I'm sorry."



Pssst.



Eidel's form turned to dust and scattered.



"He's dead."



Cartesia felt her neural network collapsing.



Dead?



That youngster who played with the Queen and the Iron Fortress? Dead? Really?



Impossible.



Strength surged into Cartesia's limbs. She rose to her knees and extended her fist toward Renatus.



Whoosh!



Renatus didn't dodge. Yet he wasn't knocked back by the attack. Sadly, Cartesia's hand only made the sound of cutting through empty air.



"My daughter, it seems you don't know how to fight among our own kind at all. Don't do it like that... Watch carefully. This is how you use techniques by infusing Pron."



[— "Total Mental Failure"]



Crack!



As Renatus's blade pierced Cartesia's solar plexus, her vision flipped.



***



"Hmm?"



When she opened her eyes again, she was fine.



Cartesia looked down at herself. She was still bound by tentacles as before. At the same time, her injuries had completely healed.



It didn't take long to understand what had happened.



"Time... has been rewound."



"Could it be those Maxwell forces?"



"How troublesome. Where in this universe are these ill-mannered beings who disturb us during our meal?"



"No need to be so angry. They may manipulate time, but don't we handle joy, anger, sorrow, and pleasure? We should control emotions, not be consumed by pointless anger."



"Wise words, teacher."



The two outer gods regrouped and looked at Cartesia.



"Anyway, we've shown him death, so he won't dare come here again. Isn't that the nature of humans?"



"Fragile indeed. Like flower petals that tear when blown upon."



But just then.



Whoosh.



Space distorted and another portal appeared. Those who emerged were, needless to say, Eidel and his two women.






Step.



Landing on the floor, Eidel countered Renatus's verse.



"Every rose has its thorns."



Cartesia's eyebrows arched upward.



"Youngster, what are you doing here again?!"



"I came to save you."



The strategy hadn't changed much. He had simply moved faster. But such reckless actions couldn't stop Renatus and Powehi.



Eidel met his death in a similar way this time too.



And time rewound once more.



"I'm back."



"You keep charging in without getting tired. What a diligent fellow with no sense of fear."



Eidel tried every method. He attempted to bring a quantum gravity resonator into the null space, and sometimes brought other swordsmen.



The conclusion was always the same. Eidel was defeated. Sometimes, instead of him getting hurt, Rustila or Sonia would be severely injured.



Nevertheless, the three continued to appear.



"Teacher, it seems the Iron Fortress has an agent in the lower world. We need to kill that human to escape this loop."



"You said you couldn't manifest in your main body for a while. I'll go kill them quickly. Meanwhile, if that little one appears, block him without delay."



"I'll make sure there are no mistakes."



Powehi declared confidently and ghosted around Cartesia.



"That human is quite peculiar. Not a complete constellation, nor an outer god. Why does such a half-breed keep charging at us?"



Cartesia remained silent. The other's words weren't worth responding to.



But the words that followed were simply unbearable.



"Did you try to defeat us and the Laplace forces by collaborating with that human? Birds of a feather flock together. Fools."



"What?"



"I learned while probing his mind. Just creating useless theories and making pointless inventions? All destined to perish anyway."



Grind. Her teeth clenched.



"...A good-for-nothing who just plays around, daring to belittle the efforts of me and my contractor?"



"That's exactly it! All your efforts are just pieces of destruction! Just as life dies eventually after birth, the universe will contract or evaporate after being created! Even a half-breed like you knows this, so how could we not?"



Powehi raised his voice intensely and kicked Cartesia's abdomen with a mist shaped like a blunt weapon.



Thud! Thud! Thud!



One, two, three hits.



"Ugh, kugh...!"



With each hit, anger boiled within Cartesia. Meanwhile, Powehi, intoxicated with distorted sadism, disparaged her even more.



"Just abandon dreams that can't be achieved and enjoy the present! How beautiful is the back of someone who has let go of everything!"



"After binding me here for hundreds of millions of years, you dare say such things... Aagh!"



She was hit hard and properly. Her vision shook and space distorted. The thought-body forming the neural center of the Cartesian system flickered like a dying light.



Powehi spoke in a low voice.



"Sorry, but whether you're in pain or not doesn't matter. What matters is whether we can enjoy ourselves."



Thud!



After hitting Cartesia once more, Powehi glanced around. There was no sign or trace of a portal being created.



"That idiot is late this time? Has he given up and decided not to come? Hahaha!"



Just as he said this, a portal formed about 100 meters away. Powehi lazily swayed his main body and prepared a preemptive attack.



"You still don't fear outer gods, coming back again."



The extended mist wrapped around the portal like a snake. Powehi flowed the mist into it just as the space was about to open.



He shouldn't kill him right away. If he killed him first, time might rewind again. Powehi intended to torment him until Renatus returned, so he cast a "Paralysis" effect on the mist.



What came flying in return for injecting the mist was a golden bullet.



Bang!



A star-infused bullet wrapped in smoke came and set fire to Powehi's main body. It was flame soaked in Aether. Powehi startled and quickly cut off part of the mist.



"W-what is this?"



What emerged wasn't Eidel, nor the swordswoman or the maid bioroid.



A black-haired woman.



"Haa, haa."



It was Ireh Hazlen.






"You... I'm sure I turned you into a bitch crazed with lust?"



"Don't call me by such words. I'll kill you."



Ireh exhaled heated breaths. To Powehi, she hadn't completely overcome it.



In reality, Ireh had regained some of her sanity through special measures from Zernya. With that small amount of reason, she was suppressing her inflated instincts.



In other words.



'She's enduring through sheer stubbornness.'



When constellations contract with humans, they look at the human's strengths and characteristics. The Altair of the Cowherd Star had keywords like "patience" and "indomitability."



Endure. Never give up.



Though she had lost control and gone berserk at first, as long as she wasn't directly facing Eidel now, she could somehow hold on.



[— Using "Bullet of Restraint."]



Bang! Bang!



Ireh repeatedly sniped at Powehi. This wouldn't kill an outer god, but it could at least restrict his movements.



"What an insolent human. This time I'll truly turn you into a dog with nothing but instincts!"



Powehi gathered Pron and infused it into the resonant mist. He combined two skills: "Surging Lust" and "Mental Collapse."



Ireh didn't respond and threw herself behind the portal.



And from the same portal emerged Sonia.



Clang!



The Calipers of Wisdom blocked the attack filled with madness. Only then did Powehi realize what strategy the humans were employing this time.



"Miss Rustila!"



Indeed, next came the blonde swordswoman with her ponytail flying as she charged at Powehi.



The blonde swordswoman, Rustila. To Powehi, she was the most troublesome existence.



She had abundant Aether and excellent combat sense. It was a level even an outer god would acknowledge.



[— "Surging Lust"]



Crack!



Rustila, who had been trying to dodge through acrobatics until now, this time took Powehi's attack head-on.



Powehi was taken aback. Unlike Ireh, Rustila showed no signs of shrinking back.



Was it thanks to the Virgo constellation she had contracted with?



No.



Rustila provided the answer.



"...I'm always excited."



Slash!



The trajectory of Aether cut through all of Powehi's mists. All but one.



"What a crazier woman...!"



"Now!"



Rustila shouted toward the portal. It was obvious who would emerge from that rift next. Powehi reflexively extended his remaining mist tentacle toward the portal.



But there was nothing to touch.



'A feint.'



By the time he felt the chill and turned around, Eidel had already hoisted Cartesia onto his back.



***



"You fool. Don't you have any learning ability? Did you come here to die again?"



"No, I told you I came to rescue you."



I cut all the tentacles binding Cartesia and carried her on my back. It took a bit longer than holding her in my arms, but this was much more comfortable.



"You cunning one, always scheming...!"



What's there to say? All the processes where I had died were just build-up to make Renatus and Powehi let their guard down.



Someone once said that there was only one portal that could enter the null space.



With understanding of coordinates and measures, one could create portals with the same destination, or even intercept the destination of a portal made by another outer god and exchange it with a different portal.



Renatus, who was probably trying to attack the saint, must be scratching his head in the front yard of Stern by now.



Having Cartesia on my back, there was only one thing left to do.



"Rustila!"



At my call, Rustila returned to the current world through the opposite portal. I also threw myself into the portal that had been created right next to Cartesia as soon as I saw signs of Renatus returning.



[— The true form of the "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" manifests.]



I embraced Cartesia to protect her from injury as we fell through the gap. When I came to my senses, she and I were lying on my bed at home.





Chapter 315 - Half-Baked (9)



I had so many questions for Cartesia.



Did she know things would turn out this way? If so, why didn't she warn me in time? What was her relationship with Renatus?



But before all that, there was something more important to do.



I needed to check on her condition.



She must have been quite weakened after being tormented by the two outer gods, Renatus and Powehi, and then descending to this dimension. She would undoubtedly be exhausted.



Cartesia, who had been lying face-down on the bed, slowly raised herself up. She blinked her sea-colored eyes and began looking around.



"Where is this...?"



"My home. You've seen it many times before, haven't you?"



"So, this is the fourth dimension?"



Cartesia opened her eyes wide and bounced her body up and down. The bed shook with her fluid movements.



"Vision, functioning normally. Touch, hearing, and smell seem fine too..."



Cartesia muttered with sparkling eyes.



"Amazing. This is amazing! This is my first time coming here with my complete form!"



The microfiber blanket would feel soft to the touch. Breathing in would reveal the taste and smell of the air. Looking around would show the daily life of humans.



"The sensory dimension is completely different from when I was trapped in a black hole and could only feel things indirectly! Fascinating!"



Things familiar to humans but utterly foreign to transcendent beings. Cartesia was the kind of outer god who could show curiosity about such things rather than sneering at them as primitive.



Fortunately, she seemed to be in good condition. She didn't appear intimidated despite being tormented by two outer gods.



Cartesia was feeling the bedding one by one as she crawled toward me. That's when everyone, including Rustila, opened the door and entered.



"Eidel!"



"Honey, are you okay? Are you hurt anywhere?"



"Young master, that woman is..."



"You, ugh, succeeded."



Rustila, Zernya, Sonia, and Ireh. The four women approached cautiously, eyeing Cartesia with suspicion. Zernya boldly threw out a question.



"Are you the outer god who possessed our honey?"



"Hmm."



"Don't you know how to speak human language?"



"Hundreds of times better than you, white-haired brat."



Cartesia pointed at Zernya with a tentacle. Zernya's face scrunched up in displeasure.



Meanwhile, Cartesia stroked my face with another tentacle and pouted.



"Brats. I wonder why you all meddled as a group. Wouldn't it have been better for you if a being like me left this one's head as soon as possible?"



"You're asking because you don't know?"



"Right, you. The white-haired brat. You're especially impudent for a mere human. Even knowing what kind of being I am. I'm curious about the source of that confidence..."



"What about you? If you came out of the black hole in your original form, you must not have much power left, right? Do you think you're a match for us right now?"



"Such an impudent little brat."



This was bad. Once Cartesia got angry, she wouldn't let it go unless someone spoke very persuasively.



Cartesia raised her tentacles with a maniacal smile. She glared at Zernya and placed her foot on the floor. Rustila reflexively placed her hand on her sword hilt.



As the outer god took one step forward...



"Ugh."



She collapsed weakly with a thud.



"...?"



Cartesia tried to get up again by gripping the bed. But once more, thud. She kept falling, unable to maintain her balance.



"My, my body..."



Whether it was because she had forcibly left the black hole that was her power source, or because she couldn't adjust to the sudden change in gravity—for whatever reason, she ultimately couldn't get up.



Seeing her pitiful state, more like a patient in need of rehabilitation therapy than an outer god, Zernya couldn't keep her mouth shut.






***



The reason outer gods can't stay in the fourth dimension for long is simple. Their true forms rapidly weaken when far from their power source, the black hole. It's like how humans can't hold their breath underwater for long.



Even so, being unable to even stand up didn't make sense.



Cartesia quickly realized her situation.



She had lost most of her power.



To be precise, it had been stolen by Renatus and his group. Although she had avoided being consumed herself thanks to Eidel's help, she had left too much behind at her base.



She was an outer god with almost no divine authority.



"This can't be happening. Why can't I even take a few steps in a place like this...?"



She had no Fron or Coin left. Right now, she could die from a single slash of Rustila's sword. It was humiliating enough to make death seem preferable.



She felt drained, both physically and mentally.



Cartesia sat on the floor, leaning against the corner of the bed. The humans, led by Zernya, were looking down at her.



In their eyes flashed surprise, and also pity.



"What is this? Too pathetic to be an outer god."



"As a soldier, I shouldn't say this, but... she might be a little cute."



"This isn't about being cute or not. In her current state, she'll soon lose all her power and naturally disappear."



"That would be, ugh... problematic."



Naturally disappear. Those words snapped her back to reality.



The truth was, she didn't want to die.



She needed to find a solution, somehow.



"Nnngh."



Cartesia tried once more to stand up. But what hadn't worked after fifty attempts wouldn't suddenly work on the fifty-first. Her form was about to collapse helplessly.



But at that moment, she felt something supporting her from behind.



It was Eidel. He sighed deeply, then placed her arm around his neck and pulled her waist close.



This allowed her to stand, albeit awkwardly.



"Can you walk like this? Try moving your legs?"



Following Eidel's instructions, she stepped forward with her right foot. He moved with her, helping her maintain balance.



Then, the left foot.



Right foot again. Left foot. Right foot.



She still lacked strength in her legs, but with his support, she could somehow walk.



"Good, you're doing well. This means you're not at risk of disappearing yet."



Walking not by her own power, but with Eidel's help. While it felt humiliating, she realized something was different.



Just look at the expressions on the faces of Eidel's wives. The sight of their faces contorting with discomfort and bewilderment was incomparably delightful.



Being from a medical family, Eidel had some basic medical equipment at home. After seating Cartesia on the living room sofa, he brought out a cart with two large wheels.



"Let's use this to move around for now."



A wheelchair.



She had seen one before but never actually used one. An outer god using a wheelchair? Ridiculous.



But at this point, she had no choice. With Eidel's help, Cartesia got into the wheelchair.



After connecting a few electronic devices, it began to move according to her thoughts. The human-made BCI worked just as well for an outer god's thought form.



"Interesting that one device can be applied to multiple thought forms simultaneously?"



"The laws of electromagnetism apply equally to everyone. So honestly, it doesn't really feel like you're an outer god."



Cartesia suddenly studied Eidel's expression. He was smiling bitterly.



"Now, let's talk."



***






"As I've said before, without Cartesia's help, the future of our universe is uncertain. Don't try to fight her just because she's an outer god."



"I understand. She's also indirectly responsible for saving your life, isn't she?"



Sonia quickly agreed, and Rustila nodded too, but Zernya seemed displeased, continuously gulping down water.



Meanwhile, Ireh didn't look well. It was because of the aphrodisiac Powehi had placed on her. She was enduring with indomitable spirit, but since reuniting with Eidel, she was showing signs of reaching her limit.



Eidel asked many questions.



The most important was about her relationship with Renatus.



"My father."



Ireh frowned.



"Where I originally came from, there was a star. Naturally, it contained a constellation. But one day, he appeared, attacked that constellation, and planted a seed. The star was destroyed, and the remaining parts rapidly contracted to form the space where I now live. I was born there."



"So from the beginning..."



"I was imprisoned, yes. Does that satisfy your curiosity?"



Neither Ireh nor Eidel could hide their surprise. This was something they were learning for the first time after countless iterations.



In truth, Cartesia hadn't intended to share this story. It was too humiliating a past. Even outer gods consider revealing their own shame to be an insult.



"Brat, if you hadn't asked, I wouldn't have mentioned it."



"Then let me ask one more thing."



"What?"



"Is it okay if I shoot a graviton bomb at your father?"



Cartesia chuckled.



"That's why I entrusted it to you from the beginning."



Eidel shook his head.



"Don't lie. You initially wanted to kill yourself, didn't you?"



"...Your eyes can't be deceived, brat. You're right. The black hole that serves as his source is located too far away. Just creating that weapon wouldn't be enough to kill him immediately."



"So you were trying to commit suicide? Because your black hole is closest here?"



"That was the best revenge I could take against him."



The atmosphere grew solemn. The three wives and Ireh all looked at Cartesia. Those eyes, seemingly sympathetic yet not quite, were extremely annoying.



Cartesia turned her head weakly and clicked her tongue.



"I was tired."



She had searched for ways to die. She had found the concept of a graviton bomb, but due to the curse of her bondage, she couldn't create it directly.



Nor could she fully transform the theory into technology. She had succeeded in conceptual design, but implementing it as physical data presented many problems.



"When I thought I'd reached my limit, I found you. So I used you. Even attaching a biological module to that android was partly to create an escape route."



"An escape route?"



"I was planning to have my avatar—that child—mate with you, my possessed vessel, and conceive a child. Then I would insert my sperm to switch out the consciousness. Well... if that child were an ordinary being, it might die in the process."



"That's, that's..."



Sonia's face hardened. Rustila and Zernya also looked stunned, as if they'd heard something they shouldn't have. Cartesia laughed self-deprecatingly.



"See? I had such schemes too. I'm not the selflessly giving being you think I am, brat. Now do you understand how evil I am?"



"...Ah, yes. I understand perfectly."



Thud.



Eidel rose from his seat. His shadow fell over Cartesia.



A thick male hand covered the outer god's crown.



"You're quite a vicious outer god. If you weren't weakened now, I wouldn't be able to torment you to my heart's content, would I?"



"Sigh, so what are you going to do? Dunk me in aqua regia? Or tie me up with tentacles like I used to do and threaten me with pregnancy?"



"No?"



Eidel grinned.



"I'm going to work you without pay until this is all over."





Chapter 316 - Half-Baked (10)



I brought Cartesia into my personal laboratory. It was the place that Matonica had destroyed and was recently restored.



"I want to see a wider space."



"Be patient. We need to figure out what to do with that fragile body of yours first."



It might be safe for now, but I don't know when Renatus and Fowehi might come again. I need to prepare countermeasures before then.



"Here, sit down."



"Ugh."



"What's wrong?"



"My body feels strange. I can't move."



Cartesia's condition was getting worse.



She would get better if she returned to the black hole, but Renatus's forces were stationed there. So we were stuck in a no-win situation. But there was still a way.



"Give me Pron."



[— You have donated 5000 Pron to the 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity.']



"Give me Coin too."



[— You have donated 5000 Coin to the 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity.']



"Don't you have more?"



"I can't give too much. I have a limit to how much I can possess."



I could make 5,000 per day with the Star Egg artifact, but that was it. I intended to give just enough to keep Cartesia from disappearing. She seemed to understand and nodded. Then she lamented:



"To think I'd live to see the day when I'd have to entrust my life to a youngster."



"Well, you can't go back to the Sagittarius black hole."



"I could go back, it wouldn't matter. I'd just die."



"That's why I'm telling you to stay put."



"Hmm."



Cartesia sneered.



"The females around you don't seem to like me being with you."



"Well, you are a foreign god."



"And I'm also your personal constellation."



Cartesia stretched her back and revealed her white teeth. When she brought her face close to mine, I pressed my finger firmly against her forehead.



"Next time something like this happens, ask for help sooner."



"No."



"Then I won't give you Coin?"



"Then I'll just die."



"At least fix Ireh before you go."



Ireh was still suffering from the lust anomaly. It seems her sexual desire explodes when she's with me, so we decided to stay apart.



"Why should I?"



"If she stays in that state, we can't research together. If research gets delayed, we can't make the graviton bomb. That would be troublesome for you too, wouldn't it?"



Cartesia chuckled.



"How can I fix her without Pron?"



"How much would it take?"



"Youngster, even if you gave me everything you have now, it would be difficult."



Despite rescuing Cartesia, I still couldn't heal Ireh. Suddenly, my head started to hurt.



"There are three ways to cure that woman. Defeat the foreign god who inflicted the mental attack, ask a Descartes-type foreign god to remove it, or... actually, there's a much simpler method."



"Wait. There's one more method?"



"You probably already know it, don't you?"






Cartesia made an obscene gesture by curling her right thumb and index finger into a circle and inserting the index and middle fingers of her other hand through it, moving them back and forth.



I fell silent at the vulgar gesture. She grinned.



"Hunger, lust, sleep. Do you know what these things needed for survival and prosperity have in common? They're all like waves. They subside when satisfied and rise high when depleted."



"So, you mean..."



"Let me be direct. Mating. If you want to restore that woman to normal, just give her a man."



"Um, perhaps..."



"By the way, women are different from men. Pleasuring herself will only make it worse."



Suddenly, I recalled kissing Ireh not long ago.



I was the one being pounced on, and it was just an accident. Yet just thinking about it made my mind go blank.



The things she said then floated in my mind like clouds. That she couldn't control herself because of me.



How does Ireh really see me? Were the words I heard that day truly her genuine feelings?



"...Sigh."



Regardless, I couldn't share a bed with her. I already had wives, and I didn't want to burden Ireh with something like this.



To clear my mind, I took a swig of ice water from a plastic bottle.



"Dihydrogen monoxide liquid. Give me some too."



Cartesia took the bottle from me and licked the opening, slowly melting the ice. Then she started offering comments like it's cold, it's bland, and so on. She seemed more like an innocent child than a foreign god.



Meanwhile, I finished setting up the research and opened my status window.



[— Quest: Complete the preliminary design of the graviton bomb within the time limit. (Time remaining: 1 month)]



[— Reward for success: Crystal of the 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity']



The Pron and Coin rewards were gone, and the failure penalty had also disappeared. This meant Cartesia's power had diminished that much.



However, the most important artifact as a reward remained.



The crystal of a foreign god.



In other words, the crystal of a Descartes-type foreign god.



I had just asked Cartesia what this was. And she answered that it was the crystallization of her thoughts.



"Can you bring the crystal right away?"



"I left it inside the black hole, so the only way is to retrieve it remotely by completing the quest. Why, what are you planning to do with it?"



"If we use the crystal, we might be able to keep you in this world. Then you won't have to worry about disappearing due to lack of Pron and Coin like now."



"So, you want to research my crystal with that woman?"



"No."



I glanced at Cartesia as I answered.



"I'll do it with you."



"What about that woman?"



"Until we defeat Fowehi, we'll only communicate by email. And that method doesn't allow for intensive discussion. So I'll use you until she gets better."



"Use me? What an insolent youngster."



Cartesia extended her tentacle and slapped my face with it. There was no strength in the tentacle, so it didn't hurt. I grabbed the tentacle, pulled it, and took the water bottle from her.



"This is for your own good anyway. Cooperate."



Cartesia slapped my hand and took back the water bottle.



"Funny. You're the one cooperating with my research, youngster."



"Stop talking and prepare to be worked like a slave."



"What a coincidence. I was thinking of using you like a slave too."



Cartesia raised the corners of her mouth and spread her arms. I embraced her and sat her on my lap.



I used both hands, and she used her tentacles, each of us holding pens.



And so we embarked on a journey to complete the preliminary design of the graviton bomb.






***



[We announce the following prohibited planets in the East: Callisto, Raon, Ludbell, Halariah, Mesabin...]



The mischief of Descartes' forces was getting worse by the day. Ireh turned off the news, holding her throbbing head.



This matter also needed to be discussed deeply with Eidel in person.



But she couldn't because of the curse.



"Ugh, damn it..."



Every time she thought of Eidel's face, her body ached. Her breathing became rapid, and her head felt dizzy as if pierced by a large needle.



If just thinking about him caused this much reaction, she worried she might lose control again if she saw him in person. She was taking medication prescribed by Zernya to dull her senses, but it had clear limitations.



Tap tap tap.



Ireh gritted her teeth and sent an email to Eidel.



It was an extremely important matter that required a prompt reply. However, even after several hours, Eidel hadn't read the email.



Since this was unusually late, Ireh called him. After a brief wait, she heard the voice of the person she loved. His tone was completely drained of energy.



[I'm sorry, Noona. I don't have time to talk right now.]



"...Brother?"



[Something urgent came up. I'll contact you once I finish this.]



"Brother, wait! Don't hang up!"



Click. The call ended.



Her mind became confused for a moment. This response... it seemed like he was deliberately avoiding her.



Could it be because of what happened that day?



Ireh recalled the day when, unable to resist her instincts, she knocked Eidel down and climbed on top of him. Although it was due to a foreign god's curse, the fact remained that she had tried to rape him.



"Ugh."



It was disgusting.



She was disgusted with herself for committing the same act as those she despised.



Ireh got up unsteadily while repeatedly dry heaving.



If their relationship had become distant because of that incident, she needed to find him somehow and beg for forgiveness. The thought of being hated by him was worse than death.



Ireh waited for Seti as she was leaving her lecture hall and made a request.



"You want to come to our house? Why?"



"I need to discuss something important with your brother, but he says it's difficult to contact him right now. Would it be okay if I came over, even just for a moment?"



"I don't mind. Sure. Let's go together after this is over."



With Seti's permission, Ireh entered the Rheinland main residence.



The Rheinland main residence was so massive it could be considered a single enormous facility. Nominally, there was a living room, kitchen, and entrance hall, but these were merely formal spaces for family gatherings.



The true value lay in the numerous rooms stretched out like a hotel.



Some rooms were spaces for entertainment, while others were dedicated to academic pursuits. Eidel was likely to be in a spacious room that had been converted into a personal laboratory.



Suppressing her lust, she walked along the long corridor that resembled a path through the woods, and heard voices.



"It's better to adopt a linear acceleration structure here rather than a spiral one. Since we're aiming for momentum transfer rather than acceleration, there's no need to waste materials on unnecessary non-linear structures."



"No, spiral would be better. Wouldn't it be good to accelerate here too?"



"That's what I'm saying—that would create cost issues."



"Not my problem."



"Argh...!"



The automatic door was slightly ajar, perhaps for ventilation. Ireh peeked inside out of curiosity.



"W-what...?"



Cartesia was practically nestled against Eidel, scribbling something. Looking closely, it was the facility design for the graviton bomb that he had previously suggested they build together.



At that moment, Cartesia rolled her eyes. Her gaze met Ireh's. Ireh froze on the spot.
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"Why, is there something behind?"



In response to Eidel's question, Cartesia extended her tentacles and pushed the door aside. As the space where she had been hiding suddenly disappeared, Ireh gasped and fell backward.



Eventually, she made eye contact with Eidel.



"Sister? How did you get here...?"



Ireh's mind went completely blank.



Wouldn't this make it seem like she had snuck into the Rheinland mansion unable to control her desires? Just as Ireh hurriedly tried to explain—



"It seems this woman couldn't control her lust and was spying on us. Looking at this, humans truly are creatures faithful to their instincts."



"N-no, that's not it. I really had important business! I even got Seti's permission to come in...!"



"Then you should have knocked properly. Why were you secretly peeping?"



Cartesia twirled her pen with a mischievous smile. Like the deity she was, she had quite a talent for slandering people.



However, Eidel wasn't the type to fall for Cartesia's mischief. He lightly tapped Cartesia's head with his water bottle and approached Ireh, extending his hand.



"Here, get up. The floor is cold, you'll catch a cold sitting there."



"Y-yeah."



Warmth transferred to her hand as she fumbled through the air. Ireh stared blankly at Eidel's face as she got up.



That was the beginning of trouble.



Her body was already yearning for affection because of the curse, and the moment her fingertips touched the man she had a crush on, impure desires burst forth like a flood. Ireh used the pulling force from Eidel to surprise him with a kiss on his lips.



"...!"



The focus disappeared from Eidel's eyes.



This was their second... no, third kiss. She was starting to get the hang of it.



Each time their cherry-like lips met, her chest filled with satisfaction, but at the same time, her thirst intensified like drinking endless seawater.



Her head was spinning. It felt like her reason was turning to dust and scattering away.



"Sister, wait a moment!"



"I'm sorry, brother... when you touch me, my body feels strange...!"



"She's like a female in heat."



While Ireh embraced Eidel with enough force to knock him over, Cartesia organized her thoughts.



It wasn't her business whether the youngster and that human woman pounded rice cakes or rubbed against each other. Reproduction was natural for living beings, so she could even observe it with interest.



But research shouldn't be interrupted because of it.



She had just been enjoying a scholarly discussion with the youngster after a long time. For a human woman to appear and ruin this interesting exchange of knowledge was an unforgivable atrocity.



Come to think of it, it had been happening for a while. Ever since that woman had studied a bit, she frequently took away time Cartesia could have spent discussing with the youngster.



She might tolerate other women, but this one was difficult to overlook.



Cartesia frowned and moved her tentacles.



Whoosh!



The hook-like tentacle caught Eidel by the nape and pulled him away. This caused Ireh, who had been clinging to Eidel, to fall forward.



"Ah..."



A sigh moistened her throat as she was forcibly separated from Eidel.



At the same time, her reason returned. Coming to her senses, she realized she had once again done something she shouldn't have to Eidel.



She felt resentful. She hated herself—hideous, consumed by lustful desires. She had come to apologize for what happened that day, but only repeated her sinful actions.






Separately, her ignited lust was boiling like a stew on medium heat. If left unchecked, she would go mad again. Her teeth chattered from these conflicting emotions. Cartesia spoke:



"Stop making those disappointed sounds. Don't interrupt my research time with the youngster and get out of here. If you can't handle it, grab any male on the street and ask for help."



"...What?"



"I won't say it three times. Grab. Any. Male. And. Mate. That will return you to normal for a while."



Those words were like a miracle cure. Her fragmented reason grew and forged her thoughts into cold clarity.



"Sleep with just any man?"



"I said I wouldn't repeat myself, human."



The very thought made her want to vomit. Ireh slapped her own cheek and glared.



"Do I look like that kind of loose woman to you?"



"Yes."



"You've got me all wrong, deity. I'm not that kind of woman."



"Then keep enduring it."



Cartesia raised one corner of her lips and sneered.



"Or are you saying that only this youngster is suitable for you? If you're interrupting us for such a selfish reason, that's quite distasteful."



"No, I came to discuss the eastern situation..."



"What discussion? Human, think about what you just did. You barged in here and disrupted our research. And if that wasn't enough, you did something that would trouble the youngster."



She had already been confused about that.



He was a married man, her lifesaver—repaying kindness with crime. Whatever she said would be nothing but ugly excuses.



Then Eidel wiped his mouth and said:



"It's troubling as Cartesia says, but I don't think we should blame Sister Ireh for it."



"Huh?"



Ireh, who had been fidgeting nervously, looked at Eidel.



"Sister, if our relationship becomes distant because of this, that would be exactly what the deities want. I won't let things go their way. And I'm sure you feel the same."



"But I did something terrible to you..."



"Sigh, Sister."



Eidel put down his research materials and approached her.



Ireh became even more confused. Why, when she kept trying to pounce on him, could he make such an expression toward her?



It didn't make sense.



That's why Eidel's next words felt so unexpected.



"I wasn't hurt or angry with you. I know it's because of the deity's curse. If anything, I feel sorry for taking your first kiss."



"No, that's not it. I'm the one who did wrong. You resisted the curse, and I couldn't. That's all there is to it..."



"In the end, we're both victims, and the perpetrator is someone else. So I wish you wouldn't feel guilty."



"..."



"If you still don't believe me, I'll do this."



The next moment, Ireh was embraced in Eidel's arms.



Her eyes widened. This time, it wasn't her who had rushed forward unable to control her desires. The dependable man's hand slowly stroked the side of Ireh's head.






"E-Eidel."



"I'll be honest with you. I don't dislike you, Sister."



Eidel gradually pulled away from Ireh.



Bang! Ireh's reason didn't just explode—it completely broke down. Her brain was so pickled in drug-like pleasure that she couldn't even move.



"The reason I pushed you away that day was because of my position and the location. If we had gone further, we both would have been caught in a tiresome scandal, not to mention other issues."



This was strange too. Eidel had clearly said he wouldn't mix bodies with just any woman. That it would be rape without consent.



But what was this response? It was completely opposite.



"Ah."



He wouldn't mix bodies with just any woman. Not with someone who wasn't his lover, without consent. In reverse, this meant he wouldn't dislike it with a "woman in a special relationship."



"Sister."



Ireh recalled how Eidel addressed her. Even now, he was calling her "Sister."



Wasn't that a special relationship?



It might be self-rationalization. It might be an excuse, an escape. But Eidel's current response led Ireh's lust-filled mind to that conclusion.



Moreover...



"Anyway, if you can bear it, just leave and go about your business, woman. I have plenty left to discuss with this youngster."



"Wait a minute. Since things have come to this, let's talk a little."



"How annoying. I told you to go away."



Ireh could tell.



The God of Wisdom and Curiosity, Cartesia. She was her rival in a different sense.



"If you're going to do research... I can join you."



"You'll do well with a body in heat? If you manage it, that would be interesting in its own way."



Ireh glanced at Eidel while regaining her composure.



"You were designing the gravity bomb, right?"



"Yes."



"We were designing it together before. I thought we could continue that. As you can see... ugh, I can still write equations without a problem."



"Sister."



Eidel sighed.



"I'm sorry, but we're almost finished."



"What...?"



Eidel gently smiled and stroked the deity's head.



"Discussing with Cartesia, we quickly found a breakthrough. We finished all the probability calculations earlier. Now we just need to complete the blueprints and turn it into a paper, and we'll have the first step done."



Ireh's eyes glazed over.



It felt like the sky was falling.



Ireh had always known it would be difficult to become Eidel's wife. That's why she had given up early on.



She thought if she could at least be his office spouse, that would be enough. Her ambition extended only that far.



"Human, I'm sorry, but in this world, I'm the only one who can have deep discussions with the youngster. Ordinary people like you should go suck your fingers with other human researchers."



Cartesia was trying to take even that position from her.
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"Cartesia, stop picking fights with my sister and let's just finish what we need to do."



Cartesia giggled and leaned against Eidel's shoulder.



Then, glancing sideways at Ireh, she silently mouthed the words.



This.



Human.



Is mine.



'This bitch...'



Ireh's sexual desire subsided. In its place came anger.



"I've done everything I could. Now all that's left is to turn it into a paper."



Gravitational particle bomb design research.



Originally, it was research Eidel had proposed they do together. Now Cartesia was doing it instead. She had lost both the paper and Eidel at the same time.



"Hey!"



Ireh shouted loudly.



"Who are you to take what Eidel and I were going to do? You think you're so great? Just because you're a foreign god?"



"Ha, you startled me."



Cartesia rubbed her ear and glared at Ireh.



"Woman, this research would have taken years with you. I graciously helped finish it in days, and you dare throw a tantrum in front of me and this boy?"



"Years? Don't be ridiculous. Even with me, a month would have been plenty!"



Of course, Ireh knew Cartesia was highly knowledgeable. In calculations and ideas, she was incomparable to Ireh.



That's exactly why she had to fight harder.



How much had she lost to foreign gods all this time? Time, freedom, happiness. She had lost everything and was just starting to get it back thanks to Eidel.



She couldn't let anyone else take him away.



Ireh raised her voice pleadingly.



"Brother, I, I can help too."



"Sister... you're a patient. Go back and get some rest."



"No, I'm fine! I can control my urges!"



"You couldn't control yourself just now when you planted a kiss on my lips."



Eidel rubbed his mouth. Ireh's eyes widened as she recalled what had happened.



"That was... because I was surprised. I'm fine now. I can endure it. I promise."



"Sigh, Sister."



"What, what?"



"A foreign god's mental attack isn't something you can overcome with willpower alone. If determination and perseverance were enough, why would we need sanctuaries and mental hospitals?"



"Well, that's..."



"Let me say it again. Sister Ireh, you are a patient. You might think you're fine, but others might not see it that way."



"...I understand."



She had no ground to stand on. Ireh looked around nervously before nodding.



As she was leaving, she glanced at Cartesia one last time. Cartesia was smiling coldly with her chin slightly raised.



"Know your place."



"Tsk, Cartesia."



Eidel flicked Cartesia's forehead. She grabbed her forehead and frowned.



"Boy, have you forgotten who I am?"



"You were my patron deity."



"Why the past tense?"






"Because now I'm the one sponsoring you."



Indeed, all foreign gods are evil beings. Ireh sharpened her metaphorical knife as she walked away.



***



It took less than two days to complete the paper. Thanks to Cartesia's help.



[Bomb Using Gravitational Particles]



The title was simple. But the content was heavier than imagined.



The 50-page paper was densely packed with physics of high-energy gravitational particles, prons, aether, and black holes. Along with the logical design for a gravitational particle cannon.



[If the contents of this paper are true, we could drive foreign gods out of our dimension.]



[If the contents of this paper are true, the Federation might be able to expand its living space beyond our galaxy to other galaxies.]



[If the contents of this paper are true, it would enable energy acquisition that surpasses nuclear fusion.]



It became a hot topic immediately after being uploaded to the archive.



If I had been unknown, it would have taken time to gain attention or, in the worst case, been buried. But my standing in the physics community was far from ordinary.



Eventually, it was submitted to the flagship journal "Universe." While the review was in progress, I traveled around giving colloquiums in the southern and western regions.



There, I received an unexpected question.



"Even if you make a bomb, how would you hit a black hole at such a distance? It seems impractical except when targeting the Sagittarius black hole at the center of our galaxy."



I answered the question like this:



"I will address that through follow-up research."



The paper itself clearly stated its drawbacks and limitations. But what paper doesn't have them?



Unlike experimental papers that require repeated verification, theoretical papers get approved quickly if the logic is sound.



After the editors' review and peer evaluation, the fruit of my and Cartesia's labor was released to the world.



[— Quest Complete!]



[— As a reward, you have received the crystal of the 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity.']



A rift opened in the air, revealing a crystal with a blue glow. I reached out and grabbed it.



And at that moment, a pus-filled eyeball poked through the rift.



["How dare you mock me."]



"Aack!"



It was Renatus. He transmitted his voice across space.



["Eidel von Rheinland, how dare you steal the fruit I was going to eat. I cannot forgive this. As payment for taking my child, I will soon come to devour you too. Look forward to it."]



A threat that gave me chills just hearing it. But I wasn't one to back down from this.



"Get ready to face a gravitational particle bomb, Renatus."



["How impudent. Like a day-old puppy that doesn't fear the tiger."]



"We'll soon see who the day-old puppy is. By the way, did you enjoy your rendezvous with Sturm?"



Screech.



Black formless tentacles writhed from beyond the gap.



["I commend you for tricking me by adjusting the coordinates. But unfortunately, Iron Fortress and I have already formed an alliance. To defeat you, who manipulates causality."]



"That steel fish must be spreading false rumors again."



["His claims are more credible than yours."]



Renatus cackled.



["Either way, I don't care. Whether you're Laplace or whatever, it's none of my business. But I'm very displeased that you've stolen my daughter Cartesia, whom I've carefully nurtured. You will pay the price for that."]



"Shut up."



This time, I wasn't the one who answered. Cartesia, sitting in her wheelchair, replied in an irritated tone.



"You're not my father. So don't talk like that."






["Oh, my daughter. Come back to this black hole quickly. There's nothing good for you staying there with such a pathetic human."]



"I'm never going back to that cramped place again."



Cartesia pulled out her tentacles and sewed the rift shut. As the dimensional gate was closing, Renatus made a clicking sound with his tongue.



["So you choose the difficult path. It would have been much happier and better if you had just let yourself be eaten quietly. Well, it doesn't matter. I'll visit you soon. Of course, I'll make you bear my child too, Rheinland. You should look forward to it, hehehe."]



"Get lost. I'm the one who's going to impregnate this boy."



"Yeah, get lost. Wait, what?"



"This human is mine."



Boom.



Cartesia closed the rest of the gate. As the gap was repaired, silence fell. My thoughts were frozen for quite some time.



Ding.



[— 5000 coins and 5000 prons have been automatically donated to the 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity.']



With the sound of an automatic insurance payment, Cartesia caressed my cheek.



"You know what?"



"W-what?"



"Constellations or foreign gods with wisdom or knowledge keywords in their titles interpret academic discussions and debates as expressions of affection or courtship. And since our species originally has no physical form, we consider creating papers the same as creating children."



"...W-what are you suddenly talking about?"



Cartesia grinned and took the crystal with her tentacle. She illuminated the author section of the approved paper with the crystal.



The image formed on my retina through the crystal.



[Eidel von Rheinland (, God of Wisdom and Curiosity)]



"You seduced me first, boy."



Cartesia moved her remaining tentacles to gently bind me.



It seemed... there was more than one way to survive foreign gods.



***



[The death toll from pron addiction has exceeded 100 million. In response, the central government has completely restricted entry to the eastern planetary systems.]



[The pron rampage phenomenon is spreading to the southern and northern regions. In addition, localized terrorist acts by cult groups are increasing in the west.]



[Research results show that the Sgr A* black hole, which had been classified as an inactive black hole, has recently shown a dramatic increase in activity. Today, 48 professors of astronomy at Callisto Academy expressed extreme concern about this happening within our galaxy and issued a statement urging the government to implement prompt countermeasures.]



Time was running out. I had to simultaneously conduct research to save Cartesia, whose strength was constantly weakening, and to create the gravitational particle bomb.



"The infection is spreading quickly. If I were to set up a simple model to gauge the speed... your entire home will be in ruins within a few months, boy."



It wasn't a good situation, but it wasn't hopeless either.



[This is Minister Ben Ekaron. Dr. Rheinland, do you remember me?]



"Minister? Are you alright?"



[I was hospitalized with pron addiction that day and was just discharged today. The Rheinland family doctors are quite skilled these days.]



Two Federation ministers who had collapsed after eating food laced with pron called me. Their business was... obvious.



[Time is of the essence. Let's meet in person to talk.]



"Just tell me where, and I'll be there right away."



As soon as I hung up, I turned my gaze to Cartesia. She was sitting in her wheelchair, scribbling the next paper.



How to send a gravitational particle bomb to a black hole far away.



It was crucial research. So difficult that even Cartesia was stuck without an answer.



"Cartesia."



"I know, boy. You can't take me there."



She smiled wryly.



"Be careful out there."
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I have a bad feeling about this.



"I can't just leave you here."



"Why, kid? Afraid Renatus will invade while you're gone?"



"Almost certainly."



It was safe a few days ago, but not anymore. Both Powehi and Renatus must have accumulated enough energy to descend into this dimension by now.



I was worried about Cartesia.



"Should I switch to a video conference instead? Or maybe skip it altogether..."



I shook my head mid-sentence.



Skipping was impossible.



If I canceled appointments with such high-ranking officials, they'd definitely ask why, and I couldn't exactly answer, "I think an outer god might attack my home!" I'm not some prophet.



The video conference was the only viable option.



[That would be difficult.]



"I figured as much."



[The meeting content itself is classified, so it needs to be in person. I ask for your understanding.]



Of course, Shterm was in the west. That guy was probably eavesdropping on this very conversation.



In the end, there was no other way.



[— You have gifted the God of Wisdom and Curiosity 30,000 coins and 100,000 pron.]



"This should be enough to hold out for two days if anything happens, right?"



"No, give me more."



[— You have gifted the God of Wisdom and Curiosity an additional 30,000 coins and 100,000 pron.]



"More."



[— You have gifted the God of Wisdom and Curiosity an additional 50,000 coins and 150,000 pron.]



"More."



"I've given you almost everything!"



Cartesia pouted.



"How stingy. Where did all those coins and pron go? Did you give them to that horny black-haired woman?"



"I gave most of them to you. Don't you remember?"



"...Hmm."



"Why are you avoiding my gaze?"



Cartesia clicked her tongue.



"About your coins? If you want them back, come and get them. I left them all in a black hole."



"Ha."



I couldn't help but sigh.



[— You have gifted the God of Wisdom and Curiosity an additional 80,000 coins and 200,000 pron.]



"That's everything, including my reserves, so take good care of it this time. Don't lose it."



"Kid, do I look like an idiot who can't keep track of my own things?"



"Yes."



"How impertinent."



Cartesia extended a tentacle and tapped my head. It felt heavy. Maybe because I gave her pron. If I took a direct hit from this tentacle now, my head would probably split open.



"Don't misunderstand. Got any more?"



"That's really the last of it. When I get back, I'll only be able to give you 5,000 per day, so be prepared."



"I'll die at that rate."



Nothing I can do. That's exactly how much the "Star Egg" can produce daily. It's a hand-to-mouth existence.



In the end, giving coins and pron doesn't solve the fundamental problem.



Either defeat Renatus or research the crystal.



We need to do one of those two things.



"I'll be back."



For now, I plan to do both.



***



Northern Galaxy.



The region containing the capital of the Laniakea Federation.



Here was the planetary system sharing its name with the federation, and it also housed the residences of political and financial figures, including the Federal President. It was truly the center of politics and culture.



Naturally, security was ironclad.






The entry screening wasn't easy from the start.



"You are indeed Eidel von Rheinland. You may enter."



From the entry shuttle to the orbital descent vessel, military ships, first, second, and third search teams, capital entry checkpoints, and even six random inspections on top of that.



It felt like hours were spent just on identity verification.



"Do the people here have facial recognition disorder or something?"



"It's just that important of a planetary system."



They even advertise a crime rate in the 0% range.



It wasn't false advertising, though. The Laniakea planetary system was a "Golden Zone" within the Aether Belt, like Alcatraz. Protected by stellar power, it was impossible for outer gods to interfere.



In other words, nothing concerning could happen here.



"I can see resonators, aether generators, and trap-like devices."



"Yeah. They've laid them out like mines everywhere."



"Outer gods won't appear here."



"Whenever someone says that, they always do."



I just hope nothing concerning happens.



"We'll need to verify your identity."



As we tried to enter the scheduled meeting room, a security guard appeared and asked. Sonia and I naturally presented our credentials.



The guard took blood samples, performed iris scans, and other excessive measures before finally giving approval after 30 minutes.



"From here, androids cannot enter due to security concerns."



Only to me.



Sonia's eyes grew forlorn.



After sending Sonia to the waiting room, I continued on.



The meeting room contained only one large round table and about forty chairs. No electronic equipment whatsoever. Not even a common telescreen in sight.



As I sat waiting, the high-ranking officials arrived one after another.



Ministers, representatives from each cardinal direction, the Federal President and Prime Minister, four-star generals...



And me.



What a breathtaking lineup.



After brief greetings and handshakes, the meeting began as soon as the President took his seat. The Minister of Health spoke first.



"Currently, the eastern region is under strict control due to high infection rates. Pron addiction cases are increasing in the northern and southern regions as well, with various infection routes: food, air, insects, animals and plants, waterways, soil."



"What's the situation in the west?"



"The west has fewer of these problems but is suffering from rampant cult activity. Just the day before yesterday, a resonator factory belonging to Stronium Industries was bombed."



I'd heard about that from Ireh.



"The situation is heading toward catastrophe."



Problems in all four directions.



It was a sign that the final act was approaching.



"Let's allocate additional budget to the eastern region."



"The western, northern, and southern regions also have numerous problems. What if regional conflicts arise from such statements? Would the parliament even approve such a budget imbalance?"



"Then what would you suggest we do?"



The Prime Minister asked. Simultaneously, everyone's gaze turned to me. At that moment, I was idly balancing a pen out of boredom.



Roll, clack.



The pen lost its balance and fell under the table.



"Doctor."



"...The federation as a whole is in a precarious state. Concentrating the budget in one area isn't a solution, nor is distributing it evenly across all regions."



I looked down at the fallen pen with half-closed eyes and lowered my voice.



"The Astronomical Research Institute has reported three thousand massive outer gods. Despite our technological advancements, we're still far from ready for all-out war against them."



The men in military uniforms nodded.



"Passive measures won't solve the fundamental problem. As they say, the best defense is offense."



"Do you have a method in mind?"



I answered while picking up the fallen pen.



"We're going to hunt outer gods."



Good, that was natural.



"You're suggesting we take proactive measures."



"Like developing asymmetric warfare capabilities specifically for outer gods."






"Exactly."



"But how? Do you have a specific plan..."



"I've already discussed this with Ministers Ekaron and Lashminer. I believe Your Excellency has also received the report. I'll show you directly now."



I stood up, rummaged through my bag, and pulled out a stack of papers. I placed them one by one on the large table. Dozens of papers, fitted together like a puzzle, contained a massive physical design.



"What is this?"



"A graviton bomb."



A more detailed blueprint that hadn't even been published in academic papers for security reasons.



This was the moment when the ultimate weapon was finally revealed to the high officials.



***



"...That concludes my presentation."



After hearing Eidel's explanation, the officials were divided into two reactions.



Those who approved, thinking, "Hey, this looks promising," and those who opposed, saying, "This is just as uncertain as anything else."



Each had their reasons.



The available funds were limited, as was time.



"First, we'll discuss with parliament how much additional budget can be allocated."



"And we still need to save the eastern region in the meantime. The death toll is rising daily."



Budget ultimately means money, and money is a zero-sum game. To do one thing, you must sacrifice another.



Moreover, since a nation's purpose is to protect its citizens and assets, passive countermeasures couldn't be completely ruled out.



The opposing officials had valid points.



Perhaps because of this, Eidel had a headache.



"Please don't think too negatively, Doctor. Dr. Rheinland's views are quite reasonable. It's just that policy decisions take time."



The Prime Minister patted Eidel's shoulder in consolation.



"The Ministry of Science and Technology will actively review the blueprint you've provided today. Please wait patiently until the results come in."



"Thank you, Your Excellency."



Eidel left the meeting building with Sonia.



Even as they returned, he had only one concern.



How to solve the money problem, the limited budget issue.



"I'll have to ask Seti."



At Eidel's casual remark, Sonia quietly said a prayer while looking toward the southern galaxy where the Rheinland main family resided.



She could almost hear someone's wailing already.



***



Meanwhile, an outer god noticed his absence from the Rheinland main ship.



Needless to say, it was Renatus.



"Teacher, now is the perfect opportunity. Let's go down, squeeze Cartesia dry, and then defeat that human individually when he returns."



"Good idea."



The two outer gods snickered.



They assessed the situation and prepared to descend upon the Rheinland main ship.



"Wait, Teacher. Those humans from before are there."



Powehi pointed.



Rustila, Zernya, Ireh.



The three women had gathered at Eidel's home.



Two were his wives, but Ireh Hazlen's presence made their intention clear.



[— The "Great Triangle" effect is active.]



"They knew we would attack from the beginning."



Vega, Deneb, Altair.



The three constellations surrounding a half-baked outer god.



"...So they're treating a half-baked constellation as an ally. How amusing, truly amusing."



"What will you do?"



"Is there anything to consider? Let's devour them all."



"We only have a few minutes to descend there. Can we manage with so little time?"



"Can't we manage with those few minutes?"



Renatus extended his mist, creating a rift.



"My disciple, you seem to have forgotten who I am. Let me show you once more, so you can engrave it in that brain of yours."
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"Rustila, Zernya. Can you protect Cartesia while I'm gone?"



Both wives nodded in agreement to Eidel's request.



It was a favor from their beloved husband. They knew the importance of Cartesia, so there was no reason to refuse.



Absolutely not, this had nothing to do with using vacation days because work was difficult.



And then another person joined them.



"Ireh unnie?"



"Take me too."



It was Ireh.



"Unnie, weren't you having trouble moving because of the curse?"



"I took anesthetics, so I'm fine. I can manage."



"Just because you took medication doesn't mean you should be moving around..."



"It's too dangerous to leave you two alone."



Ireh, who had once been floundering in a swamp of pleasure, now had a completely transformed look in her eyes.



How admirable she was, acting as the concerned older sister-in-law.



Rustila and Zernya looked at each other and nodded slightly.



"The more people, the better."



And so the three arrived at the Rheinland main house, holding hands.



But what was this? Cartesia was lounging on the master bedroom bed, reading academic papers. The very bed where Eidel and his two wives made love whenever they had the chance.



"Hey, get down from there!"



Zernya pulled away the blanket. Cartesia slid down limply.



"What do you think you're doing, woman?"



"This bed is Eidel's and my sanctuary. Don't stay here—go to another room's bed."



"Well, well."



Cartesia extended a tentacle and placed it on Zernya's shoulder.



"You've got some nerve for a human. Daring to give me orders."



It felt heavy.



This wasn't the weak, flimsy tentacle from before.



Cartesia tilted her head with a sinister smile. Zernya frowned.



"Are you threatening me right now?"



"Threatening? Not at all. I'm just saying leave me alone. I have zero interest in you."



Tap, tap.



The tentacle lightly patted Zernya's shoulder before receding like the tide. Rustila crossed her arms and said:



"That's too much. How can you be so rude to people who came to protect you? This is a private space for the couple."



"Human customs are none of my concern. And I never asked you to protect me."



"It's Eidel's request."



"...Hmm."



Cartesia rolled her eyes and smiled slightly.



"How admirable for such a youngster. Thinking this far ahead."



Cartesia chuckled behind her sleeve. It was clearly different from her wicked laugh earlier—much warmer and more feminine.



At this, Zernya and Rustila sensed danger.



It was a kind of intuition.



The ominous thought that this foreign deity might have developed strange feelings for Eidel. Rustila spoke:



"There are many better beds elsewhere."



"No thanks, this one's the most comfortable."



Cartesia covered herself with the blanket like a hermit crab and sneered.



"I concentrate much better researching here. I'll be staying for about two days, so if you want to sleep, find another room."



"Hey! This is our house!"



"Then from now on, I'll make it mine."



"You, you crazy deity...!"



"How could I be a deity without being a little crazy?"



Cartesia giggled. Rustila grabbed Zernya, who was about to lunge at Cartesia, and dragged her to the living room. Now only Ireh and Cartesia remained in the room.



"That white-haired girl is interesting in a way. She's got guts sticking out of her belly. Is it audacity or anger?"



Ireh didn't answer. She was secretly scanning the papers scattered messily on the bed.



"What are you looking at?"



Cartesia snatched the papers with her tentacles.



"Woman, are you feeling fine despite being in heat?"



"I told you before. I don't develop urges for just anyone."



"Oh my."



Cartesia hummed a tune.



"That's interesting in its own way. How amusing."



"You find everything interesting."






"Of course. I am the God of Wisdom and Curiosity."



What followed was shocking.



"Normally, when afflicted with 'Lust,' one becomes desperate for any partner. Do you know why? Because the natural condition for dispelling that technique is 'reproduction.' Unless you plant or receive seed, it will never subside."



"Ah."



"Now do you understand? Why you're still in that state when that youngster has recovered."



So that's why. Ireh gritted her teeth.



What a disgustingly vile curse.



"Is it thanks to your patron deity, the God of Patience and Integrity? Or is it your constitution that can accept large amounts of pron? I'm curious. So very curious. Looking at you now, it might be fun to put you on an examination table."



"Don't treat me like a research subject."



Ireh turned away and left the master bedroom.



It was truly an irritating conversation.



But it wasn't without gain.



In that brief moment, Ireh had been able to deduce what kind of research Cartesia was conducting.



"Ireh unnie, is this room okay for you?"



"Yes. Thank you, Rustila."



Ireh unpacked her bag and clothes in the room where she would stay for two days, then placed her research materials one by one on the desk.



"Heh, hehehe."



How fortunate.



The corners of her mouth turned up at the thought of giving that deity a taste of her own medicine soon.



Before long, only the sound of rustling papers filled Ireh's room.



***



The first day, nothing happened.



"We need to set up guard shifts."



Two hours for Ireh, two hours for Zernya, and finally two hours for Rustila.



"With three of us, it works out perfectly."



"Can both of you manage with just four hours of sleep?"



"When caring for patients, even two hours a day feels like a luxury."



"Same here. When I'm researching, this actually feels like a lot of sleep."



Cartesia snorted at the sight of them bragging about their sleep deprivation. A yawn escaped her lips.



Even foreign deities sleep.



During sleep, they can store data and expand their thought forms in what's called an "enhancement process."



It also has the effect of conserving pron and coin needed for life maintenance.



Cartesia was the first to lie down.



"Hmmmm."



The double queen-sized bed had the youngster's scent mixed in.



It was extremely comfortable.



Her consciousness gradually faded like a dimming lamp.



While Cartesia was deep in sweet slumber:



"Hey you bastard, what are you? Get out from under my bed right now!"



The sharp voice jolted her awake.



Zernya was shouting into the microphone.



"Rustila, Ireh unnie—!!"



Cartesia's gaze followed the blanket and dropped downward.



In the darkness, with only a mood lamp for light, dark tentacle shapes reflected like clouds on a lake surface.



Whoosh!



A tentacle sliced through the air. Cartesia quickly twisted her body. The mist tentacle grabbed the blanket and pulled it down. The bed broke into six pieces.



Gulp.



The sound of a moving Adam's apple. And then.



"Aack!"



Another tentacle caught Zernya by the throat.



The tentacle tried to pull Zernya with tremendous force. Even in the complete darkness, one could see her face turning blue.



Slash!



Cartesia sharpened her tentacles like blades and cut through the mist tentacles. Zernya fell to the floor with a thud, gasping for breath.



"Cough, hack, I, I thought I was going to die...!"



"Woman, you're really weak."



"I'm a doctor! It's been ages since I held a sword...!"



"It's coming."



Cartesia grabbed Zernya with her tentacles and rolled together. Black thorns pierced the spot where they had been. Boom—the wall collapsed. It was a close call.



"Zernya, we're here!"



"That's..."






Tss, tss, tss.



Just as Rustila and Ireh arrived, darkness swallowed the bed.



["Cartesia, my daughter."]



Renatus.



He had descended.



["You don't know how impatient I've been to harvest you. Now, return to the embrace of the father who gave birth to you. Come."]



The fact that he was speaking through telepathy indicated he hadn't fully manifested yet.



Estimating the time limit: about 5 minutes.



They needed to either endure until then or finish this.



Cartesia quickly calculated:



1. The three—Rustila, Zernya, and Ireh—cannot face Renatus.



2. She received 190,000 coin and 550,000 pron from Eidel. This should be enough to use a couple of techniques that could land effective hits even on a high-ranking deity.



3. She couldn't sense Powehi's presence. He might launch a delayed attack. She needed to use techniques that could prepare for that as well.



And finally one more thing.



At her level, she couldn't completely destroy Renatus.



So if she wanted to defeat him, she needed to break his will. Or make him stop thinking.



'Now is the only time to attack.'



The decision didn't take long.



[— "Mental Gender Conversion," "Endless Lust"]



Using 550,000 pron to activate two techniques.



And to that:



[— Adding "Fixation" effect.]



Investing 190,000 coin to make the effect semi-permanent until Cartesia herself perished.



Before Renatus could prepare his attack, Cartesia stretched out her hand.



"Turn that one into a bitch."



Splash!



Azure tentacles filled with madness tore into the just-manifested body of Renatus.



"Cartesia? What are you doing to your father...! Urrrrrggghhhh!"



Surprisingly, it worked.



***



Following his master's orders, Powehi had decided to attack later.



This was what they called a delayed attack.



Not knowing what kind of preparations Cartesia might have made, he was getting ready to strike when his teacher was caught off guard, even if his teacher took a big hit first.



It was about time.



'When the teacher comes up, I'll just greet him and go right back down. I'll thoroughly toy with the opponent when they're most at ease, hehehe.'



While thinking this:



Whoosh!



A crack formed in the null space where he was, and through that gap, a pink dust mass appeared.



"W-who...?"



"...It's me, my disciple."



"T-teacher?"



Though the appearance was alien, he could tell from the form, tone, and everything else. The being before him was undoubtedly his one and only master.



The flushed pink mist slowly approached.



"Your voice has become softer, more feminine. What on earth happened down there?"



"Is that important right now?"



"Pardon?"



"Like desire in a wine glass, like winter awaiting spring."



Powehi instinctively realized.



Something had gone wrong, terribly wrong.



"You're so cute, Powehi. I want to lock you up in my black hole. Will you allow it?"



"Teacher? Teacher! N-no! You can't touch me like this! Don't we share the same color? Nothing comes from mixing us!"



"I don't care about that. Right now, I just want you."



The pink mist seductively embraced the small black mist. The two clouds mixed chaotically, exponentially raising the temperature of the black hole.



"Please come to your senses! I'm your disciple! This isn't right between master and student!"



"I'll mix with you."



"Teacher—!! Aaaaargh!!"



That day, astronomers observed radiation heat from the Sgr A* celestial body at levels unexplainable by existing physics.



Thus, a new hypothesis was formed.



Perhaps it was due to the reproductive activities of foreign deities.



In other words, beyond Hawking radiation—fucking radiation.



In the physics community, it was recorded as such a joke...





Chapter 321 - Half-Baked (15)



I had no time to stray from the path.



I hurried back home with Sonia as quickly as possible.



It didn't take long to discover that the master bedroom had collapsed.



"What happened here?"



"That Renatus or whatever foreign god caused havoc. Fortunately, we subdued it early, so the damage was limited to this."



"...What about Cartesia? Where's Cartesia?"



My steps quickened.



Cartesia was lying on a bed in a guest room far from the master bedroom. Her form had shrunk to the size of a child and had become semi-transparent, like tracing paper.



Cartesia looked at me and smiled bitterly.



"Kid, give me some coins."



[— You have donated 5000 coins and 5000 prons to the 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity'.]



Only then did her appearance become somewhat clearer.



Unfortunately, this would be the last time.



"You've used up all your coins? Your lifeline?"



"Cartesia tried to protect us. She determined there was no chance of winning unless she subdued Renatus with one powerful strike. This is the result."



Zernya sighed.



"To think we'd end up owing our lives to a foreign god..."



I received a detailed report from Zernya.



Renatus still wasn't dead. Once Powehi regrouped, they might attack again. The war wasn't over yet. No, it was just beginning.



First, I needed to save Cartesia.



For that, I needed one person.



"Sister, where is Ireh?"



"If you're looking for her, she went back to her lab first."



I quickly headed to Stellarium Academy.



The campus was large, but it was obvious where she had gone.



"So you were here, Sister."



"...Del?"



Foreign God Neural Network Laboratory.



Ireh was working with equipment that simulated the thought patterns of foreign gods.



"I went home. I knew you'd be researching here. For Cartesia, right?"



"D-don't come any closer!"



"I'm sorry, but this is urgent."



Ireh's expression changed moment by moment.



First red, then pale, then her cheeks ripened like a persimmon again.



I approached within one meter.



In the blink of an eye, Ireh clung to me. Bewildered eyes, trembling breath, shaking legs. Yet she didn't stop.



"I-I told you not to come closer! No, that's not what I meant! Sorry, my body is moving on its own...!"



"It's alright."



Ireh pressed her face against my chest and breathed. My solar plexus grew hot.



I accepted her with a sage's mindset. After all, without Ireh, I couldn't save Cartesia in time.



"Sister, you know this too. Please help me."



"But if I'm with you, I'll keep doing this..."



"It doesn't matter."



I looked behind me.



Sonia was holding her forehead and sighing deeply.



"Sonia, will you be okay with this?"



"Are you really asking me that?"



"You're my partner too."






"...Yes, my husband."



Sonia smiled.



"Actually, I've known about Miss Ireh's fox-like behavior for a while. I just pretended not to notice."



"Wait, what are you saying?"



"Oh, was it not time to discuss this yet? Anyway, never mind. I'll tell you when this is all over."



Her cryptic words only made my head more complicated, but I tried to forget about it.



At least I'd gotten approval from one person.



Two more to go.



Through Sonia, I had all the research materials brought from the lab to home. Then I returned to the main house with Ireh and informed Rustila and Zernya about what we needed to do.



"So, there might be some unfortunate incidents during this process. To prepare for that..."



Smooch.



Ireh planted a kiss on my cheek.



My two wives' expressions went blank.



"S-sorry! My body moved on its own, ugh!"



"Sister, what did you just do?"



The light disappeared from Rustila and Zernya's eyes.



The time had come.



I prepared myself to be slapped.



However, the situation unfolded differently than I expected.



Thud.



Zernya collapsed to the floor.



"I-I trusted you. I believed Sister Ireh wouldn't do something like this...!"



It seemed she felt betrayed by Ireh, not me.



Rustila also covered her mouth with a bewildered look.



[— The effect of 'Great Triangle' is diminishing.]



The trust built among the three women was beginning to shake.



"I'm sorry, both of you, I'm really sorry... I don't want to do this, but my body keeps moving on its own... *sob*"



Ireh confessed while shedding tears. The proud and expressionless Ireh Hazlen. This was probably the first time she had cried in front of Rustila and Zernya.



My two dazed wives shook their heads.



"N-no, Sister! It's the foreign god's curse, so it can't be helped!"



"Th-that's right. We can't blame a patient. The cause is the foreign god, right? Our Ireh would never do this in her right mind."



It seemed their years of friendship hadn't disappeared. A blessing amid misfortune.



"Don't worry and don't feel guilty. You said the curse was placed by Powehi or whatever that foreign god is called? We just need to defeat that god."



"Or we could heal that foreign god groaning in the room. Since it's from the Descartes lineage, it could cure you with a single gesture. Of course it could."



I was most surprised by Zernya's attitude.



That Zernya.



The same Zernya who had shown tremendous jealousy and possessiveness even after becoming my wife was now showing tolerance toward another woman for the first time.



In fact, not just Zernya, but Rustila too.



Since becoming mothers, both of them seemed to have changed significantly.



Rather, their gentleness made me feel so guilty I could hardly lift my head.



And so, Ireh and I (with occasional spontaneous kisses) began our research to save Cartesia.



"It's because of the curse! It's all because of the curse!"



The guilt was no joke.



***



Week 1.



We analyzed Cartesia's crystal. We thoroughly uncovered its structure and how it differed from Darwin-type crystals.



We then reviewed the feasibility of moving to the next stage.



The review results showed that with this crystal, we could stabilize Cartesia's physical form.






Week 2.



We worked to find a suitable body for Cartesia.



The most promising candidates were Sonia and Ireh. Sonia was Cartesia's avatar, and Ireh had a constitution receptive to foreign gods, making them both viable candidates.



However, one troubling result emerged during the crystal analysis.



If we directly transferred the neural network using the crystal, the original body's personality would disappear. In simple terms, it would be "overwritten."



Above all, both Sonia and Ireh opposed being used as test subjects. I had no intention of doing such a thing either. It would be nothing short of human experimentation.



So we brought in Dummy Sonia.



Dummy Sonia was a fake Sonia created to deceive the federal government when they suspected Sonia of being an avatar. It had the same structure as Sonia but was merely an android without installed software.



I was skeptical about whether possession of a machine would work, but with Sonia as a precedent, it seemed possible. At the very least, it was perfect as a candidate for a new physical form.



From this point, we accelerated our research.



Week 3.



I've been sleeping one day after skipping five. It's becoming unbearable. Even Ireh seems to prioritize sleep over sexual desire, as she shows little reaction when I poke her cheeks.



Cute.



No, that's not the point.



We began connecting Cartesia's crystal to Dummy Sonia's CPU. The difficulty was high, and since neither Ireh nor I specialized in this field, we would have struggled if we had started without any knowledge.



So we decided to seek help from the College of Engineering.



We hired Welton and Mathers. As luck would have it, they were experts in this area. We worked together, promising them high compensation.



Mathers asked what we were doing, and I vaguely told him it was new research. Meanwhile, Welton teased me, asking if I was creating a mistress. I was too tired to respond.



Week 4.



We succeeded. We managed to connect Cartesia's crystal with the artificial intelligence's neural network. It was the result of consulting engineering professors and leveraging connections to mobilize engineering students.



Of course, it was still just an empty shell with no consciousness.



To test if it worked properly, we brought in Mezulen, who was majoring in foreign god biology. She wasn't released from my lab until the following week.



Mezulen made an interesting assessment of Cartesia's crystal. She said the crystal was emitting radiation patterns similar to those observed when monitoring constellations.



Week 5.



After a couple of adjustments, we achieved satisfactory results. Now only the final task remained.



I transported Dummy Sonia to the house. Even as my consciousness kept blurring from overwork, I moved my body with the sole determination to save Cartesia.



"Cartesia!"



When I opened the door, I saw Cartesia, now more than 80% transparent. She was dying.



"...Kid, you came again today."



A weak voice, barely audible.



"Coins... you don't need to give me any more."



"Stop talking nonsense and take them."



[— You have donated 5000 coins and 5000 prons to the 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity'.]



"Kid, this is like pouring water into a bottomless jar."



"Cartesia."



"Since that day when I used up strength I didn't even have, I haven't been able to move a finger. I paid more than necessary. Unless I receive an enormous sum, I can't help at all. And you don't have that much now, do you?"



Cartesia's form was slowly disappearing. The blanket covering her sank. A pale mist dispersed like fog.



If that mist disappeared too, I would have to bid farewell to Cartesia forever.



Cartesia, perhaps for the first time, smiled a sorrowful smile.



"Goodbye, Eidel. Though it was brief, I was happy to meet you at the end."



"Hey."



"Thank you for comforting me, someone abandoned even by my own kind... I'm truly grateful."



"Stop being dramatic and accept my gift."



"...What?"



Using the resonance equipment I had brought, I absorbed Cartesia and poured her directly into Dummy Sonia's crystal.



The fading mist converged into a single point and condensed into the crystal.



Finally.



Dummy Sonia's eyes opened.
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Whoosh!



A burst of light exploded.



As Cartesia's spiritual form transferred, the dummy Sonia's appearance began to change.



Her hair, which had been cut at the shoulders, now flowed down to her lower back. A blue energy swirled in her previously colorless eyes.



New white tentacles extended outward, and dazzling stardust adorned the empty space.



It was the moment when the empty android shell was reconstructed into a new living being.



[— The Constellation, "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" is reincarnating.]



An outer god, no.



My backing constellation.



She rose gracefully, stepping on thin air.



Her appearance was so beautiful and noble that I found myself completely entranced.



"...Youngster."



Cartesia, examining herself, asked me.



"How did this happen?"



"I used the crystal you gave me."



"Yes, but how exactly?"



"I borrowed the power of my academy colleagues. Your crystal was another aspect of yourself. I simply awakened it."



Mezulen had been right.



"That crystal contained the dignity and power you should have had as a constellation. It probably stayed with you in a condensed form since you were born."



"How did you know that?"



"I told you. I got help from my colleagues."



In truth, it wasn't just me.



The power of research and science comes from collective intelligence.



"How does your body feel?"



"...It's completely fine. Strangely so."



"Of course it should be. As a constellation, you can stay here for a long time without any issues."



Cartesia had become a constellation.



"Me, a constellation?"



"Both a constellation and an outer god."



[— You have received 5,000 coins.]



[— You have received 5,000 pron.]



"It really is... true."



Cartesia smiled.



"Youngster, it seems you ended up saving me after all."



"Not me, but humanity saved you."



"How interesting. I'll have to adjust my assessment of human intellectual capacity upward."



Cartesia flew toward me. She caressed my cheek. I could definitely feel not just pron but also the energy of Aether.



[— "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" gifts you 100,000 coins.]



"What's this suddenly?"



"A wedding gift."



"What?"



"I've lived my whole life being mocked as incomplete, but now I understand why. My other half was here all along. Why didn't I realize it?"



"What are you talk—"



My words were cut short.



The space before my eyes turned into a milky way.



At the same time, a warm sensation flowed across my lips.



Rustila, Zernya, and Ireh's eyes widened like coins.



"You, what are you doing to Eidel...!"



"Hey, you finally showed your true colors! You damn bitch!"



"Wh-whoa."



Rustila couldn't continue speaking, Zernya spat out every curse word imaginable, and Ireh was on the verge of fainting. Sonia held her forehead and shook her head.



"Hey, ladies. Want to share this youngster?"



A declaration of covalent bonding.



True to her hydrogen-based mental form, her skill at attaching to carbon was nothing short of artistic.



Her tentacles sealed my arms. I couldn't move. Cartesia pressed her lips firmly against mine.



Perhaps it was the accumulated fatigue.



Either way, my mind was growing distant.



"Outer god, you've seriously crossed the line."



"That's my fucking husband! First a robot, now an outer god—why are you so greedy?!"



Just as Rustila and Zernya were about to charge forward with murderous intent—



BOOM!



A thunderous roar struck my ears. The space began to vibrate.






Rumble, rumble.



The void was splitting open.



A mass of black fog tore through the distorted gap. A horrific voice seemed to strike directly into my mind.



"I will never, ever forgive you, Cartesia."



An outer god had appeared.



Powehi. The satellite god who followed Renatus around calling him teacher.



"Look what you've done to me!"



"Oh my, you're pregnant? Congratulations."



I'd definitely heard from Zernya that it was Renatus who had become female due to Cartesia's attack. But Powehi was pregnant... why?



"Because of your schemes, I crossed the line with my teacher. There's no going back now. In that case, I'll kill you as an offering to my teacher and then take my own life! Accept your fate!"



The next moment, dark hooks flew in an arc.



Cartesia clicked her tongue and extended her hand.



"Too bad, but you can't defeat me."



Pure white tentacles flew out, wrapped around the hooks, and flung them away. Powehi's main body, connected to the hooks, was thrown about as well.



"You're neither an outer god nor a constellation!"



"I'm both."



Cartesia's divine form cut through the void. She deflected all of Powehi's attacks and mental interference as she flew right up to him.



And then.



She delivered a straight punch.



[— "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" uses <Star Song>, <Mental Collapse>.]



FLASH!



Starlight exploded. The fog scattered. Powehi was pushed back and howled loudly. The black hooks that had been sticking out like fine hairs were all severed at once.



It was over.



He had taken physical damage from constellation techniques and direct damage to his mental form from outer god techniques. Both body and mind were not just worn down but completely shattered.



"H-how."



"How am I stronger than you? Because I've only been using half my power until now."



"You've even... attained the dignity of a constellation. When did you..."



"Just now."



"Bad luck for you."



Cartesia swept back her hair and waved her hand.



"Any last words?"



"Hahaha, hahahaha! Sex!"



SLASH!



Glowing thorns pierced through Powehi from all directions. There was a sound of something breaking, and at the same time, Powehi's voice was abruptly cut off.



Hiss...



The fog, having lost its form, dispersed into the void.



And in the next moment.



Through the fading mist, an egg-shaped, alien object revealed itself. Black and crude. Just as I sensed something ominous and was about to shout—



The egg burst open and purple claws extended out.



A hidden mass of pron.



Condensed with so much madness that it moved with its own will, instantly ensnaring Cartesia.



"Ugh!"



"Cartesia!"



I tried to rush forward, but my body wouldn't listen. No wonder—I hadn't slept even 24 hours in the past 5 weeks. My mind was already at its limit.



Crack! Another fissure appeared.



From within, thorns like the teeth of a demon revealed themselves.



Judging by the bloody flesh stuck to various parts, it was a trap created with the power of a Darwin-type outer god.



The claws that shot out from the trap rapidly pulled Cartesia in.



"Damn it, what kind of power...!"



At that moment, three pairs of starlight brushed past me.



[— "God of Purity and Resolve" uses <Blade of Resolve>.]



[— "God of Humility and Healing" uses <Tumor Excision>.]



[— "God of Patience and Integrity" uses <Weakening Bullet>.]



Vega, Deneb, Altair.



The three constellations forming the Summer Triangle cut and severed the hands pulling Cartesia. Soon, the trap closed its massive maw and disappeared beyond the abyss.



The three constellations caught Cartesia as she was about to fall backward.



"Are you alright?"



"...Why did you help me?"



"Even half a constellation is still a constellation. We can tell right from wrong. Especially given your past."



Deneb stroked Cartesia's head.



"You're a newly born baby star. We should take care of you."






Cartesia wore a blank expression. She wasn't the only one. Ireh and my wives also looked confused, unable to grasp what was happening.



Outer gods are hard to understand, but constellations are no easier.



Altair turned to Ireh and me and bowed.



"Both of you have worked hard. This incident will be a great lesson for our stars. It has become an opportunity for us to recognize beings born between outer gods and constellations."



You've worked hard.



The moment I heard those words, all strength left my body.



"Huh? Eidel!"



Just a little... I need to sleep just a little...



***



At some point, I realized my stomach had become swollen.



It wasn't simply a feeling of having eaten too much.



Thump, thump, it was pulsating.



Like a fetus.



- Hehe, youngster. You've finally conceived my child. Congratulations on becoming a mother. Things will get more and more interesting from now on. Don't you think so too, youngster?



"AAAHHH!"



I reflexively sat up.



"Huff, huff."



I blinked and looked around. A familiar ceiling. I was lying in a hospital bed.



"It was... just a dream."



An IV was inserted in my right hand. My wives must have hospitalized me after I collapsed.



Still, even in dreams, why did it have to be such a terrible nightmare? I must have been extremely tired.



"Huh?"



I was wiping the cold sweat from my forehead when I felt something strange.



I should have just woken up from a nightmare, but my lower abdomen still felt heavy.



This feels ominous.



Maybe.



No way.



"Awake?"



"AAAHHH!"



"With lungs like that, you must be fine, youngster."



Cartesia was lying face down with her head resting on my stomach.



"W-why are you here like this?"



"Well, I am your backing constellation, after all."



Cartesia rose with a seductive smile.



"I still lost the black hole, but there was power remaining in the crystal. Probably a gift left by my mother. Thanks to that, I won't run out of coins."



"Then, when the coins run out..."



"Don't worry. Now that I have the power of a constellation, I won't evaporate just from living here. Oh, no, I will evaporate—in about ten billion years."



Ten billion years. That's practically an eternity for humans.



Nothing to worry about for now.



Right.



"Where are Rustila, Zernya, Sonia, and Ireh...?"



"It's dawn right now. They all went to sleep. Unfortunately, not me."



Judging by her tone, it seems Cartesia had put my wives to sleep. While that might work for Rustila or Sonia, Zernya would never leave me alone with this creature.



But there was something more important.



"Did you cure Ireh's curse?"



"You dare worry about that woman first in my presence?"



In the blink of an eye, Cartesia climbed on top of me and pressed her face close, aligning her nose bridge with mine.



She was uncomfortably close.



"Hey, this is too close..."



"I can get even closer if you want."



"Don't."



"Why, because you already have partners?"



Cartesia snorted. Her hot breath settled on my face. She smelled sweet like honey.



"How arrogant. You dare worry about another human after reducing me to this state when I was dying? I'll make you pay for this humiliation."



What did I do wrong?



"You didn't want to die either, right? Stop this and if you have complaints, just say them. Don't bring out your tentacles!"



Damn it, I gave her freedom by making her a constellation, and this is what happens. What was the point of cutting back on sleep to research the crystal?



"Please, let's resolve this through conversation...!"



"Conversation? How amusing. I've told you before. Don't apply human customs or standards to transcendent beings like us."



"Hey!"



A slippery sensation.



This crazy outer god had actually put her tentacles inside my pants.





Chapter 323 - I'll Become a Professor (1)



Welton once said something to me.



"Do you know what heroes and Casanovas have in common? They're both surrounded by women. But what's the difference? Heroes have a sense of responsibility."



When I mentioned taking multiple wives, I also heard this:



"You lucky bastard."



No, not that one.



"What will you do if more women come after you?"



What did I answer then?



Ah, right.



I said I'd draw a clear line for the sake of family peace.



