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  Chapter 1: 

    
      Chapter 1. I Became a Deep-Sea Creature
    

    

    

    

    
      When I opened my eyes, I was underwater. For a moment, I wondered if I’d died and gone to heaven—but then I felt the liquid flowing around my body.
    

    

    
      The problem was that I had no human arms, no legs, no face. I was a tiny creature.
    

    

    
      Yet I still retained memories of my previous life, and although my body was no bigger than a bean, my brain was disproportionately large.
    

    

    
      I was nothing more than drifting debris. No arms, no legs—just floating along, filtering nutrients suspended in the water to feed myself.
    

    

    
      I had no special organs; the hole in my body served as both mouth and anus.
    

    

    
      This creature—me, Yul—could hardly endure the horror of the situation. In despair, I cried out to whatever absolute being had cast me into this world:
    

    

    
      'Status, status window!'
    

    

    
      [-p]
    

    
      [-unknown-code-]
    

    
      [-=--=s’‘p[;’f;;d]
    

    

    
      [dltodanfdmsvmffkskfldkdmltkchsWmadpgoekdgksmsekstodrkddmltodanfdlqslekunknown rbclrdpvhgkaehldjTtmqslek.]
    

    

    
      'What the hell is this?!'
    

    

    
      A real status window had appeared! But all I could see were the words 'Unknown.'
    

    

    
      Should I even call this "seeing"? Yul quickly realized it wasn’t visual at all—some other sense was mixed in.
    

    

    
      There was nothing he could do but keep floating in the water.
    

    

    
      And in that long stretch of time, he thought.
    

    

    
      In his previous life on Earth, Yul had died in his late twenties from leukemia, achieving nothing.
    

    

    
      And now, upon opening his eyes, he found himself turned into some unknown creature in some unknown place.
    

    

    
      He’d fallen into a world with no comforts, no culture.
    

    

    
      Had some absolute being thrown him into a game or a novel? Maybe.
    

    

    
      But questioning it was meaningless. What mattered was that he could die here, too.
    

    

    
      Would he just keep drifting until some predator swallowed him whole?
    

    

    
      He didn’t want that. He was afraid. If he died here, it might really be the end.
    

    

    
      Yul wanted to escape that terror. He didn’t want to die again, having achieved nothing, like in his previous life.
    

    

    
      He struggled desperately.
    

    

    
      At first, he couldn’t do anything.
    

    

    
      But as Yul kept absorbing organic matter, he slowly became able to move.
    

    

    
      He could flutter what he thought might be his left… or right… side.
    

    

    
      Those fluttering parts gradually turned into something like fins.
    

    

    
      Yul thought of the dorsal fins on a cutlassfish.
    

    

    
      As soon as he imagined having such fins on both 'arms,' he felt his limbs changing.
    

    

    
      [Evolution Complete]
    

    

    
      [Next Evolution %&$%&]
    

    

    
      [1/10]
    

    

    
      A status window floated before him. He didn’t even have to look—he could tell. So, if he absorbed organic matter, he’d gain evolution points and be able to select his next evolution from the status window?
    

    

    
      Seeing this gave Yul a spark of hope. At the very least, he might avoid drifting helplessly like a jellyfish, only to be eaten and turned into nutrients.
    

    

    
      He had to evade that fate. And he needed sensory organs.
    

    

    
      He figured his body was basically a round lump with fins at either edge.
    

    

    
      A large hole sat in the center of his body; when a drifting organic matter entered, it was broken down inside his body and stored as 'experience points.'
    

    

    
      He didn’t know whether he looked cute or grotesque, but the real problem was that he still had no sensory organs at all.
    

    

    
      [Required Experience]
    

    

    
      [2/10]
    

    

    
      I ate something. I had no idea what it was, but food was drifting in the water—its distribution varied depending on the area.
    

    

    
      So Yul began moving his fins toward where there was more of it.
    

    

    
      Wriggle, wriggle.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t actually hear the sound, but he imagined that’s what it would feel like.
    

    

    
      After drifting and consuming organic matter for some time, Yul finally evolved「Eyes」.
    

    

    
      [Required for Evolution %&$&&$]
    

    

    
      [10/10]
    

    

    
      'Give me eyes!'
    

    

    
      Part of his brain shifted and transformed, and soon, eyes formed.
    

    

    
      They protruded, and at last, he could see ahead. But there was a problem.
    

    

    
      'I can’t see anything!'
    

    

    
      It was far too dark—nothing but endless blackness.
    

    

    
      Out of habit from his human days, he had thought to evolve eyes so he could see. That had been a mistake.
    

    

    
      Still, at least he had confirmed that this place really was dark.
    

    

    
      [Evolution Complete]
    

    

    
      [Until Next Evolution]
    

    

    
      [1/20]
    

    

    
      The problem was that the required experience had doubled.
    

    

    
      Yul realized his ability, 'Evolution,' would become more and more difficult to achieve as time went on.
    

    

    
      He would have to choose carefully—only evolving organs that were truly necessary.
    

    

    
      'Huh? Did I just get bigger?'
    

    

    
      Yul felt his body had grown slightly, and it really did seem so.
    

    

    
      Perhaps his body expanded with each evolution. Or maybe not.
    

    

    
      Before, he had been nothing but a microscopic speck, but now he was about the size of a fish no bigger than the tip of a thumb.
    

    

    
      Eat. Eat again. Eat and eat and eat.
    

    

    
      Yul continued consuming the floating lumps of organic matter until a thought occurred to him.
    

    

    
      'Why is there so much food here?'
    

    

    
      He didn’t know the reason, but this place was rich with organic matter, and experience points accumulated easily.
    

    

    
      Still, even if he hadn’t seen one yet, there could be competitors. If there were food, there would be others eating it.
    

    

    
      While thinking such things, and filling up his 'experience bar,' Yul suddenly ran into something.
    

    

    
      'A wall?'
    

    

    
      His vision was too dim to be certain, but what lay ahead was indeed a wall.
    

    

    
      Thump! Thump!
    

    

    
      He tried ramming into it hard, wondering if it was glass, but instead he bounced back with a soft, rubbery resistance.
    

    

    
      He had no idea what it was. For now, he kept eating until he filled the experience needed for his second evolution.
    

    

    
      [20/20]
    

    

    
      'I need senses!'
    

    

    
      At that moment, something surfaced before Yul’s ‘eyes.'
    

    

    
      Although his eyes could barely distinguish light from darkness, the very existence of visual organs made the status window appear far more clearly.
    

    

    
      [Currently Available Sensory Organs]
    

    

    
      [1. Electromagnetic Sensor]
    

    

    
      [2. Ultrasonic Organ]
    

    

    
      [3. Chemoreceptive Tactile Receptor]
    

    

    
      [4. Locked]
    

    

    
      Yul froze for a moment. Somehow, he knew what those were.
    

    

    
      The electromagnetic sensor—that was the organ sharks had in their snouts. Sharks could detect the faintest traces of blood from afar or locate prey nearby, all thanks to electromagnetic perception.
    

    

    
      Ultrasonic organs were what dolphins and whales used.
    

    

    
      And the chemoreceptive tactile receptor was like the suction cups on an octopus’s tentacles—an organ that combined both taste and touch.
    

    

    
      Taste wasn’t what he needed right now. Survival came first.
    

    

    
      He hesitated between the electromagnetic sensor and the ultrasonic organ, then decided. An ultrasonic organ could cover a wider range.
    

    

    
      'Ultrasonic organ it is!'
    

    

    
      [Stage 2 Evolution Complete]
    

    

    
      [Until Next Evolution]
    

    

    
      [1/40]
    

    

    
      Immediately, he felt his perception expand dramatically.
    

    

    
      Whoooom.
    

    

    
      This ultrasonic organ was set to both emit and receive sound. The instant Yul released an ultrasonic wave, the vibrations reverberated throughout the entire space around him.
    

    

    
      The reflected waves came back, and he could sense them with delicate precision—echolocation.
    

    

    
      'Whoa?!'
    

    

    
      The sudden flood of this completely new sense left Yul stunned.
    

    

    
      Back when he was human, had he ever truly heard ultrasonic? No. It had always been a vague concept, far beyond the range of audible sound. And now it was directly pouring into his brain.
    

    

    
      In this sense, he explored the wider space around him—and realized he was inside something like a complex cave system.
    

    

    
      All the surrounding walls felt soft, spongy, and almost fleshy.
    

    

    
      'Should I take a look around?'
    

    

    
      He kept eating whatever organic matter he found while beginning a proper exploration. He still had no idea what exactly he was consuming, but at least now he could sense his surroundings.
    

    

    
      As he mapped the area with ultrasonic, building a three-dimensional image in his mind, Yul was struck with a strange familiarity.
    

    

    
      He’d seen this before, somewhere. In a science class, maybe. The memory wouldn’t quite surface…
    

    

    
      Perhaps his brain had shrunk so much that his thinking ability had shrunken with it.
    

    

    
      But as he kept eating and his body grew, the memory finally clicked.
    

    

    
      'This… it looks like an animal’s small intestine. Or maybe the large intestine?'
    

    

    
      A chilling thought crossed his mind. Was he inside the body of some animal?
    

    

    
      'Status windoooow!'
    

    

    
      Now that his intelligence had improved, the status code that had once flickered and broken finally displayed properly.
    

    

    
      【Xenoia】
    

    

    
      [This is a creature of the Turbellaria class, roughly a cousin of the planarian. However, it has been included under an unknown evolution rule.]
    

    

    
      'Turbellaria? So… I’m one of those squirmy worms? A parasite?!'
    

    

    
      Yul wanted to smack himself in the head. He had thought he was some jellyfish-like creature—but a parasite, living inside an animal’s body?!
    

    

    
      'I’m a worm…'
    

    

    
      But not an ordinary worm. He still had human knowledge from his past life. He could gain experience, evolve his body, and even view a status window.
    

    

    
      They called this the 'evolution rule.'
    

    

    
      Yul scrolled his vision downward to read the rest of the status window’s description.
    

    

    
      【Evolution Status (Stage 3)】
    

    

    
      [Fins – Ganoid Scale]
    

    

    
      [Primitive Eyes]
    

    

    
      [Ultrasonic Organ]
    

    

    
      【Creature Traits】
    

    

    
      Deep-Sea Creature: Can adapt to deep-sea environments.
    

    

    
      Evolutionary Diversity: Can produce mutations easily.
    

    

    
      【Inheritance】 – Locked
    

    

    
      【Authority】 – Locked
    

    

    
      【Awakening】 – Locked
    

    

    
      【Ascension】 – Locked
    

    

    
      'Why are so many things locked?'
    

    

    
      One thing was certain: unlocking the locked features in this status window would probably make him stronger.
    

    

    
      For now, Yul focused on surviving and eating. His goal was simple: evolve to the next stage and upgrade his biological components.
    

    

    
      He continued evolving, increasing his stage.
    

    

    
      At Stage 4, he acquired a new organ, a ‘mouth’.
    

    

    
      [Acquired Protruding Snout!]
    

    

    
      [Evolution Complete]
    

    

    
      [Until Next Evolution]
    

    

    
      [1/80]
    

    

    
      Now, he could freely move his mouth to consume food. Previously, he had been sucking in organic matter through a simple hole in his body—very inefficient—but with a snout, he could now move jaws and lips.
    

    

    
      He still had no tongue or teeth, but that alone greatly improved his feeding efficiency.
    

    

    
      'So that’s why a mouth is necessary.'
    

    

    
      Yul began to feel that he was slowly looking less like a jellyfish and more like a fish.
    

    

    
      He still had no tail fin and swam slowly, but his feeding efficiency steadily increased.
    

    

    
      However, the higher experience requirements meant he couldn’t evolve again immediately.
    

    

    
      ‘This is closer to biological modification than evolution.’
    

    

    
      Normally, evolution occurs as species die out and natural selection preserves certain traits. But Yul, reborn, was able to determine the direction of his evolution at will.
    

    

    
      His heart raced.
    

    

    
      'My body’s growing… if this keeps up, I could become an incredibly powerful sea creature! A kraken? A blue whale?'
    

    

    
      If he set his evolutionary path wisely, maybe one day he could even become human again—though that would only be after surviving here.
    

    

    
      As he kept feeding and growing, an immense vibration suddenly shook him.
    

    

    
      'What is—!?'
    

    

    
      The vibration was so intense that it felt like the world was tearing apart. Immediately after the vibration, the wall split open, and he felt new 'water.'
    

    

    
      Yul realized that the 'creature' he was parasitizing had died, and its body had ruptured.
    

    

    
      'It’s dead! Then… what happens to me now?'
    

    

    
      Following that, a terrifying current was felt. An immense pressure pulled Yul away.
    

    

    
      'Aaaaaagh?!'
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      Chapter 2. Ascension
    

    

    

    

    
      I felt dizzy to the extreme and lost consciousness. In the brief moment I lost awareness, I had somehow ended up 'outside.'
    

    

    
      Yul guessed this was the outside because the water here was different from the water inside the creature.
    

    

    
      Inside the creature, the temperature had been warm, but here it was slightly cooler. And there were faint glimmers of 'light' scattered around.
    

    

    
      Thanks to the mysterious light, his vision finally gained some strength.
    

    

    
      'What is this?'
    

    

    
      There lay a gigantic corpse. Its size was impossible to estimate—a massive form sprawled like a mountain, and blood had spread around it like a fountain.
    

    

    
      Whatever had killed this enormous creature had disappeared without a trace.
    

    

    
      Yul moved his fins and emitted ultrasonic waves at the same time.
    

    

    
      The echoes came only from the floor; the rest dispersed far and wide, vanishing somewhere in the distance.
    

    

    
      'So… this is the very bottom of the deep sea!'
    

    

    
      A chill ran down his spine.
    

    

    
      He had seen the 'Deep-Sea Creature' trait on his status window, but he had never expected the environment to actually feel like the deep ocean.
    

    

    
      'Could I even become human here?'
    

    

    
      He wanted to, because he had been human in his previous life—but in an environment like this, such a goal was a dream, a luxury.
    

    

    
      He didn’t even know if humans existed in this world at all.
    

    

    
      As he scanned his surroundings, he saw that in the darkness, some things were glowing.
    

    

    
      He waved his fins toward the lights and discovered countless worms of a similar species.
    

    

    
      'Jellyfish? No… these are the same species as me!'
    

    

    
      He instinctively knew. These were other Xenoia that had been parasitizing the body of the mountain-sized fish.
    

    

    
      Interestingly, while their bodies were similar, each had different traits.
    

    

    
      Some had developed fins like Yul and moved around; others emitted light from their bodies.
    

    

    
      Those that glowed could use the light to identify objects in their surroundings.
    

    

    
      'Are Xenoia naturally this diverse in evolutionary traits?'
    

    

    
      Yul felt inspired observing their evolutionary forms.
    

    

    
      The idea of generating light from his own body—it was something he had never even considered when he had been human.
    

    

    
      Of course, it had been impossible then.
    

    

    
      'Wait… is it okay to produce light in the deep sea?'
    

    

    
      He recalled hearing that anglerfish use bioluminescence to lure prey.
    

    

    
      A shiver ran down his spine as he emitted another round of ultrasonic waves.
    

    

    
      Something appeared on the echolocation network.
    

    

    
      'What… a human?'
    

    

    
      He thought he saw a human figure—but no. Their lower halves were shaped like fish.
    

    

    
      'Mermaids?!'
    

    

    
      Is this world already a fantasy? Or perhaps it's an extreme future where they are a species of mutated humans.
    

    

    
      Then he realized the timing of the mermaids’ appearance was suspicious.
    

    

    
      The enormous fish had just died, and the mermaids appeared immediately afterward?
    

    

    
      He discarded any thought that these beings would be cooperative.
    

    

    
      Yul moved quickly, hiding his body between the cracks of the floor stones.
    

    

    
      Perhaps they had organs capable of detecting ultrasonic waves as well. Yul knew nothing about these mermaids.
    

    

    
      After a moment, the mermaids swarmed in.
    

    

    
      The problem was that their appearance was quite different from what Yul had imagined.
    

    

    
      Where a human’s eyes, nose, and mouth should have been, there was a helmet-like covering—smooth like the visor of a racing helmet, a single large scale. Their torsos were clad in a 'garment' of densely packed scales.
    

    

    
      Men and women of all ages gathered, collecting the Xenoia that were sprawled on the floor.
    

    

    
      -Wow! It’s glowing!
    

    

    
      -There’s a lot of glowing ones this cycle.
    

    

    
      For some reason, Yul could understand their words.
    

    

    
      -Pick out only the glowing ones. Throw away anything with legs or fins.
    

    

    
      -Ugh… this one has eight legs. Gross.
    

    

    
      -Give me the cute ones.
    

    

    
      However, this did not mean they were friendly towards Yul.
    

    

    
      Squish.
    

    

    
      The deep-sea mermaids crushed a finned Xenoia with their hands.
    

    

    
      'I'm screwed.'
    

    

    
      -Discard all the unusual ones. We can't even eat Xenoia, since they just squirm alive in our stomachs.
    

    

    
      -Mom, even this tiny one is glowing. What should we do?'
    

    
      -Take it. Even the small ones can be raised if they glow.
    

    
      Yul realized that his species—the Xenoia—was being treated like an entire family picking clams in a mudflat, and he was the clam.
    

    

    
      There was no kinship at all between him and them, but he could painfully feel that, from their perspective, he was just part of the harvest. Yul was prey.
    

    

    
      -Dad! There’s one hiding in this crack.
    

    

    
      -There's a way for that. Just sprinkle this powder.
    

    

    
      A few Xenoia hiding in the rock crevices were drawn out.
    

    

    
      'Even hiding in cracks is useless, huh?'
    

    

    
      Yul checked his experience points.
    

    

    
      [Current Experience]
    

    

    
      [70/80]
    

    

    
      He was painfully short. While inside a host, organic matter was everywhere, and he could feed carelessly—but now, doing so would get him spotted by the mermaids.
    

    

    
      'Please… don’t come this way!'
    

    

    
      But contrary to his hope, a small individual was heading straight for him.
    

    

    
      Though young, its face was covered in scales, revealing nothing. Probably a juvenile.
    

    

    
      And it was moving toward the crevice where Yul was hiding.
    

    

    
      -Hmm. Is there one hiding here?
    

    

    
      Yul chose the only option he could: sending out a long ultrasonic wave. The deep-sea mermaid flinched at the sensation.
    

    

    
      -Huh? What was that? Was that the language of the Deep King's Tribe?
    

    

    
      -What are you talking about?
    

    

    
      -Didn’t you just feel that?
    

    

    
      -Feel what?
    

    

    
      -That's strange. Was the sound too faint?
    

    

    
      While they paused, Yul slipped into another rock crevice.
    

    

    
      Luckily, the mermaid didn’t detect him.
    

    

    
      A short while later, their gathering seemed finished. An elderly-looking mermaid, with a long beard beneath a helmet, called out:
    

    

    
      -All of this! Everything is thanks to the grace of Sea God Kaidron. Now, let us offer a prayer of thanks!
    

    

    
      -A prayer to Lord Kaidron!
    

    

    
      A soft, ritualistic sound spread. The frequencies were outside Yul’s range of comprehension, but he could feel something resonating far away.
    

    

    
      'W-What is that?'
    

    

    
      He saw an overwhelming, enormous, elongated shape.
    

    

    
      It looked like a giant eel, but its size far exceeded the creature Yul had been inside.
    

    

    
      'A creature of this size shouldn’t exist…'
    

    

    
      That was his first thought.
    

    

    
      The being called the Sea God listened briefly to the mermaids’ song, then disappeared somewhere.
    

    

    
      And the mermaids vanished as well.
    

    

    
      'Damn, that was close.'
    

    

    
      How could there be so many disaster-level creatures?
    

    

    
      Yul realized one thing immediately: he had to increase his body size. After all, he was only about the size of a mermaid’s finger joints.
    

    

    
      After the disaster passed, this place became a paradise for the surviving Xenoia.
    

    

    
      Yul inspected the corpse he had been parasitizing. Up close, it felt like a carp magnified hundreds of times.
    

    

    
      The deep-sea mermaids harvesting it had stripped it clean—not a single piece of flesh or scale remained. They even collected the bones.
    

    
              
    

    
      Yul absorbed the leftover organic matter from the fragments. The flesh that had fallen as powder wasn’t of interest to the mermaids, so it became nourishment for him.
    

    

    
      Once he gathered all the experience points, he thought:
    

    

    
      'I need a weapon.'
    

    

    
      A powerful weapon capable of cutting through everything!
    

    

    
      'A weapon!'
    

    

    
      [Currently Available Attack Evolutions]
    

    

    
      [Teeth]
    

    

    
      [Tentacles]
    

    

    
      [Spines]
    

    

    
      'What… that’s it?'
    

    

    
      While his sensory organs could expand rapidly, his attack options were pitifully limited.
    

    

    
      Reluctantly, he generated teeth. They were tiny, proportionate to his Xenoia size, but at least they existed.
    

    

    
      As soon as he selected it, his body reconfigured itself, and the teeth appeared—his first weapon.
    

    

    
      【Stage 5 Evolution】
    

    

    
      [Final Evolution for Current Species Completed]
    

    

    
      【Your Current Lifespan】
    

    

    
      [Remaining – 30 days]
    

    

    
      'W-What!?'
    

    

    
      He had a lifespan? He had been relieved to escape the mermaids, but he hadn’t imagined that the Xenoia species’ lifespan was already almost up.
    

    

    
      'My goodness.'
    

    

    
      He recalled watching a documentary on Earth: the Northern short-tailed shrew would starve to death in just three hours without food.
    

    

    
      Xenoia, while it can evolve quickly, cannot live long.
    

    

    
      Half-despairing, Yul noticed a glowing window labeled 'Ascension.'
    

    

    
      【Ascension】
    

    

    
      [Conditions for species ascension unlocked.]
    

    

    
      Consume same-species: 1/10
    

    

    
      Defeat a stronger creature: 0/1
    

    

    
      [After ascension, you can evolve into a different species.]
    

    

    
      [Becoming another species increases the available evolutions and renews your lifespan, but requires more experience points.] 
    

    

    
      'Changing species…?'
    

    

    
      Upon careful observation, Yul realized he had misunderstood so far.
    

    

    
      He had assumed he could keep evolving indefinitely—but there were stages.
    

    

    
      Each species had a limited number of evolutions. Once those were exhausted, it could no longer grow stronger.
    

    

    
      To evolve further, one had to metamorphose into a completely different species and undergo a new set of evolutions.
    

    

    
      After completing that, one could ascend to yet another species…!
    

    

    
      'So that’s why I’m included in the evolution rule.'
    

    

    
      Becoming a completely different organism… Yul was on a path unlike any ordinary creature. Perhaps one day, he might even become human again.
    

    

    
      'But that’s not something to think about yet.'
    

    

    
      To meet the ascension conditions, Yul surveyed the Xenoia scattered around him.
    

    

    
      All had been ravaged by the mermaid calamity, their bodies far from normal.
    

    

    
      'Well, at least surviving a disaster makes life manageable.'
    

    

    
      Even devouring a Xenoia with half its legs torn off filled his predation quota.
    

    

    
      He didn’t feel guilty about consuming his own species. Xenoia were tiny, rat-brained worms with diverse traits—they weren’t even thinking of each other as the same species.
    

    

    
      While feasting on the broken Xenoia, he spotted something else.
    

    

    
      'A shrimp?'
    

    

    
      If bald eagles are land scavengers, shrimp are the cleaners of the sea.
    

    

    
      Somehow, dozens of blue-backed shrimp appeared and began feeding on the dead Xenoia.
    

    

    
      These blue shrimp were about twice his size, and their claws looked strong.
    

    

    
      One of them noticed Yul and started moving toward him.
    

    

    
      'The ascension condition said I have to defeat a stronger creature.'
    

    

    
      It was twice the size, and its claws were bigger. But Yul charged without hesitation.
    

    

    
      He opened his sharp teeth and struck from above, aiming straight down.
    

    

    
      He dodged the extended claws with his fins. The blue shrimp hadn’t attacked yet, but Yul was relentless.
    

    

    
      He bit at the back of the shrimp.
    

    

    
      The shrimp tried to counterattack, but Yul pressed from above, biting its midsection. No matter how it swung its claws, it couldn’t land a hit.
    

    

    
      A counterattack from a Xenoia with human intelligence.
    

    

    
      'Done!'
    

    

    
      After finishing the shrimp, he realized he had fulfilled the conditions.
    

    

    
      A strange barrier enveloped him, completely separating the inside from the outside.
    

    

    
      [Ascension Conditions Met.]
    

    

    
      [The path of Ascension begins. Please select an option.]
    

    

    
      1. Head Deeper
    

    
      -Descend to the depths of the seabed. The darkness calls you. Respond to its call.
    