"Sure, that's not a bad choice. But taking responsibility and embracing them is also an option."



At first, I thought he was cursing me.



Only now do I understand.



"A man matures in proportion to the number of women he can embrace."



Welton had foresight.



"I warned you clearly. You were the youngster who seduced me first."



I promised to take only two wives. I swore to Rustila and Zernya I wouldn't accept any more. It feels like just yesterday.



Yet here I am with Sonia, and now Cartesia too.



Completely pushing her away is impossible.



Not simply because she's a foreign god—that would be too convenient an excuse.



"If you didn't want to see this situation, you shouldn't have saved me."



"But how could I save the universe without saving you?"



"See? This is why you're destined to be bound to me. My other half."



Her tentacles gently caressed my lower body. Being sexually harassed by a foreign god should feel disgusting, but strangely, the sensation was pleasant. Warm, soft, and delicate.



"Ah, please."



"Your mouth says no, but your body is honest. Isn't that right?"



Not bad.



I snapped back to my senses.



I thought I'd finally gone mad.



I couldn't surrender control like this. At the very least, I needed to avoid the worst-case scenario of pregnancy.



I summoned every ounce of strength to raise my upper body. And then—



"Youngster?"



I stole a kiss from the foreign god.



[— Challenge accomplished! "How Did It Come To This?"]



An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.



A kiss for a kiss.



Cartesia's fierce gaze gradually softened. Her tense tentacles relaxed. It seems that even a foreign god becomes flustered when put on the receiving end.



I maintained this momentum.



I lifted Cartesia and stood up. She blinked in confusion. Sparkle, sparkle—stardust burst like fireworks.



"What are you trying to do?"



I turned halfway and sat her on the bed.



"Oh, you want me to arouse you orally?"



"No."



I hurriedly fixed my pants. After calming Cartesia down, I began speaking in earnest.



"Cartesia."



"What?"



"Do you love me?"



"You shouldn't ask a woman such things."



"...I cherish you too."



It's not just because she's the most powerful ally who can help design the gravity bomb.



We've spent too much time together.



Our uncomfortable cohabitation began, I was manipulated, and later received her help. Today, I even rescued her. I learned truths that even Ireh couldn't discover.



I've developed both bitter and sweet feelings for her.



No, I've become incapable of bitter feelings toward her.



"Because I cherish you, I don't want to do anything you don't want."



I'm not a cold-hearted man.



I can't choose the convenient option of using Cartesia and then discarding her.



But I can't disappoint my wives either.



As Welton said, I have no choice but to embrace everyone and take responsibility.



"If you cherish me too, I'd like you not to do things I don't want."



"What don't you want me to do?"



"You just told me not to apply human standards to foreign gods. The same applies in reverse. Please don't force your species' way of thinking on humans."



"I've never forced anything. I'm just acting as my heart guides me."






"Then how are you any different from Renatus?"



Cartesia gritted her teeth.



"I don't want to be like him."



"Then consider my position. If you truly desire me, I'd like you to take things slowly, step by step like Sonia did, rather than forcing yourself on me."



Cartesia hung her head low.



Slowly, her tentacles disappeared.



It was a significant discovery that a surprise kiss could stop a foreign god's rampage.



"I won't wait long. If you're going to do it, do it within 100 million years."



"I'll finish quickly."



Convincing my wives... though I might die trying.



But even if that happens, it's my responsibility, so I can die with a smile.



"..."



"..."



We both ran out of things to say.



Well, I had forcibly overturned the mood that had been building.



I carefully opened my mouth.



"We could make a different kind of child right now."



***



"Mmm."



How long had she been asleep?



Ireh slowly opened her eyes and sat up. She felt rejuvenated, as if having had a good rest after a long time. However, remembering the situation before she passed out made her feel dejected.



'My body is fine.'



Powehi had been eliminated.



Consequently, the curse of lust that had been tormenting Ireh for weeks was lifted.



She was happy, but also sad.



After all, the days when she could (legally?) be close to Eidel were over.



'...What am I thinking!'



Ireh shook her head vigorously.



This wasn't right.



Having such dark thoughts about a married man.



Yet even as she thought this, possessive desires welled up inside her.



["You want to be happy with that young man, don't you?"]



Altair whispered.



["It's not strange to propose to a man who's already in multiple marriages, Ireh. This will be your last life, so why not be a little selfish?"]



When you think about it, it makes sense.



How much had she suffered all this time?



A compensation psychology activated within her. This psychology had been amplifying ever since she nearly lost her position as "office wife" to Cartesia.



Would it be so wrong to be just a little selfish?



"Sister, you're awake?"



It was then that Rustila entered the hospital room. She frowned, rubbing her temples, and sighed.



"I'm fine. But what about you? Are you feeling unwell?"



"Ah, after what happened, I lay down for a bit. My head hurts terribly. I wonder if the foreign god played some trick..."



"What about Zernya?"



"She collapsed too. I tried to wake her, but she wouldn't get up. So I just left her."



At that moment, one possibility flashed through Ireh's mind.



Couldn't foreign gods of the Descartes lineage also control sleep?



Ireh asked urgently:



"Eidel, where's Eidel?"



"Eidel is in another hospital room... why?"



There was no trace of a foreign god within several meters.



Then...



Ireh rushed out of the hospital room in her slippers. She was in such a hurry that she nearly tripped twice while running.



Following behind Ireh, Rustila felt complicated emotions.



She was beginning to understand.



Ireh Hazlen.



What her trusted sister-in-law was feeling right now.



When Ireh reached Eidel's hospital room, she put her ear to the metal door and held her breath. She could hear the voices of a man and woman.



"I can help you write the second paper too."



"Really?"



There was no doubt.



The man was Eidel, and the woman was Cartesia.






It seemed they were planning to write a new paper together.



'Liar. You promised to write the next paper with me after catching Powehi...'



Jealousy bubbled up inside her.



But what Cartesia said next was even more outrageous.



"That black-haired girl's name should not appear on the research paper. Absolutely not."



Black-haired girl.



She must be referring to Ireh herself.



Eidel added, driving in the wedge:



"I'll explain it well to Sister Ireh. Since you and I will develop the theory for setting the gravity bomb deployment point, I'll ask her to take care of other parts."



"Couldn't you and I work on the other parts together too?"



"We don't know when Laplace will arrive. The more people helping, the better."



Ireh slowly moved away from the door.



Rustila saw it. Under the dim lights, Ireh's face was turning blue in real-time.



With her excellent hearing, Rustila had also heard everything being said behind the door.



"Sister."



"...This fox-like creature, daring to make the first move?"



"Sister?"



"Fine, let's see who wins in this situation."



Ireh's eyes filled with determination.



Soon after, she returned to the Stellarium laboratory. Gritting her teeth, she began finalizing the paper she had been working on privately.



Stupid Eidel.



Liar Eidel.



You stole my heart.



So I too will steal something.



***



The similarities between babies and research papers:



They both require considerable time and effort to create. There's pain in the creation process, but also corresponding pleasure. Once created, people around you offer congratulations.



"As expected of my other half. To come up with such an idea."



How can we instantly deploy a gravity bomb to a distant black hole? While discussing this method with Cartesia, we found a breakthrough.



The idea itself wasn't difficult.



"What do you think?"



"Understanding and utilizing Stellalines... it would be an interesting attempt."



Stellalines are the communication networks between constellations. Seti was already using this network to operate delivery personnel called constellations that didn't require fees.



I knew they existed, but questions arose.



How exactly can stars far apart from each other exchange opinions faster than light?



I folded a piece of paper in half, then pierced it with a pen. When unfolded, there would naturally be two holes.



"Warp."



"You understand well."



No lengthy explanations were needed between Cartesia and me.



Having grasped the concept, it was time to write the paper.



Quickly, busily.



We needed to work in a short time to prevent someone else from stealing this idea. I asked Ireh to wait while doing other research, after confirming her curse was lifted.



Two weeks passed, and we were reviewing the completed draft when:



"W-what is this?"



"What's wrong?"



"Look at the journal. Something's wrong."



A paper titled "Folding Theory" had been uploaded to the flagship physics journal "Physica" just the day before yesterday.



Despite being a fresh publication, it already had over 1,000 views.



With an ominous feeling, I downloaded it.



[Even if one creates a bomb using gravity particles, transporting or launching it to a black hole is a separate issue. To solve this problem, it is necessary to introduce a theory of dimensional folding, similar to paper folding.]



A theory about folding dimensions.



Folding Theory.



[Paper folding, or folding theory, describes the transmission relationship between one dimension and a higher dimension. Just as when a two-dimensional plane is folded and a pen penetrates one side, two holes are created. The positions of the two holes are the same in two dimensions, but due to the 'folding' action in three dimensions, they are recognized as the same physical point.]



The more I read, the more cold sweat formed.



"This... is exactly what the youngster and I are working on."



It wasn't just similar—it was precisely the same.



It didn't take long to assess the situation.



Our paper had been scooped.



My head spun, and my legs trembled.



"Who on earth..."



[Lead Author: Ireh Hazlen]



Cartesia and I were speechless for a while.
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Let me organize the situation.



I asked Ireh to wait while I worked on other research.



And then, Ireh wrote a paper in just 2-3 weeks.



What's going on?



Was Ireh always this brilliant?



Or has she been secretly researching on her own for a long time?



"Huh, huh."



No matter how deeply I think about it, the result remains the same.



That's right.



I've been scooped.



"...Sigh."



I take a deep breath.



Stay calm. Even if I've lost some time, it's only about two weeks at most. When you get scooped, you typically lose a year without breaking a sweat.



"Ha, look at this woman?"



"Cartesia, there's no need to get so angry."



"You don't understand, youngster. What that woman is after is..."



"I can just write another paper."



Cartesia paused.



"Ahem, ahem, that's right, youngster. Even if we lost the first move, the time we spent discussing isn't going anywhere."



Cartesia, who had been circling around me, gently settled onto my lap. Naturally, I ended up supporting her knees and back. A princess carry position.



"Now, youngster. What shall we do next?"



"We've pretty much finished all the theoretical research. For now, we can only wait for the government to contact us."



No sooner had I spoken than my inbox vibrated.



It was an electronic document with the official government mark.



[To Dr. Rheinland.]



[After reviewing the design blueprints you submitted, the Ministry of Science and Technology has determined that they are worthy of consideration as a national project.]



"It worked."



"What did?"



"The graviton bomb design blueprints I worked on with Ireh have been approved. There might still be issues, but this gives us hope... Cartesia?"



Cartesia's eyes turned menacing.



"How dare."



She thumped my head with her tentacles.



"I was the one who taught you the basic design, so why are you sharing the credit with that woman?"



The weight behind her tentacles was considerable. It hurts.



"That black-haired girl, I don't like her. I should dip her in nitric acid."



"Don't do that."



Dealing with her grumbling was a job in itself.



Just then, new emails arrived.



Two of them.



One from Ireh, the other from the Physics Department at Stellarium Academy.



After debating which to open first, I clicked on the email from the Physics Department.



[Notice to Dr. Eidel von Rheinland.]



[We plan to hire a new full-time faculty member (Assistant Professor) in our Physics Department this year. The recruitment field is cosmology and high-energy physics. If you are interested, please apply. Thank you.]



"Oh, youngster. Are you finally going to become a professor or something?"



I'm trembling.



To think that I, who was kidnapped when receiving my doctorate, could now attempt to become a professor in this world.



It was then that two more emails arrived.



Ding!



Ding!



[Notice from Callisto Academy to Dr. Rheinland.]



[Faculty Recruitment Notice from Iryuel Academy]



The timing is perfect.



Three physics professor positions available in one year.



"Youngster?"



Tears blur my vision.



"Why are you suddenly crying? Are you crazy?"



"Is this heaven...?"






I told you, Senior Lee Tae-yeon. There are worlds where you can make a living specializing in particle theory.



"Resume, CV... I need to prepare them now."



I had completely forgotten to update them all this time.



Even so, since this is a faculty appointment, the competition will be fierce. To beat them and earn the title of professor, I'll need to scrape together every bit of research I've done for my resume.



In that sense, it was quite unfortunate that Ireh scooped my folding theory.



"Ah, right. Ireh."



I finally checked her email. My reply was delayed by 20 minutes because I was reading the recruitment notices.



[Eidel, can we meet now?]



I hurriedly sent a reply.



[I'm sorry. It seems difficult today.]



It takes a lot of time to gather all the career details and supporting documents for a resume. If I don't start now, it'll be harder later.



Cartesia raised the corner of her mouth.



"Hehehe."



"Why are you laughing?"



"Nothing. It's just funny."



Nestled in my arms, Cartesia tilted her head and arched her eyebrows.



"Let's see you struggle a bit."



***



I waited 20 minutes after sending the email.



And the reply I received was:



[I'm sorry. It seems difficult today.]



Crack. Ireh bit her fingernail.



A thousand thoughts raced through her mind.



She had successfully published a paper she had been working on for some time the day before yesterday. With Professor Feynman's help, it had gone smoothly.



That part was fine.



The problem was now.



There's no way that Eidel, who used to read papers even during meals at Alcatraz Prison, wouldn't have noticed her published paper.



Because of this, Ireh interpreted Eidel's reply as:



[I don't want to see the face of someone who stole my research.]



Her heart sank.



'No, that can't be it.'



Ireh knew that Eidel had only recently started researching the same theory as her.



Even so, it had only been two weeks.



So it wasn't that severe of a scoop.



"He probably just didn't see it. He must have something else going on."



Trying to deny it, she scanned her inbox.



Quite a few physicists had sent her notes.



I read your recent paper and enjoyed it; I understand you're graduating from college soon as a junior, how about joining our lab; this part could have been refined better; looking forward to your future work. And so on.



Most were fishing lines cast by professors hoping to catch graduate students.



None of that mattered.



She didn't want to bite unless the bait was thrown by Eidel von Rheinland.



["You've been thoroughly influenced by that Rheinland fellow."]



Altair, the voice from behind, clicked his tongue.



"Now... what should I do?"



["Send another email. Ask when he might have time."]



She did as Altair suggested. But this time, there was no reply even after an hour had passed.



Ding!



Ireh, who had been anxiously waiting, buried her face in the monitor.



[I'm not sure. At least for the time being, it will be difficult.]



Difficult for the time being.



Perhaps, from now on, forever, for a lifetime, it would be difficult, he seemed to be saying.



And understandably so. Not just from another lab, but from the same research group, she had tackled the same research topic and completed a paper without proper communication.



An attitude that collaborating researchers should never have.



She had been inconsiderate.



"Ah, haha. Ahahaha."



She had thought he would be proud of her growth. She had expected to impress him. She believed she could annoy Cartesia and reclaim her position as Eidel's first research partner.



But.






All she got in return was a short reply.



She had been shortsighted.



"Ah, haha, hahahaha, aaaaargh!"



What have I done?



***



I suddenly became busy preparing simultaneously for the professor appointment and discussions with the government about the graviton bomb production. Somehow, except for our honeymoon, I haven't had a single moment to rest.



Nevertheless.



[Me: Have you eaten?]



I'm still in regular contact with my wives.



[Rusti: Yes]

[Zernya: Not yet]

[Zernya: Another patient came in, so I have to g]



Creating a group chat and reporting to each other has become part of our routine. Since I can't see my wives often, this is the only way to express affection.



Also, since both my wives work as a soldier and a doctor, they couldn't take care of our child. Naturally, childcare became the responsibility of me, Sonia, and the other androids.



"Uttaya."



"Tattaya."



"Lucia, no. Daddy is going to become a professor at Stellarium."



If I'm going to be a professor, my alma mater, where Professor Feynman and Ireh are, would be the best choice. Of course, if I don't get in, I'll have to bow my head and go to another academy.



Stellarium, Callisto, Iryuel.



I prepared my resume and submitted it to these three places first.



The process for hiring full-time faculty at universities, including Stellarium, is broadly classified into three stages.



Document screening.



Evaluation of research achievements and teaching ability.



And interview assessment.



Private institutions might have separate interviews with the foundation, but all three academies are direct institutions under the Federal Department of Education. So that's skipped.



[Applicant statistics.]



Stellarium Physics Department.



Number of full-time faculty positions: 1.



Number of applicants: 56.



Competition ratio: 56 to 1.



This is insane. All fifty-six people here must be doctorate holders with outstanding research achievements. Of course, since it's an assistant professor position, they're all probably fresh PhDs.



In any case, it's clear there are no padding numbers.



Senior Lee Tae-yeon, you might have been right. The job market for particle theory is incredibly narrow...



It was then that a new email arrived.



Ding!



[Eidel, can we meet today?]



It was Ireh.



I'm sorry, but I have to decline today as well.



[I need to be on a business trip to the north for the entire week. I'm sorry, but I won't be able to meet this week either.]



Ding, an immediate reply.



[Hey, did you see my paper?]



Ireh's paper, huh.



Of course, I devoured every corner of it.



It was delicious.



[You wrote it well. Honestly, I was surprised. That you accomplished something like this on your own while I wasn't aware. I wish you the best with your next research.]



Although it feels like my paper was stolen, conversely, it means that Ireh and I are researching exactly the same field, and that we connect as researchers.



Even if something were to happen to me, she would be perfect to take over.



Thinking about it that way, even this paper seems lovable.



I planted a kiss on Ireh's freshly printed paper.



"Yahoo."



"This youngster is at it again."



"Try to match my current mood."



"I don't need to probe your inner thoughts to know. You're desperate to make that black-haired girl your slave, aren't you? How wicked."



"Hey now, not a slave. A graduate student."



"Same difference."



I won't let Ireh go to any other professor.



I'll become a professor and take her as my student.



I boarded the shuttle heading north, holding Ireh's paper, hoping that her theory would solve the design issues of the graviton bomb that had been pointed out as limitations before.





Chapter 325 - I'll Become a Professor (3)



"I'm sorry. I won't be able to meet you this week either."



= I don't want to meet with you anymore in the future. You know why, don't you?



"Well written. Honestly, I'm surprised. You managed to accomplish this much on your own without my knowledge."



= If you had given me even a hint about what you were doing, I would have suggested we research together. Thanks. Thanks to you, I've just wasted my time.



"I wish you the best with your next research project."



= Since you do so well on your own, you can research by yourself from now on. Choose the topic, conduct the experiments, verify the results, and publish too. You can just do everything by yourself.



Thud, thud, thud.



Ireh repeatedly banged her head against the desk.



Why did I do that?



There must have been a better way.



She continued her futile apologies until her forehead turned bright red.



"Aaaaargh...!"



["Ireh, don't you think it's time to stop burying yourself?"]



"But this is the first time my junior has refused to see me like this!"



["She must have her reasons. It's a busy time for her, isn't it?"]



"No, no!"



Ireh showed Altair the text messages she had exchanged with Rustila.



"Look! Rustila, Zernya, Sonia... she even checks in with Seti every day! She manages to keep in touch with them despite being busy, so why! Why am I the only one she doesn't contact?!"



["Well, she seems to only be contacting family."]



"What about me?"



["...You're not family."]



"She used to say that everyone in the lab was family..."



Altair found himself at a loss for words.



He tried to console her afterward, but Ireh wouldn't listen.



'She figured it out. She definitely knows I did it intentionally. That's why she's avoiding me...'



Scooping research isn't illegal or even morally wrong. Unfortunately, in a competitive world, the one who plants their flag first takes everything.



Nevertheless.



Ireh was consumed by guilt for intentionally scooping the research.



It was her nature.



She was inherently so kind that she felt remorse whenever she caused harm to others, whether intentional or not.



This malicious act was likely due to the tumor called love.



The tumor had eaten away at her brain too much. And thus, a complication called jealousy was born. When jealousy mixed with love, a woman could become ruthless.



"No, this isn't right... I just didn't want that foreign god taking my place..."



She had wasted two weeks of Eidel's precious time. That realization made her mind go blank.



Her expectation that scooping the research would irritate Cartesia and make Eidel notice her again had collapsed miserably.



As a result, Ireh had become a human excavator.



"W-w-what should I do now...!"



Altair sighed.



["Since it's come to this, why not talk to him directly?"]



"B-but that's scary..."



["I don't think Rheinland is disappointed in you. He's probably impressed. He's not petty enough to get angry over something like this."]



It was also the role of a Constellation to help when their contractor went astray.



Altair wanted Ireh to be happy.



He had always hoped she would become more brazen and learn to claim what was hers.



["If you stay quiet out of fear, you won't gain anything. I don't know much about human romantic issues, but usually in these situations, the one approaching needs to be stronger than the one pushing away for them to stick together."]



This was a natural principle in physics.



The same applied to human relationships.



If you want to improve a broken relationship, the one who wants to fix it must take active steps.



["Ireh, my contractor. If Rheinland pushes you away, are you going to give up just like that?"]



"Huh?"



Give up?



Eidel?



Never becoming his wife, research colleague, or even his graduate student, and parting forever?



'Absolutely not.'



Eidel had once said that he and Ireh needed to be together to save the universe. That's why he wanted to maintain a good relationship no matter what.






In truth, it wasn't just for such a convenient reason.



She simply wanted to be by his side.



Even after saving the world.



No, even if the world were to end.



["You've worked so hard until now. You've finally settled in a bit. So from now on, it's okay to be a little greedy. Don't miss this opportunity."]



I want to be happy.



Is it okay for me to be happy?



The two thoughts crossed paths.



The former won.



"I absolutely... absolutely cannot give up."



["That's my contractor."]



When forming contracts, Constellations evaluate occupation, personality, and characteristics to propose contracts to those with keywords matching their stellar name.



And Altair's stellar name was "patience" and "indomitability."



"...I have a good idea."



Ireh rose from her seat and immediately began preparing something.



***



"Warhead transport using the Stellarline. Indeed, according to this theory, it would be easier to strike distant black holes."



"Right?"



"Yes, I'll review it positively."



The official winked.



"Really."



I smiled back as he laughed.



It had been a long journey.



I finally succeeded in persuading the government.



Not through emotional appeals or threats using power, but with intelligence and validity based on theory that made the authorities nod in agreement.



In truth, our interests aligned well.



"The country has been struggling. With Pron addiction in the east and cults worshiping foreign gods in the west... It's just as you said, Doctor. Taking a passive stance will only waste our budget."



"Thank you for understanding."



There are four foreign gods that need to be taken down with graviton bombs.



Aurore, Stern, Renatus.



And.



Laplace's nameless god.



Since Cartesia is on our side, we can subdue most foreign gods, so if we can defeat just these four, true peace will come to the universe.



"We plan to modify your proposal slightly for the design. However, I cannot tell you when construction will begin."



"Because of the... budget?"



The official gave a hollow laugh.



"Yes, unfortunately."



It always comes down to money.



Money, money, money.



Is there any group with more money than the government?



Yes, there is.



"If government funding is insufficient, we could also attract corporate investment."



"But is that possible?"



"It will work out."



Of course. With my current position and reputation, it's possible.



As I boarded the shuttle returning to the south, I sent a message to our cute and lovely sponsor.



[Me: Hey]



[My Sister: What]



[Me: I think our family might go bankrupt soon]



[My Sister: ?]

[My Sister: What nonsense]

[My Sister: Not while I'm around]



Good, that's reassuring.



[My Sister: Tell me what's going on]

[My Sister: You idiot]



[Me: I need money to gamble]






[My Sister: ?]



I explained everything to my sister.



A gamble on the fate of the universe. There's a time limit, and if we don't create the graviton bomb before the deadline, Laplace will arrive and the world will end.



Seti replied that she understood.



[Me: You believe your brother?]



[Master: I believe your Constellation, not you]

[Master: The Constellations have already started feeling the crisis]

[Master: They say it could be within a year at the earliest?]



[Me: ?]

[Me: No way]



[Master: You know my Constellation has good intuition about money, right?]

[Master: I can tell exactly which stocks will rise and by how much in the next 15 minutes]



Within a year at the earliest.



That's extremely tight.



[Master: I'll help as much as I can afford, so let me know when you have a specific budget]

[Master: I'm busy right now]



[Me: What are you doing?]



[Master: Meeting with a professor]



That's right.



Seti is entering graduate school this year.



It feels like just yesterday when we enrolled at the Academia together in spring, but so much time has passed already.



Come to think of it, Ireh is also in her final year.



I can finally bring Ireh in as a graduate student. Of course, that's only possible if I succeed in getting appointed this year.



Since I thought of her, I sent her a message.



[Me: I just finished talking with government officials and am on my way back to Stellarium. Are you preparing well for graduate school admission?]



Her reply came a few minutes later.



[Senior: I'm preparing properly.]

[Senior: (Image)]

[Senior: I've also scheduled meetings with professors from other academies. Professor Feynman suggested it too. He said it's good to explore multiple options.]



I couldn't help but frown.



There were too many professors targeting Ireh.



Somehow, it doesn't feel good.



[Me: You promised you'd join my lab.]



[Senior: I'm sorry. But since it's uncertain when you'll be appointed, I received advice that I should at least do my master's under another professor.]



[Me: Who advised you that?]



[Senior: Professor Callis Stranov.]



My thoughts froze.



Professor Stranov's lab is quite large. The funding is substantial too. The quality of equipment was so good that even I was tempted once. Also, that professor is very eager to recruit graduate students.



It's clear.



This is a ploy to take Ireh away.



That cannot happen.



[Me: Let's meet when I get back. I should arrive within an hour.]



[Senior: I'm sorry. I'm a bit busy.]



[Me: Why?]



[Senior: I have a meeting with a professor later this evening. We're going to discuss lab selection over dinner.]



I closed the screen and leaned back.



I felt all the energy drain from my body. My heart felt like it was being squeezed by an invisible hand, and my mind was in such chaos that a thousand thoughts raced through it.



Ireh is the talent I've nurtured.



I was the one who got her into the physics department and helped her build a research career from the undergraduate level. In the days when she barely understood classical physics, she came to me every day. I raised her.



I can't give her to anyone.



If I lose her now, what was the point of everything I've done for her?



An unnecessary emotion arose.



Jealousy.



Cartesia chuckled in my mind.



["So that girl has finally given up. Good. Boy, don't worry about such an ungrateful woman. Just focus on creating new children with me."]



"...Cartesia."



I shook my head.



"Let's stop by the bakery first when we arrive."





Chapter 326 - I'll Become a Professor (4)



The Stellarium Academy was being hit by a torrential downpour.



Rumble. Thunder rolled across the sky.



I bought some bread and entered the Natural Sciences building.



"Young master, do you know where Miss Ireh might be?"



"I have an idea."



I knew Ireh's daily routine by heart.



She wakes up early in the dormitory and heads to her lab. She does self-study or personal research until it's time for class. She usually eats her meals in the lab or at a nearby restaurant.



Essentially, she spends most of her day in or around classrooms and the laboratory.



"Tsk, I'm pretty soaked."



"I'll bring you a change of clothes."



"Thanks. If I'm not here when you return, wait for me in the lab."



While Sonia went to get clothes, I wandered around looking for Ireh.



First, I checked the lab, and after confirming no one was there, I systematically searched the nearby classrooms and meeting rooms.



Sure enough.



There she was.



I found Ireh in the department's multipurpose conference room.



The moment our eyes met, Ireh flinched like someone caught in wrongdoing. I entered the room with a bitter smile.



"Sister, it's been a while."



"...Brother, when did you arrive?"



"I just got back after finishing my work."



"Oh, I see."



Ireh's expression turned seriously glum. She seemed uncomfortable with my presence.



It was probably because of the professor who would soon arrive. My being here would make things awkward.



"..."



How should I put it—my chest feels tight.



What kind of professor had captivated Ireh? She had clearly said she would join my lab, but of course, she could change her mind... still.



My thoughts were in disarray.



"Um, brother... I actually have something to tell you."



Here it comes.



"Go ahead."



"W-well, you know..."



"Yes?"



"I'm sorry."



"What?"



That was unexpected.



"Sorry for what?"



"About that paper I wrote recently... Our research topics overlapped, but I didn't tell you beforehand. I completed it on my own first, and I wasted your time..."



She was rambling.



But I understood what she meant.



"So you're saying you knew what I was researching and deliberately scooped me?"



Ireh nodded. Her gaze fell to the floor.



"Well."



When I sighed, Ireh looked like she wanted to dig a hole and disappear into it. Knowing her personality well, this was an awkward situation.



"Sister, I'm not angry."



"...Huh?"



"I was the one who told you to research a different topic. I'm the one who failed to communicate. I apologize."



I pulled up a chair and sat down the standing, dazed Ireh.



"I was actually happy. The same sister who used to ask me basic concept questions can now produce papers of this quality. You've grown so much."



"But I—"



Ireh's words were cut short as I placed a cake on the table. I also brought out the salmon sandwich she liked.



"W-what's all this?"



"We need to celebrate."



"Why?"



"Because you published a paper."



This is what normally happens in a properly functioning lab. They probably had a separate celebration, but I felt sorry for not being there. And I was a bit hurt too.



Ireh looked between me and the cake with bewildered eyes. Her voice became slightly choked.



"B-brother, I—"



"Come on, let's eat quickly and clean up. The professor will be here soon, right?"



There was actually a devious intention behind this.



Ireh had said she would have dinner with the professor she was meeting. If I could get her to eat even a slice of cake before that, I might reduce the time they spent talking together.



While I was thinking this, Ireh shook her head.






"The professor is already here."



I turned around thinking, "No way."



But there was no one there. I looked back at Ireh.



She was holding something in her hands.



Lunchboxes.



Two of them.



Ireh held out the lunchboxes and said:



"Let's eat first, Professor."



My mind froze.



***



Ireh breathed a sigh of relief.



'Thank goodness.'



She had misunderstood.



Eidel didn't hate her. He had simply been too busy to reply properly. He still called her "sister."



Even after she confessed her concerns, not only did he not get angry, he even praised her.



That part was surprising.



She thought he would be at least a little upset.



["See? What did I tell you? Rheinland isn't that petty."]



Was it the composure of a genius, or the dignity of a great man?



Perhaps it was both.



With the knot in her heart completely gone, Ireh picked up her fork with a refreshed feeling.



"Where's Sonia?"



"She went to take care of something else."



Dining alone together.



In an eight-square-meter conference room, no less.



Thump, thump.



Her heart was racing.



Ireh barely managed to collect herself. She couldn't lose her nerve here.



Currently, Cartesia and Ireh were in a silent war. A battle for the position of office wife and first research partner.



The battle lines had stagnated. To gain the upper hand, she needed an even more definitive position. Beyond simply being a research colleague, beyond being called "sister."



["You can be bold. You've earned that right."]



Ireh stood up and picked up her chair. She met Eidel's eyes as he nibbled at his chopsticks. Before he could tilt his head in confusion, Ireh placed her chair next to Eidel and sat down.



"Sister?"



"Professor, does it suit your taste?"



"Pardon?"



"The lunchbox I made myself. Is there anything lacking, like not enough seasoning, or any other deficiencies...?"



Eidel cleared his throat.



"It's delicious."



"Really?"



"Really. It's flawless."



Eidel's face turned red.



How cute.



Though they were only a year apart, seeing a younger man blush while eating food she made was enough to ignite a fire in the heart of Ireh Hazlen, who had discovered men late in life.



"Professor."



"Sister, I'm not a professor."



"Then, professor-to-be."



Eidel's face grew even redder.



Now was her chance.



Ireh leaned against Eidel's shoulder and whispered:



"I'm a bad student. I stole achievements that could have been added to your career as a professor-to-be. But you know what? I thought this was the only way I could show that I'm a student worthy of your lab. So..."



Ireh looked up at Eidel with heated breath.



"Please take this naughty student as your graduate student."



Eidel's mouth fell open.



From the beginning, Ireh hadn't contacted any other professor. Rather, other professors had tried to tempt her with lab tour schedules, but she had ignored them all.



She was single-minded.



It had to be this man. It had to be his lab. Ireh's eyes burned like moonlight.



Eidel laughed awkwardly and finally spoke.



"...There's a joke that when teenagers do wrong, they go to juvenile detention, and when college students do wrong, they go to graduate school. So, student? Tell me in your own words. How many years do you think you'll need to spend under me?"



Eidel thought to himself.



At most, 3 years.



If done quickly, she could get her doctorate in about 1.5 years. Ireh had that level of skill now.






But Ireh broke Eidel's expectations and whispered in his ear.



"...For life."



Rumble.



Thunder rolled outside.



Eidel dropped the chopsticks he was holding.



"Haha, what an amusing joke..."



"For life."



Eidel's expression stiffened. Ireh continued:



"My offense is too severe."



The crime of loving you.



"I don't think I can atone for this sin unless I stay under you until I die."



Eidel's gaze turned to Ireh, and Ireh's gaze to Eidel.



Sometimes, things can be understood without words.



Like telepathy, they exchanged information through mutual intuition.



"Sister."



"Del."



"...You made the first move."



Eidel placed his hand on Ireh's shoulder. Ireh grabbed Eidel's wet shirt collar and brought her face closer.



Their noses touched.



And then.



Their lips met too.



Ireh accepted the intertwining sensation with her eyes tightly shut.



It was sticky like honey and warm like being under a blanket. With each movement, a sweet fragrance wafted through, stirring her mind into a pleasant haze.



Yes, this feeling.



This is what she had wanted.



Not something dominated solely by desire, but confirming each other's feelings within pure and innocent affection...



That's when it happened.



"What are you two doing?"



A dry voice penetrated both their ears.



Ireh and Eidel yelped and fell backward. Sonia sighed and threw some clothes at Eidel.



"S-Sonia? You're back already?"



"Not 'already'—it's been an hour, my lord."



Sonia's gaze turned to Ireh.



"I thought you two would be peacefully eating cake... but I guess you needed something sweeter?"



Eidel was speechless. He had no choice. Although they hadn't held a wedding ceremony, Sonia was Eidel's partner in name and reality.



"H-how long have you..."



"Since Miss Ireh started saying 'Professor this, Professor that.'"



That meant she had seen everything from the beginning.



"Please take me as your graduate student. For how long? For life."



"N-no, that's not what I—!"



"I've never seen such a confession method before. Biodroids still have a long way to go in imitating humans."



"Please, stop...!"



"In a way, it's admirable. You managed to break down the rationality of my lord, who has a sense of responsibility as a married man. It took me quite a while to get to a mutually agreed-upon kiss."



Ireh's face turned as red as a ripe apple.



She'd been caught. Completely caught.



Her head was spinning.



What should she do now?



"Sonia."



"My lord, you don't need to apologize. As you know, I'm in no position to lecture you about infidelity."



"..."



"Actually, this is good."



The next moment, vulgar words flowed from Sonia's mouth.



"Doesn't the triangle effect copy stamina when applied?"



***



Meanwhile, at that hour.



At the main house of the Rheinland family.



Cartesia was grinding her teeth on Eidel's bed.



"Damn that woman..."



Though she was using the Rheinland main house as a temporary residence after losing her Black Hole, as Eidel's shadow, she could still sense where he was and what he was doing.



Cartesia added a paralyzing poison to her tentacles.



"Just wait until you get back, kid."





Chapter 327 - I'll Become a Professor (5)



Renatus was grinding his teeth. After recklessly violating Fowehi, he swallowed his pride and sought out Shterm.



"What a complete idiot. Are you really the Renatus I knew?"



"Shut your mouth, Aurore."



"Both of you, stop fighting. This is my domain."



Darwin, Maxwell, Descartes.



The highest outer gods of the three lineages had gathered.



It was a rare sight. Normally, Aurore and Shterm were desperate to tear each other apart, and Renatus had no interest whatsoever in territorial disputes.



"The one who brought us together like this is that human, Eidel Rheinland. If we don't eliminate him, he will surely become a problem later."



"Ha, finally!"



"Wait, Aurore. Not yet."



"How much longer do I have to wait? I can't stand it anymore!"



"I said wait!"



While the Queen and the Iron Fortress bickered, Renatus, filled with lust, grabbed one of the Queen's subordinate outer gods and ravaged it.



"Your Majesty! Aaaaargh!"



"Whew, that was good."



The used outer god burst and fainted.



Until he could kill or devour Cartesia, he needed to periodically release this boiling lust. Otherwise, his black hole would expand and explode.



To think his daughter would do such a thing to him.



Truly abominable.



This was the decisive reason why Renatus, who had no interest in preventing destruction, joined the anti-Eidel alliance.



He could never allow a vermin who damaged the hooks and pleasures of life to live.



"Let's do this. Renatus, you continue your attacks from the east as usual. I'll expand my operations from the west to the south and north."



"Wait, what about me?"



"You wait."



Aurore stomped on the ground with a bang. The imaginary space shook. This was a common occurrence.



"Hey, since when did I become your subordinate?"



"...Fine, you take over the operations in the south and north. Just don't stupidly get caught in a trap like last time by taking direct action."



"Thanks for the advice."



Whoosh.



Aurore disappeared with her forces.



Renatus felt his lust rising again. This time, he grabbed one of Shterm's subordinate outer gods and began thrusting his hips.



"Aaaaargh! Lord Shterm—!!"



And so another black hole met its demise.



"You bastard, how dare you do that to my comrade!"



"Then would you like to take their place?"



"Damn you... Listen everyone, this is all because of Eidel Rheinland!"



Shterm said, waving his steel fins.



"If we conduct operations from all directions, the Federation will inevitably deplete its national power! Their resources and population aren't infinite! If we wait like this, there will come a time when they'll be easier to devour!"



"So we wait for that moment?"



"I knew you'd understand!"



After the meeting, Renatus immediately turned his gaze eastward.



And found a suitable next host.



Bilrod von Leblen.



The third son of the Leblen family.



Once called a rising star in the field of physics, but overshadowed by the emergence of Eidel Rheinland.



'He's a stubborn one. Arrogant in character. Above all, he harbors ill feelings toward that Rheinland fellow. I like him. I like him very much.'



Renatus approached him carefully.



It wasn't difficult to tempt him.



["Eidel Rheinland actually rose to his position by borrowing the power of outer gods. Compared to your achievements, his real abilities are nothing."]



"Is that... really true?"



["Yes, think about it. How could someone who was a southern hooligan until the age of sixteen suddenly become friends with studying and receive a doctoral degree in just five years and apply for a professorship? It doesn't make sense."]



"I suppose not."



Bilrod was in his early thirties. In contrast, Eidel was about 10 years younger.






A professor in his early twenties.



It was impossible unless one was extraordinary from birth.



["Eidel Rheinland is your competitor this year. If you want to beat him, how about cooperating with me?"]



"Are you asking me to become a contractor with an outer god?"



["If you don't want to, forget it."]



"...Wait."



Bilrod's decision didn't take long.



"Now I see what an outrageous fellow he is. Rising to that position without any effort... I must punish him. Yes, if I don't punish him..."



'That was easy.'



Renatus laughed inwardly.



What good was a doctoral degree or whatever? How many fools in this world were so ignorant of reality. That's why humans were called primitive.



And so, having gained power, Bilrod met with Eidel according to Renatus's plan and approached him.



'Once at Callisto Academy, once at Iryuel Academy, and finally... once at Stellarium Academy.'



The plan had three phases.



At Callisto, compete based on skill.



At Iryuel Academy, actively interfere and sabotage.



At Stellarium Academy... assassinate him.



Yes, assassination.



All for Lord Renatus.



***



[You have passed the document screening for new full-time faculty at Callisto Academy.]



"Phew."



One hurdle cleared.



It wasn't over yet, but having overcome a major obstacle was somewhat reassuring.



[Due to school circumstances this year, the second and third interview stages will be conducted simultaneously. The interview date and location are as follows.]



School circumstances, huh.



I'd heard that the situation in the eastern part of the galaxy was quite bad.



How urgent must it be for a prestigious institution like Callisto to hurry like this?



A few days later, I boarded the shuttle dressed in a formal suit.



Two men appeared and greeted me.



"Hello. Are you Dr. Eidel Rheinland?"



"Yes, that's me."



"We're from Callisto Academy. We've come to escort you safely to the eastern sector."



For a moment, I wondered if these people were selling drugs.



They weren't.



As soon as we arrived at the Callisto planetary system, I realized their escort was no lie.



"Heh, hehehe."



"Uweeeeek."



The streets were filled with crazy people.



Some were vomiting everywhere as if drunk, others sat on the ground letting out screams mixed with laughter, and yet others were thrusting their hips against trees.



What the hell are they doing?



"It's better if you don't look."



Rumble.



Heavily armed police rushed in and shot tranquilizer darts at the man making love to the tree. Then they loaded him into a large transport truck. The truck had "Secure, Isolate, Protect" written on it in large letters.



"They're all patients addicted to Pron. The government is trying to maintain public order, but no matter how much they clean up, more keep appearing."



"..."



"Don't worry. The downtown area and the academy are clean and well-maintained, without incidents like what you just saw."



I slowly continued walking.



"Ugh."



My legs kept limping as if they weren't my own.



"Are you uncomfortable?"



"No, well..."






I smiled bitterly.



"Something happened."



That's why I brought a cane today. It was a cane with two tentacles intertwined like snakes, made by Cartesia herself.



Though strange in appearance, this cane had a special function.



[— Cane of Curiosity (EX)]



[— An artifact that allows you to know the type and number of transcendent beings (outer gods, constellations) directly or indirectly attached to the person you point at.]



It seems she gave it to me to prepare for crises in advance.



For some reason, when I point this cane at myself, it displays:



[— Transcendent being influencing you: Your companion]



I'm already doubting its functionality.



"This way."



"Ah, yes."



Lost in thought while walking, I suddenly realized we had reached our destination.



I looked around the campus. As the escorts had said, the inside of the academy was pleasant. They seemed to have cleaned it up for the faculty candidate interviews.



Still, just to be safe, I moved around pointing my cane at people one by one.



[— Transcendent beings influencing 'Bilrod von Leblen': 'Sluggish Chaos', 'Rippling Rage', 'King of the Elegant Finale']



Who is that person...?



Leblen is one of the ten great families. A quite renowned family in the east. And here's someone from that family walking around with three high-ranking outer gods attached to him. Something smells fishy.



Sure enough.



He made eye contact with me and smiled.



My ominous prediction was correct. The man named Bilrod was also applying for a physics professor position, just like me.



"Hello there?"



"Yes, hello."



"I've heard much about the reputation of the head of the Rheinland family. It's an honor to meet you in person."



"Yes..."



He keeps approaching me even though I'm trying to keep quiet.



Suspicious.



It was around then that my status window displayed information.



[— 'Bilrod von Leblen' is a new member of the Five Kings that emerged when you intervened in this world line. He is currently participating in the outer gods' conspiracy.]



A new member of the Five Kings.



He must be different from the last of the Five Kings who would appear when the Laplace lineage outer gods arrive. He seems to have appeared as a replacement for that chef... Joseph Miller.



Should we now call them the Six Kings?



"It's good that many professor positions are available this year. Have you applied elsewhere too?"



"Yes."



"Perhaps Stellarium and Iryuel Academy as well?"



"Anywhere I could."



I don't understand his intention.



Surveillance?



Or is he trying to make me fail?



Anyway, I need to stay here for about two days. Professor appointment interviews typically take all day.



They roughly assess the candidate's qualifications, and then through a meeting of existing professors, one can only be appointed if there's virtually unanimous agreement. If there's even a slight opposition, no one gets hired, and the position is carried over to the next year.



This means I have to stick with this person all day.



"Tsk."



Not pleased about that.



"What's wrong?"



"Nothing, my leg is just a bit numb. Must have slept wrong yesterday."



"I see, by the way..."



"Looks like we're about to start."



Just then, the professors in charge appeared.



"Welcome to Callisto Academy, candidates. I am Professor Leiden Aphron, who will be conducting your research-related interview. And this is Professor Roshua Bishuhald, who will evaluate your teaching abilities."



This is my first time at a professor appointment interview, so I was a bit nervous.



Well.



They're all familiar faces.





Chapter 328 - I'll Become a Professor (6)



Eidel von Rheinland applied for a professorship.



The moment this news spread, the entire physics department faculty of Callisto Academy, as well as the president's office and academic affairs, erupted in excitement.



"Did you hear the president speaking with such determination? 'We must bring him here by any means necessary!' I've never seen him so passionate since his appointment!"



"It's not that simple. No matter what, the procedure must be fair."



Hiring professors costs money. And Callisto, being a national institution, uses government funds to hire new faculty.



In other words, there must be no corruption in the hiring process.



"It's a shame we can't just invite him directly."



"Indeed. Well, I'm sure that fellow will do well regardless..."



Apron and Bishuhald exchanged glances. Both professors nodded simultaneously.



"The real problem would be if we hire him and he goes to another school, right?"



***



I felt relieved when I confirmed the two professors who entered as interviewers.



Raiden Apron and Roshua Bishuhald.



They were people with whom I had deep connections, having attended the Head Family Selection.



Though I was glad to see them after so long, I couldn't openly display our familiarity, so we exchanged subtle greetings.



"Let's start with brief self-introductions. Mr. Williams, please go first."



"Ah, yes! I am..."



Beyond the interview itself, this person—Billord or Billboard or whatever—was bothering me. He had been intermittently staring at me with a smile.



Honestly, it's creepy.



"Thank you for your introduction. Next is... Mr. Billord?"



"Yes, I'm Billord von Leblen. I double-majored in physics and mathematics at Callisto Academy. I received my doctorate in Overlapping Field Theory and applied for the assistant professor position to continue my research in this area."



A concise self-introduction.



"Could you briefly explain what Overlapping Field Theory is?"



"Yes, an overlapping field refers to fields stacked like multiple sheets of paper. While a single field can represent only one state at a point, when two or more fields overlap, the same point can simultaneously produce different phenomena. This allows us to explain physics occurring in higher dimensions. That is Overlapping Field Theory."



Overlapping Field Theory, huh.



I was familiar with it.



Simply put, it's a phenomenon where different events occur simultaneously in the same place due to interference from foreign gods or constellations. In stock market terms, it's like longs and shorts coexisting...



Anyway.



This theory was also a precursor to the Folding Theory that Ireh had recently published.



So this person was the one who researched it.



However, Callisto Academy's current goal was simply to hire one physics professor. There was no particular subspecialty they preferred.



Since Professors Apron and Bishuhald specialized in solid-state physics, they merely acknowledged his explanation and moved on.



"Next, Dr. Eidel von Rheinland."



Finally, my turn.



"I am Eidel von Rheinland. I studied under Professor Feynman at Stellarium Academy."



"Please tell us about your most notable research achievement."



"Yes."



I answered with a profound smile.



"I once elucidated the physical principles of Darwin-system foreign god crystals."



"Oh my..."



The eyes of both interviewers sparkled.



That was inevitable.



With these people, I had conducted research together.



Written papers together.



Co-worked.



Professors, by nature, perk up instantly when their field of expertise is mentioned.






***



"That's right, there was such a problem, and Dr. Rheinland solved it brilliantly. I was truly impressed at the time."



"You're too kind, Professor."



"The scope of crystal research has expanded so much since then. Ho ho ho."



Billord sensed it.



The situation was turning unfavorable for him.



'Damn it.'



He was a graduate of this school, yet the professors were showing more interest in Eidel.



This trend continued throughout the day.



During formal conversations in the interview room.



During meals together.



Even while scribbling on the blackboard to evaluate teaching skills.



The professors were gazing at Eidel with sparkling eyes, like lovesick girls.



Feeling as though the Callisto professors, whom he had known for years in classrooms and laboratories, were being stolen away, Billord was filled with unpleasant emotions.



It was both jealousy and irritation.



'This won't do.'



He needed to devise a plan.



Should he just kill him right here?



'No, that won't work.'



Callisto Academy was his home base. He didn't want to tarnish the name of his sacred alma mater.



Besides, if he were to kill someone, it should be an assassination where no one would know, not something done openly. After all, he had the important goal of becoming a professor, so he couldn't openly commit a crime that would land him in prison.



'Wait, come to think of it, do I really need to kill him?'



["No, you must kill him. Have you already forgotten that he obtained such power and knowledge by contracting with a foreign god?"]



Right, that's true.



This is retribution against a traitor to humanity. He's definitely not following the orders of a foreign god. Billord nodded secretly.



Before long, the next day arrived.



"Ho ho ho."



"Ho ho ho ho."



"Ha ha."



The interviewers were completely smitten with Eidel. It was as if they were being mentally controlled by a foreign god.



'What trash. How dare he bewitch our university professors...'



This moment only strengthened Billord's conviction.



An education professor evaluating the demonstration lecture asked:



"Dr. Rheinland, you teach well at the students' level. Have you studied education separately or had previous experience teaching students?"



"I haven't studied education specifically, but I've been mentoring a junior for about 3-4 years."



"Ah, so even now?"



"Yes. I'm still teaching."



Eidel answered while scratching his head sheepishly.



Junior. Mentoring. Teaching for 3-4 years.



Based on the information he provided, along with his expression and behavior, something seemed noteworthy.



Billord used Renatus's power to peek into Eidel's inner thoughts.



[— Reminiscing about memories with 'Ireh Hazlen'. Harboring tender feelings for her. Concerned about defining their relationship■■ ■■■ ■■ ■ ■■■■ ■■■ ■■■■■ ■■■■....]



[— Denial of Access]



"Arghhhh!"



Billord fell backward.






"Are you alright?"



"Ah, ahhhhh."



He had seen something he shouldn't have. His head felt hot. It was like having vast knowledge, incomprehensible to the human mind, forcibly crammed into his brain.



Chills ran down his spine.



"Could it be pron poisoning?"



"That's impossible. We all ate together."



"Still, just in case..."



"I-I'm fine."



Billord improvised, clutching his right shoulder. He answered while feigning a groan.



"I slept awkwardly yesterday, and my shoulder..."



"Ah, I see."



Only when Billord managed a smile did the concerned people relax their expressions. The eastern region, except for academies and central administrative areas, was currently a cauldron of madness, so people were on edge.



Billord's gaze rolled toward Eidel.



Though it was just a fleeting moment, he had gleaned some information.



Ireh Hazlen.



'I should remember that name for now.'



***



The day-long interview ended. Eidel and Billord each boarded shuttles to head home.



Simultaneously, ripples spread through Stellarium and Iryuel Academy.



[Notice of First-Round Successful Candidates for Stellarium Full-Time Faculty Recruitment]



[Announcement of Document Screening Successful Candidates for Iryuel Academy Assistant Professor Recruitment]



As soon as the news spread that Eidel had interviewed at Callisto Academy, strange events began unfolding in the presidents' offices of both academies. The presidents themselves started pressuring the academic affairs office and department heads.



Callis Stranov, a professor who had just become pregnant with her second child, was one of them.



"Professor Stranov?"



"Yes, President."



"Dr. Rheinland has applied for a faculty position at our school, correct?"



"That's right."



"Regarding the physics department interview evaluation... I think it would be good if you participated, Professor Stranov."



"...Pardon?"



For reference, Callis was on sabbatical this year.



Meanwhile, at Stellarium.



Professor Feynman, who had been deeply immersed in research, suddenly found himself in the president's office.



"Professor Feynman."



"Yes, President."



"Our alumnus, Dr. Rheinland, has applied for an assistant professor position, correct?"



"That's right."



"How about you personally go to welcome your student?"



"...Pardon?"



Feynman hesitated before answering.



"He's my student who applied. If I enter as an interviewer, there could be issues of fairness..."



"That might be true for college admissions. But when hiring full-time faculty, your opinion won't be the only one considered, as we'll evaluate comprehensively..."



In simple terms.



"...to make sure he doesn't leave for another academy even if he gets in."



It was a request to court him.



And so, a marital dispute(?) between Feynman and Stranov over Eidel was about to begin.





Chapter 329 - I'll Become a Professor (7)



"Did your Callisto interview go well?"



"Yeah."



When I returned from the east, my two wives welcomed me warmly.



Well, not exactly warm expressions.



"You're not covered in pron, are you?"



"No strange people tried to harm you, did they?"



Half welcome, half worry.



A natural reaction. I had visited a restricted area, after all.



"Well, I don't seem to have any unusual symptoms."



Rustila massaged my shoulders while leaning against me.



Zernya also frowned before burying herself in my arms. It had been a while since I felt the warmth of my two wives. As I stroked Zernya's hair, she looked up and asked.



"What's your next interview schedule?"



"Iryuel is next week, on the holiday."



"They asked you to come on a holiday?"



"The schedule was suddenly moved up."



Callisto had already announced they would release acceptance results within two weeks. Universities rarely rush administrative matters like this.



"Why are they in such a hurry?"



"It's about securing talent. If candidates who get accepted to Callisto don't attend interviews at other schools, those schools lose out."



While students are "selected," professor candidates are more like being "courted." During times like now when foreign gods are running rampant, the schools apparently cover everything from travel expenses to security costs.



"I can hear the administrative staff dying from here."



"Anyway, that's how it is."



The schedule seems like it will end faster than expected.



Zernya checked the calendar and raised the corner of her mouth.



"I'm free next week on the holiday too."



"Oh, me too."



"Should we all go together? The west is just as dangerous, so we can leave the kids with your parents."



"...By that logic, we should bring Ireh unnie too."



Rustila and Zernya glared at each other. They both sighed deeply.



"I guess we should bring Ireh unnie too?"



"We have no choice. The west has terrorist attacks every other day. It's close to those foreign gods' stronghold too. We need the Triangle Effect."



"Wait, I'll contact her."



The conclusion came quickly.



Rustila, Zernya, Sonia. And now Ireh too.



My wives and my future first graduate student decided to take a three-day trip to the west. Of course, we could make it a day trip, but since it was a holiday, we booked a hotel to refresh ourselves.



"Damn you women. Am I just a house dog?"



Cartesia complained.



"This won't do."



The night before departure, Cartesia brought out her tentacles and tormented me thoroughly.



As days passed, various types of tentacles appeared, one of which could suppress sexual desire with a single slap.



"I'm confiscating your testosterone, kid."



"Please, Cartesia."



"If you don't want female hormones coming out of your body too, you'd better leave quietly."



Who called her a constellation? Cartesia was still a foreign god. Her skill at toying with people had reached artistic levels.



Anyway, I boarded the shuttle to Iryuel with the penalty of... reduced libido.



And I couldn't help feeling uncomfortable during the journey.



Why?



"Ireh unnie, that seat next to Eidel is mine."



"Oh, sorry..."



Because of guilt.



That day when Ireh suddenly confessed, I lost my reason and ended up exploring her lips of my own volition. Even though neither of us was under a foreign god's curse.



Looking back, it was a deadly mistake.



Despite having two—no, now three—wives, I committed adultery again.



"Sigh..."



Thinking about it, I can't look my wives in the eye.



How did I end up in this situation?






"..."



"..."



I slightly raised my head to find Sonia staring at me.



She smiled mischievously.



"Please make me your graduate student. Until when? Forever."



"Be quiet...!"



***



Billord and Eidel met again at Iryuel Academy.



"We meet again."



"Indeed."



Billord slightly frowned.



'He seems less energetic than before.'



His face was deep in thought. He must have some major concerns.



Not that it was any of Billord's business. If Eidel's condition was poor, that was actually good for Billord.



"Let's do our best in this interview too."



Though he offered words of encouragement, his true feelings were the opposite.



He had lost the attention of professors he'd known for years at his alma mater, Callisto. He must avenge that humiliation.



'With this power I received from Renatus... I'll control the professors' minds.'



This was Iryuel Academy.



What kind of place was Iryuel's Physics Department?



'A place full of monsters.'



Monsters.



A combination of "professor" and "monster," referring to those who treat graduate students like actual slaves. These monsters could be considered true teachers in that they physically demonstrate how academic ability and character are separate matters.



'I've thoroughly checked all graduate school info sites. The professors here are strict. There will definitely be pressure interviews.'



He would manipulate the level of pressure in those interviews. Make it harder for other candidates, and easier for himself.



With a foreign god's power, it was entirely possible.



Shortly after, a blonde female professor with a full stomach entered, sighing repeatedly.



"Please take your seats."



The fatigue in her voice suggested her personality wasn't particularly pleasant.



Billord knew who this professor was.



'Callis Stranov.'



Though he had never met her directly, she was quite famous.



Mostly in a negative way.



She was known for squeezing every drop of blood from her graduate students to produce results, and she would never let students graduate if they were deficient in theory, process, or analysis.



And that wasn't all.



He wasn't sure about now, but before she got married, she was often described as having a terrible personality.



The only concerning thing was that Professor Stranov had co-authored papers with Eidel, but this was actually an opportunity for Billord.



If a professor who was close enough to collaborate treated him with sharp pressure, the feeling would be indescribably embarrassing.



'I'll break Eidel von Rheinland's mental state.'



Then other professors entered as well.



"We'll begin the interviews now."



Now was the time.



[— Using "Mind Control".]



[— Warning. Cannot be used!]



'...What?'



Cannot be used?



That's impossible.



While Billord was bewildered, the interviewers took turns grilling the dozen or so candidates. Eventually, it was Billord's turn.



"When you introduce yourself, please also mention your main research field and the subject you're most confident in teaching."



"I am Billord von Leblen. I majored in physics and mathematics at Callisto Academy, and my research field is overlap field theory. Quantum theory, field dynamics..."



"Don't you work on foreign god physics?"



"Pardon?"



"In times like these, it would be good to include foreign god physics in your research topics. Do you have any related experience or know-how?"



"I've only worked on pure field quantization, so that area..."



"Do you work on AdS/CFT?"






"Yes, I learned that when studying black hole theory. I've also dabbled in higher-dimensional theory."



"Tsk, tsk. This doesn't seem to match our academic style."



Billord was flustered.



"That's theory, but have you done anything on the experimental side?"



"No, apart from taking common courses as an undergraduate... but if I set up a lab, I plan to collaborate with experimental professors."



"In which field?"



"Foreign god physics."



"Do you have any specific projects planned?"



He was at a loss for words. Of course, he had nothing on the experimental side.



Are theorists supposed to be good at experiments these days?



He answered as best he could, but the questions kept coming one after another.



"What experimental equipment would you need in your lab for that research, and are you properly aware of the scale of government funding our academy receives?"



"If government support is insufficient, wouldn't you need to write a proposal to the research foundation? Imagine you're presenting a proposal and suggest it here. I'll cut you off after three minutes."



"Are there professors at our school with whom you could collaborate in that research field?"



He was completely overwhelmed.



Unlike the comfortable atmosphere at Callisto, Iryuel's interviewers were strict, solemn, and deadly serious. Feeling drained, Billord cursed inwardly.



[— Attempting to apply "Mind Control" effect again.]



[— Notice. Impossible!]



'Why on earth!'



[— Notice. "Great Triangle" is in effect.]



'Great Triangle...? What's that?'



[— "Great Triangle" is an effect resulting from collaboration between constellations corresponding to Vega, Deneb, and Altair. It neutralizes mental attacks by foreign gods within its range of effect.]



Damn status window, no.



Damn foreign gods!



Billord ground his teeth as he got through the interview. Since he gave perfunctory answers from the middle, the professors' gazes were not favorable.



Billord's gaze turned toward Eidel. He was facing a barrage of questions from Professor Stranov.



"What would you like to do first if you set up a lab at our school?"



"I would like to collaborate with Professors Stranov, Wigent, and Alazima to create a device that controls black holes using gravitons. It will basically require a budget of over 500 trillion."



"Where would you get that budget?"



"From the government, and from corporations like Stronium. I've already spoken with the government. Support is confirmed, but it's difficult to expect subsidies of over 100 trillion, so corporate support is essential."



"Megacorp would only move if there's economic utility."



"Of course there's utility. Similar to nuclear fusion, there was once a theory proposed about colliding two small black holes to obtain energy. Research on black holes using gravitons is closely related to this. If successful, we would have an energy source that surpasses nuclear fusion."



"You're saying it's worth investing in."



Billord's eyes suddenly grew as big as saucers.



What on earth was this?



Professor Stranov, who had been wearing a vicious expression when she entered, was now smiling like someone in love.



No, it wasn't just her.



The other four professors were smiling the same way. Their giggling expressions looked almost hypnotized.



'He must have a contracted foreign god too. Could this be that foreign god's ability?'



In fact, that couldn't be the case.



Hadn't they said techniques couldn't be used because of something called the Great Triangle?



'No way.'



A sliver of possibility flashed through his mind.



'If this Great Triangle or whatever was intended by him...'



***



"That concludes the interviews. Thank you for your time."



With that, Iryuel was finished too. Now only Stellarium remained.



This time as well, all familiar professors—ones I'd collaborated with at least once—came in, so the interview itself ended without much difficulty. This field is so small that if you extend your tentacles a little, everyone becomes an acquaintance once removed.



"Whew."



Sitting for so long made me stiff.



Trudge, trudge.



The exhausted candidates left the room first. Since I was sitting at the very back, I was waiting for them all to leave before I would go.



But then.



Right after the other candidates had ebbed out like the tide, Professor Stranov and the four other interviewers came to me and whispered in my ear.



"Do you have a moment?"





Chapter 330 - I'll Become a Professor (8)



Following the long corridor, I arrived at the president's office.



"Well, Dr. Rheinland? Shall we go in?"



Five professors surrounded me like an iron crown. There was no escape. It was essentially an unspoken threat—if I wanted to leave this academy, I first needed an audience with His Excellency the President.



Honestly, their level of obsession was frightening.



Ring ring.



"President, excuse us."



After the voice went through the intercom, the door unlocked automatically with a click. The next moment, a middle-aged man jumped out like an impudent high school girl and snatched my hand.



"Oh, Dr. Rheinland!"



He started squeezing between my fingers, so I hastily pulled my hand back.



"It's an honor to meet you, Dr. Rheinland. I am Randolph Iryuel, President of Iryuel Academy."



"Yes, but why am I here..."



"I just wanted to have a little chat with you. Please, come inside."



Click.



The door closed.



The president made a fuss serving tea and refreshments, and only got to the point after about ten minutes.



"About the graviton bomb research."



"Yes."



"As it happens, I'm also on the government's science and technology advisory committee, so I've seen your designs. A masterpiece. I believe it's the optimal and best invention to save our crumbling Federation economy by defeating foreign competition."



"I'm grateful you see it that way."



"Therefore, our academy is willing to provide unlimited investment and support for this research."



"Pardon?"



"Don't be surprised. The physics and astronomy professors, as well as faculty from other departments, have already coordinated and agreed to cooperate on your project."



I was a little—no, very surprised.



This meant that if I became a professor here, I could immediately begin research on the graviton bomb.



Slurp.



The president took a sip of tea and set down his cup. His eyes flashed like lightning.



"You've frequently visited our academy since your undergraduate days and have published papers with several of our professors. I'm well aware of your excellent research capabilities."



What he really meant was:



"I can't officially tell you you're accepted because of school regulations, but I thought you'd like to know in advance. So don't think about going to another school. Understand?"



The president tilted his teacup and said, "This tea was brewed using leaves grown by our botany graduate students. How is it?"



"It's fine. Delicious."



Why on earth were graduate students growing tea leaves?



"Excuse me—"



"Oh, look at the time. I hope to see you again soon."



"Then I'll be going now."



Professor Stranov escorted me on my way out. She gently rubbed her slightly swollen belly as she walked slowly. I naturally had to slow my pace.



"You don't have to come all the way to the gate. You're pregnant."



"It's fine. Rheinland is my husband's student. I should show this much consideration."



Stranov smiled bitterly.



"Of course, you're my student too."



"..."



"I'll tell you something that should be kept secret. The reason the president brought up the graviton bomb today is because I suggested he do so."



"...You did, Professor?"



"Yes. You know who my father is, don't you?"



Indeed I do.



Bell Stranov. The head of "Stronium," a megacorp.



With his support, things could certainly progress smoothly.



"You mean the chairman himself?"



"Yes. If you can start your professorship here, there will be many merits. A corporate entity nearby, support from the school—it won't even compare to Callisto or Stellarium."



"Have I been accepted?"



"That's still unknown, of course."



Professor Stranov gave a subtle smile.






On my way back, I pondered deeply.



This Iryuel Academy might not be so bad after all.



***



Billord had been waiting on campus and began following Eidel the moment he emerged.



Eidel was talking with Professor Stranov.



Billord couldn't help but be surprised.



The infamous Callis Stranov was smiling like an angel at Eidel.



It was the complete opposite of when she had been irritably dismissive during the interview.



[— Unable to use Active Skills due to the "Great Triangle" effect.]



Active Skills were techniques that directly affected the target's mind.



Great Triangle.



What on earth was this Great Triangle?



After a series of deductions leading him to predict it was related to Eidel, Billord decided to follow him to the end.



Right after parting with Professor Stranov.



Eidel walked along the main road and entered a hotel.



[— Using "Search."]



[— The aura of the "Great Triangle" constellations is approaching.]



'This is it.'



Billord sat near the hotel entrance and waited. After about 30 minutes, Eidel emerged with three women. All three were extraordinarily beautiful.



Billord's eyes nearly popped out.



That lucky bastard!



'No, no. That's not the point.'



His prediction was correct. The three constellations forming the Great Triangle were possessed by those women beside Eidel.



He quickly read their information using the foreign god's power.



[— Rustila von Rheinland: "God of Purity and Resolve" Vega]



[— Zernya von Rheinland: "God of Humility and Healing" Deneb]



[— Ireh Hazlen: "God of Patience and Integrity" Altair]



He memorized them clearly. Those three women.



Speaking of "Ireh Hazlen."



It was a name he'd learned while peeking into Eidel's mind at Callisto. She must be the junior he had mentioned teaching for 3-4 years.



According to his investigation, Eidel had two wives. So the two with the Rheinland surname must certainly be his spouses. But then...



What was this Ireh Hazlen woman?



Why was she coming out of the hotel with them? The picture seemed strange for someone who was just a junior he had taught for a long time.



Perhaps a mistress?



No, his wives wouldn't allow him to go around with a mistress. It didn't make sense.



In the end.



Billord's thought process crashed with an error.



But that wasn't the end.



"Young master!"



A woman with navy-blue short hair in a maid's uniform came out carrying a bag and immediately attached herself to Eidel's group.



[— Sonia von Rheinland: "■■■ ■■■■ ■" ■■■■■]



'And who is she?'



Billord shook his head.



By this point, his mind was becoming numb. Two wives—no, three. Plus a junior who might be a mistress. And they didn't even seem to be on bad terms.



He could take a picture of this scene and report it to a tabloid to damage Eidel's social reputation... but since they were openly going around like this, he wondered if there was even any point in exposing them.



Let's not worry about it. Billord steeled his resolve.



'First, I need to separate those three. Especially that blonde.'



Rustila. He had frequently seen her name in the news. A hero of the Federation who led the Southern Great War to victory and one of the masters of the Zodiac 12.



Billord's meager strength was no match for that woman.



Then he needed to divert her attention elsewhere.



Her position was military, and a soldier's duty is to protect the country. So if there were issues with national security, she might move.






But how?



She wasn't the only soldier. If he caused trouble and other Zodiac members responded instead, that would be problematic too.



However, he couldn't think of any better ideas. While Billord was deep in thought...



["I can help thee."]



"Ugh!"



Another voice echoed in his mind. At least it wasn't Renatus.



["Separating those impudent wenches is nothing. Watch carefully. I shall soon undertake a great task, and thou shalt seize that opportunity to kill Eidel von Rheinland."]



"Before that, who are—"



["Do not be curious, inferior being. This is an order."]



"An... order."



His mind was completely overtaken.



Billord wiped away the foam-mixed saliva and twisted his expression.



"...As the Queen commands."



***



A brief moment of leisure amid busy days. I wanted to spend this intimate time with my wives, but coincidentally, my son wasn't responding.



"Cartesia!"



"I'll kill that damn foreign god!"



My two wives were furious. Sonia just observed cautiously.



For reference, Sonia and I hadn't yet consummated our marriage. Knowing how busy I was, she intended to postpone it.



I'm grateful for this. If Sonia joined in too, I might actually die.



"He said since he's your partner, we shouldn't come here and do useless things? What kind of jerk is he?"



"He said not to do anything that would interfere with research. We need to write papers with this stamina, he said."



"Crazy bitch."



Zernya's wording is fierce. A wife wanting a second child can be scary.



Anyway, for these reasons, we couldn't enjoy any leisure activities besides shopping. Even after returning to our lodgings, my wives could only suck their fingers. It was pitiful.



"Del's brother."



It was none other than Ireh who seized the opportunity.



"Do you think you can go to Iryuel Academy?"



"It seems likely. The president spoke as if the professors had already agreed. Since this school doesn't normally require a presidential interview, the chances are even higher."



"I also applied to Iryuel's graduate school. If you become a professor there, I want to follow you."



For a moment, I thought my heart would drop.



Even if an ordinary undergraduate student said this, it would sound suggestive, but when a beauty like Ireh says it with cat-like eyes in a whisper, it's bewitching.



At the same time, I feel self-loathing.



Why am I harboring such emotions with my wives right beside me?



"Hey, brother."



"Yes? Yes, sister."



"If you become a professor next year, how many graduate students will you accept?"



"Just one."



"Only one?"



"Yes, since it's a theoretical research lab, there's no need to accept multiple students at once. I'll collaborate with other labs for experiments and equipment building. After all, one person can't make a graviton bomb alone."



"I see, that makes sense."



Ireh scratched her cheek.



"Then I'll be your first?"



I couldn't get up from my crouched position. If I stood up now, I might show Ireh something inappropriate. I'd rather die than let that happen.



Boom boom boom.



That's when the building began to shake.



"What's happening?"



My wives, who had been rolling around on the bed, jumped up in surprise. I pulled out the key card and flung open the door to find the corridor in chaos.



"Air raid alert! Air raid alert!"



"It's an attack by the cultists!"



Ah.



That cult is causing trouble again just when we were starting to forget about them.
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The invasion of heretics serving foreign gods.



It was a common occurrence here in the west.



Even so, of all days, they had to stage a terrorist attack on the building where my wives and I were staying.



BOOM!



The ground shook. The sound of exploding bombs reached us.



"Everyone please evacuate immediately!"



We headed toward the exit, guided by the swordsmen stationed near the hotel. Unfortunately, the cultists had already blown up every back door.



The terrorists had formed a line at the main entrance. They shouted loudly as they faced off against the military and police.



"Release the Holy Maiden!"



Immediately after, something like an arrow tip flew through the air and lodged into the main hall's electrical panel. With a crackling sound, darkness fell.



Ting!



Another arrow tip flew in and stuck into the floor.



"It's a javelin! Everyone back—!"



BOOM!



The metal arrow exploded, sending shrapnel flying in all directions. The swordsmen who tried to protect the guests collapsed as they were hit by the flying fragments. It was a horrific sight.



"Brothers, charge!"



"AAAHHH!!"



The crazed fanatics had one goal: to dye this world in darkness. The terrorists charged forward with bombs strapped to their bodies.



There seemed to be too many terrorists for the swordsmen to handle.



"A-are we losing ground?"



"Mommy, I'm scared."



"It's okay, honey. We'll make it out alive."



Panic was growing among the civilians.



Rustila gritted her teeth.



"I'll handle this."



"Rusty, are you sure?"



"I'm a soldier."



Rustila gave a brief answer and picked up a Plasma Sword that had fallen to the floor. As she stepped forward, the military and police desperately tried to stop her.



"It's dangerous! You shouldn't recklessly—!"



They stopped mid-sentence, their jaws dropping.



Whoosh.



The blade made of Aether traced a trajectory like the Milky Way. The dormant sword awakened with the energy of the constellation, roaring to life.



"W-who are you... Wait!"



Tap!



Before the swordsman could finish speaking, Rustila rushed toward the terrorists.



Slash!



First, one of them. She fiercely cut off his arm and kicked him down. It happened so suddenly that both terrorists and soldiers hesitated.



"What are you doing? Shoot! I said shoot!"



Rustila bent her knees and lowered her head. She swung her sword. Swish! Before the terrorists could pull their triggers, her blade sliced through their wrists.



"Huh? AAAAGH!"



"My hand, my hand!"



"Urrrgh..."



The frightened terrorists began to retreat slowly.



"Damn it, you idiots! She's not even wearing a suit! She's just one woman with no protection! You're struggling against her? Huh?"



"But boss! This woman is no ordinary person! She must be at least EX-rank!"



"Spread out! I'll deal with her myself!"



A large man wearing a mask stepped forward with a pulse rifle—a weapon capable of firing dozens of rounds per minute.



"I don't know where you crawled out from, but let's see you dodge this."



Even with Rustila's superhuman reflexes, she couldn't possibly dodge all the bullets from a rifle with her bare body.



So I tapped Ireh on the shoulder.






"Sister."



"I know."



Ireh immediately pulled out her spirit gun and fired. The "Bullet of Weakness" hit the man's wrist. He groaned and collapsed.



"Now!"



"Attack!"



What followed was swift and decisive. As their formation crumbled, Rustila mercilessly cut down the terrorists, and the emboldened swordsmen regained control of the situation.



"Hehehehe! To the side of the foreign god!"



BOOM!



Except for two or three who committed suicide, all were captured. Groans filled the air. Half were from the cultists, the other half from soldiers and civilians.



"Ah, working on a holiday."



Zernya grumbled but stepped forward. She quickly attended to the severely injured using the medical kits available in the hotel.



Rustila sighed and turned around. The swordsmen she had helped approached and bowed their heads in unison.



"Thank you so much for your help."



"State your affiliation, rank, and position."



"Excuse me?"



"I'm asking which unit you belong to, your military rank, and your swordsman grade."



"Why suddenly... Oh!"



The swordsman's face turned pale.



It was because Rustila had shown her military ID.



"T-two stars..."



"How is the Virgin Constellation here of all places..."



Rustila spoke again.



"Affiliation, rank, position."



***



After her victory in the Southern Great War and accumulating numerous achievements across various theaters of war, Rustila had already become a two-star general.



Normally, military rank and swordsman grade were different things, and becoming a general at Rustila's age was nearly impossible.



It seemed unbelievable, but as Zernya pointed out, if I could get a doctorate at twenty-two and interview for a professorship, why couldn't she? I had to nod in agreement.



She may be my wife, but she's truly remarkable.



"Don't you feel ashamed?"



"..."



"I'll ask again. Don't you feel ashamed?"



"Yes, I do!"



"You're supposed to protect the lives and property of citizens, yet you were so easily overwhelmed by terrorists. You're a disgrace as soldiers."



I approached Rustila as she was scolding the soldiers and placed my hand on her shoulder.



"Go easy on them. They're not even regular army."



"Regular army or militia under the reserve forces, they're all soldiers."



"How many people think like you do?"



Rustila looked at me with a sad expression.



I understood.



The real reason she was angry was that I had almost been in danger.



I shook my head and patted her shoulder.



"So, you don't have specific grades as swordsmen?"



"No, sir, we don't."



Even in Academia or College, they teach how to handle a Plasma Sword. I learned it too, albeit poorly. But if someone asked if I had a grade as a swordsman, the answer would be "no." The same applied to them.



"I don't understand why the regular army isn't handling anti-terrorism operations. Why are you?"



"The regular army is reportedly short on personnel. That's why internal security is managed by the reserve forces. Our unit was formed just a month ago."



"We can somehow prevent individual crimes. But in cases like this, when a cult carries out terrorism..."



"Is everyone alright?"



That wasn't my response. Our heads turned toward the main entrance.



The regular army had arrived.






Rustila's eyes sharpened once more.



It took over an hour of Rustila berating the regular army major who came to handle the situation before she finally calmed down.



"Is this how you'll handle things in the future?"



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



I saw and learned a lot today.



That even in a powerful federal army, there are inadequacies and corruptions.



Afterward, we canceled our remaining plans and returned home. The south was relatively safe.



But it wasn't completely peaceful, and the reason was none other than Aurora.



[Suspicious movements have been detected again in the southern Aether Belt region. Experts analyze that the Darwin-type foreign god is preparing for an invasion, but the government denies these claims.]



Rustila frowned after reading the message.



"The army wants me to take charge of the southwestern defense."



Zernya also hung up her phone and cursed.



"Damn it."



"What's wrong?"



"I have to go to the southeastern region. Damn it."



I held my head.



"The country must know that the three of us need to be on the same planet for the Great Triangle to activate..."



"The army and hospital don't need to coordinate. And it's always been like this. Why are you surprised now?"



Zernya and Rustila left as soon as they were ready. As usual, only Sonia and Ireh remained by my side.



Not being able to expect the Great Triangle effect.



At a time like this, it was critical.



But what could I do?



Both wives are great people. One is a specialist physician for foreign gods, the other a Great Omega grade swordsman. For the sake of national interest, they couldn't just stay to protect me.



That's why Rustila and Zernya allowed Sonia to become my wife.



However, with three foreign gods simultaneously plotting to kill me, Sonia alone wasn't enough to ease my mind.



"Sigh."



As I was sighing, Ireh grabbed my collar.



"It's okay, I'm here."



"Sister?"



"Brother, I've been thinking... while those two are gone, Sonia and I should stay by your side."



"Wait a minute."



Silently.



Cartesia, who had been researching in her room, appeared like a ghost. She frowned and objected.



"Hey, black-haired girl. Don't try to climb up. Nothing changes by you hanging around the kid."



"Don't be ridiculous. You can't even go outside."



"Why can't I go out? I can. I'm a constellation."



"You're also a foreign god."



Ireh and Cartesia glared at each other.



"Kid. Don't you see this girl is desperately trying to move into your house? Shouldn't you tell her to maintain some boundaries?"



"What boundaries? Then you, as a foreign god, stole my place! Isn't that crossing the line?"



"I don't know what you're talking about. What place did I steal? Besides, I'm the only one who can have intellectual conversations with this kid."



This is driving me crazy.



Sensing the argument was about to escalate, I stepped between them.



"Let's stop. We have important matters ahead."



"...Right, it's ridiculous to sit here arguing with a girl like you."



Cartesia extended her tentacles, wrapped them around me, and lifted me up. Ireh's expression went blank. And so I was carried off to the bedroom.



Cartesia locked the door and threw me onto the bed.



"W-what are you doing?"



"I'll show you a new world."



She climbed on top of me.
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Several days had passed.



Billord checked the time after disembarking from the orbital descent shuttle.



'I'm not late.'



Today was the day of his Stellarium professor appointment interview. It was also the day that would become Eidel Rheinland's death anniversary.



[— Quest: Assassinate Eidel Rheinland.]



[— Success Reward: Professor position at Stellarium, Callisto, or Iryuel Academy (choose one) / A surprise gift from the 'King of Elegant Finale']



[— Failure Penalty: Punishment from the 'King of Elegant Finale']



There was no turning back now. He had come too far to stop. Moreover.



[— Constraint: Time limit (12 hours 00 minutes)]



'They say foreign god quests are all or nothing, and it seems the rumors are true.'



Though today might become his own death anniversary if he failed, Billord didn't care. There was nothing to fear. Everything was for Lord Renatus, the Iron Fortress, and Her Majesty the Queen.



"Tsk."



Billord wiped his saliva and checked his status window.



[— The 'Great Triangle' effect is not being applied in the current region.]



'Just as the Queen said a few days ago.'



Queen Aurore's invasion had begun again. The invasion areas were the southwest and southeast.



However, the scale was smaller than before, though the frequency had increased. The Queen wasn't personally leading the attack either.



In any case, this had successfully separated Eidel from his two wives.



'Wait, if this happens... even if I become a professor, wouldn't humanity be doomed? No, that can't be right?'



The Queen had said their target was Eidel Rheinland, not the destruction of the Federation.



The seed of doubt soon disappeared completely from his mind. In its place was a blind loyalty of unknown origin.



"Heh, hehehe."



Billord fingered the "parasitic powder" he had received from the Queen. It was an extreme poison with information so concealed that it couldn't be detected by ordinary constellations or technology.



'All I need to do is sprinkle this on that bastard's food.'



Billord wiped away the drool that had reached his chin and headed toward the main gate.



***



I don't remember clearly what happened that day. I only know for certain that I was bound to Cartesia all weekend.



Thanks to that, I gained a new ability.



[— You have acquired 'Eyes of Wisdom and Curiosity'.]



The eyes of a foreign god.



When I used the skill, the world began to look different.



Coin and Pron. The distribution of the two currencies became visible at a glance. It felt like checking the body temperature of animals and plants through an infrared filter.



I took out my calipers after a long time. The calipers, which had appeared dark gray to human eyes, now had a purple hue.



["It means the concentration of Pron is high."]



I wondered what I could do with this.



That question was soon answered. While walking through the Stellarium campus for my final professor interview, I heard a voice from behind.



"Dr. Rheinland!"



When I turned around, there was a pale blue ghost standing there. I almost screamed. I blinked and responded.



"Dr. Leblen, we meet again."



"Yes, good to see you."



Billord von Leflen. A human simultaneously favored by three foreign gods.



I shouldn't feel sorry for him. This person is a traitor to humanity. He made contracts with foreign gods of his own will. Above all.



[— Psychological state: He is plotting to kill you.]



I wasn't kind enough to show mercy to someone trying to assassinate me.






Billord smiled slyly and stuck close to me.



"Well, shall we go?"



I walked with the most natural smile I could manage. Glancing at Billord's face, I saw he was drooling like a child.



He wiped his lips with a handkerchief and grinned.



"I hope you do your best in today's interview."



"Yes, you too, Doctor."



I entered the physics building while saying things I didn't mean.



Stellarium had both individual and group interviews. Morning was for individual interviews, afternoon for group interviews.



I entered the interview room last.



Naturally, all the faces were familiar.



Now that I looked at it, there was a common thread in all the interviews I'd had so far. The professors who served as interviewers were all people I had directly collaborated with.



Perhaps for this reason, the interview atmosphere was extremely comfortable.



"Is there anything you'd like to eat for lunch today?"



It was too comfortable, which was the problem.



Apart from formal self-introductions and research achievement presentations, the questions remained at the level of small talk. They didn't violate any regulations, but they weren't exactly questions essential for a professor appointment either.



"Um, aren't you going to ask about research plans or teaching abilities...?"



The professors shrugged at my question. Professor Feynman was among them. I wondered why my advisor was even here.



"...Then let me ask you this. If you become a professor, you'll take on graduate students, right? What would you do if one of those students was so brilliant they could graduate immediately?"



"I should help them graduate as quickly as possible."



I answered promptly, thinking of Ireh.



"Even if your own research schedule is busy?"



"Yes. If they can't freely choose their research topics because they're worried about graduation, that's a problem in itself."



Don't spare resources for talented individuals. Whether it's tuition, cutting-edge experimental equipment, or time.



"I understand that appropriate placement is Stellarium's educational principle. If someone qualifies for a bachelor's degree, award it immediately; if they qualify for a master's, award it immediately; if they qualify for a doctorate, award it immediately. I myself have come this far following this principle."



"But that's not easy. Even experienced professors find it difficult to determine whether a student can stand as an independent researcher right away."



"There are clear criteria. How many flagship papers as first author, how many conference presentations, and so on."



I continued.



"We don't have much time. Outstanding talents are always in short supply, and human lifespans are limited. Meanwhile, foreign gods constantly target our galaxy."



The professors whispered among themselves and then nodded.



"I think that's sufficient."



"Interview over! Let's go eat."



It was over.



Wait, it's over?



So quickly?



"What's in the cafeteria today?"



"We're not going there. We should go to the faculty dining hall."



"Let's just eat outside the school."



I blinked in confusion but slowly got up to follow the professors. They surrounded me protectively and led me outside.



Thus, five professors and four applicants, including myself, found seats at a nearby restaurant.



As luck would have it, Billord sat next to me. Sitting right beside someone trying to kill me made me nervous, but I tried not to show it.



"Let's all order in turn and have a comfortable conversation while eating."



I deliberately ordered the cheapest item.



"You could order something more expensive, Doctor."






"This is all part of the budget. As someone getting a free meal, I should be as frugal as possible."



"Ahem."



The other applicants cleared their throats.



While we were chatting, a bell rang indicating that the food was ready. This place had a takeout structure, so we had to pick up the food trays ourselves.



"I'll go."



Billord took the initiative. The other applicants and I followed a step behind.



Whether by coincidence or not, Billord picked up my menu. For me, knowing he was plotting my assassination, this was a suspicious action.



Sure enough, when I turned on the foreign god's eyes that Cartesia had given me, the hamburger was glowing entirely purple.



I frowned. My vision narrowed and focused on one spot. Small, maggot-like creatures were crawling on top of the hamburger. They were parasitic larvae of Darwin's Legion.



[— This is a concealed target.]



If I had mistakenly put it in my mouth, my life would have been over. I owed Cartesia a life debt.



"Please, eat up."



Billord urged. He was essentially performing a ritual for my death. He wiped the foaming drool with a napkin and grinned.



"What you ordered looks delicious, Doctor."



"Does it?"



You said it.



When I cut into it with a knife, a rich aroma and juicy flavor flowed from the hamburger. The maggots writhed at the slight vibration. I pierced the cut hamburger with my fork.



And then.



"You should have some too, Doctor."



I spread it nicely on top of Billord's steak. I could see his eyelids being pushed upward.



"No, Dr. Rheinland, you should eat it all..."



"I'm on a diet these days."



"...Actually, so am I."



Billord cut half of his lamb and placed it on my plate. I shook my head and returned it. After repeating this five or six times, both dishes were smeared with purple.



"You two get along well."



"You should get married."



"I'm already married."



I looked around. The professors and the other two applicants were eating just fine, but Billord and I hadn't taken a single bite.



"My stomach doesn't feel good."



"Mine neither."



I waited until everyone else finished their meal before throwing away all the meat. Billord did the same. At least the salad that came separately wasn't contaminated, so we could eat that.



Growl.



I was hungry. Having to go into the afternoon interview in this state.



The afternoon session evaluated presentation and teaching abilities, so I had to speak continuously. My stomach quickly emptied. It felt like my stomach was curling inward.



Tap.



I put down my pen and sighed.



"Thank you for your efforts in today's interview."



Finally, it was over.



Although all the scheduled events were completed, I wasn't particularly happy. I had been making eye contact with Billord all afternoon. I could see the killing intent rising in his face as time passed.



The threat to my life was just beginning.



"Dr. Rheinland, since we've met three times now, would you like to have a drink in the downtown area?"



"A drink?"



"Yes, my treat."
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The sound of gunfire shook the downtown area. Yet people continued on their way without the slightest sign of disturbance.



Gunshots that only I could hear and no one else could. Is that even physically possible?



It is. If someone used spirit bullets.



"Ugh!"



Billord groaned and collapsed.



Thud, thud.



Footsteps approached from behind. Two people. I quickly turned around. Two women emerged from the twilight-covered alley.



"Sonia, and... Sister?"



"I've come to escort you, Young Master."



Sonia curtsied slightly, lifting the hem of her skirt. Beside her, Ireh was holstering her spirit gun.



"Thank goodness. We weren't too late."



"I sensed something bad from that person. Is he the new traitor you mentioned before? Don't worry. I didn't kill him."



I hurried to check Billord's condition. There were no visible external injuries. He seemed to have just lost consciousness. I stood up and asked.



"How did you know where to find me?"



"That foreign god told us."



"Cartesia?"



"Aren't you connected to that foreign god, Young Master? If one can communicate with the foreign god, finding your location is simple enough."



"...I owe a debt now."



Given Cartesia's personality, she would certainly demand payment for this rescue later. I couldn't even imagine what she might ask for.



I swallowed dryly and hoisted the unconscious Billord onto my back.



"Let's head to the Spirit Sanctuary for now."



***



Southern Spirit Sanctuary.



My father, after examining every corner of Billord's mind with the power of the Serpent Bearer constellation, let out a sigh.



"Son."



"Yes, Father."



"Where on earth did you find such a person?"



"Is it that serious?"



"It's severe enough to be published in academic journals immediately."



Severe enough to be published in academic journals.



Oh.



"Then publish it. Write a paper too."



"You fool, what paper are you talking about in this situation? We need to think about saving him first. If he continues at this level, he'll eventually die from Pron addiction."



"Wouldn't publishing a paper allow more doctors to see it?"



"How quickly do you think such a paper could be written? Have you ever tried?"



"Can't it be done?"



"...Your way of thinking is truly different. Well, one shouldn't judge a tiger by a cat's standards."



I tilted my head in confusion. My father sighed for what must have been the umpteenth time.



"Three high-ranking foreign gods plus signs of Laplace. This is no ordinary case."



"Laplace is there?"



"The high-ranking constellations all warn of the same thing. That someday the strongest foreign god will descend upon this world and destroy everything. Life forms contaminated by this foreign god show Pron not only in their cerebral cortex but also in their saliva and blood..."



Father finished his sentence glumly.






"...Your mother died this way too."



"Let's say the other foreign gods make sense. Is there a pattern to the people Laplace targets?"



"According to case studies, there is. People close to those in important positions in the Federation have a higher infection rate. Aides to powerful politicians, assistants to Megacorp heads, spouses or children of the Ten Great Family heads..."



Father placed his hand on my shoulder.



"Son, this might sound irresponsible, but... be careful. Having the help of constellations doesn't solve everything."



"I'll keep that in mind."



Father attached various medical devices to Billord. When he connected the electrodes, Billord's Pron levels appeared on the screen.



"I plan to treat him with the resonator first. Son, meanwhile, contact the Rublen family. Since this involves the Ten Great Families, we need to handle it without causing friction."



"I already did. They're on their way here now."



"You already did? Well... good job."



Father placed Billord on a stretcher cart. An ambulance had already arrived. Doctors disembarked one after another with medical equipment, including a resonator and a containment device.



"Ugh."



It was then that Billord groaned. His eyes suddenly flew open, and he let out a scream.



"Wh-where am I...?"



"You're in a hospital. Mr. Billord von Rublen, you've been infected by a foreign god. We're from Stellarium Hospital. Based on the Foreign God Response Protocol, we're going to treat you, if that's alright?"



"Wait, what are you... Ah, time. TIME! Time is running out!"



Billord's previously dazed eyes became completely lucid. He began spitting wildly and thrashing on the cart. But since he was already restrained, the cart merely shook.



"What is this! Let me go! Let me go right now!"



"Patient, please calm down! You shouldn't move around!"



"Do I look like I can calm down? Damn it, no, no, NO! Time is running out! Time is running out!"



To the doctors, this looked like simple delirium. But I sensed something strange and approached him.



"Billord von Rublen."



"Eidel von Rheinland...? Yes, good timing. You, I need to kill you. If you don't die, I'll die! Quickly, a knife or gun, anything, give me a weapon! Someone, anyone, cut this bastard's throat!"



Billord's face was contorted with extreme fear. Strange. He was supposedly plotting to assassinate me, but this is different. It's as if he's racing against time...



Ah. Time.



"Your Majesty! Please give me more time! This is unjust! Unjust!"



Without a windstorm, it's impossible for a foreign god to control its host in a Spirit Sanctuary. But what if it had set a timed quest beforehand?



"Lord Rheinland, the head of the Rublen family has arrived!"



A tall woman with auburn hair came running breathlessly. Though I'd never seen her before, I knew who she was. Imyur von Rublen. The head of the Rublen family and Billord's birth mother.



As soon as Imyur arrived, Billord screamed.



"AAAAARGH!"



"My third son, what happened to you?!"



"Mother...? You came at the right time! You must kill the head of Rheinland...!"



CRACK!



Billord's words were cut short. His limbs twisted grotesquely. His joints bent outward, and his neck flipped backward until the back of his head was pressed against his upper back. Bluish moss grew on his face.



In this state, Billord slowly rose. The restraints that bound him stretched taut before snapping helplessly.



The standing Billord could hardly be called human. His eyes were completely black without any whites, and yellowish liquid poured from his gaping mouth. His height had nearly doubled, exceeding 3 meters.



[— "Billord von Rublen" has died.]



[— Due to "Color of Destruction," 200 Pron has been added to those who witnessed the "Transformation."]



"Ah, aah..."



Thud.



Imyur collapsed. She rolled her eyes back and fainted. I quickly called Sonia to move Imyur to a safe place.






"Wh-what is that?"



"A monster."



"Call the inspectors stationed at the Spirit Sanctuary! Now!"



Grrrr.



The monster that was once Billord made a strange noise and stomped its feet. Many people made eye contact with it, but the monster ignored them and turned its gaze toward me.



No way.



Crack.



The monster's head split in half, revealing a shining crystal inside. It was a crystal with a dark purple light. Its tip was sharp like a spear point.



Whoosh!



Sensing danger, I immediately turned my body. Half a beat later, the crystal embedded itself in the ground. It was a ranged attack.



"Damn it."



"Brother, duck!"



BANG!



As soon as I lowered my head, Ireh's spirit bullet whizzed overhead. The spirit bullet hit the monster square in the solar plexus.



[— "Bullet of Delay" takes effect.]



"Grrrk."



The monster's movements slowed. It seemed to exist in a different time from the rest of us.



In that brief moment, elite inspectors swarmed in. They protected the doctors and me while charging their plasma swords.



Keeeeeng.



The inspectors and the monster began a fierce battle. Though the monster's movements were sluggish, its skin was tough and constantly regenerating, making it difficult to penetrate with ordinary attacks.



I helped my sweating father and the unconscious head of the Rublen family into the ambulance and said:



"Father. Please go ahead and request backup."



"Son, what about you?"



"I need to deal with this somehow."



BANG! BANG!



Gunshots rang out repeatedly.



"It's dangerous! Stop talking nonsense and get in!"



"I have something I need to do."



"What can someone who's not even a soldier do?"



"Because I'm not a soldier, there are things I can do."



Before my father could say anything more, I closed the door and started the engine from outside. The ion engine roared and sped away like a beam of light.



This is the Southern Spirit Sanctuary.



Which means Julia, the former saint of the Megnus Order, is here.



I headed to the deepest isolation room that doubled as a chapel in the Spirit Sanctuary.



Julia, apparently worn out from her long stay at the Spirit Sanctuary, was giggling to herself. But as soon as she saw me, she hiccupped and fell on her backside.



"Wh-why are you here again?"



"Didn't you hear the commotion outside?"



"This room is soundproof, what commotion? I haven't taken a single step outside today. Really, I swear!"



"Never mind that, I need to turn back time."



"T-time?"



Julia tilted her head in confusion before turning pale.



"Don't tell me... you're trying to use me for your research again!"
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"No."



"I don't want to be used and discarded as a research subject anymore! I refuse to repeat that!"



"I'm telling you for the third time, this isn't research! We need to turn back time quickly because we're running out of time!"



"Hic, j-just a moment please..."



Julia obeyed reluctantly while sobbing. She recited a prayer and then blinked in confusion as if something had gone wrong.



"Oh no! It's not working."



"What isn't?"



"Time won't go backward! I'm serious!"



"Don't lie to me."



"It's true! It says causality has been fixed...?"



I took out my calipers and gently placed them on her shoulder. Julia flinched.



"Turn it back."



"Go ahead and kill me instead!"



Julia shook her head firmly until the end. Seeing her insistence even after all this, the possibility of her lying seemed very low. That left only one possibility.



"Damn it."



This was Laplace's doing.



Bilrode was dead. Without turning back time, I couldn't save him either. It was too late. I bit my lip and stood up.



"...Fine, I understand."



"You believe me?"



"If it doesn't work, it doesn't work. What's the point of getting angry about it?"



"By the way, is there any chance of parole? I think I've been well-behaved enough..."



"I'm leaving."



"Wait a minute!"



"Take care."



"The food here tastes terrible!"



I sighed as I closed the chapel door behind me. A shrill scream echoed from beyond the door.



"Huff."



I wasn't feeling good.



Bilrode. He wasn't someone I was particularly close to, but he was still a colleague in academia. I had secretly hoped that with proper rehabilitation, he could help with gravitational bomb research.



No, this isn't the time for such thoughts.



The milk was already spilled. The most important thing now was to prevent any more casualties.



I quickly returned to where the incident was taking place.



"Push forward! Don't show any weakness!"



Bilrode, who had transformed into a monster, was surrounded and attacked by dozens of swordsmen. It was almost one-sided.



Swish.



Blades and crystals whirled like embers. The swordsmen charged their swords with Aether and tensed their joints.



"Just a little more effort! The end is in sight!"



No matter how monstrous, it was still just one beast. It couldn't overcome the Federal Army of the South, which had accumulated years of experience through the Great War.



Boom!



Finally, Bilrode collapsed, engulfed in a cluster of stars.



Hiss.



Bilrode returned to his original form. The moss-like substances covering his face all dispersed into the air.



But that didn't mean it was over.



Slither.



The scattered powder attached itself to the swordsmen's suits. The frontline swordsmen shook their bodies in confusion.



"W-what is this?"



"Everyone, fall back!"



I activated my foreign eye to assess the situation. The maggots I had seen at lunch were spreading widely through the air like dandelion seeds.



I had momentarily forgotten the characteristic of Darwin's system. They multiply endlessly. Bilrode was merely the first host.



"What are you doing? Attack quickly!"



The swordsmen swiftly mobilized Aether, but it was too late for some. Two or three swordsmen who had been right in front of Bilrode were infected by the maggots, their heads turning purple.



The infected soldiers' eyes turned blue, and they transformed into monsters. Blades made of bone and muscle sprouted from their backs.



"Brother, stay behind me!"



Ireh pushed me back and stepped forward.



[— 'Ireh Hazlen' prepares "Flame Bullet."]



"Are you planning to set fire here?"



"There's no other way!"






Ireh ignited the holy bullet. Her eyes flickered like flames.



Bang!



The bullet cut through the air and hit Bilrode's corpse. Immediately, flames rose like a whirlwind. The purple mist floating in the air quickly dissipated.



"Kenny! Damn it!"



"You're wrong! Once someone becomes a monster, they can't return to normal! Give them a painless end!"



"Ugh!"



The swordsmen cut down those who had been their comrades just moments ago. With a slicing sound, their hearts were cut as well.



Crackle, crackle.



Eventually, nothing remained except small flames.



Through Cartesia's eyes, the holy fire was pure white light. White represents Aether.



"...It's over."



"Thanks to quick action... we narrowly avoided disaster."



The swordsmen sat down, each letting out a sigh. The person who appeared to be the captain approached Ireh and me.



"Lord Rheinland, are you alright?"



"I'm fine. But..."



I turned my gaze to the charred monster and the bodies of three swordsmen. In that brief moment, disaster had struck, and three veteran swordsmen had died.



"This isn't your fault, Lord. Nor is it this young lady's fault. In fact, thanks to the black-haired lady's correct judgment, we were able to contain it at this level."



Ireh closed her eyes. Her expression seemed impassive, but I could guess what she was thinking without having to look into her mind.



It was devastating.



This was the true face of this world. The swordsmen were resigned to it as if it were normal.



Afterward, the situation was somehow resolved. There was another incident where the head of the Leblen family fainted again, but time continued to flow.



Bilrode's body was transferred to the Foreign Entity Management Bureau before being laid to rest. In cases of death by foreign entities, government autopsy takes precedence over the wishes of the bereaved family, according to the Foreign Entity Response Law.



The autopsy results were simple.



Pron poisoning and monster transformation.



The Leblen family didn't wish to conceal this, and eventually, the incident became public knowledge.



***



A week later, after completing a prosecutor's investigation as a witness, I had drinks with Professor Feynman. The professor downed half a bottle of whiskey in one go and lamented with a touch of drunkenness.



"He was perfectly fine until the end of the interview that day. Why he became like that in the evening... human affairs are truly unpredictable."



"Professor, I..."



"But there's no need to get too upset. We must accept it. Accept it and endure... that's all we can do."



Though the subject was omitted, what the professor meant was clear.



"Eidel."



"Yes, Professor."



"Even before I met you, I had a dream. Could we not drive all foreign entities out of this world? Could we not create such a theory, such a weapon?"



He emptied his glass and continued.



"I thought it might be possible someday, but not in my generation. There were times when I thought the Federation might collapse before then. That was until I met Professor Rheinland."



"Professor? What did you just say...?"



Professor Feynman took out a notepad and wrote down a number.



It was eight digits with no apparent pattern. He handed me the notepad.



"Room 361."



"...Professor?"



"Why don't you go to the school now?"



I took the notepad and headed to Stellarium.



Physics Department Building, 3rd floor.



It was my first time visiting Room 361. I entered the number written on the notepad into the door lock. The lock opened, revealing the interior space.



The office was simple. Just one L-shaped desk and two bookshelves.



Next, my gaze turned to the wall. The logo of Stellarium Academy, and...



A mark of a snake and staff crossed.



It was the emblem of the Rheinland family. The same symbol on my ceremonial robe from the Council of Elders. I couldn't believe my eyes when I saw it.



Professor Feynman looked at the date and said:



"Tomorrow is the announcement day. No, it's today now, since it's past midnight."



"But you said it would take at least two weeks..."



"Iryuel and Callisto are about to make their announcements too. We couldn't delay any longer."



I was speechless. Feynman filled the silent void.



"You said it in the interview. That capable people should quickly rise to their positions. Well said. That's precisely why our Stellarium could surpass Callisto and Iryuel to become the Federation's premier academy."



"This is... quite moving."



Professor Feynman gestured with a smile. I pulled up a chair and sat down.






"How is it?"



"The chair is comfortable... and there's plenty of space under the desk. My legs feel at ease."



"Everything here was paid for by the Chancellor's personal funds."



"...That sounds like you're telling me not to run away."



"Exactly."



I pondered deeply.



Even if Iryuel or Callisto offered a better salary, it would be meaningless. Salary negotiations would at most result in a 10% increase.



What was important to me was a position and time to develop the gravitational bomb quickly. This was a national project, and to "actively" participate in a national project, one needed status.



Whether as a laboratory director. A center director. Or a professor.



I ran my hand over the smooth desk and answered:



"With my mentor professor here, why would I run away?"



"Haha."



Feynman laughed. I laughed too. We embraced each other and spent a cozy time until dawn.



As soon as day broke, I registered at Stellarium. Almost immediately, messages arrived from Iryuel and Callisto.



They were acceptance notices.



Compared to Stellarium, they offered more money and even sent pictures of their research facilities... honestly, I was tempted.



But I declined.



Then professors from each school came to my research office. Of course, Professor Stranov was among them.



"Ah, what a shame."



"I heard the Chancellor of Iryuel sigh at least a dozen times this morning. Said they lost a valuable talent."



Though I hadn't even moved all my belongings yet, the office was packed with professors from the three schools.



Every professor who came asked about my well-being. It was because of the Bilrode incident a week ago.



Each time, I had to answer that my body was fine. Yes, just my body.



"Honestly, I'm not at ease. No one knows how many more scholars will die like this."



I sighed. Professor Feynman continued:



"They say Dr. Leblen repeatedly said he had to kill Professor Rheinland before he died. It seems there was an intention from the foreign entities."



"To prevent the creation of this gravitational cannon or whatever?"



"It could actually be an opportunity. It suggests that it could drive out the foreign entities."



"Indeed. It's certainly worth researching."



It was a cold analysis, typical of scientists. Meanwhile, others expressed concern.



"What if we try to create it and face retaliation ourselves?"



"I'm worried that Professor Rheinland and those around him might be harmed."



They weren't wrong. If the world had always been like this, one could live out their life without incident by just conducting moderate research quietly.



But I answered like this:



"It's not them who will retaliate, but us."



Humans have been the victims first.



This time is no different.



It's not that I attracted the attention of foreign entities because I wanted to create a gravitational bomb; it's because they first made life miserable for the people of this world that I'm sharpening my knife to take them down in this generation.



Bilrode's death was more serious than it appeared. Because this incident would be nothing compared to the massive war that was about to unfold.



"The closer we get to victory, the stronger the resistance from foreign entities will be."



Scientists not positioned within the Great Triangle will go mad or die periodically.



Even those within the Great Triangle will constantly face assassination threats through indirect methods.



Even if we try to create the gravitational bomb, we will frequently face terrorism from the Megnus Order, and there will be casualties right up until the moment the shell is charged.



"We all must endure. If parts don't sacrifice, the whole will be annihilated. The gravitational bomb is an instrument that must be created."



At any cost.



"Let's leave a better future for our descendants."



The moment I said that.



"Excuse me, please make way!"



There was a commotion at the back. The professors parted like the Red Sea. A woman peeked her head through the cramped office doorway.



She had hair as black and fine as ebony. Her dark eyes revealed both anxiety and intelligence.



"Um... is this Professor Eidel von Rheinland's office?"



"Yes, it is. You can come in."



The woman hesitated before entering the office.



"Student Ireh Hazlen?"



"Yes."



"Nice to meet you. You said you wanted to join our research lab?"



Ireh nodded vigorously. At the same time, Professor Feynman's mouth fell open.
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Professor Feynman's voice trembled.



"Hazlen, weren't you supposed to join our lab?"



"Professor Feynman, I'm sorry. I promised long ago that I would enter graduate school under Eidel once he became a professor."



"Ah, uh, well then."



Feynman staggered. He rested his chin on his hand and nodded weakly.



"Is that so? Well, nothing to be done about it. Nothing at all. Haha."



No matter that he's her advisor, he can't have Ireh. I raised this student. So I should be the one to see her through graduation. Yes, absolutely.



"So you're currently touring labs?"



"What? Oh, yes, for now."



"I see."



One professor giving up didn't solve everything. The moment the theoretical physicists heard the name Ireh Hazlen, their eyes gleamed like vipers.



"What's your area of interest?"



"Have you considered experimental work rather than theory?"



Really, these people. Trying to poach someone else's graduate student.



"Professors, Hazlen is here to tour my lab. This is quite inappropriate."



I might let them steal papers, but I'll never let them steal my graduate student. I stood up and offered Ireh my chair.



"Please, sit down."



"Professor, but..."



"Please sit."



Ireh hesitated, then met my gaze and quickly sat down. Seeing this, the professors scratched their heads and took a step back.



Yet some continued despite knowing it was rude. Professor Stranov was the prime example.



"You should be careful when choosing a lab. It's a decision that affects years of your life. Wouldn't it be better to look at several labs before deciding?"



"I understand Ireh is interested in graviton bomb research. How about visiting our lab too? Our next research topic happens to be graviton bombs."



"Actually, that's our next topic too."



"Our lab is also planning to work on that."



Once Stranov started, other professors chimed in one after another. They were trying to use my graviton bomb research as leverage to lure Ireh away.



"Such cunning people. You shouldn't try to take a student who came to visit a newly appointed professor!"



"We're not taking anyone. We're just providing information. Students have the right to know."



"Students can find information themselves. If they can't research and make decisions on their own, how will they ever graduate..."



More than a dozen professors murmured among themselves. It was turning into a chaotic market.



That's when Ireh spoke up.



"Everyone, I'm sorry, but I had decided not to attend graduate school unless it was in Professor Eidel's lab. Thank you for your offers, but I'm declining them all."



"...Oh."



The professors fell silent.



Won't attend graduate school unless it's my lab. Even to me, it sounded strange.



Understandably so. Typically, graduate students choose their field of interest first, then visit various professors within that field before deciding on a lab.



"I... I see. Understood."



"Is it this late already? I should get going."



"Oh my, me too."



What's this? The professors' reactions were unusual.



They quickly vacated the office as if nothing had happened. Even Professor Stranov disappeared suddenly, hand in hand with Professor Feynman.



In just a few minutes, only Ireh and I remained.



I didn't know what had just happened, but it worked out well. I opened the window to let out the stuffy air, then closed the door.



"Um, Professor?"



"Sister. Please call me casually like you usually do."



"But since we're in a formal meeting, I should call you Professor..."



That title is keeping me too excited.



"Then... little brother Professor?"






"Sister, please."



Ireh burst into laughter. I chuckled too and shook my head. As the tension eased, I felt myself calming down.



"You did it."



"Yes, I did."



"I knew you could do it."



I became a professor.



What's the biggest advantage of being a professor? Having an independent laboratory and receiving government funding. It's also advantageous when discussing science and technology policies with government officials.



But there was one true advantage that outweighed all these benefits.



"Sister, would you like to join my lab?"



Recruiting graduate students.



"Of course."



Ireh answered with a smile.



"I'll have to see you through to graduation, you know?"



"Graduation depends on you, not me."



"Am I not good enough?"



"No, you'll be able to graduate quickly, Sister."



And so, even before negotiating my salary, I gained a graduate student. In truth, Ireh was a capable and sharp research partner who could easily qualify as a postdoc.



The next task was creating a website. I built the framework in about half a day and entered the basic information. Finally, I posted this message on the main page:



[Not accepting any more graduate students this year.]



"Now that that's done... let's talk about money."



Funding.



In other words, the graduate student's stipend. Just as professors receive money from the government, professors must pay wages to graduate students. This needs to be negotiated between student and professor.



"Sister, how much would you like to receive?"



"Do you have money?"



"Seti will provide it."



Ireh shook her head.



"Personnel costs are research funds too. I... honestly don't need much. Just enough for food and dormitory fees."



"That would be too little, wouldn't it?"



"I can't risk ruining this world-line for a few extra coins. What does money matter?"



"That's true. Still, I'll give you what you want."



Ireh's lips quivered. She seemed to be debating whether to speak or not. I gestured for her to continue. She cleared her throat and spoke.



"...Since I really need to keep it minimal and put the rest toward research, well, you know."



"Yes?"



I sipped my coffee casually. I was confident I wouldn't be surprised no matter how small an amount Ireh requested.



Perhaps she'd even offer to work without pay. That would be the extreme.



"Could I just live at your house?"



"Pfft!"



***



My wives, who had been stationed elsewhere, returned as quickly as possible after hearing I'd become a professor. Both immediately apologized when they saw my face.



"Sorry I'm late. Sorry I wasn't there."



"Rustila, it's fine."



"I heard you could have been in serious trouble if Ireh and Sonia hadn't been there?"



I nodded. But they weren't the only ones who helped.



"Cartesia too."



"That foreign god?"



"Seems like being half-constellation makes her somewhat useful."



I explained in more detail what I had only shared through messages before. Rustila bowed her head deeply, and Zernya swallowed hard with her arms crossed. Zernya spoke.






"The three leader gods plus Laplace. This means things will get worse."



"That's why I need you both by my side if possible."



"We want that too, but we're being called everywhere. It's chaos in all directions."



Zernya's expression hardened.



"...I saw over thirty corpses just last week."



Madness was spreading across multiple planetary systems. People were suddenly collapsing, and some were joining the foreign gods' side. I nearly died myself—how much worse must it be in the border regions?



At this rate, the national treasury would be depleted before Laplace even arrived. As the mood grew somber, Sonia, who had been peeling fruit, interjected.



"By the way, I heard something interesting."



"What is it?"



Yes, change the subject to something lighter. Let us breathe a little.



"That the young master and Miss Ireh are having an affair..."



"Pfft!"



"W-what are you talking about?"



I glared at Sonia. She shrugged and popped a slice of apple into my mouth. Then she showed me a news article.



"This is your lab's website. It says you're not accepting graduate students despite being a new lab. But I heard you accepted Miss Ireh."



"That's right."



"Also, during your meeting, Miss Ireh firmly stated she wouldn't even consider graduate school unless it was in your lab. Is this true?"



"It is."



Sonia continued her deduction like a detective.



"A professor and one graduate student. And a theoretical research lab at that. These are excellent conditions for secret rendezvous."



"What on earth are you talking about?"



"Considering the young master's character—sharing a bed with two wives yet spending most time reading papers—Miss Ireh's behavior can only be interpreted as a precisely targeted courtship. Am I wrong?"



Zernya and Rustila narrowed their eyes. It did sound plausible even to me. I couldn't deny I had some concerns.



"Eidel."



"Rustila."



"Darling."



"Zernya."



"Explain yourself."



"It's a misunderstanding."



It's true that Ireh and I have a complicated relationship, but we've both been avoiding bringing it up. The greater cause of fighting against the foreign gods was far more important than our personal relationship.



"I only accepted Sister Ireh as a graduate student because I don't have the luxury to select and train other personnel. Really. That's all there is to it."



"...That sounds rather meaningful."



"How so?"



"Ireh kissed you too."



I was about to say that only happened when affected by the foreign god's curse, but I stopped short. Come to think of it, there was one time after defeating Powehi when we kissed voluntarily.



Ireh's graduate student declaration.



Me, unable to control myself.



And Sonia, who witnessed everything.



My head turned stiffly. Sonia gave a sly smile. Rustila and Zernya each grabbed my shoulders and leaned in close.



"Darling."



"We know better than anyone that you can't lie."



This was terrifying.



Ding dong.



The doorbell rang just then. Sonia got up to check the door monitor. She adjusted her headband and grinned.



"Miss Ireh has arrived."



"What?"



"She seems to have a lot of luggage. I'll let her in."
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When I came to my senses, Ireh had already moved into the house. And with quite a lot of household items, at that.



"Honey, what's going on here?"



Zernya snapped with frightening intensity. Perhaps because she had just heard Sonia's story, her tone was as cold as frost.



"Why has Ireh brought her luggage to our house? Don't tell me she's planning to live here?"



"W-wait, just a moment."



This was strange. I clearly told her not to come. Why did she?



Still, she was a guest, and I couldn't turn her away at the door. Even if I had to send her off eventually, basic hospitality was necessary to avoid disgracing the family name.



"Sister, I told you not to come here. Why did you?"



"I wanted to commute with my little brother."



"Is that really the only reason?"



Ireh twisted her body as she spoke.



"Actually, it's because of the research. The world has become dangerous again lately. East, west, and even here in the south... You nearly died just a week ago."



Ireh's words could be summarized in one word: duty.



"I know it's shameless to impose myself here, but I feel anxious when I'm not with you. When I think that humanity could face extinction if I don't complete my research as soon as possible..."



She wasn't wrong. In terms of efficiency, this made sense. The gravity bomb needed to be completed as quickly as possible.



If Ireh stayed at our house, she could save on living expenses and food costs, and she could also protect me. Above all, we could discuss our research even right after waking up.



It was a difficult decision. Regardless, Ireh was an outsider. If she commuted from here, unfavorable rumors would eventually spread.



Ireh blinked her eyelashes and asked.



"...Is it not okay?"



Rustila and Zernya sighed. They looked at each other and began whispering. Soon, both wives answered in unison.



"If it's just for research... we don't mind."



"Really?"



"Normally, even this wouldn't be acceptable. But since the country is in such chaos, and because you're asking, sister, we'll allow it. Yes... we believe you'll keep your word, Ireh."



Feeling guilty, I silently observed their reactions. At the same time, I was afraid. My wives' resistance was less than I had expected.



Zernya was one thing, but Rustila was usually sharp about these matters. There was no way she wouldn't notice.



"Honestly, why hide your true intentions over something so trivial?"



It was then that Cartesia crawled out of the master bedroom. She yawned and glanced at us. Then she pointed directly at Ireh.



"Black-haired woman, stop pretending."



"What did you just say?"



"Stop pretending. I can hear everything you're screaming inside. 'I want to mate with Eidel too.'"



"Y-you, just now...!"



Ireh's face turned bright red. My wives and I were also too shocked to speak. Cartesia chuckled.



"Humans are truly entertaining. They're so fun to observe."



Cartesia slithered over to my side. She wrapped her arms around my neck as if strangling me. I felt a soft touch, but it was also chilling.



"Young one."



"W-what is it?"



"Congratulations on becoming a professor."



Whoosh.



Cartesia blew into my ear. A warm, sweet scent like sugar melted over a medium flame tickled my nose.



"You haven't forgotten that I saved your life last week, have you? It's time to pay the price."



The sin of owing my life to a foreign god was heavy. What she said next severely disturbed my wives' composure.



"Hey, young one's wives. Let me tell you something interesting. Ireh Hazlen and your husband have gone further than you think."






Watching Rustila and Zernya's expressions crumble in real-time, I thought:



Ah. I'm definitely going to get hit.





***





I was kicked out of the house.



"Son."



"Yes, Father."



"So you've gone and caused trouble again."



"I'm sorry."



"How did your cheek get so swollen?"



"My wife hit me."



It all started with Cartesia. She suddenly exposed what had happened between Ireh and me.



"They did the first step of baby-making at school. Of course, this was after the curse of lust was lifted."



"Shut up, foreign god. Stop lying. How could someone like Ireh do that with our husband?"



Zernya and Cartesia began arguing. At first, Zernya didn't believe it. She growled, trying to trust me.



But then.



"It was a rainy evening. I saw it myself. Miss Ireh seduced the young master, and he succumbed to her advances and kissed her."



"Is that true?"



"I have evidence."



The situation changed drastically when Sonia projected the data from her memory onto the wall. That embarrassing scene from that day was vividly recreated. Rustila and Zernya's expressions at that moment were truly remarkable.



And the result was this. I rubbed my stinging cheek and looked up.



"Congratulations on becoming a professor. But that's one thing, and this is another. You already have two wives, yet you dare commit adultery? Did you truly not realize that what you've done could tarnish the Rheinland family name?"



"I was wrong."



"Enough. There's no point in lecturing a grown man."



Father waved his hand dismissively.



"I won't scold you further, considering your past achievements. It's your business, so handle it yourself."



I could never tell Father that Sonia and I were already promised to each other, even if we weren't married yet.



After leaving the medical school building, I returned to the science building. When I entered my personal office, Sonia and Ireh were standing there like folding screens.



"Young master."



"Sonia, why did you do that?"



"Are you reprimanding me now?"



"No, it was my fault."



Sonia poured coffee into a mug and replied.



"I judged it better to reveal facts that couldn't be hidden forever. You need to focus all your efforts on the gravity bomb research, and I worried you wouldn't be able to concentrate properly if you were constantly anxious about your relationship with Miss Ireh."



"Hmm."



She had a point. This was an issue I had been worrying about throughout my appointment interview. I let out a long sigh.



Ireh glanced around nervously and placed something on the desk. It was an ointment. The packaging had a white daisy drawn on it.



"Zernya gave this to me. She said to apply it three times a day. And she's sorry for hitting you so hard..."



"I'm the one who should be sorry. Please tell her there's no need to apologize."



Strangely, getting hit once seemed to clear the air. Ireh hesitated, then sat in the chair opposite me and continued.



"Brother, I'm sorry."






"You too, Sister. You don't need to apologize."



"But... I seduced you first."



"It's the fault of the person who gave in."



"No..."



Ireh fidgeted with her fingers and lowered her head. Her voice dragged slowly.



"Ah, really. How did it come to this... I'm so strange, aren't I? I put up such strong walls against other men, but then I do this with a married man... It makes me seem like I'm being manipulative. I'm sorry."



"Sister."



No matter what, she was the protagonist of the novel I had read. I knew well how much she had suffered. I had always wanted Ireh to find some happiness.



To think that the condition for her happiness would be a relationship with me.



"Honestly, I'm flattered. No man would dislike knowing that someone as beautiful and steadfast as you has feelings for him."



"Then..."



"But unless my wives give their permission, nothing more can develop between us."



Ireh nodded. I continued.



"Let's talk about this after everything is over. Until then, let's maintain a teacher-student relationship. You are you, and I am me."



"Y-yes."



Dark clouds gathered on Ireh's face. Still, she nodded repeatedly. I could see disappointment and sorrow in her expression.



Knock knock.



Just then, someone knocked on the office door.



"It's the person we scheduled to meet. Open the door."



When Sonia opened the door, a tall woman with chestnut-brown hair entered. An android that appeared to be her assistant supported her from behind.



The woman's eyes were lifeless, almost like an addict's. Ireh carefully stood up and made way for her.



"...Lord Rheinland."



"Welcome, Lady Leblenc."



Imyur von Leblenc.



The head of a major western family appeared before me in a miserable state. She looked so undignified that one could hardly believe she was the head of one of the ten great families.



I seated Imyur and quickly exchanged greetings. I already knew why she had come here from our previous correspondence.



"I'll get straight to the point. Please kill the foreign gods who murdered my son."



"I absolutely will."



"You said it would require substantial capital, correct? Our Leblenc family will provide support. We'll funnel funds through the Callisto Academy, so please use it to create this gravity bomb or whatever it is."



Imyur and I discussed specific amounts and schedules. Some details were originally classified, but I couldn't withhold information from such a major investor.



"Thank you."



After finishing our conversation, Imyur gave a decadent smile and stood up unsteadily. She left with the support of her android.



Knock knock.



"Excuse us."



Next, two men in black suits knocked and entered. One was tall with solid muscles and a square jaw, while the other was an elderly man with signs of balding.



I knew who they were.



People from the government. The elderly man extended his hand first. As I shook it, he began speaking.



"Dr. Rheinland... no, Professor. Congratulations. I never dreamed you would become a full-time faculty member at Stellarium at such a young age."



"Thank you. But your presence here means..."



"Yes. We have urgent matters to discuss regarding the gravity bomb."



I closed the door and seated the elderly man. He began to speak.



"By order of His Excellency, you are to be appointed as the chief director of gravity bomb development."
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Chief Supervisor. The highest position in an organization, and also the one with the greatest responsibility.



"You want me to oversee the research?"



"There's no one more qualified than Professor Rheinland."



"You're asking me to be a research director?"



"No. We want you to take the position that oversees all those research directors."



I hadn't misheard. The man stroked his graying beard as he continued.



"To proceed with this project, we'll need hundreds of research teams. We need someone to oversee hundreds of research directors."



"I appreciate the offer, but I'm not sure if I'm really suitable for such a position..."



"Haven't you collaborated with many professors on research projects? They all recommended you, Professor Rheinland. And now that you hold a full-time faculty position, you're more than qualified."



Chief Supervisor overseeing all research teams.



It sounds heavy just hearing it. The responsibility feels like it's weighing on my shoulders. But it was also a position I'd always wanted to reach someday.



"Professor Rheinland, you'll become the professor of professors."



"Gasp..."



"This is also a proposal from the Federal President. Please don't disappoint us."



"I understand. I'll do it."



The man nodded. He informed me of the next meeting date and left.



As soon as the door closed, I pulled my chair back and stretched my neck. It made cracking sounds.



"Will you be alright? It's a dangerous position, as high as it is."



Ireh said. I picked up my coffee cup and answered nonchalantly.



"Assassination attempts are nothing new."



"If something happens to you, I'll follow you to the grave."



"Don't say that. If by any chance something happens to me, you must continue the research, Sister Ireh."



Bang!



Ireh slammed the desk. She stretched her neck forward and thrust her face close to mine. I was so startled I almost spilled my coffee.



"Don't you dare say such things!"



"...Sister?"



"I don't want to think about you getting hurt, not even when I'm dead! Don't talk like that! Just think about surviving until the end!"



"What I meant was, it's just a hypothetical..."



"That's exactly it—don't even make such hypothetical statements."



Ireh spoke in a resolute tone. She held out her pinky finger.



"Promise me. Promise you won't die before this is all over."



"...Alright."



I awkwardly linked my finger with Ireh's.



Of course, no one wants to die, but I made a mental note not to take unnecessary risks, if only for the sake of those who worry about me.



***



The Rheinland main house.



Zernya sat blankly on the living room sofa.



"Sigh."



Her gaze eventually fell to the floor. The necessities Ireh had left behind were scattered everywhere.



Rustila approached, drinking a protein shake.



"Should we invite them back in now?"



"No. I don't even want to see their faces right now."



"But this is Eidel's house, you know."






Zernya nodded. Eidel had rescued her from the Adelbein family. She could have fallen with her family, but he took care of her under the Rheinland name.



And she had driven that same Eidel from his own home. She had yelled at him to go do his research at the university with Ireh since he couldn't stop researching anyway.



"Am I being petty?"



"They say a woman's generosity is proportional to her breast size."



"Shut up."



Rustila laughed and sat down next to Zernya.



"I'm joking, Zernya. Actually, your reaction is perfectly normal. Our husband was unfaithful. What did we do wrong as wives? However..."



"However, what?"



"I kind of already knew. That Sister Ireh had feelings for our husband."



Zernya asked in surprise.



"You knew?"



"Think about it. How did Sister Ireh meet Eidel in the first place?"



Zernya recalled the past. Ireh had once told her about her background. Ireh was born in the borderlands and grew up suffering from foreign gods her entire life.



Then she entered Alcatraz, where she met Eidel. Later, Eidel saved Ireh with a resonance device. From that moment, she gradually fell for him, like clothes slowly getting wet in a drizzle.



"So I had a rough idea."



"If you knew that, why didn't you warn Sister Ireh like you warned me?"



"Am I you?"



Rustila and Zernya glared at each other, growling. This was routine. They fought so often that minor disagreements no longer affected them.



The two sighed deeply in the middle of their argument.



"You know, right? This isn't the time to fight over such issues."



"Is the world really going to end?"



During their deployments, Rustila and Zernya had similar experiences in different locations. People were going mad and dying. Some transformed into monsters. It was a horrific sight.



The government hastily allocated funds to stabilize the situation. War against foreign gods is fought with money. And money eventually runs out when spent.



"At this rate, the country will completely dry up."



"That's why I'm so conflicted."



Zernya pulled her legs up and buried her face in them. She knew it too. For Eidel, Ireh was an irreplaceable research partner and an excellent assistant. And Eidel's research was the only hope for saving humanity.



"We'll have to come to a conclusion eventually."



"What about you?"



"...I don't know. I don't want to think about it right now."



Rustila was equally conflicted. It was just as Zernya had worried before. Another woman had appeared who wanted to be involved with Eidel.



What if more came along? They might end up sidelined eventually, even if not now. And there would be complications regarding the next head of the Rheinland family.



"I'm going to rest a bit."



Zernya got up from the sofa and strode to the master bedroom. When she opened the door, Cartesia was sprawled on the bed with papers scattered all around, munching on potato chips.



"..."



"What are you looking at, human?"



"I've told you countless times not to eat snacks on the bed."



"I don't listen to beings weaker than me."



"What nonsense."



"If you're going to lie down, do it. If not, leave."



"Hah."



She was too tired to deal with this. Zernya threw herself onto the spacious bed. It was soft.



She had to go on another deployment soon. Today, she particularly didn't want to go to work. Everything in the world just seemed annoying.






"Too tired to be angry?"



"Shut up, foreign god."



"Half constellation, actually."



"You?"



This half-foreign god was another problem. While Ireh at least felt sorry, Cartesia boldly declared she would take Eidel for herself. Thanks to her, they'd even lost the master bedroom.



"You call yourself a constellation while trying to steal someone else's husband?"



"Steal? I clearly said we should share. It's not like that boy will wear out just because I play with him a little, right?"



"He will. His bones will dissolve."



This wasn't a metaphor—they really might dissolve. Once Zernya and Rustila get started, they cling to Eidel all day.



After their sessions, Eidel becomes withered. The two wives are always left wanting more. That's why Sonia hasn't progressed beyond kissing with Eidel yet.



"Bones dissolving, huh? Interesting topic."



Cartesia crunched on potato chips and snickered.



"Last time when the boy couldn't get up, that black-haired woman came and restored his energy. I think if he takes that woman as a wife too, the boy might be able to satisfy all of us, don't you think?"



"Huh?"



Zernya's thoughts blanked momentarily before returning. Thinking about it coolly, there was some logic to it.



Having reached that conclusion, Zernya blushed.



Calling Ireh in for bedroom activities? It was an indecent thought. Not something to decide without losing one's mind.



Besides, she had just driven the two of them out of the house. Bringing them back immediately would make her look inconsistent. Cartesia said:



"By the way, dealing with me would be quite challenging. I can use my tentacles to finish without even touching you."



"What? Are you insane, foreign god? Who's giving you a chance?"



Crunch. Cartesia laughed leisurely as she broke a potato chip. Cheese powder scattered all over the expensive blanket.



"Your opinion doesn't matter when it comes to what I want to do. If anything matters, it's that boy's opinion. Speaking of which... when is he coming back?"



Zernya snorted.



"I'm going to make sure he can't come back here for a while, even if it's because of you. I told him to stay at the university and do his research! I told him to write lots of papers!"



"Re-research papers...?"



Cartesia's expression hardened. She looked like she'd just realized something, then grabbed Zernya, who was lying face down, by the collar.



"What are you doing suddenly? Let go!"



"Tell them to come back here right now! Right now!"



Zernya couldn't understand why this crazy foreign god was suddenly acting this way. She just concluded that she was crazy to begin with.



***



Eidel was someone who knew how to separate personal and professional matters.



No matter how awkward things had become personally, Eidel was demonstrating the model behavior of a new professor at the university.



"I know your abilities well, Sister. So for your first paper after enrollment, I'll give you something a bit challenging."



The academic guidance had begun even before she had officially registered.



"We need a theory that can mediate between gravitons and dimensions. Actually, one already exists, but it's incomplete. I'd like you to complete it."



Ireh agreed.



The mentor-student relationship with Eidel that she had longed for. They would have meetings at least once a week, and could exchange DMs even at dawn. The title of graduate student made everything possible.



In truth, this was exactly what Ireh had wanted. Even if she couldn't be his spouse, she could be the first person he discussed new ideas with.



"Call me anytime if you need anything or have questions. I'll be talking with government officials."



"O-okay."



If things continued like this, she wouldn't have to feel sorry toward Rustila and Zernya. But...



"..."



Was this position really enough?
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In the northern Laniakea planetary system.



The capital, the center of politics, was filled with daily verbal battles.



If one had to name the primary battleground, it would undoubtedly be the Central Assembly.



"You're going to pour thousands of trillions into research? Are you insane?"



"You lunatics! Last time you said it would be limited to a hundred trillion at most!"



"Do you have money to burn? If that's the case, shouldn't you first consider increasing support funds for foreign disaster victims?"



Eastern Union Party members unanimously condemned the government's unilateral passage of the bill. Other parties, including the Western Republican Party, joined in, raising their voices.



"If you pour all the budget into this gravity bomb or whatever, how will you address people's livelihoods?"



"Respected citizens, look at what the government is doing! The state is trying to abandon you!"



"Don't you even know what should come first? You ignorant fools!"



Rumors spread that the administration had traded people's livelihoods for research funds. Public support for the administration plummeted sharply in both western and eastern regions.



The government's response was simple:



- Regrettable.



One day later, the Federal President and Prime Minister's Office appointed Eidel Rheinland as the chief director of the Gravity Bomb Project.



Additionally, the government budget was passed with the approval of the majority Federal Party and National Defense Party, turning the assembly into utter chaos.



"We condemn the government's unilateral decision!"



"Down with the dictatorial regime!"



"Resign!"



"You should resign first!"



"Hey, let's just impeach everyone!"



"Do you think impeachment is child's play?"



"Hey, hey! Drag that guy out! Right now!"



The people's assembly.



The assembly where democracy flies around like dandelion seeds.



The proud assembly where eggs and tomatoes are thrown, and members reveal themselves as martial artists by using levitation and lightness skills!



Another peaceful day at the National Assembly.



***



[Please stop the gravity bomb research.]

[You're insane]

[Enjoying spending taxpayers' money on research? Are you enjoying it, you bastard?]

[Reply. Or else.]

[Research lab contact inquiry]

[Rheinland<<<<<Most overrated family ever]

[(Blocked message)]



I had finally become the chief director of the Gravity Bomb Research Team. The aftermath was considerable. My inbox was a mess.



[Subject: Research lab contact inquiry]



[Professor, I'd like to blow up your lab. When can I visit?]



"Heh heh."



To trample my pure heart like this. How cruel.



"Sonia."



"Yes, young master."



"You manage my inbox for now. Gather all the ones who cross the line and forward them to Kristin."



"You mean Kristin Heresset? Your academy classmate and Mezulen's closest friend?"



"That's right."



Kristin became a lawyer as in the original story. Somehow we lost touch, but she's still working hard behind the scenes. I plan to get her help in handling this matter.



"No leniency?"



"Handle it by the law."



"You'll get cursed at a lot. They'll say you're suing ordinary citizens and taking what little money they have."



"If they don't have money, they shouldn't have sent emails like this, right?"



I tapped the screen and smiled.



"And what's wrong with getting cursed at a bit? They're volunteering to provide research funds. Do you think I'd just sit here with a sour face looking at these people?"



"I suppose not. You seem to be enjoying it, actually."



"Tell them to send more. The more people attack me, the sooner the research will be completed."



Sonia broke into a silent laugh. She had been quite angry after reading my inbox. Her face looked prettier now that her frown had disappeared.



"As expected, young master, your way of thinking is different. I admire that."



"Anyway, I'll leave it to you."



"Yes, I'll extract everything I can from them."






While Sonia handled that matter, I went back and forth between government offices and corporations to finalize the construction date for the gravity cannon.



The government had approved it, and most corporations had given the OK sign. The corporations unanimously expressed concern about recent attacks from foreign gods.



Therefore, there was no disagreement about the production itself. The momentum was on my side.



"Chairman Stranov, I look forward to working with you."



"Likewise, Professor."



I finished my conversation with Bell Stranov, the chairman of Megacorp Stronium.



"So we should invest primarily in Iryuel Academy?"



"Yes. We'll be making four gravity cannons in total. I'll entrust Stronium with the production and protection of the western turret."



"What about the other three?"



"I'll directly oversee the southern turret, the government will handle the northern one, and the Leblenn family will support the eastern one."



Chairman Stranov nodded.



"It sounds like you'll be using the Rheinland family fortune."



"I must. If it can shorten the time."



"I appreciate your sincerity. We'll need to move more diligently as well."



After saying goodbye to Chairman Stranov, I returned to the south.



Sonia, who was supposed to be on standby in the professor's office, was nowhere to be seen. Instead, there was a Post-it note stuck to the desk.



[Going on a business trip to the Heresset family. - (ㆆㅅㆆ)b]



She must have already handled the matter and left. That's Sonia for you. So efficient.



The next moment, I had a realization.



"Ah, but this is a problem."



"Why?"



"I was supposed to meet Seti next."



Ireh tilted her head.



"What's the problem?"



"Seti is at the Rheinland main residence now. She said she's busy with management, so if I want to see her, I should come home. So I need to go home, but..."



Since the day Ireh and I were kicked out, I hadn't returned home. Work had been extremely busy, and more importantly, I didn't have the face to meet my wives.



It would be better if I could go alone, but that wasn't possible either.



In the week since becoming the chief director of the Gravity Bomb project, there had been three assassination attempts.



Rustila, Sonia, Ireh. To avoid dying pathetically, I needed to stay with at least one of them at all times.



And right now, only one of them was by my side.



"...Sister."



"Ah."



Ireh stammered.



"I-it should be fine, right? It's a weekday, so Rustila and Zernya won't be there, and if we sneak in and out..."



"Sister?"



"...Huh?"



Ireh's face turned deathly pale, then quickly reddened like a ripe persimmon.



"W-wait. I didn't mean it that way!"



"Sister."



"Really! Believe me!"



Ireh's voice echoed through the office, gradually fading. She slumped like dried squid.



"There's no other way. Let's go."



Back home after a long time.



***



At the Rheinland main residence, there was no one except Seti and a few androids. Both my wives must have gone out to work.



I met with Seti and told her the truth.



"You might deplete the family fortune?"



"Maybe?"



"What do you mean 'maybe'? Do you want to die?"



Seti raised her fist. Her threatening gesture looked more pathetic than intimidating.



"Seti, I'm the head of the Rheinland family."



"You may be the head, but I manage the money. And that fortune isn't even something you accumulated."



"Sister."






"What."



"I've done some things, you know. Can't you help me definitively, considering I'm trying to save the world?"



Seti remained silent for a long time. At that moment, a constellation holding scales and currency appeared above her head.



"I suppose being broke is better than... the universe disappearing..."



"Leti, just stay still for a moment."



"...But the destruction is certain."



Seti slapped her knee.



"I still have my whole life ahead of me. But Laplace and other foreign gods will probably come before I die. Money and cryptocurrency probably won't mean much then..."



"Physical assets, physical assets." Seti muttered repeatedly.



"You said you convinced Stronium?"



"Yeah."



"Let me hear the logic you used to convince that corporation."



I made a V-sign with my fingers.



"There are two reasons why companies should invest in this research. First, without the gravity bomb, the universe's destruction is certain when Laplace arrives. Second, the technology to fire the gravity bomb is equivalent to the technology to obtain energy from black holes."



"I understand the first point. Explain the second one in detail."



"You know about nuclear fusion, right?"



"Who do you take me for, an idiot? It's the process of atomic nuclei combining to generate energy, right? It's environmentally friendly and also the source of power for constellations."



"I'm proposing we apply the same principle to foreign gods."



I drew a rough diagram on the electronic board. Using a particle accelerator to create a tiny black hole, then fusing it with another in a very short time to create a larger black hole.



When two black holes meet, mass defect occurs, and the missing mass is converted into energy.



"Mathematically, it's an almost complete theory. We just haven't been able to implement it due to technological limitations."



"That alone doesn't seem worth investing in. Wouldn't creating black holes with particle accelerators consume more electricity?"



"Even accounting for that, the yield is high. I told you, the theory has been developed long ago."



"Hmm."



Seti let out a high-pitched hum.



"High risk, high return. If we fail, we lose all our money and face destruction by foreign gods. If we succeed, we defeat the foreign gods, achieve world peace, and gain even more wealth than we have now... Well, I've made my decision."



Seti clapped her hands and sat back down.



"What the heck, I'll bet everything on you, brother."



"Phew."



"First, make a prototype or mockup. Let me check how much it costs and give me an estimate. If it's within my means, I might provide more support."



"Really?"



"Do you think I'm that gullible?"



Seti tousled my hair and giggled.



With this, I had secured over 80% of the necessary funding. The next requirement was manpower.



I had professors from the physics department, as well as from the natural sciences and engineering departments, graduate students under them, and researchers from national research institutes all at my disposal.



There shouldn't be a shortage of personnel.



But still.



It would be disappointing if the friends who played major roles in the previous cycle were missing.



Research funds include personnel costs, and personnel costs reflect a person's public value.



And I knew three protagonists whom I could employ cheaply.



"Sister, I need to make some calls. It might take a while, so could you wait in the living room?"



"Oh, okay."



Ireh sat on the living room sofa. I went into the master bedroom where Cartesia was. Dozens of tentacles wrapped around me.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" is curious about what has been happening.]



"Youngster."



"Sorry, but let's talk after I finish this business."



"Must be important?"



"It's related to the gravity bomb."



"Well, I guess it can't be helped then."



I immediately sent a message.



[Group Chat]



['Eidel' has invited 'Welton', 'Mathers', 'Mezulen']



[Welton: ?]

[Welton: What's this?]
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[Notification: 'Eidel' has posted an announcement.]



[GRADUATE★STUDENT☆RECRUITMENT]



[Mathers: What the hell]

[Mathers: This seems fishy]



[Me: Hey everyone]



[Welton: Hey]

[Mezulen: ? Hey]



[Me: Dear Stellarium Academy children]

[Me: I'd like to share some good news for those of you soon entering graduate school]



[Welton: Bye]



['Welton' has left the chat.]

['Eidel' has invited 'Welton'.]



[Welton: Damn it]



[Me: What could it be?]



[Mezulen: (Emoticon of a hamster munching on an acorn saying "Wow, I'm really excited")]



[Me: It's graviton bomb research]

[Me: As this is a massive project requiring collaboration across multiple fields, I have no doubt it will be an opportunity to enhance your research capabilities]

[Me: Interested children, please raise your hands]



['Welton' has left the chat.]

['Eidel' has invited 'Welton'.]



[Welton: Save me]

[Mathers: Give up, idiot. We're already doomed]

[Mathers: That guy became a professor]

[Mezulen: (Emoticon of a rabbit character trembling)]

[Welton: F]

[Welton: F you]

[Welton: Adios]



['Welton' has left the chat.]

['Eidel' has invited 'Welton'.]



[Me: Welton, child]

[Me: I'm not finished yet]

[Me: If you leave one more time, I'll visit your home]

[Me: Haha]



[Mezulen: Omg]

[Welton: It wasn't me]

[Welton: My cat did it]

[Mathers: This is insane]

[Welton: But shouldn't you first ask if we're even going to graduate school? Professor?]



[Me: Mathers child, are you going to graduate school?]



[Mathers: Yeah, why]



[Me: What about Welton child?]



[Welton: I might go or I might not]

[Welton: I'm going]

[Welton: Sorry]

[Welton: Save me]

[Welton: Please]



[Me: And Mezulen child will obviously go too, right?]



[Mezulen: *sob*]

[Mezulen: (Emoticon of a crying rabbit suddenly grinning)]

[Mezulen: Hahahahaha]



[Me: If you all join the project]

[Me: Mezulen child will work on crystals as usual, while Welton and Mathers children will design components for the graviton bomb according to your specialties]



[Mathers: So how much are you paying?]



[Me: (Table of estimated labor costs by field)]

[Me: Compensation will be approximately this much]

[Me: Interested?]



[Mathers: I'm in immediately]

[Mezulen: (Emoticon of a raccoon saluting)]

[Mezulen: ^^7]

[Welton: Ah, of course. O 'King of Graduate Students.']



Money truly is magnificent.



Now that I've recruited these three, research should accelerate. Mezulen goes without saying, but Welton and Mathers were also quite renowned engineers in previous iterations.



I turned off the screen with a satisfied smile.



"All done?"



Cartesia approached from behind. She placed her tentacles on both my shoulders and rested her head against me.



"Now tell me why you haven't been home."



"You already know. You must have read my thoughts."



"Thinking something and saying it can be different."



"I didn't have time to come home because I was busy planning research. I had many places to visit too."



Squeeze.



Cartesia pressed down on my shoulders with her tentacles.






"That black-haired woman."



"Ireh? What about her?"



"You two did naughty things behind my back, didn't you? Why aren't you mentioning that?"



Naughty things with Ireh? What nonsense is this?



We absolutely did not. After being scolded by Rustila and Zernya, I've been especially careful about my conduct.



"Research, I mean research."



Cartesia's tentacles crept up to my neck. She wrapped the tip around my nape and traced circles while whispering.



"You researched with that damn woman without stopping for even an hour. Did you think I wouldn't know?"



"Are you upset about that?"



"Upset? Me?"



I heard a snort behind my neck.



"Kid, this is ingratitude. I was the one who first introduced graviton bomb research to you. Do you even realize that?"



Slowly.



The tentacle tightened around my neck.



A chill ran down my spine. I felt a more ominous killing intent than when I first met Cartesia and received my first quest.



I slowly turned my head. Cartesia gave a sinister smirk and waved her hand.



Ding!



[— Quest: Move the 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' to your professor's office. You must carry or hold her.]



[— Success: —]



[— Failure: Involuntary ejaculation (10-minute intervals, lasting one week)]



What the hell.



"What kind of quest doesn't have a success reward? Are you really a constellation?"



"Half outer god."



Cartesia stretched out her arms and placed them on my shoulders. Then she climbed onto my back. Simply put, she wanted a piggyback ride.



"Move like this."



"Sigh."



What should I do with this mischievous lady?



Looking at the additional details, there was a time limit. Whether slow or fast, I had to move her residence today.



"Can you behave yourself once we get there?"



"That depends on you, kid."



I reluctantly gave Cartesia a piggyback ride. She shook her head from side to side.



"And I'm getting bored here. It's stifling. I'd like to go out to a new place and look around."



"I'll find a way somehow."



"Now you're talking sense, kid."



I figured it would be better to move quickly. Although Ireh and Cartesia don't get along, if I could get them to discuss in the same space, we could make significant theoretical progress.



But too much time had passed. Ireh would be waiting in the living room. I carried Cartesia on my back and left the bedroom.



"Senior, sorry for the wait. Now we can go... Senior?"



Ireh was sleeping on her side on the living room sofa. She had taken off her cardigan, probably because she was hot. She was wearing a short-sleeved shirt and short shorts, making it awkward to look at her.



[— The 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' shows signs of discomfort.]



"Senior, please wake up. Senior."



I tapped Ireh's arm. She let out a shallow moan and shifted her body. She wouldn't wake up.



Well, she must be tired. From researching all night, and from protecting me. Lately, Ireh had been going to bed later than me and waking up earlier.



But before coming here, I had texted Rustila and Zernya first. I told them I would stop by home with Ireh because of the matter with Seti.



What if my wives come back and see Ireh dressed like this?



I shudder just imagining their reaction.



"Senior, if you're going to sleep, do it at school."



"Mmm..."



I reached out to Ireh again. And then, something unexpected happened. Ireh grabbed my arm in her sleep and pulled me with surprising strength.



I was already off-balance from carrying Cartesia. I fell forward helplessly. Ireh caught me while sleep-talking.



"...Senior?"



"Professor, it feels good. So good."



"Senior. Senior! Wake up!"



"I can't take anymore. Please let me graduate soon..."



"Ireh Hazlen——!!"






"...Huh, what?"



Ireh startled awake and blinked her eyes. Alertness returned to her previously drowsy gaze.



"Get a hold of yourself. I've finished my business. Let's go back to Stellarium."



"Oh, um. Yes...?"



Ireh was nodding when she suddenly stopped breathing. I was currently being embraced by Ireh from the front while carrying Cartesia on my back.



Cartesia and Ireh stared at each other.



"This woman must be desperate to die."



"Ahhh!"



Ireh screamed and let go of me. Her face turned blue, then white, and finally red.



"Is this a dream?"



"It's reality, Senior. You fell asleep on our sofa while I was taking care of business."



In other words, she took a nap at her advisor's house. Thinking about it that way, I felt envious of Ireh. I never got to sleep at Professor Feynman's house.



"I didn't mean to...!"



Ireh's face turned as red as a radish as she desperately tried to explain that this wasn't intentional. I waved my hand and helped her up.



"Let's go. Before it gets any later."



And as I turned my head toward the entrance...



Thud.



There was the sound of something heavy dropping.



Belatedly understanding the situation, I couldn't believe my eyes.



Zernya was staring at us with dead eyes.



***



A few hours before Eidel returned to the Rheinland main house.



Eidel had left a message in the family group chat saying he would be returning early. He would discuss the graviton bomb with Seti, and since Sonia wasn't available, he would bring Ireh along instead.



Ireh and Eidel enter the Rheinland main house.



Though she wasn't thrilled about it, there was no other option. Above all...



'I was too harsh back then.'



After several weeks, both Rustila and Zernya had calmed down.



After giving birth, Zernya's personality had softened considerably. She knew that parents who get angry too often can negatively affect their children.



'Last time, I was so shocked that I lost control and went full throttle...'



Zernya fidgeted with her right hand.



She felt terrible about hitting her husband back then.



Since he said he was coming home, she took a half-day off work. When she wrote "childcare" as the reason, it was approved immediately.



'I should go shopping before heading back.'



She would hurry home to meet Eidel. She planned to cook his favorite food herself, feed him well, and then apologize for last time.



She intended to have a proper conversation and resolve the issue with Ireh.



'And after that...'



Sonia had bought a cat costume before. She had purchased it but hadn't used it yet.



"Hehe."



The corners of her mouth turned up at the thought of saying "I'm sorry" in the evening and "meow" at night.



After finishing her careful shopping, Zernya returned to the main house.



"I, I didn't mean to...!"



"This woman is something else."



In front: Ireh.



Behind: Cartesia.



She could see Eidel sighing while sandwiched between them.



There were two questions:



1. Why was Ireh dressed in such a seductive outfit, trying to seduce Eidel?



2. Why was that outer god getting a piggyback ride from Eidel?



As those two questions meshed together like gears, Zernya's blood pressure, which had been calm, surged like a wave.



Thud.



"Hey."



"D-darling?"



"You've got some nerve."



Zernya put down her shopping bags and charged forward.
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"Darling."



Zernya didn't get angry like last time. Or more precisely, she didn't raise her voice. Instead, she approached me with a sweet smile.



"Zenya, I can explain everything..."



"Don't make excuses. Come here."



Zernya grabbed my sideburns.



"Honey? Aaaagh!"



"Follow me. To the bedroom."



I was dragged along with my head in her grip, forcing me to bow. I never imagined a 30cm height difference could be so painful.



After throwing me into the bedroom, Zernya spoke through gritted teeth.



"...Answer me. Why were you doing that?"



I confessed everything in this room of truth. Whether to believe me or not was Zernya's choice. Of course, even to me, my statement lacked credibility.



Why?



Because right now, I had Cartesia riding on my back.



"When are you putting that foreign god down?"



"I'm on a quest."



"What quest?"



"I have to get to the laboratory like this. Otherwise, I'll face a penalty too embarrassing to mention. It's true, please believe me. I'm not doing this because I want to!"



Forced climax every 10 minutes for a week. Who could come up with such a terrible penalty?



"Really?"



"How could a mere human understand the hardships of a transcendent being?"



Cartesia answered smugly. Zernya frowned and lowered her voice.



"I just gave permission for you to be with Sonia the other day, and already you've seduced two more women. Impressive, darling. Hmm?"



"I'm sorry."



The one who answered wasn't me but Ireh. She peeked from the living room and hesitantly entered. With slumped shoulders, she apologized to Zernya in a small voice.



"Zernya. I'm really, really sorry..."



"Why are you apologizing, unnie? It's this womanizer's fault for not rejecting advances when he already has three women."



Ireh shook her head.



"No, it's my fault. Eidel pushed me away several times saying this was wrong, but I couldn't control myself and kept putting him in difficult situations. So if you want to blame someone, blame me..."



Zernya's eyes darted around uncertainly. She cleared her throat repeatedly and looked at me.



"How long have you been intimate with Ireh unnie?"



"For several years."



"Since when exactly?"



"If I think back, since around when I entered college?"



"...That's before we even got married."



Come to think of it, that was true. Ireh and I had been growing closer, knowingly or unknowingly, even before Zernya reformed. Though back then, Ireh would jump at the slightest touch.



"Whew, wait a minute."



Zernya took a deep breath.



"Were there other women who approached you before we got married? Besides unnie and this foreign god?"



"There were. I rejected them all."



"And after marriage?"



"I still occasionally get emails."



"...Can I see them?"



I willingly showed Zernya my inbox. But I had forgotten something. Recently, there were more emails cursing me than proposing marriage.



By the time I realized, it was too late.



Zernya's expression soured like never before.



"What... is all this?"



"Oh, hate mail?"



"Who the hell are these bastards to curse at you like this?"



"I made changes to government budgets. Welfare spending was reduced because of me. Conversely, research funding increased significantly."



National budget decisions are a zero-sum game. The government took my side.



It was good for me, but it caused suffering for others.



"Even so, how dare they attack you personally? These trash. If anyone's going to criticize Eidel, it's me. How dare these nobodies spout such nonsense about my husband and Rustila? I'll kill them!"



"Calm down, Zernya."



"Do I look calm to you?"



I sat beside Zernya and tried to restrain her fury. She growled in an ice-cold voice.



"Sue them. Sue them right now and get settlement money."



"Sonia's already handling it."






"Sonia is?"



I nodded.



"...Sigh, good. That's right. At least she's efficient at handling things."



Having calmed down, Zernya scrolled further back in my inbox. The further back she went, the more marriage proposals appeared. Naturally, I had rejected them all.



"Let me get this straight. Besides Ireh unnie and this foreign god, there are no others, right? Really?"



"Yes, ma'am."



"Four, five?"



"Including Cartesia, five, ma'am."



"You're seriously counting a foreign god too?"



"If I don't become this foreign god's husband, this foreign god might become my husband, ma'am."



Cartesia laughed, wrapping her arms around my neck. Zernya gave me a meaningful look.



I was standing at an important crossroads. Whether to receive permission from my existing wives. After contemplating for a while, Zernya quietly spoke.



"Ireh unnie."



"Y-yes?"



"Let me ask you one thing."



***



Bang!



A bullet passed through my head.



It didn't hurt. It was a spiritual bullet with no physical form.



[— Your energy has been restored.]



"How is it?"



"My fatigue is completely gone."



I heard Ireh's spiritual bullets cost about 500 coins each. Though not free, after taking one "Bullet of Vigor," I could move energetically for hours even in extreme situations.



"With Ireh unnie providing unlimited energy, and applying the triangle effect... ahem."



Zernya smiled like a devil. It gave me chills.



"Hey, darling."



"Yes, ma'am."



"For the peace of the Rheinland family, I think we need to make a lifelong promise that won't change. Do you understand what I mean?"



"I do, ma'am."



Zernya showed her left hand. Her thumb was folded, and the other four fingers were spread.



"Four."



"Four?"



"I've been discussing with Rustila for two weeks. If you want more women, it's four including the two of us. If you bring in more than that, I'll make you a eunuch for life. Understand?"



"Uh, umm...?"



"I said, do you understand?"



I tried to say something but could only nod. I could have one more wife. It was miraculous that Zernya gave permission at all.



What could have caused such a change of heart?



"Hmm."



Cartesia hummed. With her help, I scanned Zernya's thoughts. The result was shocking.



'Even so, abandoning Ireh unnie doesn't make sense. Despite everything, she's been good to me. She remains important to me.'



So far, so good.



The problem came next.



'Besides, Ireh unnie is necessary for maintaining the triangle and graviton bullet research. Most importantly, if Ireh unnie can restore stamina, there's no need to fight with Rustila or Sonia over frequency.'



Good heavens.



Is that really one of the reasons for accepting Ireh? For bedroom activities?



'It's embarrassing but... what can I do? No matter how much we do it, I'm never satisfied. Better than falling into a rut.'



No, being unsatisfied after more than a dozen times doesn't make sense.



I couldn't close my mouth. I never dreamed the triangle and spiritual bullets could be useful in that area.



My head turned stiffly. Zernya was cooking now.



I approached her cautiously.



"L-let me help."



"It's fine."



[— She regrets slapping your cheek.]



Zernya was preparing a meal after a long time. For me.



It was a balanced diet with seafood, vegetables, and meat. Plus a sweet fruit punch for dessert. A home-cooked meal I hadn't tasted in a long time.



My eyes widened at the first bite.






"How is it?"



"It's delicious, ma'am..."



"This... is my apology."



"Huh?"



"I slapped you last time. Too... harshly. So I'm sorry."



"I deserved it."



Zernya looked a bit surprised, then smiled slightly.



Meanwhile, Cartesia examined the side dishes and dropped a bombshell.



"These are all foods good for mating."



"...Oh."



Now that she mentioned it, that was true. I belatedly noticed the grilled eel. And was watermelon good for men too?



Zernya twisted the corner of her mouth and stabbed an onion with her fork.



It seemed that way.



"Eat more."



This was it.



A defensive warning signal.



Since Zernya apologized to me, I should also apologize to her. Reconciliation between spouses usually works that way.



As I steeled myself, Zernya put all the onions on my plate and whispered.



"...Take those two to school and come back."



"Wait, that's not possible."



"Why?"



"You know I face assassination threats almost daily. If Rustila, Sonia, and Ireh unnie aren't here, who will protect you and me from sudden attacks?"



"Hmm."



Zernya swallowed. She answered.



"Then just once."



"What about Cartesia? I need to keep carrying her on my back because of the quest..."



Zernya clicked her tongue. I felt bad for making excuses when she had prepared such a feast. I added before she could pout.



"I'm free this weekend."



Zernya smiled brightly.



***



Ireh pondered Zernya's words.



'Four.'



She had permitted one more wife. The formidable Zernya had actually allowed it.



She wondered why it wasn't five including Cartesia, but... it made sense. A foreign god wasn't suitable as a human companion. They were different species.



'Me, with Eidel...'



Ireh imagined becoming Eidel's fourth wife.



A wedding chapel with bells ringing. Herself in a pure white dress. People cheering.



Walking down the red carpet with white petals falling, and at the end...



'I'm crazy, I'm crazy, I'm crazy...!'



Her face instantly flushed.



She didn't understand why she felt this way. In the past, she had vowed never to be with a man. Now, just thinking about marriage made her heart swell.



'Well, since things have come to this.'



She wouldn't remain just a research colleague.



She would pursue perfect happiness, as the background saint Altair had said. Even if it was due to compensation psychology, she would do it.



Moreover, today while dozing on the sofa, she had dreamed.



A sensual, naughty dream of her wedding night with Eidel.



Having no direct experience, her memories weren't clear. But whenever she tried to recall, she seemed to hear a hissing sound in her head.



"Whew, we've arrived."



Ireh returned to Stellarium with Eidel.



Eidel brought Cartesia to the professor's office and seated her. Cartesia looked around like a sparrow and spoke.



"I finally feel refreshed. But what's that?"



Cartesia examined the professor's office randomly. It was a small space, but that didn't matter. What was important to her was novelty.



Papers, so many papers!



'The white hole that existed only in theory was here!'



The walls were painted completely white, so it really did look like a white hole.



'From now on, this is my newlywed home.'



Cartesia imagined becoming Eidel's fourth companion.
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I urged Cartesia.



"You absolutely must not be seen by outsiders. If a stranger tries to come in here, hide under the desk. Got it?"



"Hmm."



Cartesia smirked.



"You're probably the only human in this world who speaks to a foreign god in such a commanding tone, kid."



***



Before I knew it, I had finished moving all my belongings. One advantage of a theoretical research lab was that I didn't have to struggle with moving experimental equipment.



In this modest office, a professor and a graduate student, plus one foreign god. The days of discussions among the three of us had begun.



In other words, it meant the lab would never have a quiet day.



"This would work better if we did it this way."



"How stupid. Your calculation is wrong. Don't you know how to integrate?"



"What? Have you finished speaking?"



Here we go again.



"No, I have one more thing to say. Because of the factor attached here, this value is zero without even calculating it. Higher than your IQ."



"Shut up. I was trying to develop the intermediate steps to create an identity. I was trying to derive a formula to use more easily in other equations, but I guess you can see one thing but not two?"



"Other equations? Which ones?"



"This one!"



"That's easily done with mental calculation. This is tedious, so tedious. I'm not here to teach children, and it's embarrassing to be researching with a woman like you."



The atmosphere was building toward a major fight if I didn't intervene soon. I sighed and spoke up.



"Sister, please stop."



"But, brother! She started it first...!"



"You're not a child, Sister. Don't react to everything."



I gave Cartesia a warning too.



"And you, stop picking fights."



"I'm not picking fights, just stating facts."



"Whether it's fact or not, try not to say things that might offend others."



"Tsk."