    

    
      2. Head Shallower
    

    
      -Rise to higher waters to find a new path and avoid the call of the abyss. 
    

    

    
      Yul immediately chose option 2. If this place was already so dangerous, he couldn't imagine what lay in the deeper abyss.
    

    

    
      [You have gained 13 Karma in this species’ lifetime.]
    

    

    
      [Current creatures available for ascension based on Karma]
    

    

    
      [-Jelly Octopus: Improve intelligence and perform a variety of strategic actions. Cuteness comes as a bonus.]
    

    

    
      [-Carnivorous Sea Squirt: Fix your body in one spot and consume large amounts of plankton. As it grows, it devours brains and spinal cords, becoming an invertebrate.]
    

    

    
      [Pompeii Worm: Possesses incredible heat resistance, able to survive in water at 100–120°C. Can easily find food near hydrothermal vents.]
    

    

    
      [-Balloon Eel: Can swallow creatures larger than its own body with its huge mouth. Muscles have degenerated, but it can produce light at the tip of its tail, making hunting easy.]
    

    

    
      'I specifically chose to go to shallower waters, didn’t I?'
    

    

    
      Yet, why are they all deep-sea creatures?!
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      Chapter 3. Jelly Octopus
    

    

    

    

    
      After much deliberation, Yul decided to ascend as a jelly octopus.
    

    

    
      First of all, the octopus species has high intelligence and can do many things with its tentacles, which seems advantageous for survival.
    

    

    
      ‘…Or so I thought at that time.’
    

    

    
      The abilities of ordinary octopuses that live in the sea's surface layer and those of deep-sea octopuses were different.
    

    

    
      Other than its outward cuteness, it had nothing.
    

    

    
      This octopus had fins attached near the ear-like parts that could flap around, but it had no ink. Nor did it have the special octopus ability of color transformation for camouflage.
    

    

    
      Its tentacles were stubby, and except for the fact that there was a membrane between the tentacles, making swimming easier, it had no special traits.
    

    

    
      ‘So the cuteness was just a bonus…….’
    

    

    
      Other than being able to endure the deep sea, it had no outstanding abilities.
    

    

    
      [Ascension Complete]
    

    

    
      [Jelly Octopus]
    

    

    
      [A species of octopus that lives in the cold deep sea between about 200m–1,500m. Because it rarely encounters predators, it lacks defensive functions. It is, of course, cute.]
    

    

    
      ‘Give me something other than cutenesssssss!’
    

    

    
      Wait, why would I rarely encounter enemies? I just saw a sea eel the size of a dragon god from DragonX not long ago.
    

    

    
      [As the final function of ascension, you inherit one evolution gained from evolving a previous species.]
    

    

    
      ‘Inheritance? Then the ultrasonic organ.’
    

    

    
      Honestly, among the previous evolutions, the most useful was the ultrasonic organ.
    

    

    
      Without a light-emitting organ, eyes were almost useless in the dark environment of the deep sea.
    

    

    
      【Evolution Status (Stage 0)】
    

    

    
      【Creature Traits】
    

    

    
      Deep-Sea Creature: Can adapt to deep-sea environments.
    

    

    
      Cuteness: Cute.
    

    

    
      【Inheritance】
    

    

    
      - Ultrasonic Organ: An organ that emits weak ultrasonic waves. It can both detect and emit, making it useful for echolocation.
    

    

    
      【Authority】 - Locked
    

    

    
      【Awakening】 - Locked
    

    

    
      【Ascension】 - Ascension Stage 1
    

    

    
      Current Karma: 13
    

    

    
      This Karma value seemed to have some influence on ascension.
    

    

    
      ‘What is Karma? Retribution?’
    

    

    
      Perhaps it was the sum of everything done while living as this creature.
    

    

    
      Simply eating something, meeting something, and struggling to survive was not enough.
    

    

    
      If one achieved a great feat, perhaps one could accumulate more Karma.
    

    

    
      For now, since he didn’t know exactly about Karma, he set it aside and decided to examine the octopus' body.
    

    

    
      ‘The feeling of having tentacles is really strange.’
    

    

    
      The sensation of eight legs moving separately was truly odd. Each tentacle could feel on its own, and with these tactile receptors, he could sense both taste and texture at the same time.
    

    

    
      Movement was done by using two fin-like wings on top of the head.
    

    

    
      At the back of the head was a nozzle-like siphon, from which water was expelled, propelling him forward.
    

    

    
      The movement speed was slow, but later, by using the tentacles to swim, it seemed it could get a little faster.
    

    

    
      ‘Still, I guess I can save some energy.’
    

    

    
      Not eating brought hunger, but because of the slow speed, the energy efficiency was high.
    

    

    
      But Yul was not reassured.
    

    

    
      He recalled the first life-span sentence he had received after becoming a Xenoia. Since this jelly octopus was still an octopus, it would not live very long.
    

    

    
      He had to complete his evolution and finish his ascension within his given lifespan to survive.
    

    

    
      ‘At least it won’t be in units of 30 days. I think I once heard that octopuses can live up to 2 years. Wouldn’t this deep-sea octopus be similar?’
    

    

    
      He slowly moved away, propelling himself with bursts of water.
    

    

    
      Scattering ultrasonic waves to scan the surroundings, as expected, nothing was detected.
    

    

    
      There was a shrimp he had never seen before, so Yul approached and swallowed the shrimp whole.
    

    

    
      [Experience required until next evolution]
    

    

    
      [3/200]
    

    

    
      ‘A shrimp is worth 3 experience…….’
    

    

    
      If he didn’t eat diligently and move diligently, it seemed dangerous.
    

    

    
      Considering that the experience doubled, he might have to spend a few months doing nothing but eating and moving.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      A week had passed.
    

    

    
      Once he got as far away as possible from the region where the deep-sea mermaids lived, he was finally free of both the Sea God and the mermaids.
    

    

    
      The deep sea was long and vast. It was a place filled only with terrifying silence.
    

    

    
      And the density of living creatures was extremely low.
    

    

    
      Yul kept repeating the cycle of eating, gaining experience, and swimming.
    

    

    
      In this world without light, how he felt the passage of time was thanks to the status window that appeared on his right.
    

    

    
      【Your Current Lifespan】
    

    

    
      [Remaining – 4 years 50 days 1 hour]
    

    

    
      This countdown to death became the motivation that made Yul diligent.
    

    

    
      At last, after continuously accumulating experience, came the wondrous first evolution.
    

    

    
      ‘Finally, I ate enough.’
    

    

    
      Yul knew he could choose the direction of his evolution, but if he strayed too far from reason, the status window would adjust it for him.
    

    

    
      For example, if he said, ‘I want to use an incredibly powerful Hydro Pump!’ then accordingly it would respond with something like, ‘That doesn’t seem right, so here, I’ll give you an evolution where you can squirt a little water, hehe.’
    

    

    
      So for the first evolution, it was speed. The deep sea was insanely vast, and the distribution of prey was terribly sparse.
    

    

    
      [200/200]
    

    

    
      [Evolution Conditions Met]
    

    

    
      ‘I need movement speed!’
    

    

    
      [1. Improved Siphon Efficiency: The siphon nozzle sprays in a spiral to increase efficiency.]
    

    

    
      [2. Improved Muscle Activity: Swim faster with stronger tentacle muscles. Speed comes from strength!]
    

    

    
      [3. Eyes of the Deep-Sea Fish: If detection ability increases, won’t speed be unnecessary? With modified eyes, you can detect color even in the deep sea!]
    

    

    
      [4. Locked.]
    

    

    
      ‘The system even finds improvements and puts them on a list? And why does it show the locked one too?’
    

    

    
      For now, more sensory organs weren’t needed. Because the efficiency of ultrasonic waves was insane, he could detect almost everything.
    

    

    
      After much deliberation, he chose to improve his muscle activity.
    

    

    
      During his time as a human, his dream had been to be a gym rat… well, not really, but if the muscles grew stronger, the tentacle strength would also grow stronger, leading to an overall improvement.
    

    

    
      [Evolution Complete]
    

    

    
      [Improved Muscle Activity]
    

    

    
      [Until Next Evolution]
    

    

    
      [1/400]
    

    

    
      ‘Wow, the requirement is completely different.’
    

    

    
      Now it seemed he had no choice but to just keep eating to raise experience.
    

    

    
      This amount is too risky to achieve with just shrimp. I need new prey.
    

    

    
      As he kept swimming around, Yul discovered something ‘artificial’ for the first time.
    

    

    
      ‘What is this?’
    

    

    
      Checking the reflection of the ultrasonic waves, it looked just like a ‘temple.’
    

    

    
      Like the Parthenon Temple of Greece, that kind of architecture.
    

    

    
      Could such a structure really exist this deep in the ocean?
    

    

    
      Yul even gave up on hunting for experience, moving his fins to inspect the underground structure.
    

    

    
      Flap, flap.
    

    

    
      If there had been air, it would have made that kind of sound. Arriving by swimming, he found the surroundings of the structure wrapped in a massive fence of chain material.
    

    

    
      —Go away.
    

    

    
      He felt as if the structure itself was saying that.
    

    

    
      As if it was stirring the very roots of a creature, a disturbing sense of rejection was urging his body to turn back and leave.
    

    

    
      ‘No, but I'm curious!’
    

    

    
      Even so, Yul pressed forward. If he wasn't going to go in, he wouldn't have come in the first place; he would have just focused on raising his experience.
    

    

    
      Slipping neatly through a small gap between the steel chains, Yul went deeper inside.
    

    

    
      ‘Wow.’
    

    

    
      Softly glowing luminous stones were embedded in the walls. Inside the temple, numerous stone statues were scattered about, as though sculpted by an artist.
    

    

    
      ‘Is this some kind of ultra-ancient civilization?’
    

    

    
      Facing the mysterious traces of a sunken civilization, he felt a kind of thrill rising up inside.
    

    

    
      If he didn’t think negatively about becoming an evolving deep-sea creature but thought positively, wasn’t this freedom to explore the unknown deep sea at will?
    

    

    
      When Yul thought of himself as an explorer freely investigating the deep sea, his heart felt a little lighter.
    

    

    
      He planned to look around the temple moderately, and if nothing special appeared, then leave.
    

    

    
      While sending ultrasonic waves to examine the structure, Yul discovered something unusual.
    

    

    
      ‘An underground passage?’
    

    

    
      Coming closer and scanning the structure with ultrasonic waves again, he confirmed that quite a space was hidden below.
    

    

    
      ‘I wonder what’s down there.’
    

    

    
      In the first area, there were a great many stone coffins, but most of them had their lids open and were empty.
    

    

    
      They looked like human coffins, roughly estimated at around 2 meters in size, varying with each sarcophagus.
    

    

    
      At the end of the sarcophagi stood a door adorned with dazzling multicolored jewels, leading to another section.
    

    

    
      As he looked around here and there, Yul discovered something like a cylindrical tube in front of the jewel-adorned door.
    

    

    
      These were arranged along each wall, and they strongly evoked the image of a ‘cannon.’
    

    

    
      ‘Is this a dangerous place? Should I leave now?’
    

    

    
      He planned to leave if the traps seemed too dangerous, and only look around as much as was safe.
    

    

    
      He approached the cannon and picked up a pebble that had fallen nearby, then threw it.
    

    

    
      Thud. Ziiiiiiing!
    

    

    
      A terrifying heat beam blasted out, instantly ‘vaporizing’ the pebble, and Yul was startled in shock.
    

    

    
      ‘What the? It’s still working?’
    

    

    
      At that moment, a voice rang out.
    

    

    
      [Defense System Activated.]
    

    

    
      [Checking.]
    

    

    
      [Integrity 99.89%.]
    

    

    
      [Error Detected.]
    

    

    
      [Impurity discovered within the seal. Removal required.]
    

    

    
      ‘Huh? This isn’t the status window?’
    

    

    
      It wasn’t the status window—something somewhere was actually operating.
    

    

    
      Feeling a sense of crisis, Yul scanned his surroundings, and then one of the sarcophagi opened, and from within, some sort of doll rose up.
    

    

    
      [Guardian - 08.]
    

    

    
      [Remove the impurity.]
    

    

    
      As the command fell, it spoke.
    

    

    
      -Work again.
    

    

    
      The being stepped out from the sarcophagus, detaching the frozen-liquid infusion tubes connected to its body.
    

    

    
      Yul hurriedly looked for a place to hide and wedged himself in a corner.
    

    

    
      ‘What is this, an alien?’
    

    

    
      It certainly looked like something one might call that: its head was in the shape of a long octopus, with beard-like tendrils sprouting from its chin.
    

    

    
      Its body resembled that of a human, but its limbs were tentacles, and it wore a sleek, unknown-material black robe.
    

    

    
      -Now, shall I find it?
    

    

    
      As soon as the alien fiddled with a device on its arm, Yul felt something sweep over him.
    

    

    
      ‘Crap……!’
    

    

    
      It wasn’t an ultrasonic wave. But he realized he had been detected by something. Ah, he shouldn’t have entered ruins like this!
    

    

    
      He quickly stirred his tentacles, trying to escape, but the being instantly surged forward, riding the current.
    

    

    
      -A deep-sea creature? But there should definitely have been a perception-blocking spell cast here.
    

    

    
      The alien being cleaved through the water in an instant, soaring straight to cut Yul off.
    

    

    
      There was no escape. Cornered, Yul blasted out a fierce ultrasonic wave, making the being halt in its movements.
    

    

    
      He tried to flee again, but the enemy blocked his retreat.
    

    

    
      So Yul darted deeper inside instead.
    

    

    
      What lay ahead was a laser cannon set in front of the dazzling jewel-colored door.
    

    

    
      Yul pressed himself low, slipping across above the cannon.
    

    

    
      It was the tiniest hairline gap, but as long as the mouth could fit, an octopus body could slide through anywhere.
    

    

    
      The startled being tried to follow Yul, but stopped in front of the active cannon.
    

    

    
      -You… do you actually understand this trap is working?
    

    

    
      As Yul stopped in front of the rainbow-hued door, it kept talking.
    

    

    
      -Don’t worry, I have no intention of harming you.
    

    

    
      ‘What do you mean, your system just ordered you to eliminate me!’
    

    

    
      Pouring a bit of will into it, Yul let out another ultrasonic blast, and the being’s two glowing eyes widened in astonishment.
    

    

    
      -My name is Arktar. I’m an unfortunate, unpaid worker who ended up being chosen as a seal guardian for a thousand years. And I have no intention of harming you.
    

  Chapter 4: 

    
      Chapter 4. The Stone of Authority
    

    

    

    

    
      Arktar was acting friendly, but he still couldn’t be trusted.
    

    

    
      For some reason, Yul had also heard the order to eliminate within this defense system.
    

    

    
      It could very well be that he was planning to coax Yul out from the laser cannon.
    

    

    
      ‘Can you understand what I’m saying?’
    

    

    
      -Ultrasonic waves are not within my audible range. But I am a magic practitioner who trains in mantras. Intentional translation is not difficult.
    

    

    
      Arktar fiddled with some sort of device and set it up beside his head.
    

    

    
      -Now I can understand your little ultrasonic waves to some extent.
    

    

    
      ‘Really?’
    

    

    
      -Yes. Now, can you understand that I am willing to talk and have no intention of attacking?
    

    

    
      ‘It’s hard to believe.’
    

    

    
      -As the guardian of this seal, I can manipulate the laser cannons you are using as a shield at any time. But I’m keeping them active so you feel safe.
    

    

    
      ‘……!?’
    

    

    
      -And besides, I do not harm cute things……
    

    

    
      At this point, it was clear that this Arktar fellow truly meant to converse.
    

    

    
      Yul, who had been squirming, slipped out again above the laser cannon.
    

    

    
      He approached Arktar, who still made no aggressive move.
    

    

    
      For the moment, he made eye contact.
    

    

    
      The eyes of this ‘alien’ were flashing with a mysterious light.
    

    

    
      -Small and cute creature…… so precious……. Must protect……
    

    

    
      Did his way of speaking just change all of a sudden?
    

    

    
      In those eyes, Yul could read part of his emotions—it felt like the sense of being healed just by looking at something cute.
    

    

    
      If he had knees, Yul would have slapped them. This was it. For some reason, even though the system had ordered Arktar to eliminate him, he really bore no hostility.
    

    

    
      ‘You’re not going to kill me?’
    

    

    
      -Of course not. Now, please flap your fins for me.
    

    

    
      Yul fluttered his fins back and forth. Arktar then rubbed the tentacles on his face furiously and twisted his body.
    

    

    
      -Ugh. Too cute, my heart……!
    

    

    
      Who would have thought that being cute could actually help? At any rate, seeing Arktar suddenly turn friendly, Yul had a question to ask.
    

    

    
      ‘So then, where is this place?’
    

    

    
      -You came here without even knowing where this is? This is a sealed ground, forbidden to ordinary creatures. It has also been my post for a thousand years.
    

    

    
      ‘A thousand years?’
    

    

    
      —Well, let me tell you about it.
    

    

    
      Arktar looked like some sci-fi armed super alien come to destroy Earth, but in reality, he was sensitive and full of complaints, just like an aunt you’d meet in the marketplace.
    

    

    
      Apparently, though, his species had no distinction between male and female.
    

    

    
      As for his story, it went like this: Arktar had originally been living well on his home planet, Jurgen.
    

    

    
      But one day, while drinking tea at some café, he was suddenly conscripted like a marine, forced into a “Wanna die, or wanna work?” scenario—and dragged here to work without pay.
    

    

    
      Yul gazed at Arktar with pitying eyes and asked:
    

    

    
      ‘What is kept here?’
    

    

    
      -Here lies the Stone of Authority. It holds the power of 「Madness (狂化)」, one of the seven Authorities across the universe. That power was sealed here, in this sea, the Phantaratsa.
    

    

    
      Yul realized that this entire sea was called Phantaratsa.
    

    

    
      ‘The sea is called Phantaratsa? Then, by any chance, is there land here too?’
    

    

    
      -Of course, there is. But deep-sea creatures like you can’t go there. If you ascend, you’ll die from the pressure difference. Wait—how do you even know about land in the first place?
    

    

    
      Arktar, fascinated in many ways, propped his chin as if in thought and then spoke.
    

    

    
      -If it’s a small and clever being like you, it might be possible. Could you perhaps help me?
    

    

    
      ‘Help with what?’
    

    

    
      -To take out the Stone of Authority.
    

    

    
      Huh? Was the guardian seriously encouraging him to steal the very thing he was supposed to protect?
    

    

    
      Yul was so dumbfounded that he stopped speaking. Arktar pointed at the metallic device hanging around his neck and began to explain further.
    

    

    
      -I’m stuck here because of the Stone of Authority. If I leave this spot, the necklace will explode, so I’ve injected cryogenic fluid into my body and guarded this place for a long time in hibernation.
    

    

    
      -There are two ways for me to escape. Either fulfill the designated term, or the Stone of Authority disappears.
    

    

    
      What, is this a quest?
    

    

    
      Hearing Arktar’s words to retrieve the Stone of Authority, Yul hesitated.
    

    

    
      -I’ve never been able to leave this place, so I couldn’t remove the Stone of Authority myself.
    

    

    
      ‘What exactly is the Stone of Authority?’
    

    

    
      “The Authority,” huh. Come to think of it, the status window had an Authority tab locked. But he didn’t know the condition to unlock it.
    

    

    
      Maybe getting hold of that stone would unlock the Authority.
    

    

    
      -I’ll explain the effect of the stone that holds the Authority of Madness. Once used, you’ll enter a state of Madness.
    

    

    
      ‘Oh?’
    

    

    
      -The user’s strength will surge dozens to hundreds of times beyond the body’s limit. It grants tremendous power, and at the same time bestows an “Invincible” state. With invincibility, for as long as Madness lasts, no matter what happens—even if the universe is torn apart and destroyed—your durability won’t be consumed.
    

    

    
      ‘That’s insane!’
    

    

    
      Yul recalled something from his past life that fit the most. Wasn’t this like that mustached plumber, Mr. Ma, when he ate a star? 
    

    

    
      (T/N): He’s referring to ‘Mario’ of Super Mario.
    

    

    
      ‘But is it really okay for you to betray like this?’
    

    

    
      -It’s not even really betrayal. I don’t even know if what I’m guarding is the real thing or not.
    

    

    
      ‘Eh, what do you mean by that?’
    

    

    
      -A long time ago, our species’s High Council created something like hundreds of millions of replicas to hide the Stone of Authority. Then they scattered them across the entire universe and placed guardians like me.
    

    

    
      So basically, to protect a dangerous relic, they mass-produced fakes and spread them all over the universe?
    

    

    
      ‘And?’
    

    

    
      -Yeah, so the Stone of Authority here is most likely a replica. But even in a degraded state, it should still function. If you get your hands on it, you can keep it.
    

    

    
      ‘Hmmm.’
    

    

    
      -You said you were curious about the land, right? I don’t know how a jelly octopus like you would make it up to the land, but I can put the entire map of Phantaratsa into your head. How about it?
    

    

    
      After a moment’s thought, Yul agreed.
    

    

    
      -Great! Then I’ll tell you the way.
    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      Yul received the interior layout of the structure from Arktar and then headed for the second chamber.
    

    

    
      There were several reasons he accepted the request.
    

    

    
      One, his trustworthiness rose because who would want to be a guardian, waking from hibernation every time a problem occurred for a thousand years.
    

    

    
      ‘A thousand years unpaid… that’s horrible.’
    

    

    
      No matter how long that species lived, a thousand years was a long time, even with a hibernation device.
    

    

    
      And the Stone of Authority was tempting. Even if it was a replica, if it retained a degraded version of the original’s power, it would immediately help Yul.
    

    

    
      Also, what Yul lacked was offensive power. All the beings he’d met in the deep sea so far were monstrously strong.
    

    

    
      He could at least hunt shrimp, but he wanted some special strength to stand up to stronger predators.
    

    

    
      He didn’t want to become a Xenoia again and be picked on like clams in the mudflats.
    

    

    
      ‘Is this it?’
    

    

    
      The dazzling chamber had something like a keyhole. Normally, one couldn’t pass unless one had a specific mantra pattern.
    

    

    
      -I’ll handle all the facility’s internal codes.
    

    

    
      ‘I can squeeze through narrow spaces anyway.’
    

    

    
      As a human, he’d had a mild claustrophobia, but as an octopus, he actually enjoyed squeezing through tight spots. It felt kind of like being a cat.
    

    

    
      Before they set off, Arktar cast a mantra imprint on Yul—some kind of magic. He lent a bit of his guardian authority so they could share vision and communicate in real time from a distance.
    

    

    
      Slipping through the gap revealed the second chamber. As Arktar had said, the second chamber had narrow passages and a maze-like layout.
    

    

    
      ‘Why would such a structure have to exist?’
    

    

    
      -This was designed as a testing ground. It’s meant to test whether a being has the destiny and qualification to take the Stone of Authority. But too many ages have passed since it was sealed.
    

    

    
      Escaping this maze would take a lot of time, but Arktar knew the locations of the entrance and exit.
    

    

    
      So Yul used every trick to pass through—squeezing through very small gaps that an ordinary creature would be unable to.
    

    

    
      -Ooooh. Cute and… smaaart…!
    

    

    
      Arktar’s speech, once again, had become strange.
    

    

    
      ‘I’m not a pet!’
    

    

    
      -Even getting angry… is cute…
    

    

    
      Having passed the second chamber smoothly, Yul went through another dazzling door and headed for the third chamber.
    

    

    
      -In the third chamber, another guardian who protects the Stone of Authority. He’s the final guardian—a knight of our species, entrusted by the High Council with the noble duty of guarding one of the Seven Stones of Authority…!
    

    

    
      ‘A sarcophagus?’
    

    

    
      -You’ll have to put in considerable effort to persuade them. Or you'd have to defeat him. But the latter is impossible, so…
    

    

    
      Sure enough, there was a sarcophagus. The problem was that the lid of the sarcophagus had been smashed.
    

    

    
      ‘It’s broken?’
    

    

    
      -What?! That bastard—abandoning his duty to guard the Stone of Power, and trying to escape before me? A wretch with not a shred of loyalty!
    

    

    
      ‘Huh?’
    

    

    
      An infuriated Arktar began to fiddle tut-tat-tat with the device on his arm.
    

    

    
      -Reading the traces of magic, he smashed the sarcophagus and teleported down to the lower levels! That bastard! And he hacked the system to make the integrity read 100%! Now I’m the only one running around doing all the work!
    

    

    
      Arktar seemed furious at being left behind.
    

    

    
      ‘So… you guys don’t actually believe the Stone of Authority here is real, do you?’
    

    

    
      They were all trying to run away, not guard it. Even if it was a replica, still—
    

    

    
      If it were really important, would they store it like this?
    