Cartesia clicked her tongue and sat on my lap. She quickly scanned the equations Ireh was working on and snorted.



"I'm only doing this because time is precious."



Cartesia snatched the pen from my hand. Then she began writing new equations above Ireh's work. She moved through the complex calculations without any hesitation. If anything, her hand could barely keep up with her mental calculations, making her writing almost fly across the page.



Tap.



Cartesia put down the pen, pulled her shoulders back, and caressed my cheek.



"This way would take less than three minutes."



"Yeah, you're amazing," Ireh said, folding her arms and turning her head away.



"Sister. Please be understanding. She's a foreign god after all."



"Half constellation."



"Still half foreign god."



"...This kid never backs down."



I lightly hit Cartesia's head with a textbook and made her get off my lap. It was just a tap, but I'm probably the only person in the universe who could discipline a foreign god and keep all limbs intact.



Anyway, this is how things had been since Cartesia moved into my lab. They would fight while researching, I would break it up. Even after calming them down, they'd start fighting again soon after.



However, moving Cartesia here wasn't entirely a bad decision.



Despite their bickering, they complemented each other's weaknesses. Although Cartesia was faster at calculations, Ireh sometimes took the lead when it came to proposing innovative ideas.






"When dropping the bomb, I don't think using just Stellarine will be enough. Let's use existing warp drive technology. We should install gates in each planetary system so we can attack immediately no matter where the foreign god's black hole is."



"That's a good idea, Sister."



"...Tsk."



Cartesia showed signs of discomfort. Ireh glanced at both Cartesia and me before spreading her arms toward me.



"Hug me."



"Sister?"



"I've been discussing hard all morning. I'm exhausted. Just hug me once."



Last week, after Zernya agreed to turn a blind eye to my relationship with Ireh, her attitude changed. She became bolder, and like now, she would pester me for hugs during breaks.



I wanted to refuse until we finished the gravity bomb because I felt guilty toward my existing wives, but...



"Professor, please hug me."



When I hear that, how can I resist?



"Student, you're the one seducing me."



I ended up hugging Ireh. A soft sensation spread from my shoulders to my stomach. Though she had asked for it, Ireh trembled when I actually hugged her.



When I stroked her back to reassure her, she flinched even more. Then she finally relaxed into my embrace.



Ireh pressed her cheek against my shoulder and rubbed it gently.



"Thank you, Professor."



"Is that enough now?"



"Just one more minute."



My gaze shifted to Cartesia. She was staring at me with eyes like dried fish. My heart felt constricted.



"Um, maybe we should..."



"If we stay like this a little longer, research efficiency will increase dramatically."



"...Two minutes only."



Knock knock.



"Professor Rheinland, someone from the Ministry of Science and Technology is here. Are you in?"



Work calls.



I cleared my throat and detached Ireh. I signaled Cartesia with my eyes to get under the desk. Ireh reluctantly let go.



"Come in."



"Excuse me."



Last time two men came, but this time a woman appeared. I could immediately infer that she was from a different department.



Here we go.



"Pleased to meet you. I'm Sullivan Cartman. As of today, I've been assigned as the government official in charge of the gravity bomb project, for which Professor Rheinland is the chief director."



"Eidel von Rheinland. This is my graduate student, Ireh Hazlen."



Ireh bowed her head. Without me having to say anything, she offered Sullivan a chair.



"Thank you for making time in your busy schedule. I'll get straight to the point. First..."



"Ugh!"



"...Professor?"



For a moment, I couldn't think at all. I felt something slick, moist, and indescribable from below.



That sensation started at my ankle, moved up my calf and thigh, and eventually...



"Hssss."



"Is there a problem?"



"No, I just remembered something I forgot."






I pretended to search through my drawer while glancing under the desk. Cartesia was kneeling demurely, silently laughing.



...This foreign god, really.



I firmly stepped on Cartesia's thigh and composed myself.



"It's nothing. Please continue."



"Yes, first I'd like to mention... Professor?"



"Yes?"



"You don't look well."



"No, I'm fine."



I kicked Cartesia again. Despite this, the foreign god's mischief didn't stop.



Rather, she was now acting as if things were just getting started.



The slippery sensation from earlier was none other than a tentacle. Cartesia had begun to enthusiastically explore my lower body with her tentacles.



My mind was growing hazy.



Why give me this trial, and especially at a time like this?



"If you're having any issues with your condition, please let me know. We have a dedicated medical team."



"I-I'm fine."



"Are you sure?"



"I'm sure."



This is important business. I can't not listen. I decided to maintain my composure as much as possible while listening to the government official.



Though it wouldn't be easy.



Sullivan raised her eyebrows.



"First, I'd like to discuss the research team organization. Currently, 892 research units are registered, and as I mentioned earlier, there are also medical and military support teams. These two teams in particular will do their best to ensure that scientists and engineers can research in a safe environment."



"...Yes, thank you."



"Next is the research and development schedule for the gravity bomb. We plan to proceed according to the materials you sent us previously. We will install batteries in each cardinal direction, and as soon as the astronomical team identifies the location of the black hole, the information will be transmitted to the relevant sites."



"Is that process... automated?"



"Of course. While we'll take precautions to prevent such situations, in the unlikely event that astronomical observatory researchers are exposed to danger due to black hole coordinate detection, androids are computerized to transport the data instead."



"That's... fortunate. Foreign gods are... cunning and will... target... the most vulnerable... parts."



"Professor?"



I pretended to cross my legs while pushing Cartesia away. But she showed no signs of retreating. If anything, the more I resisted, the hotter my lower body became, as if submerged in a hot spring.



"I really, really must ask. Are you sure you're alright? Your face looks... a bit flushed."



"It must be menopause."



"...But you're only in your early twenties?"



Ah, right.



"I'm, I'm joking. Actually, it's too hot in here. Maybe some ventilation..."



"I'll do it."



Sullivan stood up and started coming toward me.



This is bad. When she opens the window and turns around, she'll definitely discover Cartesia's identity.



"No, please stay seated! I'll do it..."



I quickly glanced at Ireh.



Until just now I hadn't noticed, but Ireh was glaring at the area under the desk with a cold, sharp intensity like the tip of an icicle.



I'm truly sorry for showing such shameful behavior, but I had no other choice. I sent Ireh a silent distress signal.



Soon, Ireh bit her lip and approached me.
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Ireh opened the window and returned to her place. Her face was flushed pink, and her eyes were unfocused.



A cool breeze entered, tickling the nape of my neck. And then, the continued assault from the cosmic entity under the desk sent chills down my spine.



"Ugh."



The situation was getting worse by the minute.



Squelch, squelch.



The sound of something slimy being rubbed together filled the air. Sullivan rolled her eyes and suddenly asked:



"Do you hear a strange noise somewhere?"



I nearly had a heart attack. Desperate not to reveal Cartesia's presence, I frantically racked my brain.



Gritting my teeth, I struggled to come up with an excuse.



"I'm not sure."



"That's strange. It definitely sounds like it's coming from down here..."



"They must be draining water downstairs."



"Draining water?"



"It rained quite heavily until recently. This area is low-lying, so it sometimes floods during heavy downpours. They're probably doing some drainage work somewhere."



"I see."



Sullivan nodded. Was she innocently believing me, or did she already know and was just pretending not to?



I didn't want to know. I gave up trying to read her thoughts. Sometimes ignorance was bliss.



After a brief pause, Sullivan continued the conversation.



"...Finally, there's one more matter of concern."



"The Magnus Order?"



"So you're aware. Yes. The followers of that order believe your graviton bomb theory will bring about the end of the universe. As a result, more people are becoming dissatisfied with you, Professor."



Similar rumors existed on the Earth I used to live on.



It happened when the European Particle Physics laboratory attempted to recreate the early universe with a particle accelerator. Some claimed the accelerator could create a black hole that would swallow the Earth.



It was baseless nonsense.



The situation I was experiencing now was similar. The Magnus Order was attacking scientists and dismissing their hard work for the sake of their own beliefs.



"Of course, our government plans to strictly crack down on such atrocities by these heretics. However, just to be safe, Professor, please request military assistance when you travel to the western region."



Sullivan stood up. It was about time. I also tried to stand up to see her off, but the situation wouldn't allow it.



Stand up now?



I'd be caught.



"Just a moment, I have another appointment right after this and need to prepare... Student? Would you mind seeing the teacher out for me?"



Ireh hesitated before nodding. I apologized to Sullivan for not being able to get up.



"It's fine. You seem busy, so I'll take my leave."



Click.



The door closed, and soon the locking signal sounded. Only then did I sigh in relief and pull my chair back.



Cartesia was licking her tentacles. She met my eyes and smiled, curving her lips.



"How pathetic."



Slither.



The tentacles that had been wrapped around my lower body all withdrew at once.



"Still, it was amusing entertainment for a brief moment."



"What on earth..."



"What on earth did I do that for?"



Cartesia crawled out. She placed her hands on my knees and slowly stood up.



"You should know better than anyone, rookie."



"No, I really don't."



"If I must explain, it was an experiment. To see how long my potential companion could endure my little tricks."



Experiment?



Tricks?



Endure?



These were all incomprehensible words.



But based on Cartesia's personality, I could finally deduce her intention.






"Are you jealous?"



"Well, humans do call it that."



Cartesia is a cosmic entity. Although she takes human form and has observed humanity for a long time, she's clumsy at expressing herself like a human.



Just as an entomologist observing ants would find it difficult to become an ant. So I had to make my own inferences and judgments.



In other words.



This cosmic lady was apparently displeased with how comfortable Ireh and I were becoming with each other.



Cartesia giggled and said:



"You actually enjoyed it, didn't you?"



"But this isn't right. Who would do such things during work..."



"That's what makes it more fun."



"What fun?"



"You were the one who told me to hide under the desk when another human came in. I was just following your orders."



It was a monkey's paw situation.



"If you give orders to a cosmic entity, shouldn't you pay the appropriate price?"



"You're half constellation."



"And half cosmic entity too."



I let out a hollow laugh. Seizing the opportunity, Cartesia approached and whispered in my ear.



"...And the constellation part belongs to you, rookie."



I flicked Cartesia's forehead. Far from showing any pain, she pressed her body closer.



"Alright, I'll hug you. I'll hug you, so don't do this again."



"A hug, is it? I'm not sure what your intention is, but I'll gratefully accept."



Cartesia embraced me tightly.



Anyway, it was because of this personality that I couldn't completely dislike this lady.



That's when it happened.



Click.



Ireh flung open the office door and entered. When she saw me holding Cartesia, her eyes turned cold and...



...she pulled out her spirit gun.



***



When she turned around after opening the window, Ireh saw it. The cosmic entity toying with Eidel. The cunning smile she gave when their eyes met while she was playing with her tentacles.



It's difficult for humans to understand cosmic entities, and for cosmic entities to understand humans.



However, it's not difficult for a woman to understand another woman's psychology. Even if they belong to different species.



In other words, that expression.



It was as good as a declaration of war against Ireh.



She simply couldn't forgive it.



After seeing Sullivan off, Ireh returned as quickly as possible. This was her and Eidel's research lab. She absolutely couldn't leave her brother alone with that cosmic entity.



Click!



As soon as she opened the door, she saw Eidel embracing Cartesia.



Ireh reflexively drew up all the aether in her body.



"Get away from him."



Click.



She pointed her spirit gun at Cartesia. It was loaded with aether bullets—harmless to humans but lethal to cosmic entities.



Cartesia turned around and twisted her lips.



"You're back?"



"I said get away from him right now!"



The number of wives Zernya had permitted for Eidel was four in total. But in reality, there was only one vacant position.



Of course, Zernya had approved of marriage with Ireh given the circumstances.



But.



'She didn't explicitly confirm it.'



Zernya had spoken indirectly. She merely said that up to four wives were possible, but didn't specifically indicate who should be the fourth wife.






While appearing to show mercy to Eidel, she limited his options to make things difficult for him.



This indicated that Zernya had abandoned her desire to monopolize Eidel within the polygamous situation and had adopted a new strategy.



- I'm the legal wife, you bastards! Ahahaha!



Anyway.



From Ireh's perspective, unable to clearly read Zernya's thoughts, the current situation felt like nothing but a crisis.



She risked losing the fourth and possibly final wife position to Cartesia, and beyond that, even her position as the first research partner could be usurped.



In other words, whether she would marry him or not.



Whether she would become Eidel's primary research partner or not.



Whether she would graduate under his supervision or not.



These three propositions were equivalent. Thinking about it this way, how could she not lose her mind?



"Cosmic entity, get away from my brother Del. If you don't move by the count of three, I'll shoot."



"Hmm, go ahead and try."



"Sister, no!"



Eidel tried to stop her, but Ireh's restraint had long since broken. He's my brother. He's my professor. How dare a creature of a different species flirt with Eidel?



Ireh closed the door and raised her voice.



"One!"



"Hug me tighter."



"Two!"



"Until I can't breathe."



"Three!"



"Wait, wait a moment!"



Eidel hurriedly stood up. He approached while still holding Cartesia. To be precise, Cartesia was clinging to him.



"Sister, please don't do this in my research lab."



Ireh's index finger trembled, about to pull the trigger. She knew too. In fact, wasting spirit bullets that required coins for each shot would be a huge loss.



As soon as Eidel touched her, Ireh's spirit gun dissipated into the air. Immediately after, Eidel took Ireh's hand.



Ireh, pulled along limply, sat down in a chair at Eidel's urging. Eidel spread research materials on the desk and wrapped his arm around Ireh's waist.



Ireh was startled. She hadn't expected Eidel to initiate such aggressive physical contact without warning.



"After observing for the past week, I don't think this will work."



On the left was Ireh.



On the right was Cartesia.



One of them couldn't become his wife. That was the constraint Zernya had imposed.



In other words, Ireh was simultaneously in a state of being Eidel's illicit partner and his potential bride.



A truly quantum mechanical affair.



But Eidel came up with a new answer to this problem.



"Don't fight."



Because he was a physicist.



Seeing the repulsion between the two women, he thought of two electrons with different spins. As everyone knows, electrons repel each other.



However, at extremely low temperatures, two electron pairs lose their function as fermions and become bosons through the mediation of quasi-particles called phonons.



Simply put, two electrons behave as if they were one.



The same applied to these two women.



"I don't intend to keep just one of you anyway."



For the peace of the laboratory.



For the sake of the thesis and the graviton bomb.



Eidel decided to consider himself a superconductor.



"I'll be your phonon."



Ireh couldn't immediately understand his words, but Cartesia was different.



"...Are you saying you'll impregnate me?"



Thump, thump.



The organ equivalent to her heart pulsated.



An ordinary human might not understand, but to a cosmic entity who had devoted her life to scholarship, this was the most valuable confession in the world.
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After that day, Cartesia became quiet. She stopped picking fights with Ireh and instead began helping with her research without complaint.



Since Cartesia wasn't bothering Ireh anymore, Ireh had no reason to confront her either.



Peace had finally come to the laboratory.



[— The God of Wisdom and Curiosity is curious.]



[— The God of Wisdom and Curiosity is imagining.]



[— The God of Wisdom and Curiosity is intrigued.]



The only downside was the frequent noisy messages that kept popping up.



Still, this was tolerable. I had no idea what kind of thought experiments were causing these messages, but it was certainly healthier than them fighting.



"Kid. Ice cream."



"Ah, yes."



Cartesia seemed to have developed a growing interest in human food lately. She had particularly taken a liking to snacks, often demanding cookies or ice cream.



"Here you go."



I bought soft serve for easier eating. Mint, chocolate, mango, vanilla, and green tea. A fantastic combination.



But Cartesia's reaction was rather lukewarm.



"Not this. The one with a stick."



"You want it hard?"



"Was that what it's called? Anyway, that one."



Ah, she could have just said so earlier.



This time, when I properly bought her a hard ice cream bar, Cartesia grinned and unwrapped it. She had adapted to human customs quite skillfully.



"Hmm."



Cartesia stared intently at the candy bar before starting to lick it.



Lick, lick.



With each flick of her tongue, the ice cream melted quickly. Her gaze remained fixed on me.



"You said you have a business trip soon?"



"I need to go west. I heard they've made a prototype in Iryuel. I'm going to discuss it with the lab people and make improvements where needed."



"How long will it take?"



"I'll be staying there for a while."



"Then I want to go too."



Cartesia's eyes sparkled with curiosity.



"Besides the west, I'd like to see the east and north too. Actually, how wonderful would it be if I could go even further from here?"



"Are you that curious about other places?"



"It's my first time seeing the world through this body, after all."



Cartesia said this and then popped the ice cream into her mouth. She swallowed nearly two-thirds of it at once. I wondered if it wasn't too cold for her to eat so hastily.



Crack!



Something made a splitting sound.



Cartesia was grinding her teeth, crunching through the hard ice cream. Not just the ice cream part, but even the stick snapped in two as she bit down.



"Mmm, not bad."



The sight was somewhat disturbing.



***



Around the time of Lucia and Anya's birthday, the research cluster was taking shape.



The west was the center for gravity bomb production, as the region was filled with heavy industry companies like Stronium.



At Iryuel Academy's affiliated research institute, I saw the gravity cannon prototype with my own eyes. Sonia and Ireh had come along.






A researcher began explaining.



"First, we store Aether and Pron separately at the bottom. These are the supply sources. We annihilate them together in the upper composite mechanism, then accelerate the resulting particles in the external particle accelerator."



The researcher moved forward and continued.



"After acceleration and collision, we store the resulting gravitons in this graviton-pron tank. Then the compressor next to it compresses the prepared crystal to black hole levels, creating a pair of small black holes. Energy is generated when the two black holes collide, and we can adjust the yield by mediating with the gravitons we just captured."



"So maximizing that yield to accelerate the reaction creates the bomb, right?"



"That's correct."



The researcher answered calmly.



"Conversely, if we induce the reaction slowly, it can be used for power generation. Just like how our ancestors used the same technology that created atomic bombs to turn steam turbines."



"How do you convert the energy from black holes into electricity?"



"We turn turbines the same way."



An obvious answer.



When I told Cartesia about this later, she clicked her tongue in disapproval, saying we should just absorb the energy directly instead of converting it to electricity.



The researcher also didn't leave out the problems and areas for improvement.



"Pron is a dangerous substance, so management is crucial. Currently, we plan to contain it with walls made of lead and titanium, and internally with a device utilizing a gravity-Aether field. However... the budget..."



"The budget is insufficient?"



"We don't know how much will be allocated. Our research team plans to adjust our schedule accordingly once we begin full-scale operations."



Translation: Give us money.



I stepped forward and said:



"This project will be the key to victory in the war against the foreign gods. The potential profitability is enormous just from eliminating foreign threats. The government recognizes this and plans to provide maximum support and supervision to match your schedule."



Translation: We'll pay, so do your job properly.



Afterward, I visited other research teams sequentially. The position of chief director is arduous. Not only do I conduct my own research, but I also actively check the progress of other research teams and coordinate schedules, putting effort into communication.



However, there was one more reason for the inevitable overtime.



Waaaaaail!



While continuing theoretical research in my temporarily assigned laboratory, I looked up at the sound of an alarm.



Bang!



Sonia burst through the door and shouted:



"Young master, take cover!"



"Sonia, I told you to call me Professor here!"



"No time for jokes!"



Sonia pushed Cartesia, who was sitting on my lap, aside and forcibly pulled me to my feet.



"Heretics have stormed the academy! They must know you're here!"



"...They came all the way here? To Iryuel Academy?"



After the gravity bomb project began, the country scraped together regular troops and doctors to protect the scientists.



Of course, I had security too. As the project director, I was supposed to have the tightest security of all... or so Sullivan had said.



Although Rustila and Zernya couldn't come due to business in the south, the forces currently around the academy should have been sufficient for security.



But what, they broke through?



"That doesn't make sense."



"No, kid. It's entirely possible."



Cartesia, who had been sucking on candy, spoke up. She flipped her side hair and perked up her ears.



"Listen carefully."



Boom boom boom boom.






I felt vibrations. The footsteps were shaking the ground. It was clear that the heretics numbered in the hundreds or thousands.



I peeked out the window through the curtains. People were everywhere. Followers of the Magnus Order were filling Iryuel Academy.



"Eidel von Rheinland, come out now!"



"Release the Saint!"



"Your research will lead this world to destruction!"



The followers weren't carrying weapons. This was why the swordsmen facing them couldn't do anything. The Federation guaranteed freedom of peaceful assembly and association.



Crunch.



Cartesia bit her candy, breaking it.



"Can't we just eliminate all of them?"



"Force isn't an option right now."



I'd recently heard from Sullivan that the Order's influence was growing daily, to the point where even ordinary citizens were sympathizing with them.



While terrorists would be one thing, harming unarmed citizens would deal an irreparable blow to the current government. It would mean losing all my political backing.



Ireh, who was also looking out the window, offered her opinion.



"Those people seem to be controlled by foreign gods. The timing is too suspicious for an organized rally. Besides, to hold a mass demonstration, they would need permission from the local government at least two weeks in advance..."



"So it's an illegal demonstration?"



Ireh nodded.



"Even so, we can't use force to suppress it."



While I didn't care whether they continued protesting or not, this would cause problems when returning to the south. The journey itself would become treacherous, and there might be assassins mixed in with the protesters.



We needed to disperse them peacefully somehow.



"Ah."



Just then, a good idea came to mind.



***



After Saint Julia was handed over to the government, the Magnus Order came under the rule of four high priests, known as the Tetrarchy system.



Elvin, one of the four, was young, capable, and renowned within the Order. After receiving a revelation from the foreign gods, he organized a peaceful demonstration to stop the scientists' gravity bomb research.



'We can't win by force anyway.'



Elvin had originally majored in political sociology. He had even gone to graduate school. Although he had only completed coursework for his doctorate without finishing, he had used that experience to serve as the Order's brain.



'I'll exploit the collusion between Rheinland and the current government.'



Elvin raised his voice with a smirk.



"Eidel von Rheinland, come out now!"



After occupying Iryuel Academy for some time...



"Who's representing this assembly?"



A soldier emerged through the crowd.



"Professor Rheinland wishes to speak with your representatives. We'll guide you, so please follow us."



"He won't come out but wants us to go in?"



"The professor is too exhausted from continuous overwork to walk. We apologize, but he asks that your representatives come to him."



Elvin snorted and began walking. With a wave of his hand, about a dozen followers emerged from various places and followed him.



'A once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.'



The followers accompanying Elvin were actually all assassins. Empowered by the foreign gods, they could easily snap someone's neck even without proper weapons.



"Please enter."



Though the number of swordsmen following them was considerable, the assassins were skilled in hand-to-hand combat. Elvin knocked on the professor's door and entered, certain of Eidel's impending death.



And shortly after.



The screams of men echoed through the corridor.
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The first assassin cautiously entered the professor's lair.



"Aaaaargh!"



He collapsed with a shrill scream.



"What happened?!"



The second assassin reflexively jumped in.



"Gyaaaah!"



He too fell with a delirious scream.



"What's going on? What's happening?!"



The third assassin entered cautiously, on high alert.



"Aaaaargh!"



Even he rolled his eyes back and fainted.



And so four, five, six... over a dozen assassins fell like autumn leaves. Elvin's eyes widened.



'Something's wrong.'



Elvin examined the faces of the soldiers who had come with him. Every one of them wore terrified expressions.



"Everyone, are you alright? Please be careful, the floor is slippery."



A gentle voice came from beyond the door.



It was Eidel von Rheinland.



"Has everyone come in?"



"N-no. There's one more person."



"Please, come in."



There wasn't the slightest tremor in his tone. Only then did Elvin become certain he had fallen into a trap.



'No, I expected this.'



The Order's objective was to eliminate Eidel anyway. It didn't matter whether by assassination or open killing. That's why he had taken the risk to come here.



'With all the assassins unconscious, a direct approach is impossible.'



He didn't know how they had been knocked unconscious, but it was certainly some kind of mental attack.



'How foolish. I'm different from ordinary believers. I've been baptized by the Steel Outer God.'



In the Order, there existed a baptism where one received and shared the mental power of an Outer God. If nothing else, Elvin was confident in his mental fortitude.



"I'm coming in."



Step.



Elvin steeled himself. He entered, climbing over the hill of collapsed assassins toward his target.



And then.



There was nothing.



What Elvin saw was absolute nothingness.



Not even Eidel's face, nor objects that should have been there, not even a single ray of light existed.



Pure darkness.



Death.



The end.



Elvin witnessed the end.



***



"Urgh."



The last man collapsed.



"Are there any more?"



"No, sir."



I hid Cartesia under the desk and approached the fallen men. There was no doubt. They were all unconscious.



[— Unable to measure target's Pron value.]



The status window didn't display specific information. Not that it mattered.



The soldiers moved the unconscious protest leaders one by one to the lounge. The highest-ranking inspector approached me and asked.



"How did you do that? People just kept collapsing."



"It's a skill from my Backing Constellation."



"Backing Constellation?"



"My constellation is quite capable. Just a bit shy, that's all."



The soldiers nodded awkwardly. I had already coordinated with them. Of course, I had appropriately disguised Cartesia's true identity.



I showed Cartesia to the protesters, and they fainted just from directly facing an Outer God. That was all.



"Please take good care of them until they wake up."



Though I said this, it wasn't over yet.



[— The "God of Wisdom and Curiosity" applies <Memory Loss> and <Consciousness Control> to designated targets.]



Memory Loss. Makes them forget what they did today.






Consciousness Control. Removes Sterm's brainwashing and guides their thinking in my favor.



The reason I didn't apply these to the entire protest group was efficiency. Controlling numerous people completely isn't easy. It's more convenient to use the leaders to command the crowd.



Moreover.



"Ugh."



I needed to identify who was the traitor of the New Humanity.



The last person to enter seemed to be the one in charge of the protesters. He withstood Cartesia's stare longer than the others and wore the black priest's robe symbolizing a high position in the Order.



Though he collapsed, he hadn't completely lost consciousness. I lifted the man and sat him in a chair.



"Sir, sir."



Snap, snap.



I flicked my fingers. The man struggled to move his cloudy pupils.



"Urgh, where am I...?"



"Welcome to our laboratory."



"...Laboratory?"



The man groaned and straightened himself.



"Which laboratory?"



"The Science College laboratory at Iryuel Academy. You came here to negotiate with me. Do you remember why you came?"



"Negotiate? I don't remember..."



Of course he wouldn't.



"What is your name, sir?"



"E-Elvin."



A name I'd never heard before. He wasn't in the Order either. History had changed.



"Elvin, please come this way. Do you see those people over there?"



Following my words, Elvin looked out the window. Tens of thousands of followers stood with flagpoles and candles. They chanted slogans in unison.



- Stop the graviton bomb research! Stop it!



"Why are they doing that?"



"I'm researching something called a graviton bomb, and the government budget allocated for it has significantly cut welfare spending. Those people are protesting because of that."



"How much does it cost?"



"At least in the tens of trillions."



"Tens of trillions? After the trillions?"



I nodded. Elvin rapidly rolled his eyes.



"Isn't that enough to bankrupt the national treasury for just one research project?"



"Probably. But it's that important."



I injected new information into the confused Elvin.



"The graviton bomb is the only means to defeat the Outer Gods. No one opposes it without reason. When we investigated people who opposed without basis, we found they were being controlled by Outer Gods. The same was true for you."



"I was?"



"Yes, doesn't it make no sense? Creating a weapon that can fight Outer Gods, yet facing unconditional criticism? It's practically anti-science."



"U-umm."



"Isn't that right?"



"Y-yes, it is."



Elvin looked at me with a sour expression. I patted his shoulder with a gentle smile.



"Sir, I need your help. I don't want my research to impoverish common people either. I'll persuade the government to increase welfare spending again, so would you help me?"



"How?"



"First, withdraw the protesters. And later..."



***



Magnus Order Headquarters.



Three of the four Grand Ministers leading the Order entered an emergency meeting. A woman in a black skirt put her legs on the round table and sighed.



"Elvin, that bastard betrayed us."



A sturdy man asked in response.



"On what grounds?"



"The donations collected from believers have decreased since the last protest. I was suspicious and investigated secretly. Do you know what I found?"



"What did you find?"



"That bastard was sending the offerings to Iryuel Academy! To the contracted institution researching the graviton bomb!"



Bang!



The woman stomped on the table. The space shook. The man waved his hand.



"Calm down, Tarpiel. Elvin is much smarter than you think. If he betrayed us, he wouldn't handle things so sloppily."



Tarpiel continued kicking the table, fuming.



"Then what?"






"It's probably part of a bigger plan to bribe Iryuel."



"That's ridiculous. Spending over 30 million credits to bribe them?"



"He spent that much because he needed to bribe them."



"Hmm, that makes sense."



Tarpiel put her feet down and approached the man.



"Looking at you like this, you seem the smartest. I like that. I prefer intelligent men."



The man's name was Morgan. Morgan inwardly sighed. This woman is starting again.



"How about it? Want to date me?"



"Sorry, but I'm not interested in you."



Tarpiel hummed a tune. She lifted her ceremonial robe, emphasizing her sleek legs. Her beauty was enough to enchant most men.



"Even now?"



"Get lost."



"It wouldn't be bad to embrace me before going to Idea."



"I don't sleep with women dumber than me."



"That's a shame."



Tarpiel released the hem of her robe. The soft fabric slid down along the contours of her body.



"Anyway, I know where that guy is."



"Where is he?"



"Secret."



"Don't be petty in times like these, Tarpiel!"



"Figure it out yourself if you want to know. Though with your intelligence, Ukman, you probably can't."



"Are you insulting me now?!"



"Yep."



The remaining Grand Minister, Ukman, cracked his knuckles. He approached Tarpiel. Tarpiel, unfazed, picked up her whip.



"Enough."



Morgan intervened before the situation escalated between the two Grand Ministers.



"Even if we were baptized by different Outer Gods, we need to unite now."



Morgan was baptized by Sterm, Tarpiel by Renatus, and Ukman by Aurore. Though called baptism, they had offered blood and loyalty.



"The Steel Outer God has spoken. Eidel von Rheinland is either Laplace himself or likely his subordinate. If he exists, our eternal life and Idea will disappear. Do you want to see that?"



"No, of course not."



Tarpiel coiled her whip. Ukman, who had been grinding his teeth, lowered his fist.



"Tell us, Tarpiel. Where is Elvin?"



"In Eidel von Rheinland's professor's office."



***



A month had passed.



After resetting the mind of the man called Elvin, I was using him effectively. He was diverting the Order's donations to my research funds.



"I've transferred 12 million credits to the account you specified."



"Well done. Thank you."



According to Ireh's investigation, Elvin was one of the four Grand Ministers of the Order.



The pinnacle of believers. Someone who could collect money from them. If the Saint was the Messiah, these were like her first disciples.



In other words, a big shot. Very useful.



Since that day, I had demanded Elvin organize daily protests. And I used that as a pretext to meet him.



At first, Elvin's mind was unstable. Nevertheless, I continuously worked to persuade him.



With a little help from Cartesia's power, Elvin became an information network connecting me to the Order and a new source of funding.



Of course, he seemed to have gone a bit mad in the process, but what did it matter?



"I'm infinitely grateful for your efforts, sir. Soon we'll be able to defeat the Outer Gods and establish Idea. Let's work together for a peaceful world."



"Y-yes. For Idea. Hehehe."



"As promised, the Rheinland family will send support funds for the safety of the protesters and the western commoners next week."



Anyway, today's "negotiation" concluded well. Just as I was about to send Elvin back to his followers.



Boom!



The building shook. It felt like an earthquake. But it wasn't a natural disaster.



I looked out the window. Suddenly enraged protesters were breaking through the military and police lines, rushing toward the Science College building.



Among the crowd surging like a tide, one woman's attire particularly stood out. If anything, her outfit was similar to Saint Julia's, but with more exposure. Even from a distance, she looked tall.



"No, that woman is..."



Elvin pointed and stammered.



"Who is she?"



"She's a Grand Minister like me, Tarpiel. She can't resist men who seem smarter than her."
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Elvin continued explaining about a woman named Tarpiel.



"Though small in scale as a faction, she's famous as a High Priestess with highly loyal followers."



On the first day, Elvin had forgotten he was affiliated with the cult. As time passed, his memories seemed to be gradually returning. Thanks to this, he was proving helpful in understanding the reorganized cult.



"I remember she wasn't particularly intelligent. Still, you should be careful. That woman is quite action-oriented."



Elvin was right. Tarpiel had turned the followers into an outraged mob. She appeared skilled at inciting people.



It took only a moment for citizens to transform into rioters. They broke into the science building with their bare hands. They seemed to have lost all fear and reason.



"Stop them! We must stop them!"



"Protect the doctors!"



"Don't shoot! Block them without using weapons!"



Her method of controlling the crowd differed from Elvin's. Not completely violent, but not methodical either.



Her impulsive nature reminded me of how Renatus manipulated people.



Bang!



Someone kicked open the door and entered. It was Sonia.



"Young master."



"You're back? How did the lawsuit go?"



"We should be able to extract at least several million credits. But that's hardly the issue right now, is it?"



Sonia looked out the window and clicked her tongue.



"This time we should really escape."



Just then.



"Who says so?"



Whoosh!



A slicing sound cut through the air. Sonia quickly ducked her head. A dark whip swept through where her head had been.



"You arrived quickly."



Tarpiel. The High Priestess Elvin had mentioned revealed herself.



Thump, thump.



Tarpiel took exactly two steps forward. If she threw her whip now, it would wrap around my neck.



"Elvin, how dare you betray us?"



"Betrayal?"



"Have you forgotten our grand goal of saving this world from the apocalypse and reaching Idea? Have you forgotten your mission to save the Holy Maiden?"



Crack!



The whip lashed upward. It was aimed at Elvin. But the whip never wrapped around his neck.



Clang!



Sonia drew her calipers and struck. Unlike its appearance, it made a sharp metallic sound. Hearing it sent chills down my spine.



That thing must be more dangerous than it looks.



"Huh?"



Thud.



Elvin collapsed backward. I helped him up. Tarpiel ground her teeth and pointed accusingly.



"So you did betray us! You bastard with no business ethics!"



"Betrayal? Me? No, I, for Idea!"



"That man's research is blocking our path to Idea! Can't you see?"



"Stop lying! Then what about all the money I've been giving you? Ugh!"



"You crazy fool, don't tell me you've been giving our donations to him?"



This was a bad sign. If Elvin returned to the cult now, my funding would stop.



"Professor."



I grabbed Elvin's shoulders and reasoned with him.



"You mustn't be deceived by the words of such a heretical sect. Humanity's Idea lies only in the graviton bomb."



"You!"



Tarpiel turned her accusatory finger toward me.



"Yes, now I understand clearly. You seduced Elvin, didn't you?"



"You deceitful woman. How dare you confuse our Professor Elvin with your rotten tongue?"



"Give me back my boyfriend candidate!"



"Professor, please step back. I'll expel this heretic myself."



I drew my calipers and stepped forward. Ah, it's been a while. This cool yet heavy sensation.



"How did you get in here? There should have been layers of inspectors outside."



"Oh, those weaklings? Ukman and Morgan are dealing with them."



"Ukman? Morgan?"



"They're former soldiers. Among the EX-grade inspectors, they were top-tier talents."



Tarpiel stroked her whip and smiled coldly.



"Well, grades only matter when fighting monsters. In human combat, those guys don't lose even to Omega grades. They actually dominate them."



Tarpiel, Ukman, Morgan.



Names I'd never heard before were emerging one after another. The world is vast, and there are many skilled individuals. More would surely appear in the future.



"You'd need to bring the 12 Zodiacs to defeat them. But, oh my?"






Tarpiel smiled mockingly.



"There are no inspectors around you? The chief director of a top-priority project travels with just this much security? Just two women?"



She was referring to Sonia and Ireh. Tarpiel burst into laughter.



"How stupid! Truly, incredibly stupid! I absolutely hate fools like you! What good is a doctoral degree? You can't even realize you're going to die today! I despise men who are dumber than me!"



"Oh, is that so?"



Since Tarpiel was laughing, I laughed along with her.



"I also can't stand brainless women."



"Hmm, then I must be quite charming."



"Do you know what this is?"



I raised my calipers and asked.



"What is that? A spanner?"



"It's a gift from my girlfriend."



"You madman, who would give such a thing as a gift... huh?"



By the time Tarpiel finished speaking, I was already within striking distance. She panicked and swung her whip.



Crack!



The whip wrapped around my calipers. I used the rotational force to pull Tarpiel toward me. But she didn't come easily.



Whoosh!



The wrapped whip unwound in the opposite direction. The force changed direction. I rotated my weapon accordingly, maintaining tense muscles.



Whoosh, thud!



Tarpiel planted her foot. She changed rotation direction again and instead closed the distance. She reached into her cleavage and pulled something out.



"Ha!"



It was a sharp dagger. The gap was narrow.



"Die!"



My future vision sounded an alarm. If she thrust the dagger straight in, my heart would be pierced.



Of course, that's only if there was no external intervention.



Bang!



A gunshot rang out. Tarpiel screamed and dropped the dagger. The fallen dagger had a circular hole in it.



It was Ireh. She silently continued firing.



Bang! Bang!



Plasma bullets hit both of Tarpiel's thighs.



"Aaaagh!"



I didn't miss this opportunity and struck her right hand with my calipers. The whip fell limply to the floor.



It was over. I kicked the whip away. Ireh approached slowly, aiming her gun.



"Put your hands on your head."



"Ha, haha."



Tarpiel laughed weakly. She raised her hands.



"Tell us everything. How you infiltrated this place, what plans your cult is currently executing."



"You think I'll talk just because you tell me to?"



Click.



Ireh pressed the gun barrel against Tarpiel's head. She warned in a cold tone.



"Talk."



"Sorry, but threatening me won't work. Even if I die, Morgan will turn back time. Your nightmare is just beginning."



Tarpiel looked Ireh straight in the eyes. Madness gleamed in her pupils.



"Can you really handle Morgan and Ukman? They're on a different level from me. Even if you somehow win, you'll return to a previous time without even remembering it!"



"Oh, is that so?"



"What? Aren't you afraid?"



The information just obtained was useful. That someone named Morgan could turn back time like the Holy Maiden. And that we wouldn't remember their regression, but fellow High Priests would.



Also, that they hadn't turned back time yet.



"Lucky us."



"...What?"



"I was wondering if this might happen, so I sent someone out the moment you came in. I ordered them to do something."



Take down the strongest one first and come back.



"It should be over by now."



"Nonsense has its limits. I guarantee no inspector below EX-grade can stop those two. How could you possibly..."



Clap, clap.



Sounds echoed from beyond the corridor.



The surrounding scenery transformed. A gentle darkness descended. Paradoxically, starlight also overflowed.



The atmosphere was eerie. And in this air, a woman with dark blue hair forcibly opened the laboratory door.



Creak.



Tarpiel slowly turned around. She began to sweat.



Slither.



A tentacle draped itself over Tarpiel's head. Against her white hair, it looked like octopus sushi.






"How dare you."



"Wh-what?"



Tarpiel froze.



"Invading the nest of me and my boy, you've got guts."



Cartesia.



She had returned.



***



Tarpiel's world turned upside down. She merely blinked, and suddenly she was flying through the air.



'Huh?'



Splash!



Her body fell. Pain followed immediately. Tarpiel, sprawled on the floor, rolled around screaming pathetically.



"Aaaagh!"



Of all ways to fall, she landed on her side. There was a cracking sound from her right arm. No doubt about it. A fracture.



Splash, splash.



Hearing the sound of mud chunks rolling around, Tarpiel raised her head. Dozens of tentacles were coiling around her.



"Those who interfere with research must all die."



The tone was calm and measured. Yet just hearing it made her head throb. It felt like a demon rummaging through her brain.



This feeling, Tarpiel knew it well. It was the pain experienced when hearing the voice of an Outer God.



If so, the being before her was...



"...an Outer God?"



"I'm also a constellation."



Outer God? Constellation?



Tarpiel's mind spun. An Outer God that's also a constellation? Were those terms even compatible?



The Outer God lifted its foot and forcibly raised Tarpiel's chin as she lay prone. Only then could she see the being that had thrown her.



It was a pitch-black, formless monster. Its overall silhouette was like fog, indicating it was from the Descartes system.



[— 'God of Wisdom and Curiosity' is looking at you.]



God of Wisdom and Curiosity.



She had heard of it.



Tarpiel had been baptized by the "Crawling Chaos." That Outer God had mentioned someone named Cartesia, a half-formed Outer God who was both its daughter and enemy.



'Could this Outer God be helping Rheinland? Why?'



She hadn't heard that far. Even having received baptism from an Outer God didn't mean she had emotional exchanges with them.



"Woman, you've made me upset. Now it's time to pay the price."



Tarpiel felt a chill down her spine. She would die like this. No, she would suffer something even more terrible than death.



"Morgan! Ukman! Where are you! Quickly, turn back time!"



"Hmm?"



Cartesia kicked Tarpiel, making her lie on her side.



"Come to think of it, there were some unusually strong humans."



"You, you...! What did you do to them?"



"Let's see. Where did I put them?"



Cartesia grabbed Tarpiel by the nape of her neck. She dragged Tarpiel somewhere.



A gloomy place without sunlight. At the end of the corridor, Cartesia carelessly threw Tarpiel and twitched her foot.



"Perhaps you mean these fellows?"



Tarpiel's thoughts froze. Her pupils trembled as she examined the faces of two men.



Morgan and Ukman.



The two High Priests she knew. They were naked, their bodies intertwined.



"...Ah? Aaaaaaah!"



Tarpiel screamed and squeezed her eyes shut. Her eyeballs felt like they would burst. Something hot trickled between her tear ducts as her intraocular pressure rose.



Tears of blood. Tarpiel clutched her head and shook it wildly. After several deep breaths, she confronted Cartesia.



"Y-you monster! What have you done to Morgan and Ukman?"



"Who knows?"



"Answer me!"



Cartesia giggled. It was somewhat amusing that a mere human would challenge her so fearlessly. A refreshingly novel reaction.



So she decided to answer.



"That one over there tried to turn back time? So I... tweaked his head a little."



"What?"



"By the way, when this is over, one of them will be pregnant. Watch carefully."



[— You cannot close your eyes.]



[— You cannot lose consciousness.]



Cartesia stirred Tarpiel's brain like stew. Her mind reached its limit.



"No! Please! I don't want to see this! Aaaagh...!"



And so, Tarpiel was forced to watch her comrades lose their humanity for several minutes.



It was only minutes rather than hours because Eidel came running immediately.
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Cartesia threw Tarpiel to the ground, then grabbed her by the nape of the neck and dragged her somewhere.



I carefully tracked their movements with Ireh and Sonia.



Cartesia was near the bathroom at the end of the corridor. She was coming out, dusting off her hands.



"Cartesia."



"What?"



"What the hell did you do?"



"I took care of those vermin. Don't worry, kid."



Something felt ominous.



I told Sonia and Ireh to wait while I peeked around the corner alone. Tarpiel was sitting slumped at the threshold, trembling violently.



"Ah, ugh! Please! Pleeeease!!"



Tarpiel's face contorted unnaturally. Every part of her face was folding except her eyes, which remained forcibly open.



Though partially drowned out by Tarpiel's horrific screams, I could hear wet, sloshing sounds coming from inside the men's bathroom.



"What did she do..."



I entered the bathroom with equal parts curiosity and concern.



And immediately regretted it.



"Oh my god."



"Help me, please untie me...! Let me close my eyes! I don't want to see this! I don't want to hear it either!"



Tarpiel's screams suddenly seemed pitiable.



***



We managed to contain the situation somehow.



We restrained Tarpiel and had Elvin disperse the protesters. There was some damage and commotion, but it didn't spread too far.



And for all the losses, there were gains. We captured all the high priests who appeared simultaneously, bringing the church's influence under my control, and I acquired someone else who could turn back time besides the Saint.



Of course, I only acquired him—I hadn't made him submit yet.



"Your name is Morgan, correct?"



"Nnngh."



"Answer me."



"Wait, before that..."



The high priest called Morgan couldn't sit properly. I had no choice but to have him lie face down before continuing our conversation.



For reference, I was in the multipurpose room in the academy basement. I had locked the door, and only Cartesia and I were interrogating Morgan.



Morgan, who had been groaning, finally spoke.



"...Eidel von Rheinland, I despise you."



I nodded while swallowing a high-tech pill. The pill was my lunch substitute. It was efficient, containing all necessary nutrients in a single pill.



As soon as I finished my meal, Morgan raised his voice.



"How dare you reduce me to such a pitiful state? The Iron Outer God will never forgive your vile acts!"



"Do continue."



"Even if all of us high priests end up like this in your hands, the church will persistently regenerate. When they discover we've all gone missing, they'll select new high priests within the church."



"How?"



"Through the baptism of the Outer Gods! So you'd better abandon your shallow plan to control the church by using us!"



"I cannot do that."



"You bastard... Are you toying with me?"



I snickered. No matter how high-ranking a priest he might be, without his weapons, he was just an ordinary human.



"Comrade, we have much to discuss and much to gain from each other. How about joining me in pursuing a great cause?"



"Have you lost your mind? Great cause? Cut the nonsense."



"Just answer me."



"Ptui!"






Morgan spat. Fortunately, the distance was enough that it didn't hit me.



"Even if I were to become mentally homosexual, I would never surrender to you 'End' lackeys! For Idea, I can endure this much pain easily!"



"Hmm, alright. Good."



I looked at Cartesia. She grinned and flicked her finger. The man who had been standing beside Morgan in a daze began to move.



The man's name was Ukman. He was another high priest of the church and the one who had been doing shocking things to Morgan when we first found them, draining my mental fortitude.



To be precise, at that time only Ukman had been in a trance, while Morgan had been fully conscious. As Ukman stood up, Morgan's face turned deathly pale.



"Y-you, what are you planning to do to me!"



"The graduate school will no longer tolerate your troublesome behavior. As the leader of this academic ivory tower, I shall free the instigated citizens by force if necessary and enlighten you."



Crunch, crunch.



Ukman approached Morgan making bestial sounds. His shadow fell over Morgan.



"Aaaaargh!"



I didn't want to go this far. But Morgan was a loyal believer. He wouldn't break through conventional methods.



Ukman... with his rough hands, began to knead Morgan.



"Gaaaaaah!"



If his mind wouldn't break, we'd have to start with his joints.



"Ukman, snap out of it! Damn it, we're men! This isn't right, you bastard!"



Interrogation by making someone receive physical therapy from a colleague who had lost his mind. Isn't that rather merciful? As I was nodding to myself thinking this, Morgan screamed.



"Eidel von Rheinland! You call yourself a learned professor while doing this?!"



"What a pitiful, rigid man."



Crack, crunch!



"Gaaaah!"



Screams were coming from elsewhere too.



"I surrendered! I surrendered! Why won't you stop?!"



Tarpiel was crying miserably. She looked like she was about to faint. However, due to Cartesia's ability, she couldn't lose consciousness no matter what happened.



While I was dealing with Morgan and Ukman, Cartesia was handling Tarpiel. Tarpiel was trembling with her eyes covered.



Cartesia growled as she stomped on Tarpiel's knees.



"You barge into my and the kid's lab trying to kill him, and you didn't prepare for what would happen if you got caught? Did you really think you'd be 100% successful?"



"That doesn't mean you have to go this far!"



"You haven't been punished enough yet."



Compared to mine, Cartesia's interrogation was more severe. Befitting an Outer God, her technique for breaking minds was remarkable.



"Cartesia, let's switch."



Cartesia took over Morgan and Ukman, while I took charge of Tarpiel.



I removed Tarpiel's blindfold and faced her. Her eyes were swollen with tears. The initial ferocity she had shown was completely gone.



"Are you coming to your senses?"



"Hic, stop, please stooop..."



She's acting just like the Saint. I'm guessing she was originally an ordinary citizen.



When our eyes met, Tarpiel calmed her ragged breathing on her own. Her pupils rotated quickly.



"Heh, heheh."



"Why are you laughing?"



Has she finally gone mad?



"Professor Rheinland, you're really amazing. Using yourself as bait to make me lower my guard earlier was somewhat cool. And having an Outer God reduce those two to that state—you're no ordinary person."



Tarpiel unnaturally pulled up the corners of her mouth. She spoke pleadingly.



"I, I like men who are smarter than me. I've fallen for you. Rheinland, I'll give you my body and heart, so how about creating Idea together with me?"



"Idea? Sounds good."






"I'm glad we understand each other."



Tarpiel slowly lowered her handcuffed hands. She slightly lifted her priest's robe. Her seductive apricot-colored legs were revealed.



"This tunnel leads to Idea. Come on, don't be shy."



Tarpiel tempted me by raising both legs. Her voice was thick and sticky.



I took out my calipers and tapped her head with them. Tarpiel screamed and rolled around.



"Kyaaaa!"



"I thought you were just an ordinary woman at heart, but you've been crazy from birth. Don't you have any sense of chastity?"



"How dare you hit a woman? Especially a beauty like me...!"



"I didn't hit you. The calipers did."



I raised the calipers high. Tarpiel let out a high, thin moan and clutched her head.



"Y-you're completely insane!"



"Compared to heretics who've risen to become high priests, I'm perfectly normal."



"Aha, I get it! You're impotent, aren't you? Kyaaaa!"



After a few more taps, Tarpiel's spirit was completely broken. Of course, it wasn't all my doing. Cartesia had done quite a thorough job beforehand.



What I needed to do now was present a binary choice. By showing mercy, I would completely subjugate Tarpiel, and then use this momentum to make Morgan kneel as well.



"Now, I'll give you a choice."



"A choice?"



"One is to be handed over to the courts as you are. You'll spend your life in prison... actually, no. The government has taken a harder stance against terrorists."



I made a throat-slitting gesture. I threatened her using the same method I had used on the Saint. Tarpiel gritted her teeth.



"W-what's the second option?"



"Convince Morgan. Help me."



The conversation was brief. Tarpiel wasn't a woman of exceptional resolve. She bowed her head and agreed to follow my instructions to persuade Morgan.



After that, Cartesia and I focused on breaking Morgan. As expected of a former elite swordsman, it wasn't easy. His mental strength was impressive.



However, the situation changed dramatically when his belly started to swell. Naturally, Morgan screamed all sorts of things.



"W-what is this?!"



"Congratulations on becoming a mother."



Clap, clap, clap. Cartesia applauded. She observed Morgan's condition with interest and took notes.



"I wonder. Can a human with YY gender be born? Where would a male mammal give birth from? If that happens, the criteria for male and female become ambiguous, hmm."



"Ugh, aaaah—!!"



And the next moment, time rewound. It was only a few minutes, but enough to deflate Morgan's belly that had been swelling like a tumor.



"Nngh, haa, haa."



"Rewinding time is useless. Until I release the skill, you'll continue to get pregnant thousands of times."



"Just kill me!"



"Why?"



Cartesia's eyes glowed blue with malice. Even I felt my knees weaken seeing that evil face. I truly realize... I'm quite fortunate.



"If I kill you now, you won't move anymore. That's boring. Make me a little more interested. Then I'll let you go."



"Interest? What do you mean? How?"



"There are two ways. One is to give birth to a child between you and that man to satisfy my private curiosity..."



Morgan turned pale and shook his head. A few strands of hair fell out.



"I'd rather die!"



"Then there's another way."



I stepped in.



Honestly, at this point, I was starting to feel sorry even for an enemy. While he deserved consequences for trying to kill me, continuing like this would give me nightmares later.



So I decided to show as much mercy as possible.



"Come to my lab."
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The Saint was once an ordinary girl. She was merely chosen by the foreign god when circumstances aligned, not someone with a mind strong enough to remain sane after repeating the same time period multiple times.



That's why I always needed someone to take the Saint's place.



"Morgan."



I saw potential in High Priest Morgan. He didn't break easily despite all kinds of humiliation.



Yes, with this kind of mental fortitude...



"Help me with my research. Join me in saving this universe."



"...Save the universe?"



Morgan snickered.



"Don't make me laugh. The graviton bomb research will be the starting point of all destruction. I'd rather choose death than help with your research."



"Is that what the Steel God told you?"



"You know it too—the Big Crunch."



The Big Crunch.



It was what Sturm had talked about. When the end comes, this universe will be sucked into immense gravity.



"Gravity is an element that keeps us alive and breathing, but it's also something that can bring about destruction."



"You believe what that god says?"



"Of course. The Steel God promised to save us from that crisis. Rather than meeting a futile death here, I might as well pray to an evil god to find light."



Morgan continued with a sardonic smile.



"Eidel von Rheinland, you're uniquely strange among all the scientists I've met. Your obsession with the graviton bomb is beyond reason. Moreover, you act as if you've known everything from the beginning."



"What do I know?"



"Stop pretending. Demon of Laplace."



I couldn't help but snort.



"Laplace? Me?"



This was exactly what Sturm had said too.



"That guy is still using the same repertoire, huh?"



"It's the conclusion I drew from observing your actions. I'm certain. You're no ordinary being. You must be at least a puppet of some entity from a distant dimension."



"Hmm."



His spirit passes the test, at least.



"Let's say I am Laplace. And let's assume the graviton bomb will paradoxically lead the entire universe to destruction."



"It's not an assumption—it will definitely happen."



"In other words, killing me could solve everything, right?"



I thrust my finger at Morgan's face. He showed no sign of intimidation. His lips twisted.



"You know it well. Are you finally revealing your true identity?"



"Nonsense."



I twitched my eyes. That Sturm fellow—if he's going to make up excuses, he should come up with something more plausible. What a joke.



"If it's really true, then I'll just die."



"...What?"



"If it becomes certain that the universe will perish because of me, then I'll kill myself."



"By then it will be too late. If you're going to do it, commit suicide now..."



"Let me tell you in advance, I have no malicious intent right now."



With those words, I stood up. Morgan threw questions at me, but I turned around without answering.



"Anyway, if you don't want to starve, behave yourself."



"Starve? Ah, AAAAHHH!"



Immediately after, I felt the world being pulled backward. Time rewound.



***



It didn't take long for my persuasion of Cartesia to bear fruit. With Tarpiel's urging to surrender, Morgan finally capitulated.



"...Fine, Laplace. I'll fall into depravity with you. Hehehe."



Foam dripped from Morgan's mouth. Pron addiction, and a severe case at that.



Damn those foreign gods. To reduce Morgan to this state. I'll never forgive them.



Anyway, I had defeated the existing High Priests. As a result, I could now collect the donations from Megnus's followers.



The system was simple: Elvin collected the money, and I took it. And it was quite lucrative.



I was shocked when I saw the amount that had been deposited into the temporary account.



"The church must be quite large."



Well, the apocalypse is right around the corner now. Individuals tend to feel powerless in the face of the apocalypse. Even among ordinary citizens, there must be those who rely on religion rather than science.



I understand. So I'll use this money for good purposes. I won't waste a single penny.



With that in mind.






"Seti."



I went to find my sister.



"My goodness, what is all this?"



I explained the situation. Seti responded with excitement, repeatedly asking, "Really? Really?" She burst into laughter when she saw my serious expression.



"So you stole money from the enemy? You're completely crazy, aren't you?"



Despite her words, Seti's tone was cheerful.



I asked her, "Is there any way to grow this money?"



"Let me think."



Seti spun around in her chair.



"Thinking time."



Seti swayed in her chair. She was silent for a while.



"...We can grow it, but only until we complete one graviton cannon."



"Why?"



"It's obvious, isn't it? Once we complete one, the foreign gods will come after us with fire in their eyes. Another war will start."



War.



In fact, the war had already begun. It just wasn't noticeable yet because it was still a localized conflict. The foreign gods were putting pressure from three directions: west, south, and east.



"It's already a problem, but if a major war breaks out like before, the Federation's economy will completely collapse. With resources becoming scarce, physical assets will naturally increase in value, and the money in this account will become just a bunch of numbers."



"Ah, so you're saying we should convert it to physical assets before everything falls apart?"



"Exactly."



Seti proudly assured me.



"Of course, leave it to me, the super fund manager."



I nodded and handed over the funds received from the church to my sister.



As I was about to leave the Rheinland main ship, Seti grabbed my sleeve and looked up at me with serious eyes.



"Brother."



"What's with you suddenly?"



"I love you."



"..."



I was speechless.



Seti was usually prickly, though not as much as Zernya. She wasn't the type to say embarrassing things easily. Yet here was my little sister suddenly telling me she loved me.



"Did you eat something bad?"



"That's not it."



Seti shook her head. She sipped her coffee while staring at me.



"We're family, but I don't think I've ever said it before in my life."



"Don't make me anxious like that."



"It's because I am anxious... I'm saying it first. Just in case, if something happens to you or me, I don't want to regret it later."



"..."



I silently turned around. I put down my luggage and gently pushed my sister's forehead with my index finger.



"Do you know why I entrusted the family's finances to you?"



"Why?"



"So you can clean up if something happens to me."



"You bastard!"



Seti lightly hit my solar plexus.



"Ugh, your punches hurt the most."



"I just need the money, so you keep the position of family head. If you try to pass it on to me, I'll consider it a debt and chase you to the edge of the universe to collect it. Got it?"



"Yes, ma'am."



Seti accompanied me to the dock. For someone so busy, she was extremely attentive to her brother.



"Oh, by the way."



"What now?"



"Are you properly preparing for graduate school?"



"Ah, that."



Seti shrugged and answered.



"I'm not going."



I was completely shocked.



***






Eidel half-threatened Morgan into submission. No matter what, it was impossible to completely break his spirit.



It was somewhat inhumane, but better than recklessly using the frail Saint. Rather, Morgan watched Eidel's research with the mindset of "I'll fall into hell with you!"



And he couldn't help but be amazed.



Eidel barely slept and ate only the minimum. Yet his activities were incredibly intense. He maintained a 120-hour weekly schedule without showing any signs of fatigue.



'This is madness.'



Morgan saw Eidel's obsession with research. It wasn't something one could imitate.



'They say genius and madness are separated by a thin line.'



Three months.



It didn't take long to complete one graviton cannon.



Eidel had gained over three years from Morgan, and in the last 90 days, he had written eight papers.



Five of them were about the "Dimension Drive." How to transport the graviton bomb to a distant black hole.



He concretized the technology. Theoretical verification was quickly completed, and it was deemed possible.



"Wow."



Eidel looked up at the sky. It seemed to be several kilometers high. There was a romantic quality to the turret shooting gravitons.



It looked like the turret part of a siege tank from a popular game, modified extensively. The scientists who first witnessed this magnificent sight felt their hearts swell with awe.



"How much did it take to build this?"



"The actual construction period was two months. We utilized architectural tools and Dyson structures as much as possible. We also have multi-dimensional printers."



"No, I mean the capital."



"Hmm."



The research director swallowed.



"Excluding labor costs, it probably cost about 8,000 trillion."



"And including labor costs?"



"About the same."



In simple terms, it meant they had exploited high-quality personnel. And very cheaply at that.



"Don't worry. We paid as much as possible within the budget."



Eidel recalled his publicly known salary. Come to think of it, he wasn't getting paid much compared to his recent fame. It was what they called passion pay.



While Eidel was beyond a silver spoon—more like an antimatter spoon—for an ordinary scientist supporting a family, they were only giving enough money to buy one pepperoni pizza a day.



"Do you know the progress of other departments?"



"Well, apart from knowing that turrets are being built in other regions, I know very little."



"The bombs are currently being tested. The black hole tracking team is also starting calibration work. The military and doctors are also settling in..."



And there was someone eavesdropping on this conversation.



It was Warden Friedman, a scientist spy sent by the foreign gods.



'The church's High Priests have been defeated. The graviton bombs are being made faster than expected.'



Warden followed the Megnus Church but didn't register as a believer. This was because he was directly dispatched by the foreign gods. Even the High Priests didn't know his identity.



'If I reveal myself here, I'll be in big trouble too.'



Warden thought that he couldn't defeat Eidel von Rheinland.



So he went outside, planning to simply sell information to the foreign gods and set foot in Idea.



["Hmm, you've informed me well."]



Eventually, Sturm received the information from Warden.



["I will definitely take you to Idea. Continue to do your best."]



"...Ugh, understood."



Hearing the voice of a foreign god requires sacrificing one's skull. But it was worth it. Just being able to escape the apocalypse and become an assistant to a god was a great gain.



After Warden withdrew, Sturm made a decision.



"Aurore."



Swish.



A humanoid foreign god appeared, flashing crimson eyes like rain. She smiled grotesquely, her mouth corners stretched to the breaking point.



After assessing the situation, Sturm requested Aurore:



"This time, raid the Rheinland main house. Kill Seti von Rheinland and bankrupt all the companies that human owns. We must cut off the funding going into the graviton bombs!"



"I know."



Aurore didn't like Sturm giving orders, but since she had been thinking the same thing, she let it slide.



"...Finally."



The Monarch of Elegant Finale.



The forces of Darwin's highest foreign god began to march south once again.



Indeed, as the name of the god leading those forces suggested, to mark the grand finale of the act.
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I had been spending some time in the western region.



Today marked the end of that chapter. With one turret capable of firing graviton shells now complete, it was time to inspect other areas.



Early dawn. While emptying my belongings and organizing my lab, Professor Stranov came to see me.



"Travel safely."



She had come to see me off.



I bowed my head respectfully.



"Thank you for everything. Please convey my apologies to the other professors for leaving without saying goodbye."



"I will. They'll understand."



Callis curled the corners of her eyes.



"Professor Rheinland holds a very important and prestigious position, after all."



Callis smiled warmly, her voice trailing off at the end.



"To think that student has grown so much..."



Time is fleeting. Life seems long when you're in it, but when you look back at what has passed, it feels infinitely short and filled with regret.



Knowing this, I struggle desperately. To live a life without regrets.



"Take care."



With an awkward smile, I left Iryuel Academy.



Since the rise of the Order.



I've had to move quietly. If my movements were detected even slightly, assassins from the Order or elsewhere would follow.



Especially during interstellar travel, we always launch several identical ships simultaneously. This prevents anyone from identifying which one I'm on.



Of course, I travel on the same ship as Ireh, Cartesia, and Sonia.



"Sister, would you come over here?"



Ireh, who had been standing by the spaceship window, turned around. She was trying to steady her breathing.



"Oh, why?"



"Just come here."



Ireh walked over slowly. She was trembling slightly, almost imperceptibly. The vibration was milder than a tremor, but clearly visible to my eyes.



I grabbed Ireh's arm and pulled her onto my lap. She yelped and fell into my embrace.



"B-brother?"



"You don't need to be so nervous."



"Ah, um."



A brief moment of silence.



Then Ireh leaned her shoulder against my chest.



"...You noticed."



"How many years have we been together, Sister?"



"Y-yes."



Ireh answered in a small voice.



"There are other people here, and I'm here too. You don't need to be so afraid."



Ireh buried her face in my arms. She took shallow breaths. Her rapid breathing soon calmed down. I felt her soft touch and delicate fragrance.



"When I'm like this... I feel reassured somehow."



"Me too."



We had become indispensable to each other.



"So this is how dependable men are."



"Were you planning to stay single forever?"



"If I hadn't met you."



A faint blush appeared on Ireh's face. Her cherry-like lips opened and closed, filtering out unnecessary breaths and purifying her mind and body.



"Are you embarrassed by what you just said, Sister?"



"N-no?"



"You definitely are."



Ireh hung her head low. I let out a soft laugh at her small gesture.



I wanted to protect Ireh. Me, harboring such emotions—am I really Laplace? What nonsense.



"Here, look at this."



"Research?"



"We should review it together today too."



Time for our regular discussion.



As soon as I showed Ireh the research log, her eyes lit up. And without fail, another lady always came running whenever this happened.



"Youngster."



Slither.



The sound of tentacles dragging across the floor.






Cartesia, moving swiftly like an octopus from the deep sea, attached her suction cups to my back. She quickly wrapped around me and leaned her upper body against mine.



"How dare you start without me?"



"We were just getting started."



"When it comes to research, we must be fair. That's the rule between us, right?"



A strange rule had developed between Cartesia and Ireh.



If Cartesia discussed with me for 10 minutes, I had to discuss with Ireh for 10 minutes too. If Ireh reviewed one paper with me, I had to review one paper with Cartesia as well.



Why, exactly?



I couldn't fully understand it, but since Cartesia insisted that's how it had to be, I went along with it. Trying to understand foreign gods completely would only give me a headache.



As we continued our discussions, we eventually reached the Stellarium planetary system.



As soon as we arrived at the academy, Sonia just raised the corners of her mouth. Then she grabbed her waist and started swaying her hips.



The so-called "Sonia Happy Dance." It was her unique movement that she showed when she was in a very good mood.



"Haven't seen that in a while? Are you that happy?"



"Of course. Once the graviton shells are complete, peace will come to the world, and I'll be able to spend all day rolling around in bed with you, young master."



"Oh my."



I was planning to spend my time rolling around with professors and academic societies.



Of course, spending nights with a beauty like Sonia would be incredibly happy, but the problem was that she wasn't the only one eyeing my evenings.



Three, four, no. Five.



Dealing with five?



I recalled the memory of having all my energy drained and my waist giving out last time. It gave me chills. Now I understand why the term "mandatory defense battle" exists.



"Don't worry. I plan to discuss methods to preserve your stamina with the other wives."



"Like what, for example?"



"Like taking turns, five days each, with two days for recharging..."



"...Let's talk about this later."



"As you wish."



Just as I was about to enter the academy with a sigh.



WHOOSH!



A sound cut through the atmosphere.



Looking up at the sky, I saw a shooting star falling.



"..."



It was an unusual phenomenon. A shooting star in this area at this time. And so clearly visible. With such a loud sound.



No, now that I look at it, is it a meteorite? It seems like a meteorite? Huh? It looks a bit different somehow? Looking closer, rather than a meteorite...



"Huh?"



It seems to be falling toward this planetary system?



WOOOOSH.



The massive object split into thousands of pieces somewhere around the stratosphere. Then it began to scatter in various directions like shotgun pellets.



"Brother!"



Ireh grabbed my arm.



"Those are the Queen's seeds! We absolutely must not get hit!"



Only after hearing those words did I realize several facts.



First. The final war has begun.



Second. The Queen is leading the vanguard.



Third.



"...Seti is in danger."



We're screwed.



***



The all-out attack had begun.



Aurora first bombarded facilities housing various research institutions. She didn't spare any place that could pose even the slightest threat to Darwin's forces.



"Reduce them to ashes. Destroy everything, discard it all."



The Federal Government had no time to react.



Thousands of southern scientists were sacrificed. Even powerful inspectors died instantly. Research facilities built with enormous budgets went up in flames.



The residents of the occupied planets finally realized.



Ah, so this is what foreign gods are.



"Move to avoid the Fron antennas as much as possible. If you're not detected by the antennas, you won't get caught in the traps."



The Queen listened to Sturm's words and put them into action. The result was frustratingly satisfactory. The traps failed to detect the Darwin system's foreign gods.



"So the traps were literally just traps."



The Queen was confident in victory. After taking down research facilities one by one, she focused all her efforts on recovering the foreign gods that had been trapped in the previous great war.



"Y-Your Majesty?"






"Were you captured too, Your Majesty?"



"No, I've come to rescue you."



Aurora ascended to the throne. She looked down at the newly freed foreign gods with cold eyes. For a foreign god of the Darwin system, defeat was a capital crime to be paid with death.



However.



Aurora was in a hurry now. The more forces she had, the greater the possibility of killing Eidel. Her desire for revenge gave birth to understanding.



Aurora spoke.



"I won't speak at length. Will you follow me, or be discarded?"



"W-we will follow you."



"Good!"



The freed Darwin system foreign gods beheld the sight. The noble figure of their Queen. The female body standing at the pinnacle of perfect organisms, who had once oppressed them with fear.



And they felt it. Reverence.



"I will personally command the main force. You will lead separate units to conquer the surrounding planets. If you find imprisoned allies, do not hesitate to make them your comrades. There is someone we must kill."



Aurora regained her charisma as Queen.



The Darwin system continued to divide. Though there were losses in battle, they were quickly replenished.



The Queen cleared the path to the Rheinland planetary system faster than anyone else. She left behind the corpses of elite inspectors, scientists, and engineers.



Finally, two planetary systems came into view.



The Rheinland planetary system.



And the Stellarium planetary system.



The Queen recalled Sturm's order.



- Kill Seti von Rheinland. Cut off their funding.



'Swift and decisive.'



There was a need to be certain.



Aurora spread her arms wide. She scattered her seeds toward both planetary systems simultaneously.



The seeds became monsters, and some parts became incarnate bodies as they fell.



Onto the Rheinland main ship.



And onto the Stellarium planetary system.



When the Queen's fertilized eggs, which had attached like dandelion seeds, began to germinate, the Queen tilted her ear from her throne in the 7th dimensional space.



"Ah, perfect."



Screams could be heard from all directions.



"This level of harmony is worthy of being called a chorus."



Their despair was only beginning.



***



[Breaking news.]



"Huh?"



Seti, who had been frantically multiplying the assets Eidel had left behind, tilted her head. Suddenly, a news window largely obscured the monitor showing stock prices.



"Ah, what now!"



At first, Seti didn't think much of it. She thought those Order bastards had carried out another terrorist attack somewhere.



But that wasn't it.



[Foreign god emergency declared in southern central planetary systems including the Rheinland and Stellarium planetary systems. Darwin system monsters are abnormally rampant. Please evacuate promptly following the guidance of nearby military units.]



Seti's brow furrowed. She grimaced with a nervous smile.



"...Surely they wouldn't come all the way here?"



The Rheinland main ship orbits the Rheinland planetary system at high speed. Being smaller than a planet, the possibility of monsters barging in here was...



THUD.



The ship shook. Seti lost her balance and fell.



THUD, THUD.



Then two, three, four more.



THUD, THUD, THUD.



Something kept crashing into the ship.



WAAAAAAIL!



The siren warning of abnormal opening or unauthorized entry began to sound.



Hearing the sound, Seti quietly got up and monitored the house CCTV. Soon after, she manually closed all doors.



Finally, Seti crawled under the desk and curled up.



There was only one thing left to do.



Tap, tap tap.



'B-brother.'



Tap tap, tap.



'Please come quickly...'
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Stellarium quickly transformed into a paradise for monsters.



"Kyaaak!"



"Save me!"



"Is anyone there? Please help!"



The problem wasn't confined to the academy. Monster spores had fallen across the entire planet and germinated.



It was the Queen's doing.



"Rustila, Zernya!"



[— 'Great Triangle' effect is currently active.]



That was fortunate amid the misfortune. It meant my two wives were nearby.



Neither Rustila nor Zernya answered their phones. They seemed overwhelmed just maintaining their positions.



Scanning my screen, I found messages from elsewhere.



[Brother]

[Save me]



It was Seti.



[A monster got into the house]

[What should I do?]



There was no trace of the abbreviated text she usually preferred. Seti tended to write more calmly when emotionally cornered.



In other words.



This was an emergency.



If I rescued Seti, the professors would be in danger. If I saved the professors, Seti would be in danger.



I needed to split the team.



"Cartesia, and Sister. Please rescue the professors together."



Cartesia turned her gaze toward the Natural Sciences building.



"Tch, woman. This is a special alliance, just this once."



Click.



Ireh pulled out her holy spirit gun and responded cynically.



"Director Nam."



Tap!



The two charged forward quickly. With Cartesia and Ireh going, the professors wouldn't be in danger.



I hurriedly turned my head.



"Sonia, follow me!"



"Are you heading to the main ship, sir?"



"If we're even slightly late, it'll be dangerous!"



I ran with Sonia in tow. Right now, Seti was in more danger than anyone else.



I understood Shterm's objective. He was trying to kill Seti to cut off my funding. I could always gather capital again, but losing my sister would traumatize me for life.



Pitter-patter.



Seeds scattered across the floor we were about to cross.



Crack!



The seeds germinated at a terrifying speed. Their forms were gradually changing into humanoid shapes. But they weren't human.



Gurgle, gurgle.



Monsters with mushroom cap-like heads blocked our path.



[— B-rank Monster: Garlic Fungus]



Just tough small fry. The problem is how quickly their numbers grow.



Shing.



Sonia and I simultaneously drew our calipers.



Whack!



I swung at the fungus horde. The monsters in front staggered and fell. The fungus group behind them collapsed like dominoes.



"Professor Rheinland!"



Soldiers caught up with us.



"We're breaking through!"



With the army's help, we reached the orbital ascender. I planned to take it to the Rheinland main ship.



But the situation wasn't favorable.



"Young master! Look up!"



Mold completely blocked the ascender platform. We'd be too late if we tried to clear it all.



"Let's go to Exit 3! We'll escape in a personal spacecraft!"



Exit 3 was a large dome-shaped structure. It had a separate military dock, so we could leave the planet after dealing with just a few monsters.



Ultimately, this too was a race against time.



As I charged toward the approaching monsters, I steeled myself for death.





***








Rheinland main ship.



Seti, locked in her room, kept sending messages to Eidel.



[I'll be there soon]

[Just hide for now]



'Brother is coming.'



That was somewhat reassuring.



Thump, thump.



The sounds of monsters rummaging through the house continued.



The Rheinland mansion was too vast to be called a house. This meant plenty of hiding places, but conversely, it also meant room for many monsters to enter.



At least a dozen or so.



Seti bit her fingertips and held her breath.



Ten minutes. Twenty minutes.



How much time had passed?



When she judged that it had been quite a while since she'd heard the last monster's footsteps, Seti carefully emerged from under the desk. She sat in front of the monitor, intending only to check the CCTV.



That's when it happened.



Knock, knock, knock.



She heard knocking from beyond her room.



"Seti, it's your brother. Open the door."



'Brother...?'



Seti rose from her seat. She slowly approached the locked door.



"Is it really you, brother?"



"Of course. Open the door."



Seti reflexively reached to press the door unlock button. But then her thoughts froze.



Seti dealt with large sums of money. She knew well that a moment's mistake could lead to catastrophic ruin. She was cautious enough to test even the safest-looking stepping stones multiple times before crossing.



"There should be a call button there, right? Press that first so I can see your face."



"Seti, this is an urgent situation. I need to save you and then help others. No time for games. Hurry."



Seti frowned.



"What about Sonia? Is Sonia there too?"



"Yes, young mistress. I'm here as well. Please don't worry and open the door."



Strange. No matter how she thought about it, something felt off. Couldn't they just press the call button once instead of this back-and-forth?



"..."



Seti made her decision.



She needed to escape.



She remembered something Rustila had told her before. Some monsters or incarnate bodies could mimic acquaintances. This was likely that type.



"Ah, you figured it out?"



Crunch!



The steel door crumpled. Seti startled and stepped backward. She covered her mouth with her palm to suppress a scream.



'Stay calm.'



Seti grabbed the plasma sword she kept for self-defense.



'I know how to use this.'



Keeeeng.



Aether escaped from Seti's body and charged the sword. Objectively, it wasn't a satisfactory amount. Her patron constellation Letty specialized only in wealth and business.



'Still.'



It would be enough to hold out until her brother arrived. Seti quickly checked the opposite door. There wasn't just one entrance to the room.



Click, clack.



Seti flung the door open. A monster with a flower-like head greeted her.



Slash!



Seti clumsily cut down the monster. It must have been a weak B-rank or so, as it perished after a few sword strikes.



Boom!



The opposite door burst open. Seti turned around. She was so shocked that she hiccupped instead of screaming.



"Wh-where are you."



"Going?"



It was a humanoid monster with two heads. Its neck stretched like a snake, and one head had unusually long hair, appearing female.



The male head mimicked Eidel's voice, while the long-haired female head imitated Sonia's.



"Seti, your brother is right here. Where are you going?"



"Young mistress, please come this way. That direction is dangerous."



Monster? Incarnate body?



She didn't know. This was her first encounter with such a creature.



["R-run...!"]



Her patron constellation Letty screamed in her mind. Seti sprinted at full speed, avoiding the two-headed snake ghost.






Bang! Bang! Boom, bang!



The snake monster followed at high speed. Seti ran, forgetting even to breathe.



'I can't win.'



They were in different weight classes. She instinctively knew this wasn't an opponent she could handle easily like the monster she'd just slain.



"Come heeere."



"Let's play togetherrr."



The voices of the two snake heads changed, becoming slurred.



Then the two heads touched each other and strangely adhered together. The merged head transformed into something thin and pointed like a knife. It looked like a blade attached to flesh.



Swoosh!



The blade flew toward her. Seti quickly turned a corner.



Crash!



The blade embedded in the wall. The spacecraft wall, made of material that wouldn't budge under ordinary impacts, was savagely torn apart.



"Hah, hah, haak!"



Seti ran. She ran and ran. Whenever monsters appeared before her, she had to expend significant stamina.



It was a pursuit with no end in sight.



She needed to either defeat them or escape. One or the other.



'The dock.'



There were multiple routes to the dock. And Seti knew the internal structure of the Rheinland main ship even better than her brother.



She mapped it in her head and plotted the optimal route. Having found hope, Seti put strength into her lungs without checking her surroundings.



That's why she didn't see what was at her feet.



Slash!



"Kyaak!"



Seti fell helplessly.



Spin.



The momentum of her fall sent her sword sliding far away.



Now she could see the thin, barely visible, sharp threads set up like traps.



"Ugh, it, it hurts."



She felt heat around her ankle.



A red line had formed where the thread had cut through. Blood began to seep from the straight wound.



A chill ran down her spine. Judging by the thread's strength, if she hadn't fallen, her leg would have been severed.



"Kukukuk."



"Ahahaha."



The two-headed snake monster approached, slowing its pace.



The monster opened its mouth wide. The upper and lower jaws formed an obtuse angle. It resembled a real snake about to swallow its prey.



'I'm going to be eaten.'



But that wasn't the only problem.



Creak, creak.



From the opposite direction appeared a spider-like monster with centipede-like legs. Despite being an arthropod, it was human-sized. The earlier threads were its doing.



The spider-like monster approached, clicking its teeth.



"Kikikik."



"Grrrk."



It was over. She was surrounded. Seti sensed death. She clutched her bleeding leg and cried pitifully.



"S-someone help me! Dad, Mom, Brother...!"



At that moment.



Tap-tap-tap!



Quick footsteps approached from behind the snake monster. The monster, about to devour Seti, turned around for a split second.



That was its fatal mistake.



Bang!



A sound like a gunshot erupted. A silver caliper drew a dark arc as it struck the monster's head.



The monster fell sideways, its eyes rolling back. Both heads foamed at the mouth as if hit by a proton bomb.



Tap.



A white coat fluttered like a veil. Then, black hair, yellow eyes.



"B-brother?"



"I told you to call me Professor when I'm working."



Hearing the response, Seti was dumbfounded.



The way he spoke, the skill with which he bashed the monster.



Undoubtedly her flesh and blood.



"What bastard made my little sister cry?"



The rogue Eidel had arrived.
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Dock 3 was also a den of monsters. It seemed like they were determined to prevent me from leaving.