    

    
      -If it were truly important, they wouldn’t have conscripted the likes of us and dumped us at the edge of the universe, don't you think?
    

    

    
      ‘But there’s at least a chance, isn’t there?’
    

    

    
      -If so, then we can just curse the High Council for their terrible management.
    

    

    
      ‘That’s… true.’
    

    

    
      Come to think of it, neither Arktar nor Yul needed to take responsibility for this.
    

    

    
      ‘By the way, is your species numerous? To have so many of you spread out as guardians?’
    

    

    
      -Our species? The Ktazar number is in the hundreds of trillions across the galaxy.
    

    

    
      Yul was startled. So that was why they could snatch up a hundred million guardians and scatter them across sealing grounds—because there were simply that many of them.
    

    

    
      -Damn it. At the end of this chamber is the Stone of Authority. A password is required, so share the vision I show you. Once the Stone of Authority is gone, I’ll be free too. I’ll return to my home planet!
    

    

    
      ‘Hmm. All right.’
    

    

    
      Though disappointed that the final guardian wasn’t in the sarcophagus, he still headed toward the door. Whether it was the real Stone or a replica, he would pull it out and see.
    

    

    
      Through the shared vision, he entered the sequence of strange symbols in order, and the door began to open.
    

    

    
      Once the code was complete, the inner door opened, and a chilling aura seeped out.
    

    

    
      The stone was perfectly round, glowing sky-blue, with strange characters shining in its center.
    

    

    
      The moment Yul touched it with his tentacle, he felt its texture.
    

    

    
      ‘Huh? What the—?’
    

    

    
      The Stone of Authority was being sucked into his body. He felt it burrow into his tentacle and then disappear.
    

    

    
      He searched all over himself for the stone, but it was nowhere to be found.
    

    

    
      -It’s done…! We did it! Yahoo! The necklace is off!
    

    

    
      ‘Uh… Arktar?’
    

    

    
      -Farewell, jelly octopus! I’ll keep your cuteness as a memory in my photos! And I've implanted the map into your mind through the Mantra engraving.
    

    

    
      ‘Wait! Don’t go! Listen to me!’
    

    

    
      -I’m finally going home! Telepoooort!
    

    

    
      ‘No, damn it, I said don’t go!’
    

    

    
      The freed slave—no, guardian—Arktar vanished, and Yul muttered:
    

    

    
      ‘This stone… it doesn’t feel like a replica. It feels real.’
    

    

    
      Because right before his eyes, a status window had appeared:
    

    

    
      [You have absorbed the Stone of Authority. The previously locked Authority slot has been unlocked.]
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      At that moment, somewhere in the universe. The Ktazar High Council.
    

    

    
      One of the council leaders, a Ktazar with skin entirely white, opened his eyes from meditation.
    

    

    
      -Yorum, answer my call.
    

    

    
      At once, someone appeared behind him. A young Ktazar, white-skinned, with strong, striking brows.
    

    

    
      -Disciple Yorum, I answer your summons.
    

    

    
      -One true Stone of Authority has been activated—against impossible odds, swept into the torrent of destiny. Locate the location where it lies, and retrieve it.
    

    

    
      Yorum’s eyebrows twitched.
    

    

    
      -It will take a long time, Master.
    

    

    
      -Even if it takes centuries, find it.
    

    

    
      -Yes.
    

    

  Chapter 5: 

    
      Chapter 5. Madness
    

    

    

    

    
      【Authority】
    

    

    
      [「Madness (狂化): When a Authorityful enemy appears, this ability activates automatically. During its duration, strength increases dozens to hundreds of times, and the user becomes invulnerable, taking no damage at all.]
    

    

    
      [Activation Condition: After assessing the opponent’s rank (格), if you encounter an enemy of higher rank who harbors hostile intent, it activates automatically.]
    

    

    
      [Cost of Use: Lifespan.]
    

    

    
      《That warrior knew neither pain nor mercy—a berserker who obliterates all that dares to stand in his path. Even with the certainty of his own destruction looming, he does not stop.》
    

    

    
      Reading the text carefully, Yul realized that the Stone of Authority absorbed into his body wasn’t a replica, but the real thing.
    

    

    
      ‘But where the hell did that bastard Arktar go!’
    

    

    
      Seriously, was he not obligated to guard the Stone of Authority?
    

    

    
      The moment Arktar’s necklace was undone, he didn’t even bother taking proper care of Yul and just bolted.
    

    

    
      Later, when he went back whining and checked, there was nothing in the sarcophagus—he had just teleported away.
    

    

    
      ‘……That crazy alien! He really left.’
    

    

    
      Yul opened the remaining sarcophagi, too, but they were all empty shells.
    

    

    
      He regretted not pressing him with more questions, but decided to be satisfied with what he had gained.
    

    

    
      If the Stone of Authority really turned into a problem, wouldn’t a retrieval squad show up? He’d think about that when the time came.
    

    

    
      The ones who dumped the Stone of Authority in a place like this and didn’t even manage it properly were the ones at fault.
    

    

    
      ‘Anyway, the activation condition is insanely strict.’
    

    

    
      First, he must encounter an enemy stronger than himself, and that enemy must have hostile intent?
    

    

    
      But there were no further details. When does the activation end? Is there a cooldown? It seemed he’d have to figure that out himself.
    

    

    
      The exploration of the ancient ruins had ended in vain, leaving him frustrated and unsatisfied.
    

    

    
      ‘Tch.’
    

    

    
      A traitor, a cuteness addict, and a slightly unhinged rebel—but still, not having him around felt lonely.
    

    

    
      Time to go back to being a deep-sea octopus with nothing to do.
    

    

    
      But that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.
    

    

    
      After all, exploring these underground ruins had completely drained him, and he had absorbed enough dopamine. Now, until his lifespan ran out, all he needed to do was accumulate experience.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      He explored quite a bit around the ruins, but there still wasn’t anything resembling another site.
    

    

    
      The bottom of the deep sea was nothing more than uneven and flat.
    

    

    
      What Yul realized after drifting for quite a while was that even in the deep sea, there were distinct environments. In particular, there were variations in temperature.
    

    

    
      ‘It’s pretty warm here?’
    

    

    
      Finding a strangely warm place, he flapped his fins to move toward it.
    

    

    
      ‘And the ultrasonic waves are a bit odd too.’
    

    

    
      Do different temperatures mean different wavelength bands? The returning echoes of the ultrasonic waves seemed slightly different.
    

    

    
      Going in a little farther, he came across a region rich in vegetation.
    

    

    
      For Yul, whose growth in experience points depended entirely on feeding, a place with abundant prey was important, and this seemed to be exactly that place.
    

    

    
      ‘What the?! Why are there so many bugs here?’
    

    

    
      In the depths of the deep sea, there was a place that was incredibly warm.
    

    

    
      Yul tried to approach, but stopped—it was too hot.
    

    

    
      ‘Is that what they call a hydrothermal vent?’
    

    

    
      He saw chimney-like holes where water and gas spewed upward from underground.
    

    

    
      He had seen it in a nature documentary before: a place where the heat from the deep subsurface vents out.
    

    

    
      Yul was a deep-sea creature, designed to endure extreme cold, but the core of that hydrothermal vent exceeded 100 degrees, and even the surrounding area wasn’t much cooler.
    

    

    
      From the outside, it looked like a giant magma flow spewing gas.
    

    

    
      Using ultrasonic waves, he detected a great number of worms, clams, and shrimp.
    

    

    
      ‘Right, there was one on the evolution list too—the worm that can survive in hydrothermal vents.’
    

    

    
      If he evolved into that creature, he’d be able to freely come and go through the vent.
    

    

    
      ‘Slurp.’
    

    

    
      All that experience lying around in there, and he couldn’t reach it……!
    

    

    
      Just stirring things up inside would be like an experience bonus event……!
    

    

    
      With no other choice, Yul settled for catching the smaller creatures living on the outer edges of the vent.
    

    

    
      Even the periphery, compared to the number of animals he had seen while exploring the sea floor, was overwhelming.
    

    

    
      A true hunting ground of the deep sea.
    

    

    
      Extending his tentacles to snatch shrimps and crabs one by one, he found them so nutritious that each gave him about 5 experience points.
    

    

    
      [Until Next Evolution]
    

    

    
      [120/400]
    

    

    
      ‘If I just keep hunting like this, I’ll advance smoothly.’
    

    

    
      Whenever he grew full, he would stop, rest briefly, then repeat the cycle of eating again.
    

    

    
      And then, among the prey, he spotted a peculiar specimen.
    

    

    
      ‘What is that? A balloon?’
    

    

    
      It was among the shrimp, but its body was at least twice the size of the others.
    

    

    
      ‘I’ll eat you too!’
    

    

    
      As he flicked out a tentacle to grab the shrimp, its body began to shudder violently.
    

    

    
      Something about it seemed to have reached a critical point, so Yul froze.
    

    

    
      KWHOOOOM!
    

    

    
      The shrimp exploded, scattering a tremendous shockwave.
    

    

    
      ‘Guhhhk!’
    

    

    
      Underwater, the shockwave reverberated even more intensely.
    

    

    
      Yul felt the impact all throughout his body.
    

    

    
      ‘What the hell, a shrimp exploding—does that even make sense?’
    

    

    
      Sensing the danger, he pulled back just in time, so his tentacle was unharmed, but it felt like his entire insides had been shaken to a pulp.
    

    

    
      The problem didn’t end there. The explosion hadn’t just been noise—it had drawn nearby predators.
    

    

    
      As always, Yul scattered ultrasonic waves in steady intervals, and this time he detected a shark far off, swimming in after catching the scent of blood.
    

    

    
      It looked to be about 5 meters long—a massive shark. Being a deep-sea shark, its eyes were blind.
    

    

    
      It was a form he had never seen before, with long holes pitted all along beneath its jaw, and it surged through the water like a runaway dump truck.
    

    

    
      Bzzzt. Bzzzt.
    

    

    
      ‘What’s that?’
    

    

    
      Suddenly, he felt an intense energy. He knew right away he had been detected.
    

    

    
      Was it an electromagnetic field?
    

    

    
      This shark seemed to be detecting Yul using a method different from the established system. 
    

    

    
      Not just Yul, but every clam, shrimp, and creature in the vicinity was caught in its detection.
    

    

    
      Schlack!
    

    

    
      The shark’s mouth opened wide.
    

    

    
      ‘What kind of shark mouth is that……?’
    

    

    
      Its jaws stretched like a snake’s, grotesquely wide. It might not even have jawbones.
    

    

    
      And then—it scooped up a massive mouthful of seafloor dirt.
    

    

    
      Right next to where Yul was.
    

    

    
      Crunch, crunch.
    

    

    
      It filtered the soil through its lower jaw, and like a net catching everything, the sea creatures—clams, shrimp, and so on—were crushed and devoured.
    

    

    
      Among them was the bomb shrimp, which exploded inside its mouth, but the shark didn’t even flinch.
    

    

    
      ‘What the hell is this thing?!’
    

    

    
      Its mouth must be unimaginably durable.
    

    

    
      If Yul were a marine biologist, he would be watching with eyes blazing, but unfortunately, he wasn’t a predator—he was a prey.
    

    

    
      As the shark lunged again, Yul flailed and tried to flee, but ended up caught in the range of that engulfing maw.
    

    

    
      ‘D-didn’t I get an Authority?!’
    

    

    
      【Authority—Madness (狂化) Activated】
    

    

    
      At that instant, an immense force surged up from within Yul.
    

    

    
      It was as though memories arose of an ancient warrior, stripped of reason, filled with rage, who dared challenge beasts many times stronger than himself.
    

    

    
      Overwhelming, heaven-shattering power possessed him, and Yul’s eyes rolled back.
    

    

    
      ‘Rip and kill!’
    

    

    
      Crack. Crackkkk.
    

    

    
      His skin flushed red, muscles knitting tighter. With sheer strength, he forced apart the two teeth clamped on his tentacles.
    

    

    
      Rrrrip!
    

    

    
      The shark’s teeth tore out, its jaw snapping shut.
    

    

    
      Yul’s eight tentacles writhed, grabbing at the slits beneath its jaws.
    

    

    
      Those gaps—originally sieve-like filters for sifting sand—were ripped apart, just like prying open iron bars with bare hands, and Yul broke free.
    

    

    
      Brimming with ferocious spirit, his body bursting with explosive elasticity, he charged the shark again, whirlpools forming as he accelerated.
    

    

    
      In an instant, he caught up to the retreating shark. Clinging to its dorsal fin, Yul thrust out his tentacles, tearing it apart with both hands.
    

    

    
      Screeeeech!
    

    

    
      In that moment, the blind predator of the deep writhed in agony.
    

    

    
      ‘That’s right! Hurts, doesn’t it? Listen well, I am your end!’
    

    

    
      Rip. Rrrrip.
    

    

    
      Clinging tight with his suction cups, Yul rammed his reddened tentacles in, shredding its body.
    

    

    
      It was like riding a tiger’s back—impossible to dismount.
    

    

    
      The deep-sea shark thrashed to shake him off, but Yul only tore deeper, ripping at its head.
    

    

    
      This was the way to victory!
    

    

    
      But just as triumph was in reach, Yul froze. The surroundings had turned hot!
    

    

    
      ‘What?!’
    

    

    
      The shark was rushing straight into the hydrothermal vent.
    

    

    
      If he killed it inside that rising bubble of superheated water, then once Madness ended and his invincibility faded, Yul himself would become a nicely steamed octopus.
    

    

    
      Whether the shark could withstand that heat was unknown, but it was desperate to shake him off.
    

    

    
      Yul now had to wrench at its head, steering it elsewhere.
    

    

    
      Creatures respond to pain. When he gouged the left, it veered right; when he gouged the right, it veered left.
    

    

    
      ‘Good, move as I want you to!’
    

    

    
      Madness hadn’t worn off yet.
    

    

    
      Yul tried to twist its course inside the vent, but it wasn’t working—the shark’s turning ability was too clumsy.
    

    

    
      ‘Huh?’
    

    

    
      Then he spotted it: a Pompeii worm drifting leisurely in the water.
    

    

    
      With a spare tentacle, he snatched it up. It wriggled desperately.
    

    

    
      ‘Hahaha! No chance!’
    

    

    
      He shoved it straight into his mouth and bit down.
    

    

    
      Crunch, crunch.
    

    

    
      [You have devoured a Pompeii Worm. Experience +50!]
    

    

    
      ‘Wait—hold on, doesn’t that mean while I’m invincible, it’s basically an experience farming event?!’
    

    

    
      He had a deep-sea shark that boasted overwhelming speed, and he was currently controlling it.
    

    

    
      Realizing this, Yul kicked off a chaotic experience-farming session.
    

    

    
      ‘This is it!’
    

    

    
      He darted everywhere, flinging out his tentacles to snatch up anything he could reach.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, the shark crashed into the seabed, slammed into pillars—but if this car… no, shark broke apart, that wasn’t Yul’s problem.
    

    

    
      ‘Such overwhelming speed……! Sturdiness to withstand the vent’s heat……! Deep-sea shark, I’ve fallen for your specs!’
    

    

    
      In the middle of this insane experience boost, the shark finally began to slow. As they exited the vent, Yul tore into its brain and finished it off.
    

    

    
      [You have devoured a higher rank creature. Experience +1,000!]
    

    

    
      [Current Experience]
    

    

    
      [6,600/400]
    

    

    
      ‘Holy shit!’
    

    

    
      Overwhelmed by the sheer points, Yul felt dopamine flooding his brain.
    

    

    
      ‘I need to evolve right away.’
    

    

    
      A quick calculation: Stage 2 needs 400, Stage 3 needs 800, Stage 4 needs 1,600, Stage 5 needs 3,200.
    

    

    
      Seeing that he could jump all the way to Stage 5 at once, his eyes nearly rolled back.
    

    

    
      But he had overlooked one thing.
    

    

    
      [Madness (狂化) Ended.]
    

    

    
      [Usage time: approx. 1 hour. Lifespan consumed: 2 years.]
    

    

    
      ‘Eh?!’
    

    

    
      He had burned 2 years for just 1 hour?
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      Chapter 6. Sand Shark
    

    

    

    

    
      Shortly after Yul left.
    

    

    
      A school of sharks appeared after hearing that the ecosystem near the hydrothermal vent had been ruined.
    

    

    
      Yul lumped them together as deep-sea sharks, but they were seabed sharks that filtered soil for food.
    

    

    
      The species name was 'Sand Shark'.
    

    

    
      These Sand Sharks have almost no intelligence when young, but as they age and become 'Elders', they acquire intelligence.
    

    

    
      Their lifespan is at least one thousand years.
    

    

    
      So to them, a shark that had lived a hundred years was still essentially a juvenile.
    

    

    
      -W-what in the world happened here?
    

    

    
      -Who would do such a horrific thing...!
    

    

    
      Hm.
    

    

    
      Looking objectively at what Yul had done in his madness state, it did look, well, grim.
    

    

    
      It had been a simple battle with deep-sea creatures, but from the perspective of the intelligent Sand Sharks, he had brutally used individuals of a species that were roughly in their growth stage, trashed the ecosystem inside the hydrothermal vent, and then fled.
    

    

    
      This was a deadly threat to the Sand Sharks, who controlled the nearby ecosystem and used it as their hunting ground.
    

    

    
      -We will exact revenge! Find out who this is at once! Summon a mage from within the tribe who can wield mantra!
    

    

    
      One elder Sand Shark shouted like that.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      【Your Current Lifespan】
    

    

    
      [Remaining – 2 years 48 days 12 hours]
    

    

    
      'My chest feels tight.'
    

    

    
      He had consumed too much lifespan. If he didn't ascend to the next rank of the Jelly Octopus, it could become dangerous.
    

    

    
      'Hmm. What should I evolve first?'
    

    

    
      While a revenge plan proceeded somewhere Yul did not know, he was thinking about what to evolve next.
    

    

    
      As Yul guessed, 'evolution' is both the acquisition of abilities that the species does not possess and a condition for becoming a higher species.
    

    

    
      To ascend, you must fully fill your evolutions — the Jelly Octopus has six evolutions. Xenoia has five, but Jelly Octopus has six, huh?
    

    

    
      'Maybe at the next ascension, evolutions could be possible up to seven.'
    

    

    
      He learned one thing this time. Even if you don't evolve, you can hold excess experience.
    

    

    
      So it might be okay to hoard experience and evolve at the moment you need to.
    

    

    
      'If I use the saved experience to gain heat resistance the moment I see the hydrothermal vent, I could go right in, right?'
    

    

    
      The remaining experience pool for stage 6 was 6,400. He planned to evolve up to stage 4 and leave the stage 5 evolution for later.
    

    

    
      'First, I need attack power. The Stone of Authority is very dangerous.'
    

    

    
      Losing lifespan as a cost felt too wasteful.
    

    

    
      What weapon is efficient against small creatures? Poison. And he wondered if there were any octopuses that possessed poison.
    

    

    
      'With poison!'
    

    

    
      And then he obtained poison.
    

    

    
      [Biotoxin: This powerful neurotoxin, containing large amounts of tetrodotoxin, is observed in Blue-Ringed Octopuses. It is a deadly poison about ten times that of cyanide, and no antidote exists. It is distributed in the teeth and can sometimes be spat out.]
    

    

    
      'Ooh!'
    

    

    
      Indeed, there were poisonous kinds among octopuses. A Blue-Ringed Octopus? He had never heard of it, but in any case, he had obtained an offensive weapon.
    

    

    
      [Stage 2 Evolution Complete]
    

    

    
      The next evolution, he was originally going to choose ink, but then stopped.
    

    

    
      From the start, in such deep waters, ink wasn't of much use anyway.
    

    

    
      'Since I'll eventually go up to the surface, I don't really need ink right now. What I need at the moment is probably body enhancement, isn't it?'
    

    

    
      There's a saying: a strong foundation makes the man. If the base specs are sturdy, you don't need extra evolutionary functions.
    

    

    
      'What's there for basic stat increases?'
    

    

    
      [1. Hardening (硬化): While maintaining the unique softness of the Jelly Octopus, you can obtain tough skin that blocks a shark's teeth.]
    

    

    
      [2. Regeneration Ability: The ability to rapidly regenerate damaged body tissue in exchange for experience. Severed tentacles or legs can be regenerated within minutes.]
    

    

    
      [3. Tentacle Enhancement: Tentacles can be modified to sprout thorns or channel venom. Choosing this evolution doubles the current length of the tentacles.]
    

    

    
      'Oh. That's awesome. Then number 2, regeneration.'
    

    

    
      Hardening was pushed down in priority, since once the Madness state is activated, it gives even higher-level abilities anyway.
    

    

    
      Having once experienced his innards being churned up thanks to that exploding shrimp, Yul was reluctant about sacrificing tentacles, but regeneration had to come first.
    

    

    
      'Now, for Stage 4, is there something more badass?'
    

    

    
      At that moment, the system chimed.
    

    

    
      [By coming into contact with the First-Class Mystery, the Stone of Authority, you have acquired the authority to evolve into a magical organ.]
    

    

    
      [1. Telekinetic Tentacles: Invisible tentacles that allow you to manipulate substances in the deep-sea environment or move small, distant objects. This organ attaches to the brain.]
    

    

    
      [2. Ultrasonic Wave Cannon: Your existing ultrasonic organ evolves. You can form a powerful ultrasonic wave cannon, firing it at enemies to destroy them from within.]
    

    

    
      'Wow, are you serious?'
    

    

    
      A magical organ? Yul sensed a whole new possibility for evolution.
    

    

    
      Not just the usual physical evolutions, but maybe even magical evolutions—and those could affect ascension itself.
    

    

    
      'Then, the Ultrasonic Wave Cannon.'
    

    

    
      Eight tentacles were already dizzying enough. Even though each tentacle had its own bit of 'intelligence' and could move on its own, he didn't want to keep adding more arms.
    

    

    
      'Stage 5 evolution, let's keep it for later.'
    

    

    
      [Current Remaining Experience]
    

    

    
      [3,800/3,200]
    

    

    
      He was saving his evolution points to use exactly when they were truly needed.
    

    

    
      Yul focused his mind and examined the inside of his head.
    

    

    
      Somewhere in the corner of his consciousness, there was a map of this sea.
    

    

    
      This had been passed on through a special ability called Mantra by the alien Arktar of the Ktazar race, who had once guarded and then abandoned the Stone of Authority.
    

    

    
      'It's so deep.'
    

    

    
      The place where Yul was now was about 2,000 meters deep.
    

    

    
      This ocean, Phantaratsa, was said to have places plunging as deep as 7,000 meters.
    

    

    
      Just existing there meant you were a transcendent being capable of withstanding such immense pressure.
    

    

    
      Like that sea eel, the Sea God Kaidron.
    

    

    
      Yul avoided such beings and gradually rose upward.
    

    

    
      And even now, he continued ascending.
    

    

    
      There were several reasons, but mainly to avoid dangerous enemies while also seeking weaker prey.
    

    

    
      'Of course, just because I go up doesn't guarantee weaker creatures, but still, the higher levels should have greater biological density than here.'
    

    

    
      The deep-sea floor had nothing unless there was a hydrothermal vent.
    

    

    
      And even then, only shrimps, jellyfish, and crabs are worth 3 experience points each.
    

    

    
      Maybe Yul just hadn't discovered enough yet, but for now, he decided to keep ascending.
    

    

    
      As he continued upward, he reached a zone where his body began to feel strange.
    

    

    
      Yul was aware of the pressure differences between the deep sea and the surface layer.
    

    

    
      'Do I need decompression?'
    

    

    
      The higher he went, the more it felt as though something was pulling him down from below.
    

    

    
      As the pressure lessened, he felt his body no longer suited for this ecosystem.
    

    

    
      But the sensation faded if he stopped for a while. It was the unique adaptability of deep-sea creatures.
    

    

    
      'For the next ascension, what should I become?'
    

    

    
      He wanted to transform into a creature that lived higher up. A surface-dwelling creature would be even better.
    

    

    
      A turtle? A whale? Hm. There were also seals and penguins. In any case, he did not want to turn into a fish.
    

    

    
      As Yul rested for a moment, he realized countless bits of drifting matter were falling like snow above his head.
    

    

    
      'Is this marine snow?'
    

    

    
      These endless particles sinking from the sea's surface to the seabed were made of dead seaweed and animal corpses.
    

    

    
      Through the gaps in that snow, Yul sensed something.
    

    

    
      'Hm?'
    

    

    
      Caught at the edge of his ultrasonic net, they were moving at tremendous speed.
    

    

    
      'Fast! These are sharks!'
    

    

    
      A swarm of sharks was rushing in.
    

    

    
      Yul was startled. They were heading straight in his direction.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, thanks to his enhanced ultrasonic organ, Yul detected them long before their electromagnetic fields reached him.
    

    

    
      He immediately pressed himself against the seabed to hide. sand sharks  swept the bottom for food, but floating things were easier for them to find.
    

    

    
      'One, two, three, four, five... no, how many are there? This is way too many.'
    

    

    
      It was like a whole colony of sharks. To think that so many deep-sea monsters roamed about.
    

    

    
      'This place really is dangerous. I have to leave the deep sea.'
    

    

    
      They reached just above Yul's head. And then, Yul could hear their conversation.
    

    

    
      -I just felt the wave of a Deep King! Search the area immediately!
    

    

    
      -The Deep King tribe! To dare harm a child of our clan, they will regret it.
    

    

    
      'Deep King tribe?'
    

    

    
      Yul remembered hearing that word before.
    

    

    
      That's right—back in the Xenoia days, he had heard the deep-sea mermaids mention it.
    

    

    
      His ultrasonic trait seemed to be one used by a race called the Deep King tribe.
    

    

    
      'But why are they here?'
    

    

    
      Yul soon found out.
    

    

    
      —To kill our young in such a brutal way. And worse, to devour his brain so his soul cannot be sent back to the Nether.
    

    

    
      —Unforgivable!
    

    

    
      —Vengeance for the hydrothermal vent!
    

    

    
      —Revenge! Revenge! Revenge!
    

    

    
      'Was that... me?'
    

    

    
      The moment he heard "hydrothermal vent!"
    

    

    
      Yul stiffened. No, that sand shark couldn't even talk—it just attacked, so he only defended himself...
    

    

    
      But there was no way the swarm would listen to his protest.
    

    

    
      The sand sharks began digging in formation.
    

    

    
      Digging the seabed—that was their specialty.
    

    

    
      Yul was trapped by their sweeping advance.
    

    

    
      As they plowed the seabed evenly like tractors tilling a field, Yul was inevitably exposed.
    

    

    
      'Kraah!'
    

    

    
      In an instant, Yul's body turned reddish. The signature skin color change of Madness.
    

    

    
      【Authority—Madness (狂化) Activated】
    

    

    
      'Die!'
    

    

    
      The true power unleashed by rage exploded forth.
    

    

    
      Yul's tentacles tore into teeth. This time, it was easier.
    

    

    
      'Ptooey!'
    

    

    
      He fired venom into the roof of a sand shark's mouth that had tried to swallow him.
    

    

    
      The shark instantly lost all muscle control and floated upward.
    

    

    
      -One of ours is hit!
    

    

    
      -Green Fin is down!
    

    

    
      -Where is the enemy!?
    

    

    
      Yul ripped open the palate and devoured its brain matter.
    

    

    
      [You have devoured a higher rank creature, the Sand Shark. Experience +1,000!]        
    

    

    
      'Urrrgh! I'll take you all on!'
    

    

    
      -No! Stop! Get away from Green! There's something inside its body!
    

    

    
      As soon as the eldest sand shark shouted, the others quickly spread out.
    

    

    
      And moments later, when Yul burst out, the sand sharks were horrified.
    

    

    
      -A Jelly Octopus!?
    

    

    
      -H-how is a Jelly Octopus here?
    

    

    
      -It must be an evil creature blessed by a Sea God! Or else a demon summoned by an Outer God of the abyss! Form a battle formation immediately! Warriors, defend only! Mages, kill it!
    

    

    
      'Magic!?'
    

    

    
      Just then, in the distance, Yul saw a sand shark wrapped in dazzling radiance.
    

    

    
      Strange mantra symbols floated around it, forming a massive vortex.
    

    

    
      -Mantra of the Water Bomb!
    

    

    
      'No, what kind of shark uses magic...!'
    

    

    
      The terrifying vortex struck Yul. He was hurled away in an instant, slamming into the seabed.
    

    

    
      And then immense pressure bore down on him without end.
    

    

    
      'Aaaaghhh!'
    

    

    
      Though his invincibility let him endure it, Yul felt his lifespan draining away at incredible speed.
    

    

    
      'I have to run!'
    

    

    
      -It's fleeing! Chase it!
    

    

    
      'Die!'
    

    

    
      He tore apart the head of one pursuing sand shark with his tentacle, but Yul felt the crisis deep in his bones.
    

    

    
      Even if invincibility allowed him to kill the sharks, his lifespan was dwindling far too quickly.
    

    

    
      'I have to turn Madness off.'
    

    

    
      For the first time, he thought the condition of "automatic activation in the presence of strong enemies" was far too restrictive.
    

    

    
      What do I do? How...?
    

    

    
      Yul looked at the marine snow falling in the sea.
    

    

    
      'Alright. I'm going to ascend right now.'
    

    

    
      Let's see how long you bastards can follow me!
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      Chapter 7. Ascent
    

    

    

    

    
      Vertical movement was an extremely dangerous action in the deep sea. Because the pressure difference could damage the body.
    

    

    
      But Yul currently had Authority of Madness activated. His invincible body did not collapse and was rapidly ascending.
    

    

    
      【Your Current Lifespan】
    

    

    
      [Remaining - 1 year 9 months 30 days]
    

    

    
      'I was going to ascend slowly!'
    

    

    
      The rate at which his lifespan was decreasing was too fast. At this rate, he might die from a lack of lifespan before the sand sharks even managed to eat him.
    

    

    
      The terrifying vertical movement caused the sand sharks to begin pursuing.
    

    

    
      -Revenge!
    

    

    
      -Let's take revenge!
    

    

    
      'Fine! Keep following me then!'
    

    

    
      Amid the terrifying, rapid ascent, Yul fired powerful ultrasonic wave cannons at the sand sharks that followed, bursting their entrails.
    

    

    
      And soon he shot up to a thousand meters in the deep sea.
    

    

    
      Some began to fall off, then they couldn't hold on and tumbled away in a heap.
    

    

    
      Even after the fearsome rapid ascent, there were still sand sharks following.
    

    

    
      One was an enormously large sand shark, unusual with long white whiskers around its snout like an Eastern dragon.
    

    

    
      -You! Who are you?
    

    

    
      It was the commander who had led the sand sharks earlier, and the oldest of the species. One of his eyes bore a long scar.
    

    

    
      The sand shark, which had lived nearly a thousand years, was analyzing Yul.
    

    

    
      -I've never heard of a small Jelly Octopus like you producing such overwhelming power. I've never seen one that can emit the ultrasonic waves or venom used by the Deep Sea King Tribe, nor use its tentacles with such might. Your body isn't collapsing. Why? Who are you? Are you a subordinate of the Sea God?
    

    

    
      'I don't know either, you bastard! If I knew who I was, I wouldn't be doing this.'
    

    

    
      Yul didn't know either. He was just an ordinary Earthling. He had simply been reborn as a parasite in this insane place.
    

    

    
      And Sea God Kaidron was nothing more than someone he'd seen from afar—no more, no less.
    

    

    
      He wanted to answer, but unlike Arktar, it seemed this one would not respond to conversation.
    

    

    
      -Maybe you're a monster that crawled up from the abyssal deep. I have memorized your soul. If you show up in our territory again, I'll kill you.
    

    

    
      'Screw you.'
    

    

    
      Yul made a fist-shaped mass using two of his tentacles.
    

    

    
      -Wha—what? You... you understood my words? What is that posture? What are you trying to say?
    

    

    
      But unable to withstand the rapid ascent, the old sand shark also sank to the seabed.
    

    

    
      Finally shaking off the sand sharks' chase, and as soon as Madness was deactivated, Yul stopped his rapid ascent.
    

    

    
      Gooooooong.
    

    

    
      Only silence filled the deep-sea plain.
    

    

    
      'Am I dead?'
    

    

    
      A moment of silence. And then he realized he was still okay.
    

    

    
      'Did it treat me as having adapted to the pressure while in an invincible state? Or is it still the deep sea, and because I'm a deep-sea creature, I can endure it?'
    

    

    
      He wasn't sure. It was startling and terrifying that, even after rising a thousand meters, this was still considered deep sea.
    

    

    
      Yul looked around.
    

    

    
      This place was truly a mysterious region. At least there were more lifeforms here than where Yul had been, and light was rising.
    

    

    
      'What is that?'
    

    

    
      There was a very beautiful and enchanting red light. It also glowed orange, then again shifted to red, then blue.
    

    

    
      Drawn by its entrancing appearance, Yul approached and realized it was a massive jellyfish colony.
    

    

    
      'What the—?'
    

    

    
      It looked like jellyfish with bodies stretched like threads, interweaving their bodies to form a huge cluster.
    

    

    
      Yul saw a fish drifting nearby, attracted by that light and swimming closer.
    

    

    
      He then saw it get caught in a tentacle and immediately go limp.
    

    

    
      'They're dangerous.'
    

    

    
      There were dozens of these coffin-shaped jellyfish colonies in the area.
    

    

    
      They were gobbling up the fish of this water in a concentrated way, giving the feeling that the entire seabed plain supplied prey to them.
    

    

    
      'Wow, hunting here would be completely useless.'
    

    

    
      All the prey were completely drawn to that jellyfish colony, swarming like a pitiful Gollum who had found the One Ring. 
    

    

    
      Hunting here would be a waste. That jellyfish was hogging all the efficiency.
    

    

    
      He didn't even have the slightest thought of touching the jellyfish colony, just in case.
    

    

    
      That jellyfish itself was a massive trap, a place full of poison-covered tentacles.
    

    

    
      Each individual was weaker than Yul, so he couldn't even trigger Madness.
    

    

    
      For now, Yul hunted just a few fish to ease his slight hunger and began to move.
    

    

    
      Even in Phantarassa, there were regions — a classification by depth.
    

    

    
      There was the Epipelagic Zone, which referred to the sea surface area commonly seen by humans.
    

    

    
      Then came the Mesopelagic Zone. This was the seabed part of the continental slope, meaning depths of 200 to 1,000 meters. From here, since light barely reached, it was called the “Twilight zone”.
    

    

    
      And from 1,000 meters and below was called the Deep Sea, where Yul now hovered at the very edge of the Mesopelagic Zone.
    

    

    
      If he crossed past those coffin-like jellyfish colonies, he could soon reach a region where even a small amount of light came in.
    

    

    
      'To go further up, maybe I should develop my adaptation ability.'
    

    

    
      Yul checked his experience points.
    

    

    
      [Until 5th Evolution Stage]
    

    

    
      [8,800 / 3,200]
    

    

    
      'I did get some experience from killing a few sand sharks. Next evolution should focus on adaptation.'
    

    

    
      [Currently Available Evolutions]
    

    

    
      [1. Pressure Adaptation: Strengthens internal durability and organs so the body can withstand drastic pressure changes.]
    

    

    
      [2. Buoyancy Control Organ: Grants the ability to generate and control internal buoyancy, allowing efficient vertical movement even without motion.]
    

    

    
      [3. Enhanced Light Detection: Evolves light-sensing cells to detect and adapt to environmental light. Eyes can perceive more light spectrums, ensuring visibility.]
    

    

    
      [4. Water Temperature Change Resistance: Gains the ability to withstand sudden temperature changes or regulate body temperature independently.]
    

    

    
      [5. Oxygen Generator: Gains an internal organ that can generate oxygen on its own.]
    

    

    
      'Pressure Adaptation, that's it!'
    

    

    
      Now, even if the pressure changed suddenly, Yul would be able to adapt.
    

    

    
      It was an ability chosen because using Madness, which shortened his lifespan, was too much of a burden for vertical movement.
    

    

    
      The other abilities were tempting too, but none were a top priority right now.
    

    

    
      'Man, wish I got more evolution points.'
    

    

    
      If he had more, he would've chosen them all—they were that appealing. But it couldn't be helped.
    

    

    
      [5th Evolution Stage Complete]
    

    

    
      [Until Next Evolution]
    

    

    
      [5,600 / 6,400]
    

    

    
      'Once I finish Stage 6, it's Ascension.'
    

    

    
      His remaining lifespan was about a year and a half. If he continued hunting smoothly, the experience gained should be enough—but there was a problem.
    

    

    
      'If I activate Madness, I might seriously die for real.'
    

    

    
      He couldn't encounter strong enemies. Especially if he met a group of strong ones, Yul could literally be torn apart by his own lifespan.
    

    

    
      What would be the point if he burned through all his strength and died of exhaustion?
    

    

    
      So his conclusion was that it was better to safely hunt and consume weaker creatures without activating Madness.
    

    

    
      But just as he reached that conclusion, something caught on Yul's ultrasonic waves.
    

    

    
      It was some kind of battle.
    

    

    
      'What the? Did my ultrasonic organ break?'
    

    

    
      After reading the returning ultrasonic waves and seeing the size, Yul wanted to rub his eyes in disbelief.
    

    

    
      'That's the Sea God!?'
    

    

    
      Sea God Kaidron was fighting some kind of creature.
    

    

    
      'What is that thing? Is that even a living creature...?'
    

    

    
      In front of him was an unbelievably gigantic creature, something that defied perspective itself.
    

    

    
      As if it had completely absorbed the light of the deep sea, its form was like a shadow.
    

    

    
      That amorphous creature had tentacles that fluttered like curtains, swaying in every direction underwater.
    

    

    
      Each tentacle was easily hundreds of meters long, and its tips were sharp as spearheads.
    

    

    
      The colossal monster looked almost alien.
    

    

    
      -Lord of the Abyss! Abysarion!
    

    

    
      It was Yul's first time hearing Kaidron's divine voice, and it was so overwhelmingly powerful that just hearing it made his brain tremble.
    

    

    
      The battle between Sea God Kaidron and the abyssal tentacles of Abysarion caused a terrifying shockwave.
    

    

    
      'Holy—...'
    

    

    
      A blinding beam blasted out of Kaidron's mouth, devastating the surroundings.
    

    

    
      In response, Abysarion's tentacles extended. From their tips, gravity warped and formed a vacuum that sucked everything in, compressing the seawater.
    

    

    
      When a high-pressure bomb struck the Sea God, Kaidron twisted his body and let out a beastly roar.
    

    

    
      From the Sea God's struggle, an enormous stone pillar was swept away.
    

    

    
      Gooooooohhhhhh!
    

    

    
      Abysarion and Kaidron soon became entangled, beginning a full-on physical battle.
    

    

    
      The once peaceful deep-sea plain began to collapse.
    

    

    
      Tentacles seized the body of the serpent-like god, while Kaidron's jaws tore into the amorphous creature's flesh.
    

    

    
      Strength clashed with strength, and the shockwaves reduced the surroundings to utter devastation.
    

    

    
      The jellyfish colonies that once emitted beautiful light disintegrated, scattering back into their individual forms. If any survived, it would be a miracle.
    

    

    
      Every living creature in the vicinity trembled in terror and struggled desperately to escape the area.
    

    

    
      The seabed split open, and from beneath the ground, the crust crumbled as magma burst forth, instantly changing the temperature.
    

    

    
      The rocky terrain of the deep sea collapsed, and whirlpools spread across the rising stone pillars.
    

    

    
      【Authority — Madness (狂化) Activated】
    

    

    
      Even though those beings were far, far away, Madness suddenly activated on its own.
    

    

    
      That meant their mere presence had reached this place.
    

    

    
      Yul's existence had no impact whatsoever on their battle. They completely ignored him—and everything else—as they tore into each other in a ferocious bloodbath.
    

    

    
      Blood fountains erupted, dyeing the entire sea red.
    

    

    
      Even Yul was caught helplessly in the turbulent current from the shockwaves. No matter how tough his body had become, there was no escaping that flow.
    

    

    
      A massive current surged toward him, hurling him away at incredible speed.
    

    

    
      At the same time, he gathered his strength little by little, adjusting his angle to swim upward rather than fight the current.
    

    

    
      'This place is insane. I'm getting out of here.'
    

    

    
      After shooting upward like a madman, he scattered ultrasonic waves to glance down at the battle below.
    

    

    
      Through the fractured crust, he saw something monstrous rising from the depths—an enormous architectural structure.
    

    

    
      An ancient monument emerged from the seabed, and atop it floated a statue shaped like an octopus. From it burst forth bizarre blue beams of light in every direction.
    

    

    
      In the darkness of the deep sea, that sight was strangely beautiful—
    

    

    
      [Radiation Contamination Level Increasing]
    

    

    
      'Radiation!?'
    

    

    
      It was emitting radiation.
    

    

    
      Perhaps the battle between the monsters had unearthed an ancient ruin buried beneath the sea.
    

    

    
      But whether or not the ancient structure emerged, the colossal creatures remained locked in their duel.
    

    

    
      Even mere observation of their fight caused the crust to collapse and whirlpools to form—such was the scale of their power.
    

    

    
      There was no time to watch any longer. When another massive shockwave struck, Yul realized Madness was still active and immediately fled.
    

    

    
      How far up had he gone?
    

    

    
      When the distance finally widened, Madness faded.
    

    

    
      He had at last escaped the domain of those monsters' battle.
    

    

    
      Yul checked his remaining lifespan.
    

    

    
      [Remaining – 1 month]
    

    

    
      'Damn it... my lifespan...'
    

    

    
      Then—tap, tap—something fell on his skin. It was water.
    

    

    
      Yul looked around to see where he was. This place was—
    

    

    
      'The ocean surface!?'
    

    

    
      Above him, the sky was heavy with storm clouds, as if a typhoon were raging, and the sea churned like a violent tempest.
    

    

    
      Raindrops fell one by one, landing on his skin.
    

    

    
      Yul felt his breath tightening.
    

    

    
      His respiratory system was different now; it felt impossible to absorb oxygen completely.
    

    

    
      Though his body was slowly beginning to adapt, Yul's consciousness cut out in that moment.
    

    

    
      The last thing he saw before losing his memory was a terrifying pillar of light shooting up into the sky.
    

    

    
      'Shit, call 119..!'
    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      When Yul opened his eyes, he thought he was dreaming.
    

    

    
      He looked around—he was inside a luxurious stone chamber, the kind where nobles might live.
    

    

    
      And he was... inside a fish tank?
    

    

    
      Thinking he must be dreaming, he flapped his fins—but it was real.
    

    

    
      "You're finally awake?"
    

    

    
      There stood a slender man with delicate features.
    

    

    
      'What on earth is going on?'
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      Chapter 8. The Deep-Sea Creature and the Lighthouse Keeper
    

    

    

    

    
      The founder of the Beltain family was a mage. However, as the family intermarried with ordinary people, the magical bloodline thinned, and by the current generation, having even one mage was considered fortunate.
    

    

    
      Ian Beltain was the third son of a noble family.
    

    

    
      From a young age, he had been recognized as possessing magical talent, and thus, he was given a choice.
    

    

    
      He could attend the academy to study magic, or he could take on a personal mentor and learn magic privately.
    

    

    
      He chose neither.
    

    

    
      The moment he entered the mansion's library as a child and began delving into the legacy left by his ancestors, he felt that mastering it was his destiny.
    

    

    
      Even as a fallen family of mages, they still had rules.
    

    

    
      Gawae Bulchul (家外不出).
    

    
      (If one is not of the family, it must not be passed on.)
    

    

    
      No one outside the family may learn the ancestral magic.
    

    

    
      Bihin Bujeon (非人不傳).
    

    
      (If one is not human, it must not be passed on.)
    

    

    
      If one's character is corrupt, they may not learn the ancestral magic.
    

    

    
      Bigija Bujeon (非技者不傳).
    

    
      (If one has no skill, it must not be passed on.)
    

    

    
      If one lacks proper skill, they may not learn the ancestral magic.
    

    

    
      When Ian, the first in decades to meet all three conditions, appeared in the family's history, every member unanimously agreed to allow him to inherit the magic.
    

    

    
      -Unique Magic, Great Balance (大天秤)
    

    

    
      It was a form of magic that deviated greatly from the general schools of common magic.
    

    

    
      Digging through many lost records and restoring ancient knowledge filled Ian with excitement.
    

    

    
      Upon reaching adulthood, he realized that restoring the magic required the study of both the sky and the sea.
    

    

    
      With the family's support, he volunteered to serve as the lighthouse keeper on the edge of their territory.
    

    

    
      A remote island lighthouse, rarely used after the opening of a new sea route.
    

    

    
      For someone who needed to observe both the stars and the sea, it was the perfect place.
    

    

    
      He endured solitude well and had a deep interest in marine biology—so it was, in every sense, his true calling.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      He had been frail since childhood, so he spent time every day walking to build up his strength.
    

    

    
      That day, too, he was walking along the coast as usual.
    

    

    
      It was purely by chance that he discovered the creature.
    

    

    
      A strangely shaped specimen washed up on the shore.
    

    

    
      "An octopus?"
    

    

    
      He had never seen an octopus that looked so peculiar before. It was small, about the size of a single arm, quite cute, and had fins on its head shaped like ears.
    

    

    
      For Ian, who had a deep interest in marine life, it sparked an irresistible curiosity.
    

    

    
      He poked and prodded the creature a few times before realizing it was still alive.
    

    

    
      After fetching some seawater and a fishbowl, he brought the octopus home for observation.
    

    

    
      It seemed to still be unconscious, not moving, but that gave him time to study it calmly.
    

    

    
      It was truly strange. Why on earth would an octopus need fins? Its tentacles were short—could they grow longer? And how had it ended up on land in the first place? His curiosity only deepened.
    

    

    
      Then, while he was out for a short while, the octopus had perked up.
    

    

    
      "You're finally awake?"
    

    

    
      Yul was in confusion. He remembered fainting after seeing the sea's surface, but everything after that was blank.
    

    

    
      "How do you feel? Are you okay?"
    

    

    
      Meeting a talking human was, of course, delightful. But more than that, Yul was in despair—he could feel that his lifespan was running out.
    

    

    
      [Until next evolution]
    

    

    
      [5,600 / 6,400]
    

    

    
      It didn't matter that the man had brought him here.
    

    

    
      【Current Lifespan】
    

    

    
      [Remaining – 19 days]
    

    

    
      Time had passed. Without devouring creatures at least the size of a sand shark, reaching the final evolution was impossible.
    

    

    
      And in the remaining time, ascension seemed out of reach.
    

    

    
      There were no physical signs of aging, but Yul could feel it—the moment his lifespan ran out would be the moment of his end.
    

    

    
      'So this is it.'
    

    

    
      Still, he had done enough. Starting as a parasite, becoming an octopus, obtaining the Stone of Authority, and surviving the duel between the Sea God and the Lord of the Abyss.
    

    

    
      That was a fierce life. At least it was better than his previous one, living aimlessly and dying of cancer.
    

    

    
      "Hm. What do octopuses eat, anyway? Shrimp, maybe?"
    

    

    
      Even when a shrimp was dropped into the fishbowl, Yul didn't react.
    

    

    
      There was no point in eating—it wouldn't grant enough experience anyway.
    

    

    
      "Hm. What else should I try? This, maybe?"
    

    

    
      He didn't react, no matter what the man dropped in.
    

    

    
      "Then... will it eat a magic stone?"
    

    

    
      At that moment, Yul's senses grew tense. He saw a strange-looking gem drop into the fishbowl.
    

    

    
      He could feel powerful energy radiating from the glittering stone.
    

    

    
      As if bewitched, Yul reached out a tentacle and swallowed the magic stone whole.
    

    

    
      【Current Lifespan】
    

    

    
      [Remaining – 49 days]
    

    

    
      '.....!!!'
    

    

    
      His lifespan had increased by thirty days!
    

    

    
      "Oh? It eats magic stones?"
    

    

    
      Only then did Yul look up at the man.
    

    

    
      A slender man with delicate features, who somehow looked frail.
    

    

    
      If anything, he gave off the air of a scholar—perhaps a young professor who had earned a doctorate early.
    

    

    
      However, his enthusiasm for learning seemed immense. Yul wanted to communicate with him, to somehow get more of those magic stones.
    

    

    
      'First, I need to fill up my experience!'
    

    

    
      He spread his tentacles wide and began devouring the shrimp and crustaceans that had fallen around him.
    

    

    
      As expected, his experience increased by one to three points at a time.
    

    

    
      "Ohh! You've got your appetite back!? But it looks like you're eating more than your own body weight—were you starving? Have you been malnourished this whole time?"
    

    

    
      Yul felt he had to communicate somehow.
    

    

    
      Ultrasound waves wouldn't work, but maybe he could convey will through consistent actions.
    

    

    
      Body language—it should work.
    

    

    
      Sticking to the side of the fishbowl, Yul extended one tentacle out of the water and waved it back and forth.
    

    

    
      “Huh? What is it?”
    

    

    
      Through repeated gestures, he urged the man to hand over the pen lying a bit farther away.
    

    

    
      "... You want this?"
    

    

    
      The man instead handed him a tangerine sitting beside the pen.
    