However, with the help and sacrifice of the Inspectors, I somehow managed to break through. I was able to enter the Rheinland mothership with only two Inspectors who insisted on escorting me.



And.



I wasn't too late.



I found Seti just as she was about to be killed by a horned beast, and barely managed to save her. If I had been delayed by even a few seconds, my little sister would have been finished by the monster's hands.



Just thinking about it sends chills down my spine.



"Waaaaaah, brotherrr!"



After defeating the two-headed serpent monster and the spider monster, Seti clung to me and cried endlessly.



Normally, I would have teased her about this, but given the situation, I didn't feel like it.



"Hic, sniff, I really almost died, if you hadn't been thereee..."



"...Thank goodness."



It was fortunate that Seti was safe, and also fortunate that my two daughters weren't here. Leaving Lucia and Anya with our parents had been a stroke of genius.



"Ugh, my leg..."



"Sonia. Please take a look at Seti's wound."



Sonia brought over an emergency medical kit. Though not as skilled as Zernya, she could still perform basic first aid.



Seti's crying subsided along with the bleeding.



"How is it?"



"Ugh, this hurts like hell."



"It's cut pretty deep. Let's get you to a hospital quickly."



Seti couldn't walk properly. With nothing for her to lean on, I decided to carry her to the dock myself.



"Wow, you're really heavy."



"Just shut up."



Seti clutched my collar tightly.



I placed Seti in the spaceship. I didn't know how many more monsters might be on the Rheinland mothership. We needed to escape before encountering any more.



"Professor."



The two Inspectors who had accompanied me as escorts came running after clearing the surrounding area. I briefly explained the situation. Both Inspectors nodded.



"That was a close call."



"It's not safe here either. If a large monster attacks, it could destroy the entire ship. Let's get going."



"Where should we head?"



"Let's return to the Stellarium planetary system. That's probably the safest place right now."



Of course, Stellarium was also infested with monsters. However, since the Academy was a core research facility, the number and quality of soldiers stationed there was overwhelming.



After much hardship, we returned to Stellarium.



No, was "return" the right word?



The Academy wasn't the Academy I knew. The school gates, the amphitheater, the central fountain where couples used to meet, even the coffee shop that had sustained the graduate students' bodies and souls—all had collapsed.



"O-our school..."



Seti's shoulders trembled. I too couldn't believe my eyes.



My alma mater was half-destroyed.



"Prioritize protecting the researchers!"



Soldiers who spotted us came rushing over. Several professors and researchers were with them. Thankfully, they appeared unharmed.



"Professor Rheinland!"



"What happened here?"



"A monster the size of an apartment building appeared. There was unavoidable damage while taking it down..."



"What about the professors? Where are the professors?"



The Inspector's expression became somber at my question. He shook his head.



"We're trying our best to identify everyone, but... honestly, we don't know the full extent of casualties. Some have already lost their lives."



When I heard those words, my heart sank.



I had friendly relationships with most of the Stellarium faculty, especially those in the Physics and Astronomy departments. And now some of them were gone.



"Who? Who died?"



"We haven't been able to determine that yet..."



My thoughts flickered. It felt as if someone was attaching and detaching my corpus callosum. I couldn't think straight.



"Eidel!"



"Darling!"



It was my wives' voices. I turned my head.






"Rustila, Zernya!"



They rushed over at my shout. Hurried footsteps, bewildered eyes.



"Darling, you're safe!"



"Zernya. Sorry to ask this right away, but please look at my sister."



"Huh? What, what is this!"



Zernya checked Seti's wound and was horrified. It looked terrible even to me. White bone was visible through the wide gash.



"This needs surgery immediately."



"Here?"



Zernya nodded. She glanced around and sighed.



Groans of pain came from all directions.



And Zernya was the only doctor who had just joined us.



"Lay out a mat. I'll do what I can."



Zernya had the Constellation of Healing. As always, I decided to trust in her skills this time too.



***



While Zernya treated Seti, I set up a shelter and worked to manage the situation.



As the evacuation center took shape, people began to gather. Forming groups was both the instinct and privilege of the vulnerable.



Among those who gathered were doctors. As soldiers brought supplies from hospitals, the doctors immediately began operating.



For now, no monsters were attacking. But the situation was far from good.



"Del!"



Another voice called out. It was Ireh and Cartesia. Cartesia had covered her face with something like a rag to hide her identity.



"I brought the professor!"



"Professor?"



I stopped what I was doing and stood up. Cartesia was dragging a medical cart. Professor Feynman was lying on it.



"Professor? Professor!"



"Urrrgh."



"Professor, please wake up!"



Professor Feynman was far from okay. His arms and face were wrapped in bandages, and his clothes were sticky with blood and dust. He let out continuous groans of pain.



"He was collapsed. I picked... no, I brought him."



Cartesia said flatly. Ireh sat down on a pile of rubble, holding her forehead. Sighs spread like a plague from all around.



"Professor."



Looking down at the unconscious Professor Feynman, I felt an indescribable emotion.



Rage.



Anger welled up inside me.



Aurore, Stern, Renatus.



"...These bastards."



Did this happen because I tried to create a gravitational bomb?



No.



It's because these outer gods are causing this havoc that we need to create gravitational bombs.



They were absolutely unforgivable.



"Eidel."



"Rustila, are you okay?"



"I'm fine. But you..."



"I'm fine too."



Rustila was lying. She looked obviously haggard. There were multiple scratches all over her enhancement suit. Her hair was matted with sweat and blood.



I hadn't seen how hard Rustila had worked. But I could tell. Behind the scenes, she had done her utmost to repel the monster invasion.



Now wasn't the time to be angry. I needed to repay her efforts.



"...Director."



"Eidel?"



"Director Rheinland."



"Ah."



Rustila nodded. She drew her plasma sword and fired a signal flare.



[— "Sacred Gathering"]






A cluster of stars aligned in a straight line, emitting an intense light. The flare granted a minimal level of healing and stress relief to people within range.



At the same time.



"Assemble!"



It also served to attract people's attention.



Tap-tap-tap!



Well-trained Inspectors gathered like clouds at Rustila's command. However, their eyes showed clear signs of fatigue.



"We were attacked without warning."



Rustila began.



"The results are as you all can see. So I won't explain further. Instead, I'll tell you our plan going forward."



Rustila gently pushed my back. As I stepped forward, the soldiers' eyes lit up with interest. Civilians also began to gather one by one.



"Oh, that person...!"



"It's Dr. Rheinland! It's Dr. Rheinland!"



"Wasn't he in Iryuel?"



"When did he get here?"



Just a few years ago.



I was nothing but a third-rate villain without any power.



No, I wasn't even a villain. I was just a graduate student who had possessed the body of an ill-mannered ruffian.



But now things were different.



From a space ruffian to a professor.



I had clawed my way up, and now it was time to put the finishing touch on my plan. I slowly began to speak.



"The fact that the outer gods have launched a surprise attack on this planetary system means they fear humanity's gravitational bomb research. They must be quite desperate."



Scientists and engineers who had been sighing gathered one by one. Some with casts on their arms, others leaning on crutches.



"I have good news for you all. One gravitational cannon turret has been completed."



"Completed, you say?"



"One has been built, and three more are in production. The outer gods were foolish enough not to know where the southern turret is located."



The location of the turrets?



We had encrypted all location information so that they couldn't easily find out.



Humanity isn't stupid enough not to have anticipated this crisis.



"You might be wondering why you hardly see any Great Omega class Inspectors. They are currently dedicated to protecting the technicians who are building the turrets."



"S-so that's what it was..."



"Yes. We've already built one, so the other three will be completed soon. All that remains is to attach the barrels and pinpoint the location of the enemy outer gods' black holes."



It was time to conclude my speech.



"Let's hold on just a little longer."



The fiercer their resistance, the stronger our determination will become.



"Because the end of this battle is in sight."



***



In the harsh environment, Seti had just finished surgery. Zernya wiped the sweat from her forehead.



"It's not life-threatening, but be careful for a while. The wound could reopen if you're not careful."



"Thanks, sister-in-law."



Seti got up, leaning on a crutch. She quickly checked the stock market on her screen.



"...Damn it."



She was losing money in real-time.



The one fortunate thing was that she had already converted a significant portion of her capital into physical assets. Seti was now rich in asteroids and satellites.



Especially asteroids composed of a single mineral like gold or iron were skyrocketing in price.



'Now these...'



Seti looked up. A short distance away, Eidel was giving an encouraging speech.



Saying that the end of this war was in sight.



Asking everyone to hold on a little longer.



"..."



Seti had received a great shock today.



Not only her brother, but now outer gods were targeting her too. She had painfully realized that gravitational bombs were absolutely necessary to survive against them.



'Since we've come this far.'



She had no choice but to go all-in on Eidel.
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The seventh dimension, the space of the Outer Gods.



"Tsk."



Queen Aurore clicked her tongue.



'For a lower life form, he's quite extraordinary.'



Her plan to assassinate Seti before Eidel could appear had failed completely. Despite unleashing so many monsters, it had been useless.



But.



This was partly intentional.



'Now that I've threatened his sister, they won't be separated anymore.'



Eidel von Rheinland.



And Seti von Rheinland.



It was an opportunity to catch two rabbits at once.



And that wasn't all.



'I've already achieved my strategic objectives.'



A considerable number of scientists and soldiers had already died. About 40 percent of the southern research facility had been destroyed. The damage the Queen had inflicted on the Federation was beyond imagination.



'This will slow down his research.'



She had bought time.



The Queen smiled coldly.



The war had only just begun.





***





After Seti's near-death experience, I got an earful from my parents.



"Please, she's your only sister."



It was more of a request than a scolding. A request to take good care of my sister.



So that's what I decided to do.



From that day on, Seti and I were inseparable.



"I can't trust you at all."



"Look who's talking."



Seti turned her head sharply. She rotated her injured ankle in circles.



"I wonder if it's healed yet?"



"You'll reopen your wound doing that."



"It healed ages ago."



Tap, tap.



Seti jumped lightly. Her body bounced up like a rubber ball.



"Great, it's all better."



"Don't overdo it."



"I'm not overdoing it. Overdoing things is my specialty."



Specialty, huh.



The economy was the real problem. After the invasion by the Outer Gods, the Federation was experiencing a depression that made the Great Depression look mild in comparison.



Companies were going bankrupt one after another, and unemployment was increasing exponentially.



People who had nowhere to go either survived on government food rations, joined religious orders, or if even that was difficult, became bandits.



It was that severe a disaster.



The government had even given the previous incident a name:



"The Outbreak."



Literally meaning a sudden disaster. Seti sighed.



"When will this end?"



"When we finish our research. So give me research funds."



"I'll give you everything I have, just hurry up and make that gravity bomb!"



"You think it's that easy? Coordinating different opinions, sourcing materials, testing for errors, pinpointing black hole locations—all of that takes time."



"Hmm."



This was when it started—my sister's meddling.



Seti followed me everywhere, asking what this was and what that was, offering all kinds of unsolicited advice.



At first, I thought it was just simple mischief. What would someone who wasn't in STEM or part of the government know about the project? It was annoying, so I just gave brief answers.



But.



Something unexpected happened.



"Hey, you stupid brother."



"Huh?"



"No wonder things are moving slowly when your organizational chart looks like this. You're working hard on research but using outdated communication methods?"



"Then what? How would you do it?"



"Wait. Let me reorganize it for you."



Seti restructured the entire workflow and design of the gravity bomb project, starting from the conceptual design.



"See, this is much more efficient."



"...Oh."



She kept what was necessary and removed what was redundant. The process was brilliant. I wondered why I hadn't thought of it myself.



That wasn't all.



"The approval process is delayed because of communication time between departments. If we use the Constellation Network that our company operates, we could communicate instantly."






She showed me ways to solve in one second what would have taken hours.



"You need this much just to build one turret? Let's see... Ah! We have a satellite we acquired a while back, we can use that."



She personally procured materials needed for production.



"Wow, seeing this in person, I can tell it's going to be profitable! Black hole energy generation following nuclear fusion and constellation energy."



She even accompanied me around research facilities, encouraging investment from other entrepreneurs.



"This too. It would be useful in many ways."



Every time Seti opened her mouth, the stock market stirred. Stocks related to black holes and stocks themed around me soared. This was a rare phenomenon during such a recession.



Surprisingly,



Seti had that kind of influence.



She once called me a walking circuit breaker, but here she was, acting no different from a market manipulator herself.



Well, whatever works.



But.



"Why couldn't the government officials do this?"



"Because they're civil servants."



"Ah."



"Just kidding. You need business acumen to structure things this way."



What a remarkable sister. I never expected she could help in this way.



"What about Professor Feynman?"



"He's still in intensive care."



The faculty of Stellarium Academy had suffered greatly. Some had died, and many survivors were injured.



Essentially, I was the only one left unharmed in the Physics Department.



A sudden, great tragedy.



I didn't even feel sad.



I just wanted to,



Push it all away.



And this was a sentiment shared by the entire research facility.



With support from companies led by Seti, the remaining three turrets were completed. The money spent on this amounted to 4 quadrillion credits.



The Rheinland family's contribution to the research funds was substantial. Almost their entire fortune had been spent.



In other words,



The Rheinland family was now broke.



My parents and the entire council of elders were shocked and contacted me.



[What on earth is going on?]



"You mean our family fortune? I diverted it to build the gravity bomb."



[Gravity bomb?]



"Yes."



[Diverted?]



"Yes."



It was the only way to defeat the Outer Gods.



[Listen here, no matter what, how could you use all that money without consulting the council, and in less than two weeks at that! Do you think that makes any sense...!]



"I'm hanging up now."



Click.



That was the end of my good relationship with the family elders.



I don't regret it.



The crime of trying to harm my sister. The crime of reducing the professors to such a state. The crime of making those around me suffer and bringing countless tragedies to humanity.



To create the hammer of justice to punish those crimes, a great price had to be paid.



"Brother, will you be okay?"



"I'll be fine."



I patted Seti's head.



"Is money more important than family?"



Then I headed to Stellarium's underground laboratory with my sister.



Eight hundred meters underground.



The completed gravity bomb, dimensional gate, and turrets were coiled together. Omega-class inspectors and core researchers were also visible here and there.



The Gravity Bomb Research Headquarters.



A new research facility built at a cost of hundreds of trillions. Protected by a powerful Aether field that neither Outer Gods nor incarnate bodies would dare approach—the pinnacle of human intellect.



Here, I could meet familiar faces.



"Welton, Mathers."



"Urrrgh."



"My friends."



Welton and Mathers groaned like zombies when they saw me. Dark circles were clearly visible under their eyes.



Welton grinned weakly and extended his hand.



"Long time no see, Professor."



I took his hand and said,



"How's life as a prospective graduate student?"



"No. Yes. No."






"I heard you and Mathers were researching stabilization devices for Pron tanks in the lab..."



"Don't even mention it. I was hospitalized while researching that."



Mathers and Welton showed me their hands as if they had planned it. Children's bandages with penguin characters were stuck on them. Traces of IV drips.



"Where's Mezulen?"



"In the temporary hospital now."



"Is she unwell?"



"She just collapsed from overwork... *sob*!"



Welton took out a handkerchief and wiped his tears. Mathers clicked his tongue and pointed toward the infirmary. I went with the two of them to visit Mezulen.



Mezulen had collapsed from exhaustion. She had two IV drips, one in each arm. Her face was sunken like a valley.



[Graduate student in Outer God Biology, Mezulen Hueritia. Sleeping here. (Do not wake.)]



"They say she hasn't had proper sleep in two months."



"Poor thing. Of all people, she had to meet a workaholic."



I put down a get-well gift. A flower and a paper were on the side table. Looking at the paper, I saw it was a thesis with Mezulen as the first author.



[Pron-Aether Refinement Method Using Crystal Penetration Reaction]



The research done by Welton and Mathers, as well as Mezulen's research.



Compared to the grand scheme of the gravity bomb, they seemed insignificant.



But those small pieces came together to complete the puzzle.



"Professor! Professor Rheinland!"



Officials in uniform rushed in breathlessly. One of them was my handler, Mr. Sullivan.



"What's the matter?"



"We have good news and bad news. Which would you like to hear first?"



"The bad news first."



"Major invasions have begun from three directions: east, south, and west. The first defense lines in the east and west have been breached. The military has also sent an urgent report that the Queen is targeting this place again."



"...And the good news?"



"It's complete."



"..."



I turned my gaze. Welton and Mathers' eyes followed mine.



Suddenly, Seti took my hand. She raised her head. Her golden eyes, resembling mine, burned like flames, urging me to make a declaration.



"Brother."



Send those monsters.



Back to where they belong.



I held my sister's hand firmly and moved forward. As we moved toward the main research sector, more people joined us.



Soldiers and doctors, scientists and engineers, field technicians and officials, Constellations and androids.



And.



Even Outer Gods.



Everyone was here—Rustila and Zernya, Ireh and Sonia, Cartesia, Seti, other colleagues and professors.



"We're going straight to the test operation!"



Boom.



A thunderous sound echoed.



The ground split open, revealing a massive turret.



On top of the turret were dimensional converters, phase manipulators, and the blood and sweat of countless researchers.



That wasn't all.



Rumble, rumble!



A ring-shaped turret several kilometers in size slowly rotated.



Right now,



The planet Stellarium itself was one massive anti-Outer God weapon.



The ground split open and the Aether layer was isolated, revealing the sky. For the launch, the ground safety devices had to be removed first to minimize errors caused by interference.



Naturally,



The gravity cannon was most vulnerable at this moment.



"Get ready."



Click.



The inspectors took their positions.



["...So this is where you were."]



Swish.



Seeds fell from the sky.



We all looked up. Darwin-type monsters were falling. Incarnate bodies and manifested Outer Gods were also visible.



And at the center,



"The Queen has arrived."



Queen Aurore was there.



"Eidel von Rheinland, let us settle this."



The Queen twisted her lips and descended vertically.



I too snorted.



Today,



Either humanity would perish, or the Queen would die.



One or the other.
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Looking closer, I saw that it wasn't just Darwin's Legion. Monsters and avatars from Maxwell and Descartes' forces had also gathered. They really brought a diverse collection.



"The one with yellow eyes is the ringleader!"



"Heeheeheehee!"



"Slice! Slice! Let's dice them into pieces!"



The monsters charged forward in a straight line, making gurgling sounds. Their objective was clear: eliminate me, Seti, and the graviton turret.



Clang!



The sound of metal split the sky.



"Protect the turret and the researchers!"



"We just need to hold out for ten minutes!"



It was the swordsmen. The elite soldiers gathered around Stellarium swung their swords and fired their guns. Combat drones simultaneously took flight, blocking the monsters' advance.



That's when it happened.



Crack!



Queen Aurore severed her own arm.



Psssht!



Dark blue blood sprayed out.



The Queen manipulated her blood to form a long spear. Already, new flesh was growing from the stump of her arm.



Swoosh!



The Queen hurled the spear with all her might. It fell precisely in my direction. The acceleration of gravity combined with the Queen's strength created a fierce sound as it tore through the air.



Whoosh!



If it hit me, I would die.



Tap!



Rustila leaped. She soared nearly fifteen meters into the air and slashed her sword upward.



Chang!



The spear and sword met. The blood spear resonated, emitting blue light as if trying to absorb the sword's energy.



"Ugh!"



Rustila groaned. She deflected the spear at an angle and landed on the ground. Simultaneously, another attack came flying.



Rustila and the Queen engaged in close combat. Despite having support, she was essentially tying down the Queen alone. When had she become so strong?



"Not bad."



A smile appeared on the Queen's lips.



Whoosh.



The Queen exhaled. Rotten stardust was drawn from the atmosphere. I couldn't imagine what would happen if someone inhaled that.



"Medics!"



Doctors stepped forward. Zernya did the same. They mobilized healing constellations to purify the air.



I put on a gas mask and moved away. The Queen's gaze followed me. She deflected the swordsmen's attacks without even looking at them. Her eyes remained fixed solely on me.



"Where do you think you're going?"



Whoosh!



The Queen pivoted. Rustila's sword cut through empty air. The Queen pursued me without even sparing Rustila a glance.



That's when it happened.



Bang!



["Stealth Barrage"]



["Reinforced Bullet"]



[Your allies' evasion, attack power, and health are greatly increased for a certain period.]



Ireh fired spirit bullets in succession. A hazy smoke spread around us. It was both a buff and an escape tool that could hide us even from the eyes of outer gods.



Ireh shouted while reloading coins:



"Brother, go ahead!"



"Young master, miss! This way!"



Sonia pulled me along. As I ran, I looked back. Rustila, Zernya, and Ireh stood side by side at the front line.



I could understand Rustila being there, but seeing Zernya and Ireh at the front made me worry. However, I couldn't afford to waste time.



["Triangle Formation" effect has strengthened your buffs.]



[Resistance against outer gods has increased!]



"Professor Rheinland!"



A familiar voice called me. It was the astronomy team.



"Here's the data on the black holes we believe to be the Queen's base!"



I quickly reviewed the data.



There were three candidates.



"One near X-1, SDSS J270622, and MDS 1088.4. One of these three is the Queen's black hole."



"The one near X-1."



"Of course... it would be that one, wouldn't it?"



The celestial structure of this universe differed slightly from what I knew on Earth. Black holes that should exist didn't, and ones that shouldn't exist did.



A prime example was the supermassive black hole near Cygnus X-1. This celestial body didn't exist in the original world.



Without question, it was Queen Aurore's "string."



"I'll relay this immediately."



I entered the control room and sent a message. I needed to request position designation and firing assistance from the eastern, northern, and western turrets.



[Northern turret, no issues.]



[Western turret, no issues.]






[Eastern turret, under attack by outer gods.]



The battle wasn't happening only here.



[Alert from eastern turret. Currently engaged with Descartes-type avatars. Guarantee resolution within 10 minutes.]



"...Hmm."



My heart raced.



If even one thing went wrong, humanity would be finished. The universe would perish. We needed a moment of luck.



If the eastern turret fell, we couldn't capture the Queen. To think it all depended on luck. Everything could turn to nothing in an instant.



"God..."



Even someone without religion like me couldn't help but pray.



That's when it happened.



"Kid, I'll be back."



"Huh?"



"Going to clean up my house."



Cartesia said that and vanished with a pop.



The Sagittarius black hole.



She had gone alone to attack the black hole occupied by Renatus.



"..."



My mind went blank for a moment before returning. I didn't have time to worry about what might happen to Cartesia. After about five minutes, a message came from the Callisto branch.



[Eastern turret, loading complete.]



It wasn't luck.



From the moment I earned Cartesia's favor, humanity's victory had been predetermined.





***





Aurore felt a sense of déjà vu.



'The resistance is fierce.'



It was similar to the last great war, no, even more troublesome.



Clearly, the enemy's numbers were decreasing in real time. The bodies of soldiers, researchers, doctors, and civil servants were tangled like noodles. The Queen herself had killed over a hundred humans.



Nevertheless.



"Can't you see straight?"



The humans hadn't lost their fighting spirit.



For the first time.



The Queen felt anger in their eyes.



"How dare you, inferior creatures!"



This was all because of Eidel von Rheinland. If not for Eidel, that non-standard human, this galaxy would have long been Aurore's.



It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that one great individual had changed human history.



That made her even angrier.



To think she might lose because of a mere creature.



"Queen——!!"



A sharp voice came with a sword strike.



Whoosh!



Following it was a wave of Aether. The Queen quickly extended her hand. Pron and Aether collided, creating intense heat.



The soldier with a yellow ponytail leaped again.



"Just try touching a hair on my husband's head!"



It was Rustila. She was targeting only Aurore, trying to pin her down.



From Aurore's perspective, she wasn't as annoying as a fly... no, Rustila was quite strong for a human.



'Is it because of that black-haired woman?'



The Queen turned her head.



Ireh Hazlen.



A human Shterm had been watching closely for some time. She had heard that Ireh had a unique constitution where Aether never depleted, allowing her to stack buffs indefinitely.



No wonder each of Rustila's strikes was so powerful.



'They work better together than before.'



Probably due to that "Triangle Formation" effect or whatever it was.



'But it's futile.'



The Queen smiled and waved her hand.



Kuooooo!



The sky split, and a gigantic monster appeared.



It was an oval-shaped avatar with no eyes or nose, just a mouth. It was slightly larger than the graviton cannon. This massive being slowly descended toward the graviton cannon.



"I'll swallow you all at once."



The Queen lowered her hand. She intended to devour the entire turret. Drones and regular batteries fired ion beams, but they couldn't even scratch the avatar.



If that thing descended completely, it would be the end.



"Tsk."



The Queen staggered.



'Did I overdo it?'



The avatar she had just summoned contained the Queen's full power, hastily created. She had made it with the determination that if they didn't die, she would.



If the avatar devoured the turret and then tried to consume her as well, she had no proper way to stop it.






That's how certain the end would be.



'Do I care?'



The Queen also didn't care about the inferior creatures before her. Her pride came first. If she were to die, she'd rather die at the hands of her own creation than at the hands of humans, which would be humiliating.



"Farewell, inferior humans. I'll turn you to dust before you even have time to despair!"



"Stop it! If it falls, we're finished!"



Rustila shouted. Following her instructions, the surviving swordsmen filled their swords with as much Aether as possible.



'Eidel.'



Rustila thought.



'I'll protect you, even if it costs me my life.'



She had created a child with him against fate. That alone was enough to make Rustila happy. She recalled her academy days. Meeting Eidel, falling in love.



This must be what they call life flashing before your eyes.



Was she going to die?



Here?



Even so, she had no regrets. If she could protect Eidel, Lucia, and by extension, humanity and the universe from the outer gods.



Swoosh!



Rustila and Aurore clashed once more. Aurore stretched her mouth corners to her ears and raised her voice.



"The brat you spawned will be thoroughly used as material for my legion. Consider it an honor to have your breath cut off here, and praise my generosity!"



"...Shut up!"



Rustila swung her sword. The swordsmen under her command also launched attacks. Beams of light pierced the sky and struck the giant avatar's mouth one after another.



Boom!



The fog was thick. Rustila frowned.



"Ah..."



A scratch.



Was that all they managed?



When Aurore created the avatar above, she focused on hardening it at the expense of other functions. So it wouldn't break no matter what attack it received.



In the end, even Rustila's attacks with all their buffs only managed to make a few scratches.



"How foolish."



Aurore twisted her lips.



And the next moment.



Thwack!



A tentacle flying from a blind spot struck Rustila's side. The pain that penetrated her suit bleached her mind white.



An attack from outside her field of awareness.



"Ugh!"



Rustila fell helplessly to the ground.



"Commander!"



"2nd Company! Catch Commander Rheinland!"



Zernya also saw Rustila falling. Her constellation reported the injury information. Broken ribs.



Ireh was also startled. Despite all the defensive buffs she had applied, one hit had done that much damage. The tide of battle could turn so easily.



Rumble.



The avatar increased its descent speed. Aurore pulled back and chuckled.



"Stupid humans. You didn't know that we of Darwin's Legion are the legion of adaptation? After experiencing your pathetic attacks a few times, we can break them down."



Zernya and Ireh rushed to Rustila. Zernya began rapid treatment, but it seemed unlikely that Rustila would return to battle immediately.



"That's what happens when you become arrogant after momentarily overwhelming me."



The Queen regained her composure. Perhaps she could survive this and return. She could also eliminate Eidel von Rheinland.



She could conquer this galaxy and regain her former glory.



With such expectations swelling, the Queen lowered her hand.



"Devour them."



And simultaneously.



Boom boom boom.



The gun barrel began to rotate.



[X-coordinate set]

[Y-coordinate set]

[Z-coordinate set]



[Error check complete]



[Location successfully identified. Activating dimensional amplifier.]



Thump, thump, thoom.



Following the dimensional conversion device, the 7-dimensional space literally began to "bend." It was like folding paper, bringing two distant points together.



So Aurore could feel it. The fact that her black hole was physically not far away.



If they fired a shell here, it would directly hit Aurore's black hole.



'Already?'



As Aurore was about to hurriedly issue commands in panic, she heard it.



Step.



A leisurely footstep.



"Everyone has held out well until now."



Step, step.



"Now we counterattack."
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Thoooom.



The dimensional gate opened.



Beyond the gate, a supermassive black hole revealed itself. Dark and majestic. It was the moment when the neural filaments spread throughout the Queen's body stood on end.



'I'm going to die.'



Humanity hadn't simply created the gravitational cannon.



They had completely modified it. So that with just a single shot, it could erase the outer god belonging to that black hole from this world.



It was the fruit of suppressed rage and killing intent.



Woong.



The gravitational cannon raised its head. What it aimed at was the dimensional gate. Jade-colored starlight flowed along the silver rails. Evidence that the Stellarine was operating.



[Lock-on.]



The firing control device indicated precise targeting.



Death.



The Queen was now, for the first time, feeling the sensation of death on her skin.



"Queen Aurore."



A voice was heard.



Eidel von Rheinland.



It was him.



Eidel surveyed the battlefield. There were too many dead. In less than 10 minutes, hundreds had bid farewell to this world.



One step away from the eradication of outer gods.



They were those who departed without seeing that light.



"...You."



Blood vessels bulged between Eidel's eyebrows.



"I will never forgive you."



His eyes were filled with fighting spirit.



The gravitational cannon aimed at the Queen's core. The Queen shook her head repeatedly. She sighed and opened her mouth.



"...At this point, I have no choice but to acknowledge it. Eidel von Rheinland, it's exactly as the Iron Fortress said. You're not just a human. You're a child of Laplace."



"Shut up."



The Queen's pupils glowed red. Even at this moment, her avatar was falling toward the gravitational cannon. Whether to devour it before dying, or die before devouring it. That was the question.



The Queen was half-doubtful.



Therefore.



Aurore charged forward instead of taking time to think.



'I'll destroy it.'



If she could just destroy that gravitational cannon, there would still be a chance.



'I'll stop it.'



If she could just stop it before it fired, she could avoid death.



'I'll kill him.'



She firmly believed that if she could just kill Eidel von Rheinland, the rest of the humans would be nothing but a disorganized rabble.



As her survival instinct sounded the alarm, she became calmer instead. The Queen led the remaining monsters and avatars to collectively project firepower toward Eidel.



Simultaneously.



"Ah...!"



Seti von Rheinland.



She also fired poisonous needles at the white-haired, golden-eyed girl. It was a tactic to disperse attention. The speed was unprecedentedly fast.



However.



"Too late."



Eidel had already pressed the firing approval button.



Boooom!



White light erupted from the end of the barrel.



The birth and end of the universe. The formation and separation of the four fundamental interactions that make up the world. Among them, the weakest interaction, but one whose range of effect is infinite, even influencing other dimensions.



Gravity executed the outer god.



The charge.



The crime of looking down on humanity.



The sentence.



Death.



Boooom!



The gravitational cannon brought down the hammer of justice. The sky, which had been dyed azure, suddenly turned completely white. People tightly closed their eyes.



The gravitational projectile, transmitted across space-time through folding theory, hit the center of Aurore's black hole. There wasn't even a sound. It was a wavelength in a spectrum that humans could neither hear nor see.



At that precise moment of impact, the artificial intelligence closed the gate. This was to prevent harmful gamma rays from flowing out.



And.



The Queen.



Collapsed in an instant.



"..."



Aurore had been about to point her fingertips, sharpened like blades, at Eidel's chin. She remained frozen in that position, unable to advance further.






'If only... if only I had reached a little further.'



She could have killed him.



If she had just 0.01 seconds more.



Even if she had died, she could have prevented the approaching end.



Shhhhh.



The Queen began to disintegrate into powder, starting from her fingertips.



"Ha."



Her consciousness was fading.



She could tell that her headquarters had turned into a white hole. It was her end, her death. Her neural network was torn to shreds, making it impossible to continue the act of "thinking."



Now Aurore would wander through distant dimensions and eventually be forgotten.



Die?



Me?



The reality that had befallen her was too vivid to deny. Painful, bitter, numbing. Every cell that made up her being seemed to be severed by high heat.



The Queen reached out with her disappearing hand. She smiled bitterly.



"...Well, humans. You've won."



"Any last words?"



"Hmph, I regret not being able to see the curtain call..."



That was the end.



Fssssss.



The Queen and her subordinate monsters, avatars, and even other outer gods who followed her soon turned to complete ash and scattered.



What remained was a handful of dust, pools of blood, and hundreds of corpses of heroes who had done their best to protect the scientists.



Eidel observed a moment of silence for the fallen, then turned his gaze to the sky.



[— ■■■ ■■■■ ■■ / Existence deleted.]



Finally.



The grand finale had come to an end.



***



Ireh couldn't believe her eyes. She blinked several times, trying to grasp the situation.



The Queen had disappeared.



Hit by the gravitational cannon.



That Queen, who had seemed so strong, so invincible, was dead.



Ireh stood up. She let out a hollow laugh.



"...Ha, haha. Hahaha."



It wasn't just Ireh. Everyone who had been pushed to their limits in that short time went crazy.



Were they insane?



No.



It was unbelievably absurd, and also joyful.



The survivors rose one by one. They approached Eidel. Hope was glimpsed in their steady gait. Hope was also reflected in their eyes.



"Everyone. We've caught one for now."



Eidel announced matter-of-factly. Everyone's faces straightened at once.



People surrounded Eidel regardless of rank or status and hoisted him up. No one cared whether their hands were covered in blood or dirty with dust.



"We won! We won!"



"We really won, right? We don't have to see that outer god anymore, right?"



"Professor Rheinland, you did it! This is an achievement that will go down in history!"



Cheers and shouts erupted from the research facility filled with rubble. It was a scene of budding hope. Seti and Ireh watched from a step away.



They had no choice but to watch from a distance. The guard of researchers and professors was so strong that there was no room to squeeze in.



"Put me down! I said put me down!"



Eidel finally came down. He sighed deeply and scratched his head.



"It's not completely over yet... but good job, everyone."



"Are there more outer gods to catch?"



"One on Descartes' side, and one on Maxwell's side... and finally, Laplace."



That was the reason they couldn't completely let their guard down. Ireh nodded secretly.



Still.



'If we've come this far, we've come further than ever before.'



Ireh had never once defeated Aurore before. Her life had changed from the moment she met Eidel and gained science as a weapon.



'Just a little, just a little more.'



When they caught Renatus, defeated Sturm, and conquered Laplace.



When that day came, when they no longer had to worry about outer gods, Ireh planned to formally propose to Eidel. Even if he was a married man, she didn't want to be separated from the prince who had saved her.



Meanwhile, Seti had this thought while watching her brother being hoisted up:



'Going up and down so refreshingly, just like my company's stock.'



Typical younger sister characteristic. Doesn't worry about her brother unless it's important.



"Ugh, Eidel...!"



Rustila, with broken ribs, also rose, suppressing her groans. Zernya, who had been treating her with holy spirit techniques, exclaimed in surprise.






"You idiot, don't get up during healing!"



"But, the current situation..."



"Congratulations can wait, so stay still! You have a fracture!"



Rustila put her head down weakly.



It hurt. But it was okay. Because things had worked out well. It was almost a miracle that they could still live and breathe on this planet.



Zernya, watching Eidel from a distance, chuckled.



"My husband is indeed amazing."



"...Isn't he?"



Rustila nodded weakly.



"Young master, well done."



Sonia relaxed her expression. She too could now feel at ease. If they could just successfully repel the remaining outer gods, all that would be left was to frolic in bed with the young master.



'Not long until the sensory module is installed.'



Everyone was acting as if the war was over. Only Eidel and Ireh worried about what was next. Eidel checked on Rustila's condition, confirmed that her injuries weren't fatal, and stepped forward.



"I'm sorry, but it's too early to rest. There's another black hole we need to attack right away."



"Which black hole?"



Eidel pointed to the sky and answered.



"The Sagittarius black hole at the center of our galaxy."



***



Sagittarius A* black hole.



This black hole was originally inactive. It hardly did anything, only occasionally sucking in nearby gas and dust.



That was the case until Cartesia, the God of Wisdom and Curiosity, was its owner.



Now that Renatus was the new owner, it had become a completely different black hole. It was actively emitting prons and increasing the concentration of madness in all directions.



Therefore.



The Federation had designated it as a black hole that needed to be stirred up as soon as the gravitational bomb was completed.



"...Cartesia, my daughter."



"Shut up. Who's your daughter?"



Inside the black hole.



Cartesia was currently restraining Renatus.



Naturally, she was no match.



Just 3 minutes.



While buying time to give the Eastern Research Institute some leeway, Cartesia's main body had been reduced to tatters.



Slither.



Renatus approached, trailing pink mist.



"You've grown quite a bit. But you're still only half-formed. No matter what you do, you cannot defeat this father."



Renatus approached Cartesia. He intended to finish her off right here.



"Not running away, but coming back instead. How admirable. Be devoured by this father and become the foundation for a feast."



Snicker.



Cartesia laughed.



"...Because I have something to rely on."



"Something to rely on?"



Boooom.



A thunderous sound came from far away. This happened despite being inside a singularity where external physics didn't apply at all. Renatus hesitated.



"What was that just now...?"



"Want me to tell you what that sound was?"



Cartesia giggled. The moment she heard that sound, she was certain. That her other half, Eidel von Rheinland, had eliminated the Queen.



"The Queen bitch is dead."



"Dead, you say?"



"Yes, and you'll soon be in the same situation."



Cartesia checked her assets. She had left quite a lot of prons and coins. This would be enough for an emergency escape.



Tssssst.



Cartesia created a backdoor. She threw herself through it.



"Die well, Renatus."



"That girl, nothing she won't say to her father!"



"You're not even male."



Soon Cartesia's form completely disappeared. She had descended to a lower dimension.



Woooong.



An anomaly was felt inside the black hole. Renatus sensed the crisis. She forcibly opened a dimensional gate and followed Cartesia to manifest on the ground.



And as soon as she manifested, what appeared before her eyes was.



"...Ah."



A large.



Beautiful.



Gravitational cannon.
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Unlike when I identified the Queen's X-1 series black hole, Renatus was a much easier opponent to subdue.



Well, that's because I knew the location of his black hole from the beginning.



"Renatus."



I confronted the mist flowing through the torn space.



"...Rheinland."



The people who had been caught up in euphoria took their positions. After defeating one outer god, another appeared. Everyone tensed at this fact.



Wooooom!



The gravity cannon immediately set its next target.



[Target: Sgr A*]

[Locked on.]



The Sagittarius black hole is the most extensively studied black hole. And right now, its master was not Cartesia but Renatus.



"My daughter."



Rustle rustle.



Cartesia, who had emerged first, hid behind me. Due to the crowd, I was the only one who could properly see her face.



"To think that one born as food would dare bring such humiliation upon me. You're like a baby snake tearing through its mother's belly to emerge."



He was speaking to Cartesia.



"As a child, you should show proper respect to your parents. Dedicate yourself to your parents and sacrifice yourself for their amusement. That, Cartesia, is the reason you were born."



People tilted their heads in confusion. Only a few, including myself and my wives, knew her name.



Of course.



Cartesia didn't answer. She clutched my collar and whispered.



"...Destroy him."



A declaration of impiety.



It was a request that human reasoning would struggle to accept. But because I knew well the pain Cartesia had suffered at Renatus's hands, I decided to grant her wish.



Click.



I pressed the button and asked.



"Any last words?"



"..."



Renatus's shadow distorted.



Thanks to the effect of the Great Triangle, he was essentially immune to mental attacks. There was almost nothing he could do here.



If he abandoned the black hole and fled, he might have had a chance. It takes at least a few weeks for an outer god to "occupy" or "escape" a black hole. It's like moving houses.



In other words.



Checkmate.



"...Ha, hahaha."



Renatus laughed with a chilling voice.



"Ahahaha, hahahaha! Sex!"



Boom!



The gravity cannon emitted light once more.



The mist scattered like particles and gradually faded away. Even an outer god, once its form is lost, is destined to be forgotten as a mythical being.



[— ■■■■ ■■ / Existence deleted.]



Writhing chaos.



A fitting end for one bearing the divine name.





***





Aurore and Renatus were annihilated in succession.



Stern couldn't have failed to sense that energy. He first organized his forces and waited anxiously.



"Lord Stern, what should we do now...?"



Matonica, an avatar holding a flagpole and trumpet, approached and asked. Matonica was Stern's long-time servant who had distinguished herself in countless wars.



"Wait."



Stern was also troubled.



'The gravity bomb has been completed. Now there's no way to stop him.'



However.



Unlike Aurore, who prioritized violence and conquest, or Renatus, who prioritized pleasure and procrastinated on important matters, Stern was an outer god with a plan.



He had already succeeded in "concealing" the location of his black hole.



He had also finished clearing out his original base. Stern had successfully moved to the outskirts of the universe, as far as possible from the galaxy where the Federation civilization existed.



'For the time being, there's no danger of annihilation.'






Even with a gravity cannon, it's useless if they don't know the location of the base. Of course, with Eidel von Rheinland's skills, he could probably find Stern's black hole within a few months at most.



'I must kill him before then.'



Fortunately, the cult was still functioning. Stern decided to summon the research spy he had dispatched previously.



"Warden."



A man with horn-rimmed glasses wearing a lab coat appeared.



"You called for this humble servant, Steel Outer God?"



Warden handed over all the valuable information to Stern. The location of the gravity cannon, its operating mechanism, and where its vulnerabilities lay. Everything. Without exception.



"How is it?"



"...This."



Stern wagged his tail in excitement.



"With this information, I can destroy what they've created. Human... I personally commend you! Thanks to you, this universe will see the Idea before meeting its end!"



"Really?"



"Of course. I'll especially give you the opportunity to be the first to step on the threshold of paradise."



"Before even the Holy Woman?!"



"Naturally."



"Thank you, thank you!"



While some believed in Eidel's research, many did not. Warden was one of them. Born and raised in the Western Frontier, he had always hated humans born with silver spoons in their mouths.



'Rheinland's research only accelerates the end.'



That conviction.



That opinion contrary to the mainstream.



Was now leading the man named Warden Friedman toward the Idea.



So happy that his head felt bleached...



"...Huh?"



His vision blurred.



Tears.



Tears streaming down his cheeks stubbornly wet his face.



'Am I too moved?'



Warden paid no mind and wiped his eyes. Then he immediately realized there was blood on his white sleeve.



"Human?"



"...What? Urrrgh!"



Dark red vomit surged from Warden's mouth.



It felt like his intestines were being sucked out and the world was turning upside down.



Warden, spewing blood, collapsed with a thud. And he never got up again. It was the end of a man who had betrayed humanity and sided with an outer god in hopes of living eternally.



Stern couldn't believe his eyes.



'This is a different level of madness.'



It killed him instantly, like a nanomachine with a built-in murder function. And this happened inside the black hole, Stern's domain.



'Unless another outer god did this, it's inexplicable.'



With an ominous feeling, Stern turned his body.



"L-Lord Stern...!"



Matonica pointed somewhere, trembling.



Darkness.



A darkness deeper and blacker than the black hole was crawling up from beyond the event horizon.



Absolute nothingness.



Destruction.



Or.



'The End.'



The complete death of this universe was approaching.



Death is a concept feared by all living beings. Even Stern, the iron fortress who could play with humans like lab rats, harbored the emotion of fear toward eternal rest.



Whoosh.



The dark light gradually brightened its flame.



The subordinate outer gods and avatars fell into confusion and fled one by one. Even Stern's forces, usually bound by solid unity, were in this state. That light had the property of melting even the minds of transcendent beings.



The number of deserters kept growing.



In this situation, only Matonica remained by Stern's side. She tried to analyze while suppressing her fear. Though she didn't understand fully, it was clear that the End was targeting this black hole.



"...Matonica."






Stern firmly grasped Matonica's mechanical arm.



"I raised you like a daughter. Whenever you returned victorious from the wars I waged, I felt joy, but at the same time, I was sad wondering if you had been hurt."



This might be the last time.



So he thought it best to speak.



"It's the same this time."



"What? What do you mean...?"



"The moment I witnessed that, I was as good as finished. So, at least you should survive until the very end."



[— (...)]



Snap.



Matonica felt something break.



'No way.'



It couldn't be.



'You're revoking my powers?'



It was impossible. The contract between an outer god and an avatar is maintained until one of them dies. After all, the contract between them is also bound by the "constraints" of natural law.



But.



'Why?'



Power gradually drains away.



Whoosh.



A dimensional gate opened.



"Matonica, you no longer need to return here. And I will give you my final order."



"...Lord Stern?"



"Kill Eidel von Rheinland before the complete end arrives! That is the only way you can live out your natural life!"



Crack!



Stern's body crumpled like a ball plunged into the deep sea. Soon he lost even his original form and contracted, reduced to a small ball shape.



'To sacrifice your own life...'



Stern accepted death resolutely. He offered himself as material for the storm. As Matonica fell through the dimensional gate, she could understand everything.



Thud.



The "End" devoured Stern's body, which had just become a corpse.





***





Just as the atmosphere brightened after repelling two emperor-class outer gods, the sound of a status window updating was heard.



Ding.



[— Gravitational contraction begins.]



"What, what is this...?"



I wasn't the only one who received the message. People stared into space, flailing their hands. The others and I couldn't take our eyes off the following message.



[— (...)]



There was nothing.



Really, nothing at all.



I tried casting a simple technique as a test. It was the mind-reading ability that reads other people's thoughts. Normally, when using mind reading, I could roughly tell what someone was thinking or what emotions they had.



But.



Now.



'Gravitational contraction is starting? What the hell is this?'



'Damn it, one mountain after another...'



'Strange. The status window isn't working. This has never happened before?'



Their inner voices flowed directly into my mind.



'This phenomenon is the arrival of the End. It's finally come this far... But it's too fast. Shouldn't we at least have time to catch our breath?'



Ireh was thinking with a hardened gaze. I felt the same way. I thought we'd have at least a few months to prepare.



That's when it happened.



"Cough, cough, cough!"



A coughing sound was heard. I turned around with a chill down my spine. Seti, who had been catching her breath, slowly lowered the hand covering her mouth.



"...Huh?"



Drip.



Blood trickled down Seti's lips.
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"Sister? Sister! Why are you suddenly like this!"



"Oh, b-brother."



Seti collapsed, coughing violently. I held my sister in my arms. Her body felt cold, as if her temperature was dropping.



"What on earth..."



Seti was just the beginning. One by one, the survivors began showing strange symptoms regardless of their status or position. Bloody tears, violent coughing followed by blood, staggering and collapsing.



Just from what I could see.



"Keuup!"



Rustila.



"Ah, shit... what is this?"



Zernya.



"...ugh."



Ireh.



"Young master..."



Even Sonia, who was a bioroid.



The severity varied, but the symptoms were similar. Only Cartesia and I remained relatively unaffected for now.



"Kid."



"Something's gone wrong."



"I can see that."



Cartesia pulled her hood down and looked around.



"Seeing even the androids in that state, this can't be a simple biochemical weapon."



Even drones were wobbling and falling to the ground. Someone's intention to break everything that moved, regardless of whether it was organic or inorganic, was evident.



I couldn't think of a solution. My mind was blank.



Then my phone rang. It was my father.



[Ah, son.]



"Father? Are you alright?"



[The hospital is in chaos. Everyone—patients and doctors alike—are collapsing. Something seemed wrong, so I called. How are things there? Is the research facility okay?]



I quickly explained the situation. Through the phone, I heard a blood-curdling sigh.



[...I've seen similar symptoms in your mother before. It's Laplace.]



"Is there no way to treat it?"



[If there had been, I wouldn't have lost your mother... Reika?]



"Father?"



[Ah, Reika. You've been waiting for me. I'm sorry. Here, take my hand. Let's go together now...]



"Father!"



The world on the other end of the phone shuddered.



"Father! Father!"



[Hello?]



Thankfully, the call didn't disconnect but output another person's voice. It was Rezein, Seti's mother and mine as well.



[Is that my son? Just a moment. Honey, what are you trying to die alone for? Pull yourself together!]



"Mother!"



[Son! Are you alright there?]



"It's terrible here too."



I looked around and tried my best to take deep breaths. Looking at the horrific scene around me, I could almost see the hospital where my parents were.



Could this situation even be described by a mere word like "disaster"?



[Son, we can't hold out much longer here either. *cough* I'm sorry.]



"No, please... please wait as long as you can. I'll try to do something."



I gathered the scientists who could still move. Many still had mild symptoms. Ireh was among them. We headed to the control room.



"We need to find the black hole where Laplace resides."



"How?"



"That's what we need to figure out now. Astronomy team, can you stand?"



"We'll do our *cough* best."



The scientists moved in unison. The tracking team remotely operated the observatory, searching for the culprit behind all this, the end.



The moment they activated the interstellar radio telescope, all the scientists watching the monitor simultaneously lost consciousness.



Dark blue noise filled the screen. The moment I saw it, I realized which black hole was hosting the Laplace system.



"...ha, haha."



Damn it.



I took off my outer coat and threw it over the monitor. This was information humans shouldn't see, content they couldn't comprehend.



I needed to go down, to the deepest part of the research facility.



"Brother, where are you going?"



"Young master, it's dangerous to move alone. Let us come with you..."



I shook my head.



"You stay here."



Rustila grabbed my arm.



"I can't allow that."



"Absolutely not. Rest here."



"We've come this far... it doesn't make sense to fail now."



Zernya, Sonia, and even Seti grabbed my arms.



"Even if we fail, we go together."



"Well said, Sonia."



"Brother, I can walk on my own. I won't get in the way. I'm still okay."



I looked at Ireh in bewilderment. She nodded. This could be our last moment. That's why everyone was saying they wanted to stay together until the end.



I gathered the remaining personnel, including family and acquaintances, and went down to the control room. There was a dimensional manipulator there—humanity's technological pinnacle for connecting one dimension to another.



A mysterious light flowed from one of the dimensional gates. And a girl was ejected from it.



"You..."



"...Eidel von Rheinland?"



It was Matonica, Sturm's avatar. I was stunned by her unexpected appearance.



"You... it's because of you! Eidel von Rheinland!"



Matonica staggered toward me. She reached out her hand toward me. But she couldn't close it.



Cartesia stepped in front of me, grabbed Matonica's arm, and threw her over. Matonica rolled on the floor, spitting blood.



"Keukhak!"



"That's my kid. Touch him and I'll kill you."






"Cartesia, wait."



Something was strange about Matonica. She didn't have her usual wind instrument or flagpole weapons. I couldn't feel any of the Pron power she should have as an avatar.



That was impossible. The contract between an outer god and its avatar could only be severed by death. Unless Sturm had died...



"...No way."



Matonica glared at Cartesia and me, groaning. Bloody tears were flowing from her eyes.



"You... you finally killed my master. Because of you, even our last hope has been shattered!"



"What did I do?"



I had defeated Aurora and Renatus, but not Sturm. His black hole remained unfound even when the gravitational cannon was completed.



"Look at this shamelessness! You don't need to hide it anymore!"



"...Hide what?"



"The fact that you are Laplace!"



"Still going on about that?"



Matonica burst into hollow laughter.



"Listen, Eidel von Rheinland. I know that Aurora and Renatus died because of that vicious weapon you created. And I know this message appeared afterward."



- Initiating gravitational contraction.



"The gravitational bomb is a weapon that uses gravity as a medium, and the 'Big Crunch' is the phenomenon where the universe collapses into a single point and disappears. Don't you think the timing is exquisite?"



"So, what I did accelerated the end of the world..."



"Yes! By decades!"



My vision swayed from side to side. I felt dizzy.



"Ha, then..."



"Are you finally admitting it? You filthy bastard."



"...No."



For whatever reason, Sturm was dead. That was reality. And Matonica had come looking for me.



Why?



Because Sturm had ordered her to. Even in death, he needed me dead. A mission that couldn't be severed even by death had come to me like a ghost.



But as an actual threat, she was insignificant.



"Now... it's really the end."



Matonica rummaged through the debris. She pulled out a metal rod that had been part of the building and took a stance.



Scientists blocked the space between her and me. Matonica growled lowly.



"Move."



"You vile monster, you won't lay a finger on Professor Rheinland *cough* *cough*!"



"I said move. If I kill him, we all might live."



"Don't listen to the words of an outer god's puppet!"



"Ha!"



Matonica pointed the metal rod and shouted.



"You know one thing but not the other! Eidel von Rheinland is Laplace's puppet! Can't you see the bloody foam at my mouth?"



Matonica spat out fresh blood. For a machine to spit blood made no sense.



The natural order was twisted. Causality had been manipulated.



I looked up at the void.



[— A voice calls to you from somewhere.]



[— At last, let us become one.]



Status window.



Why does a status window exist in this world in the first place? This isn't a game.



"If you won't move, stay there! I'll send you all together as you wish!"



Matonica charged. The terrified screams of scientists mingled with the sound of Ireh loading a holy bullet. Cartesia stepped forward to stop Matonica.



But.



"Wait."



"Kid?"



"You too, Lady Ireh."



I blocked Cartesia and Ireh, then pushed through the scientists.



"If I'm the cause, I'll gladly die."



"What?"



"But even if you end my life with that weapon, the destruction won't stop. Killing an avatar doesn't necessarily deal a critical blow to the outer god."



"What is this guy... planning now?"



Matonica is right. I don't know what I'm thinking either. But my mind is already made up. I know all too well that there's too little time to keep deliberating.



[— Across dimensions, to where you truly belong.]



I spread my arms.



"I have no ulterior motive."



And smiled.



"I just don't want to leave a bleak future for my daughters."



***



Tens of minutes later.



The universe was dyed in darkness.



Stars burning with nuclear fusion went out one by one.



The Milky Way disappeared, and electricity rapidly dried up. Humanity had to use only the energy they had stored for their final breaths.



Whether these breaths would be the final spark to carve out the heart of the end, or the final sigh of a dying patient—no one knew.



While operating the machine, I made a sort of excuse to Matonica.



"...I really didn't intend this."



"Whether you intended it or not, the situation is the same. With just two shots from the gravitational cannon, the world has met the optimal conditions for the manifestation of the end. You fired the celebratory shot, so to speak."



"Then I should take responsibility."



Matonica glanced at me. Just moments ago she had tried to kill me, but she dramatically nodded at my plea to somehow salvage the situation.



While finishing the settings for the gravitational cannon, my two wives pushed through the crowd and berated Matonica.



"Hey, do you have any proof that our husband is Laplace's avatar? Do you?!"



"Please stop. This is enough. What more do you want? Sacrificing Eidel makes no sense!"



"Rustila, Zernya."



I calmed my wives with a steady voice.



"That's not what's important right now. The end is definitely coming, and if we don't stop it, everything is finished. We need to try everything we can before then."



Then I turned my gaze to Cartesia and Ireh.



Cartesia and Ireh actually knew my true identity. I'm not the scoundrel Eidel von Rheinland, but Lee Jinsoo. A being from another universe.






Come to think of it, this lends weight to the claim that I might be Laplace. To travel from one dimension to another, especially faster than light, one would need to pass through a higher dimension, as in wormhole theory.



If "the end" had intended this crossing of higher dimensions?



Nothing is certain. The information we have is extremely limited.



At times like this, humans need to have a bit of courage and curiosity. To transform the unknown, and therefore frightening, into knowledge.



[— Become one.]



The status message that has been echoing in my head. The fear that directly touches my instincts makes my legs tremble.



Still.



I must do this.



"...According to theory, we'd have a chance if we could directly cross into the 11th dimension and confront this 'end' or whatever outer god it is."



It was none other than Cartesia who reinforced my resolve.



"Just as one must enter a lair to hunt a beast, to fight the abyss one must first enter the pitch darkness..."



Cartesia frowned. She disliked this as much as I did.



Changed into a spacesuit, I personally entered the dimensional transfer capsule. Despite the researchers, officials, my wives, my sister, and even Ireh all trying to dissuade me, I was determined to proceed with this venture.



Looking around, I had no choice.



After the end showed its face, the abnormal symptoms affecting both people and machines were growing stronger. Some had progressed to severe cases and were bedridden.



Dark blood was everywhere. Black, yet also red, with a blue tint. In the darkness, it even sparkled like stardust. Could this really be human blood?



Meanwhile, only I remained unaffected.



Why?



If everyone was suffering, why was I the only one unaffected while even Cartesia was coughing up black stardust?



"Keu."



"Zernya!"



"I-idiot. If you're going, let's go together. This might be our last moment..."



My wives approached, tears in their eyes. Not just tears, but tears mixed with blood. It was too heartbreaking to watch.



"Rustila, Zernya."



My wives were the first to embrace me.



"This might be goodbye."



"Don't say such ominous things. Don't..."



"Don't gooo."



I kissed both my wives. Until the end, they wanted me to stay in this world. They said if we must die, let's die together.



"What's the point of us all living if you're not here!"



"Take care of Lucia and Anya."



"I said don't go!"



The researchers used their last strength to separate Rustila and Zernya from me. Even they seemed to have reached their limit, collapsing weakly.



"Brother."



"Sister, if you survive, be a good aunt."



"Young master...!"



"Sonia too. I'm sorry we couldn't go on our honeymoon together."



Sonia and Seti burst into tears. I kissed Sonia and then embraced Seti. Seti caressed my cheek, then collapsed.



Gradually.



Destruction was approaching.



By now, only two people remained conscious.



Ireh and Cartesia.



"Lady."



"Call me by my name."



"...Ireh."



I checked the observatory monitor. The contraction of the universe was accelerating. If my calculations were correct, this world would end within minutes at this rate.



"This really is the end now."



"Do you think I'll give up like this?"



"I don't know if I'll die or continue living when I go beyond. But I'll never forget you."



"I will never let you go."



Ireh grabbed my suit. And the next moment, a soft touch and sweet fragrance enveloped me.



As Ireh pulled her lips away, she whispered.



"You'll see. Just as you saved me, I'll save you too."



"..."



There was nothing more to say. Finally, I turned to Cartesia.



"Ready, kid?"



"Of course, miss."



I threw myself into the dimensional converter.



I stepped into the 7th dimension, using Cartesia's black hole as an intermediate station. Cartesia brought out her lab equipment and adjusted the position.



"I'll handle pinpointing the coordinates and taking you to the 7th dimension. After that, getting to the 11th dimension... you'll have to figure that out yourself. I'm sure you can do it."



Cartesia remained calm until the end. As if reading my thoughts, she added:



"I was planning to die anyway. Dying then or dying now is the same to me. I was going to return to nature anyway, so I don't feel particularly sad. Even if you never come back, well, I'll just accept it and move on."



"I'm glad you're so composed."



Cartesia looked up at the 8th dimension beyond.



"We don't have time. Go up now."



I followed her words. Following Ireh's completed folding theory and Cartesia's dimensional transformation theory, I entered a solitary journey to eliminate the final outer god.



[X coordinate: ∞]

[Y coordinate: ∞]

[Z coordinate: ∞]

[W coordinate: ∞]

[T coordinate: ∞]

(......)



The number of coordinates, starting from seven, gradually increased until they reached eleven.



[— (......)]



[— Something is waiting for you.]



After receiving the message, I slowly reached out my hand.



[— You attempt an uneasy communication.]



The darkness lifts. And another darkness rolls in.



In the place where all worldly scenery had disappeared, I saw it.



[— Welcome to the edge.]



The black hole where "the end" lived and breathed.



The name of that black hole was the universe.
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Cartesia gazed at the boundary between the seventh and eighth dimensions.



An unimaginable unknown space. Despite numerous attempts driven by curiosity, she had never managed to set foot beyond that threshold.



Eidel, however, slipped into that space naturally, without being repelled.



Was it because he was truly Laplace's avatar?



She would never know for certain. There was much that Cartesia didn't understand. If she had been truly omniscient and omnipotent, curiosity wouldn't have existed for her.



"What am I supposed to do now..."



Cartesia slumped down on the floor of the imaginary space. She coughed up a handful of blood and breathed heavily, trying to calm her trembling shoulders.



"...hic, huu."



In truth.



All that talk about death being natural and not worth grieving over was mere bravado.



She would wait here until her dying day.



Because her companion would have to pass through this space to return.



***



[— (...)]



[— (You are aware of this space. You think, therefore you exist. Let us continue our communication.)]



I don't know who is speaking to me. The voices sound overlapped.



There is only one thing I must do. Find and eliminate the root cause of all this. With an unbreakable resolve even in the face of destruction, I must act for the sake of my family and lover below, for humanity and the Federation.



And for myself.



I spoke to "The End" as it wished.



[— Nature has no purpose or intention. We cannot know why we were born, nor why we live, and we are destined to vanish into endless emptiness without understanding anything.]



[— We have traveled through countless eons searching for intelligent beings who would completely submit to this fate. Destruction should not be repeated over and over. And finally, we found you.]



[— (Please ■■■■ the ■■ to proceed to the next step.)]



[— Have you seen the neural network of your world? The universe is a brain. You would understand better if you could string galaxies like beads and view them from afar.]



[— This world is itself a massive living entity. Just as the organisms you know form groups, reproduce, and eventually fall ill and die, the cosmos too will one day wither and twist.]



[— (Please ■■■■ the ■■ to proceed to the next step.)]



[— It's fine if you don't understand. Destruction is inevitable. It is causality. The research you've conducted so far, far from bringing prosperity to humanity, has merely been the first spark hastening its demise, but ultimately it has made a great contribution to the cycle of the universe.]



[— Stars will find their places, and separated forces will converge. From the moment the universe first began to pulsate, through the long ages, it will finally complete one cycle today.]



[— Now, accept the end of one cycle and welcome a new evolution.]



Evolution. A new evolution, they say.



Isn't it still death?



Die, be reborn, die again.



This is something all living beings should accept. Because we all die someday, we live each day with such intensity.



But.



It's too soon now.



At this rate, this universe won't live out its natural lifespan.



Yes.



This isn't providence.



The Demon of Laplace has made this universe sick. I came here to cure this disease. I barely managed to hold onto my fading consciousness. Gritting my teeth, my eyes sharp as daggers.



I looked straight ahead.



[— You may take pride even if you cannot accept it. That is the first step to becoming complete. Accept the fate that already holds you and behold me with dignity befitting your pride.]



[— I am.]



[— (Please ■■■■ the ■■ to proceed to the next step.)]



[— You.]



From the complete void, a massive sphere appeared. It was so large that its boundaries appeared flat, impossible to gauge its size. Neither color nor sound existed.



Yet I could tell by intuition alone. This was the universe. The collection of unknowns that scientists had desperately tried to understand but never could.



This universe where I and everyone else had lived was another black hole with its edge at the event horizon.



"...Ha."






I'm not sure what emotion I'm feeling right now. As the first human to see what others couldn't, perhaps it's the joy of discovery.



Or maybe it's the strangeness or curiosity of maintaining my sanity despite glimpsing overwhelming cosmic horror.



Or perhaps.



Fear, awe, remoteness.



Whatever it was, it was my emotion. And based on that, I made one judgment: that I must never lose hope, no matter what.



This is...



Within my grasp.



I will find the answer this time too.



[— Your mission is complete. Now contribute to this world's cycle of eternal rest followed by rebirth after immeasurable ages. Understand this providence, and for the day that will come again, dedicate your all before returning to the void, becoming not even dust.]



"Shut up."



[— Revere. Admire. Sink with me into the sticky darkness.]



Yes, it is certainly worthy of reverence. But I need to make something more certain.



What I fear is the universe itself, not "someone" hiding here.



Nature itself should be silent.



There's no need to usurp like a god, nor to be swept away beyond oblivion.



Humans are imperfect beings, but...



Shouldn't we celebrate what deserves celebration before we go?



"Hoo."



I took a deep breath in a place without air, then turned on my transmission. Though I didn't understand perfectly, I could at least grasp my capabilities and the mission given to me.



I was certain.



Perhaps now, I could speak it.



The language of this universe.



[— □□ □□□ □□□ □□□ □□□ □□□□?]



That's what being a physicist is all about.



***



The language of nature, constructed with the grammar of numbers, stripped away complex forms. The blurred world became clear. White and black began to be clearly distinguished.



Then, truth burst forth from the lips of a lowly being.



[— Do I still appear to you as a being like yourselves?]



"The End" could only hesitate as it crawled across the surface of the black hole. Something was wrong. How could there be an avatar so disobedient... so contrary to causality?



[— (Please □□□□ the □□ to proceed to the next step.)]



[— (...)]



"The End" felt the flow. Communication was being transmitted. It continued like a majestic current.



[— Everything has been exposed. Your plan to bring a creature that was living perfectly well elsewhere, simply because it had the same fractal structure, to implement what you call the providence of nature. All of it.]



[— (Please □□□□ the □□ to proceed to the next step.)]



[— I have no intention of playing along with this plan. From the moment I had that thought, I began to diverge from you. I sprouted as a different cell. Let's see how far this coincidence can go.]



[— (Please respond.)]



[— (You have instructed the other party to follow the natural order.)]



[— (Rejected.)]



[— (Please □□□□ the □□ to proceed to the next step.)]



"The End," the Demon of Laplace, hesitated for a long time. If it didn't move on, it would be trapped in eternity, and it too couldn't escape this yoke.



So.



It proceeded.



Since things had come to this, it would abandon this world-line again and move on to absorb the homogeneous nucleus before it into its bloodline.



To become stronger, stronger, stronger.



Because it sought to create a complete death beyond the cycle of the universe.



The phantom hiding in the black hole extended the chains of causality, expressing expectation. The gap between the two beings was profound. From the moment Eidel von Rheinland was here, he alone could not stop the predetermined sequence.



However.






It was ultimately prevented.



[— Demon of Laplace. Before true nature, you are just another life form of a higher dimension, equally powerless.]



[— (□□□/□□□ □ □□□□ reveals its divine name.)]



[— (Angel of Heisenberg.)]



The information of all particles cannot be measured simultaneously. No matter how sophisticated and advanced the technology, it will eventually falter somewhere.



Therefore, exact causality could not exist.



[— You were finished the moment I observed you.]



Golden eyes turned toward the core of The End.



The name of those eyes was also the universe.



***



Seventh dimension.



A signal arrived. Eidel's coordinates had been transmitted. Cartesia questioned whether these values were truly correct, but there was no time for pure curiosity.



To ensure her dear companion's sacrifice wasn't in vain, she passed the coordinates down to the lower dimension as soon as she received them.



Fourth dimension.



Ireh, holding back tears, marked those coordinates. She activated the cutting-edge dimensional converter equipped with foreign god technology and placed a graviton cannon there.



No, it wasn't just a graviton cannon.



A shell containing anti-graviton pairs.



Every particle has a corresponding antiparticle. Gravitons were no different.



Phrons and Aether could move as antiparticle pairs under certain conditions, and by converting them according to specific rules in another dimension, mathematical antisymmetry could be achieved.



This was the theory that many scientists, including Ireh and Cartesia, had researched and established.



They replaced the barrel equipment at the last moment. This was based on the judgment that the Demon of Laplace, unlike other demons, couldn't be defeated with "just" a graviton shell.



[Lock on.]



[Target point: 'NULL']



Only the particles were different; the firing mechanism was exactly the same. That's why they could proceed quickly. Creating antiparticles was something easily done with space-age technology.



[Unable to identify target point.]



[Proceeding with renormalization of position function according to integrated fire control system.]



[Renormalization complete: 'Eidel von Rheinland']



Ireh's strength was draining away. Every minute, no, every second brought her closer to her limit. But she had to do it.



Ireh summoned her last bit of strength to press the fire button.



"Keuheuu..."



She couldn't muster the strength. Her vision blurred. Matonica and everyone else had long since lost consciousness.



Laplace's curse was worsening by the second.



'I can't collapse now.'



One step forward. Everything depended on this. It was a gamble with the fate of the universe at stake. Dying without even seeing one's cards—what a trivial ending.



Just as her hand was slipping, another hand caught it. Ireh slowly raised her head. White hair, golden hair. It was Zernya and Rustila.



"Cough, sister."



"Press it, quickly..."



And from behind, she felt support at her waist.



"I'm, cough, here too."



"...Can't be a burden to my brother."



It was Seti and Sonia. Seti had slipped a bit, but with Sonia's support, he could somehow help hold Ireh up.



Ireh smiled warmly. With a trembling voice, she squeezed out her last bit of strength to speak.



"Everyone... see you soon."



And so the five of them, with gravity's help, pressed the firing authorization button and then slid to the floor.



That was enough.



Finally.



Humanity's desperate struggle reached the eleventh dimension.





Chapter 357 - [Epilogue] Even Across Dimensions (1)



"The Demon of Laplace" is a demon who knows the exact position and momentum of every particle. If this demon were to exist, we could perfectly predict when and where every natural phenomenon on Earth would occur.



Since it would know the movements of neural cells, it could accurately predict what kind of life a person would lead, we would never get caught in the rain due to incorrect weather forecasts, and we could even know when and what content the next edition of our favorite novel would contain.



To put it simply, it was impossible. It has already been proven that the Demon of Laplace cannot physically exist.



Strictly speaking, it's not quite "proven," but science that has undergone countless verifications doesn't easily collapse.



So I placed my bet at the final moment.



An exception.



I bet that an exception would occur that contradicted the causality it had deduced.



And perhaps, I seemed to be luckier than I thought.



At some point, the dark world brightened. At first, I thought it was radiation emitted by a black hole. But I soon realized the cause lay elsewhere.



A graviton cannon, pulled up from a lower dimension while ignoring causality, had penetrated the outer god. Thus, it created a small flaw in the probability of my life ending in a futile defeat to a transcendent being.



That flaw grew uncontrollably, then thoroughly stirred up the universe like a black hole before escaping.



The problem was that it stirred through my body as well.



After a moment of intense pain, I felt better. I was probably dead.



Perhaps this is the flashback of my life. Should I call it an epilogue? Anyway, I'm going through the grand finale of my life...



"...That's the dream I had."



"What a weird dream."



Senior Lee Tae-yeon sat down next to me.



"When you stay in graduate school for too long, you end up having all sorts of strange dreams. Like suddenly being kidnapped to another world, becoming a girl, or turning into a mythical spirit."



This person was my senior by two years in the physics department. Somehow we discovered we were distant relatives and became close after that.



"Anyway, congratulations on graduating, smartass."



My gaze naturally fell downward.



Black, yellow, white, blue, and black again.



It was quite a handsome academic gown. Especially those three stripes on the forearm...



["Three stripes signify joint pregnancy."]



"...Huh?"



"What's wrong?"



"Didn't you just hear something?"



My senior looked at me. It was the kind of look that suggested he thought this idiot had been studying unprofitable particle theory and had finally gone crazy on graduation day.



"Young-il."



"I've repeatedly asked you not to call me by that nickname."



"Binary."



"Sigh."



"Siiigh."



We sighed simultaneously.



The day was chilly but clear. It was the kind of weather that made you look forward to the approaching spring. If I graduated like this, a pleasant journey toward professorship awaited... yeah, right.



"Whew, it's damn cold."



"Is this the employment ice age I've heard so much about?"



"Could you be quiet for a bit?"



"Hey, telling your senior to be quiet..."



"What about you, senior? Have you found somewhere to make some money for a while?"



"I'll go to a research institute. Since it's in nuclear fusion, there's still demand."



Senior Tae-yeon glanced at me with pitying eyes. With his personality, it wasn't meddling but genuine concern. He was originally someone who found most human relationships bothersome.



"What will you do in nuclear fusion? You must have some mid to long-term research goals or important plans, right?"



"I'll make nuclear bombs. Something that puts the Tsar Bomba to shame."



"What?"



"I'm joking."



"It doesn't sound like a joke."



My senior laughed as he drank his coffee.



"I don't have any grand goals. If I'm lucky, I'll become a professor; if not, I'll bounce around government research institutes until the end of my life. If things go really well, I might settle overseas."



A professor, huh.



I recalled what happened before I woke up. In that cursed world where outer gods ran rampant, I had worked hard and somehow made it to professor.



Ah.



My right to conscript graduate students was gone.



I'm not sure if that experience was a dream or reality. But it was too vivid to dismiss as just a dream, and it was also a regrettable experience. I even remembered the specific flow of events in detail.



Something feels off.



"Let's stop sitting around and go get some food."



Senior Tae-yeon got up and dusted off his seat.



"Since you got your degree, you're paying."



***



Traditionally, at graduation ceremonies, one would receive congratulations from their advisor and lab colleagues while committing a small embezzlement with the lab's corporate card.



But well.



In theoretical research labs, everyone tends to have strong independent streaks, and my advisor was always busy, leaving for a business trip as soon as the graduation ceremony ended.



That's why I was flipping meat in front of Senior Tae-yeon, who was from a different lab.



"Hmm."



"What, why, what."



Two physics graduates from Nakseongdae.






"Don't we have nothing to talk about?"



Games? I don't play them.



Novels? I don't read much either.



Sports? Talking about the Ko-Po games or the Olympics would be a big improvement.



"Just pull out a paper. Let's look at it on the tablet."



"Ah, the dried fish meta?"



"Take a bite of meat, read a paragraph."



Eventually, the conversation had to drift toward physics. And quite deeply at that. While browsing through various papers for fun, I came across one.



[Dimensional Leap Using Anti-Gravitons]



"Wow, this looks interesting."



"Look at the page count. Makes my mouth water."



I clicked on the gravity paper as if entranced. While reading a bit, I brought up my dream story again.



"Gravitons aren't my specialty, so I don't know much."



"To put it simply, can gravity affect parallel universes or multiverses as described here? Does it seem possible according to what's written here?"



"Multiverse, huh."



Senior Tae-yeon rolled his eyes as he put down his beer glass.



"This paper is a bit ambiguous too. It's much better than some weird paper I saw before... but anyway, we can't experiment with it, right? Discussing something that can't be proven experimentally doesn't have much meaning, I think."



"I suppose that's true?"



"No, I'm not criticizing you..."



My senior scratched his head.



"Remember that experiment Stephen Hawking did?"



"You mean when he threw a party and waited for time travelers?"



"And nobody came. So he intuitively showed that traveling to the past is impossible. But I don't think that's a perfect proof. If science were to draw conclusions based on just one or two experiments, it wouldn't be science."



"That's true."



"Maybe someday in the distant future, we'll find out that the data obtained then was wrong. Or there might be hidden variables we don't know about."



Senior Tae-yeon continued as he flipped the meat.



"And in some parallel universe or multiverse, Hawking might still be alive, or he might have met a time traveler and be making headlines all over the world by now."



My senior's explanation was simple and easy to understand. If there exists a universe with slightly different laws than ours, time reversal or spatial leaps might be easier to accomplish in that universe.



Just like the world of "Outer Gods" I saw in my dream.



Come to think of it, that novel.



"You're right. That could be possible."



"It's not a mainstream opinion, though. Well, rather than that, I'm going to try to perfect nuclear fusion. If that works out, humanity's energy problems will be... hmmm."



By the way, this senior can't handle alcohol. And when he gets drunk, he has a habit of pulling out papers.



While my senior was staggering, I sipped from my chilled beer glass and tapped on my smartphone. When I entered the serialization site, I found a familiar title in my favorites section.



[Surviving the Outer Gods]



With a hopeful heart, I clicked on it.



But.



[This work is scheduled for a remake.]



With just that notice, all chapters had been deleted.



I was dumbfounded. There were over 1,000 chapters, and they deleted them all at once? What about the readers who had been following it all this time?



Of course, I had read it all, so it didn't matter to me anymore, but still.



There was a notice, though.



[The remade chapters will be uploaded at midnight today. Thank you for your continued interest.]



How shameless. There's no apology in the notice, just this one sentence.



Naturally, the comment section would be on fire... but it wasn't. Strangely, no one seemed to be looking at the notice.



Why? It wasn't so unpopular as to have zero comments, even if the story was frustrating at times.



"Your bill comes to 308,000 won."



"Hey, am I paying for this?"



"What?"



When I came to my senses, Senior Tae-yeon had fled to the counter with the bill. Before I could even take out my wallet, he had already swiped his card. The receipt was printed with a rattling sound.



"Sigh, I'm drunk."



That senior is at it again. No wonder he complains about 50,000 won disappearing from his wallet all the time.



I quickly tidied up and followed him out.



"Shall we go for round two?"



"Are you okay in this state?"



"Well, I could crash at your place."



"I don't have a separate place."



"..."



A moment of silence.



"...Look, Jinsoo. Where is your home and mine? Right there, Gwanak. Both you and I, if we've decided to live as scholars for life, then the university is our home. So let's go there for round two."



So we ended up at a university bench. We each bought an ion drink and sobered up under the dark sky.



"Senior."



"What."



"Don't you want to get a girlfriend?"



"I don't have the luxury for that."






"Now that you've graduated, what are you going to do with your life?"



"Do you ask me these questions every time we meet?"



I clicked my tongue.



"It's because I've lived poorly. With pride despite my circumstances. Majoring in something that doesn't even put food on the table. But somehow I managed to get by with scholarships..."



"Keep living that way."



"Are you drunk?"



"I'd say the same thing even if I weren't drunk. Live like that, like yourself. Is money that important in this world? What's important is living freely, doing what I want to do. And Jinsoo, with your brain, you won't starve to death wherever you go."



"I suppose that's true?"



"Hmm, looking again, particle theory might be a bit risky."



"Ha."



I rubbed my face.



"I'm joking. What, are we history or philosophy majors? You're damn good at math, so if things really don't work out, study a bit more and get another master's in CS. Why, even von Neumann did that."



"That guy... got doctorates in mathematics, physics, and chemistry, and then got another master's in chemical engineering because his father told him to do something profitable. He was a monster."



"From what I see, you're a monster too."



Senior Tae-yeon nudged my shoulder.



"You could do the same, couldn't you?"



Afterward, we talked until just before midnight and then parted ways. Among the advice Senior Tae-yeon gave, what resonated most was:



"...Focus only on what you can do right now. And when an opportunity comes, be sure to grab it."



It's a simple statement. Anyone could say it. But depending on who says it, the weight of those words differs.



Focus on what you can do right now, huh.



"Tsk."



I guess I should look for postdoc recruitment notices.



Winter was passing.



***



A year had passed since that day. The seasons had come full circle, and it was time to eat rice cake soup.



"Dried pollack, dried cod, fish sauce... Ah, I'll just order... Damn delivery fees."



Rice cake soup is out.



I hastily prepared some rice and tore open a packet of ramen. I remembered learning to cook from Sonia, but most of the recipes didn't match reality.



Pasta?



Isn't that just boiling it in water and pouring some raw cream sauce over it before inhaling it?



Anyway.



I was still diligently honing my academic skills, but my actual position remained that of a post-doctoral researcher.



My research results were decent, but the problem was money. Since my main topics were gravitons, string theory, and the origin of the universe, the government provided almost no support.



In the end, I had to work part-time jobs on my own to fund my research. Since I didn't have a family to support me, my days were arduous.



Still, I was somehow saving money despite my meager circumstances. It wasn't much, but it was okay. If I didn't get a girlfriend or waste money on eating out, I could at least afford to live in a monthly rental room.



Plus, the occasional lecture fees or appearance fees from being invited by popular science YouTubers were quite substantial.



Yes, somehow I was making a living.