    

    
      –Whack!–
    

    

    
      Yul grabbed the tangerine and flung it aside, then pointed at the pen again. The man, startled, picked it up in surprise.
    

    

    
      "W–Wait, you mean this?"
    

    

    
      Yul took the pen and began writing letters along the outer glass of his fishbowl.
    

    

    
      He wrote in Hangul. (Korean)
    

    

    
      'Who are you? What's your name? Where is this place?'
    

    

    
      "My God! This is the discovery of the century! Is this octopus intelligent? Can it understand human speech and even write? Ohhh! My God! Ohhh! Lord above!"
    

    

    
      He clutched his head and slapped his forehead repeatedly, like a man who had just seen an automatic taxi door open for the first time.
    

    

    
      He was so excited that there was no chance of holding a proper conversation.
    

    

    
      'Well, come to think of it, he's right. It is the discovery of the century.'
    

    

    
      If on Earth, a pet octopus suddenly stretched out a tentacle, demanded a pen, and began writing in some unknown ancient language, people would probably go insane from shock...
    

    

    
      Some might even suspect they'd developed schizophrenia—or call the octopus a servant of Cthulhu and beat it to death.
    

    

    
      But thankfully, nothing so extreme happened.
    

    

    
      Ian approached Yul carefully, as if meeting an alien species for the first time. He spoke politely.
    

    

    
      "Ahem, ah... Hello. My name is Ian Beltain. May I know your name?"
    

    

    
      Upon hearing this, Yul pointed at the paper. With his damp pen, he wrote the word "Yul" on it.
    

    

    
      "Oh? Oh? Oh? Is that your name? I don't know how to pronounce it, but how extraordinary! You seem to understand what I'm saying, yet you can't speak to me, correct? Do you understand?"
    

    

    
      Tap tap. Yul tapped the glass twice with the pen.
    

    

    
      As the moisture on his skin dried up, he switched to another tentacle.
    

    

    
      "How about we communicate in a simple way? Two taps for yes, one tap for no. Like that."
    

    

    
      It would limit their communication to yes-or-no questions, but it was an efficient enough system.
    

    

    
      Of course, Yul underestimated this scholar.
    

    

    
      "Whereareyoufromwhyareyouherewhatspeciesareyouwhatpartofthedeepseadidyouliveinwhatsinthedeepseawhydoyourspecieseatmagicstonesareallyourkindssmartorareyouuniquehowdoyouseemehowcanyouunderstandhumanspeechwhereisyourwritingfromdoyouhavechildrenwhatisyourmainfoodwhatarethosefinsforcanyousprayinkcanyouusemagicwhydoestentacleseightmoveindependentlyareyoucontrollingthemdirectlyhowdoyouknowaboutpensaretherewritingtoolsinthedeepseadoyouhavefriends?"
    

    

    
      'Jesus Christ, stop!'
    

    

    
      (T/N): HAHAHA! 
    

    

    
      Ian Beltain was a madman with clear, shining eyes. He unleashed a barrage of questions at Yul like a storm, and Yul could only pound on the fishbowl in response.
    

    

    
      Thunk thunk thunk THUNK. Thunk! CRASH!
    

    

    
      Finally, Ian's insane flurry of questions stopped only when the side of the fishbowl cracked.
    

    

    
      As he cleaned up the shards of glass, Ian said calmly,
    

    

    
      "Well, this method is inefficient. We'll need something sturdier. Let's think of another approach. Would you like to learn to write? Then I'll be able to hear your story as well."
    

    

    
      Yul decided to go along—after all, he needed a way to express himself somehow.
    

    

    
      "Knowing how to speak makes it easier to learn how to write. In that sense, you should have no trouble picking it up."
    

    

    
      Yul quickly learned the written language of this world. At the same time, he gradually absorbed bits and pieces of human knowledge from the surface.
    

    

    
      In his previous life, Yul had already been fluent in six languages.
    

    

    
      Ian explained that the script he used belonged to the Western Kingdom. Its grammar was somewhat similar to English, so Yul mastered it in no time.
    

    

    
      During that process, they exchanged introductions. In his past life, Yul's full name had been Kwon Yul. But he decided to drop the surname and simply go by Yul.
    

    

    
      In this world, that didn't seem strange at all.
    

    

    
      As Yul learned more about the world, he discovered that Ian lived on a vast continent called Randa.
    

    

    
      "This is an island on the western edge of Randa. A remote, isolated place."
    

    

    
      So roughly, the far west of the continent.
    

    

    
      Now that Yul could communicate through writing, he had one thing he desperately wanted—magic stones.
    

    

    
      When he consumed one, his lifespan increased by a whole month.
    

    

    
      His experience didn't grow, but that didn't matter—what mattered was that his life span extended.
    

    

    
      He had to restore the life force that had been damaged during his earlier Madness activations.
    

    

    
      -I need magic stones. Can you give me more?
    

    

    
      "Magic stones are a valuable resource. They can only be mined in special crystal quarries, so I don't have many. Just enough for alchemy use."
    

    

    
      Ian spoke with an apologetic look. Of course, magic stones weren't something that appeared out of thin air.
    

    

    
      -I really need them. They're the only way I can extend my lifespan.
    

    

    
      "Your lifespan? Isn't that something incredibly important?"
    

    

    
      -I'm not asking for free. Let's trade. There must be things in the sea that your kind would want, right?
    

    

    
      Yul could travel the ocean freely. Surely there was something humans desired down there.
    

    

    
      "Ah? Then could you perhaps bring back a Vesping Pearl?"
    

    

    
      -A pearl?
    

    

    
      "Yes. In the southern sea lives a giant clam called Vesping. Its pearls are powerful magical materials—you could trade them for magic stones."
    

    

    
      -Alright! I'll do it! Anything else?
    

    

    
      Yul wrote down a list of items humans might want from the sea:
    

    

    
      Vesping Pearl, Energy Coral, Seaweed Fruit, and other valuable resources.
    

    

    
      -I'll need a container to carry these things.
    

    

    
      "How about a net? There are some old fishing tools abandoned near this island."
    

    

    
      -Hmm. Can I even carry that?
    

    

    
      Then Yul realized that underwater, weight felt much lighter. It should work somehow, so he accepted the offer.
    

    

    
      "Then I'll arrange a merchant in advance. Shall I take you out of the fishbowl?"
    

    

    
      -Of course.
    

    

    
      As Ian lifted Yul out of the fishbowl, there was a faint look of regret on his face—like a graduate student forced to part with a fascinating research subject.
    

    

    
      Feeling slightly guilty, Yul wrote:
    

    

    
      —I'll be back soon.
    

    

    
      "Alright. When you return to this lighthouse, could you ring the bell for me? I'll hang one near the shore."
    

    

    
      Yul and Ian agreed on where to meet next—and then went their separate ways.
    

    

    
      That brief encounter marked the beginning of a long-lasting bond between Yul and the lighthouse keeper.
    

  Chapter 9: 

    
      Chapter 9.The Deep-Sea Creature and the Lighthouse Keeper (2)
    

    

    

    

    
      Deep-sea creatures die the moment they reach land, unable to withstand the difference in pressure.
    

    

    
      But Yul possessed multiple evolutionary traits and adaptive abilities.
    

    

    
      Moreover, when moving vertically with Madness activated, the body treated it as if decompression had already been processed — meaning he suffered no harm from pressure changes.
    

    

    
      However, temperature was another matter entirely.
    

    

    
      'It's hot here.'
    

    

    
      Having lived in the extreme cold of the deep sea, Yul found it quite unbearable to stay in the warm surface layer.
    

    

    
      The temperature of the Epipelagic Zone exceeded 20 degrees. Still, for Yul, who had undergone numerous evolutions, it wasn't quite to the point of creature unbearable.
    

    

    
      What truly was unbearable was the experience points from the creatures here.
    

    

    
      [6,012 / 6,400]
    

    

    
      'At this rate, when am I ever going to fill it up? Om nom nom.'
    

    

    
      Even if he snatched and ate a passing tropical fish, it only gave him 1 or 2 experience points — just like the low-rank mobs of the deep sea.
    

    

    
      'It's a completely different environment from the deep, but still... not bad.'
    

    

    
      Though the experience points were few, there were no predators stronger than Yul, so Madness didn't trigger. Besides, the number of living creatures here was enormous.
    

    

    
      Compared to the sparse life of the deep sea, this place was practically heaven.
    

    

    
      Countless creatures lived in the coastal waters, growing by drawing energy from light.
    

    

    
      Yul entered a region where massive kelp grew in abundance.
    

    

    
      'Wow.'
    

    

    
      Would you believe it if someone told you there was a forest beneath the sea? This was exactly such a place.
    

    

    
      Just a little below the surface layer stretched a kelp forest, filled with towering fronds reaching toward the light.
    

    

    
      'Vesping pearls... Vesping pearls, huh.'
    

    

    
      He'd received several trade requests, but apparently, vesping pearls were by far the most valuable resource in the area.
    

    

    
      Near the seabed where the kelp grew, various organisms thrived — including the Vesping clams.
    

    

    
      'Oh, is that one of them?'
    

    

    
      There it was — a colossal giant clam. It was enormous, so Yul had to figure out a way to break its shell.
    

    

    
      -Bweeeeek!
    

    

    
      When he fired his ultrasonic wave cannon, the clam shattered instantly.
    

    

    
      'Crap, I overdid it.'
    

    

    
      Well, considering that same blast could take down a sand shark, it wasn't surprising.
    

    

    
      Between the fragments of the blasted Vesping clam, only traces of what used to be its body remained.
    

    

    
      Yul looked for another Vesping clam. Extending a tentacle, he gently aimed at the tip of the shell.
    

    

    
      Then, from the end of his tentacle, he secreted tetrodotoxin, a potent biological venom.
    

    

    
      The startled clam snapped its shell shut — but moments later, its muscles relaxed completely and stopped moving.
    

    

    
      Yul easily pried open the shell with his muscles, popped the lid open, and extended his tentacles to scoop out and eat the flesh.
    

    

    
      'Wow, this is freaking delicious.'
    

    

    
      Until now, after turning into all sorts of other creatures, Yul had thought his sense of taste had dulled—but this clam was truly a delicacy.
    

    

    
      For the first time, he was eating not for experience points, but for flavor.
    

    

    
      While eating, his delicate tentacle senses detected a pearl buried within the clam's flesh, and he discovered an item called a Vesping Pearl.
    

    

    
      'It's not perfectly round, huh.'
    

    

    
      Each pearl had a slightly different shape—some were oval, others bluntly circular.
    

    

    
      But there seemed to be some kind of unknown "power" dwelling inside the pearls.
    

    

    
      Yul put the pearls into the fine mesh net he had brought, then went off in search of more.
    

    

    
      After collecting a fair number of Vesping Pearls, Yul descended a bit further.
    

    

    
      Past the kelp forest lay vast coral fields, where Yul discovered something called Energy Coral, capable of storing magic power.
    

    

    
      'This must be it, right?'
    

    

    
      The coral was a vivid yellow, full of sharp-edged formations here and there.
    

    

    
      Yul used a powerful tentacle chop to break it off and gathered the pieces.
    

    

    
      He hadn't yet found the so-called Seaweed Fruit, but having gathered enough resources, Yul decided to head back to the lighthouse keeper's Island.
    

    

    
      That was when he heard it—a very long sound.
    

    

    
      Yul froze and turned toward where the sound had come from.
    

    

    
      It was an extremely long ultrasonic tone. Since his language translation skill didn't activate, it carried no meaning—just a voice singing, "Aaaah↗," like a drawn-out song.
    

    

    
      Still, Yul made sure to remember that melody, planning to return later to investigate.
    

    

    
      Back on the island, things felt a bit more comfortable—mainly because it was winter around here.
    

    

    
      For humans, this winter would've been bitterly cold, but for Yul, who had lived in freezing depths, it was merely mildly warm.
    

    

    
      It wasn't anything like the sweltering southern seas.
    

    

    
      From afar, Yul looked at the isolated island.
    

    

    
      A massive stone lighthouse stood tall, and to one side was a small dock where ships could come and go.
    

    

    
      There was no sign of advanced technology; judging by the setting, it seemed about 17th-century Earth level.
    

    

    
      As he approached the island, he noticed a bell.
    

    

    
      'Oh, he really set it up.'
    

    

    
      It was a bell designed to be pulled even underwater.
    

    

    
      Ding-ling, ding-ling.
    

    

    
      'Hey, brother, I'm back.'
    

    

    
      The moment the bell rang, Ian came running in a hurry from afar.
    

    

    
      "Oh! You're here, Yul!"
    

    

    
      He brought out a small fishbowl. When Yul slipped inside, Ian smiled broadly.
    

    

    
      "I'm glad to see you again. I was starting to think you might not come back."
    

    

    
      'Not really.'
    

    

    
      Ian had saved Yul's life, and he was also the only person who could provide magic stones, so that was the only reason Yul had returned.
    

    

    
      ... Or at least, that's what he grumbled on the surface.
    

    

    
      In truth, Ian was precious to Yul.
    

    

    
      Because Ian was the only creature he could actually hold an intelligent conversation.
    

    

    
      When drifting alone through the deep sea for too long, Yul would often forget he'd once been human—or even that he possessed intellect at all.
    

    

    
      Time in the deep sea flowed endlessly, and intelligence had little meaning there.
    

    

    
      But meeting Ian allowed Yul to truly talk again.
    

    

    
      How could that not make him happy?
    

    

    
      Inside the fishbowl, Yul surveyed the land around him. The lighthouse was the most striking structure on the island.
    

    

    
      Inside, it contained furnishings fit for nobles, though from the outside it looked like an old, weathered lighthouse.
    

    

    
      They entered Ian's room. The temperature there was noticeably warmer than outside.
    

    

    
      Ian brought out a writing board—something he'd made after parting ways with Yul.
    

    

    
      Since Yul always had to write on paper with a pen, wet pages made communication difficult.
    

    

    
      So Ian had crafted a white sand writing board instead.
    

    

    
      That way, Yul didn't need to extend a pen from his tentacle—he could exchange words directly on the board.
    

    

    
      -How is it? The stuff I brought?
    

    

    
      "They're excellent. Both the Energy Coral and the Vesping Pearls are top-grade. Even nobles would love these."
    

    

    
      Ian set the Vesping Pearls down, clearly impressed by Yul's gathering skill.
    

    

    
      Those pearls, he said, contained innate magical power.
    

    

    
      "I asked my father to send more magic stones ahead of time. This should take care of the urgent situation."
    

    

    
      -Thanks.
    

    

    
      He said he'd pay Yul in advance. Yul absorbed four more magic stones.
    

    

    
      【Current Lifespan】
    

    

    
      [Remaining – 157 days]
    

    

    
      "With these pearls and coral, I think we can buy several more magic stones."
    

    

    
      -Thanks. The immediate crisis is averted.
    

    

    
      "Don't mention it."
    

    

    
      -I'm thinking of resting here for a few days. Is that alright?
    

    

    
      "Of course. You're always welcome here. Honestly, I'd prefer that."
    

    

    
      His eyes sparkled. Yul wanted to avoid another barrage of crazy questions.
    

    

    
      -More importantly, what do you even do here?
    

    

    
      "My job is a lighthouse keeper... though I actually do all sorts of things."
    

    

    
      Apparently, that part was true. On foggy days, he would light the beacon in the massive lighthouse.
    

    

    
      "I'm a mage. More precisely, a scholar of magic. In this country, you can't be called that unless you've been properly certified."
    

    

    
      -Hmm? So, like an amateur versus a professional?
    

    

    
      "Something like that. Hm. Do you want to hear my story?"
    

    

    
      -Of course. I told you mine, didn't I?
    

    

    
      "Well, the glass did break because of it, though."
    

    

    
      Then he chuckled softly and lit the fireplace beside him.
    

    

    
      "All right then. I'll tell you. I was born the third son in my family. I had seven younger siblings. But now... I'm the youngest. None of them lived to adulthood."
    

    

    
      Yul left a message of condolence.
    

    

    
      -My condolences.
    

    

    
      "It's fine. Anyway, through all that, I realized something—humans die far too easily. Life is fleeting, and death can come anytime. So I thought..."
    

    

    
      His eyes looked quietly lonely as he spoke.
    

    

    
      "If I leave nothing behind, then what meaning does this wretched life even have?"
    

    

    
      Yul fell silent. The mood had grown too heavy.
    

    

    
      "So I decided to restore the ancestral magic I found in my family's archives. A Unique Magic."
    

    

    
      -What's Unique Magic?
    

    

    
      "If Common Magic is designed so anyone can use it, Unique Magic is created to be used by a single, specific creature. One of my ancestors mastered the Unique Magic called The Great Balance and became the founder of our house. But it was lost over generations. I made it my life's purpose to restore what he left behind."
    

    

    
      Life's purpose...
    

    

    
      "The Great Balance is a magic that balances disparities between oneself and the target—whatever that target may be."
    

    

    
      -What do you mean? Like, if the target were the entire universe, it would balance your energy state with the whole cosmos?
    

    

    
      "In theory, yes. Though, of course, only in theory. Anyone who could actually achieve that would be godlike."
    

    

    
      Ian looked at Yul with genuine amazement, surprised that he could understand the theory so well.
    

    

    
      "You actually understand magic?"
    

    

    
      -Of course. It's fascinating.
    

    

    
      "Yes... Anyway, to continue—I realized I needed to study both the stars and the sea. I believe the two are somehow connected. So I came to this lighthouse—it's a family property, quiet, and perfect for magical training."
    

    

    
      Yul clicked his tongue. He'd isolated himself on this remote island just for that?
    

    

    
      -How old are you, anyway?
    

    

    
      "I'm turning twenty-three this year."
    

    

    
      -And your family's fine with that?
    

    

    
      "Of course, they worry—my mother especially. But I'm the only one in the family capable of learning the Great Balance. Even the elders expect me to restore our founder's magic."
    

    

    
      -Impressive.
    

    

    
      "You flatter me. But you—surviving the deep sea, climbing all the way to land—that's far more impressive. I would've given up right away."
    

    

    
      Deep-sea creatures were meant to live only in the deep.
    

    

    
      To Ian, Yul's very existence defied that logic—and that made it remarkable.
    

    

    
      -But hey. Do you think I could learn magic, too?
    

    

    
      "Eh?"
    

    

    
      Ian blinked. An octopus learning magic?
    

    

    
      "Well, that's a new one. There are some ancient myths about primordial creatures using magic, though."
    

    

    
      -I want to learn magic. There's a damn shark in the deep that can use it.
    

    

    
      "What!? A shark using magic? That's more shocking than a snake with a gun!"
    

    

    
      Wait—so there are guns in this world?
    

    

    
      -Anyway, I'm gonna get revenge on that bastard.
    

    

    
      "Very well. Ha, let’s give it a try. Ha. But, you see, my magic is the magic of Bihin Bujeon."
    

    
      (If one is not human, it must not be passed on.)
    

    

    
      The meaning of this phrase was that it should not be taught to someone who lacked humanity.
    

    

    
      But… taken literally, does it mean he mustn’t teach it to anyone who isn’t human?
    

    

    
      As Ian flipped through his family's records and realized there was no such rule written anywhere.
    

    

    
      "Fine. Let's do it. Let's try magic."
    

    

    
      Yul grinned broadly.
    

    

    
      'You slit-eyed sand shark bastard. Once I master magic, you're dead.'
    

    

    
      And so, Yul's study of magic began.
    

  Chapter 10: 

    
      Chapter 10. Magic
    

    

    

    

    
      “Magic is something you use with your soul. Within the layers of the soul, there exist the
    

    
      「Magic Core」,the「Magic Engine」,and finally, the「Magic Circuit.」These three are the key to using magic."
    

    

    
      -Hooh.
    

    

    
      "Each core, engine, and circuit is something you are born with. To become a mage, you must first find them."
    

    

    
      -Huh? What do you mean, 'born with'?
    

    

    
      "Yes. I don't know about other species, but humans are. That's why the core, engine, and circuit never change after birth. A mage is someone who finds and applies them."
    

    

    
      -They never change? How's that possible?
    

    

    
      So that means the amount of magic you have is determined from birth.
    

    

    
      "You can change it, but it's extremely dangerous. Because that would mean modifying your soul."
    

    

    
      -Hmm.
    

    

    
      Even modifying the body through surgery is risky—modifying the soul would be far worse.
    

    

    
      Anyway, Yul listened carefully to the explanation about magic.
    

    

    
      To summarize roughly:
    

    

    
      The magic core is the part that generates magic. You could think of it as a massive magic tank. The amount of magic a human can have is limited from birth.
    

    

    
      The magic engine functions as an engine. It's there from the beginning, but what kind of magic you can manifest depends on what you install into that engine.
    

    

    
      "I, for example, have installed the Great Balance instead of the common universal magic into my magic engine."
    

    

    
      -Hmm.
    

    

    
      The magic circuit takes the magic produced by the magic engine and manifests it into reality.
    

    

    
      "It's often connected to the nervous system. Especially to the hands. That's why people usually cast magic with their hands."
    

    

    
      -Hmm. So that's how it works.
    

    

    
      Yul roughly understood.
    

    

    
      But since this was a human-style magic manifestation, he couldn't help but wonder whether it could apply to him as well. Still, it was worth trying.
    

    

    
      "In ancient times, magic was called Mantra. Though all records of it have been completely lost."
    

    

    
      -Mantra? The guys living down below use that all the time.
    

    

    
      Even that baby sand shark used a kind of magic called Mantra, and the alien Arktar used it too.
    

    

    
      "W-what kind of things are living in the deep sea? Mantra is described as a transcendent power that surpasses even the system of magic."
    

    

    
      -Some really terrifying stuff lives down there, that's for sure.
    

    

    
      Yul told him about his most recent memory.
    

    

    
      -Right before I escaped, I saw a gigantic eel called Kaedron, the Sea God, and a colossal jellyfish-like thing called Abysarion, Lord of the Abyss. Because of the war they were waging, the surface cracked open and magma spouted out.
    

    

    
      "There are no such records in human history. Couldn't they be mythological beings?"
    

    

    
      Ian stared blankly into empty space with a dazed expression, as if he were dreaming.
    

    

    
      Who knows what kind of imagination he was lost in.
    

    

    
      "I wish I could descend into the deep sea myself."
    

    

    
      -It's dangerous.
    

    

    
      "It must be, yes. I have no intention of going there. Anyway, let's return to magic training, shall we? First, you must contemplate your inner self and recognize your soul. Finding your dormant Magic Core and Circuit is the first step."
    

    

    
      -Got it.
    

    

    
      Yul closed his eyes and observed his inner self.
    

    

    
      "Exhale, then inhale again. Hmm... I suppose an octopus doesn't do that, huh?"
    

    

    
      He sank deep, as if meditating.
    

    

    
      "Yul?"
    

    

    
      Deeper still—until he could hear absolutely nothing, sinking into the very depths of himself......
    

    

    
      There stood an enormous statue.
    

    

    
      Yul looked up above his head. Ah.
    

    

    
      There was a transcendent being there.
    

    

    
      Its head resembled that of an octopus. It looked like a Ktazar race, but it must not be compared to such a lowly, insignificant creature.
    

    

    
      That thing existed on a far higher and more omnipotent plane, an existence more evil than anything, more eternal than anything—an existence that destroys and creates the universe.
    

    

    
      Yul snapped back to his senses.
    

    

    
      'What was that just now?'
    

    

    
      Turning his head, Yul could soon see the layers of his own soul.
    

    

    
      There was a core of immense size. It was hundreds of times larger than Yul himself.
    

    

    
      Beneath that core was a gigantic "factory!"
    

    

    
      A factory? No, a semiconductor? He couldn't tell at all.
    

    

    
      It was a place where metaphysical things whose forms were hard to even imagine seemed to have taken on tangible shape.
    

    

    
      Below that engine, circuits spread out in every visible direction.
    

    

    
      "Yul! Yul!"
    

    

    
      At that moment, Yul opened his eyes at the touch tapping his head.
    

    

    
      "Are you conscious? Are you alive?"
    

    

    
      -Ah. Of course. I saw my magic core, engine, and circuits in the layer of my soul.
    

    

    
      "That's a relief. You have the talent of a mage. Considering most mages inherit their powers through bloodline, your offspring might also become mages. A magical octopus—how exciting."
    

    

    
      -I don't really have any desire to reproduce. I'll soon ascend into another creature anyway.
    

    

    
      "Excuse me? As...cend?"
    

    

    
      -Yeah. I'm going to evolve into a completely different species. Next time, maybe I'll try becoming a dolphin. Or any creature with vocal cords would be nice, so I can talk with you.
    

    

    
      Ian asked back with a blank, dumbfounded expression.
    

    

    
      "Wait, weren't you an octopus?"
    

    

    
      -I am. But when I ascend, I can evolve into an entirely different species.
    