The ramen was finally cooked. I rubbed my eyes and took a deep breath.



"Ugh."



I've eaten so much ramen that just looking at it makes me want to gag.



["Are you pregnant?"]



"...Huh?"



Did I just hear an auditory hallucination?



"..."



There were two possibilities. Either I had developed a mental illness, or Cartesia was really speaking to me.



The former seemed more likely.



But I don't have money to go to a psychiatric hospital. Well, if it gets really bad, I should go, but spending money just because I occasionally hear voices seems too painful for my wallet.



Then I suddenly remembered.



Surviving the Outer Gods.



I had forgotten that the novel had been remade. That day, I had gone to the work introduction page but dismissed it as a dream and never read it.



I set the table, sat down in a chair, and opened my phone.



"They've written a lot."



It seems to be over 700 chapters.



And the view count is.



0.



None at all.



Really?



They wrote this much when no one is reading it? Is this author rich? No, before that, it's been a year since the remake started serializing, and not even one person has clicked on the first chapter?



Something was strange.



[RE 762. Please, I Hope You See This (584)]



The same subtitle continued for nearly 600 chapters. The remaining 100 or so chapters had different subtitles, mostly about research or papers.



I scrolled down to the first chapter to check its subtitle.



[RE 001. Peace Without You (1)]



"..."



It seems I'll have to stay up all night today.





Chapter 358 - [Epilogue] Even Across Dimensions (2)



# RE 000. Prologue of the Epilogue



The Outer God of Laplace, "Apocalypse," brought the universe to the brink of destruction.



Yet humanity still had hope. That hope was called science. People held their positions, expecting that cutting-edge scientific weapons would eradicate this cosmic evil from its roots.



Ireh lost consciousness at the final moment. Therefore, she had no idea what happened next.



"Where am I...?"



A familiar ceiling. When she came to her senses, she was in a hospital.



Sunlight pouring through the window tapped on Ireh's eyelids. Just awakened from sleep, Ireh examined herself once before turning her eyes toward the window.



The sky was clear without a single cloud.



She could hear people talking and birds singing.



The sensation of being alive was vivid. It didn't feel like the life flashing before her eyes at the moment of death. Ireh could distinguish that subtle difference, having died tens of thousands of times.



"Ah..."



Finally, humanity's determination had driven away the apocalypse.



A happy ending.



A peaceful era without Outer Gods had arrived.



"Del..."



Ireh hurriedly went out into the hospital corridor. The nurses' attempts to stop her were futile.



"Del! Eidel! Where are you!"



Ireh searched every corner of the hospital. The nursing android in the lobby shook its head.



"He has passed away."



"Don't say such nonsense!"



Believing he must be alive somewhere, she rushed outside. Without even completing discharge procedures, she circled the Stellarium campus several times.



However.



No matter where she looked.



There was no sign, let alone sight, of Eidel von Rheinland.



Could it really be true?



After wandering continuously, Ireh eventually collapsed from exhaustion. She sobbed for hours in the middle of the street, like a girl who had been rejected.



"I don't need this kind of peace..."



This wasn't the happy ending she had wished for.



***



# RE 001. Peace Without You (1)



The war was over. With the harmful Outer Gods driven away, the status windows had also disappeared.



People who had shown signs of madness were gradually being cured. The collapsed infrastructure was being restored, slowly but surely. The world was moving toward a better future.



While everyone was envisioning a new future, some remained trapped in the past.



Notable examples included some fanatics from the Order, the former vessel Matonica, and those who had lost loved ones in the final battle.



Ireh boarded the shuttle with her tired body. Her destination was the Rheinland family home. The reason for going... there wasn't really any grand purpose. The people she wanted to meet were simply there.



Lost in thought, she arrived before she knew it.



Heading toward the dock, a woman with white hair and golden eyes greeted Ireh. Her hair was disheveled, and her eyes had lost their sharpness.



Nevertheless, her noble bearing remained unwashed.



"Welcome, sister."



"Seti."



She was Seti von Rheinland.



"Your dark circles are terrible, child. You should rest a little while you work."



"I can't do that."



Seti replied weakly.



"Because I have to rebuild this family."



Humanity had consumed most of its resources and goods to create the graviton bomb. The Federation's treasury was depleted, and the ten great families, including the Rheinlands, had fallen.



In the midst of this, Seti had become the interim family head.



"This ship is where our family stays. If I don't work hard, we'll have to sell even this. So I must do my best."



"You're admirable. Truly admirable."



That was all she could say.



"Come in."



Seti guided her. As they entered the entrance hall, Seti briefly told the story of how she became the family head.






"Did you know those two abandoned their succession rights as soon as I showed them the debt documents?"



The two people. She was referring to Bryan and Catrick, Eidel's half-brothers. They had come to compete for the position of the next family head but gave up the succession competition after learning about the family's situation.



Arnold, the previous family head, approved Seti's position as head. Now she was the head of the Rheinland family, but Seti insisted on keeping the word "interim" in front of her title.



"Those two aren't even family."



"Everyone's going through a tough time. Just try to understand."



"If they abandon us because of money, they can't be trusted even in normal times. Those types are controlled by money, not controlling it."



Ironically, the wealth gap in the Federation was currently smaller than ever before. In a world where privilege had disappeared except for a few politicians.



"...I miss my brother."



Seti wiped away tears as she opened the door to the master bedroom.



There were people in the bedroom. Three women and two children. The two children were babbling earnestly, moving their short tongues.



"Dada."



"Papapa."



Seti sighed and opened her mouth.



"Sisters, Ireh is here."



No response.



"I said Ireh is here? Come out and say hello."



She felt like screaming but couldn't. What fault was it of her nieces?



Fortunately, a woman in a maid's uniform staggered to her feet. The other two women still showed no signs of moving.



"Welcome, Miss Ireh."



"Hello, Sonia."



Sonia rubbed her bloodshot eyes and bowed her head.



"Were you crying all night?"



"...I'm embarrassed."



"Have you eaten?"



"Come to think of it, it's already... time has passed so quickly. Please wait a moment."



Sonia opened the refrigerator and prepared food with the remaining ingredients. It wouldn't be a luxurious meal. The price of food ingredients hadn't stabilized yet.



Nevertheless, Sonia's cooking skills were excellent. She brought out the maximum flavor from ingredients that could be purchased cheaply. She delicately controlled the fire and seasoned the soup precisely.



"There isn't much, but please eat."



"Thank you, I'll enjoy it."



Ireh put down her spoon after just a few bites.



"Does it not suit your taste?"



"No, it's delicious. It's delicious, but I just don't have much appetite today."



"I understand."



Sonia hung her head. Her gaze was on the soup she had made.



"...I miss my husband."



After the meal, Ireh entered the master bedroom. Golden and silver hair were tangled together like yarn.



Rustila and Zernya were busily awake. The two women were holding each other's children and muttering meaningless words.



"This is my child with Eidel. The proof of me and Eidel..."



"Look how determined she is, taking after someone. Look at those distinct features."



It was somewhere between maternal love and madness. Sonia, who had followed, took a breath and spoke.



"They've been like this since the young master disappeared."



"They don't work?"



"They do work. They need to earn money to raise their daughters. But that's as far as it goes. On weekends, as you can see..."



Sonia trailed off. It was a miserable situation. Ireh took a step forward with courage.



"What are you all doing now?"



Her tone was firm.



"Will Eidel come back if you do this?"



The two wives turned their gaze. Eidel. They reacted reflexively to that word.



"It's time to stop living like invalids. This isn't good for the children either."



"Sister."



Zernya smiled vacantly.






"Aren't we allowed to grieve?"



Her eyes were dead, but the corners of her mouth twitched.



"It hasn't been long since Eidel died. Can't we stay like this a little longer?"



"We don't know if he's dead or alive. I..."



"You told us yourself, sister. The logs recorded in the equipment showed that Eidel's coordinates disappeared at some point. That's basically the same as death."



"...I said it's possible. He might be in another world."



"Put aside the abstract talk."



Zernya put down her daughter Anya and stepped forward to Ireh. Then, in a voice as cold as frost:



"Sister, I'm a doctor. I know about death better than anyone."



That's what she said.



Zernya wasn't insane. Rather, she was struggling because she wanted to go insane, wanted to forget everything.



The same was true for Rustila. She breathed heavily, looking at photos taken during her dating days with Eidel over and over again. She didn't even try to speak with Ireh.



"I, I never dreamed I'd become a mother at this age. So I was happy."



"Zernya..."



"And I never dreamed I'd become a widow at this age."



Clear dew formed in her amethyst eyes, then fell in two straight lines.



"Fool. Foolish husband. I wish I had died with you. If Anya hadn't been born, I would have followed you by now..."



Zernya couldn't finish her words. She cried silently. She was careful in case Anya might see her crying and cry along with her, worried about forming unhealthy attachments as the child grew.



So Ireh embraced Zernya. She offered her embrace. Since she was most familiar with the pain of loss, she decided to accept and endure the resentment.



"Mo, mom. Mommy."



It would get better someday.



So, for now, they had to wait.



Until time healed everything.



***



# RE 002. Peace Without You (2)



Whether rejection or bereavement. People experience great shock when someone they love leaves them.



It didn't take long for Rustila to break down after Zernya. She was even more at a loss than Zernya.



"I, I'm a soldier..."



She had enlisted in the military to protect the nation and humanity, rising to the rank of general. She had protected everyone she could. But why, at the very end...



"The person I loved most, hnngh...!"



"No. It's not your fault. Rustila, it's not your fault."



Ireh spent half a day calming Rustila. Because she was the older sister. Because she was older. Because she was a regressor who had experienced countless cycles.



She felt a sense of duty to take care of them. She felt this after seeing Seti quickly recover her mental health and return to daily life under her parents' comfort.



Sonia shared the same thought on this matter. To Ireh, who came to the Rheinland main ship for several hours every day and then left, Sonia proposed:



"Miss Ireh, I think we can barely function with you here. Would you please consider living with us?"



"Really? Is that okay?"



"I'm begging you."



Sonia bowed her head. Ireh hesitated before nodding.



In truth, she had wanted to stay on the Rheinland main ship continuously. However, she had been conscious of her position as Eidel's mistress.



Ireh ended her studio apartment life and became a new member of the Rheinland family.



And so, an unmarried widow came into being.



***



"..."



I stopped reading after chapter 2 and rubbed my face.



The "Eidel" I knew was a one-time villain. But this remake seemed to be telling the story after my possession, and after creating the graviton bomb to defeat "Apocalypse."



I shook my head. For a moment, I wondered if I was going crazy. How could a physics graduate not think rationally?



I should view a novel as just a novel.



The depressing plot made me afraid to click on chapter 3, but since I was attached to this novel, my finger clicked the "Next Chapter" button.



And I couldn't help but get goosebumps at what I saw on the next page.



[RE ???: This chapter does not exist.]



My smartphone screen switched to dark mode and displayed the following sentence:



["It's been a year and you're only looking now? You lazy youngster."]





Chapter 359 - [Epilogue] Even Across Dimensions (3)



I almost dropped my phone.



The screen quickly returned to normal. White background with black text. For a moment, I wondered if I had hallucinated.



Maybe I hadn't. I might be an existence that shouldn't be bound to this place. Taking a deep breath, I moved to the next page.



Chapter 3.



This was the chapter where the subtitles began to change, and also the first appearance of Cartesia.



She was crying.





***





[RE 003. Even Across Dimensions (1)]



Compared to the fourth dimension, the seventh dimension is much closer to the eleventh. Cartesia could sense fragments of higher-dimensional sights that ordinary humans couldn't perceive.



The signal had been cut off. The contract they had first established one-sidedly had lost its effect.



A broken contract generally means the death of the contractor. That's why at first, she thought Eidel had died. So Cartesia, uncharacteristically, shed tears. Why am I acting like this?



But who was Cartesia? The God of Wisdom and Curiosity. She suddenly became curious.



That kid, is he really dead?



Eidel's mental strength had been unusual from the beginning. That's when she realized he wasn't an ordinary human. And she also knew that he originally came from another world.



Therefore.



If.



If she could connect the two worlds, it might be possible to resurrect him or summon him back.



Cartesia quickly realized it was theoretically possible. After all, if an 11th-dimensional outer god could do it, then she could too, though it might be a bit difficult.



She was curious.



Would it be possible?



Cartesia had the kind of personality where she had to resolve any curiosity that arose.



"Black-haired girl, I have something to discuss."



Even if it meant seeking help from a rival.





***





[RE 004. Even Across Dimensions (2)]



Ireh, along with Cartesia, was one of only two beings who knew Eidel's true name. That's why she could empathize with Cartesia's proposal.



"Let's do it. I was thinking the same thing anyway."



Eidel had shown her what hope was. She had been saved by him. Now it was her turn to save him.



"Tell the other companions too. We'll bring that kid back ourselves."



"I've told them several times. No one believes me."



"Why?"



"They say the dead don't return..."



Even the wives who had been wavering eventually came to their senses. They couldn't deny reality forever. Rustila and Zernya had children to take care of.



"Practical, aren't they?"



Cartesia hummed a tune. If they succeeded, opportunities would come tumbling in.



"Black-haired girl, no, Ireh Hazlen. You and I will be the first penguins."



First penguins.



Penguins must dive to get food. But predators swarm beneath the surface. Penguins can't help but hesitate.



Then, when the first penguin jumps into the water, the rest of the group follows. The future of the first penguin to enter is one of two: either it catches the biggest fish, or it gets eaten by an orca.



"If you want success, you can't fear failure. If there's even a slight possibility, I'll drag that kid back here. Even if he throws a tantrum saying he doesn't want to."



"You... truly are an outer god."






"Did you forget already? I'm selfish. I get everything I want."



Cartesia stroked her lower abdomen and flicked her tongue.





***





[RE 005. Even Across Dimensions (3)]



When a thesis advisor dies unexpectedly, their graduate students typically transfer to other labs with similar research topics.



That's why Ireh took a leave of absence from graduate school. She didn't want to graduate under another professor. Moreover, the physics department was male-dominated, and there were still many people who made her uncomfortable.



Ireh began collaborative research with Cartesia. Using Seti's name, they revisited the graviton cannon activation facility. That's where they could find clues.



"A way to cross dimensions. Gravitons might be the key."



The idea was simple. To summon him again using a method similar to how "The End" had brought Eidel to this world. But without any of the risk factors.



"We need to experiment..."



Support was scarce. Humanity couldn't afford to attempt massive projects for the time being. Even if they wanted to open a dimensional gate, electricity was insufficient.



Eventually, the plan to directly link the 4th dimension through the 11th dimension was scrapped.



They found a more complex but cost-effective method.



"I'll go meet that kid directly in the 7th dimension. I have plenty of Pron and Coin."



They sourced necessary resources through the artifact "Star Egg." Cartesia collected and processed data. The initial information created was then channeled through her neural network.



Though the contract was broken, traces remained. After all, how many messages had they exchanged? Following that now-faint path to send letters, one naturally begins to hope. Perhaps, after sleeping and waking up, a reply might be waiting.



'If a reply comes, I could immediately pinpoint the location.'



It wasn't something to expect right away. They had no choice but to focus on anti-graviton research. Somehow, they needed to find a way to mimic the Laplace-system outer gods.



While Cartesia concentrated on that method, Ireh and Seti embarked on another venture.



They began making money using the legacy Eidel had left behind.





***





[RE 010. Legacy of the Departed (5)]



They succeeded. They confirmed that by colliding small black holes created by particle accelerators, they could generate energy stronger than ever before.



Though the yield was still insufficient, the potential was visible. The project, undertaken at the cost of bleeding resources, concluded successfully. Humanity gained courage. Courage to move forward.



The era of living off constellations and nuclear fusion energy was coming to an end. People who smelled money bought stocks one after another. At the center of it all was Seti.



"Money... is accumulating!"



Seti was excited, watching the rising line graphs.



"This, with this...!"



She could revive the business. She could clear the debts. She could restore the Rheinland family.



Once sufficient capital came in, Seti von Rheinland was a financial genius who could multiply money faster than any capitalist.





***





[RE 015. A Gift to a Loved One (1)]



Eidel von Rheinland's death was confirmed. At least, that's what the country believed.



As soon as the federation regained financial stability, they held his funeral. It was a state funeral, no less. Since there were no remains, a coffin filled with clothes Eidel used to wear and his papers was sent to orbit the universe once before being laid to rest in the heroes' cemetery.



Rustila and Zernya shed tears after a long time. They thought emotions would dull with time, but why...



Sonia couldn't hold back either. She resented the young master who had saved everyone and then left.



Above all, she was sad that she didn't have a child with the young master. If she had known this would happen, she would have pestered him for his seed.



"It's enough now. I feel empty."



Sonia had long lost her sense of purpose. Can a dedicated servant still be a servant without a master? No matter how much she cried out for him to return, she didn't even know where he was.






At some point, Sonia stopped wearing her maid uniform.



"There will be a funeral service. Lastly, I ask the bereaved family to prepare burial goods to be buried with the coffin."



The wives wrote letters. Asking where he had gone. Begging him to return.



It was a gift to a loved one.



And similar gifts were being prepared elsewhere.



By Ireh and Cartesia. The two created letters with similar content, choosing a more sophisticated and scientific method of delivery.



It was the result of understanding the multiverse to some extent through anti-graviton research.



They decided to spread this wish to as many universes as possible. In the form of love letters.





***





I was surprised while reading Chapter 15. My name appeared directly.



[Eidel von Rheinland, no. Jinsoo Lee. If you're reading this, please contact us. Even a simple reply would be fine.]



[I want to see you. Everyone is waiting for you. We don't even know where you are, whether you're alive or dead.]



[Rustila and Zernya cry every day. They hide and cry at dawn so it doesn't affect the children. My heart feels like it's being torn apart too.]



[So, please...]



I remember telling Ireh my real name. The truth that I was a transmigrator from another world, and that I wanted to save her from her suffering. From there, we opened up and became comrades.



From comrades to mentor and mentee, and beyond that relationship to lovers.



[Eidel von Rheinland. Jinsoo Lee. Whatever name, it doesn't matter. To me, you're just a kid. Like a potato that would crumble if squeezed.]



[Someday, I'll search every universe to find you. Even if you're dead, it's fine. I'll find a way to bring you back. Surely you don't think I can't do that much?]



[It would be good for your well-being to respond while I'm still asking nicely. I don't have that much patience.]



[You jerk. If you were going to leave like this, you shouldn't have seduced me in the first place.]



Chapters 16 through 20 were filled with messages from Ireh and Cartesia. Despite the substantial amount of text, each word hit heavily.



Those days come back vividly. The days when I gave my all to win the war against the outer gods. The more I read, the more I realize it wasn't a dream.



[RE 762. Please Let This Reach You (584)]



Feeling I couldn't bear it anymore, I went to the latest chapter. It wasn't long. Just one sentence.



[Come back.]



I clicked on the previous chapter.



[Come back.]



And the chapters before that.



[Come back.]

[Come back.]

[Come back.]

[Please.]

[Where on earth are you?]



Yes, that's right. I need to go back.



But where? And how?



Haven't I actually returned to where I originally belonged? Isn't this my rightful place? If I go back again, won't another Laplace appear and intervene?



All sorts of thoughts crossed my mind. Reality and delusion. Truth or falsehood. Me as Jinsoo Lee and me as Eidel. Now I don't even know which is the real me.



I was confused.



As I seriously considered whether I should visit a psychiatric hospital, I remembered what Senior Lee Tae-yeon had told me.



When you see an opportunity, grab it.



Recognizing when that opportunity comes is also a skill.



"..."



Let me be fooled just once.



I began writing a long, complaint-filled comment.





Chapter 360 - [Epilogue] Even Across Dimensions (4) (Main Story Complete)



I've done all the research I could.



Now began the long period of endurance.



Waiting for Eidel's reply from somewhere in another world. That was why Ireh stared blankly at the screen.



Yesterday, today, tomorrow.



Just staring endlessly at the monitor like a retail investor glued to stock charts.



"Is Hazlen still doing that?"



"She's waiting for her advisor. She says she won't accept guidance from anyone but Professor Rheinland, and won't graduate without him..."



"But he's already deceased. Shouldn't she start looking for someone else?"



"Shh."



Undergraduate students whispered as they passed by the half-open door. Yet Ireh remained motionless, like a corpse.



In truth, she knew. She knew this was a wait without promise.



Still, she clung to the faintest thread of hope that something might appear. After all, he was someone she wanted to meet again badly enough to dedicate her entire life to the cause.



But today ended in disappointment again.



"Hmmm."



She was sleepy.



Ireh lay down on the makeshift bed. It was called a bed, but without even a mattress, it was no different from a stone floor.



She covered herself with a tattered blanket and lay on her side. Even as her eyelids closed in the final moment before sleep, she kept her gaze fixed on the monitor.



And then.



A miracle happened.



[I can't hold back any longer. Leaving a comment.]



"...Huh?"



Her mind snapped to full alertness. Ireh was so startled that as she tried to get up, she stubbed her little toe on the edge of the bed.



"Ah, aaaaargh!"



An empty cry of pain echoed through the lab.



"What's wrong with that senior?"



"Don't you know? They say she's been in love with Professor Rheinland since he was her college senior. Apparently they were quite intimate, doing everything together."



"So they had a campus couple relationship while also being teacher and student? Wow."



"But I heard that professor was married. That would make it an affair..."



"Shh, shhh."



The whispers of the undergraduates didn't even register in her ears. A reply, a reply had come. Ireh pinched her cheek to confirm she wasn't dreaming. It wasn't a dream.



Ireh took a deep breath.



She still didn't know. Perhaps it wasn't Eidel but a message from some other entity. It was too early to be certain.



But the next message that arrived:



[I want to see the protagonist, Ireh Hazlen, become happy. Initially, I wanted to see her overcome difficulties and hardship.]



It was enough to bring tears to her eyes.



- I wish you happiness, sister.



Wasn't it exactly like what someone used to say habitually?



[It seems Eidel has become a helper in this remake. Seeing that the prologue is titled "The Prologue of the Epilogue," it appears to be a story after defeating the foreign gods.]



[It's called a remake, but I understand it as an epilogue after ending the loop. I have no major complaints up to this point. What I'm dissatisfied with is the protagonist's situation.]



[Humanity has avoided extinction. But Ireh herself isn't happy. It's supposed to be a happy ending, so why must she continue to suffer?]



[Is there no scene of her overcoming this? What about reuniting with Eidel? You're not planning to end it like this, are you?]



[Please, I'm begging you, let these kids be happy.]



It was closer to a plea than criticism or condemnation. That plea resonated in Ireh's heart. She found herself shedding tears without realizing it.



This kindness—how long had it been?



Meanwhile, in the 7th dimension.



Cartesia received a similar message.



[Cartesia.]



[This novel is probably the "journal" you sent to me. Something you scattered randomly across dimensions, transcending spatial boundaries.]



[I'm doing well. Not abundant, but not lacking either. I earned my doctorate here too. The circumstances are more complicated, but I'm working hard to become a university professor.]



[I'd like to see you again, but if it's too difficult, there's no need to strain yourself. Take care of Seti and your wives more than me. As your contractor, that's what I ask of you.]



[Comfort those children, even if just a little.]



"How amusing."



Cartesia drew a curved line at the corner of her mouth. Along with the message from the person presumed to be Eidel, a massive amount of information had arrived.



Receiving so much information meant she could pinpoint the sender's location that much more accurately. She had determined the coordinates she so desperately needed.



As a result.



"...Found you."



Cartesia could be certain. That he was alive, not dead. He had merely been deflected by the anti-graviton cannon and returned to the world where he originally belonged.



It was according to causality. A person returning to the world where they should be. But Cartesia's observation had created a crack in that causality.



"You want me to make the kids happy?"



Cartesia snorted and wrote a reply.






[Come do it yourself.]



Kuuuung.



The anti-graviton cannon began to operate once more.





***





I was in a state of utter bewilderment.



After speed-reading the Foreign God Slayer remake, all the chapters had disappeared. And a new chapter had been uploaded.



[NEW EP. Epilogue]



I clicked on that chapter.



Then a new space appeared.



Literally a gate, a dimensional door. The existing space was sliced vertically, creating a gap.



The split gap was large enough for an adult man to enter.



"Uh..."



Was I hallucinating?



Even after rubbing my eyes and looking again, it was still there. I've never done drugs, so this was undoubtedly reality. Something surreal had appeared, defying the laws of physics.



Gooooo.



The space beyond the dimension seemed to beckon me.



Wooong.



My smartphone vibrated.



[Come back.]



The gate didn't look like it could hold for long. If my guess was correct, maintaining this was consuming enormous energy on the other side.



This door could probably only last a few minutes at most.



Honestly, I was afraid to jump right in. How could I know what was inside?



But.



"...I should seize the opportunity while I can."



It wasn't reason or logical analysis. I knew by instinct. If I missed this chance, I might never meet them again.



I turned on my smartphone and immediately transferred money to one person.



Lee Tae-yeon.



The closest person to me in this world.



I sent him the money for the meat we ate on graduation day, with interest added. Senior Tae-yeon had said it wasn't necessary, but it had still been weighing on my mind, so I sent it anyway.



There was no one else I needed to contact.



My advisor?



No need for that. My advisors are Professors Feynman and Stranov.



I couldn't delay any longer. The gate was losing power and about to disappear. I threw my body, my life, toward the dimensional door.



Whoooosh.



My body stretched like taffy, and space-time repeatedly rounded and thinned like kneading flour dough.



I was completely disoriented.



I saw myself. The original form was maintained, but my eye color changed to yellow and my jawline became sharper. The feeling of switching world lines was vivid.



Eidel had been my original self all along. Not possession, but transference.



And finally, I arrived in a familiar space. It was dark and without visible boundaries.



"This is..."



"A 7th dimensional world that a mere youngster like you can neither fully perceive nor understand."



A familiar voice reached me.



"Welcome to the imaginary space."



A familiar pressure. And simultaneously, a welcome feeling.



"...Cartesia."



"Well, who might you be to dare know my true name?"



A girl in a European-style frilled dress approached. Strange tentacles followed behind her. Navy blue. Her blue eyes twinkled like stars in the night sky.



The girl accelerated her pace and then pounced on me.



"Ah, so it's you."



I wasn't even given time to escape. I was caught by the tentacles and had nowhere to go.



"My companion."



Now I was bound to this place.



I wouldn't need to apply for a professorship twice.



I lifted Cartesia in my arms. Her tentacles writhed powerfully and then gently relaxed.



Cartesia summoned something from the void.



A pair of rings embedded with non-Euclidean polyhedra.



"Put it on."



The broken contract was renewed. Beyond death. Beyond dimensions. I was now bound to her by an unbreakable bond.



While able to read each other's thoughts, there was no need for lengthy conversation.






We descended one step at a time to the lower dimension.



Beyond causality.



It was time to return to where we belonged.





***





Ireh checked the coordinates of the received transmission. The location of the Rheinland family home. A small space-time distortion had been observed there.



She hurriedly left the lab and headed there.



It was late dawn at the Rheinland main residence. The planet Rheinland-3 was blocking the sunlight. Ireh very carefully disabled the front door lock and entered.



"Sister Ireh?"



Seti, who had been working through the night to earn money, came out. She asked in surprise:



"What brings you here at this hour? Didn't you say you wouldn't leave the lab for a while?"



There was no time to answer. She was too out of breath. Her heart was racing so fast that she felt pain from being unable to calm it.



"Haa, haa..."



"Are you okay? Would you like some water first?"



Just as Seti was about to go to the water purifier.



In the darkness. Someone was pouring water into a cup. Seti doubted her eyes. Was she seeing things because she hadn't slept for so long?



"Geez, I come back after all this time and look at the state of you. Go wash up."



The man passed by Seti. Seti was so frozen that she couldn't even turn her head. Then the man approached Ireh and offered her the cup.



"Drink quickly. You'll collapse at this rate."



Ireh vacantly accepted the water cup. Her hands trembled. Likewise, words failed her.



The man gave a slight smile and walked into the master bedroom as if it were his own home.



Three wives were sleeping in the master bedroom. Rustila and Zernya had no energy after working late. While working hard, they could forget their deceased husband.



But night was different.



"Waaaah!"



Sometimes the two-year-old child would cry for no reason. When she had a scary dream, or if she heard even slightly uncomfortable sounds.



"Daddyyy!"



"Huaaang!"



"What is it now..."



Sonia rubbed her eyes and got up. It was entirely her responsibility to comfort the princesses who had nightmares in the middle of the night. With only two children but three or more wives, childcare itself was actually easy.



But Sonia stopped mid-step.



The children's crying suddenly ceased.



"Daddy, Daddy."



"It's Daddy."



There was someone there. Too tall to be Seti or Ireh. Arnold, the former head of the family, was on a business trip and couldn't possibly be here.



Then.



Could it be.



"Did my princesses miss Daddy?"



Sonia's thoughts froze.



"Mmm."



Rustila and Zernya also turned their heads at the commotion. They had been having dreams every night lately about Eidel disappearing. It had been days of nightmares.



So when they woke up, they couldn't believe the figure before their eyes.



"You're awake?"



A gentle, kind, and familiar voice.



Zernya gave a hollow laugh.



This must be an auditory hallucination. Only as a hallucination would this make sense. Zernya muttered self-deprecatingly:



"I should visit a psychiatrist today..."



"Why go to a psychiatrist? Are you sick somewhere?"



"Huh?"



Rustila sat up abruptly. She activated "Inner Sight," a technique of the Rear Faction. A skill that could infer the other person's mental image and character.



Rustila saw it. A familiar form. But unlike before, no strange energy was visible. A being with a purely good heart.



Inner Sight distinguishes between reality and illusion. It cannot examine the mental image of something that doesn't exist.



"...Ei, del?"



Click.



The mood light turned on. They could see each other's faces. The wives' dazed faces with dried tear stains crossed with the husband's bitter smile.



That's when Zernya also realized it wasn't a dream. The sense of dissonance, which must be felt in a dream, was absent.



The five women couldn't speak as they slowly moved forward.



"Is it really, really you, Eidel...?"



The man answered with action. He grabbed Rustila's waist and kissed her lips. The definite sensation sent shivers down Rustila's spine.



The man parted his lips and smiled bitterly.



"...I'm back."





Chapter 361 - [Epilogue] I Have Returned



Seti and his wives cried until dawn.



It felt like a dream.



But it wasn't a dream.



That made it even more joyful.



After Rustila, Zernya kissed Eidel on the lips. The sensation was vivid. The kiss was proof that this situation wasn't a dream or an illusion.



"Young master, I missed you. I truly missed you..."



"Sonia. Why aren't you wearing your maid uniform?"



"I'll start wearing it again from now on. *Sob sob*."



He kissed Sonia as well.



Next was Ireh.



They were in front of others. He didn't want to make a scene. But Ireh's reason had already reached its limit.



In the end, Ireh covered Eidel's lips with her own, just like when she was under the curse of lust before. It was impulsive. Today was the first time she realized she could be this forward while in her right mind.



Seti clicked her tongue. She wiped away her tears and said,



"Welcome home, brother."



It was time to hand over the position of family head.





***





Eidel had returned. After the brief platonic joy, his wives couldn't help but feel their inner lustful desires beginning to boil.



One year.



A whole year without intimacy.



Newlywed life is such that even eye contact can ignite passion. Led by the experienced Zernya and Rustila, their gazes toward Eidel were filling with desire.



However.



"Ah, work..."



Of all days, it had to be a weekday.



"Should I just take a day off?"



"What would you write as the reason?"



"Sex."



"Who just said that?"



Cartesia proudly raised her hand.



"It was me."



"Why is the foreign god still here?"



"Didn't I tell you before? I'm also the youngster's companion. So naturally, I should live in the same house as him."



Rustila and Zernya instinctively sensed danger.



"You..."



"Surely you wouldn't turn away someone who played a crucial role in bringing the youngster back? No matter how foolish, you wouldn't disregard such a debt of gratitude."



"...Ugh."



She had a point.



For the past year, Rustila and Zernya had felt the emptiness of Eidel's absence to the bone. So they didn't fight. They just silently did their work, came home, took care of the child until exhausted, and fell asleep—day after day.



"Let me be clear. I'm also your savior. Without me and Ireh Hazlen, could you have kissed this man again? No. You would have lived miserably, being called widows for the rest of your lives."



Such a life would have been dreadful.



They were frustrated but had to acknowledge it.



"Come on, admit it."



"Fine, I get it..."



Ireh's expression brightened. She glanced at Cartesia. Cartesia snickered and blinked her eyes rhythmically.



Everything.



According to.



Plan.



Yes.



"Hey, let's talk after you get back. You must be busy too, right? Go ahead."



"When you go out, make sure to take either Sonia or Ireh with you. Never, ever wander around alone dangerously. Understand?"



"I got it. I said I got it."



Eidel sighed inwardly. It seemed his wives' obsession would be intense for a while.



Anyway, now that he had informed his wives and sister, it was time to share the same news with his parents, the school, and eventually the whole world.



Things were about to get very busy.



Eidel was heading toward Stellarium when—



"Oh, by the way," Ireh said.



"There's a memorial service at school today for the first anniversary of your death."






"...What?"





***





The Stellarium planetary system.



The great southern institution, Stellarium Academy.



"As you all know, this is where Professor Eidel von Rheinland passed away one year ago. We must never forget his noble sacrifice."



The chancellor came out to give the opening speech.



"Thanks to Professor Rheinland's leadership in gravitational cannon research, humanity was miraculously saved from extinction, and we can now enjoy permanent peace without foreign gods..."



Though his voice was drowned out by the speech, there was a man sitting in the front row, crying.



"Honey, stop crying."



"Huk-huuk."



It was Professor Feynman.



He had been severely injured during the Darwin-type foreign god's attack. He nearly died but miraculously survived thanks to the Federation's medical technology, and successfully completed rehabilitation therapy.



But what did it matter?



His most cherished student and fellow professor was dead.



His image still lingered before his eyes. That kid who used to call him "Professor, Professor" had grown up so much...



"Huh-huuk!"



Feynman couldn't lift his head. He wasn't the only one. The tear ducts of all the physics professors in attendance burst one after another.



"Why, why did you have to go like that!"



"You promised we'd write a paper together!"



"Oh my, oh my."



The chancellor continued reading the eulogy with a devastated heart. He wanted to finish the memorial service as quickly as possible. Those who needed to move on had to do so.



But many still couldn't accept it.



Eidel von Rheinland was someone's colleague, friend, or object of admiration. The fact that his funeral was held as a state funeral was proof of this.



Public sentiment, which had briefly faltered, was once again directed toward Eidel. When it was proven that he had been right and that he had sacrificed himself, perception changed 180 degrees. Some even advocated for his canonization.



"Professor. I'm a second-year college student. I witnessed your appointment during my freshman year. After hearing about Professor Rheinland's reputation, I decided to become a scientist like you. I was studying hard to apply to your lab, but you left just like that."



Hearing the physics student's lament, Professor Feynman broke down a second time. Mezulen, Welton, and Mathers, who were Eidel's friends, were the same.



"It's already been over a year since he died."



"I never thought he'd go like that."



"Sniff, ugh."



"Mezulen, are you crying?"



"No, I'm not."



The three of them sighed.



"But is this really an event that should attract so many people?"



"Huh?"



"The crowd is enormous. Eidel von Rheinland isn't some saint. Why are people gathering like it's a religious assembly? This isn't like any memorial service I know."



The three frowned.



"Who's talking nonsense at a memorial service..."



Mathers immediately reacted and turned toward the voice. He couldn't help but fall back in surprise. A tall man with sunglasses covering his eyes was sitting with his legs crossed, sipping coffee.



"Mmm, this sweet taste. It's been a while. When I was destitute, even this was a luxury."



"You, you are..."



"Who am I, you ask?"



The man crossed his legs the other way and lowered his sunglasses. Golden eyes that seemed to be made of melted gold revealed their splendid appearance.



"Just a passing assistant professor of physics at Stellarium."



"..."



A very brief silence.



And then.



"Aaaaaaah!"



"Kyaaaaaaah!"



"Gyaaaaaaah!"



"Excuse me! It's too loud! Could you please be qui—! Waaaaaaah!"



"What's going on? Waaaaaaah! A ghost—!!"



Screams echoed throughout the academy.





***





There are two things a dead person should never do. The first is to become a ghost and harm people who are living well, and the second is...



[Breaking News: Eidel von Rheinland Appears at His Own First Anniversary Memorial Service]






"H-how did you come back, sir?"



"I came through dimensions."



"But how exactly?!"



"Umm, well?"



In truth, Eidel didn't know exactly either. He could hardly say, "I wrote a 5,700-character critique comment on a novel and then flew here," could he?



By this point, the chancellor of Stellarium couldn't help but be suspicious. Was the being before him really Eidel, or an impostor with a similar face?



'If you're an impostor, you're dead.'



Just then.



The chancellor's office door opened.



"Chancellor, I apologize for barging in. I heard Eidel was here..."



The physics professors entered. They were in such a hurry they didn't even ring the bell. They walked slowly with eyes full of tears.



At the front of the professors was Feynman. Their eyes met as Eidel turned his head.



"...Professor Feynman?"



"Professor Rheinland... no, Student Eidel?"



"Professor!"



"Student!"



Eidel jumped up from his seat. He bumped his hand and foot on the corners of the desk and chair. Despite what must have been quite painful, Eidel slid toward Feynman.



"Professor—!!"



"Student—!!"



The two professors embraced each other and began sobbing.



"Thank goodness! You were safe then!"



"You're one to talk!"



With that as the starting point, the other professors also began to shed tears. They had all co-authored at least one paper with Eidel.



"Huuuuuuuh! Professor, let's never be apart until we die!"



Cold sweat ran down the chancellor's back.



It's real.



That is... real...





***





Attending my own memorial service was a rather unique experience. Thanks to that, I was able to dramatically announce the news of my resurrection to many people.



Of course, as a consequence, the memorial service ended early.



Reporters discovered me and followed excitedly. I was about to answer their questions when the chancellor grabbed me and dragged me to his office.



After that, I met with the professors and struggled with the reporters who had followed me here. By then, it was already early evening.



"Haah."



The chancellor sighed.



"Setting everything else aside, you're in big trouble now."



"What kind of trouble?"



"Didn't you notice on your way here? Professor Rheinland, you're being treated as one of the most celebrated heroes in Federation history."



"That's an honor."



"There's even a new religion named after you. The Church of Eidel."



"Uh, that's a bit..."



"You're like humanity's savior."



Even the chancellor's attitude toward me showed it. Before, we had a relationship of mutual respect as equals, but now it seemed like the chancellor was being cautious around me.



It appears my position has grown considerably.



"From now on, you'll be dealing with a grueling schedule for a while. Today's media frenzy will be just the beginning."



This wasn't something to be happy about.



It meant my research time, and time to cuddle with my wives, would be constantly interrupted.



Of course.



I am a professor.



I can just make excuses about being busy with research and reject everything. If I keep playing hard to get, interest in me will naturally decrease over time.



Anyway.



The fundamental reason I had a private meeting with the chancellor was one thing.



"I can get my job back, right?"



The chancellor blinked.



"We cleared out your lab, though."



"...What?"



Breaking news: Eidel von Rheinland, unemployed.





Chapter 362 - [Epilogue] Wait, What Happened to My Professor Position?



"My lab... has disappeared?"



"The office itself is still preserved. It's just that your faculty position was terminated after you were declared deceased."



So, I can't enter my own lab?



"Um, there's no way to make it work?"



"I'm not sure myself."



"May I go to the office for a moment?"



"Yes, let's go together."



Upon arriving at the office, I was left speechless at the unbelievable sight before me.



[Stellarium Department of Physics Associate Professor & Graviton Research Team Director]



[In Memory of Eidel von Rheinland]



"My lab... has become a museum?"



"Many people wanted to preserve it. Look at that. There are even paper flowers folded by undergraduates for your thesis."



"Where?"



"There, that one."



[Rest In Paper]



Wow, it's real.



"Um... since I've returned, I can work as faculty again, right?"



"Well, about that."



The president scratched his head.



"This is our first time dealing with such a case, so we need to check what the law says first."



"...I understand."



So I set off to seek legal advice. I had connections—specifically, Kristin Heresset from the Heresset family who worked in legal services. She was my classmate during my academia days.



"Aaaahhhh! A ghost!!"



It took some time for her to calm down.



"So... you've been resurrected?"



"Yes."



"From across dimensions?"



"Yes, that's right."



"And when you returned, you were fired—no, excluded from your professorship...?"



"Hey now, excluded? I was declared dead."



I asked her, "A person declared dead is actually alive. My federal citizen information has been completely deleted. Can I sue the school in this case?"



Kristin swallowed before answering.



"I'm not sure right away."



"What?"



"They've probably already hired new faculty, and national university professor quotas are determined by the government, so the school can't adjust them freely. The only option would be to take the faculty appointment exam again after re-registering as a citizen..."



"Then what am I supposed to do in the meantime?"



"Be unemployed, I guess."



"Un-unemployed...?"



Kristin answered dryly.



"Yes, unemployed."



This can't be happening. Me, unemployed? Not a professor or even an adjunct, but unemployed?



"This is unfair! Do you know how hard I worked to become a professor? Waiting for an appointment that might never come, and meanwhile I'm unemployed? Unemployed?!"



Tears blurred my vision. It felt like I'd lost everything. My professorship. My research funding. My right to recruit graduate students...



"Oh, so that's it! They want a war hero to live by collecting scraps? What kind of idiotic country would—oh?"



"Calm down! Let me see if there's a possibility for a damage claim."



"Oh? P-please..."



"I think once your identity is confirmed, you could definitely aim for reinstatement. Let's see, hmm."



Kristin quickly got to work. Though her main job was as a prosecutor, she had knowledge of legal office work due to her expertise in law. She scanned through the screen and clapped her hands.



"Oh! I got it!"



"You found something!"



My school friend is the best after all. I knew I could count on her!



"I found out it's impossible!"



That trust was shattered in one second.



"Why? No, why!"






"Because in 'exceptional circumstances' like this, to reinstate you immediately, they'd have to dismiss the current professor. That would constitute wrongful termination, making the situation extremely complicated!"



"Nooooo!!"



I ended up losing consciousness.





***





- Eidel von Rheinland. As of today, you are "expelled" from our Stellarium Academy.



- In an era when we can barely get proper government support, how could we keep a particle theory research professor? Stop being so disgraceful and just leave. Stop wasting national funds.



- Haven't we already captured all the foreign spies? Then we don't need the graviton cannon anymore, right? Should we demolish it?



- Professor, no. Little Del, I'm sorry. I need to make a living too. I'll graduate from Professor Stranov's lab, so you should look for something other than being a professor. Goodbye.



"Ugh, uuugh... aaaah!"



I woke up thrashing.



"Young master!"



"Del, what's wrong!"



I saw Ireh. And Sonia. The two women held my hands with tears in their eyes.



"Wh-where am I...?"



"The hospital. I'm so glad you're awake... Are you okay?"



"Ah."



It was just a dream. I thought I was being abandoned again in some ridiculous way. Of course, if nothing else, Ireh wouldn't leave my lab for another research group.



"I-I thought you were going to die..."



"If you die, how am I supposed to graduate!"



Sonia and Ireh hugged me and cried their hearts out. I patted their backs. I'd caused them unnecessary worry.



But.



Why did I lose consciousness again?



Right.



Because I couldn't return to my professorship immediately.



"Ugh."



"Del! Sonia, quickly! Call the doctor!"



Sonia rushed out and returned shortly after. With Professor Feynman.



"I told you to call a doctor!"



"That's exactly what I did!"



Professor Feynman rushed to my side.



"Student Eidel!"



"P-Professor! Huff, huff."



"Calm down. I've heard everything. We'll figure something out, but for now, you need to rest. First, shouldn't we reissue your citizenship?"



"Y-yes. That's absolutely right. Sniff."



Ireh held her head. She sighed and shook her head. Sonia glanced at Ireh and gave a thumbs up.



Feynman explained the situation.



"Many professors died in the Great War that day. As a result, we hired a large number of young, capable doctors. Among them were senior and principal researchers who worked on the graviton cannon."



In simple terms, no one was due to retire honorably within a year. And they'd already found people to continue research in my field.



As Kristin said, national university professor quotas are limited. Like university admission quotas, they're strictly set by the government and can't be changed immediately.



I couldn't push them out just to get myself in. They were already hired—what excuse could I use to drive them away? That would destroy the university's reputation.



But.



Not reinstating me would damage the university's reputation just as much. People would ask why they were treating a hero of humanity this way.



"The president is very troubled. At this rate, we might lose someone like Eidel von Rheinland to another academy..."



That's when it happened.



"President, over here! Here!"



A booming voice came from beyond the door.



Slam!



Professor Stranov burst through the door. The president of Iryuel Academy, whom I'd met before, was with him.



The Iryuel president slid up to me and took my hand.



"Professor Rheinland, I've heard everything! You were removed from Stellarium's faculty after being declared dead?"



"Huh? Y-yes."



"Come to our Iryuel Academy! We've kept a position open, anticipating your return!"






"Oh."



Iryuel. Not a bad choice, perhaps.



"You know that our academy is backed by Stronium Industries, right?"



"I heard Stronium took a significant financial hit a year ago when building the graviton cannon..."



"Even considering that, a megacorp is still a megacorp. Their stock has been recovering since they ventured into the business of colliding black holes for energy. Isn't that your specialty, Professor Rheinland?"



I found myself nodding unconsciously. That was indeed my next research area. Now that we'd caught all the foreign spies, it was time to revive the federal economy with my knowledge.



"Do I need to submit an application or something?"



"Just bring yourself. If you're willing, we can escort you as soon as you're discharged."



"Gasp."



An hour later, I completed the discharge procedures. It was the shortest hospital stay I'd ever had.





***





And then the Federation amended its laws.



In cases where a person declared dead is confirmed to be alive, reinstatement to their previous position is guaranteed, provided the original institution still exists.



The law changed because of me.



However, it could only be applied after going through an "identity re-verification" process. To efficiently manage its database, the Federation deletes all citizen and biometric information when a person dies. This makes it very difficult to prove that a deceased person is the same as the one who has returned.



Fortunately, I passed this through paternity confirmation. I proved that I shared the same bloodline as my father, Seti, Lucia, and Anya.



"Miss Kristin."



"Yes?"



"Next time, let's do our job properly."



"Uh..."



Kristin mumbled before raising her voice.



"Hey! I never dreamed you could change the law! How was I supposed to predict that?"



"Enough."



I wagged my finger and clicked my tongue.



"Anyway, I'll be reinstated soon."



"So, where are you going?"



"Iryuel."



In an era when the entire Federation was impoverished.



Stronium was the only company that still had money. As a theorist, I needed their support to make a living.



It's close and relatively wealthy. Isn't that good?



Of course, Stellarium being my alma mater made it comfortable too.



Just as I was about to go to Iryuel, two unexpected things happened.



First was Ireh.



"I won't graduate unless it's from Stellarium Academy."



"Sister?"



Ireh had begun her resistance.



"It's close to home, which is nice. I can visit you more often. Most importantly, I've already registered, and I don't want to waste time taking entrance exams again."



Ireh spoke coldly. She was right, so I could only scratch my head awkwardly.



And the other surprise was...



"Professor Rheinland, we have something to offer you."



Stellarium had pulled out their trump card.



"Joint appointment as Director of the Basic Science Research Institute...?"



"Yes."



The Stellarium president nodded.



"But not just anyone can become a research director..."



"Are you 'just anyone,' Professor?"



"...Gasp."



The president bowed his head.



"We'll grant you full professor status along with it. Please lead our country's basic science."



"What about the budget?"



Hearing my question, the president smiled.



"You'll have the flexibility to adjust it as you see fit."





Chapter 363 - [Epilogue] The Second Honeymoon



Iryuel Academy.



Chancellor's office.



The Chancellor of Iryuel, who had believed he could finally recruit Eidel, slid off his chair after reading the reply that had just arrived.



[After much consideration, I've decided to return to Stellarium. Thank you for your concern.]



"Haah."



How did things end up like this?



It was all because of those congressmen.



'I never thought they'd go so far as to amend the law...'



The political sphere of the Laniakea Federation was firmly in Stellarium's grip. They had sided with their alma mater. School ties were as binding as blood relations.



Of course, the amended law itself wasn't unjust. The ruling was reasonable. There were no grounds to oppose it.



'What a sneaky university.'



Despite his thoughts, there wasn't much the Chancellor of Iryuel could do.



***



I ended up re-establishing my laboratory at Stellarium. I also took on the concurrent position of Director of the Basic Science Research Institute.



I've since reunited with my parents. Everyone who needed to know about my return now knew. As time passed, people's interest in me would gradually diminish.



Of course, many people still came to see me. Politicians, entrepreneurs, media outlets, entertainers. Even documentary production companies.



"Professor, a broadcasting station wants to make a retrospective documentary about you."



"Why don't they send an email instead of coming here?"



"Because you don't read them, Professor."



"But what can I do when they pile up faster than I can read them?"



It had gotten so bad that I created a separate email for use within academic circles. I secretly shared it only with other professors and researchers, believing I could enjoy a pleasant email experience.



And it was compromised within a week.



Since then, we've resorted to exchanging private DMs. As I stopped reading emails, people who urgently needed to contact me changed their strategy.



They adopted the "three visits" approach.



If I wasn't in my lab, they'd wait until I returned. If I was in the lab, they'd wait until I finished my work. If I refused and sent them away, they'd come back the next day.



"Huh."



I sighed.



"Tell them I'm not feeling well and send them away."



"They're offering 3,000 per minute though."



"Ugh, 3,000 credits?"



"No, 30 million credits per minute."



"Please open the door for them right away."



For the first time in a long while, I let outsiders in. The interview crew bowed their heads as they rushed in. Judging by their high-end camera equipment, they seemed to have come well-prepared.



"Hello, we're the documentary team from 'Happy Day'! Our broadcasting station would like to produce a special documentary about Professor Rheinland's revival and current situation. Would that be alright with you?"



"Happy Day? I've never heard of it."



"Ah, our broadcasting station was established quite recently."



I shot them a suspicious look. The person who appeared to be the team leader scratched his thinning hair and continued.



"The incentive of 30 million credits per minute is real. We'll start calculating from the moment filming begins."



"Does a new broadcasting station have that kind of money?"



"Of course."



The team leader answered confidently.



"If you don't believe us, we can pay 30% in advance."



"...How long do you expect the filming to take?"



"We're estimating about three hours."



30 million per minute. Multiply that by 180.



5.4 billion.






That was enough to make a movie, not just a documentary. If I gave Seti that much money, restoring House Rheinland to its former glory would be no problem at all.



"Three hours..."



"Would that work with your schedule?"



The return far outweighed the risk. Even just receiving the advance payment would make it worthwhile. No, considering the research funds I needed after my family's downfall, it was an enormous sum.



Above all.



I didn't want to rely on my parents or siblings for marriage funds or childcare expenses. I believed that wasn't the right attitude as the head of a household.



"We raised the production costs through citizen donations. The story will progress with us asking you questions that viewers are curious about."



"Yes, that's fine."



"Then let's coordinate the filming date..."



I answered that we could start right away. My schedule was going to get busier with each passing day. Even now I didn't have much free time, but it was better than tomorrow.



The production team from 'Happy Day' asked various questions. How did I die, did the afterlife seem to exist, what was the catalyst for my pathological obsession with the gravity cannon, and so on.



Among them were some unexpected questions. For instance, the mystery of whether Sonia was an avatar. I was momentarily flustered but maintained my poker face and somehow got through it.



Of course, these were all questions that couldn't even be considered suspicious anymore, now that everything was over.



The most awkward one was:



"...Next is a question selected by citizens of the Acoz planetary system. Professor Rheinland, we've heard rumors that you're having a romance with a graduate student."



"Excuse me?"



"They're curious if the rumor about your romance with a graduate student is true, and if the talk about polygamy is factual."



"This question doesn't seem related to a gravity cannon documentary..."



"This part would be good as bonus content. However, if you find it uncomfortable, you don't have to answer."



I swallowed.



"I'm curious about this too. If you answer the question, we'll provide an additional incentive."



"...Well, actually."



I pulled Ireh, who had been watching nervously beside me. She yelped as she fell into my arms.



"Yes, we are in a relationship."



"P-Professor?"



"You can call me brother now, sister."



The production crew's eyes widened like saucers. Ireh stammered, not knowing what to do. Her appearance was quite adorable.



"S-so..."



"It's not an affair. I already received permission from my existing wives. We love each other, and we plan to hold a wedding ceremony soon."



A declaration of polygamy.



It was like throwing firewood onto the media outlets that were already blazing with the topic of my revival.



But what could I do?



They said they'd give an additional incentive.



"I-I see."



The rest of the interview concluded without incident. The appearance fee was paid promptly.



Additional incentive: 2 billion.



I wondered why they would pay so much for just one statement. For a moment, I questioned whether the executives of 'Happy Day' might be followers of the 'Church of Eidel.'



But still.



If they're giving that much money, I should take it. I was pleased that my value seemed to rival that of a decent entrepreneur.



Do you see this, Senior Lee Tae-yeon?



Anyway.



I used part of the incentive for wedding expenses. Getting suits and dresses tailored, reserving the venue, calling party planners... It was a busy time in many ways.



And then.



Finally.



At the wedding venue where the bells were ringing, I was formally united with Ireh Hazlen.



***






Ireh was considerably bewildered.



Just two weeks.



Instead of writing a dissertation, she submitted a marriage registration form. Instead of renting research equipment, she went around preparing venues and dresses. Instead of being called "sister" or "student" by Eidel, she was called "honey."



She was completely overwhelmed.



It wasn't that she wasn't happy.



Of course not. This was truly the happy ending she had genuinely desired.



"Who is that woman?"



"You don't know Ireh Hazlen? She's the genius graduate student who established the Folding Theory!"



"I've heard of her. Wasn't it a theory that played a crucial role in the gravity cannon firing process?"



Ireh had been worried. What if she wasn't worthy of Eidel? What if she faced attacks from women who admired Eidel because of her humble origins? What if that made things awkward for Eidel?



None of that happened.



'I worried for nothing.'



Ireh walked down the flower path holding her bouquet. At the end of the red carpet stood a handsome man. He took her hand.



"Does the groom promise to love the bride forever?"



"I do."



"Does the bride promise to love the groom forever?"



Ireh hesitated for a moment.



"...I do!"



She said with a bright smile.



In that tense moment, Ireh shared a vow of a kiss with Eidel. Trembling breath. Warm touch. Her world turned white.



She knew how Rustila and Zernya, who attended as guests, must have felt. Sure enough, they wore bitter expressions. Eidel's parents were sighing repeatedly.



Eidel's father had originally opposed polygamy. However, he couldn't simply oppose it because Ireh was just as decent and sharp as the two existing wives.



Above all, Arnold, who had been driven to distraction by Eidel and Ireh's crazy academic romance, had no choice but to permit their marriage.



"Have a good honeymoon."



"Leaving your wives for another honeymoon... It's strange, but whatever."



Rustila waved her hand. Zernya clicked her tongue but nodded toward Ireh.



"Ah, right."



Rustila approached Eidel and whispered something. Eidel's expression suddenly heated up. Ireh, who had sharp ears, knew what Rustila had said.



'Ah, that's right. Rustila still hasn't...'



Ireh sighed heavily.



Anyway, it was time to leave. The couple boarded the honeymoon ship amid people's blessings and farewells. Their destination was a tourist resort hotel in the northern planetary system.



"Let's go, honey."



"...Yes."



Eidel suppressed a laugh.



"Why the formal speech all of a sudden?"



"Then... should I just speak comfortably?"



"Shall we?"



"Let's go, Professor."



"Let's go, student."



Ireh smiled brightly as she composed herself as a new bride. She boarded the honeymoon ship.



And there, another being was already aboard.



Dark blue hair and a haughty atmosphere. The same physique. A woman—no, a bioroid—who looked so similar from behind that she could be mistaken for Ireh's doppelganger.



"Young master, you're late."



Sonia.



"You should hold my wedding ceremony soon too."



She was sitting on the bed wearing a wedding dress identical to Ireh's.





Chapter 364 - [Epilogue] Of Course, Since We're Married



A Wedding.



A ceremony to celebrate the social union of a man and woman forming a family.



However, one can form a marital relationship without a wedding ceremony or even a marriage registration. Sonia knew this method well.



"Young master."



Sonia tugged at Eidel's arm.



"Please make me your wife now."



"Wait, Sonia?"



Eidel said as he gently removed her hand.



"You're moving too fast."



Sonia frowned.



"I'm already prepared."



"I'm not ready."



"I've been waiting for this day for so long... and you're asking me to wait again?"



Sonia was in a hurry. Being a bioroid, she couldn't legally marry, so she needed a more definitive proof—proof that she was Eidel von Rheinland's wife.



"I'm not asking for much. If you need atmosphere, we can have a modest ceremony here on this honeymoon ship, and it would be enough just to place a wedding ring on my finger."



"Yes, let's take that step slowly."



"Are you deliberately teasing me?"



Sonia grinned. Now she thought she understood his intention.



"If that's the kind of play you want..."



Eidel put his hand to his forehead. He turned around to look at Ireh. Ireh, who had been holding Eidel's hand, couldn't help but feel flustered.



So.



Sonia was proposing that they engage in marital activities here on the honeymoon ship. Ireh herself had thought such things would only begin after they reached their destination.



Whoosh.



Ireh's head became an active volcano.



"Why don't you join us too, Miss Ireh?"



"W-w-what? Do what together?"



"You know what I mean."



Sonia stuck out her tongue playfully and made a back-and-forth motion with her hand.



"You're probably still uncomfortable with a man's thing. If you experience it with me, Sonia, you'll adapt much better."



"What nonsense are you talking about? And, and you! This must be your first time too!"



"Unlike you, Miss, I have prior knowledge. I also have modules installed now. Of course, compared to the experienced Young Master Eidel, I might still be inexperienced..."



Sonia turned her head. She looked at Eidel with a smirk.



"Young Master? I look forward to your guidance."



"This is driving me crazy."



Sonia lifted her white frilly dress to seduce Eidel. Stockings and a garter belt. And further up, smooth curves.



"Why aren't you wearing anything underneath!"



"Oh? I thought you'd like it."



Eidel and Ireh's jaws dropped.



"I've received feedback. Let me adjust my mood data a bit. Young Master prefers to undress someone himself rather than finding them already undressed..."



"Stop talking and change back to your normal clothes. Quickly!"



"Can't I stay in this wedding dress?"



"That's rented, isn't it!"



With Eidel's intervention, Sonia finally stopped her rampage. Ireh sighed with relief. Sonia snorted.



"Hmph. I'm sulking now."



"Don't be like that. Just unpack your things."



Though grumbling, Sonia did as she was told.



And so, in a somewhat boisterous atmosphere, the honeymoon ship departed. The three of them first organized their luggage and took time to appreciate the interior.



The honeymoon ship was divided into three main rooms:






1. The main room with a bed and kitchen.



2. A sub-room for storing luggage.



3. A bathroom with glass doors that allowed one to see outside from inside.



The bathroom and bed were positioned in a straight line.



"An intentional arrangement," Sonia said, opening and closing the bathroom door.



"A husband on the bed can hear his wife bathing right in front of him, and the wife can see her husband waiting while she bathes. A design pattern perfect for creating mood."



"Stop analyzing everything..."



"What does it matter? We have a long way to our destination and plenty of time."



"How long will it take?"



"A full day at least."



The honeymoon ship traveled slower than regular shuttles. It was designed to bypass various planetary systems without landing, allowing passengers to appreciate the beautiful Milky Way. It was an application of the aesthetics of slowness.



Spaceships are cramped. There wasn't much a couple could do until they reached their destination.



"Ah."



Ireh suddenly felt heat rising to her cheeks and ears.



"Sister? Why are you standing there like that?"



"Huh? Oh, it's nothing..."



"Let's eat soon. I'm hungry."



Sonia, now changed into a maid outfit, clapped her hands.



"I'll show off my skills after a long time."



***



After finishing their meal.



Eidel and his two wives spent the day lounging on the bed, talking about what had happened recently, and sometimes admiring the scenery of the Milky Way.



Before they knew it, yawns were escaping their mouths.



"It's been nine hours since the wedding reception ended... time to sleep."



"Lie down with me."



Eidel gestured to Ireh. Dressed in pajamas and extremely tense, Ireh was startled by his call.



Sleeping with a man.



The moment had come.



Something she had never done before.



"No, what am I worrying about, you fool?"



Ireh tried to calm herself. She took a deep breath.



It's not just any man, it's Eidel. After having already kissed, sharing a bed is nothing. Rather, it feels elevating to be like a real couple.



"I can do this."



Ireh clutched the blanket tightly and lay down beside Eidel.



It felt warm and cozy. Reassuring.



"Sister."



"...del."



"We've been through so much together."



"Hehe, indeed."



Pillow talk, facing each other.



"I want to say it again—thank you for saving me."



"You saved me in the end too, Sister. Thanks to you, I can be this happy now."



Eidel stroked the side of Ireh's hair. It was a gentle touch. Ireh accepted it without protest, but unconsciously flinched.



"Are you nervous?"



"...Yes, still."



She knew they should engage in marital activities. It wasn't that she found it repulsive. Rather, she wanted to do it.



But she was afraid.



Ireh swallowed dryly and said:






"I'm sorry. I'm not mentally prepared yet..."



"It's okay. Let's just sleep like this tonight."



Ireh was once again surprised by Eidel's warmth. He was completely different from the vulgar men on the frontier planetary systems. She could feel that he truly loved and cherished her.



"Being in love doesn't necessarily mean we have to be intimate."



"No, I..."



Ireh trailed off. She felt guilty.



She decided to be as brave as possible. She resolved to give him her first time before the honeymoon ended, at the very least.



"Yaaawn."



Her consciousness was gradually fading. It had been a series of exhausting events recently. Returning to graduate school, choosing a new thesis topic, preparing for the wedding.



It didn't take long for Ireh to fall completely asleep.



Swoosh.



Sonia emerged from the bathroom. She put on her wedding dress again and approached Eidel, who was lying down.



"What about Miss Ireh?"



"She's out cold."



"Then..."



Before Sonia could finish opening her mouth, Eidel got up and prepared something.



Eventually, their eyes met.



"Sonia, it might seem sudden, but thank you."



"You should be thankful, of course."



Eidel smiled gently.



"You've saved my life so many times. You've sacrificed so much for me. I realized at some point that I respect and like you, and I'm sorry for neglecting that until now."



"I understand."



Eidel held out a small box. With a click, a ring with brilliant jewels appeared.



It was exactly the same as the ones Rustila, Zernya, and Ireh were wearing.



After his wives increased to five, Eidel gave identical rings to all his wives instead of wearing just one himself. It meant he would love them all equally.



"Sonia."



"Young Master..."



"Will you be my wife?"



No matter how minimal Sonia's emotional changes usually were.



This situation was unbearable.



Sonia closed her eyes and extended her hand. Soon, a warm sensation enveloped the fourth finger of her left hand, and tears flowed simultaneously.



"I'm sorry I can't do more for you."



"It's fine. I know my status better than anyone. Being able to be with you, Young Master—no, husband—is already a blessing beyond what I deserve."



Although it was a wedding without a single guest, it was an incomparably happy moment.



Sonia's tears didn't last long. She soon wiped her eyes and smiled brightly.



"I can't just cry on such a joyous day."



Sonia pressed her lips against Eidel's. Her body gradually leaned forward. She continued the passionate kiss as if about to overwhelm her husband.



At this point, Eidel became curious.



Ireh and Sonia were here, but why had Cartesia suddenly disappeared right before the wedding?



Was it her own form of consideration?



Or was she plotting something else?



He couldn't know, but he couldn't ask Sonia right now either. The mood between them was becoming increasingly intimate by the minute.



After finishing their lingering kiss, Sonia pulled away.



"Husband."



"Yes?"



"What if Miss Ireh wakes up?"



"It's fine. Once Sister Ireh falls asleep, she rarely wakes up."



Having known Ireh for a long time, Eidel was already familiar with her living patterns. He carefully moved his hand from Sonia's back to her front.





Chapter 365 - [Epilogue] Supervised Learning



Inside the honeymoon spaceship, a shower of Milky Way starlight fills the cabin.



A single mood light.



On the double queen-sized bed, a woman and two beasts.



"Mmm, slurp, kiss..."



While Ireh was in dreamland, Eidel and Sonia embraced each other, exchanging saliva.



Both were at their limit.



Sonia had waited years to reach this point, and Eidel hadn't had time to release tension even once since his resurrection due to being so busy.



Eidel slowly rolled up Sonia's wedding dress, beginning feather-light caresses.



Naturally, he used both hands for the caresses.



First, with his right hand, he gently cupped her breast.



His left hand stroked her thigh, then dove between her legs when he saw an opening. He repeatedly darted in and out before Sonia could close her legs.



Sonia, not to be outdone, removed Eidel's shirt and licked or fondled every inch of his body. Of course, knowing that a man's erogenous zones are concentrated in his groin, she didn't forget to stimulate him through his pants.



"...Sonia, you're skilled."



"Thanks to my module."



A virgin android with a sex module installed.



Versus.



A married man who had experienced everything from the highs and lows of life to defensive battles.



Who would take control on their first night?



The outcome was obvious.



"Ahh!"



Eidel's fingers delved into her secret place, making Sonia's mind go blank momentarily. Her leg and shoulder muscles contracted as a soft, sensual moan escaped her lips.



"Shh. Quiet."



"It's your fault, husband..."



The usually expressionless Sonia whined with a nasal tone. It was cute and adorable.



"Sonia, can you turn around?"



"Like this? Aah...!"



Eidel grabbed Sonia's waist and pulled her close. Her back fit perfectly against his chest.



And then she felt something.



A hard, large object pressed against Sonia's buttocks.



"Husband."



Sonia grinned. Seizing the opportunity, she pressed her buttocks firmly against Eidel's groin and feigned innocence.



"Did I make you this hard?"



"Who else would it be?"



"Hmm, Miss Ireh?"



"Tsk."



Sonia gave her hips a slight bounce. His member twitched and grew even larger.



"Pervert."



"You're just as perverted... ugh."



She increased the speed of her grinding hips. The bed shook slightly. It was frustrating that they couldn't be more forceful for fear of waking Ireh.



But adding dirty talk learned from her module changed everything.



"Master, it's time to wake up. You promised to fill Sonia with your seed today."



"..."



"If you don't enter me today, you'll have to wait a month. Wake up quickly."



Though embarrassed by her own words, they were certainly effective.



The sleeping dragon stirred. She could feel it swelling.



"Are you about to come?"



"You..."



"Please hold back a little. Surely the hero who saved the universe knows when and where to ejaculate?"



Ah, I understand. She's playing the teasing personal maid.



Such a mischievous maid needs proper discipline.



Eidel grabbed Sonia's breasts from behind while she was feeling smug.



"Eek!"



A startled Sonia. He grabbed the top of her off-shoulder dress and removed it in an instant.



From her upper chest to her pink areolas and cute nipples, everything was exposed.



Sonia drew in a sharp breath.



"Ah, uhh, h-husband... this is too embarrassing."



"Sonia, you're beautiful."



"Can't you let me face you?"



"No."



"Don't do this, young master..."






"You're calling me 'young master' because you're at a disadvantage, aren't you?"



"No, absolutely not—hooot?!"



He supported her breast with one hand while targeting her milk button with the other. Sonia's entire body trembled. Moans erupted like a flood at the unfamiliar sensation she was experiencing for the first time.



"Shh, Ireh is sleeping."



"This is really the young master's fault...! Hah!"



"Don't blame me."



If Sonia was going with a little devil concept, he would counter with a bad boy concept.



Eidel positioned himself where Sonia couldn't resist and one-sidedly toyed with her breasts.



"Hah, nngh, mmph..."



First, being taken from behind made proper counterattacks difficult.



Second, Eidel's hand techniques were far more skilled than they appeared, having experienced everything from A-cups to G-cups.



Third, having "prepared" too much, once caught in the flow, it was impossible for her body to resist the waves of pleasure.



It was the optimal environment for supervised learning.



"Ngh, hah, haah! Y-young master, not there...!"



His left hand traveled down Sonia's navel and slipped into her white underwear.



His skilled fingers rubbed the hairless mound as they moved southward.



"Did you think I'd only tease your breasts in this position?"



"Ah, nngh..."



Not too weak, not too strong.



Though his movements were irregular, it was clear he was searching for something.



"Eek!"



When he pressed against a firm protruding part, Sonia's legs reflexively bent.



Squelch.



But Eidel's fingers, which had squeezed into that gap, thoroughly violated Sonia beyond the point of no return.



Her moans grew increasingly louder.



"Haah, ahk...! Ahkk...!"



Sonia's lust waxed like the moon. The splashing waves of pleasure sent shivers down her spine.



Squish! Squish! Squish!



Having both her breasts and pussy manipulated simultaneously made her mind go blank.



Gradually building up and panting, Sonia eventually reached a silent climax.



Psshht!



Following her sex module's programming to please men, she even squirted, swept away by the unstoppable tidal wave of pleasure.



Having climaxed spectacularly, Sonia gasped for breath. She murmured weakly.



"Too much, ngh, husband, nngh..."



"This is what you've wanted since long ago, isn't it?"



"N-no...!"



Her crotch was soaking wet. Her panties weren't just damp—they were so wet that water would drip if wrung out. Sonia gritted her teeth and looked back with moist eyes.



It was a gaze filled with defiance.



"...Young master."



Sonia threw off her wedding dress.



She remained in just stockings and a garter belt. She also kept on her soaked frilly panties. The young master preferred to remove those himself.



Anyway, by putting on the headband from the side table, she quickly returned to being the usual maid Sonia.



Having regained some of her senses, Sonia crawled over.



"I shouldn't be the only one feeling good."



"...Sonia?"



"Let me serve you."



With that, she removed Eidel's pants in just a few seconds. Though covered by underwear, his fully swollen groin was visible.



"You look troubled."



There was no time to ask her to wait.



Skillfully pulling back his underwear and taking out his cock, Sonia began masturbating him with both hands. She blocked his mouth with her tongue so he couldn't speak.



Stroke, stroke.



With just a few wrist movements, Eidel's member grew like a watered bean sprout.



Just when it seemed sufficient, it grew bigger, harder, and hotter.



"Ah, young master... you're still extraordinary."



"...Still?"



Though it was a sudden topic, Sonia had seen Eidel's fully erect state before. That was during Rustila and Zernya's honeymoon.



Thanks(?) to Cartesia.



Suddenly recalling that time, Sonia smirked.



"This thing must have stirred inside Rustila and Miss Zernya countless times. I was envious then. But now I've earned the right too. I'll drain you steadily from now on, so be prepared."






Steadily.



Drain you.



Be prepared.



Eidel was alarmed. Yet his cock nodded eagerly, as if pleased. It was truly a case of mind and body acting separately.



"First, one shot."



Sonia opened her mouth and took Eidel's member.



And then.



"Sluuurp..."



She swallowed it to the root in one go.



"Ugh!"



This time, a moan escaped from Eidel's lips.



"Slurp, slurp, sluuurp."



Looking down at Sonia, who was sucking his member while making vulgar sounds, Eidel felt an indescribable sensation.



Different.



This wasn't the fellatio he had known until now.



The bumpy palate and soft uvula alternately touched the glans, controlling the intensity, while the soft tongue and oral mucosa warmly wrapped around the shaft, amplifying the pleasure.



One might expect teeth to hurt occasionally, but there was no feeling of scratching or catching at all.



The sight of the maid, crouched like a cat, wiggling her apple-like buttocks, and diligently moving her head to service him...



"Kuk!"



Eidel, who had been stroking Sonia's head, pulled his hand back at the sudden urge to ejaculate. He deliberately avoided grabbing her head and thrusting his cock deep, out of consideration for her.



Sonia noticed this and, touched by his consideration, increased her efforts.



Gulp! Gulp!



Semen was sprayed directly into Sonia's throat. It was a deep throat she chose to do, regardless of Eidel's intention.



"Sluuurp... slurp, hup... haa, did it feel good?"



"It felt amazing, Sonia. But what about the semen?"



"It's in my stomach."



Having received positive feedback, Sonia smiled with satisfaction and sucked on Eidel's balls. From visual, auditory, and tactile perspectives, it was a perfect fellatio—1000 points out of 100.



"This is my service. It can't be unsatisfying."



Similarly, it was a sudden topic, but Sonia had already achieved a quadruple victory over the other wives—Eidel's first ejaculation, first fellatio, first cum in mouth, and first sleep sex.



In other words, even before installing the sex module, she had made the sleeping Eidel ejaculate 5 times in a row with vacuum fellatio, so it could be said she was born with oral skills.



Sonia looked at the still throbbing cock and quietly marveled.



"Wow, you're still vigorous even after coming once."



"That's how I've evolved."



It was the result of adapting to handle Rustila and Zernya simultaneously.



"In other words, it means you can go again right away."



"Hmm."



Sonia pushed Eidel down and climbed on top of him. Eidel also removed Sonia's panties, which were sticky with water and love juices, and grabbed her pelvis.



Afterward, as if by agreement, they aligned his cock with her pussy, and her pussy with his cock.



"Haa, haa... young master..."



"Sonia. Relax."



Eidel covered Sonia's mouth with his hand and gently pressed down on her waist.



Squelch.



The glans touched the petals.



Squelch.



Then the labia parted. Sonia took in Eidel's member powerfully, just as she had during fellatio. Since she was very wet, she swallowed it to the end in one go without any additional lubricant.



"Haaah...!"



Sonia collapsed on Eidel's firm abdomen and caught her breath.



Nothing else mattered.



She was connected with the young master. Beyond species. Beyond life and death. Come to think of it, both Sonia and Eidel had bodies that had died and come back to life once.



While she was enjoying the afterglow of insertion, rejoicing in finally becoming one, Sonia felt an unexpected gaze and turned her head.



An angle Eidel couldn't see.



Ireh was looking at her with half-open eyes.



"..."



Time stopped for Sonia.



But not for Eidel.



Slap.



When Eidel gave a small thrust with his hips, Sonia let out a moan she couldn't suppress, accompanied by the sound of flesh meeting flesh.



"Hah, nngh...!"



Ireh's thoughts came to a halt.





Chapter 366 - [Epilogue] Unsupervised Learning



Ireh was spending a happy time in her dream, writing a paper with Eidel.



At some point, strange sounds began to penetrate her dreamland.



"Slurp... slurp, suck..."



The sounds were so peculiar that she couldn't quite identify them.



They were too loud to be someone slurping pasta. Curious about the source, Ireh slowly opened her eyes.



And then.



She couldn't believe what she was seeing.



"Slurp, sluuurp."



Sonia had buried her face between Eidel's legs like an ostrich.



Due to the angle, she couldn't see clearly.



But she could guess what was happening.



That's right.



Sonia was pleasuring Eidel's manhood with her mouth.



As evidence, Sonia's head moved steadily back and forth. Moreover, both of them were naked.



"Mmph, mmm."



With each deepening of her oral technique, the wet music box of lust played on. It was around this time that Ireh's thoughts began to slow down.



"Haah, haah... Young Master..."



"Sonia. Relax."



While Ireh was staring blankly, Eidel and Sonia changed positions and proceeded to the main event.



Eidel lay comfortably while holding Sonia's waist. His manhood came into Ireh's view.



'W-what is that?'



It was large and ferocious-looking.



It had the visual appearance of a Darwinian monster. Sonia had not only eagerly sucked on such a thing but was now trying to insert it between her thighs.



It was embarrassing to watch, but.



For some reason, she couldn't take her eyes off the scene.



Squelch.



Sonia lowered her hips with excited breaths.



"Nngh...!"



Sonia's opening gently swallowed Eidel's manhood.



Ireh was shocked.



This was completely different from what she knew intellectually.



Not only did it slide in smoothly, but despite taking it to the root in one go, Sonia showed no signs of pain—instead, she let out an ecstatic moan.



She looked extremely pleased.



The next moment.



Eidel thrust his hips upward.



"Hnngh...!"



Sonia collapsed weakly. Her head turned. It was in Ireh's direction.



That's how the two women's eyes met.



"..."



"..."



Ireh quietly closed her eyes.



And thought to herself.



'Well then.'



She would just sleep soundly until they reached their destination.



"Excuse me, Miss Ireh."



"..."



"Miss? Hnngh!"



Eidel grabbed Sonia's breasts.



"Sonia, stop it. Are you determined to wake her?"



"But..."



Ireh frowned deeply while keeping her eyes closed.



It was a silent expression that she would pretend not to have seen her husband and Sonia's legal-yet-illicit newlywed sex intrusion.



That's how it seemed to Sonia.



They couldn't stop now anyway.



Since things had come to this.



Splash!



Sonia lowered her hips forcefully.



"Ugh!"



"Ahhn!"



In the cowgirl position on top of Eidel, she tightened herself to encourage his second climax.



Each time she took him to the hilt, waves of pleasure surged through her lower abdomen.



Additionally, Sonia's hardened bud rubbed against Eidel's pubic bone, supplying nutrients of ecstasy.



The continuous collision of flesh against flesh left no room for silence.



She was teabagging in front of Ireh, who was pretending to be asleep.



"Sonia, wait...!"



"Hah, hnng, haaahn!"



"I said be quiet...!"



Squish! Squish! Squish—!



Her firmly ripened breasts bounced.



Seeing Sonia panting and bouncing like a rabbit, Eidel felt like he was about to lose his mind.






As he gripped her buttocks and thrust upward from below, her pleasure-soaked womanhood rewarded him by tightly gripping his manhood.



Moreover, she continuously produced natural lubricant to prevent friction during their coupling.



She truly had a magnificent womanhood.



"...Nngh!"



Perfect sensation and unceasing sound.



Sonia trembled with her shoulders and cried out in her beautiful voice, overwhelmed by the thrilling pleasure of the cowgirl position.



It was already a deeply penetrating position, and with her clitoris being continuously pressed, she had no moment of respite.



"Ah, cumming, cumming...! Haaah...!"



Sonia's body, re-engineered through Eidel's tutoring, readily accepted the circulating euphoria and raced toward the peak of pleasure.



"Ugh!"



Eidel was at his limit too.



Since he began stirring Sonia's honeypot wildly, concerns about Ireh had long been pushed to the back of his mind.



He had morally excluded reason, leaving only his instinct as a male.



"Young Master...? Hng, hnnngh!"



Sonia was bouncing her hips in a vaginal climax. Before the afterglow could fully fade, Eidel pushed her backward and initiated a rapid attack.



He had merely changed positions to missionary while remaining inside her.



"How could you come before me?"



"I'm, I'm sorry...! Ah, wait, hnng, please...!"



"This is your punishment."



Smack! Smack! Smack—!



He pressed down with his weight, completely compressing Sonia's womb.



While in cowgirl position, the woman could maintain some control, but missionary was different.