    

    
      "That's... normally impossible. You may be far more extraordinary than I thought."
    

    

    
      Yul considered consulting Ian about the massive statue he had seen deep within his soul, but stopped himself.
    

    

    
      He felt that even speaking of it might cause Ian significant "harm."
    

    

    
      The more he thought about it, the more he felt himself being dragged into a vast madness, so he buried the memory deep within his mind.
    

    

    
      -Anyway, does that mean I can use magic now?
    

    

    
      "Of course—you still need to learn a bit more first!"
    

    

    

    
      * * * 
    

    

    

    
      Living on the island, Yul definitely felt that things were different.
    

    

    
      For one, eating land animals didn't give him any experience points at all.
    

    

    
      "This is rabbit meat."
    

    

    
      -Hmm. I see.
    

    

    
      "This one's venison."
    

    

    
      -Hm.
    

    

    
      He tore off a bit and tasted it—he could tell it was protein, but that was about it.
    

    

    
      There was absolutely no experience gain. Zero. Still, it did satisfy his hunger.
    

    

    
      'So I really am built in a way that I don't gain any experience unless I eat seafood.'
    

    

    
      That said, life on land wasn't all bad.
    

    

    
      At least he could see the humans of this world.
    

    

    
      "I've brought the goods again today, sir."
    

    

    
      "Welcome, Norman."
    

    

    
      A small ship had docked at the pier beside the lighthouse. From it emerged a merchant named Norman.
    

    

    
      He was wearing a comfortable doublet, the kind you'd see in a Renaissance drama; the fashion felt like something from the 17th century.
    

    

    
      At his waist hung a flintlock pistol, a bit more advanced than an early matchlock gun.
    

    

    
      "Where do you get all these pearls and corals?"
    

    

    
      "Merchants from the southern seas sometimes stop by the lighthouse. A friend I traded with once keeps bringing them."
    

    

    
      That was a lie Yul had helped make up. No such southern sea merchants ever came.
    

    

    
      Whatever the excuse, the merchant's face was all smiles.
    

    

    
      "Well, I'm just glad I can keep selling magic stones. They're expensive, but there are so few buyers, you know."
    

    

    
      Magic stones, despite their rarity, had a limited market.
    

    

    
      Unless a noble bought them out of curiosity, most of the buyers were mages and magic scholars.
    

    

    
      "But what's with this octopus?"
    

    

    
      "Oh, the southern merchants gave it to me. Cute, isn't it?"
    

    

    
      "It really is. Looks like the kind of curious octopus nobles would love."
    

    

    
      Yul, in the fish tank, blew a few bubbles. While staying here, he decided to live as a pet jelly octopus for now.
    

    

    
      "Won't you sell it? I bet the nobles would pay well."
    

    

    
      "No."
    

    

    
      "Shame. If you ever find another one like it, please let me know, sir."
    

    

    
      "I'll do that."
    

    

    
      He looked like a pirate, but Norman was apparently a merchant affiliated with the Beltaine family.
    

    

    
      Aside from their current magic stone deal, he'd been tasked by the Beltaine family to make sure Ian's daily needs were fully met.
    

    

    
      Fine leather, candles, paper, books, writing tools—everything Ian needed was brought either from the Beltaine estate or from the Kingdom of Britain.
    

    

    
      After unloading the supplies, Norman said,
    

    

    
      "The next ship will come in three months. If I can't make it, someone else will, so don't worry."
    

    

    
      "Thank you, Norman. May the sea god's blessing be with this voyage."
    

    

    
      Once the busy merchant had finished unloading and sailed away on his flute ship, Yul wrote down a word.
    

    

    
      -You got it?
    

    

    
      "Yes, I have it. The continental map."
    

    

    
      What Yul wanted to see most was the map. He couldn't resist asking Ian to unfold it quickly.
    

    

    
      His heart pounded as he looked—there it was, a massive continental map.
    

    

    
      "This here is our continent, Randa."
    

    

    
      "Hm?"
    

    

    
      To Yul, it felt similar to Europe. He glanced up at Ian. The western edge, huh? Pale skin, long nose. Then, in terms of position, this guy was basically British?
    

    

    
      Not exactly the same, of course, but close enough.
    

    

    
      "They say the world ends with Randa. Everything beyond it is surrounded by the great sea, Phantaratsa."
    

    

    
      Is that so? Yul tried recalling. Phantaratsa was indeed enormous—but only one continent?
    

    

    
      -I doubt that's all humans have discovered. There's bound to be another continent somewhere.
    

    

    
      "That would be exciting. My heart's pounding just thinking about it. Adventure... When I was young, I wanted to sail the seas and become an adventurer. Sadly, I was too frail for that."
    

    

    
      -Why go looking for trouble when you never know when you'll die anyway?
    

    

    
      "Life is fleeting either way. A mere passing shadow. If one devotes that fleeting life to discovering what humanity doesn't yet know, could there be anything more worthwhile?"
    

    

    
      ''This guy is subtly cynical.'
    

    

    
      It was a kind of pessimism mixed with a hymn to humanity—a will to overcome it.
    

    

    
      He seemed to value something beyond life or wealth itself.
    

    

    
      Yul didn't really understand that kind of thinking, but he found himself learning something from it.
    

    

    
      -Let's train magic again today.
    

    

    
      "I doubt there's much left for you to learn, honestly."
    

    

    
      That was true. Yul had mastered all of the incomplete Great Balance magic Ian had created.
    

    

    
      "I was confident that the Great Balance magic, even incomplete, was a decent, unique magic. That is, until I saw the enormous magic engine etched within your soul."
    

    

    
      He sighed. After receiving Yul's permission to glimpse his inner structure, Ian realized that Yul possessed potential far beyond even the greatest human mages.
    

    

    
      "I don't know if it's unique to you, or if your whole species is like that."
    

    

    
      -It's probably just me.
    

    

    
      He hadn't seen another jelly octopus before, but it was certain only Yul could ascend.
    

    

    
      "My magic is still in restoration, so there are missing sections. I've been filling them with fragments of knowledge and inspiration, but it's still far from complete. A lifelong task."
    

    

    
      -Hm.
    

    

    
      "Finally, I will teach you the most recent magic technique I've discovered, the Transmission of Thoughts."
    

    

    
      Through the Great Balance magic comes the Transmission of Thoughts.
    

    

    
      To resolve the imbalance between oneself and another, it was necessary to convey one's state to the other.
    

    

    
      Forcing that awareness upon them was the purpose of this magic.
    

    

    

    
      "Do you understand the formula?"
    

    

    
      -Of course.
    

    

    
      Yul comprehended the magic engine arrangement Ian described and engraved the formula into a small corner of the great factory that existed within his soul.
    

    

    
      Once he'd learned it all, a new status window appeared before him.
    

    

    
      [Congratulations. You have unlocked the category of “Awakening”. From now on, you will be able to fill your vacant soul with many things.]
    

    

    
      【Awakening】
    

    

    
      【Great Balance – Magic (Magna–Libra): The unique magic created by Arthur Beltaine and restored by Ian Beltaine. A magic that corrects the world's imbalance and harmonizes chaos and order. Currently incomplete.】
    

    

    
      (T/N): Latinized words: (大) magna = great ;  (天秤) libra = balance scales
    

    

    
      -Oh. It worked.
    

    

    
      "Yul? Did you just speak to me?"
    

    

    
      -Of course.
    

    

    
      Now, he could send his thoughts directly into Ian's mind without writing.
    

    

    
      "It feels... like language, but not quite. Something's echoing inside my head. Congratulations."
    

    

    
      Ian smiled faintly.
    

    

    
      “Now, you have become my fellow disciple. We are people of the same school, walking the same path.”
    

    

    
      -People?
    

    

    
      "Haha, let's say 'creatures.' Anyway, there are now two followers of the Great Balance School."
    

    

    
      It was still incomplete, but it wouldn't be for long.
    

  Chapter 11: 

    
      Chapter 11. Ian
    

    

    

    

    
      Yul went out to the southern sea again. Well, it was work again today.
    

    

    
      Even though he came here often, this heat never became familiar. It felt like walking through a desert.
    

    

    
      It wasn't that he couldn't move, but he had to rest frequently.
    

    

    
      Still, Yul came anyway—because there wasn't much experience left before his next evolution.
    

    

    
      [Until next evolution]
    

    

    
      [6,200 / 6,400]
    

    

    
      'It's definitely progressing slower.'
    

    

    
      Compared to when he got those "experience events" in the deep sea, it was much slower, but when he thought about the stable lifespan supplied through magic stones, steady level-ups, and an environment without strong enemies, this place was actually nice.
    

    

    
      He tried looking for magic stones underwater, too, but there were none. Magic stones only appeared on land.
    

    

    
      So he spent time hunting here and there, killing boredom.
    

    

    
      Originally, he used to just hunt mindlessly, but once he started running magic formulas in his head, time passed quickly.
    

    

    
      'Status window. Awakening.'
    

    

    
      【Awakening】
    

    

    
      【Great Balance ─ Magic (Magna─Libra)】
    

    

    
      [Formula 1. Perception]
    

    

    
      [Formula 2. Connection]
    

    

    
      [Formula 3. Transmission of Thoughts]
    

    

    
      These "formulas" could be seen as the nodes between which magic was constructed.
    

    

    
      And each node was practically a spell of its own.
    

    

    
      The magic of the Great Balance was structured quite differently from general or common magic.
    

    

    
      Common magic had techniques involving gathering magic from the air and controlling elements like fire, but the Great Balance school was completely devoid of such general spells.
    

    

    
      All the magical formulas of the school existed solely as preliminary workings for the ultimate goal—the Great Balance itself.
    

    

    
      Each one was like an underdrawing for a grand symphony, but even a single formula wasn't something to underestimate.
    

    

    
      Each one could display power near the level of miracles.
    

    

    
      Moreover, the structure of the formulas was rather poetic.
    

    

    
      「The pulse of two worlds echoes within me, and the flowing power unites into one. Its beginning lies within my soul, but its end shall remain in eternity.」
    

    

    
      This was a part of the verse from Formula No.1, "Perception."
    

    

    
      Each line was imbued with power. Magic was stored within the formula, and inserting that formula into the magic engine was what it meant to "learn" magic.
    

    

    
      The verse could also be changed, as only the phrases entered into the engine needed to be modified.
    

    

    
      'Interesting. Core, engine, and circuit—all sound like something engineers would use, but the formula itself is described in such a literary way.'
    

    

    
      He raised a tentacle. From the nerves connected throughout it, Yul could sense a magical circuit he hadn't been able to perceive before.
    

    

    
      He drew magic from the core and connected it to the circuit. Then, through an already-formed formula, he manifested it.
    

    

    
      「Perception」
    

    

    
      Yul cast the formula into ultrasonic waves.
    

    

    
      He wasn't sure if mixing magic with ultrasonic was even possible—but it just worked.
    

    

    
      When he told Ian about this before, the man was utterly astonished, once again slapping his forehead with an open palm.
    

    

    
      He said that he had only ever been able to "perceive" what he could see, and that perceiving through sound was something he'd never even imagined—then he was consumed by academic fervor.
    

    

    
      'Ian's great and all, but once he gets fixated, he turns a bit crazy.'
    

    

    
      Anyway, countless bits of information are mixed into the ultrasonic waves. Things he'd never noticed before were now popping into his head as if someone were interpreting them for him.
    

    

    
      -Red sea bream between the coral reefs
    

    

    
      -A camouflaged octopus
    

    

    
      -A dead sea squirt from yesterday
    

    

    
      -A drifting mahi-mahi
    

    

    
      'Red sea bream, excellent. You're mine! Now, let's try the next spell.'
    

    

    
      「Connection」
    

    

    
      Yul connected to the perceived target. He could sense the sea bream's position, gauge the distance, and even know its current condition.
    

    

    
      "Connection" could only be activated on a target already identified by "Perception."
    

    

    
      Yul immediately located the coral reef where the sea bream was hiding.
    

    

    
      Ssshhhhh!
    

    

    
      He sprayed poison, stunning it in an instant, then sank his sharp teeth in and chewed it down.
    

    

    
      No particular flavor.
    

    

    
      His tongue wasn't as developed as in his human days, so aside from shellfish, all he could feel was a vague sense of fullness.
    

    

    
      [Experience +2!]
    

    

    
      Still, larger prey gave more experience points.
    

    

    
      The third formula allowed the transmission of thoughts to another creature.
    

    

    
      These were the three reconstructed formulas of the Great Balance school—but there was still a long way to go.
    

    

    
      The crucial formula for "Balance" itself hadn't even been restored by Ian yet.
    

    

    
      Yul swept his gaze around. He passed beyond a massive kelp forest and entered a coral zone.
    

    

    
      The reason he roamed this area was to see if he might once again hear that beautiful song he'd heard before.
    

    

    
      Whenever he passed through this area, there was always something far, far away singing with ultrasonic waves. But even when Yul sent out his own ultrasonic waves, there was no reply.
    

    

    
      'It's probably just a difference in ultrasonic capability.'
    

    

    
      Unlike the high-powered ultrasonic on the other side, the ultrasonic of a small jelly octopus like Yul's didn't reach very far.
    

    

    
      So Yul planned to hear the singing directly and then track it down.
    

    

    
      If he could somehow activate 「Connection」 on the song itself as the target, he might be able to trace it across that great distance.
    

    

    
      While steadily gaining experience, Yul soon began to hear the song coming from somewhere.
    

    

    
      ─Aaaaaaaaah↗
    

    

    
      'Still such a sweet song. A human ear would never have been able to hear it.'
    

    

    
      With his sense of hearing shifted into a different realm, even the song sounded completely different.
    

    

    
      Yul perceived the singing.
    

    

    
      -High-frequency ultrasonic singing
    

    

    
      He grasped the concept and began tracking it with Connection.
    

    

    
      The distance to the source of the singing was at least 3,000 kilometers.
    

    

    
      'That's incredibly far.'
    

    

    
      It amazed him that he could hear the song all the way from there to here. Ordinary ultrasonic waves didn't spread nearly that wide.
    

    

    
      After hesitating for a moment, Yul gave up on going there.
    

    

    
      Even from the lighthouse to here was already several hundred kilometers.
    

    

    
      If he went there, he would be truly, tremendously far away.
    

    

    
      Besides, his current life with Ian wasn't bad.
    

    

    
      There would be a chance to look into the song later anyway.
    

    

    
      He was curious, but he held himself back. He could always go after finishing his evolution.
    

    

    

    
      * * * 
    

    

    

    
      After finishing his hunt and returning, Yul noticed a ship he hadn’t seen before.
    

    

    
      ‘Should I ring the bell for this? No, wait—it’s close enough. I should try transmitting a thought.’
    

    

    
      Yul summoned the formula.
    

    

    
      「Transmission of Thoughts」
    

    

    
      -Ian, there’s a ship I’ve never seen before.
    

    

    
      -Ah!? Yul, is that you? For now, please stay there for a moment. Right now, uh—uwaaah!? J-just a second!
    

    

    
      The transmission cut off there. Yul was startled.
    

    

    
      ‘What? Is Ian in danger!?’
    

    

    
      Yul quickly climbed onto land. He crouched and sprang with his tentacles.
    

    

    
      Thunk! Thunk! Thunk!
    

    

    
      He bounced like a ball—an odd movement that would have been impossible for a normal octopus, but Yul’s strength had long surpassed the level of an ordinary cephalopod.
    

    

    
      There were definitely traces of an intruder. The footprints were from shoes, unlike Ian’s.
    

    

    
      ‘Hmm? These look like… high heels?’
    

    

    
      So not a thief… probably. But in any case, he had to check.
    

    

    
      Yul entered the lighthouse.
    

    

    
      He rehydrated himself from the round fishbowl beside the door, then leapt upward and arrived at the upper floor.
    

    

    
      Hearing a commotion, Yul dashed forward, jumped, grabbed the handle with one tentacle, anchored himself with another, and threw the door open.
    

    

    
      “P-please wait a moment, miss!”
    

    

    
      “No, I can’t wait any longer!”
    

    

    
      Creeeak!
    

    

    
      As soon as the door opened, Ian was lying on the floor—while a noble girl with passionate red hair was straddling him.
    

    

    
      -Uh, sorry. Did I interrupt?
    

    

    
      After seeing the scene, Yul quietly closed the door again.
    

    

    
      “Ah, n-no, wait, Yul! It’s not what it looks like!”
    

    

    
      "W-Wha-wha-wha-wha-wha-wha, did an octopus just open the door...?"
    

    

    
      Yul slipped back into his round fishbowl.
    

    

    
      ‘Good timing to leave…’
    

    

    
      It wasn’t that octopuses couldn’t—it was just that Yul himself had absolutely no sexual desire. It felt like he’d become asexual, in a sense.
    

    

    
      Still, he retained his memories from his previous life, so he understood that the situation was… awkward.
    

    

    
      Then, a loud crash came from the bedroom.
    

    

    
      “It’s a monster! A monster! I’ll handle it!”
    

    

    
      “Kyaaa! Miss Celestia! Put down the sword!”
    

    

    
      The woman called Celestia held her rapier in her left hand and flung the door open.
    

    

    
      “Where are you, foul creature! I, the eldest daughter of the Drake family, shall cut you down myself!”
    

    

    
      ‘What a heroic type…’
    

    

    
      “Miss Celestia! Yul isn’t a monster! He’s an intelligent creature!”
    

    

    
      It was no use. Celestia looked around frantically, then spotted Yul in the fishbowl and pointed her sword at him.
    

    

    
      “Y-you monster!”
    

    

    
      ‘Huh. So she plans to fight?’
    

    

    
      Given that she hadn't activated Madness, she was clearly weaker than Yul.
    

    

    
      He climbed up onto the glass rim of the fishbowl, spread his tentacles, and waved them.
    

    

    
      -Kui kui.
    

    

    
      Celestia’s sword began to glow brightly. Yul watched with admiration.
    

    

    
      ‘So she’s channeling magic into her sword?’
    

    

    
      “Yul! Miss Celestia is just a little mistaken, that’s all!”
    

    

    
      -Got it. I’ll just knock her out.
    

    

    
      As Celestia charged, Yul leapt above her and smacked her cheek with a tentacle.
    

    

    
      She spun several times and collapsed, unconscious.
    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      -Weak, human. Even if your sword is sharp, if it cannot hit, it may as well not exist.
    

    

    
      Feeling rather pleased with himself, Yul watched Celestia regain consciousness and raised a tentacle again.
    

    

    
      But Celestia, apparently done fighting, lowered her sword. At last, she seemed to have calmed down.
    

    

    
      "Ian, you'd better explain exactly what's going on here."
    

    

    
      "Well, uh, you see... ha-ha, ha-ha?"
    

    

    
      A moment later.
    

    

    
      Yul was sitting in his round fishbowl and was carried in Ian's hand into the bedroom.
    

    

    
      There, they talked—and Celestia's identity turned out to be far more than Yul had expected.
    

    

    
      -Fiancée?
    

    

    
      "Yes. The Drake family is very close to our Beltain family. Our elders arranged the marriage long ago."
    

    

    
      "But because you decided to become the lighthouse keeper here, our wedding has been delayed for ages!"
    

    

    
      Celestia pointed an accusing finger at Ian. He only smiled awkwardly, looking flustered.
    

    

    
      "And to think you've been living with such a grotesque creature!"
    

    

    
      -Tsk. Do you want to get hit?
    

    

    
      "Threats won't work on me, grotesque creature!"
    

    

    
      -I'll let it slide since you're Ian's fiancée.
    

    

    
      Ian sighed deeply.
    

    

    
      "Yul is practically my colleague. Please stop treating him like that, Miss Celestia."
    

    

    
      Perhaps realizing how serious Ian was, Celestia's tone softened a little.
    

    

    
      "If you insist, then..."
    

    

    
      -Anyway, weren't you two making babies or something?
    

    

    
      "Wh- wh- wh- what—how can you say something so indecent in broad daylight!?"
    

    

    
      -Just asking.
    

    

    
      "O-of course, we'll have to make children after we're married, but not now!"
    

    

    
      Celestia stammered. She might have trained with the sword, but it was clear she was a sheltered noble lady.
    

    

    
      -So, why did you come here?
    

    

    
      "They told me to set a date for the wedding with Ian."
    

    

    
      "Miss Celestia, this is a really critical time. I've found a clue to restoring the magic, I can't just leave now to get married."
    

    

    
      "But Ian, both our families are expecting our union!"
    

    

    
      Yul crossed his tentacles. I see. He was starting to understand the situation. Ian wanted to continue his research here, but his family was pushing for marriage.
    

    

    
      -So what will you do?
    

    

    
      "My life's work can't be postponed. Miss Celestia, could you live here, on this island?"
    

    

    
      "Wh-what? That's a bit..."
    

    

    
      Celestia glanced around. The lighthouse interior was nicely furnished, but its location was the problem.
    

    

    
      The lighthouse keeper's island was completely isolated—no residents, no towns. Occasionally, a ship would stop by, but only in passing.
    

    

    
      Aside from a few merchants who brought food and supplies, it was utterly remote.
    

    

    
      -Anyway, I hope you two come to a peaceful agreement.
    

    

    
      After all, it was their matter to settle.
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      Chapter 12. For a New Ascension
    

    

    

    

    
      After much thought, Ian decided to return to his family’s estate.
    

    

    
      He declared that he would get married there, have children, and then come back to the lighthouse to continue learning magic.
    

    

    
      That process would take several years at the very least.
    

    

    
      Yul told him to do so. It was a pity that they wouldn't be able to meet for a while, but Ian said he would return, so they could meet again then.
    

    

    
      And in the meantime, Yul planned to actively pursue what he had been unable to do before-the first was to identify the source of the singing voice, and the second was ascension.
    

    

    
      At this rate, he would soon complete his final evolution and achieve ascension.
    

    

    
      He had more than enough lifespan left-around four years' worth-so it wasn't threatening.
    

    

    
      "I'll bring back more records from my family. I'll be back within three years at the latest."
    

    

    
      -Be careful.
    

    

    
      "Don't worry. The estate is close to here by ship."
    

    

    
      -I might not be in this form the next time we meet.
    

    

    
      "You said it was called ascension, right? I'm looking forward to seeing what kind of creature you'll become next."
    

    

    
      Ian set down the fishbowl containing Yul on the floor. Yul left the bowl and descended into the sea.
    

    

    
      "Then, Yul, I'll be off."
    

    

    
      Though parting was sad, it wasn't forever.
    

    

    
      After parting ways with Ian, Yul headed to the southern sea, deep in thought.
    

    

    
      'Ian said he has a clear purpose in life. But what about me?'
    

    

    
      Yul pondered for quite a long time. He wondered if there might be some meaning to his own birth.
    

    

    
      No matter what species he ascended into, he never really felt any sense of kinship with that species.
    

    

    
      He also had no thoughts about reproduction, and even as time passed, his body did not age.
    

    

    
      He only assumed that when his lifespan ran out, he would die-like a computer shutting down when the power's cut off.
    

    

    
      'Then what am I supposed to do? Why was I born? What is this ascension ability that no one else has?'
    

    

    
      He thought about his ultimate purpose. After much contemplation, Yul realized he had been trying to solve an unsolvable riddle.
    

    

    
      'Why do you need a reason to live? You just live.'
    

    

    
      Yul was not like Ian. Living with a kind of mad devotion toward a goal was truly difficult.
    

    

    
      For now, Yul had two short-term goals.
    

    

    
      One was to explore all the seas in this region.
    

    

    
      'I'm a sea creature, right? Exploration's a piece of cake.'
    

    

    
      He wanted to find another continent, discover a new island, or simply explore the vast waters he had yet to visit and find something new.
    

    

    
      'An adventure into the unknown world..!'
    

    

    
      The first place he headed for was the southern sea, where the kelp forest had once been.
    

    

    
      The song he had heard there still gnawed at his curiosity to the point he couldn't bear it anymore.
    

    

    
      'I have to find it no matter what.'
    

    

    
      With Ian gone from the lighthouse and his lifespan secured, Yul was unstoppable, despite the journey being over 3,000 kilometers.
    

    

    
      The Phantaratsa was vast indeed. Even with Yul's high-speed movement, it took a considerable amount of time.
    

    

    
      On his way, Yul achieved his final evolution.
    

    

    
      [6,402 / 6,400]
    

    

    
      'Let's go with the "Water Temperature Change Resistance that appeared in the last available evolution.'
    

    

    
      [Water Temperature Change Resistance: Develops an organ capable of withstanding sudden temperature changes or regulates body temperature independently, maintaining a constant internal temperature.]
    

    

    
      [Stage 6 Evolution Complete]
    

    

    
      'Done!'
    

    

    
      Then, in front of Yul, the list for the next ascension appeared.
    