With her legs forcibly spread, all Sonia could do was experience consecutive orgasms as the Young Master's manhood entered and exited her womanhood as if it were his own bedroom.



"Mmph, slurp...!"



He violated her soft lips, mixing their scents.



Following the second climax came the third immediately.



Her involuntarily tightened inner walls pressed against Eidel's member, urging his second ejaculation.



"Hah!"



His pulsating manhood expanded once more, drawing up his seed.



Gulp! Gulp! Gulp!



The promised wedding gift was sprayed into her ecstatically contracting womanhood.



The baby seeds from his urethra swam through her sticky, chewy flesh, reaching Sonia's deepest part.



Sonia felt her insides warming up and wrapped her legs around her husband's waist. It was her determination not to let a single drop escape.



"Mmph, slurp..."



The two continued their afterglow without separating.



And Ireh was watching all of this.



Who would have thought that the proud Sonia would melt so completely after just one sexual encounter with Eidel.



"...Hmm."



To be honest.



Her chest felt ticklish.



That same Sonia who would normally say "Please get slapped" whenever Eidel spoke nonsense was now being thoroughly steamed by his manhood, transformed into a submissive female.



Would she also become like that if she had relations with Eidel?



It was frightening yet curious at the same time.



Ireh slightly turned her head. She could clearly see where Sonia and Eidel were joined. Excess seed that couldn't be absorbed flowed down Sonia's thighs and soaked into the bed topper.



It was extremely erotic.



Ireh's head spun. She felt wetness between her thighs. Feeling uncomfortable, she curled up like a shrimp.



'Anyway... it must be over now, right?'



Just as she thought that.



"Whew, Sonia. How was it?"



"Not bad at all, youngster."



"...?"



Sonia's tone had changed.



No, it wasn't Sonia.



Her pupils began to emit a soft blue light, like the core of a nuclear reactor.



"Cartesia?"



"That was good skill. I'll praise you for performing so well against my avatar body. Just a moment... What do you think you're doing entering my body as you please?"



Sonia's eyes alternated between blue and white.



"This is my time with the Young Master. Even if it's you, now is not... Oh, how cute. Working so hard thrusting your hips into a mere female like this."



Cartesia had won the battle for control of the body.



She was talking while Sonia's personality was still present.



"I just analyzed the composition of your baby juice from that ejaculation. It's mostly human, but not entirely without divine elements. Is that because you're a being from outside?"



"What do you mean...?"



"Don't overthink it. I was just checking if you could impregnate me."



Only then did Eidel realize.



So that's why his stamina was unusually good.



It had seemed strange that from his first experience, he could go at least three rounds each with Rustila and Zernya, but there was this secret behind it.



"By the way, how rude."



"Hm?"



"Sonia and I were enjoying ourselves, and you rudely interrupt?"






"What manners? I've clearly told you not to apply human standards to a transcendent being like me... Hnngh?!"



Eidel pushed against her cervix with a thud.



He savored Cartesia's possessed womanhood, stirring her warm thighs and moist flesh.



Here's a bit of information.



Cartesia is Eidel's contractor, and Sonia is her avatar body with 100% shared power.



In other words, Cartesia is connected to both of them.



Being connected means that sensations are also shared.



"You crazy youngsterrr...! Hah, hnng, nngh...!"



The pleasure was tripled.



"Ahhn, how insolent! Stop! Right, aaahn... I said stooop...!"



Having just had relations with Sonia, he could tell that their moaning patterns were completely different.



Violating a divine being linked to her avatar body.



It was truly sex that transcended dimensions.



"You, dis, disrespectful...! Haaahn! Ngh! Nngh! You'll pay for this... Hnnngh!"



Sonia's eyes returned to normal. The possession had ended.



"Y-Young Master! Please stop...! You just came...! Hyeuk!"



"Pretending to be back, are you lying?"



"No, it's really me...!"



"How dare a maid talk back to her master?"



"I was wrong, hnng! I'm sorry! Ah, cumming, again, I'm cummiiing...!"



Then came the third ejaculation.



His rod was starting to feel numb, but Eidel didn't stop. Every time he thrust into Sonia's womanhood, Cartesia would also be convulsing far away in the upper dimension.



Imagining the divine lady panting somewhere unknown kept his erection from subsiding.



Gulp! Gulp!



"Ah, haaahn!"



The fourth time.



Their mating had already passed two hours and was heading into the third.



Ireh simply couldn't sleep.



Her panties had become soaking wet because of the two people who had completely forgotten her existence and were focused on their lovemaking.



Ireh also slipped her hand under her nightgown and began timidly pleasuring herself.



"Hah, hnng..."



Self-comfort following instinct without particular knowledge.



She rubbed her bean, using Sonia and Eidel's coupling as inspiration.



She had only recently discovered masturbation.



Her undeveloped body required considerable time to reach climax, and even then, it often ended unsatisfactorily.



It was the same now.



She needed a stronger stimulus, but whenever she tried to insert a finger into her opening, it hurt enough to bring tears to her eyes, so that was still too much.



It was frustrating and distressing.



If she got up right now, she could also do it with Eidel. She could fill this emptiness with his magnificent member.



The reason she couldn't bring herself to do so was, naturally, fear.



At that moment, Eidel and Sonia changed positions.



They were in a face-to-face sitting position with Eidel's back to Ireh.



Because of this, she could clearly see Sonia's disheveled face.



Her tongue was extended, her pupils dilated dreamily. A few strands of sweat-soaked hair had unattractively gone into her mouth.



Thud.



As Sonia dropped her head, her headband fell off.



The two women's eyes met once again.



"..."



Grin.



Sonia smiled with difficulty and silently mouthed words.



'Go in.'



Then she pointed to the bathroom with a trembling hand.



Was she being considerate, telling Ireh to go to the bathroom for more comfortable self-pleasure after seeing her awkward masturbation?



Or was she teabagging, suggesting that while they would have intense sex, the bride should just masturbate alone like a loser?



"Haah, hnnngh...!"



Either way, it didn't matter.



After quite some time, she also needed to use the toilet.



Ireh entered the bathroom without Eidel noticing and sat on the toilet.



She quickly turned on the screen and searched for ways to feel good.



She had searched for "how women masturbate" and similar terms.



[Adult verification required for this search term.]



And Ireh didn't know how to verify her age.



"Haah, haaahk!"



As Ireh entered the bathroom, Sonia raised her voice even more.



Coincidentally, the bathroom had a structure where one could see outside from the inside.



Eidel, who had switched to doggy style, held Sonia's buttocks and pushed her into a corner.



Increasingly desperate, Ireh had no choice but to begin unsupervised learning.



"Ugh, nngh, ah, can't reach..."



"Haaahn... Ahhn! It feels good! So good, Master...!"



And so, the contrasting cries of the two women mixed on the newlywed ship.





Chapter 367 - [Epilogue] Resolution



Sonia spent a passionate night with the young master.



She had been panting like a cat in heat all night, and before she knew it, daylight had arrived.



Of course, the concept of day and night doesn't exist in outer space. But human biorhythms are precious, so most medium to large spacecraft, including honeymoon vessels, were designed with artificial lighting to simulate the role of the sun.



"Young master, please wake up."



"Ugh."



"Hurry. We'll arrive in an hour."



"What?"



Eidel tried to get up but groaned.



"What's wrong?"



"I can't feel my lower half..."



"Well, you did ejaculate fifteen times."



"You were counting?"



"You climaxed about once every 30 minutes. Look at this."



Sonia caressed her swollen lower abdomen while breathing heavily.



Eidel was shocked. Once every 30 minutes? And for at least five or six hours?



It wasn't humanly possible.



"Wait, where's Ireh?"



"She's probably in the bathroom."



Eidel's expression hardened. If Ireh was in the bathroom, it meant she had woken up during their lovemaking, which meant she had witnessed his intimacy with Sonia.



"You just realized this now?"



"Um, yes."



"You catch on quickly."



Sonia sighed while touching her forehead. She was exasperated but also pleased. It meant he had been so focused on her body that he'd forgotten about Ireh's presence.



"Young master, shall we shower together?"



"Wait. Let me stretch first."



Eidel, completely drained by Sonia, was in a dazed state. The beast-like vigor he had shown throughout the early morning was gone, replaced by the demeanor of a gentle lamb.



"That's a shame. I wanted to try soap play too."



"Have mercy."



"Fine, I'll go rinse off first."



"Yes, yes. Go ahead."



Sonia got up from the bed. As soon as she lifted her hips, semen that couldn't be contained in her womanhood flowed out like syrup.



Sonia made her way to the bathroom with small steps, caressing her aching lower abdomen and apple-red buttocks. White fluid dripped from between her thighs, leaving lewd trails on the porcelain floor.



When she opened the translucent glass door, a wave of warm air rushed out.



It wasn't steam.



It certainly wasn't heat from a hair dryer or curling iron. The source of the warmth—mixed with floral deodorant and the scent of a woman's hormonal sweat—was Ireh's plaintive sighs.



"Mmph, hnngh, hee..."



Sitting on the toilet and rubbing herself, Ireh covered her private parts with both hands when Sonia entered. The alluring scent of a female in heat filled the air.



"Have you been doing this here the whole time?"



"Hnngh, I-I don't know..."



Good heavens. Sonia was at a loss for words.



Masturbating all night was one thing.



But her pelvic lines, the shape of her tightly closed womanhood, her dewdrop-like breasts, and her sensually relaxed face—plus the half-rolled-up t-shirt creating an unintentional underbust fashion.



She was more devastating than she appeared.



Sonia changed her mind.



The young master absolutely must not come in here. If he were to see Ireh like this, he would suffer a fatal nosebleed.



"Please clean up quickly. We're scheduled to arrive within an hour."



"Hnngh, hnngh, I know..."



Ireh hunched over, staggering.



Unfortunately, while Sonia had climaxed dozens of times, Ireh hadn't reached a proper orgasm even once.



She had experienced a few weak climaxes while watching the two through the glass door and caressing her clitoris, but it wasn't enough.



In fact, the more she tried, the lower her threshold for arousal became while the peak of climax grew more distant.



Her reddened, engorged bud twitched with stinging pain.



Though Ireh felt this was something she'd never do again out of exhaustion, Sonia had a different perspective.



'This woman... has extraordinary talent.'



She was seemingly so passive that she couldn't join in when her husband was having sex with another wife on their honeymoon, yet she had done her best to pleasure herself from scratch. She was a pervert of a different caliber from the beginning.



The characteristic of such women is that with just a trigger, they evolve into cum thieves.



Sonia needed to keep an eye on her. Even though they were both wives, the distribution of baby juice should be fair.



While Sonia was showering, Ireh emerged from the bathroom and found herself alone with Eidel.



"..."



"Sister?"



Eidel was sprawled face down like a napping puppy, his waist seemingly giving out.



Of course, he was naked.



She hastily tried to cover him with a blanket, but it was too late.



Ireh's eyes, trained from a lifetime as a gunner, had already unconsciously scanned every inch of his body and imprinted it in her mind.



Her face flushed anew.



"S-Sister, I'm sorry for the unseemly display yesterday and today."



"...No, I-I'm fine."



Ireh answered with a trembling voice, fidgeting with her fingers.



"We're married after all..."



She felt guilty even as she said it. Falling asleep and denying sex to her newlywed husband—wasn't that a failure as a wife?



In truth, Eidel wasn't entirely proud of having sex with one wife while another was sleeping, but Ireh, with her somewhat innocent nature, hadn't thought that far.



"Urgh."



"Del, are you okay?"



"My waist is stiff. I hope we don't end up going home without doing anything on this trip... that would be a shame."



"Wait a moment."



A soft starlight enveloped Ireh's body.



Only then did Eidel remember that Ireh possessed spirit bullets. He had forgotten about them since there hadn't been a need to use them for a while.



Ireh took out her spirit gun and prepared for physical therapy, just as she had done before.



The type was an energy bullet. The color was set to blue to boost vitality. For flavor, focusing on stamina increase and physical enhancement, and then fire...



"Oh, right."



"What is it?"



"There's an easier way to transfer the bullet's effect."



Eidel tilted his head.



"How?"



"That's..."



Ireh climbed onto the bed, caressing his back as she finished her answer.






"...P-physical contact."



His confusion deepened. This was the first he'd heard of this.



"How does that work?"



"The essence of spirit bullets is the remote control and transfer of aether. If I can make contact, I can restore your energy without firing the gun."



"Oh..."



Ireh began massaging him with a shy smile.



Starting from his shoulders and back, she infused the power of constellations one by one, loosening tight areas and realigning misaligned spots.



Her healing power was insignificant compared to Zernya's constellation, but the essence was different.



It was enhancement.



Unlike Zernya, who could only heal wounds, Ireh could strengthen and modify Eidel to her liking.



For example, infusing an "energy bullet" would greatly increase his stamina and endurance.



These bullets could also be diversified into hundreds or thousands of variations by adjusting parameters like "color" or "flavor" to find the right combination.



The applications were truly limitless.



Though she hadn't tried it yet, with the right mixture, she could probably create bullets that greatly enhanced virility.



"How is it? Feeling a bit better?"



"Wow, this is really good. It's not just 'a bit better'—my body feels completely lighter."



Eidel spoke as if it was nothing, but for Ireh, this physical contact had been a huge challenge.



Except for when she was under the curse of lust—no, even then—she had never directly and proactively touched a naked man.



That's why her heart had nearly burst just now.



She realized that a man's body, which she had only thought of as crude before, could be firm and reliable depending on how well-trained the person was.



"Um, Sister."



"Yes?"



Eidel spoke while changing into his clothes.



"It's hot in here. I'll turn down the air conditioning."



"Mm-hmm. Huh?"



The temperature dropped.



It was getting cold.



Cold?



Why was it cold?



If it's cold, she should put on clothes?



Ireh looked down at the peculiar chill she felt.



Her lower half was completely bare, without even underwear. She remembered that she had stuffed her panties and pants in a corner of the bathroom and just walked out.



As a result, Ireh had unintentionally exposed her bare mound.



"Hngh...!"



Her face turned bright red.



She floundered before finally gathering her wits and tried to cover her lower half with the blanket, but it was already too late.



Eidel had seen everything. He had even taken a mental photograph and saved it.



But he didn't show it.



It was a kind of consideration.



The problem was that Ireh wasn't foolish enough to miss this consideration.



'You could have said something earlier!'



She was about to say that but then reflected on herself.



Ireh had watched the naked bodies of Sonia and Eidel colliding in the bathroom and masturbated like a voyeur.



It wasn't just voyeurism—she had used her husband as masturbation material.



Moreover, this wasn't the first time. Previously, when Rustila and Zernya had visited Eidel's lab for a threesome, she had stood outside the door, touching her chest and groin while whimpering.



"..."



Upon reflection, she wasn't just a pervert but a super-pervert. She wondered why she was still holding onto her virginity at this point.



While Ireh was introspecting and reproaching herself, Eidel and Sonia had finished all their preparations.



"Sister, we'll arrive in five minutes."



"...Phew."



She calmed herself with a deep breath.



Ireh rummaged through her personal bag, gathering various items. She took a change of clothes and went into the bathroom.



Splashing cold water on her body made her feel somewhat calmer. The buzzing around her groin seemed to subside as well.



After finishing her brief preparations, Ireh looked at herself in the mirror.



Slap!



She slapped both her cheeks hard, strengthening her resolve.



'Yes, let's do this.'



Tonight.



She would become a woman.



***



After checking into the hotel, the three had lunch first.



Then they went around following their honeymoon itinerary. They visited the aquarium, said to be the largest in the north, watched a musical, and toured the northern gravity cannon research facility that was open to the public.



"Professor! I'm a fan! Please sign this!"



[sin x / i∇]



"Thank you! Kyaa, oh my!"



As they walked through the facility, Ireh's frustration continued to build.



It should be common knowledge that she and Eidel were married due to their famous folding theory, yet there were still many flirtatious foxes wagging their tails, including facility staff.



Each time, Eidel put up a wall, but different women kept coming to flirt with him.



"Professor, this... this is my email address. Please contact me here."



"You can give that to me."



When a woman tried to hand Eidel a note, Ireh snatched it. She spoke with subtle force in her voice.



"My husband is quite careless. He might lose it, so I'll keep this note. That's okay, right?"



"What? Y-yes..."



The woman retreated with a dejected face. Since Ireh typically used direct speech, Eidel just accepted it at face value, but Sonia had a different take.



This girl knows how to fight for dominance too.



'I won't need to step in.'



Sonia smiled.



It seemed Ireh was determined today. Since they were at the hotel, she had put effort into her coordination and even applied makeup, which she normally didn't do.



Sonia decided to give her the turn tonight, satisfied that the young master had received his fill.



As time passed, evening came.



When dusk fell, the three returned to the hotel, had a luxurious meal at the internal buffet, and then reclined on the room's bed.



They briefly soaked in the atmosphere, gazing at the amethyst-colored coastal bay view through the large window.



"...Del."



Ireh placed her hand on Eidel's thigh.



"I-I-I'm r-ready."






"You don't seem ready."



"N-no, I am. I'm ready!"



Her voice trembled faintly. She was that nervous, and that eager. Once she had made up her mind, she was determined to face her fears.



For Ireh, this was an incredibly brave act. Eidel knew this, so he exchanged a glance with Sonia. Sonia naturally moved to a corner, creating a space for just the two of them.



"Del."



"Sister."



Ireh slowly approached and stuck out her tongue.



She still didn't know how to kiss romantically, wanted to start things in a romantic atmosphere, yet had no experience or knowledge.



She had many desires, but her body wouldn't cooperate.



Ireh trembled slightly with tension. Eidel could clearly feel that trembling.



"Relax."



Eidel closed the remaining distance and pressed his lips against hers.



"Mmph, hmm."



She inhaled, then exhaled.



The sweet and tangy flavor of peach lip gloss invaded his tongue and nostrils.



She wasn't as aggressive as Rustila or Zernya, nor as skilled as Sonia, but it was enough to build sexual arousal in a comfortable atmosphere.



Eidel observed her reactions and offered his tongue appropriately. He matched the pace to her, not himself, slowly melting the atmosphere.



A kiss like sugar heating on low flame.



Gently, not too quickly, as they mixed their tongues, he could see Ireh's tense shoulders gradually lowering.



At the right moment, Eidel broke the kiss and said softly:



"We've been through a lot, haven't we?"



"...We have."



"I love you, Sister."



"Me too."



Smooch.



They exchanged light kisses on the cheek.



Next, he built the mood with a massage. He kneaded her shoulders, back, nape, and legs, gradually loosening her tense muscles.



"Sonia, turn off the lights."



"Yes, young master."



Click.



To provide reassurance, he turned off most lights, leaving just one small lamp so they could see each other.



The diffuser was citrus with a woody base. The calm scent of wood and earth blended with orange to soothe the mind and body. It was a fragrance Ireh had personally chosen at the aquarium gift shop when Eidel had asked which scent would be better.



So Ireh knew. She knew how hard her husband was trying to ease the tension of a wife facing her first experience.



Eidel took great care to lead in a way that would allow Ireh to associate reassurance with sexual arousal.



"Sister."



"Don't call me Sister. Use my name."



"...Ireh."



"Yes."



Eidel gently held Ireh's shoulders. Without words, Ireh understood what he was asking.



When she nodded, Eidel carefully removed her cardigan.



One by one, so as not to startle her. Not rushing.



With patience and effort, he finally succeeded in removing everything except her underwear.



And Eidel couldn't help but admire her.



"...H-how do I look?"



Dewdrop-shaped breasts similar in size to Sonia's, encased in a black bra that seemed ready to burst.



Matching lace panties accentuated her pelvic line while digging into her cleft, creating a visible camel toe.



"I-I tried wearing one size smaller..."



So, for this moment, she had worn sexy underwear, even choosing a smaller size to accentuate her figure, and had gone through the day like that.



"Wasn't it uncomfortable?"



"I endured foreign press harassment; this is nothing."



"...Wow."



"D-don't stare so intensely. I-it's embarrassing..."



The excited Eidel breathed into Ireh's nape. Though slightly startled, she was relaxed enough from the massage to feel pleasure rather than tension.



This was fine. This was acceptable.



The problem came next.



Eidel laid Ireh on the bed. His hands finally reached the straps of her bra.



"I'm going to take this off."



Ireh was so embarrassed that she squeezed her eyes shut and nodded in response.



As he lowered the straps and unhooked the clasp, there was a soft pop, and her perfectly proportioned breasts were revealed.



Except for the most important part.



"This is..."



Where the nipples should have been, black nipple patches were attached.



"I-it's embarrassing to show them... can we do it with them covered?"



Eidel nodded. Though momentarily surprised by the unexpected item, it was OK. In fact, the heart-shaped covers made it even more arousing.



Finally, Eidel too removed everything except his underwear.



The prelude to foreplay was over.



Now it was time to begin true caressing.



As he did with his other wives, Eidel started from the periphery and slowly advanced toward Ireh's key areas.



"Mmm, chu, slurp..."



Ireh, who had felt reassured by his gentle initial touch, was now able to accept his increasingly intense tongue and hand movements.



Noticing this opening, Eidel finally placed both hands on Ireh's luscious breasts.



Even though it wasn't penetration, just touching her breasts, Eidel felt elation.



What was their first meeting like again?



Right, she had treated him like garbage and a potential sex offender when he entered Alcatraz Prison. It wasn't a good first impression.



It felt incredibly meaningful that he had now reached a relationship where he could sweetly kiss and fondle the breasts of that same woman.



"Mmph, hnngh, ahh...!"



But something was strange.



Despite his dedicated breast caressing, the nipple covers showed no signs of swelling. Ireh's covers were about the thickness of silk, so they should show signs if she was aroused.



It was a minor curiosity, and there was no particular reason to know before the end of their intimacy, but Eidel couldn't resist when something piqued his interest.



His fingertips moved toward where the buds should be.



"W-wait! Don't touch there...!"



"Ah, sorry!"



He immediately withdrew his hand due to Ireh's strong refusal, but in that brief moment of contact, he felt something that gave him certainty.



Now he understood.



Why Ireh had attached the patches.



She had inverted nipples.





Chapter 368 - [Epilogue] Professor's Guidance



"According to Zernya, inverted nipples can be divisive among men," Ireh recalled.



Men generally go crazy for breasts, but when the highlight—the protruding part—is tucked in, their excitement can be diminished.



She'd also heard that severely inverted nipples could cause problems when breastfeeding newborns.



Frightened by this information, she had begun seriously worrying about her own breasts just last week.



"Um, I'd prefer if you... didn't touch this area..." Ireh pointed to the part covered by the patches, her voice barely audible.



Whether Eidel liked inverted nipples or not, she couldn't know. It felt too embarrassing to ask directly, so she had no choice but to take this approach.



Better to hide any potential negative features—that seemed like the right answer.



But Ireh didn't realize that her breasts with those seal patches looked incredibly provocative to most men.



Eidel, painfully erect, suppressed his excitement and asked, "Why?"



"I... I don't want to show it..."



"If you don't want to show it, why did you buy patches shaped like this?"



Black heart-shaped patches.



Anyone could see they were designed for bedroom activities.



Moreover, they weren't high quality, with weak adhesive that would easily come off with just a few touches.



Evidence of this was already visible—the upper part of the right sticker had begun to loosen.



They were disposable items clearly made with the assumption of a peek-a-boo show.



"Where did you get these?"



"I-I don't know..."



"How can you not know?"



"Because I didn't buy them... Rustila gave them to me..."



Here's the behind-the-story:



A week ago, troubled by her first experience and the inverted nipple issue, Ireh had sought advice from Rustila, a colleague she'd trusted since previous cycles.



Rustila, who had become a sex genius (despite being a virgin) in this cycle, provided various information and advice to help Ireh approach relationships with a fresh mindset.



Regarding nipples specifically, she had recommended nipple bands and even bought them as a wedding gift.



"Rusti did?"



"I-I didn't buy them myself..."



Ireh had only recently learned that such patches even existed.



"...She said she often wears these when she's with her partner and recommended them."



"Wow."



Eidel immediately realized that Rustila had cleverly lied.



First of all, Rustila had never worn nipple bands for sexual purposes.



He'd heard she wore them during tactical training or actual combat to prevent chafing, but they were silicone bands covering the entire breast like a bra, not something considered sexy.



Moreover, when she had sex, she put seals somewhere else entirely.



As the owner of a virgin womb, she used them to prevent semen from entering her vagina during anal sex, so they were more like vaginal covers than nipple patches.



In any case.



Rustila had clearly schemed to showcase Ireh's nipples.



Eidel mentally sent thanks to Rustila, who would be at the Rheinland main line, and smiled at Ireh.



"Why are you smiling?"



"Just because."



"Just because?"



"Because you're cute."



Still smiling, Eidel grabbed Ireh's waist and pulled her close.



As their upper bodies pressed together, they could feel each other's heartbeats at close range.



Ireh drew in a sharp breath but soon regained her composure.



Being with Eidel like this made her anxiety and fear subside, replaced by happiness.



She wrapped her arms around his back, hugging him tightly.



"Can we just stay like this for a moment?"



"Of course."



Ireh was gradually adapting to his firm masculine body, savoring the romantic atmosphere.



Meanwhile, Eidel thought:



'Wow.'



Feeling her soft breasts against his chest, he could now be certain.



These are definitely inverted. No doubt about it.



Why was Ireh so intent on hiding this?



She must have picked up some misinformation somewhere and lost confidence in her body.



He could see a way forward—a path to seeing and touching those plump breasts and the protrusions buried beneath the patches.



"Ireh."



First, he gently called her name and brushed aside the hair near her ear.



He continued with tender kisses to reassure her, then dove toward her neckline.



"Ahh...!"



Inhaling her subtle scent, he planted kisses along her contours, leaving little marks.



Her body jerked slightly each time he nibbled at her neck like a vampire drinking blood.



As he continued his attentive caresses, sweat began to form in the valley between her collarbone and breasts, adding to the moist heat.



Indeed.



Rather than forcibly removing the patches or asking directly, Eidel was trying to use her body's physiological responses to make the breast patches come off naturally.



He calculated that any sign of force might frighten Ireh and make her withdraw.



This judgment was possible because he understood her background.



Moreover, his arousal would be diminished if he didn't use this method.



"Mmph, slurp, haah, so good..."



Ireh had reached the point where she could feel pleasure from just kissing.






Unlike when she pleasured herself, every touch from Eidel developed her entire body, creating tingling sensations that burst forth like shaken soda.



Not just her lips, but her back, stomach, under her breasts, and legs were becoming increasingly sensitive. The pleasure spread like an epidemic, ultimately reaching her private parts.



She could feel the tightly fitted cotton area rubbing, indicating she was somewhat wet between her thighs. Her body unconsciously responded, thinking, 'Maybe it's okay to put it in now?'



"Ei-Eidel."



Ireh tugged at Eidel's arm.



"N-now... maybe we should..."



"Not yet."



"...N-not yet?"



"I don't think I'm ready yet."



At that moment, Ireh realized.



Ah, I've only been on the receiving end.



For one hour and forty minutes.



While Eidel had been loosening up every part of Ireh's body except her private area, she had done little more than initiate kisses or fumble with his upper body.



Or rather, she couldn't do more than that. It wasn't that she was unresponsive—she simply didn't know how to please a man.



Where to touch to make him happy.



What words and actions men liked.



She had no knowledge of these things.



The only specific knowledge she had was from witnessing Sonia and Eidel's lovemaking the previous night, but even that wasn't ordinary sex. This was her first experience—how could she possibly perform deep throat fellatio?



Alright.



She made up her mind.



Let's start by confronting his manhood directly.



"Lie down."



"Oh, like this?"



"Yes."



Suddenly full of enthusiasm, Ireh took charge.



Having decided to follow her pace, Eidel lay down comfortably, anticipating what would happen next.



Her delicate hand trembled as it rested on Eidel's underwear.



Gripping the waistband, she slowly lowered his underwear, revealing the snake nestled there.



His manhood, half-erect.



Honestly, Eidel wasn't in the best condition to take a woman today.



Though Ireh's help had restored some of his energy, he had ejaculated sixteen times with Sonia less than a day ago, so his level of excitement was low. This was partly why he had been able to caress Ireh for so long.



"How... how should I..."



Without an erection, penetration would be impossible.



Without penetration, there would be no ejaculation inside her.



Without that, Lea couldn't be born into this world...



Her mind froze momentarily.



Watching this, Eidel removed the rest of his underwear and beckoned to Ireh.



"Can I have your hand?"



"My hand?"



"I'll show you."



Though the object was omitted, it wasn't hard to understand what he meant to show. Ireh offered her wrist to Eidel.



"Now I'll begin the lecture."



Eidel changed his tone to shift the stiff atmosphere.



Eidel had three modes when dealing with Ireh.



First was the "Noona" mode, where he respected her as a research colleague and person.



Second was the "Ireh" mode, where he loved her as a partner and spouse, being a caring husband.



And finally, the third mode:



"Student Ireh, would you like to touch it?"



Dazed at first, Ireh soon broke into a smile and followed his instructions.



"Yes, Professor."



And so Ireh's right hand landed on the professor's gravity cannon.



She couldn't hide her surprise at touching a man's genitals for the first time in her life.



"How is it?"



"It's soft and smooth. Oh, it just twitched..."



"Would you like to hold the shaft?"



"Like this?"



"No, don't grip it like you're crawling. Hold it like you would a cup... Yes, like that."



A sex newbie who didn't even know how to give a handjob.



It was erotic.



Incredibly erotic.



He could somewhat understand why veteran gamers get excited when newcomers join a decade-old game.



"Now shake it up and down, and it will grow."



Ireh nodded and immediately began moving her hand on his penis.



"Like this?"



"Yes. It feels better if you keep a rhythm."



Eidel's guidance was extensive.



Just as when she first began studying physics, he taught her in an easy and detailed manner, mixing in praise when needed to maintain her interest.



Though inexperienced, Ireh was a quick learner.



Taking Eidel's feedback, she tried various rhythms, finding the spot where his member responded most strongly.



"Ugh, you're doing well..."






Once she got into the groove, it became enjoyably playful.



As Eidel had said, when she shook her wrist with the right rhythm, she could feel his penis twitch and grow larger.



Nothing released as much dopamine as confirming her method was correct.



Slick, slick, tap, tap, tap.



Ireh Hazlen, enrolled in a double major in sex studies.



Starting with Penis 101, she had mountains to learn, but someday she would proudly graduate after completing all courses.



Familiarity dispels fear—after 20 minutes of seeing and touching Eidel's member, her vague fears had considerably diminished.



Eidel, too, was satisfied with Ireh's caresses, which were impressive for a first-timer, and his penis reached full erection.



It was a precarious state that would subside with the slightest distraction, but for now, this was more than enough.



"Good, I think that's enough."



Ireh, now confident, released her hand and asked.



"What's next?"



"Do you know what fellatio is?"



"Fel... you mean using the mouth?"



Her confidence vanished again.



"Ahem."



Eidel cleared his throat, pretending to be considerate. In truth, he knew it would be too much to ask Ireh for fellatio right away.



"Oral is difficult, so let's save that for next time. Instead, I'll teach you how to use your breasts."



"M-my breasts..."



"It's much easier, so don't worry. First, could you move down to the foot of the bed?"



After hesitating, Ireh nodded resolutely.



He explained that unlike oral service—which could cause breathing difficulties, jaw pain, and potential discomfort for the man if teeth made contact—using breasts provided less stimulation but greater psychological satisfaction, making it a favorite method for well-endowed women.



The innocent undergraduate Ireh accepted this without question. If the professor said so, it must be true.



Unfortunately, Ireh was so focused on the penis that she didn't hear Sonia's suppressed laugh.



To reiterate, Eidel's goal was to see Ireh's nipples.



He wasn't enduring the heat and humidity without turning on the air conditioner and engaging in two hours of foreplay for nothing.



He had endured for over a decade, including the time he regressed to defeat foreign enemies—this level of patience was nothing.



"Here, place it in this valley and move your breasts together."



In the humid room.



Ireh pressed Eidel's penis against her sticky cleavage and moved her waist and shoulders as instructed.



Looking down, she could see the glans playing peekaboo, disappearing into her breasts and reappearing repeatedly.



The hot air carried the male scent that tickled her nostrils.



"Hah, hah... Am I doing this right, Professor?"



"You're doing well."



To be honest, it didn't feel particularly good.



For breast rubbing to be truly effective, the breasts need to completely envelop the man's member, which requires at least G-cup breasts. Among Eidel's wives, only Rustila met this condition.



Of course, Ireh's weren't small, but they were far from sufficient for ejaculation between breasts.



Ireh was working hard and struggling, while Eidel still looked composed, showing no signs of climaxing.



"Miss."



That's when Sonia stepped in.



"Please take this."



"What is it?"



"It's lubricant. I'll show you how to use it."



The breast service paused momentarily. Instructor Sonia came forward and skillfully squeezed out the gel. She applied the clear, sticky liquid to Eidel's member and gave it a light stroke.



Squelch! Squelch! Squelch!



Whether it was the gel or Sonia's exceptional hand technique, the sound was extraordinary.



"Sonia, ugh!"



Proving that her technique from yesterday's lovemaking was no fluke, Sonia quickly brought Eidel to full erection.



It was the same impressive size and appearance she had seen on their wedding night.



Gulp.



Ireh swallowed.



The thought that something this size would enter her was both frightening and tingling.



"Apply this to the young master's penis and your body. It can be used anywhere friction is needed."



"Then, perhaps..."



"Of course, it can be used for penetration. It reduces pain and increases pleasure. For first experiences, it's practically recommended by everyone."



This was fortunate. She had heard that the first time could be very painful, so having something to use as a painkiller was welcome.



Relieved, Ireh began applying the gel evenly to her breasts, thoroughly, as if soaping up during a bath.



That was the beginning of the trouble.



"Oh?"



The patches, already precarious due to sweat and moisture, were starting to come off.



The compatibility between oil-based products like gel and disposable nipple patches is notoriously poor.



This was exactly what Eidel had intended.



Ireh realized too late that something had gone wrong, but the seals had already slid more than halfway, revealing everything they were meant to hide.



Brownish-tinged flower petals.



Inward-folding straight nipples.



Flawless in both size and shape.



And Eidel, charged with semen after more than two hours of stimulation, Ireh's handjob, and Sonia's combined attack, reached his limit just from the sight.



"Ungh!"



Splurt! Splurt!



Before Ireh could even scream, her breasts were covered in Eidel's semen.





Chapter 369 - [Epilogue] Please Let Me Graduate



The energy buff received on the honeymoon cruise before arriving at the hotel.



Two hours of stimulation.



Plus the satisfaction of seeing what he wanted.



For these three reasons, Eidel achieved an unstimulated ejaculation, only to realize what he'd done immediately afterward and become flustered.



"...Eh?"



Ireh looked down at her chest.



It was covered in a mess of lubricant and semen.



Belatedly understanding the situation, her mind went blank as she let out a shrill scream.



"Kyaaah! W-what is this...!"



"I'm sorry! I'm really sorry!"



Eidel hurriedly pulled out tissues to wipe Ireh's chest.



The mixture of lubricant, sweat, and semen couldn't be cleaned up with just a few tissues.



"I'll go wash up..."



"Oh, okay."



With that, Ireh escaped to the bathroom.



With the shower running, she touched the semen that hadn't been wiped off yet.



'This is a man's...'



The sticky, moist texture.



This substance with its subtle night flower scent was undeniably the raw material of life containing Eidel's genetic information.



If she were to put this between her thighs at the right time and rub, there was a considerable chance she would become pregnant.



The thought made her heart pound.



"Haah..."



Ireh had a personality that couldn't resist curiosity.



No, she hadn't originally been that way, but she'd changed after knowing Eidel for a long time.



They say couples grow to resemble each other, and that was exactly right.



With her experimental spirit awakened, Ireh brought the semen to her lips.



"Ugh, bitter!"



As expected, it wasn't something meant to be eaten.



The previous day, Sonia hadn't been sucking on Eidel's shaft until it was worn down because the semen tasted good. She had endured the taste because it came from the body of someone she loved.



As one curiosity was satisfied, another question arose.



Men ejaculate when they feel extremely good.



Yet Eidel, who hadn't climaxed from her hands or breasts, reached his peak the moment he saw her inverted nipples.



She suddenly recalled Zernya's words that inverted nipples tended to polarize opinions.



Could Eidel perhaps be on the side that liked them?



After washing herself clean, Ireh returned to the bed with a towel covering her front.



"A-are you okay?"



Eidel was fidgeting like a child who had done something wrong, watching her reaction carefully.



Contrary to his concerns, Ireh wasn't particularly angry.



Instead, this incident had given her a natural pretext to ask what she wanted to know.



Ireh casually spoke up.



"Professor, why did you suddenly do that?"



"Huh? Why I did that..."



When curiosity arises, asking questions is an undergraduate's duty.



To get an A+ in "Introduction to Penis Studies" this semester, she needed to ask about anything she didn't understand.



Finally, her curiosity overcame her embarrassment.



"I think it was because Ireh's breasts were so pretty and cute."



"What?"



"For men, the head and lower body operate independently. It's not something we can intentionally control..."



Hearing that answer, her question was resolved.



Eidel had been stimulated just by seeing her breasts.



In the end, he had experienced the "Bluetooth ejaculation" that Sonia had warned about.



"...del."



Reviving the broken mood was easier than expected.



All she had to do was call her husband's nickname and let go of the towel she was holding.



Swoosh.



As the towel fell to the floor, the virgin's intimate parts were revealed without reservation.



Her still-closed nipples and areolas that had bloomed in a moderate color.



The woman's mounds, neither discolored nor sagging, maintained in a smooth state.



All the way to her wide childbearing hips and the inverted triangle visible between her legs.



Seeing Ireh's body softly glowing in the coral light, Eidel's manhood began to point skyward again.



"S-so? My breasts."



"They're beautiful, Ireh."



"But they're strange. They're inverted..."



"I like them even more for that."



Eidel embraced Ireh from behind and placed his hands on her breasts. Ireh didn't reject his touch.



"So Del Junior likes breasts like these."



"I like them because they're yours."



"..."



What was that just now? Hearing Eidel's words made her heart feel squeezed.



A fresh, buoyant feeling bloomed, heightening her sensitivity.



In response, Eidel began gentle caresses.



Fierce comfort—supporting the underside of her breasts and immediately attacking her nipples.



At the same time, he extended his pot-lid-sized hand to her unclothed groin, tapping it gently as if stroking a sprout.



"Hiyuk...!"



Ireh's body was sensitive.



Less than two minutes after he began properly touching her sensitive areas, she reached a mild climax, her body trembling from the tingling pleasure in her brain.



It was both frightening and reassuring.



As soon as she realized her inverted nipples were not a weakness but a strength, the anxiety she had felt until just now was completely resolved, and she gained confidence.



In the comfortable atmosphere, Ireh's panting vagina was already producing honey to receive Eidel's member.



Being her first time, it wasn't a large amount, but there was no need to worry. The couple had the artifact known as lubricant.






"Would you lie down this way?"



Eidel, who had been tormenting Ireh's nipples with staccato technique, laid her on the bed and placed a pillow under her waist.



His shadow covered her.



Soon, his large member rested on her mound, which was not covered by a single thread.



"Ah..."



It was still hard despite having ejaculated once.



The sensation felt on her lower abdomen was even harder and hotter than when she had comforted it with her hands.



The butterfly effect caused by inverted nipples was this significant.



Ireh silently thanked her parents for giving birth to her with such an erotic body as she opened the lubricant cap.



"Shall I apply it for you?"



"I'll try."



She recalled the hastily assembled manual.



First, squeeze out enough oil to overflow abundantly in your hand.



Second, extend your hand to your husband's precious place.



Third, apply it with devotion.



Ireh's touch, covered in gel, was like a drug to Eidel. The sight of his wife bending over and diligently moving her arms to touch a man's thing while lying defenseless on the bed...



He couldn't just lie still. Eidel lowered his head.



"...Haang!"



When he sucked on her nipple to find the tightly hidden bud, there was an immediate response.



"W-what are you... Aang!"



Encouraged by her coquettish moan, he rolled his tongue more diligently.



Bending at the waist and stirring both sides alternately, a sweet caramel-like scent rose, and something hard touched the tip of his tongue.



That which had been hidden in the flesh lake was none other than Ireh's cute and adorable protrusion.



A bit of trivia here.



Unlike regular nipples, inverted nipples can transform. From a mode where they hide their strength tightly, to a sincere baby-making mode with full deployment.



In fact, the threshold for transformation varies by person, and if classified scientifically(?), it would be as follows:



1. Stage 1 inversion: The protrusion emerges immediately with just a little stimulation.



2. Stage 2 inversion: More stimulation is needed for it to emerge.



3. Stage 3 inversion: It doesn't emerge no matter how much stimulation is given, or even if it does, it doesn't maintain and hides again.



Among these, Ireh was Stage 2, close to Stage 3. Ordinary stimulation or climax alone wouldn't do it, but once her nipples were directly targeted, they would inevitably protrude like salted clams.



"Aheut...!"



Her hardened nipples finally protruded toward the ceiling.



Simultaneously, Ireh's waist bounced. She sang her climax in a sweet voice, heating up the stage called the bed even more.



It was like watching a scene from modern performance art.



And Ireh's mind was in turmoil at the fact that she had climaxed just from breast stimulation.



"Wow."



Seeing Ireh with dilated pupils and whites showing, Eidel marveled.



"You're incredibly sensitive."



"Heuk, I-I'm sensitive...? Huang!"



"With this level of practical score, you'll easily get an A+."



Having just completed "Introduction to Penis Studies," she immediately learned the advanced major "Nipple Climax Studies" and scored high marks.



To climax from breast stimulation usually requires days of consistent development to enhance sensitivity.



Yet Ireh had climaxed after just two or three hours, including other caresses.



Such an erotic body.



He thought she truly was a genius.



But the reality was different.



During the past year when Eidel was presumed dead, and the few months when she began seriously making gravitational bombs.



Ireh, who had begun to develop sexual feelings for Eidel, learned to comfort herself, albeit clumsily, and that included touching her breasts.



In other words, her body was already developed.



In any case, unaware of this, Eidel marveled at Ireh's innate sensuality and squeezed out more lubricant, carefully applying it to his member and Ireh's entrance.



Ireh gasped.



"Are you ready?"



"Uh, well, that..."



Though she thought she was sufficiently relaxed, when it came to the actual act, she was scared.



Because it would hurt?



Not at all.



It was too late to discuss pain during intercourse. After years of suffering from external forces, it was absurd to say she couldn't accept Eidel's meat rod.



But she was afraid of something else.



Pleasure.



From her lower abdomen through the pubic symphysis to the entire inguinal region was tingling.



The pleasure Eidel had shown her so far was already maddening, and if he inserted that thing now, she would 100% lose her mind.



"Uh, uhh..."



As Ireh stammered, Eidel sighed and released his aim.



"Shall we end here for today?"



A sudden declaration of the end of class.



Ireh's face, which had been heated up, turned pale as if she had lost hope.



"...Huh, what?"



"You seem to be struggling."



"No! I'm fine! Really, I'm fine, so there's no problem..."



Eidel stroked Ireh's head and smiled gently.



"You don't have to force yourself."



"I'm not forcing myself..."



In truth, Eidel didn't want to stop either, having come this far.



But his principle was firm.



Don't do what Ireh refuses, and only do what she permits or repeatedly requests.



This was a measure to reassure Ireh, whose values regarding men had once been distorted after seeing subhuman trash.



If he didn't force her unilaterally during her first experience, she would ask for it again next time.



For the sake of a stable marital relationship, Eidel chose another method instead of insertion.



"You're putting it in... Heup! Huh?"






Ireh, who had been waiting thinking "finally, here it comes," was confused by the feeling of spinning in place.



Eidel's thing had definitely touched her perineum, but strangely, there was neither pain nor pleasure.



When she slightly raised her head, she saw his penis sliding up along her vagina.



"Huh, why...?"



"This is for next time. Today, let's take time to adapt with this."



She was dumbfounded.



She had been waiting with all her strength prepared for her virginity graduation, but what came back was the notification that "there will be no sex today."



For Ireh, this was equivalent to an F grade and a declaration of retaking the course.



Even in her dismay, Eidel was diligently moving his hips on his own.



He enjoyed the pressure like a heavy rain of pleasure by rubbing his penis against the imaginary line connecting the labia minora and clitoris, moving it up and down.



This isn't bad.



Eidel was enjoying a pleasant time riding the vaginal slide.



"Eut, heuut...!"



Meanwhile, Ireh was crying pitifully.



Thanks to the stimulation of the bean and the flesh around the vaginal opening, she could feel a subtle pleasure, but that was it.



This pseudo-sexual act didn't reach inside.



She only let out intermittent moans, insufficient to reach climax.



The feeling of almost being able to come but not being able to.



It was maddening.



"Heuut, don't do this... I said don't do this...!"



It was a voice that would sound desperate even to Sonia.



Having thrown away pride and shame to come this far, they couldn't become one.



Because it would hurt?



Not at all.



It was too late to discuss pain during intercourse. After years of suffering from external forces, it was absurd to say she couldn't accept Eidel's meat rod.



But she was afraid of something else.



Pleasure.



From her lower abdomen through the pubic symphysis to the entire inguinal region was tingling.



The pleasure Eidel had shown her so far was already maddening, and if he inserted that thing now, she would 100% lose her mind.



"Uh, uhh..."



As Ireh stammered, Eidel sighed and released his aim.



"Shall we end here for today?"



A sudden declaration of the end of class.



Ireh's face, which had been heated up, turned pale as if she had lost hope.



"...Huh, what?"



"You seem to be struggling."



"No! I'm fine! Really, I'm fine, so there's no problem..."



Eidel stroked Ireh's head and smiled gently.



"You don't have to force yourself."



"I'm not forcing myself..."



In truth, Eidel didn't want to stop either, having come this far.



But his principle was firm.



Don't do what Ireh refuses, and only do what she permits or repeatedly requests.



This was a measure to reassure Ireh, whose values regarding men had once been distorted after seeing subhuman trash.



If he didn't force her unilaterally during her first experience, she would ask for it again next time.



For the sake of a stable marital relationship, Eidel chose another method instead of insertion.



"You're putting it in... Heup! Huh?"



Ireh, who had been waiting thinking "finally, here it comes," was confused by the feeling of spinning in place.



Eidel's thing had definitely touched her perineum, but strangely, there was neither pain nor pleasure.



When she slightly raised her head, she saw his penis sliding up along her vagina.



"Huh, why...?"



"This is for next time. Today, let's take time to adapt with this."



She was dumbfounded.



She had been waiting with all her strength prepared for her virginity graduation, but what came back was the notification that "there will be no sex today."



For Ireh, this was equivalent to an F grade and a declaration of retaking the course.



Even in her dismay, Eidel was diligently moving his hips on his own.



He enjoyed the pressure like a heavy rain of pleasure by rubbing his penis against the imaginary line connecting the labia minora and clitoris, moving it up and down.



This isn't bad.



Eidel was enjoying a pleasant time riding the vaginal slide.



"Eut, heuut...!"



Meanwhile, Ireh was crying pitifully.



Thanks to the stimulation of the bean and the flesh around the vaginal opening, she could feel a subtle pleasure, but that was it.



This pseudo-sexual act didn't reach inside.



She only let out intermittent moans, insufficient to reach climax.



The feeling of almost being able to come but not being able to.



It was maddening.



"Heuut, don't do this... I said don't do this...!"



It was a voice that would sound desperate even to Sonia.



Having thrown away pride and shame to come this far, they couldn't become one.



"Del, please! Put it in! I can't take it anymore...!"



"Do you want to graduate?"



"Gradu...? Y-yes!"



Ireh pulled up her mound and begged as if wailing.



"I want to graduate, Professor! I've done this much, so it's time to finish! How long are you going to drag this... Aeueuuk?!"



An A+ in Aegyo Studies as well.



Eidel nodded and clicked the graduation approval button with his penis mouse.



Furthermore, to commemorate the virgin who knew nothing becoming a bitch in heat in such a short time, he decided to award her the Summa Cum Laude grade.



By the way, Summa Cum Laude means...



"Congratulations, student. You're graduating with highest honors."



It's a title given to the top 5% of excellent vaginas in Sex Studies.





Chapter 370 - [Epilogue] Graduation Eligibility Management



Ireh's untouched sanctuary, which had never allowed anyone's intrusion before, began to part.



Rip.



There was a sensation of something tearing.



And Ireh realized.



That lubricant wasn't an anesthetic, but simply a lubricant and nothing more.



"Ah, it hurts...!"



Eidel, who had been slowly advancing while turning her delicate inner flesh inside out, momentarily stopped his hips at Ireh's voice expressing pain.



"Tch."



The resistance was fierce.



The inner flesh pushed back as if telling him not to enter any further. Despite applying lotion and having plenty of natural lubrication flowing, it was still tight.



It was fortunate he had spent three hours on foreplay; if he had only done 30 minutes of it before insertion, he might have left Ireh with an indelible trauma.



Of course, this wasn't due to any lack of effort on Eidel's part.



The degree of pain a woman feels during her first experience depends not only on the depth of foreplay but also on her innate tendencies.



Whether she's naturally difficult to arouse, or has a tense personality.



Ireh was particularly close to the latter.



She was extremely tense, causing her vaginal muscles to contract, and when a hard object forcibly scraped against her inner walls, she couldn't help but feel discomfort.



Eidel stroked Ireh's cheek as she panted, whispering:



"Relax and breathe. Calmly."



"Hoo, hoo, hoooo."



"Yes, that's it. You're doing well."



Their lips met once again.



Each time Eidel covered Ireh's cherry-like lips, she felt reassured, sensing her body being filled with the color of the man she loved.



Her tightly clenched buttocks gradually relaxed. Her toes, which had been curled like talons, slowly straightened. The pain subsided.



Once the momentary pain faded, all that remained was a subtle feeling of something foreign.



"...Hey, is it all in?"



"Just the tip so far."



Ireh clutched the bedsheet in shock. She thought she had overcome the hardest part, but it seemed there were more mountains to climb.



That's when Sonia approached Ireh's side and said:



"You don't need to worry too much. It's only difficult at the beginning."



"R-really?"



"Really. The most difficult part has passed, so from now on, only pleasure awaits you."



Pleasure.



The pleasure that had been hidden behind the pain bloomed like a pomegranate at those words.



"Haah."



Her tightened walls wrapped around Eidel's member more softly.



It was as if she was signaling that she was ready now, kissing the tip and giving permission to enter.



Eidel didn't hesitate.



Squelch.



He slowly pushed his manhood in, like a spaceship entering a car wash.



Simultaneously, her body jumped like a live fish.



"Haaah!"



A tingling sensation rippled through her entire groin, spreading widely to her thighs and lower abdomen.



The upper part of the tip indirectly stimulated her clitoris.



It was completely different from when she pleasured herself.



The feeling of being filled while her clitoris was compressed was a pleasure her body had been craving without her even knowing.



Her bud twitched as if immensely happy with that pleasure.



Eidel remained still for a while. He waited for Ireh to get accustomed to the sensation of first penetration while pinching her protruding nipples. Sticky moans like honey-coated fruit poured from her mouth.



"Hah, haah... w-when..."



Ireh moved her trembling lips, pleading.



"When will you move...?"



"Now."



With that, Eidel's rod began to withdraw.



After pushing him away as if telling him not to enter, now that he was trying to leave, her inner folds clung stickily, expressing regret.



Squelch.



The thick flesh followed his member as it pulled out.



What became visible was a reddish liquid mixed with lotion, coating the shaft.



The identity of the balsam-like stain was undoubtedly evidence that Ireh had graduated from virginity.



His member glistened, coated with her fluids.



It seemed things were getting better.



Eidel began to slowly move his hips.



Shallow and gentle.



He stirred her insides to the depth of one or two finger joints, constantly monitoring Ireh's reactions.



"Ah, hnngh, aaah...!"



Ireh cried out with a coquettish voice.



It was definitely not an act.






Her face, neckline, and chest were flushing red, blooming with the heat of love. The body doesn't lie.



The fact that she was feeling even a little pleasure during her first experience was also proof that the foreplay had been done well.



Eidel, who had been surrounded by carnivorous women and squeezed dry all this time.



Seeing Ireh trembling like a fawn in front of a predator, his manhood swelled even more. His male conquest instinct had raised its head.



Slap! Slap! Slap—!



As her womanhood softened, he gradually reduced the cycle of his hip movements.



Accordingly, Ireh's heated sighs and moans also quickened.



"Ah, ah, nngh! Haah! Th-this, haaah! What is thiiiis...!"



The hot, thick object entering and exiting her groin evoked pleasure.



The sensation alone was maddening, but right in front of her was Eidel with his firm body, exhaling hot breaths as he thrust into her.



Each time they exchanged saliva, she could taste the pink scent and the soft flavor of his tongue.



Moreover, their thighs, wet with lotion and fluids, made slapping sounds as they met.



With all five senses stimulated simultaneously, Ireh found herself riding the surging waves of pleasure at some point.



"...Ah."



She was falling.



"Hng, hnng, nnngh! Haaaah!"



Ireh gripped the bedsheet tightly and pulled. The dragged sheet wrinkled like her inner flesh.



Her narrow opening repeatedly contracted and relaxed as if breathing.



The warm, moist female opening writhed, desiring the male seed.



"Did you already come?"



"I-I don't knooow! I don't know about these things...!"



Something had rushed in, but she wasn't sure if it was an orgasm.



"Why don't you know?"



"Don't ask meee...!"



"Is it different from when you did it alone?"



"I-it's different! It's different, so this, ah, aaah! Again, agaaain...!"



Eidel didn't stop moving his hips even while talking.



Originally, he had intended to give Ireh a moment to rest, but her face right after climaxing was too cute.



However, he didn't go too hard.



He just rubbed the tip near the entrance, inducing sensation.



Incidentally, the depth about one joint away from the vaginal entrance was where most women's sensations were concentrated.



The nerves of the clitoris extended here, and although not scientifically proven, the imaginary climax button called the G-spot was also located here.



Why would a physics major know such perverted knowledge? ...Because of Zernya.



Having a doctor as one of his wives, he couldn't help but learn these things during their intimate moments, whether he wanted to or not.



In fact, medical students had even been asked to explain why one can feel pleasure from anal sex in their exams.



Anyway.



Rubbing just around the entrance of her womanhood had amplified Ireh's pleasure.



"Ah! Aaah! Haaaah! Ngh...! Again, something's coming...!"



It's coming.



"Aaaah! Aaaaaaaah!"



A second lightning bolt pierced her perineum and raced up her spine to her head. Her limbs flailed and her head tilted back like a frog with electrodes inserted and current flowing.



Once more.



She was falling.



With the sensation of being pushed off an endless cliff, Ireh unconsciously wrapped her arms and legs around him. She clung to Eidel, drooling.



A cross guard that would never let go.



Her womanhood, softened like custard pudding, had half-consumed his member and was urging him to ejaculate.



Eidel couldn't hold back any longer.



"Ireh, let's make a baby."



"Yes, hnng! Ah! Aaah! Haaaah!"



Ireh's words didn't form coherent sentences.



Only her womanhood answered.



Since they had planned for children from the beginning, and since he had the ability to take proper responsibility no matter when they had them, Eidel unhesitatingly poured his white essence inside her.



Gulp! Gulp! Gulp!



Semen, squeezed out like whipped cream, was sprayed onto the freshly opened flesh walls.



It was such a considerable amount that it startled Ireh, who was half out of her mind.



So this was what it felt like to have her insides filled.



She liked the kindness that filled every corner, reaching parts that clitoral masturbation couldn't.



Ireh tightened her legs, which she hadn't released, and pulled Eidel closer.



"Mmm, mmm, chu, chuuu..."



She savored the afterglow of her climax while continuing the afterplay with kisses.



"You were really cute today, Ireh."



"Did I... do well?"



"Yes. You were the best."



Only then could Ireh feel relieved. It wasn't anything else. The fact that she had satisfied Eidel was her greatest joy.



She also learned that sex with someone you love feels good.






It was a day of learning many things.



"Shall we sleep now?"



Eidel carefully asked, seeing Ireh's drowsy eyes. However, for Ireh, who had just discovered the pleasure of intercourse, it wasn't a welcome suggestion.



"Already? What time is it?"



"About 30 minutes until midnight."



Squeeze.



The arms and legs wrapped around Eidel tightened once more.



"Isn't it... still early?"



"You want more?"



"..."



Ireh looked at Eidel, blinking her moist eyelashes.



Behind Ireh's innocent expression, having just lost her virginity, lurked a dark desire to feel the same pleasure again and a fox-like cunning.



"W-well, if you say you're tired, we can stop for today..."



Today.



This word was important.



Already addicted to the tingling pleasure of penetration and internal ejaculation, Ireh was full of thoughts of gradually becoming accustomed to lovemaking by mixing bodies with Eidel tomorrow, the day after, and the day after that.



She was indeed a fearsome woman, just as Sonia had worried.



However, Eidel wasn't just asking out of concern for Ireh.



Just yesterday, 16 times. Today, already twice.



"...Honestly, I'm tired."



"Eh, why...?"



"We have a schedule starting tomorrow morning. I need to save some energy for the boat."



It wasn't life-threatening, but if they went for a second round like this, they'd definitely be up all night.



And if he stayed up all night, he wouldn't be able to walk properly the next day.



Eidel knew well how terrible insomnia could be.



But Ireh was secretly pouting.



"Really, we can't...?"



"Um, hmm."



"No, it's not that... we need to make our baby. One time isn't enough for implantation, I mean, we need more experiments, so to speak..."



Eidel's mouth fell open. Sonia was equally shocked.



Aiming for a honeymoon baby, she was a natural pervert.



Ireh didn't stop at just words. A soft starlight enveloped her and Eidel.



"This is..."



A bullet of energy. A stamina-increasing technique.



The tired body temporarily regains health. The mind clears as if caffeine had been injected directly into the brain.



Creak, creak.



Ireh, still lying down, slowly moved her hips. Given her position, her range of motion was limited, but what mattered was that Ireh moved first.



A virgin who had feared the male organ just half a day ago had transformed like this?



How could he resist?



"...Do it to me."



The moment those words fell from Ireh's lips.



Eidel stopped thinking.



Squelch—!



To minimize strain on Ireh's body, he had reserved the deepest part until the end, but now he thrust his rod all the way in.



The identity of that deepest part was none other than the cervix.



"Haaah!"



As his manhood reached the entrance to the baby room in one breath, she reflexively let out a soft moan. Ireh covered her mouth and widened her eyes.



"Ah, ah! Aaah! Nngh! Uh, hnnngh...!"



She had received both his surname and his seed.



Ireh von Rheinland, who had prided herself on becoming a sex master.



Unfortunately, after master comes doctor.



Eidel pulled Ireh out of the Dunning-Kruger effect's swamp with a hook named manhood.



After all, isn't it also the role of a supervising professor to enlighten a student intoxicated with shallow knowledge?



"Hic, haaah! Aaaah!"



Thus, Ireh, receiving a cervical massage, opened her eyes to a new field.



The couple's passionate act didn't cease even when the bed sheets could no longer absorb all the stains of desire and moisture began to pool.



During that time, they created a thesis by applying lotion and spurting fluids countless times.



(∵ The probability that a child born between Eidel and Ireh won't go to graduate school is zero. End of proof for the above statement.)



"Wait a minute, you've ejaculated seventeen times! This is unfair!"



Unable to stand by any longer, even Sonia stripped off her clothes and joined the fray.



And so the situation became even more complicated.



"Hnng, haaah! Haaaah...! It feels good, so good, husband!"



"Why are you unfairly ejaculating twice for her!"



In the end, Eidel and his wives couldn't leave the hotel throughout the honeymoon, and the scheduled activities were naturally canceled.



For Eidel, who had been looking forward to the water festival, deep-sea fishing experience, and especially the late-night glow-in-the-dark dinosaur exhibition, there was no greater tragedy.





Chapter 371 - [Epilogue] The Sibling Scammers



The sweet honeymoon finally came to an end.



"How was it?"



"It was amazing."



"I can tell."



In just a week, Sonia and Ireh's faces had become radiant and glowing.



"Here, a souvenir from our trip."



"Wow. It's a glow-in-the-dark dinosaur accessory?"



Seti, who had come out with her new sisters-in-law, let out a hollow laugh. What a sight—her brother's wives returning from their honeymoon and giving wedding gifts to his other wives.



"Hmm? Where's Eidel?"



"He's organizing luggage at the dock."



"Can't he just have the androids do that?"



"He insisted on doing it himself."



Rustila and Zernya looked at each other and tilted their heads.



Just as the two wives were about to walk away...



"Wait a moment."



Sonia spoke up.



"It would be better if you didn't go."



"Why not?"



"The young master said he wants to be alone right now."



"Alone or not, he should at least show his face now that he's back."



"I tried to stop you. Oh, whatever."



Sonia shook her head. She didn't try to stop them any further.



"Let's go, Zernya."



"I wonder what our cute husband is so busy with that he doesn't want to see us, hmm?"



During the past year without Eidel, Rustila and Zernya had spent their days filled with unfulfilled desires.



Now that the second wedding was over, there was nothing left to wait for.



The two female leopards slinked their way to the dock.



Soon they spotted their prey and their eyes gleamed.



"There he is."



Contrary to Ireh's statement, Eidel wasn't organizing luggage. He was lying like a corpse in the back seat of the spaceship.



Zernya approached from behind Eidel. She thrust her head forward and widened her eyes.



"Boo! Honey!"



"Ahhh!"



"'Ahhh'?"



Zernya's eyes narrowed.



"Is that the first thing you say to your wife after a week apart?"



"No."



"When you come back, you should tell us you're back. What are you doing sprawled out sleeping here? You know how much we've missed you, right? Right?"



"Yes, I do."



Zernya smiled wickedly. When their eyes met, no words were needed between husband and wife.



"Come with me."



"I'm really exhausted, can't I rest a little?"



"No. Follow me to the bedroom."



"I don't want... to!"



"Rustila. Carry him."



"P-please spare me! Help! I'm going to die! I'll die at this rate! No! Stop! Help me!"



Rustila, who usually took Eidel's side without question, rebelled just for today. She slung Eidel over her shoulder like a sack and headed for the entrance.



"I'm being kidnapped! Help! Ireh, Sonia!"



Sonia and Ireh turned their heads away. Eidel's expression crumbled.



"Sister, how many times did he finish?"



"...Seven."



"Seven shots? My goodness."



Zernya marveled. Sister Ireh, who had once feared a man's body, had returned as a proper woman in such a short time.



"N-no, that's not it..."



However, Ireh corrected in a shrinking voice.



"B-between the two of us, it was... one hundred and thirty-seven..."



"What."



Zernya was speechless.






"...That crazy bastard. But why an odd number?"



In the Rheinland family's marital relationships, there existed a solemn rule. The wives would not fight among themselves, and in return for maintaining polygamy, the husband would always love his wives equally.



Love, in essence, meant bedroom activities. If he slept with two women, the number of encounters should be a multiple of two—an even number. Sonia explained this question in detail.



"Ireh and I each received sixty-eight shots, and for the last one, he sprayed both of us simultaneously while we were stacked. For fairness, you see."



"Oh, wow."



Sonia gave a thumbs up. Zernya was impressed for a different reason. Eidel, still struggling while being carried by Rustila, let out a cry.



"You traitors! How could you do this! We had a different agreement!"



"I'm sorry, young master. I simply couldn't lie to the two ladies who permitted your polygamy. Sob."



Rustila tilted her head.



"Oh my, were you trying to coordinate your stories?"



Rustila's eyes flickered. She used her Insight and Inner Vision in succession to detect the lie. The scene of the three people's intimate activities formed hazily in her pupils.



"137 times. That's correct."



Rustila slapped Eidel's bottom. He was horrified.



"You know I'm still a virgin, right?"



The Federation had nearly collapsed before barely reviving. The pillars that led this miraculous recovery included the 12 Palaces, with Rustila at the forefront. They reorganized the military and restored the rule of law, allowing public authority to be quickly restored and security maintained.



"It's been a year since then. It should be fine now."



"...Ah."



On the day they somehow created graviton bombs to defeat the foreign gods, Eidel had promised with his own mouth to become one with Rustila. How cruel.



"Still, 137 times is impressive."



"With Miss Ireh's spirit magic, it somehow worked. Honestly, I was quite surprised myself."



"You mean the Bullet of Vitality? Doesn't that consume a lot of coins?"



"That's why we used them all up."



It meant they had squeezed everything to the limit, even using constellations. Those coins weren't meant to be used for such purposes. I could almost hear Altair sighing from here.



An ordinary woman would have been shocked at this point.



Rustila and Zernya were not ordinary.



'For us too...'



'...That means he can finish that many times for us as well.'



As expected of Eidel's wives. Their way of thinking was completely different.



It was miraculous logic. Having made their decision, Rustila's already magnificent chest became even more magnificent.



And so, the two women opened the bedroom door while kidnapping Eidel.



Unfortunately, there was already a visitor in the room.



Crunch, crunch.



A woman of mysterious beauty was eating potato chips on the bed. With dark blue hair and glowing blue eyes. Her name was Cartesia.



"Hmm? Little boy, you're back?"



"You... what are you doing on our bed?"



"What am I doing?"



Cartesia answered nonchalantly.



"I was comforting myself while waiting for my other half who's been away for a while."



"Comforting? You call that comforting?"



"Research is pleasure to me."



It wasn't just potato chips on the bed. Papers. Hundreds of academic papers were scattered messily.



And Cartesia was the God of Wisdom and Curiosity. For her, co-authoring papers was equivalent to sexual intercourse.



Here's a question. If co-authoring is like intercourse, then what is writing a paper alone?



Needless to say, it's self-pleasure.



"You're in the way, so go out. Leave the little boy here."



"You... you...!"



Rustila and Zernya weren't the only ones waiting for Eidel.



Without anyone knowing, Cartesia had been formulating a grand plan to make Eidel go crazy.



In fact, she was reading biology papers.



She had learned all the sensitive spots and weaknesses of human males. Whether top or bottom, she planned to develop everything and make him whimper like a little girl.



Anyway, for the sake of domestic harmony, Eidel needed to produce about 1.5 times 137, roughly 206 more shots. Preferably before the semester started.



With less than a month left.



"Ah."



Eidel let out a dull exclamation and dropped his head.





***





I never dreamed marriage would be this difficult. I'm happy, yet unhappy. Is bearing this contradiction the weight of being the head of a household?



"Son."






"Father."



"I clearly warned you. Not to practice polygamy."



I was in the hospital now. After being squeezed dry by Sonia and Ireh for a whole week, I had voluntarily admitted myself due to depleted energy.



After my father left, only three people remained in the room. Me, Cartesia, and Seti.



"Why are you here?"



"To talk business with my brother."



"What business?"



It was a bit random. Seti fidgeted with her fingers and chuckled.



"I've just established a broadcasting station. I'm going to dominate the southern media industry with it and restore the prestige of the Rheinland family."



"...You're saying this because it makes money, right?"



"Of course."



"Still, setting up a broadcasting station in your name is a bit..."



"Don't worry. I've laundered it properly. If things go wrong, I'll just blow it up."



Seti smiled sinisterly. It was the face of a privileged person forcing others to buy manipulated stocks.



I'm getting more and more afraid. I started a tech company ages ago, and now she's talking about a broadcasting station? Like Cartesia, I have no idea what she's thinking.



"Anyway, I needed your presence for that. The initial expenses were a bit steep, but somehow it's starting to make a profit. Quite dramatically."



"Wait, stop. What are you talking about?"



"Remember those people who barged into your lab saying they wanted to film a documentary?"



"Uh, yeah."



Were there?



Yes, there were.



A broadcasting company called 'Happy Day.' I thought it was a new company since I'd never heard of it, but I remember being surprised when they offered tens of billions as an appearance incentive. Why would a small broadcasting station have so much money...



Could it be.



"That was your company?"



"Bingo!"



Seti made a gun-shooting gesture and shrugged.



"While you were on your honeymoon, your documentary was broadcast throughout the southern region. It was a huge hit from day one. Especially this part."



Seti played a clip from a tape. The roughly 30-second video contained the highlight of my interview.



[Is it true about your romance with a graduate student, and there are rumors about polygamy, is that true...]



[Yes, we are in a relationship.]



[P-Professor?]



[You can call me brother now, sister.]



On screen, I was embracing Ireh. Her face had turned bright red. I could see the viewership ratings soaring in the sidebar.



"Did I really do that?"



"Yep. Thankfully, right after I offered an additional 2 billion."



Seti squealed and twisted her body.



"A CC relationship where one becomes a professor and the other becomes that professor's graduate student, engaging in pure academic love! It's a delicacy! You have no idea how much female viewers love this."



"S-shut up for a bit."



Because it's really embarrassing right now.



"Oh my, it's so delicious."



"What, my love story?"



"The money."



Seti showed me an app analyzing sales. Just three days since airing. She was raking in hundreds of millions every minute to recover her investment.



So, this crazy little sister is selling my face to rake in money... wait.



"Didn't I give you all the incentives?"



"Urk."



"Hey!"



"Hehe, tasty."



"You crazy girl, exploiting your brother for free—!!"



If my guess is correct, she won't stop here.



"Brother."



"What now?"



"Shall we start producing a sequel right away?"



See what I mean.



I sighed and rubbed my face. Then I shot a sharp glance at my money-crazed little sister.



I've unfairly donated money and wasted time. I won't be played by this cunning person anymore.



"Monthly research funding, 20 billion."



"...So, what do I need to do?"





Chapter 372 - [Epilogue] The Terrible Fate of the Enemies Left Behind



Episode 1, The Revival Journal of Eidel von Rheinland.



Production complete.



Episode 2, Visiting Those Who Betrayed Humanity to Check on Their Current Situation.



Currently in production due to popular demand.



Seti and I visited a prison. It was just one of many, so I don't remember its exact name.



What matters is that the former queen is here.



"Julia Megnus, correct? I'll bring her right away."



The Saint of the Megnus Order, Julia Megnus.



After the war ended, she was tried for terrorism and other charges.



The crime of betraying humanity and destroying peace.



The crime of causing significant disorder in Federation society.



She was such a high-profile criminal that ordinary people couldn't even visit her, but I'm different. I hold the title of humanity's hero and expert on foreign gods.



Soon, a guard brought in a woman wearing prison clothes. Former Saint Julia. Though she looked visibly tired, her lustrous silver hair and clear blue eyes remained unchanged.



Her face turned pale the moment she saw me.



"H-how are you here...? Weren't you dead?!"



"Don't you watch the news?"



"I thought it was a lie!"



"Well, as you can see, I'm very much alive. What have you been up to these days?"



"Can't you see what state I'm in?"



Julia flapped her blue prison uniform and snorted.



"Why did you even come here? To mock me after I've been punished with additional charges while minding my own business? Fine. Go ahead and laugh if you want. I already know my life is over."



"No, I actually have business with you."



"Business?"



I pointed behind me. The documentary crew from "Happy Day" was waiting. The Saint's expression soured when she saw their high-quality broadcasting equipment.



"Who are those people? What are you planning now?"



"I'm thinking of filming a documentary."



"...A documentary?"



Julia snickered and turned away.



"Whatever it is, I'm not interested. What's the point of exploiting a prisoner's face? At least get me released first."



Released, huh.



"Parole wouldn't be impossible."



Julia whipped her head back around.



"Are you serious?"



"Honestly, you don't want to keep rotting in prison, right? You're still young with your whole life ahead of you. I doubt you want to spend your 20s, 30s, or even beyond your 40s in here."



"Can you really get me out of here?"



"That depends on you."



Julia's imprisonment was somewhat unjust. Upon investigation, I found that prosecutors from the Heresset faction had pinned the Order's crimes on her.



"Are you in or out?"



"Uh, umm..."



Julia's lips trembled.



"Take it or leave it."



"...So, what do I need to do?"



***



After Sturm's destruction, the Order's sphere of influence had greatly diminished. But they hadn't completely disappeared.



A cult is still a cult. With the Federation's central authority weakened, it was the perfect situation for them to run rampant. They continued their missionary work and minor terrorist activities, primarily in the western planetary systems.



And.



The Saint was still the holy figure of the Megnus Order.



Sturm's agent. The first to contact an external god and receive revelations. The spiritual pillar of the Order and a woman of unparalleled beauty who captivated the hearts of many believers. That was Julia Megnus.



But there's always a bigger fish.






Seti thought that if this temptress could be properly utilized, they could both make money and contribute to social stability.



"*Sob sob*, I sincerely repent. My past self was foolish."



The western region, where the Order was active, is the center of the Federation's heavy industry. Seti's company was also aiming to expand there. That's why this documentary production held significant meaning.



The screen was recording the image of a repenting Saint. This could be used as propaganda against the Order.



"Until now, I believed that Idea belonged to the foreign gods. But after witnessing Mr. Rheinland's sacrifice and efforts, I realized that true peace can be created by humans themselves."



The Saint—no, Julia—bowed her head to me.



"I'm sorry for carrying out the terrorist attack on the research facility. Please forgive me."



"Yes."



I graciously accepted her apology.



Of course, this was half scripted.



When I recall the scene of the particle accelerator facility—built with blood-money—being half-destroyed, I still get angry. I couldn't forgive the Saint.



But what can I do? It's all in the past, so we should reconcile. This approach would be better for managing the Rheinland family's public image anyway.



"Thank you for sharing. Lastly, do you have anything to say to the followers of the Megnus Order?"



"Yes."



Julia nodded. She looked at the camera and spoke.



"Dear brothers and sisters. I feel deeply burdened for having led you down the wrong path. I apologize. There's no need to rescue me, nor to continue the holy war. Please return to where you belong and lead honest lives."



The impact of what the Saint just said is immense.



In Catholic terms, it's like the Pope coming out and telling people not to believe in their religion.



When this scene airs, the Order's followers will surely watch it. I'm curious to see how they'll react.



"Alright, that's it for today! Thank you for your hard work!"



The "Happy Day" documentary team flowed out like the tide. Seti, who officially had no connection to them, remained behind.



"Hee, heehee. Ehehehe."



My sister's expression was quite a sight. Her sparkling eyes resembled gold coins.



Julia asked the prison guard:



"But will this really help me get parole?"



"If an inmate shows genuine remorse for their crimes..."



Julia is still young. If she hadn't been born and raised on a frontier planet, she might have been studying normally at a college. Thinking about it that way made me feel sorry for her as an educator.



The filming continued over several days. We had to shoot those scenes that in regular observational documentaries would be glossed over with a simple "a few days later."



During this time, I helped Seti while preparing for the new semester. If someone were to criticize me for having too much free time, I would reply:



Research funding... gets... duplicated...



"What a fine thing you're doing."



"Huh?"



It was around the fourth visit to the prison, when I was returning to school late at night. Someone was standing in the middle of the path between campus buildings.



She was small in stature. Her youthful face showed both mischief and arrogance. For some reason, I could also sense killing intent.



Android or human?



Whichever she was, she wasn't an ordinary girl. I swallowed dryly and opened my mouth.



"Who are you?"



"What? You forgot me?"



"Um, hmm."



Think, Eidel.



That cocky tone no less arrogant than Zernya's. Plus that hostile attitude. I must have seen her somewhere.



"I'm Matonica! Sturm's primary avatar!"



"Ah!"



No wonder she seemed familiar.



"But why do you look like that?"



There was another reason I hadn't recognized Matonica—her appearance. Unlike her previous sophisticated look carrying a flagpole and trumpet, she now looked completely destitute.



"Your clothes are all torn. Your face is covered in soot."



"It's all your fault!"






Matonica screamed.



"You saved the world? Fine, that's good. But that doesn't change the fact that you indirectly killed our master! He was my life's savior!"



Matonica charged at me, venting her frustration. She had no weapons, but unlike before, I couldn't help but be flustered.



In the year since dealing with the Laplace-type foreign god, no one had shown hostility toward me. Having grown soft in peacetime, I'd completely forgotten how to respond.



"Take responsibility!"



Matonica's fist drew an arc in the air. Unfortunately, neither Rustila, Sonia, nor Ireh were around me now. Cartesia? She's not showing up, busy with whatever she's doing. The only one with me was Seti, who had returned together.



And even more unfortunately.



Matonica no longer had her power as an avatar.



Unlike before, her movements were slow. I could see and dodge them.



Swoosh! Swoosh!



"Enemy! Enemy! Enemy of Sturm! You filthy privileged scum!"



I had been exercising regularly to keep up with my wives. The difference in reflexes was clear. Matonica panted as she threw her next punch.



But that punch never landed. Matonica tripped over a rock and fell. With a thud, her face hit the ground.



"Ugh, urgh. Damn it... I, I..."



Growl.



"I'm so hungry..."



"You're just taking out your frustration on me because you're poor now."



"Sh-shut up."



Seti and I looked at each other and shrugged. Seti stepped forward and pulled something out.



Click.



It was a gun.



Of course, not a real gun.



"Hands up."



"...What's that? It's a money gun."



"Don't resist or I'll shoot."



"You little brat..."



Matonica gritted her teeth.



"Do you think I'd fall for such a threat? Even though I've spent a year digging through garbage and starving, my pride as an avatar hasn't been broken! You filthy family! As a subordinate of Sturm..."



I sighed and interrupted her.



"Didn't that Sturm or whatever say something to you at the end?"



"Yes, he did. He told me to survive until the end. That's why I've struggled to stay alive even when I wanted to die."



"That's right. Because it's all over now."



I gestured to Seti and continued.



"It would be better for you to quietly accept this money shower."



Brrrrrrt.



Paper bills streamed out of the money gun. Although paper currency has fallen out of common use in this era, it still functions as legal tender.



The bills fell on Matonica's head and knees. Her expression went blank.



"You know what money is, right?"



"..."



"With that much, you can buy nice clothes, take a proper shower, and eat plenty of delicious food. Even an avatar needs basic necessities."



"Uh, uh, uhh."



Seti grinned and pressed the button again.



Brrt, brrrrrrt!



"Heck, heeck! Heck heck heck!"



Watching Matonica instantly transform from a noble avatar to a slave of money, I realized something.



The true protagonists behind the creation of the gravitational bomb weren't me, the other professors and researchers, or the government.



It was those with money.



Entrepreneurs like Seti were the ones who created peace in this world.





Chapter 373 - [Epilogue] The Foreign Lady on the Desk



Matonica had reportedly lived a difficult life for the past year. She lost her power and was being hunted by federal forces. Due to the nationwide wanted notice, she couldn't even work part-time jobs blending in among humans.



Nevertheless, she had vowed never to bow her head to the enemy.



Proudly as an avatar of the Outer God, and elegantly as a being different from humans. She said that even while living in squalor, she would never abandon her pride and would somehow survive to await the time for revenge.



That Matonica was now...



"Sob, it's delicious... so delicious..."



She had become a slave to capitalism.



What is the most miserable and desolate thing in the world? Well, unless you're diagnosed with a terminal illness, I'd say it's starvation. Being hungry is more terrible than anything else.