    

    
      【Ascension】
    

    

    
      [Path of Ascension - Shallow Stream]
    

    

    
      [You have walked the path of the shallows. The list of species available for your next ascension will be limited to those that inhabit shallow parts of the seas.]
    

    

    
      [Conditions required for ascension are presented. Satisfy at least three of the conditions below.]
    

    

    
      -Encounter at least ten intelligent species. (Hiveminds not included.)
    

    

    
      -Indirectly defeat a creature stronger than yourself. (You must not harm it directly.)
    

    

    
      -Consume and absorb the magical metal Voratum.
    

    

    
      -Jump more than 30 meters above the sea surface.
    

    

    
      -Consume a land-dwelling creature that has entered the sea.
    

    

    
      'What's with these conditions?'
    

    

    
      They were very different from Xenoia's. The requirements had become more complex, and now he could choose which conditions to fulfill among several options.
    

    

    
      'They're all difficult.'
    

    

    
      During the Xenoia stage, it had been extremely easy-but now that he was a jelly octopus, things had gotten tougher.
    

    

    
      The land creature condition seemed impossible without Ian's help, but maybe the "jump 30 meters above the sea surface" one could be doable somehow.
    

    

    
      'For example, if I jump when the waves are strong, it might be possible.'
    

    

    
      It seemed he would have to wait for a storm and leap above the surface of the sea then.
    

    

    
      Yul chose a few of the options.
    

    

    
      For now: the sea-surface jump, meeting ten or more intelligent species-and he'd think about the rest after observing for a bit.
    

    

    
      'Indirectly defeat one... what does that even mean?'
    

    

    
      His head hurt.
    

    

    
      For now, Yul continued forward. Through the「Connection」, he knew exactly where the source of the sound was, so there was no chance of him getting lost.
    

    

    
      Also, since he could now withstand extreme temperature changes, he had no trouble enduring the warmth of the southern sea.
    

    

    
      'Huh? What's that? A ship?'
    

    

    
      While swimming near the surface, Yul suddenly spotted a massive vessel.
    

    

    
      'A carrack!'
    

    

    
      It was a ship shaped like a 17th-century Western vessel-the kind Ian had said was often used in his country.
    

    

    
      It was a carrack weighing about 500 tons. Yul, having learned the heraldry of various nations with Ian, recognized the flag bearing a white bird-it was the flag of Francia.
    

    

    
      'A navy ship.'
    

    

    
      In this era, naval sailors were adventurers, merchants, and sometimes pirates. Of course, none of that had much to do with Yul.
    

    

    
      'Ah, right. Maybe I could clear a quest here?'
    

    

    
      Meeting ten intelligent beings-if he just showed himself to them and then left, would that count?
    

    

    
      But the closer he tried to get, the farther the ship drifted away.
    

    

    
      'Damn, it's fast.'
    

    

    
      Catching a favorable wind, the carrack was sailing swiftly, and Yul couldn't keep up with its speed.
    

    

    
      He eventually gave up chasing it and continued onward, following the singing voice as his guide.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      He was getting really close to the source of the song now-just a few dozen kilometers away, maybe.
    

    

    
      That day was strangely peculiar. It was as if all the things he'd been meaning to do for so long were happening at once.
    

    

    
      Yul sensed a storm approaching. The light filtering down through the water suddenly dimmed, and he thought it odd.
    

    

    
      It wasn't even night yet, so he rose to the surface-and saw an enormous typhoon raging toward him.
    

    

    
      'That's massive. The waves are going to go wild.'
    

    

    
      If he jumped from one of those huge waves, he might be able to complete the jump quest.
    

    

    
      Sending out a long burst of ultrasonic waves, Yul found the Kingdom of Francia's carrack again after several weeks. The flag was the same, so it had to be the same ship he'd encountered before.
    

    

    
      'Oh, a ship. But will it be okay in this typhoon?'
    

    

    
      A carrack was an enormous ship, but the storm was equally tremendous. If it capsized, everyone aboard would be doomed.
    

    

    
      While waiting for the storm, Yul detected a 'turtle' following him via echolocation.
    

    

    
      'Hm?'
    

    

    
      It was still some distance away, but it was approaching at an incredible speed.
    

    

    
      'What the... That's no ordinary turtle.'
    

    

    
      The shape was turtle-like-but when Yul saw it with his eyes, he was shocked.
    

    

    
      His body reacted on its own, glowing a bright crimson.
    

    

    
      【Authority─Madness (狂化) Activated】
    

    

    
      'Authority is surging!'
    

    

    
      Yul barely restrained his rising madness. He still had plenty of lifespan left. The opposing turtle, however, was no normal creature.
    

    

    
      Its entire body was made of metal-it looked like a knight clad in armor.
    

    

    
      'An armored turtle?'
    

    

    
      And the power streaming from its webbed feet was far from ordinary. That wasn't human magic.
    

    

    
      'It's using a mantra.'
    

    

    
      From a distance, he heard the turtle's mental voice.
    

    

    
      -You there! Beast imbued with magic! How dare you swim these waters!
    

    

    
      Yul locked onto the turtle, activated「Connection」, then used「Transmission of Thoughts」 to send his thoughts.
    

    

    
      -Who are you?
    

    

    
      -I am Kagan, of the proud Turtle Knights! By order of His Majesty the King, I am to patrol the borders and purge all suspicious creatures! Now, kneel before my might! And ecome my prey!
    

    

    
      -No, I mean, what are you?!
    

    

    
      -Flesh Mantra Activate! Uwoooooooh!
    

    

    
      The turtle's body suddenly swelled to one and a half times its size. A musclebound, bulked-up turtle charged through the waves toward him.
    

    

    
      'Oh come on!'
    

    

    
      Yul quickly spread his tentacles and fled.
    

    

    
      Never in his life did he imagine he'd be chased by a crazy, muscle-boosted turtle. Then the quest list flashed in his mind.
    

    

    
      'Indirect kill... then maybe...?'
    

    

    
      He darted toward the eye of the storm, luring the turtle behind him.
    

    

    
      -You coward! Where are you running to?! Face me with honor, you weak octopus!
    

    

    
      Yul knew he was much faster. With the Authority of Madness, his physical capabilities had skyrocketed beyond reason.
    

    

    
      'No time. I have to end this quickly.'
    

    

    
      But he didn't rush—he deliberately adjusted his speed so that Kagan could stay right on his tail.
    

    

    
      All the while, he kept checking the ship's position through ultrasonic waves.
    

    

    
      The waves made it hard to see, but he had a rough idea.
    

    

    
      After a brief chase, the Turtle Knight Kagan finally caught up to Yul—unaware that Yul was intentionally letting him.
    

    

    
      He was practically gloating.
    

    

    
      -I finally caught you!
    

    

    
      At that moment, Yul's figure vanished. He had gathered all eight of his tentacles together, then released them downward at once, propelling himself sharply upward with tremendous force.
    

    

    
      -He disappeared to the surface!
    

    

    
      When Kagan leapt high into the air, he suddenly found himself face to face with a massive carrack rising on the waves.
    

    

    
      It was coming down straight toward Kagan's face. The hard prow of the ship was plummeting right at him.
    

    

    
      -W-what..! You basta-!
    

    

    
      CRAAACK!
    

    

    
      That was the end of him. The weight of a ship, hundreds of tons riding the surge of a wave and falling back down, was more than enough to crush Kagan's skull.
    

    

    
      'Quest complete!'
    

    

    
      At that instant, the Authority of Madness was released. Yul could tell Kagan was definitely dead. His remaining lifespan was about two and a half years.
    

    

    
      Yul had been flung even higher-drawn up to the peak of the waves before plunging back down.
    

    

    
      His target had been the Kingdom of Francia's ship, but his landing point was off—he fell not onto the deck, but into the sea beside it.
    

    

    
      A terrifying impact crashed over his body.
    

    

    
      'Ghhk!'
    

    

    
      Even for a sea creature, waves could still cause damage.
    

    

    
      Falling from that height into rough water was much like hitting solid ground.
    

    

    
      But his body was soft and flexible, easily absorbing the shock, and his regenerative ability allowed him to heal quickly.
    

    

    
      'Now if I can just get to the ship... ah. Too far.'
    

    

    
      He realized he'd lost track of the carrack's position.
    

    

    
      In that storm, the ship had vanished in an instant. He wasn't sure whether they had survived.
    

    

    
      'The turtle's dealt with, but only two quests cleared.'
    

    

    
      Jumping over 30 meters—success.
    

    
      Indirectly defeat a creature stronger than himself—success.
    

    

    
      Meeting ten intelligent beings—still incomplete.
    

    

    
      Yul also realized that the turtle named Kagan counted as one of those intelligent beings.
    

    

    
      He could meet more if he went to the waters where those turtles lived, but they were far too aggressive. They attacked on sight.
    

    

    
      'Guess I'll meet others eventually.'
    

    

    
      After completing the two quests, Yul dove once more toward the source of the song.
    

    

    
      Though the surface above was ravaged by the storm, the deep sea below was calm and silent.
    

    

    
      There, Yul found something glowing beautifully on the ocean floor—something like a round, luminous pearl.
    

    

    
      As he got closer, he saw it wasn't a pearl at all—it was a massive dome made of glass.
    

    

    
      Inside were structures that resembled the temples he had seen before. It looked like a miniature globe.
    

    

    
      One side of the dome was shattered, and the song was flowing out from that breach.
    

    

    
      'What is this?'
    

    

    
      Surely... there wouldn't be another Ktazar inside this time, would there?
    

  Chapter 13: 

    
      Chapter 13. At the End of the Song
    

    

    

    

    
      The deeper he went, the stronger the song that filled the sea became.
    

    

    
      It was truly a sweet and beautiful melody.
    

    

    
      Certain emotions or sensations can sometimes have an intense effect on someone.
    

    

    
      For Yul, who was hearing such a high-frequency song for the first time, it felt like curiosity and enchantment.
    

    

    
      The huge, round, orb-shaped dome had cracks in it, and one side was broken open.
    

    

    
      Large fragments that had fallen from the hole were floating around, and between the shattered pieces of glass, the song leaked out.
    

    

    
      The outer glass of the dome was so clean that it was strangely easy to see the inside.
    

    

    
      The ancient buildings within were delicate and beautiful, as if someone had preserved them.
    

    

    
      Yul scattered ultrasonic waves. The waves bounced back, revealing every corner within.
    

    

    
      'This looks like another ruin. But it's definitely not made by humans.'
    

    

    
      It didn't even resemble that temple he had seen before. The architecture seemed to have been made by an entirely different race.
    

    

    
      Most of the buildings were enormous, with no stairs—they were mostly composed of circular passageways.
    

    

    
      'What kind of race could have built such massive structures? And why did this place sink to the bottom of the sea?'
    

    

    
      Yul couldn't suppress his fascination. He wanted to retrace the flow of history deeply engraved within this place.
    

    

    
      'It'd be nice if I gained an ability like psychometry someday. I want to find out what happened here.'
    

    

    
      He thought that maybe magic or evolution could grant him a similar power someday—but for now, it was just a thought.
    

    

    
      The strange thing was that there were no sea creatures inside other than Yul himself.
    

    

    
      'Why is that? The glass is broken, so ordinary fish should be able to enter.'
    

    

    
      The inside of the dome was warmer than the outside, and it seemed like a good habitat for living beings—so why weren't there any?
    

    

    
      Yul continued moving inward. Deeper and deeper.
    

    

    
      On the inner walls, ancient murals were engraved.
    

    

    
      In the elaborate murals was depicted a strange, humanoid race.
    

    

    
      [Turusa.]
    

    

    
      Their bodies, resembling those of humans, were close to gray. At the ends of both arms were fin-like sleeves. Their skin was smooth, with scales covering some areas.
    

    

    
      [The immortal race that built the Great Empire of the Sea.]
    

    

    
      '.....!?'
    

    

    
      He didn't know the language at all, yet somehow, Yul could understand it.
    

    

    
      He turned his eyes along the ancient murals.
    

    

    
      [They fought a war against the Outer God that crawled up from the Abyss, and in the end, every race was 'erased' from reality.]
    

    

    
      At the end of the mural, countless Turusans were shown reaching out in despair.
    

    

    
      And at the very end of it— ■■■■.
    

    

    
      ─────Chzzzzzzzt.
    

    

    
      His memory was erased in an instant.
    

    

    
      Yul realized he should not have looked at the mural depicting the Outer God's form. If he kept watching, he would become "corrupted."
    

    

    
      He turned his eyes to another mural.
    

    

    
      There was a giant clam, a great king clam. Inside its open shell was a bizarre creature.
    

    

    
      [Syrendron.]
    

    

    
      It was far too strange to be called a living creature.
    

    

    
      It had the upper body of a human. But it was by no means human. Nor was it like the Turusan, its supposed original form.
    

    

    
      Its whole body was covered in pitch-black skin, and on its jet-black face, only the eyelids glowed in fluorescent color.
    

    

    
      Behind it trailed hundreds of extremely long, string-like dorsal fins, fluttering gently like ribbons.
    

    

    
      [Syrendron.]
    

    

    
      [A biological weapon created by the Turusan to fight against the Outer God.]
    

    

    
      [The immortal Turusan modified their own bodies to create it. Most were made using the corrupted corpses of Turusan, who had fallen to the Outer God. Until it was erased, the Syrendron fought a desperate battle against the Outer God.]
    

    

    
      [It possessed powerful mind-control and mental resistance abilities. Each of its tentacles was imbued with a mantra, it had tireless determination, and a regenerative capacity that restored itself infinitely.]
    

    

    
      [When the Turusan race perished, all Syrendrons were destroyed as well.]
    

    

    
      [But the last remaining one was sealed here. The reason is unknown.]
    

    

    
      Yul smacked his lips. It was a habit he used to have when he swallowed saliva back when he was human.
    

    

    
      That was how tense he was.
    

    

    
      'So... that thing actually exists in here?'
    

    

    
      Just looking at the Syrendron, that biological weapon, was terrifying enough to send chills down his spine.
    

    

    
      Honestly, he had absolutely no desire to fight against such an ancient creature.
    

    

    
      If the Syrendron was waiting at the end of that song, Yul fully intended to run away the moment he saw it.
    

    

    
      Creeping forward through a narrow gap that didn't seem like the proper path, Yul finally found a chamber on the deepest level.
    

    

    
      'Whoa.......'
    

    

    
      It was as if auroras were blooming in every direction around him.
    

    

    
      And in the center of it stood the Syrendron. The purple giant clam was closed, but strange, magical energy leaked from the cracks between its shells, and the song could be heard.
    

    

    
      'Time to run.'
    

    

    
      Yul turned his body to escape—but then froze.
    

    

    
      'What's that?'
    

    

    
      From the main passage, not the narrow gap he'd entered through, a group emerged.
    

    

    
      They were a pod of orcas—true predators of the sea.
    

    

    
      Yul had seen orcas from afar before.
    

    

    
      But these looked different. Their black skin bore white tattoo-like markings, which glowed fluorescent whenever they swam into darker areas.
    

    

    
      -The seal?
    

    

    
      -It's weakened further. Judging by the volume of the song, the creature will break free soon.
    

    

    
      -We must prepare. Assemble the war division.
    

    

    
      The orcas were conversing with each other like that.
    

    

    
      Yul, instantly intrigued, forgot about running away and decided to watch from a distance.
    

    

    
      'A seal? They sealed the Syrendron?'
    

    

    
      The orcas called for reinforcements from those outside.
    

    

    
      Soon, their numbers doubled. They prepared with grim determination.
    

    

    
      Yul realized that every one of them was a powerful warrior—and that they were prepared to risk their lives.
    

    

    
      -Open it!
    

    

    
      The leading orca charged forward, striking the top of the purple giant clam with its tail.
    

    

    
      Thump!
    

    

    
      A tremendous shockwave burst out. The beautiful song cut off abruptly, and the glowing light dimmed.
    

    

    
      Moments later, the clam's shell creaked open.
    

    

    
      And from within, the black, monstrous figure emerged.
    

    

    
      Its entire body was jet-black, yet its eyes gleamed with such vivid light that it was frightening.
    

    

    
      From its back, countless tentacle-like appendages unfurled, each glowing with an eerie light.
    

    

    
      -Looks like there are over a hundred tentacles.
    

    

    
      -We must destroy them all.
    

    

    
      -Only by removing the tentacles can we seal it again!
    

    

    
      A brutal battle erupted between the orca pod and the Syrendron.
    

    

    
      The orcas were astonishingly fast and agile. They bit down on the floating tentacles, crushing them, and at times, tore them off by force.
    

    

    
      But the Syrendron didn't stay still either. It spread its tentacles wildly, transforming them into sharp, spear-like blades that shot in every direction.
    

    

    
      It was like watching countless guided missiles flying through the water.
    

    

    
      One of the smaller orcas, performing acrobatic maneuvers like in a deadly circus, failed to dodge a single tentacle.
    

    

    
      Slash!
    

    

    
      -Kyaaaaargh!
    

    

    
      A single tentacle impaled it—then dozens more drove into its body like spears.
    

    

    
      -No!
    

    

    
      The limp orca's body trembled, then suddenly turned to attack another of its kind.
    

    

    
      -Look at his eyes! They're white! He's already under control!
    

    

    
      Amid the terrifying onslaught, more victims fell.
    

    

    
      -'Pharen' is down!
    

    

    
      -Impossible. 'Nugh,' there are too many tentacles!
    

    

    
      -We still have to do it!
    

    

    
      By the time the largest orca bit through the sixth tentacle, fewer than half of the orcas remained alive.
    

    

    
      Some had fallen under mind control; others were trembling and convulsing, their bodies impaled by countless tentacles.
    

    

    
      -If the Syrendron is completely unleashed, our waters will be destroyed!
    

    

    
      -Defend it for the sake of our families!
    

    

    
      Yul, who had been carefully observing the desperate struggle of the orca tribe, thought that maybe—just maybe—he could intervene.
    

    

    
      'Its back is completely exposed.'
    

    

    
      The Syrendron's main target was the orca pod. Every one of its tentacles was directed toward them.
    

    

    
      It seemed not to have noticed the small creature that was Yul—its back was facing him.
    

    

    
      'Ah, what should I do? Go in, or not?'
    

    

    
      Yul honestly didn't care about this seal business—he had only followed the song here.
    

    

    
      He wasn't particularly interested in the orcas' battle either. It's not like he even liked orcas in the first place.
    

    

    
      This stretch of sea had nothing to do with him, and he had no particular stake in it.
    

    

    
      But... still!
    

    

    
      'That bastard turned its back on me?'
    

    

    
      Yul's ambush happened in an instant. He accelerated rapidly, and at the moment he closed in—"Madness" activated, muscles swelling in an explosive pump.
    

    

    
      【Authority—Madness (狂化) Activated】
    

    

    
      'Take this! Spinning attack!'
    

    

    
      He gathered eight of his tentacles neatly together, forming a whirlpool—and spun like a drill straight through!
    

    

    
      The Syrendron noticed Yul at the last possible moment.
    

    

    
      Several tentacles turned toward him—but before they could react, Yul's body had already pierced through the bundle of tentacles!
    

    

    
      He burst clean through the Syrendron's body and out the other side.
    

    

    
      The Authority was a cheat skill.
    

    

    
      Yul scattered ultrasonic waves toward the Syrendron's pierced torso.
    

    

    
      -.....!?
    

    

    
      The creature froze, as if utterly caught off guard.
    

    

    
      -What?! You there, octopus! Well done!
    

    

    
      -The tentacle mass has been severed! Just a little more!
    

    

    
      Even so, the Syrendron looked down at the gaping hole in its abdomen, almost curiously, then raised its hand to cover the wound.
    

    

    
      And then—it started regenerating.
    

    

    
      Yul knew it had regenerative abilities, but to heal even a wound that massive? That was new.
    

    

    
      -Most of the tentacles are cut off!
    

    

    
      -Good. Reseal it. We'll close the shell together!
    

    

    
      All around, severed tentacles floated. The surviving orcas gathered, pushing the purple clam shut.
    

    

    
      They slammed their tails against it, forcing the shell to close; others took turns hammering it shut.
    

    

    
      The Syrendron stretched its arm outward.
    

    

    
      Something about that sight gave Yul a déjà vu—it looked eerily similar to what he'd seen in the ancient mural. Coincidence, perhaps?
    

    

    
      Soon, the Syrendron was sealed back within the clam's shell.
    

    

    
      Yul's Madness was released immediately. The orca pod approached him.
    

    

    
      Yul realized they had no intention of hostility—if they had, Madness would've reactivated instantly.
    

    

    
      -Deep-sea octopus, we offer you our gratitude.
    

    

    
      -Thank you, octopus.
    

    

    
      -You are our hero.
    

    

    
      -Eh? Me?
    

    

    
      -To think that such a small creature could display such power!
    

    

    
      'I just attacked because its back was showing, that's all.'
    

    

    
      But Yul's legendary strike seemed to have deeply impressed the orcas—they looked at him as though they'd just witnessed David strike down Goliath.
    

    

    
      They were showing respect to a creature they would normally consider prey.
    

    

    
      -Indeed. The Syrendron possesses the power to destroy entire seas. Only when its tentacles are few can it be brought down.
    

    

    
      -We've been fighting this endless battle—seal it, it regenerates, and we seal it again.
    

    

    
      -Only those who survive this war are considered warriors among our "Eastern Blue" tribe.
    

    

    
      Because of the Turusan nature of immortality, the Syrendron was undying. It seemed they had no choice but to repeat this sealing process endlessly.
    

    

    
      -You are no ordinary octopus. We would like to invite you to our village.
    

    

    
      -Uh... sure, I guess.
    

    

    
      Yul was reluctant, but he accepted. It was partly curiosity—and partly greed. After all, he needed to meet ten intelligent beings to fulfill his ascension requirement.
    

    

    
      And even counting all the orca warriors here, the total didn't yet reach ten.
    

  Chapter 14: 

    
      Chapter 14. The Orca Village
    

    

    

    

    
      'Nugh' was the leader of the orca warriors. He was male, and across his forehead, he had a horizontal streak of white luminous paint.
    

    

    
      He truly looked like some kind of Amazon tribal warrior in orca form.
    

    

    
      Guided by him, Yul was invited to their village.
    

    

    
      You might wonder why orcas would even need a village, but in this world, orcas were as intelligent as humans, and they lived and acted in unison.
    

    

    
      And that village existed within this underwater cave. The walls of the cave shimmered with strange lights.
    

    

    
      'Woooow.'
    

    

    
      Yul confirmed that the enormous underwater cave had many holes carved into its sides.
    

    

    
      Inside each hole was an orca—each seemed to live inside its own "home," resting safely there.
    

    

    
      From the center of the cave, the largest orca emerged.
    

    

    
      He approached Nugh, the leader of the orca warriors.
    

    

    
      -Nugh, did you achieve victory?
    

    

    
      -Of course, Great Mother. But the sacrifice was great.
    

    

    
      -If it was a victory, that's a relief. And the octopus beside you—who is that?
    

    

    
      -He can speak our language and aided us in battle.
    

    

    
      -Is that true?
    

    

    
      When Yul felt the attention turning toward him, he answered,
    

    

    
      -Of course.
    

    

    
      -How could you understand our tongue...? And this octopus looks like one of the deep-sea creatures.
    

    

    
      The huge orca called the Great Mother swam closer, circling Yul curiously, inspecting his entire body.
    

    

    
      Just by looking at her, Yul could tell she was an immensely powerful creature. If she bore even the slightest hostility, his Madness would've activated instantly.
    

    

    
      -He charged at the Syrendron, a creature many times his size, and dealt the strongest blow, allowing us to seal it away.
    

    

    
      -Is that so? Treat him as an honored guest. See to his comfort and give him what he desires.
    

    

    
      -Thank you, great Mother.
    

    

    
      -Thank you.
    

    

    
      As the enormous orca swam away, Nugh spoke.
    

    

    
      -Your name was Yul, correct?
    

    

    
      -Yes.
    

    

    
      -You have the Great Mother's permission. You are now our guest. However, we have no idea what beings of other species might want—especially an octopus.
    

    

    
      -Because usually, octopuses are our prey.
    

    

    
      -Right? It is rather unusual.
    

    

    
      -We're not sure how to reward you properly.
    

    

    
      As the warriors murmured among themselves, Yul decided this was his chance to gather information first.
    

    

    
      -Then, for my reward, may I ask you a few things?
    

    

    
      -Of course.
    

    

    
      Yul planned to dig for information while he was in their village. There was simply too much in these surrounding waters he didn't yet know.
    

    

    
      [Ascension Conditions Met.]
    

    

    

    
      'The quest is complete.'
    

    

    
      Yul could feel the orcas' gazes as they swam around him.
    