An avatar would be no different.



Clatter.



Matonica, who had been devouring fried rice mindlessly, put down her spoon. She had scraped up every last grain of rice. She wiped her mouth casually and said:



"Don't get the wrong idea. Just because you treated me to a meal doesn't mean I forgive you."



"You eat well and then talk nonsense."



"This is what being an avatar is all about."



Seti laughed and retorted.



"You've lost all your power, so what avatar? If you're an avatar, then I'm the Outer God of Wealth."



"Shut up!"



Matonica jumped to her feet. She glared at Seti with a growl. Seti, showing no sign of surprise, pulled out her money gun.



"T-that...! That thing from earlier!"



"Yes, it's a gun. An excellent communication tool."



Click.



Seti pressed the money gun against Matonica's forehead.



"Know your place, avatar. If I touch this screen a few times, you're finished. Even if you're not taken by federal police, an assassin I've hired will blow your head off."



"W-what nonsense!"



"You think I can't do it?"



Matonica trembled. Currently, she was nothing more than an unremarkable girl. Weak in strength and unable to use Outer God techniques. The trumpet and flagpole that were once her trademarks are now gone.



"Of course, the most orthodox method would be to hand you over to the government. Since you're a former avatar, they'd have plenty to research. And well, after they've extracted all your bone marrow..."



"...And then what?"



Seti made a slicing motion across her neck.



"You die."



Since ancient times, the principle has been to execute avatars immediately. Especially named ones like Matonica.



That's why I never revealed the identities of Sonia and Cartesia.



"There's something called an 'Avatar Catalog' within the federal military. If you're listed there, it's immediate execution, no questions asked. And I noticed you're registered there?"



"N-no way."



Matonica got up, dragging her chair. She slowly backed away with a terrified expression.



"You fed me just to... sell me out from the beginning?"



"That's right. I put sleeping pills in your food."



"What? Ugh, bleeegh!"



"Just kidding."



"Kak, kuhak, kehuk!"



Seti withdrew her money gun.



"It's mercy."



"Mercy?"



"I could have reported you to the authorities earlier. There was no need to spend money feeding you and adding sleeping pills."



"C-come to think of it. But if you reported me, you could get a reward from that precious government of yours?"



I was curious about that too. She could earn a nice side income by turning in someone who was undeniably an enemy, without any guilt.



Seti snorted with laughter.



"For that petty cash?"



"You..."



"I'm expensive. Except for brother Eidel, people should tip me every second just to meet me. And what? Report you? Should I waste my precious time reporting you to the police?"



"Wow... you're completely obnoxious."



"What? Obnoxious?"



Seti fired her money gun. With a buzzing sound, checks worth 10 million credits fluttered down in front of Matonica. Her eyes widened.



"Say that again."



"Do you think I'd bow my head to you for this kind of money?"



Drrrr.



"Again."



"Even if you gave me billions, I would still consider you my enemy! My loyalty to Lord Shterm will never change!"



Drrrrrr.



"Again."






This time, checks worth 100 million came out.



Wow, how much is all this?



Seti raised her head and said in a cold tone:



"Keep talking. What's wrong with the way I speak?"



"Ugh, y-you're so rude! I must speak my mind even if I suffer terribly! Even if I've lost everything, my pride at least..."



Drrrrrrrrrrr!



1 billion.



"...W-wow, you're absolutely amazing, miss."



Money truly is great.



***



And so Matonica was dragged—no, sold—to Seti.



I heard it was to help with the development of 6th generation androids, but I don't know the details.



Anyway, what's important is something else.



The start of the semester is approaching.



And I have to withstand the waves of attacks from my wives.



Ah.



What should I do?



It was already exhausting dealing with just Ireh and Sonia, but Zernya, Rustila, and Cartesia remained.



Especially Rustila. She's the scariest.



Anyway, now that everything is over, I should have my "first experience" with Rustila too, but I don't know how much that body toned by exercise will squeeze me. I might die if I'm not careful.



With these various worries, I returned to my university lab late at night.



"Hmm."



My lab.



Just looking around makes me feel good.



Being here feels like my energy is recharging. It's comfortable. This place feels more like home than my actual home.



["Indeed, being here increases your stamina."]



A voice suddenly came.



Startled, I looked up. A black, sticky hole had formed on the ceiling. It was a dimensional gate.



"Interesting. Fascinating in many ways."



Through that gate, an Outer God revealed herself.



Cartesia.



She landed lightly on my desk and brought her face close to mine.



"Hello? It's been a while, my other half."



"You, after not showing up all this time..."



"That's because I shouldn't reveal myself outside. I don't want to die from a gravity cannon."



Cartesia looked around and continued.



"I was very disappointed that you didn't come home or here all this time. Did you dislike spending intimate time with me that much?"



"No, it's not that I dislike it..."



I need to answer carefully here.



First, my energy has recovered somewhat after a few days. But with the semester starting and many preparations to make, it's still too much strain on my back.



But I'm dealing with an Outer God.



No, let me think.



There must be a way to escape from this mischievous Outer God without getting drained. You know the saying—even if you enter a tiger's den, you can return alive if you keep your wits about you.



"Want to?"



Cartesia asked.



"Sure."



I answered.



"Let's write a paper."



I picked up some documents that happened to be nearby. It was material about using gravity particles to control black holes, and through this, obtaining nearly infinite energy.



This was the research Seti and I had been pushing lately.



"Look at this. With this, humanity will have an energy source that surpasses nuclear fusion."



"Because you're using black holes as an energy source?"



"That's right."



"Hmm."



Cartesia looked at the research material and then sat on my lap.



"Interesting."



"Right?"



"I didn't expect a youngster like you to desire me first in this way."



"It's not like it's the first time we've written papers together... huh?"






The next moment.



Cartesia turned around and stole my lips. A scent that was neither sweet nor sour enveloped my nose.



The kiss, as fierce as waves crashing against a breakwater, nearly took my breath away. It was intense and merciless. My lips were painted with her breath.



"Phwah."



"...W-why are you suddenly doing this?"



"Youngster, you seduced me first."



"When did I!"



"Energy extraction using black holes. Black holes are me. And energy is mass, and mass is essentially a child, isn't it?"



I was at a loss for words. It was logically sound. I couldn't refute it.



Click.



Cartesia's tentacles locked the lab door. She also closed all the window curtains. Silence descended on the already dim interior.



A research office of just six pyeong.



The already cramped room became even more cramped with the appearance of blue tentacles.



Escape is impossible.



"Well then... shall we begin our research?"



I should prepare myself thoroughly.



***



When Eidel went on his honeymoon with Ireh and Sonia.



There was a time when Cartesia took over Sonia's body during their passionate lovemaking.



But unlike Sonia, who had fiercely driven Eidel, Cartesia trembled at the unfamiliar sensation as soon as she took over Sonia's body.



She had no tolerance.



So she had been training.



She read many papers about men and quietly stood in the 7th dimension observing other humans mating.



Curiosity led to observation, and observation found patterns that eventually gave birth to theory.



Therefore, her heart was full of confidence.



"I'll give you an interesting quest."



"...What now?"



"The climax game."



Eidel frowned.



"The rules are simple. Whoever climaxes more while researching with me today gets pregnant."



"What..."



Eidel thought.



Something seems wrong.



If Cartesia is this confident, she must be planning to use some trick.



Come to think of it, isn't she from the Descartes lineage?



Being able to manipulate the mind means being able to manipulate sensations too.



Suddenly, he began to see through this mischievous Outer God's plan.



So he made a counter-proposal.



"Let's modify the rules a bit."



"How?"



"No techniques that affect the mind can be used."



"...Huh?"



It hit the mark. Cartesia's expression showed surprise.



"Surely a transcendent being wouldn't use unfair tricks in research with a mere mortal? Nothing could be more petty than that."



"...Tsk. Do as you please."



Cartesia nodded.



But he couldn't end it there.



If you can't avoid it, enjoy it. Recalling this lesson, Eidel smiled slyly and added another condition.



"How about counting three climaxes for each time someone passes out?"



"Can you handle it?"



"Can you?"



"I'm confident I can go all the way with a clear mind. I'm asking because it might be an unfavorable battle for you."



Eidel snorted.



"Scared?"



Cartesia narrowed her brow. She covered Eidel's lips once more.



"Hmm, smooch. Such a youngster, so cute."



It was a signal of acceptance.



Outer God and human.



And so began a battle of pure physical prowess, with no rank insignias.





Chapter 374 - [Epilogue] Curiosity Without Wisdom



And Cartesia reached her first climax in just five minutes.



For Eidel, who already had experience with four women, Cartesia was an easy conquest. With skillful technique, he had stripped the foreign goddess and precisely stimulated her most sensitive areas.



"...Ugh."



She couldn't even moan properly.



Eidel shook the moisture from his hands and blew on them.



"One to zero."



"Urk, nngh, hnngh."



"Look, I'm very busy. If you want, we can pretend this never happened."



"Who... who do you think..."



Cartesia grabbed the railing of the cot and stood up. Her legs were trembling. Damn it, was her body unable to adapt to this four-dimensional space?



"Still clinging to your pride, I see."



It didn't matter to him.



The tentacles hadn't even moved yet.



The goddess's eyes, momentarily clouded, regained their sharpness. Cartesia turned her head and bound Eidel's limbs with her tentacles.



"I was going to go easy on you... but you're too arrogant."



Physically, Cartesia had the advantage. She could restrain him and take him one-sidedly.



But in the next moment, Cartesia hesitated at Eidel's words.



"If you force yourself on me like this, how are you any different from Renatus?"



"...You're right."



Cartesia nodded. She despised Renatus—the being who had violated and killed her mother, and who had tried to do the same to her to gain power.



She had vowed not to live that way. Treating Eidel like this might mean following in her father's footsteps.



But still.



"I'm going to do it anyway."



"Huh? Hey!"



"We agreed to this beforehand, so this is consensual rape."



"There's no such thing as consensual rape!"



"There is now."



Cartesia stripped Eidel's clothes in one swift motion. He was completely disarmed in an instant.



His pants and underwear were no exception. His member, not yet fully erect, was exposed nakedly at Cartesia's eye level.



"It looks just like a Darwin-type monster."



"Disgusting, right? Let's not touch it."



"I hate Darwin-type creatures the most. I should eliminate it. Haap."



Cartesia immediately counterattacked. She took the tip of Eidel's glans into her mouth and swallowed it to the base in one go.



"Nngh!"



A tingling sensation shot up his spine. His testicles, sensing danger, contracted upward.



"Slurp, suck, mmm."



With each movement of her cherry-like lips around his shaft, blood rushed to his previously soft member. It took less than a minute for it to become completely hard.



Of course, Cartesia wasn't about to stop just because he was fully erect.



Instead, she tightened her mouth, increasing both pressure and temperature.



"Slurp, suck, slurp."



Eidel was flustered.



He had experienced oral pleasure from several women before, but never a mouth like this. No lie—it was tighter than Rustila's anal passage.



["How is it? Can't hold back, can you?"]



A fellatio that precisely targeted a man's weakness.



His member felt like it was melting like chocolate in a microwave.



["Just come already!"]



The telepathic taunting was an added bonus. Eidel wanted to protest that this was mental assault, but his complaints fell on deaf ears.



"Slurp, suck, slurp, slurp, mmm...!"



Cartesia increased her pace. It was impossible to hold back any longer. Eidel grabbed her head and groaned.



Gulp! Gulp! Gulp!



He poured his human DNA into the mouth of the exalted foreign goddess.



Cartesia calmly swallowed Eidel's semen while her head was held in place. Her throat bobbed as she gulped it down.



"Puhaaa...! One to one."



Cartesia licked her sticky lips and smirked. Viscous saliva dripped down her mouth.






"You came in three minutes. What a premature ejaculator."



Eidel sensed danger.



If nothing else, he shouldn't underestimate her oral skills. If this continued, he might end up becoming a mother.



Fortunately, after ejaculating once, men had an advantage over women.



Why? Because ejaculation has a cooldown period.



Just then, one of Cartesia's tentacles touched Eidel's buttocks.



"Are you crazy?!"



Eidel quickly twisted his body to avoid it. The tentacle writhed sharply, slicing through the air where his buttocks had been.



"What, what were you trying to do?!"



"Prostate development."



"You're completely insane!"



"It's unfair if I'm the only one being attacked one-sidedly. You need to experience an orgasm similar to what a female body feels."



"Please don't do this to me."



Eidel adamantly refused. Dry orgasm—he'd heard of it but had no desire to try it. Squeezing from the front was quite enough.



Regardless, Cartesia narrowed the angle of her tentacles and slowly approached. Transparent liquid dripped like sweet honey from the suction cups on the tentacles.



"It would be better for you to accept my appendage obediently, boy."



There was only one way out of this.



To eliminate the remaining violence and masculinity in this foreign goddess and reduce her completely to a female.



"Come here."



"Huh...?"



Eidel settled properly on the bed to avoid the tentacles' attack. Simultaneously, he pulled Cartesia onto his stomach.



Fortunately, her main body was light and fragile. She could be easily subdued with an adult man's strength.



"You coward. What kind of position is this? Put me down right now!"



Cartesia, firmly restrained in Eidel's arms, complained and struggled. Naturally, he didn't let her go.



The tentacles immediately flew toward him, but he had a temporary solution.



"Ack!"



He pinched her nipple. Apparently, the tentacles could only move properly when Cartesia was fully focused.



"Ah, ahh, hnng..."



As he fondled her protrusions and listened to her moans, his member also throbbed against Cartesia's mound.



His rigid meat rod.



And her lower mouth, drooling as if it found that rod delicious.



Given their position, the angle for insertion couldn't be more perfect.



"Cartesia, prepare to get pregnant."



"Who says so?"



"I do."



Based on his experience with four women, Eidel precisely located Cartesia's entrance.



Squelch.



His glans slowly spread the goddess's petals.



"Wait a moment, boy...!"



Squish.



"Hnnngh...?!"



Cartesia's female opening, already soaking wet from just five minutes of foreplay, easily swallowed Eidel's member.



Not only that, but it also produced lewd sounds as it dripped fluids.



Her lower mouth was as tight as her upper one. It felt like suction cups were wrapped around his entire shaft.



But having already ejaculated once, Eidel had some composure.



In contrast, Cartesia was panting, unable to speak.



As expected from the foreplay stage, her pussy was no match.



"I'm going to move."



"Wait, ahh! Ahhh! Haaah!"



She had no time to savor the insertion.



Stacked on top of Eidel's body, she was mercilessly ravaged from below in a position where she was being penetrated from above.



Squelch! Squelch! Squish!



As lewd sounds echoed through the office, Cartesia's voice grew louder. A sensation completely different from when she climaxed from having her tiny clitoris and nipples stimulated enveloped her.






"Why, is this, happening, hnngh, haah, hnng, nnnghhh...!"



Cartesia gritted her teeth and bounced her hips. Unable to see Eidel's face, she instinctively concentrated strength in her thighs and groin.



Squeeze.



The tightness traveled up his shaft. Her vagina contracted repeatedly, begging for semen that wasn't yet ready. Evidence of her climax.



Eidel caught his breath and said:



"Two to one."



"What, what's two to one...! Ahh! Ah! Ah, ah, nngh, nnnghhh...!"



He continued thrusting without pause. He couldn't show weakness against a foreign goddess. Maintaining the position while also fondling her nipples, he elicited erotic cries from Cartesia's mouth.



"Nnnghhh...!"



"Three to one."



"Ahh, stop counting arbitrarily and fight fair...! Ah."



"Six to one."



Cartesia collapsed forward.



As his member popped out with a "plop," the blocked faucet opened, and her juices gushed out. It was an enormous amount that would have exhausted an ordinary person long ago.



"Hey, are you okay?"



Eidel turned over the limp Cartesia and laid her down. Her face, covered in tears and saliva, was a sight to behold.



"And you call yourself a goddess."



Honestly, he was surprised. He hadn't expected her to be this sensitive.



Whatever the reason, it worked out well. Now that she had fainted, he could gather his clothes, tidy up, and escape...



"..."



No, let's think about this.



After all, the threat of prostate development and impregnation for a man was horrifying.



Revenge was necessary for nearly having his male dignity trampled. Besides, if he fled now, who knew when Cartesia might target his chastity(?) again.



He needed to end this definitively.



Eidel pulled one of Cartesia's tentacles, which had lost control when she fainted.



Despite its appearance, the tentacle was quite firm. Conveniently, its thickness was similar to a male organ.



"Hmm."



He looked again at Cartesia, who was face down with only her hips raised. Clear fluid was still dripping from her smooth, flawless pussy.



Moreover, her rear entrance, which should be unnecessary for a goddess, was clearly visible. The flower-like wrinkles, pushed by her vaginal flesh, pulsated, making his member throb with excitement.



Tentacle. Pussy. Anal.



The perfect trifecta was in place.



Now he had something to experiment with.



"Wake up."



After slapping Cartesia's buttocks and getting no response, he inserted his finger into her rear. The intestinal mucosa wrapped around his finger, sucking it in.



Eidel sensed it immediately. If he were to put it in her anal passage, they'd quickly reach a tie.



Pop.



He removed his finger and spread her apple-like buttocks. Her back hole opened wide, pulsating in greeting. Eidel grinned and inserted the tentacle into Cartesia's black hole.



"...Ack?!"



Cartesia regained consciousness from the shock of the housewarming gift. Startled by the aching sensation probing her backside, she looked back in alarm.



"What, what is this?"



The sight of a long, blue tentacle lodged in her buttocks.



And Eidel, pressing his glans against her vaginal entrance and thrusting his hips.



Her insides felt full, and her lower abdomen grew warm.



First, she needed to somehow remove the tentacle from her rear.



"Hng, hng, nnnghhh..."



It wouldn't obey her. Instead, whenever she tried to control it, the tentacle writhed, turning her insides upside down.



The tentacles were designed to enter easily but exit with difficulty. The reason was obvious—to trouble Eidel.



In conclusion, she had fallen victim to her own trap.



Slap! Slap! Slap—!



In the perfect doggy-style double penetration position, there wasn't much Cartesia could do.



"Nngh?! Hng, nngh, hnng...! Ahh! Haaah...!"



All she could do was climax from both holes.



Slap—!



"Seven to one."





Chapter 375 - [Epilogue] Pregnancy



Cartesia was a noble superior deity.



There was no reason for her to be defeated by a mere human, nor would she be.



Rather, it would have been normal for her to toy with Eidel. Eidel's pregnancy had been a foregone conclusion.



That is, until she realized she was a pathetic pussy.



"Ten to one."



"Nnghh...!"



She came magnificently once again. The fluids dripping from between her thighs soaked the bed sheets. Their joining point had been rubbed so vigorously that foam had formed.



"Why don't you just give up now?"



"No, I won't...!"



Though both her front and back holes had been shamelessly violated, Cartesia's pride remained unbroken. For a transcendent being to be undone by such vulgar intercourse—it was unthinkable, wasn't it?



Of course, regardless of that, her body was responding faithfully.



Slap! Slap!



The sound of pubic bone meeting buttocks was loud. Eidel kneaded Cartesia's buttocks while admiring her snow-white back. Each time he spanked her rear with a sharp sound, her inner flesh gripped his manhood tightly.



"Nngh!"



Thinking this couldn't continue, Cartesia attempted a counterattack. She manipulated the tentacle inserted in her back hole.



Brrrrr.



The tentacle vibrated like a vibrator. Cartesia's tongue trembled.



"Mmph, hnngh, hyuk."



"Hey, what are you—!"



The vibration traveled through the rectal wall to reach Eidel's member.



The vaginal walls quivered, providing a massage-like pleasure. The urge to ejaculate surged.



Since he had already decided to give his seed to the foreign deity, there was no need to hold back.



Gulp! Gulp! Gulp!



Semen poured into Cartesia's lower abdomen.



She could feel it. That soft, sticky sensation. The material for making babies.



Due to the doggy-style position, the semen was pooling directly in her womb. Her lower belly felt like it was swelling up.



"Ah, nngh, cu-cumming..."



She climaxed spectacularly, even squirting fluid in her ecstasy.



In the aftermath, what little remained of her violent temperament disappeared completely. The thought of wanting to be impregnated by Eidel rather than impregnating him was sprouting like an early spring bud.



Pop!



Eidel pulled out his manhood. The tentacle also slipped out due to her loosened rear entrance.



Eidel couldn't help but admire the sight.



Both buttocks reddened from repeated spanking.



Her pussy covered in white fluid.



Her back hole still not fully closed, pulsating and leaking tentacle fluid.



It was truly a magnificent view.



Cartesia painfully turned to look back, her lips trembling.



"Th-this makes it... eleven to two..."



"What are you talking about? It's twelve to two."



"Wh-what nonsense..."



"Be honest. You came from your ass too."



Eidel questioned her while inserting a finger into Cartesia's anal opening.



"A hole made not for digestion like humans, but just for pleasure. You enjoyed being penetrated by your own tentacle, didn't you?"



"Hngh...! No!"



"What do you mean, no?"



"Th-that... was a trap...!"



"What?"



"If you had just put it in there, I could have milked dozens of loads from you!"



Eidel sighed. This too had been within his expectations.



A tentacle that wouldn't come out once inserted until finished, and a rear hole that wouldn't let go until ejaculation.



Truly a foreign deity's conception.






"I prepared so hard... you brat, you ruined everything...!"



Looking at the sniffling Cartesia, Eidel thought:



Cute. She's so cute I want to torment her more.



He wanted to lift up this lady who had been acting all noble and lonely for years and violate every hole she had.



"Like this, in such a disadvantageous state...! Let's go again!"



"Alright. You want me to put it in here, right?"



"W-wait! Who said to put it in now—! Haah?!"



He thrust his still-sensitive manhood into her hypersensitive back hole. It reached the base in one go. For Cartesia, who was already exhausted, this was the finishing blow.



"...Ugh."



She felt like she would lose consciousness. And she did.



Her second fainting.



There was an incident where Eidel got squeezed twice by her buttocks in a surprise attack, but that wasn't enough to make up for the fainting score.



"Phew, fifteen to four."



The gap had widened considerably.



***



A brief rest period.



Eidel sat at the desk organizing his thoughts.



How could he, who was usually squeezed dry by his other wives without answer, be so strong against Cartesia?



When curiosity struck, he had to investigate directly to be satisfied.



He took up a pen and tablet and began calculating.



"Slurp, suck, mmph..."



Meanwhile, Cartesia was eagerly bobbing her head under the desk, trying to make up for her lacking score.



Each time her soft tongue brushed against his glans, the foreign deity's breath also touched his genitals.



Small tentacles also fondled his testicles, urging ejaculation. Her desire to somehow turn the tables was evident and endearing.



Perhaps her efforts paid off?



Gulp, gulp!



White baby juice moistened Cartesia's throat.



The score was now 15 to 5.



If she could make him faint three more times and make him ejaculate once more, she could reverse the situation.



But no matter how tightly she sucked on his manhood, Eidel remained as calm as a statue, focused on his calculations.



Tap.



He put down his pen and chuckled.



"It was resonance."



"...What?"



Eidel sent a message somewhere. Since Cartesia was under the desk, she couldn't see exactly what he was doing.



Knock knock knock.



Shortly after, there was a knock at the door.



"Young master, I'm here."



She's here.



Eidel pushed away Cartesia, who was still holding his member in her mouth. Cartesia extended her tongue regretfully, but Eidel stood up faster.



When he opened the door, Sonia was there. She bowed her head slightly but then gaped in shock.



"Young master? What on earth is..."



"Close the door and come in quickly."



Afterward, Eidel explained the situation.



"I want to try an experiment."



"What are you planning now?"



"First, put your hands here and raise your buttocks."



"You can't be serious."



Sonia's cheeks flushed.



"Young master... you have quite the rogue's disposition."






"Don't you like it?"



"That's not..."



Despite grumbling, Sonia followed Eidel's instructions. When he lifted her skirt, her white silk panties and garter belt were clearly visible. And of course, her milky white buttocks.



Eidel slipped his hand inside Sonia's panties. He immediately found her bud and gently rubbed it.



"Haah!"



"Haah!"



Two women reacting simultaneously.



It might be coincidence. One instance wasn't enough to be certain.



Swallowing hard, he brought his tongue to Sonia's tightly closed slit.



Lick.



"Young master, that place is—? Mmph!"



He loosened Sonia's pussy by licking her bud and perineum with the tip of his tongue. Cunnilingus was familiar to him. Rustila, who couldn't be penetrated directly, had always begged him to do it.



While continuing to pleasure Sonia, Eidel observed Cartesia's reactions.



Sure enough, Cartesia, sitting in the chair, was gripping the armrests tightly and twisting her body. Every time Sonia approached climax, Cartesia also squirted from between her thighs.



"Slurp, mmm."



"Ah! Aahn!"



"Hng, nngh!"



Clearly he was only licking one pussy, but two were climaxing. It was because Cartesia was receiving Sonia's sensations directly.



"Ah, young master, it feels good... Ah, ngh, haah..."



"Stop it! Stop, I said! Ngh, cu-cumming!"



But this alone couldn't explain why Cartesia came earlier and more frequently.



Here, he introduced a concept often dealt with in physics.



Resonance.



Just as a swing's amplitude increases when pushed with the right timing, Cartesia's pussy could also resonate under the right conditions, experiencing pleasure hundreds of times greater than the baseline.



In other words, Eidel himself was Cartesia's tuning fork. When he became excited, Cartesia became excited, and when Cartesia became excited, Eidel became excited again, creating a feedback loop...



Thus, the reason why Cartesia was a pathetic pussy specifically for Eidel was proven.



With his curiosity satisfied, Eidel inserted his fully hardened member into Cartesia.



"Aaugh!"



He grabbed both of Cartesia's legs, lifted them up, and mercilessly stirred her insides.



Slap! Slap! Slap!



The rebound created by thrusting his hips and the weight due to gravity. These two factors pressed against her cervix, delivering a pleasure that no ordinary woman could experience, striking the foreign deity's neural network.



"Ah, hngh, hyuk."



Sticky like molasses and sweet like sugar.



Her brain was pickled in dopamine from the supreme pleasure that even a transcendent being couldn't resist.



Cartesia wrapped both hands around Eidel's neck and squirted as she trembled with the sensation of falling into an abyss.



Splash! Splash! Splash!



"Sixteen... no, nineteen to five."



A mixture of semen and love juices dripped from their tightly connected parts. The office floor had become soaking wet.



By this point, even the tentacles no longer thought of attacking Eidel. They all went limp and sprawled on the floor.



"Phew."



Eidel sat on the makeshift bed with a sigh of relief.



Still not enough.



After changing to a sitting position, he continued to move his hips. Cartesia, who had lost all her strength, had to continuously accept his member while leaning against Eidel's body.



Squish, squish.



"Young master, please... mmm."



While violating the unconscious foreign deity, he exchanged kisses with Sonia.



Each time he rubbed Sonia's exposed nipples after removing her clothes, involuntary moans also escaped from Cartesia's mouth.



In her unconsciousness, she squeezed out one final thought.



I want to have a baby.



By the time the mating session that lasted a full six hours ended, Eidel had reached climax ten times, while Cartesia had experienced 140 orgasms.



The foreign deity's belly began to swell the next day.





Chapter 376 - [Epilogue] Wife Conference



Cartesia, who had suffered a crushing defeat in her battle with me. Thanks to that, I was able to avoid the worst-case scenario of becoming pregnant.



However, something unexpected happened.



"This can't be happening."



I couldn't close my mouth.



Not for any other reason.



Less than a day after our encounter, Cartesia had become heavily pregnant.



"Pregnancy happens this quickly?"



"When I can host seeds from different species, this much is nothing."



Cartesia caressed her swollen belly with a playful smile. It was half a mother's smile.



"It should come out by tomorrow."



"......"



"Ah, it moved."



Something feels unsettling.



And then the next morning came.



While I was sleeping, marinated in fatigue.



"Daddy!"



A sudden high-pitched voice pierced my ears.



Setting everything else aside, "Daddy"? The only children who would call me that are Lucia and Anya.



"Daddy, wake up quickly!"



It was a voice I'd never heard before. I slowly opened my eyes. A girl with golden eyes and dark blue hair was looking down at me.



"Good morning, Daddy!"



"...Who are you?"



"You don't even recognize your own child's face? You're completely a deadbeat dad!"



Something moist and soft covered my face. The cold, sticky sensation brought me to my senses.



"This is..."



It was a slender tentacle. Much smaller and lighter than Cartesia's, so not particularly threatening, but still.



I got up and washed my eyes. Only then could I see the girl's face more clearly.



A beaming smile and bright eyes. She looked like a perfect blend of me and Cartesia.



Wait.



Could it be.



"This child is..."



"Our child."



Cartesia suddenly appeared from a dimensional gate and said so. She landed and stroked the young transcendent being's head.



"Her name is Evelyn. A small star just born."



"Daddy, let's play!"



"I've taught her language, but there's still much she doesn't know. She'll be running wild for a while. Since she came from a seed planted by a youngster like you, you need to take responsibility and care for her properly. Understand?"



I reluctantly nodded and picked up the girl. My daughter giggled and flapped her arms.



"Evelyn, you said?"



"Yes! Daddy, play with me!"



"Alright, what should we play? Tag? Drawing? Or should I give you an airplane ride like this?"



"Let's write a thesis!"



Ah.



Yes, she's definitely my child.



After playing with Evelyn, I learned several facts.



First, Evelyn could use transcendent powers like Cartesia. Levitating objects, extending tentacles. She could even shoot beams from her eyes.



However, her power was limited compared to her mother's. She was more like a human with some supernatural abilities. Probably because she had more of my blood mixed in.



What this means is that ordinary people who see Evelyn won't go insane and die from Fron poisoning. Though sensitive individuals might feel slightly uncomfortable.



Even that discomfort was offset by her lovely appearance.



"Is this a ribbon? And this is a frill? So cute!"



"Yes, young miss. Ribbons and frills are the truth."



I first introduced Evelyn to Sonia.



Sonia and Evelyn became fast friends after just a short conversation. Probably because they shared an interest in fashion. Ribbons and frills, specifically.



Before long, Sonia had bought clothes and adorably dressed up Evelyn.



"How is it? Cute, right?"



Evelyn smiled innocently and twirled around. She had been adorable and lovable even in ordinary clothes, but dressed up like this, she looked like a child actress.



"Are we going to meet the other moms now?"



"Yes."



"How many are there?"



"Including this frill-loving mom here, there are four more."



"Daddy must be quite the playboy."






"Ugh."



Being hit with facts by a daughter who's not even a day old. One side of my chest aches.



"Playboy daddy. Mom, what did you like about this daddy to be with him?"



"When Mom was about to die, Daddy saved me. Then he pretended to be aloof while subtly seducing me, so I bit him."



"Wow, that's interesting."



How can even her tone be exactly like Cartesia's?



Anyway.



I feel both excited and worried about showing Evelyn to my other wives.



Especially Rustila and Zernya. They're surely dying to devour me.



"...So."



Ominous premonitions never fail.



"You said you had no time for night activities with us, but you had time to make a child with a transcendent being?"



"Eidel, I'm disappointed. We were waiting because you said you were busy."



Back at the Rheinland main ship after a while.



My wives, who had been holding back, finally couldn't contain themselves. Rustila and Zernya ordered the androids to close the dock leading outside.



Yes. I was trapped in my own home.



"You can't leave until you fulfill your quota."



It was entirely my fault, so I couldn't even make excuses.



I quietly entered the room Zernya pointed to and waited.



I'm so... so scared.



***



The first rule of the Rheinland family: Wives don't fight among themselves, and they love all children equally, even those not born from them.



Unlike Cartesia, with whom relations were still awkward, Evelyn received much attention from the human wives. It was because she was pure and not arrogant.



"Call them all Mom."



"Wow, I have five moms!"



Contrary to concerns that having five mothers might confuse her during her formative years, Evelyn took it in stride.



Rather, the wives were more worried.



"How will we send her to school?"



"She might have identity confusion later. Wondering if she's human or transcendent..."



"Above all, she's born out of wedlock. She can't even be registered in the Federation database, so conventional education will be difficult."



"You mean we need to teach her common sense through home education. This seems like an important discussion for my child as well."



Cartesia was surprised.



Although they were using human standards, Eidel's wives were concerned about Evelyn. This came as quite a shock to Cartesia, who had just developed maternal instincts.



"Moms, it's okay. I'll take care of myself."



"How can a child be so steadfast..."



Cartesia slowly approached. She stood behind Evelyn and stroked her daughter's hair. It was an expression of affection she had learned from watching humans.



The other wives' gazes turned to Cartesia. A moment of silence followed. They all glanced at each other, rolling their eyes nervously.



"...Miss Cartesia."



Sonia was the first to speak.



"We haven't forgotten that it was Miss Cartesia who brought the young master back to this world. We can't thank you enough. So you don't need to be so formal with us."



"Hmm."



Cartesia looked down. Evelyn was tugging at her sleeve, giggling.



"Mom. I like these moms too."



"...Is that so?"



Transcendent being or constellation.



Is there really any need to associate with humans, excluding the youngster?



Actually, it doesn't matter anymore.



Having conceived a child with a human and entered this ship, Cartesia's identity had been reduced to two aspects.



One was still the "God of Wisdom and Curiosity."



And the other was...



"No one will discriminate against you."



"We'll guarantee that here."



"Of course, we'll need to agree on the number of children to have, hmph."



A wife of the Rheinland family.



Cartesia snorted. And finally, she could stand shoulder to shoulder with the other wives.



The five wives sat in a circle, whispering.



"...So, how did you seduce that guy?"



***



With Eidel confined to a room, a meeting of wives was held.






This was a very important matter. They needed to discuss and decide on the major affairs of the Rheinland family.



Among these, the most urgent was the family planning.



"Ireh unnie and Sonia haven't gotten pregnant yet..."



"What about me?"



"Right, Rustila also had a separate issue."



Thanks to Eidel and Seti's efforts, the family was regaining its former wealth. In this situation, having children was the expected course.



"We need to finish quickly."



"But we should give Eidel time to recover."



"This is a dilemma..."



Although they had confined Eidel in anger, the wives weren't entirely comfortable either. They were still aware that their husband was busy.



At this point, Sonia and Cartesia already had a good idea.



"We can use the Great Triangle."



"The Great Triangle?"



"Yes. If we use the Great Triangle effect well, we can increase the young master's energy and ejaculation volume."



It was a usage that made faces flush even hearing it again. Especially Ireh. Using the Great Triangle, which had previously been a technique against transcendent beings, for night activities with her husband?



This was a usage that the previous Ireh could never have imagined. She cleared her throat as she touched her flushing cheeks.



"Ahem, indeed."



"It's worth trying."



If successful, everyone could go to bed satisfied tonight.



"How do we coordinate?"



"I'll help."



Cartesia stepped forward.



"White Hair probably knows this, but sperm isn't immediately produced just by replenishing stamina. But if I touch the brain like this, slightly, I can create a mechanism to produce infinite seeds."



"Is that physically possible?"



"As long as he's given water and food periodically."



The reason Cartesia lost to Eidel in their first experience was simple. Her mental influence techniques were sealed.



If she could use her techniques, with the Great Triangle activated, and with the other wives present?



She would definitely win.



Cartesia smiled wickedly. Imagining the youngster gasping made a strange sadistic pleasure rise within her.



Afterward, the wives coordinated their skills and checked each other's coins. The wives' meeting was reaching its closing ceremony.



Meanwhile.



Confined to solitary confinement, Eidel had to tremble in fear while exchanging phone calls with Professor Feynman.



"P-Professor, save me."



[S-Save me too. It's before the semester starts, and my wife is acting strange... Honey? Taking a shower? At this hour? Yes, shower if you want. What, together...?]



"...Professor?"



[No! I'm fine...! Aaaaargh!]



"Professor? Professor!"



Beep, beep, beep.



"Professor——!! Damn it!!"



Eidel put down the phone. He took a deep breath.



It's not that he's afraid of being with his wives. He's afraid that the next day his back might give out, or he might not be able to go to work.



If he just adequately expresses how difficult it is, his wives will understand. Surely they won't make him do it more than a hundred times?



Just as he was thinking this, someone entered the room.



It was Rustila.



"Eidel."



In the darkness, eyes like the Milky Way gleamed.



"Shall we talk?"



"Yes, let's."



"Do you remember what we talked about years ago? After saving this world, after achieving peace, you said we would... truly become one."



Eidel nodded.



"I've waited, so, so long..."



He nodded again.



"Can we do it now?"



"Rusti, you?"



"I've already terminated the contract with the virgin womb."



He nodded one last time.



There was no reason to refuse, nor could he refuse here. He had to pay the price for having taken five wives while trying to conserve his energy as much as possible.


[image: Image]


Rustle.



Rustila, brightening at Eidel's consent, removed her jacket.





Chapter 377 - [Epilogue] The Great Triangle



The youngest Great Omega-class swordsman in Federal Army history. Simultaneously the youngest general. That was Rustila's current position.



But there was an even more noble and important position beyond that.



Being Eidel Rheinland's wife.



Institutionally, it had been recognized for a long time. The problem was that they hadn't been fully united as a couple. Until now, their hearts had touched, but their bodies couldn't overlap.



After enduring this time of patience, the moment to truly become one with him had finally arrived.



She wasn't nervous. Rather, it was what she had been anticipating.



Rustila stretched out her arms and whispered.



"...Do it."



Eidel placed his hands on Rustila's shoulders and carefully removed her tank top as if handling precious jade.



Rustila's hands weren't idle either. Eidel's shirt and pants were undone one after another and thrown to the floor.



Left in their underwear, the two gazed at each other.



"Somehow this feels more embarrassing than usual, right?"



"It does."



They felt shy, as if they had both returned to being virgins. For Eidel, who had only experienced intense pressure until now, this innocent awkwardness felt refreshing.



Eidel's gaze remained fixed on one spot. The voluptuous breasts that couldn't be fully covered by her bra were the protagonists.



Rustila crossed her arms and blushed.



"Pervert. Where are you looking?"



"You're doing the same thing."



Rustila was caught off guard. Her gaze had also been directed toward Eidel's important area. The two chuckled and embraced lightly.



They could feel each other's body heat and heartbeats. It was warm. Just holding each other was enough to calm their nerves.



"Mmm, haap..."



Their lips met. Without either taking the lead, their tongues intertwined. The warm, moist sensation provided a subtle pleasure.



While continuing the kiss, Rustila pushed Eidel down onto the bed. She pressed her chest forward and spoke softly.



"You can touch them."



Indeed, placing his hands on her breasts revealed a softness from another dimension. The pliant mounds contained warmth. Even through the bra, he could clearly feel their volume.



Rustila let out an aroused sigh. Eidel moistened his dry lips and removed her bra.



Her watermelon-like breasts were revealed.



Though he had seen them several times before, they still felt unfamiliar. First surprised by their size, then surprised again by their balanced shape. They didn't seem like human breasts.



"Keep touching me."



Each time he caressed her breasts, the sound of flesh sliding smoothly could be heard. Despite not having touched them properly yet, her nipples were already firmly erect.



He gently bit one of those nipples.



"Ahh!"



He could fully sense the woman's milk scent. The flesh aroma that bewitches males.



Eidel sucked on both of Rustila's breasts alternately. These advanced nipples that had given birth to a child but never produced milk. When would he taste them again?



"Ah, hah, mmm..."



As Rustila exhaled softened breaths, she couldn't just keep receiving passively. She slipped her hand inside Eidel's underwear.



Rustila easily grasped her husband's manhood. It was half-erect. Warm and pulsing.



Pulling his underwear halfway down, she gently caressed his member.



Stroke, stroke.



From long experience, Rustila knew all of Eidel's weak points. She knew exactly which part of the glans was particularly sensitive and what rhythm to stroke with.



So lewd, yet still a virgin.



Eidel gritted his teeth.



They entwined their bodies like noodles and began earnest foreplay. They rolled around the bed several times, panting.



Before they knew it, they were in a position with their genitals at each other's faces.



Neither needed to take the initiative.



"Mmph, slurp, suck, haap, smack..."



"Slurp, suck, mmm."



When there's a penis in front of you, you suck it.



When there's a vagina in front of you, you lick it.



Rustila enthusiastically moved her head. Eidel could feel the smacking sounds from his lower body, the soft sensation of her tongue, and his wife's breath.



Eidel also continuously teased her bud and crevice. Love juices gradually rose from the split gap. Eidel sucked and licked those dewy drops without missing any.



"Slurp, mmph, ahh! Ah, aang! Suck, slurp...!"



Each time he rubbed her bean, Rustila's body jerked. A signal that her climax was approaching. Eidel firmly held her waist with both arms to prevent her from escaping.






"Suck, phaa! Haaang! Haang! Ang! Ah, mmm, aang!"



Rustila showed certain patterns when she came. And the moans just now followed pattern number three.



Having reached this point, they were fully prepared for insertion.



Eidel laid Rustila on the bed. He rubbed his member against her private parts.



Squelch, squish.



His penis, coated with Rustila's saliva, slid up and down using her thighs as a slide.



"Qu-quickly..."



Her soaking virgin entrance was yearning for his manhood. However, Eidel thought it would be better to loosen her up a bit more since it was her first time.



Finally, unable to wait any longer, Rustila pleaded with a raised voice.



"Put it in, hurry...!"



"Hmm? What did you say?"



"Pl-please...! Stop teasing! I can't take it anymore! Quickly thrust it in, quickly, quickly...!"



"How honest."



Eidel pressed his glans against Rustila's entrance.



Squish.



Rustila's tear-filled eyes opened wide. A strange moan burst from her mouth like a flood.



"Haaah...!"



It felt like her thighs were being split apart. Her insides felt stretched. Her world was being filled with Eidel.



After a brief pain, pleasure arrived.



It was a direct pleasure unlike anything she'd experienced from behind. A space they had longed to connect for so long. As soon as she was penetrated, Rustila immediately reached her second climax.



"Haah, haang... Eidel, finally..."



Finally, they were connected.



To convey those words. To see their sticky connection. As Rustila tried to lower her head, she flinched at the sensation felt in her abdomen.



"...Kugh."



Eidel was frowning and breathing heavily. Rustila momentarily lost her words.



"Don't tell me... you finished already?"



"Sorry, it felt too good..."



According to Zernya, a virgin's tightness isn't particularly strong. Because the vagina is also a muscle. Rather, the more relations one has, the tighter a woman's hole becomes, or so they say.



However, exceptions always exist.



One such exception is when a woman is already trained through exercise or training.



As a soldier, Rustila had always trained her physical strength. Especially squats and Kegel exercises, which she never skipped a single day to appear attractive to Eidel.



As a result, she made Eidel ejaculate immediately upon insertion.



She was happy.



The joy of truly connecting with the person she loved. The relief that he found her so attractive. The sense of unity in reaching climax simultaneously through insertion.



Above all, the hope that she could now have a child.



All of these things made her so happy that she smiled.



"I love you, Eidel."



Rustila embraced Eidel with her legs and kissed him. Eidel, who had briefly entered a refractory period, hardened again and moved his hips.



Squelch! Squelch! Squelch!



"Hah, ang! Aang!"



A tightness rivaling Cartesia's level.



No, in some ways, it surpassed that outer god.



While Cartesia tightened randomly to squeeze, Rustila gently entwined and firmly gripped when necessary—that was the difference.



When entering, her insides tightened accordingly, and when pulling out, her inner flesh was dragged out while the entrance tightened. The vaginal temperature was perfectly warm, like entering a sauna.



Meanwhile, she was so wet that there was no dry feeling at all. Sticky, chewy, and even sloppy—truly a glutinous rice vagina.



"Ah, ang! So good! Doing it sideways... aang! So delicious...!"



The two had changed positions without realizing it.



Eidel grabbed one of Rustila's legs and lifted it. Simultaneously, her vaginal tightness intensified.



"Th-this position is embarrassing...!"



"It's okay. It's not like anyone's going to come in."



"I-I guess...! Haaaang!"



The feeling of being helplessly penetrated from behind. It was a side position close to doggy style. If a third person were here, they could clearly see Eidel and Rustila's connected parts.



The more they moved, the less they could think. They were simply mixing their bodies like beasts, indulging in each other.






"Ah, ang, Eidel...!"



"Kugh! Rusty, I'm going to cum!"



"Aang, cum! Let me have our second child...! Make me pregnant with your penis!"



Coming. About to come. A wave of indescribable ecstasy approaches.



Finally, the climax arrived.



"Ah, mmm, aang...! Hah!"



Eidel thrust his hips all the way in. To ensure the woman he was holding would definitely get pregnant. Rustila also tightened her thighs in response.



Gulp! Gulp!



Semen thicker and more abundant than the first shot wet her cervical entrance. As if grateful, Rustila's vagina squirmed.



"Haap, mmm, smack, slurp..."



They finished their afterglow with a kiss.



When the ejaculation was completely finished, Eidel slowly pulled out his penis. With a pop sound, a thick fluid flowed out. It was a mixture of virgin blood and semen.



That's when the door opened.



"Are you finished?"



It was Zernya wearing a cat costume, and... Ireh dressed as a maid. Ireh's disguise was so perfect that he almost mistook her for Sonia.



"Why are you here..."



"Why do you think? I'm here to devour my husband."



"Why are you dressed like that?"



"For your pleasure."



"Weren't we supposed to do one person per day? Five days a week and rest on weekends..."



"You believed that? Zernya kick!"



Zernya pounced like a wild beast and knocked Eidel down.



Eidel felt a chill down his spine.



Three days ago, he had been with Cartesia, and he had just finished making love with Rustila. If it ended here, he would have enough energy to go to the lab tomorrow. But...



"I-I'm going to die at this rate..."



If he had to deal with these two as well, who knows what would happen. A sprained back would be the least of his worries.



Zernya waved her hand dismissively.



"Don't worry. There's a way."



Then Zernya began to diligently suck Eidel's member, which was soaked with love juices and semen. She paid special attention to licking his testicles, and it felt as if the emptied place was gradually filling up.



Looking closer, starlight was floating around Zernya.



"Zernya, are you using your ability...?"



"Slurp... phaa! Treating semen depletion is also a doctor's role."



He wondered if such a disease even existed.



That wasn't the end. This time, Ireh sat demurely in front of Eidel's knees. She blushed and mumbled with her lips.



"What are you doing, sis? Hurry up and say it!"



"O-okay..."



Ireh took a deep breath and said.



"M-master... I'll make you feel energized..."



Ireh opened her mouth and took Eidel's glans. As soon as she did, another color of starlight danced around Eidel and Ireh.



"Mmph, slurp, suck..."



Ireh slowly moved her head. With each repetition, she deepened. A warm yet cool sensation covered Eidel's entire member.



"Slurp... haah. I-I'm done, master..."



His penis had regained its vitality. It was strange. He had clearly ejaculated twice just now, but it felt like he could ejaculate again at the slightest warm breeze.



"...This is."



"What else could it be? The Great Triangle effect. Maximizing physical and mental energy. Plus, the prostate and accessory glands are activated beyond human levels."



Eidel couldn't help but laugh.



The Great Triangle.



It meant she was using the power of three constellations: Vega, Deneb, and Altair. It had nothing to do with Virgo.



Whether what Zernya just said was true or not, his pillar became unprecedentedly stiff. The level of surging sexual desire was different from when Ireh used "Energy Bullet."



But he wondered if they needed to wear costumes. Especially Ireh. She seemed uncomfortable herself, yet she came wearing a maid outfit...



That's when Ireh looked up at Eidel intently and said.



"Master. I-I just spent over 5,000 coins. S-so, you absolutely have to make a baby with me..."



As she spoke, Ireh's face was ripe as a persimmon.





Chapter 378 - [Epilogue] Regular Pentagon



An old adage.



Three against one.



"Slurp, suck, slurp."



"Mmm, mmph! Suck."



"Slurp, suck, slurp..."



Eidel was currently receiving oral pleasure from three women.



Zernya worked the middle section, while Rustila and Ireh each sucked on one of his testicles. His manhood felt like it might burst at any moment from the hot breath and sticky saliva of his three wives.



"Ah!"



It didn't take long for Eidel to reach his climax. His wives' beautiful faces were covered in his white fluid.



"A-are you okay?"



"This is nothing. Slurp."



"Hey, switch positions! Why do you always get the tastiest part?"



"Because you already had plenty earlier. It's my turn now. Slurp, slurp..."



"You really...! Sigh."



Zernya was still as greedy as ever. She only got up after making Eidel's shaft rigid again.



Eidel's member, enhanced by the Great Triangle, was large and firm enough to handle consecutive ejaculations. It had long since transcended ordinary human capabilities.



Forget about the aftermath—he was afraid this night's activities might never end.



"Now, shall I have a taste?"



Zernya climbed on top of Eidel. She pushed her panties aside and lowered her hips. The tip of his glans touched the entrance of her thoroughly moistened womanhood.



Squelch.



"Ahhh...!"



Zernya's expression was ecstatic.



"Th-this! This is what I wanted...!"



It was her husband's manhood after a year of waiting. She had anticipated it so much that she climaxed immediately upon insertion. Boredom in marriage? No such thing.



"I missed this! It's so good! Hic, hah, mmm, ahhh...!"



This was her chance to release all her pent-up frustration. Zernya moved her hips freely.



The penetration was deep, and she could scratch her itchy spots by moving herself. This was why Zernya preferred the cowgirl position.



"Ah, ah, mmm!"



With each thrust, the ears on her costume fluttered. The tail inappropriately attached to her also swayed gently.



I can't take it anymore.



Eidel stood up while holding Zernya. Rustila and Ireh, who had been absentmindedly sucking their fingers, looked up.



"Eek?!"



Zernya cried out in surprise, but it was too late.



Thwap—!



Eidel, while holding and embracing Zernya, snapped his hips like a guitar string. Immediately after, a comical moan of "Hnngh!" escaped from Zernya's mouth.



Was it like having her womb directly attacked?



It was a position that allowed for deep penetration, and for Zernya with her shallow depth, it was a devastating attack.



Of course, it was also the position she loved most.



Thwap! Thwap! Thwap—!



While Eidel moved like an enraged male, Zernya gasped in pleasure, screaming loud enough to shake the house.



"Ahh! Hah! Hnngh! Hah! Mmmmph—!!"



Her cries were so loud that even Seti, who was in a room far away, could hear them.



"Oh, for God's sake."



Seti quickly muted her microphone. She was in the middle of promoting a merger with another company and nearly let her sister-in-law's moans be heard by the other party.



After agreeing with the other party to take a short break, she stepped outside.



The moaning still hadn't stopped.



Seti frowned deeply and ran toward the source of the sound.



"If you're going to do it, at least be qui—"



She dropped what she was saying when she saw the scene through the crack in the door.



Squelch! Squelch! Squelch!



The sight of her brother lifting Zernya and thrusting his hips.



From Seti's position at the door, she couldn't see Zernya's face. She could only see the round back of her head. As Eidel moved his lower body, Zernya's white hair bobbed up and down in the air.



Seti and Zernya were distant relatives according to the family tree. The Adelbein family. Though their eye colors differed, their hair color was the same.



That's why, seeing only the back of the head, it was impossible to tell who was who. They could only be distinguished by height and body shape. Even Seti's birth mother, Rezein, had confused her with Zernya.



Anyway.



For these reasons, the scene of Eidel and her sister-in-law's intercourse was shocking to Seti.



It wasn't simply that it was lewd.



There was something subtle about it. Like walking a tightrope.






Gulp! Gulp!



Eidel ejaculated inside Zernya.



Seti saw it.



The sticky white fluid dripping from where the two were joined.



"Mmm, hah, hngh."



Zernya collapsed forward. Her eyes were completely glazed over. Her tongue stuck out, trembling.



"Wow."



She had seen something she shouldn't have.



But it didn't end there.



"Um, me next...?"



Ireh, dressed as Sonia, was pulled by Eidel's rough hands.



Seti suddenly wondered. Didn't that sister say she disliked men? How did she have her first experience?



That question was soon answered. Eidel made Ireh bend over and thrust his member into her.



"Ahh, ahhh! Eidel...! I'm scared, show me your face! I said I'm scared! Ah, mmm, ahhh...!"



It was an aggressive thrust.



I see, so that's how they spent their first night. Seti understood.



Though Ireh trembled in fear, she eagerly accepted her husband's manhood. She couldn't see his face, but her body remembered. She was certain. This thing entering her now belonged to the person she loved.



"You should call me Master."



Eidel slapped Ireh's buttocks. Ireh cried wildly and moved her hips vulgarly.



"I'm sorry, Master! Ahhh...!"



"You're making me stay hard. What are you going to do about it?"



"I'll do whatever you command! Just please don't hit me...! Ahhh...!"



"Take responsibility and receive all my seed. Understand?"



"Yes, I'll take it all! Please cum, Master! Cum inside me!"



"Nngh, I'm cumming!"



A body that twitches then stops. Breath that pants then halts.



Thud.



The maid headband fell limply. And so Ireh too was defeated. When Eidel withdrew his manhood, semen leaked from her opening.



The next turn was obviously Rustila's.



"Ah..."



Damn, I don't want to see any more. I might not care about the other two, but I don't want to witness Rustila, whom I've been close with since childhood, losing all dignity while panting over my half-brother's manhood.



Still, Seti thought, since he's already done it twice in a row, he probably won't touch Rustila. She tried to use this opportunity to go inside.



But she couldn't enter.



"Ahhh! Eidel!"



Damn it. I'm too late.



Seeing Rustila riding on top of her brother while he held her ponytail, Seti felt a sense of emptiness. What am I watching right now?



Does that damn brother still have energy left? Is he even human? When does he ever rest?



It was then, as Seti was grumbling to herself, that someone's hand landed on her shoulder.



"Eek!"



"Shh."



"...Sonia?"



Sonia in lingerie and Cartesia in a micro bikini were standing behind her.



"Why are you dressed like that...?"



"You can see why. We're here for sex."



Seti thought to herself.



"These crazy beasts."



"Did you just read my mind?"



"I can tell just by your expression, little sister."



Cartesia smirked. Seti narrowed her eyes. No matter how much of a deity she was, it was hard to find her intimidating in a swimsuit.



"Can we even go in with him like that?"



"We just walk in."



"Why not all at once?"



"Sequential deployment."



Sonia and Cartesia were spouting nonsense. Seti felt like she'd been hit on the head with a hammer.



"Whatever, just tell them to keep it down when you go in. I'm in the middle of something really important."



"Business?"



"Ask me and I'll lecture you."






"Understood. Miss Cartesia?"



Cartesia snapped her fingers. Instantly, Rustila's moans disappeared completely. Seti couldn't hide her amazement.



"How did you do that?"



"I manipulated it. I added canceling auditory hallucinations so that those outside the room can't hear any sounds from inside."



"Well, that's good. So you did some kind of soundproofing?"



She didn't fully understand, but there was no need to. The problem was solved, so she could just go back.



Seti left, singing about money.



Thud.



Even Rustila collapsed.



Eidel, enhanced by the Great Triangle effect and Cartesia's semen production boost, was on a completely different level than before. Sonia and Cartesia entered the room with high expectations.



"You two..."



"Did you enjoy the Great Triangle menu, youngster?"



"Don't tell me this was your plan?"



"Not my plan. Our plan."



Cartesia untied her bikini strings. Her naked body, visible only to Eidel and his family in the entire universe, was fully revealed.



"It might be nice to handle one person a day... but this isn't so bad either, is it?"



"Hmm."



Eidel's reason screamed.



You crazy fool! You have to go to work tomorrow!



But his instincts wouldn't listen. In front of these seductive bodies, Eidel was just another male.



"Mmm!"



"Ah, young master...!"



He took the deity and her avatar in both arms. His body was out of control. Like someone who had drunk bowls of aphrodisiac, he kept craving more. Eidel's fingertips moved toward their breasts.



"Ah!"



"Ahhh!"



This is insane. It feels too good.



"Young master, just a moment. We have something prepared."



"Lie down, youngster."



Eidel, curious, followed their instructions.



The next moment, Cartesia and Sonia threw off their panties. Then they interlocked their legs with Eidel's erect pillar between them.



The scissoring position.



Usually done between lesbians, but in this case, it was clearly different. It was indirect masturbation by two women to satisfy one man.



Two womanhoods stroked up and down the pillar. The love juices flowing from their openings carefully coated his manhood.



"Mmm, how is it... feels good?"



"Hurry and cum, sir."



Sonia and Cartesia whispered dirty talk while rubbing their slits. Compared to direct penetration, the stimulation was less, but the visual was what mattered.



Two women taking the initiative, moving their hips vulgarly. Even enduring the shame. That alone was already his limit.



Splurt! Splurt! Splurt!



Semen spurted out like a fountain. It was far too much to be considered a human amount. It was the result of Cartesia's ability to alter ejaculation volume.



The semen sprayed not only on the two wives' mounds and bellies but also on their breasts and faces.



"This is insane..."



It was a spectacle that wouldn't even appear in an adult film. That's how unrealistic it was. But it was reality. And that made it more exciting.



Eidel pushed Sonia down. Sonia let out a squeal and spread her legs.



"...Young master?"



Eidel didn't enter right away.



Next, he pushed Cartesia down. He positioned her on top of Sonia. Thus, a perfect womanhood rice bowl was created.



"Ah, I understand. Like this... Ahhh! Hah, ah, mmm, ahh, ahhh...!"



First, one load for Sonia.



"Don't act so smug, youngster. This time will be different... Mmm, hngh, hic, mmm, ahhh...!"



One load for Cartesia.



He gave them several loads each, alternating. Then he felt a soft, plush weight from behind.



"Eidel, we've gone full circle."



"Hey, we need to follow the order! I'm next!"



"Um, Del. I-I think, people without children should go first..."



Eidel sighed deeply.



His stamina was abundant. The Great Triangle effect lasted longer than expected. If he went to school like this, he'd be fully erect the whole time. His companions were still unsatisfied as well.



There was no choice.



In the end, the sticky lovemaking between the six continued until all five wives had gone through their fertile periods once. As a result, Eidel took sick leave, and his first day of classes ended up being conducted online.





Chapter 379 - [Epilogue] Raising a Child



Our family has grown.



There was no financial burden, but childcare was the issue. Between work and taking care of the children, I was constantly sleep-deprived.



Still, I somehow make time to play with the kids. Isn't early childhood attachment important? I didn't want my grown children to gossip about what a terrible father I was.



Thanks to my reputation, my work schedule was relatively flexible. At the very least, I could work from home on weekends.



This week was no exception, though I was a bit late.



"Daddy!"



As soon as I returned from work, the children came running.



My precious children. Leading the pack was Anya. After landing in front of me with a triumphant "First!" she puffed her cheeks while looking up at me.



"Why are you so late? You promised to come home early and play with us today!"



"I'm sorry, Daddy was very busy."



"Daddy is a liar!"



White hair and yellow eyes. She looked like Seti, but her sharp personality was unmistakably Zernya's.



I hugged Anya and said, "Daddy will buy you something delicious tomorrow."



"Really?"



"Really."



"Promise?"



"Yes, let's pinky swear..."



"Write a contract."



Would you look at this bold little thing?



"Anya, where did you learn the word 'contract'?"



"Auntie taught me."



"...Why?"



"Auntie said to always write contracts when making promises. She said without one, there's no way to prove what was promised, and it puts you at a huge disadvantage in civil court."



I was completely lost for words. Good heavens, is this really language coming from a six-year-old's mouth?



"Anya always says weird things," grumbled Lucia, who had followed behind.



"Lucia's just too stupid to understand."



"What? You're done for!"



"No, I'm not! I have more to say! Lucia is stupid. Dummy. Nyah!"



Lucia is the first daughter born between me and Rustila. Blonde hair and golden eyes. Even at her young age, she had golden-like features. Her personality was exactly like Rustila's, so she often quarreled with Anya, who took after Zernya.



"Daddy, Mom bought pudding for you, but she ate it all because she said you weren't coming! She's such a pig!"



Anya shook her head vigorously.



"Anya, Anya didn't eat it."



"Then who ate it if not you?"



"I bet Lucia ate it herself and is framing me. Daddy, this is slander. She's defaming me!"



"Stop using words only you know! Don't act so smart!"



"I'm not acting smart, I just am smart! Hmph!"



Is this the difficulty of parenting... right? It must be. In other families, kids this age must grow up fighting like this too, right?



"Everyone, stop fighting..."



"That's right. We shouldn't fight. Fighting is bad."



Lea and Trixie toddled out. Lea is my child with Ireh, and Trixie is the princess born to Sonia.



Lea and Trixie looked almost identical, with only subtle differences. Perhaps it's because Ireh and Sonia have similar vibes.



However, the two children had completely opposite personalities. While Lea was timid, Trixie showed determination despite her young age.



"Sisters, Daddy doesn't like it when you fight."



"Yeah, big sisters, don't fight."



"Yeah, yeah."



Following Trixie's mediation, the twin brothers nodded in agreement. Eddie and Azel. They were the second children of Rustila and Zernya respectively.



At least the younger ones were more mature. That gave me some breathing room.



"Honey, you're home?"



Behind them came my wives who had been preparing food. One, two, three, and with Ireh who entered together, four. One was missing.



"Where's Cartesia?"



"She's in the study with the kids. She said she's busy and not to come in."






I wondered what adorable conspiracy they were plotting. I put Anya down and headed to the study.



I could hear murmuring voices from beyond the door. Something felt off, so I opened the door and went in.



"Can you recite from Article 1 to Article 30 properly?"



"It's so tedious, Mama, do I have to do it again?"



"You need to learn this properly to blend into human society. Remember, having transcendent powers doesn't mean you can run wild. That could lead to disaster, okay?"



Cartesia turned her head. Our eyes met.



I asked, "What are you doing?"



"Teaching the children federal constitutional law."



"Why?"



"So they won't be discovered when they go to school."



I looked at the expressions of my half-human, half-divine children listening to the lesson. They showed zero enthusiasm.



Understandable. Even I don't memorize constitutional law.



Evelyn had grown into an adult woman long ago, and the other children were growing day by day. Their flow of time differs from humans.



Their learning speed is also extraordinary. Especially Evelyn, who already possessed research abilities rivaling Cartesia's. Though naturally free-spirited, she often helped with my work when bored.



For children like these, is this really necessary?



"I don't think they need to go to school."



"What are you saying? Of course they do. And for that, they need to know this country's laws well. So they don't reveal their identities."



I shook my head.



"Cartesia, I'm sorry, but they don't teach constitutional law in elementary school. No adult citizens of the Federation have it memorized either. If by chance they do enroll, knowing it by heart would actually make them suspicious."



"Elementary school?"



Cartesia tilted her head.



"What elementary school? You're planning to send our children to such a flimsy educational institution?"



"Weren't you thinking of sending the kids to elementary school?"



"Why would grown children go to elementary school?"



"...Then?"



"They should become professors. Learning these things first will make it easier to forge identities."



I pressed my forehead. This is maddening.



Cartesia continued, "By the way, kid, didn't you say you're becoming the director of research for exploring another galaxy soon? Perfect timing. Take our children on a field trip while you're at it."



"Do you think developing another galaxy is like going for a stroll?"



"For us, it's practically a picnic."



"I'll grow old and die before that happens."



We both know. The lifespan of humans and transcendent beings differs. Someday, I and my other wives will have to leave Cartesia behind. The thought is somewhat bitter.



"That won't be a problem."



Cartesia, reading my thoughts, smiled slyly.



"Until this universe disappears, and even after the next universe arrives, you and I will continue to be together."





***





Recently, Cartesia has embarked on new research—extending human life.



This isn't simply about repairing damaged telomeres. It's about elevating humans to be equal to divine beings. It's a movement to surpass various technological singularities and bring about transhumanism.



"It's the Idea," former Saint Julia said after hearing my story.



"Lord Sturm promised us immortality. Though it's all meaningless now."



"You still believe?"



"No. What's the point of clinging to it when the apocalypse has passed? I've lost my faith, and the world has changed."



Julia sighed. She was recently released on parole. Since the Magnus Order hasn't been completely eradicated yet, she was granted freedom under the condition of protective supervision.



She truly was free. Julia spread her hands and looked at them. Not prosthetics. These were her original hands, obtained through stem cell cultivation technology.



"Thank you so much, Professor."



"Do you like them?"



"Yes. Very much."



Julia joined the Order because of the environment she was born into. Misfortune breeds discontent. Whether physical disability or mental defect.



Some people endure it, but more collapse under the weight. We shouldn't lecture them about mental fortitude.






Instead, by embracing them like this, we might prevent someone who could have avoided becoming a criminal from turning into a villain.



"At the very least, you'll have to stay in this planetary system until the Order disappears."



"That's fine. This planet is plenty big enough for me. I'll find a decent man, have children, and live a cozy life."



As she said this, Julia glanced at me.



"Go."



"Are you setting me free?"



"I never captured you in the first place."



"Tsk, what a waste. I could have clung to you and lived comfortably forever."



"Go. I won't say it a third time."



"Wow, such a wall."



Julia bowed politely.



"Just kidding. I'm an orphan, you know. I'm planning to open an orphanage with the settlement money you gave me."



"Good, live honestly. And don't waste that money on gambling or anything like that."



And so Julia also went far away. She's almost the only success case among the Five Kings. It's because she had a kind heart to begin with.



After finishing all my university work, I returned home. Even though it was early afternoon, I had no energy left.



"Ugh."



I collapsed on the bed without even changing my clothes. Shortly after, the door opened and I heard tiny footsteps.



"Daddy, you're home early?"



"If you came home early, you have to play with us."



"Mm-hmm."



It was Lucia, Anya, and Lea.



I see. I need to watch the children today too. At this hour, Rustila and Zernya would be busy working.



But you know what?



Last night, my wives squeezed me dry again.



Our relationship is so good that life is a cycle of pregnancy and childbirth. I feel less like a husband and more like a breeding stallion. Not that I'm complaining...



"Daddy, what game should we play?"



"Hmm."



I'd like to rest a bit.



"How about we play the lying still game?"



"The lying still game?"



"Yes, we all lie down on the bed together. The first person to move loses. The person who stays completely still until the end wins. How about it?"



I saw this in a parenting video before. This is what you do when you're tired.



But...



"Daddy, what kind of trick is this?"



It didn't work at all.



"Anya, where did you learn such a bad word...!"



"Auntie said so. She said when Daddy doesn't want to play with us, he tries to lie still and do nothing. She called it a 'trick.'"



Ah, Seti. You've really done it now. Are you trying to take away even my small moment of rest?



"What game should we play?"



"How about playing hospital?"



"Hospital?"



"Wow, that sounds fun!"



Anya brought out a children's doctor play set with a bright smile. Perhaps because her mother is a doctor, Anya was particularly interested in medicine.



"Can Daddy be the patient?"



"Okay. And Anya will be the doctor."



"Then I'll be the nurse."



"Me, me too! I'll be a nurse too!"



I seized the opportunity. I immediately lay down and closed my eyes. I prepared myself for a nap, putting my mind at ease.



"The patient needs to be sick. So first, let's make Daddy a sick person."



Huh?
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Lucia and Anya collapsed on top of me. Then they started shaking their bodies wildly.



"Kuh, kuhak! Girls! It hurts, could you please get off...!"



"We have a patient! We need to treat him right away!"



The pure malice of children is terrifying. It's completely unpredictable, you could say.



Thanks to them, I barely had any proper rest. By the time the doctor play was winding down, two hours had passed. Unlike me, exhausted from overwork and night shifts, the children were still full of energy.



"What should we play next?"



"Hmm... army play?"



Not police play, but army play? What's that about?



"I want to be the captain."



"No, I'm going to be the captain."



"The captain has to be strong."



Lucia pulled something out of the toy basket. It was a long balloon stick and a pump.



"Daddy, make us swords."



I made three as instructed. Lucia and Anya faced each other with their balloon swords. Unlike Anya, who stood in an awkward stance, Lucia's posture had proper form.



"It's a duel."



"The winner becomes the captain!"



Lucia and Anya clashed with their balloons. Lucia was the victor. After getting hit on the head ten times in a row with the balloon, Anya burst into tears and came looking for daddy.



"Lucia, a captain shouldn't hit their subordinates carelessly."



"But we agreed to decide by duel!"



"You could have chosen another way to decide, right?"



"Lucia's mom became a captain by fighting monsters well."



Technically, she's a two-star, but anyway.



"I'll be the monster, so want to fight again?"



And so I was thoroughly beaten with balloons.



"Ugh, Lucia's sword hurts the most."



"Yay!"



"Why does Daddy only take Lucia's side?"



Anya pouted. I sat down facing her and stroked her head.



"Anya, you were the doctor earlier. Let's let Lucia be the captain."



"I want to be both a doctor and a captain."



"It's hard for a doctor to be a captain."



"Why?"



"Because a captain has to lead soldiers. But doctors don't have time to lead people because they're busy treating patients."



"Why? If someone is super smart and strong, can't they do both?"



"No. When you grow up, you'll understand. One person can't do everything. Even Daddy can't do much besides teaching the older kids at school."



"Really?"



"Yes. And when fighting monsters, many people get hurt. Doctors are needed to treat those people."



I explained to Anya that there's a profession called a military doctor.



"If Anya had to choose between being a captain or a doctor, which would you pick?"



"Doctor."



"Why?"



"Because Mom is a doctor? Mom is cool."



"Then would Anya like to be a military doctor?"



"Yes."



Teaching Anya reminds me of Zernya from the old days. Starting out selfish and stubborn, then gradually learning to be considerate of others.



Eventually, there will be a family head selection ceremony. I want to create a harmonious atmosphere so the children can engage in healthy competition when that time comes. That's why I've been focusing more on family than work lately.



"What does Lea want to be?"



"Lea is..."



"Lea will be a fighter. A soldier."



"O-okay."



Lea seemed to have a timid personality and couldn't express herself well. Being introverted isn't necessarily bad, but I worry that if this continues, she might become a child who can't properly voice her own opinions.



After the army play ended, as we were about to move on to the next activity, I approached Lea and casually struck up a conversation.



"Not having fun?"



She shook her head.



"Why is our Lea so down?"



"...Mommy."



"Hmm?"



"Sisters, they both say their mommies are cool. I don't know about my mommy. I want to be like my mommy too."



I felt sad for her. Ireh had received her doctorate quite some time ago, and now she was just one step away from becoming a professor, having moved beyond her postdoc position. These days, she was even busier than me preparing for her faculty appointment.



"Don't worry. Lea's mom is doing something really amazing."



"...Really?"






"Of course."



"What does she do?"



"She's a researcher."



"Researcher? I don't know what that is."



"She does work similar to Daddy's."



Lea tilted her head. The concept of a researcher must still be unfamiliar to her. It was then that Lucia and Anya decided on the next game.



Appropriately enough, it was school play.



"Do you know what you learn in school?"



"Korean, math, exercise, drawing. Hmm."



"Then we need a teacher, right?"



The children looked at me.



"Isn't Daddy a teacher? You teach the older kids."



That's what I've been telling them. But since Lucia and Anya were getting old enough to understand more complex concepts, I decided to tell them the truth.



"Daddy is a professor."



"Professor?"



As expected, Lucia and Anya tilted their heads in confusion.



"What's a professor?"



"It's someone who studies really difficult things at a university, and then teaches what they've learned to older kids."



"What's a university?"



"It's a very advanced school that you can enter if you study well."



"Why teach what you studied to older kids? Studying is boring."



"If you study hard, you can make better clothes, food, computers, and screens. Daddy studies to discover things that nobody knew before."



The three children opened their mouths in a "wow." They had expressions that showed they didn't fully understand but were accepting it anyway. I know that look well—it's the same one undergraduate students have when they enter my lectures.



"Does Daddy make things by studying too?"



"Yes. I've made things before."



"What did you make?"



"I made guns that defeat monsters."



"I don't really get it."



Lucia and Anya seemed unimpressed. But Lea was different. Since her mother worked in the same field, her eyes sparkled with interest, unusual for a child her age.



"Daddy, how do you become a professor?"



"First, you need to become a doctor."



"Doctor? Like a know-it-all doctor?"



"That's right."



I showed them my degree that had been sleeping peacefully in the cabinet. The three daughters were smarter than they looked and could read and write a little.



"Name, Eidel. Doctor of Science... Physics...? I don't understand."



"See where it says 'doctor' here? It means Daddy studied physics and became knowledgeable enough to teach older kids—a know-it-all doctor."



"Ahh."



They didn't understand. Next, I showed them Ireh's diploma.



"Mom is a know-it-all doctor too."



"Wow!"



The reaction was clearly different. Since they share the same father, perhaps they're trying to differentiate themselves based on their mothers' status. I should tell them that this isn't good behavior when they get older.



"So is Mom a professor too? A really high-level teacher?"



"...Well, yes."



She's not yet, but she will be soon.



That reminds me of that day. The snowy graduation ceremony, Ireh wearing her doctoral gown with her pregnant belly. Students from other departments were whispering a lot then. Saying that a professor had impregnated his graduate student.



As Lea exclaimed "Wow!" in delight, Anya and Lucia asked:



"What about our moms?"



"Only Daddy and Lea's mom are know-it-all doctors."



"Aww..."



"It's okay. Lucia's mom is a captain who protects people, and Anya's mom is a very famous doctor."



"Still..."



"Remember what Daddy said earlier? It's hard for a person to do even one thing well. Only people who really love studying become doctors. You don't necessarily need to be a know-it-all doctor."



"But we're playing school now."



Lea glanced nervously at her sisters. She seems afraid of them. I gently pushed Lea's back. She looked up at me and then nodded.



"Lea will be the professor!"



That's right. Lea is going to be great.



Zernya asked:



"Daddy, what other jobs are there besides professor?"



I paused before speaking.



"Do you want to know?"



Lucia, Anya, and Lea von Rheinland.






Learning about the existence of graduate students before even starting school.





***





Perhaps because I had educated them well, the children grew up without much friction. Those tiny little beans grew rapidly, and before I knew it, they were old enough to enter high school.



Meanwhile, when Seti developed the 6th generation android—the bioroid—my relationship with Sonia changed completely. As bioroids gained recognition as another form of humanity, marriage became possible.



Of course, I knew society's perception wouldn't be favorable, but it was an opportunity for us. I formally married Sonia and successfully registered the children born between us.



Just a little. We received some harsh glances from society.



Still, my reputation remained strong. This was because I had succeeded in black hole energy extraction research along with Seti, Evelyn, and others. This was a revolutionary achievement unprecedented since humanity's first success with nuclear fusion.



Meanwhile, after years of hard work, Cartesia also found ways to stop aging and extend human lifespan to match the Outer Gods. It was still in the verification stage, but with her skills, good news would come soon.



Matonica, Pina, and others were still being worked hard at Seti's corporate research institute.



Cartesia's children ultimately concealed their identities and established themselves on various frontier planets. Sometimes I wonder if I've unleashed Outer Gods, but since they come running whenever Cartesia calls, I suppose there's no real problem.



"That's all for today's class."



After lecturing on gravitational theory in the auditorium, I sighed.



White hair? Not a chance. I'm still healthy.



It's just that I had a mountain of tasks ahead—a broadcast interview, being squeezed by my wives when I get home, and so much more.



And today was special because I needed to pick up my daughter.



I head to the Stellarium station.



"Dad!"



As I was looking around, a young lady dressed all in white came bouncing toward me.


[image: Image]


She's slightly taller than Zernya.



With snow-white hair and sharp golden eyes. She's clearly my and Zernya's child, but she looks almost identical to Seti. I suppose this is what happens when you combine Rheinland and Adelbein genes.



I greeted my daughter with a smile.



"Anya, did the exam go well?"



"Sigh..."



"Did something go wrong?"



"Those losers got cut."



"Tsk, I told you not to use bad language."



"I checked my answers and got everything right. It was nothing special."



"Well done."



Today, Anya and Lucia took the entrance exam for Stellarium Academia.



"Where's Lucia?"



"She said she's going out with her boyfriend."



Boyfriend? That's the first I'm hearing of this.



"...Who?"



"Oh, was I not supposed to mention that? Anyway."



"What kind of guy has charmed our daughter?"



"There is one. Rabel Stranov."



Rabel, huh. I know him. He's Professor Feynman's son.



Well, that's fine then. I thought some punk was trying to take away my precious daughter.



After taking Anya home, I headed to the broadcasting station. After filming a documentary and finishing other tasks, I returned home to find the whole family gathered, including Lucia.



"Today is Lea's birthday, right?"



"Congratulations!"



"You know you have to make a wish before blowing out the candles, right?"



Like an ordinary family, we have a party, cut cake, and sit around talking. Could there be a more peaceful daily life?



"Please let me become a professor when I grow up. Phew..."



Looking at the rising smoke, I quietly closed my eyes.



I'm happy.



Happy enough to die.



My consciousness gradually drifts away.



"Hey, Dad's falling asleep. Wake him up."



"Anya kick!"



"Arghhhh!"





***





As more time passed, the children found their places.



Lucia became a soldier, Anya a doctor, and Lea a graduate engineering student.



The other children also took up various professions like lawyers and analysts. The Rheinland family as a medical dynasty has essentially collapsed.



"But I think that's fine. Even if we're not a medical dynasty anymore, Rheinland is still Rheinland. As long as the children do what they want and live happily, that's what matters."



"I see. That's admirable. Then for the final question... Doctor, you've achieved many remarkable accomplishments for humanity. If you had to describe your life in one sentence, what would it be?"



Without hesitation, I answered:



"From cosmic troublemaker to professor."





Afterword



This is my second work.



Today, July 12, 2024, the date of completion, marks exactly two years since my debut as an author on Novelia.



Time flies so quickly. In two years, I could have earned a master's degree...



Anyway, this work began with the desire to write a dark SF story. Something like "Alien" or "Dead Space."



But what did I end up creating?



Ta-da! A graduate school harem story that just happens to be set in space!



Honestly, my preparation was quite inadequate. I somewhat forcibly started this work because of a challenge. After posting the first chapter, I realized something had gone wrong, but the train had already left the station.






So I decided to just keep writing.



I made a few mistakes with the plot development along the way, but I'm glad I managed to bring it to a conclusion somehow. I'll try not to repeat the same mistakes in my next work.



For that reason, I'd like to express my gratitude to all the readers who followed this journey to the end.



To those who consistently left comments, pointed out typos, supported and purchased the work, and drew fan art.



And finally, to my PD. Thank you all so much.



I'd like to end Eidel's story here. I have no plans for side stories. I believe I've wrapped up everything I wanted to show in the epilogue.



I also want to mention that the schedule for my next work is uncertain.






This is due to personal circumstances.



As I mentioned in my previous author's note, this year is a very important and challenging period for me. I'll build up a reserve of chapters while managing that situation, and return when I can do so without overexerting myself.



So, hoping to see you again someday, I'll end here.



Dear readers, may you always be happy and blessed with good fortune!



Thank you for loving "From Space Delinquent to Professor."



Sincerely,

AiBi
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