    

    
      Even though they merely passed by and looked at his face, meeting ten intelligent beings seemed to have satisfied the quest's condition.
    

    

    
      He could evolve anytime now—but he decided not to, not yet. It would be safer to do it in a secure place.
    

    

    
      -I'd like to ask you a few things.
    

    

    
      -Ask whatever you wish.
    

    

    
      Yul first recalled the armored turtle he had seen before and decided to ask about it.
    

    

    
      -Hmm. The powers in these waters, you say? You must be a deep-sea creature, then. You probably don't know much about the surface seas. You do know this ocean is called Phantaratsa, yes?
    

    

    
      -Yes.
    

    

    
      -In Phantaratsa, there are known Great Oceans. Each ocean is divided into its own territories, each ruled by different powers.
    

    

    
      The names of the oceans were as follows:
    

    

    
      -There's the Great Celestial Ocean, the Continent Ocean, the Archipelago Ocean, and the Outer Ocean. That's about what we know.
    

    

    
      -Which ocean is this?
    

    

    
      -This is the Great Celestial Ocean.
    

    

    
      Yul listened as Nugh briefly explained that the Great Celestial Ocean was an immensely vast sea within Phantaratsa.
    

    

    
      And the sea adjacent to the continent was the Continent Ocean, where humans were the dominant species.
    

    

    
      Yul realized that this Continent Ocean must be the one bordering the human continent called Randa.
    

    

    
      -The Continent Ocean doesn't have many powers. Perhaps only the Dolphin Tribe, who were pushed out by other power struggles.
    

    

    
      He then continued, explaining about the Archipelago Ocean.
    

    

    
      -The Archipelago Ocean lies to the south. It's a sea covered with countless island chains.
    

    

    
      -And the Outer Ocean?
    

    

    
      -The Outer Ocean lies beyond all the seas we know—a truly dangerous, mysterious, and unexplored sea. It's in the northwest.
    

    

    
      -I see. Then what kinds of powers exist in the Great Celestial Ocean?
    

    

    
      Nugh started by mentioning a faction Yul already knew.
    

    

    
      -First, there's the Turtle Kingdom. Those turtles gather around the world's longest and largest kelp, which they call the World Tree, forming a kingdom there.
    

    

    
      A race that coexisted with the massive sea kelp they called the World Tree—guarding their domain, able to use magic, aggressive, and long-lived.
    

    

    
      -And then there's the strongest faction of all—our Orca Tribe.
    

    

    
      -Oh? Could you tell me a bit more about that?
    

    

    
      -Hmm, sure. We began as ordinary orcas. But it's said that the very first of our kind attained strength through self-cultivation (修身) and then ascended.
    

    

    
      -Huh? Ascended?
    

    

    
      Yul blinked twice. This was the first time he'd learned that another creature could also ascend.
    

    

    
      -Yes, it means evolving into an entirely different species. That next stage is what we call the Deep Kings.
    

    

    
      -Deep Kings!
    

    

    
      Yul shouted in surprise. The creatures everyone in the deep sea had been talking about—those Deep Kings—were actually evolved from orcas?
    

    

    
      -When an orca ascends into a Deep King, it gains tremendous authority. It's said that our ancestor who ascended took pity on our state and bestowed a blessing upon us. We used to have the intelligence of children, but thanks to that gift, our tribe gained great intellect and quickly prospered, expanding our power.
    

    

    
      -I see... Then, may I know more about the Deep Kings themselves?
    

    

    
      -The Deep Kings are said to be able to go anywhere—rising to the vast heavens above or descending to the deepest abyss below.
    

    

    
      '.....!?'
    

    

    
      Yul imagined a whale soaring through the sky. Perhaps that's what a Deep King was like. He couldn't say for sure—he had never seen one himself.
    

    

    
      -These Deep Kings, after ascending, do not interfere with their former species.
    

    

    
      -I understand... Are there any other factions?
    

    

    
      -Hmm. There are. In the southeast, there's the Sea Dragon Tribe. They have huge webbed fins, very long necks, and incredibly powerful teeth. They're massive creatures.
    

    

    
      One of the warriors interrupted.
    

    

    
      -Right! They're so huge that when we hunt one, there's enough meat to feed the entire tribe.
    

    

    
      -But we can't just attack them carelessly.
    

    

    
      -Hey, don't interrupt.
    

    

    
      At Nugh's words, everyone fell silent.
    

    

    
      -Anyway, aside from the Sea Dragons, there's something you must truly be wary of—the Hives. They usually dwell in the Outer Ocean, but sometimes, they appear here.
    

    

    
      -Hives?
    

    

    
      -The Great Mother once said that these creatures were originally deep-sea anemones.
    

    

    
      "Anemones?!
    

    

    
      Yul's interest was piqued.
    

    

    
      -Why must we be wary of them?
    

    

    
      -Because the Hive, a collective organism made up of countless anemones, absorbs all living things.
    

    

    
      -They're truly dangerous.
    

    

    
      -They absorb numerous creatures and take only their greatest strengths. For example, by consuming the heart of a giant humpback whale, they gain an immense pulse; by using an armored turtle's shell, they reinforce their outer layer. That's how they strengthen their bodies and expand their collective.
    

    

    
      -That's horrifying.
    

    

    
      Yul shuddered.
    

    

    
      -People say you can destroy a Hive by eliminating its core, but to reach that core, you must pass through countless zones of tentacles.
    

    

    
      -They're even worse than the Syrendron. Even our kin who venture northwest flee immediately if they spot a Hive floating on the sea's surface.
    

    

    
      Yul listened as they described the many mysterious creatures of the ocean and the regions they inhabited.
    

    

    
      The more he heard, the more he realized that what he had encountered so far was merely a drop in the ocean.
    

    

    
      -The Great Mother says that in the Outer Ocean, hives are everywhere—and there are beings even more terrifying than them. You'd better not wander out there.
    

    

    
      -I won't.
    

    

    
      The seas of this world were vast—and filled with things beyond imagination.
    

    

    
      Yul already felt chills running all over his body. How many more monsters existed out there, in those distant waters? And what lay hidden in the depths of those seas?
    

    

    
      A vast, unknown terror seemed to loom before him—but Yul decided not to think about it.
    

    

    
      It was foolish to worry about something that hadn't come yet.
    

    

    
      After talking with them for a while, Yul decided to stay for about a day in the village, and was given his own personal cave.
    

    

    
      It was the smallest of the holes—too tight for an orca to enter—but perfectly sized for Yul.
    

    

    
      Yul rested there that day, taking the time to read through his long-neglected status window.
    

    

    
      [Ascension Conditions Met.]
    

    

    
      [After ascension, you can evolve into a different species.]
    

    

    
      [Upon becoming another species, your evolution limit will increase to seven stages, but it will require much more experience.]
    

    

    
      [Karma accumulated in this species’ life: 1,105.]
    

    

    
      "Whoa, that's... a lot of karma.
    

    

    
      Over a thousand! Considering he'd only earned thirteen during his time as Xenoia, that was an overwhelming number.
    

    

    
      Yul recalled what he had done since becoming a jelly octopus.
    

    

    
      He had acquired the miraculous Stone of Authority—an artifact left behind by an alien race in an ancient temple.
    

    

    
      He had leveled up explosively in the hydrothermal vents.
    

    

    
      He had slain a sand shark and witnessed the battle of colossal, myth-like beings.
    

    

    
      Then, upon surfacing, he had spent time on land, consumed magic stones to extend his lifespan, lived with the lighthouse keeper Ian, and awakened magic.
    

    

    
      'So... karma builds up when I achieve something or when I'm with someone?'
    

    

    
      [Current creatures available for ascension based on Karma]
    

    

    
      [Because you have acquired a large amount of karma, additional information is provided.]
    

    

    
      [Based on your past experiences, new evolutionary paths that align with your desires will be suggested.]
    

    

    
      [-Solar Flying Fish] – A flying fish that absorbs sunlight and converts it into magic for storage. It glides swiftly above the sea surface, capable of sustained flight.
    

    

    
      -Evolution Traits: Energy absorption, high-speed gliding, solar-energy techniques, scale reinforcement, and optical abilities.
    

    

    
      [※This option was formed from your tendency to go upward toward the surface.]
    

    

    
      'Oh! Now it’s even showing its potential?'
    

    

    
      Yul liked that—he could finally glimpse what kind of evolutionary direction awaited him.
    

    
      Maybe gaining more karma unlocked new functions.
    

    

    
      He looked at the second entry.
    

    

    
      [-Lance Squid] – A squid species with spear-like, sharpened horns. A highly aggressive, battle-oriented lifeform.
    

    

    
      -Evolution Potential: High-speed movement, martial-skill acquisition, texture alteration, ink ejection, electric discharge, and horn enhancement.
    

    

    
      [※This option was generated from the many combat experiences you've had as an octopus.]
    

    

    
      [-Phantom Jellyfish] – Nearly invisible to others due to its transparency. Its mass of tentacles carries potent neurotoxins. Can temporarily slip into another dimension to evade harm.
    

    

    
      -Abilities: Invisibility, neurotoxin, magic-field generation, and dimensional step.
    

    

    
      [※This option was created based on your magical aptitude.]
    

    

    
      'Oh, nice—feels like the fighter class and the rogue class.'
    

    

    
      The Lance Squid was clearly a direct evolution of the jelly octopus, boasting far more abilities.
    

    

    
      The fact that it could gain electrical powers was especially appealing.
    

    

    
      The Phantom Jellyfish, on the other hand, seemed better suited for stealth and mobility—but probably not very fast.
    

    

    
      Then Yul checked the final entry.
    

    

    
      [-Orca] – Possesses exceptional intelligence and hunting ability, forming social structures and cooperating within a tribe.
    

    

    
      -Evolution Potential: Physical enhancement, charisma, and high affinity for magic.
    

    

    
      [※This option was formed through your accumulated karma and your encounters with orcas.]
    

    

    
      'Whoa? Seriously? An orca?'
    

    

    
      On Earth, that was the apex predator of the ocean. Though here, who knew what that meant.
    

    

    
      If he evolved into an orca, Yul might even be able to join the Orca Tribe.
    

    

    
      The unknowns in its "Evolution Potential" gave him pause—but still, these four choices were incredible.
    

    

    
      'Which one should I pick?'
    

    

    
      They all looked good—so good that choosing was hard.
    

    

    
      But after a moment of thought, Yul made up his mind.
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      Chapter 15. Became an Orca
    

    

    

    

    
      Come to think of it, there was no need to hesitate.
    

    

    
      If you're given the choice between a squid, a flying fish, a jellyfish, and an orca—of course, you'd pick the orca, right?
    

    

    
      Even if the others might use magic or soar through the skies, the orca is still the apex predator. That's the right answer.
    

    

    
      Having reached his conclusion, Yul judged when the best time for ascension would be.
    

    

    
      'Too many eyes on me here.'
    

    

    
      Ascension was based on violent physical transformation. This place was far too conspicuous.
    

    

    
      'Maybe I should prepare somewhere quiet. Well, it's not like the orcas will keep me in the village forever anyway.'
    

    

    
      He figured he could stay for a few more days and then leave.
    

    

    
      Then a thought struck him.
    

    

    
      'Do I really need to leave to become an orca? What if I show them the process right here in the village?'
    

    

    
      For these creatures, ascension wasn't an entirely foreign concept.
    

    

    
      They themselves ascended to become one of the Deep Kings Tribe, so perhaps their perception of ascension was different.
    

    

    
      'Showing them how I ascend... that's a bit of a gamble.'
    

    

    
      If things went well, Yul might be accepted by the orcas. But if it went wrong, they might see him as a threat.
    

    

    
      'I'll put that idea on hold for now.'
    

    

    
      The next day, Yul went outside. Nugh was a warrior who had taken a great liking to him.
    

    

    
      Especially after seeing the small-bodied Yul charge headfirst at a monstrous, electrifying creature many times his size, he considered Yul incredibly brave.
    

    

    
      Maybe that's why he often went out of his way to help.
    

    

    
      -What does your octopus species eat?
    

    

    
      -Pretty much anything.
    

    

    
      -Oh, really? That's fortunate. I was thinking of treating you to a meal. And I was going to show you around our village.
    

    

    
      -That'd be great.
    

    

    
      That was when Yul first learned that orcas stored food. Usually, sea creatures just ate whatever they found, but some of these orcas actually kept livestock within the village.
    

    

    
      'They're a bit different from the other orcas, huh.'
    

    

    
      These ones were, in human terms, settlers.
    

    

    
      They built villages and kept their food close by.
    

    

    
      Yul hadn't expected to see a civilization-like structure even in the ocean.
    

    

    
      When a few mackerels escaped from a fish pen in the middle of the underwater cave, Yul snatched and devoured them all at once.
    

    

    
      -You’ve got quite the appetite.
    

    

    
      For some reason, Nugh looked at him the way a cat might look at a hamster cracking nuts.
    

    

    
      -Want to look around the village? I'll show you around.
    

    

    
      -Of course. I'm curious.
    

    

    
      Yul followed the orca through the underwater caves.
    

    

    
      He learned that this place had originally been a natural cavern, later expanded by the orca tribe that moved in.
    

    

    
      -Not just our tribe, other orca tribes also form villages and live in underwater caves like this.
    

    

    
      -There are other tribes?
    

    

    
      -Of course. We may not speak the same way, but all orca tribes get along. There are plenty of enemies in these seas, after all.
    

    

    
      While exploring with Nugh, Yul came across a strange cave emitting a faint green light.
    

    

    
      -What's that place?
    

    

    
      -That's where the sacred stone tablet of our tribe lies.
    

    

    
      -Oh, I'm curious. I probably can't go in, right?
    

    

    
      -Normally, no. But just a quick look should be fine. The Matriarch said to treat you as a guest, after all.
    

    

    
      Following Nugh's words, Yul headed inside.
    

    

    
      The green-lit cave had walls made of a reflective material.
    

    

    
      It looked a bit like glass, or maybe like crystal, he couldn't tell exactly.
    

    

    
      The source of the green light was in the center.
    

    

    
      'Hm? Is this... some kind of temple?'
    

    

    
      In the middle stood a massive rectangular stone tablet, radiating a soft green glow.
    

    

    
      A line had been drawn around it to keep others from approaching, and surrounding it were several orcas, softly murmuring in ultrasonic tones toward the stone tablet.
    

    

    
      -Protect... us... O ancestors...
    

    

    
      The ultrasonic chant was so low and rumbling that Yul couldn't make out the words clearly, but it sounded like a prayer.
    

    

    
      -What's that?
    

    

    
      -It’s a stone tablet inscribed with the words of Isnael, the first of the Deep King Tribe. He was once an orca before he ascended
    

    

    
      -Ah.
    

    

    
      Roughly speaking, it seemed like a form of religion. This must be some kind of holy site where they worship their god.
    

    

    
      -And those people praying up front are all practitioners.
    

    

    
      -Practitioners?
    

    

    
      -Yes. They pray before the tablet to cultivate themselves, using mantras to undergo the process of ascension.
    

    

    
      -Oh.
    

    

    
      So they were praying in order to become divine beings? It reminded him a bit of Buddhism.
    

    

    
      It seemed the legend of the Deep Kings was well-known among the orcas.
    

    

    
      The difference from humans on Earth was that here, ascension actually was possible.
    

    

    
      -But not many orcas ever ascend. Only a few can read the words Isnael left behind on that tablet.
    

    

    
      -Oh? Mind if I take a look?
    

    

    
      -Sure, just don't cross the rope.
    

    

    
      Yul approached the stone tablet. The practitioners glanced at him, but their concentration never wavered.
    

    

    
      Compared to the curious stares he got outside, the atmosphere here felt solemn and devout.
    

    

    
      Yul wondered if his translation ability would work on the tablet, too.
    

    

    
      [I, Isnael, the first of the Deep King Tribe, proclaim this.]
    

    

    
      [Your kind, the foolish orcas, lack the intelligence to comprehend language—this is my lament. Thus, I have decided to bestow my grace upon you.]
    

    

    
      [Accept the Light, and give form to the Mantra, for the source of the Deep King Tribe is 'Light.']
    

    

    
      [I sought the path within the darkness, and at the end of that path, I embraced the Great Azure Ocean.]
    

    

    
      [The depth of the sea is equal to the depth of the heavens.]
    

    

    
      [The power of the Deep King Tribe is not mere physical evolution, but the awakening of the soul. You shall take your first step toward that boundless potential.]
    

    

    
      [When you embrace the light, you shall attain true freedom.]
    

    

    
      [But those who reject the light shall be bound to the darkness, fated never to escape the call of the abyss.]
    

    

    
      [Await the coming of the Heaven-and-Earth Reversal.]
    

    

    
      What kind of nonsense is this supposed to be?’
    

    

    
      Just like any self-proclaimed prophet, he had scribbled down a bunch of vague, lofty nonsense.
    

    

    
      ‘Embrace the light? What’s that even supposed to mean?’
    

    

    
      As Yul tilted his head in confusion, a status window suddenly appeared.
    

    

    
      [You have read the Epic of the Deep King Tribe.]
    

    

    
      [Your fate begins to draw toward the Deep King Tribe.]
    

    

    
      [A new path to Ascension has been detected — indexing.]
    

    

    
      [Path of Ascension – Deep King Tribe has been unlocked.]
    

    

    
      [You may now evolve from Orca → Deep King Tribe.]
    

    

    
      'Oh!'
    

    

    
      Yul blinked in surprise. He'd thought the tablet was just full of meaningless rambling, but it had actually opened a new evolutionary path.
    

    

    
      'Wow, that's insane. I've gotta become an orca quickly!'
    

    

    
      To do that, he'd first have to leave the village, ascend safely somewhere else, and then come back——
    

    

    
      [User’s approval received. Ascension to Orca will now begin.]
    

    

    
      'Wait, no! That wasn't approval!!'
    

    

    
      But the stone tablet's power seemed to trigger on its own, causing the status window to go haywire.
    

    

    
      'Wait! Hold on! Please! Not here! This is gonna cause so much trouble!'
    

    

    
      -Hm!? Wh–What's happening!?
    

    

    
      A brilliant light burst from Yul's body. It was unlike when he'd evolved from an octopus before.
    

    

    
      His entire body began to transform. The form of a cephalopod creaked and twisted into a completely different creature.
    

    

    
      New flesh formed, new organs developed, and fins grew across his body as he changed.
    

    

    
      Defying all laws of physics, he ascended into an entirely new species.
    

    

    
      When he finally opened his eyes, every orca around him was staring in shock.
    

    

    
      -Ooooh!
    

    

    
      -Ooooooooh! It's ascension!
    

    

    
      -Unbelievable! How could an octopus ascend into an orca!?
    

    

    
      -A sacred creature!
    

    

    
      -A lower species ascending into a higher one... was that octopus a practitioner too!?
    

    

    
      -My goodness. I knew he wasn't an ordinary octopus—any creature strong enough to defeat the Sirendron had to be something else—but to become an orca!?
    

    

    
      The orcas' clamor and shock were a hundred times greater than Ian's reaction to discovering an intelligent octopus..
    

    

    
      One orca even slammed its head against the wall.
    

    

    
      -Even an octopus ascends! Why can't I ascend to the Deep King Tribe!? Why only me!?
    

    

    
      -No! Hurry and inform the Great Mother. Report this strange phenomenon! Capture that creature!
    

    

    
      -Strange phenomenon? Isn't this an auspicious occurrence? Our species has long believed it had no origin. But if another species evolved into ours, this could reveal the truth of our beginnings!
    

    

    
      -What kind of nonsense is that? Isn't that octopus just special? A practitioner can ascend!
    

    

    
      -That orca might become one of the Deep King Tribe!
    

    

    
      The orcas suddenly split into factions and began arguing noisily.
    

    

    
      'This is a total mess.'
    

    

    
      Feeling their shock and fear, Yul checked his body first.
    

    

    
      Given how things had turned out, he had to adapt and choose his next move. Yul first checked for escape routes and observed how they would react.
    

    

    
      If they turned hostile, he had prepared to flee immediately.
    

    

    
      'If they attack, Madness will activate, and I'll survive. Nothing to worry about.'
    

    

    
      Still, he had truly become a completely different species. An orca, no less.
    

    

    
      Fins on both sides, a fin on his back, and another on his tail.
    

    

    
      A streamlined body. If there were a mirror, Yul would probably look no different from the other orcas.
    

    

    
      The only difference was that his body felt smaller than the others.
    

    

    
      A new status window appeared.
    

    

    
      [Ascension Complete]
    

    

    
      [Orca]
    

    

    
      [A natural-born hunter found across the widest range of all whale species. It possesses high intelligence, lives in groups, and is equipped with an ultrasonic organ.]
    

    

    
      [As the final function of ascension, you inherit one evolution obtained from your previous species.]
    

    

    
      'Huh? Inherit?'
    

    

    
      Right. Now that he thought about it, there was such a function.
    

    

    
      Yul recalled his previous traits.
    

    

    
      'Muscle Enhancement, Toxin, Pressure Adaptation, Temperature Resistance, Regeneration, Ultrasonic Wave Cannon—— something like that?'
    

    

    
      Among the previously inherited traits, the ultrasonic ability was unnecessary. Orcas already had the natural ability to use ultrasonic waves.
    

    

    
      'Which ability would be best to inherit?'
    

    

    
      Orcas were said to live everywhere, from polar seas to tropical waters. So temperature resistance wasn't needed.
    

    

    
      'I'm not diving back into the deep sea either, so pressure adaptation is useless.'
    

    

    
      That left Toxin, regeneration, and the ultrasonic wave cannon.
    

    

    
      'Offense or defense.'
    

    

    
      Choosing defense meant gaining regeneration; offense meant toxin or ultrasonic attack.
    

    

    
      'Let's go with defense.'
    

    

    
      The wave cannon was tempting, but it might show up again later through evolution anyway.
    

    

    
      For now, regeneration seemed the best choice to quickly recover from injuries.
    

    

    
      【Evolution State (Stage 0)】
    

    
      [Experience required for next stage]
    

    
      [1/600]
    

    

    
      【Creature Traits】
    

    
      Marine Creature: A marine creature capable of diving from the surface layer to considerable depths.
    

    
      Hunter: You are a natural-born predator.
    

    
      Ultrasonic Organ: Can perceive and interpret ultrasound to use echolocation.
    

    
      Temperature Resistance: Thick skin allows you to maintain a stable body temperature in varying water conditions.
    

    

    
      【Inheritance】
    

    
      Regeneration: At the cost of experience points, this ability rapidly restores damaged body tissue. Severed fins, tails, and internal organs can be regenerated.
    

    

    
      【Authority】
    

    
      [「Madness」: When a powerful enemy appears, this ability activates automatically. During its duration, strength increases dozens to hundreds of times, and the user becomes invulnerable, taking no damage at all.]
    

    
      [Activation Condition: Automatically triggers when you encounter an enemy stronger than yourself, after evaluating their rank.]
    

    
      [Cost of Use: Lifespan.]
    

    

    
      【Awakening】
    

    
      【Great Balance – Magic (Magna–Libra): The unique magic created by Arthur Beltaine and restored by Ian Beltaine. A magic that corrects the world's imbalance and harmonizes chaos and order. Currently incomplete.】
    

    
      [Formula 1. Perception]
    

    
      [Formula 2. Connection]
    

    
      [Formula 3. Transmission of Thoughts]
    

    

    
      【Ascension】 – Ascension Stage 2
    

    
      Current Karma: 1,118
    

    

    
      【Your Current Lifespan】
    

    
      [Remaining – 70 years, 50 days, 23 hours]
    

    

    
      ‘Wow, insane! A lifespan of 70 years?’
    

    

    
      Yul was thrilled. As a jelly octopus, he had never lived past five years—but this orca could live for seventy.
    

    

    
      The orca was an innately powerful hunter. With regeneration as his inherited ability, Yul had no need to fear fighting. 
    

    

    
      On top of that, if he combined his Magic and Authority, he might be overwhelmingly stronger than other Orcas.
    

    

    
      While Yul was taking a moment to examine himself, in the midst of the chaos, the Matriarch of the orcas entered the cave.
    

    

    
      -Matriarch!
    

    

    
      -Matriarch! A most auspicious occurrence has occurred!
    

    

    
      -Nugh has told me of it. You’re saying that the jelly octopus we met before has ascended into our kind?
    

    

    
      -Yes. And it ascended after seeing this stone tablet left behind by Lord Isnael of the Deep King Tribe.
    

    

    
      -It seems this is no ordinary matter. Child, come with me.
    

    

    
      Hearing himself being addressed as “child,” Yul blinked twice.
    

    

    
      -Apparently, his current appearance was that of a young orca calf.
    

    

    
      -‘Me, an orca calf?’
    

    

    
      Perhaps because of that, they might be more inclined to accept him.
    

    

    
      __________________
    

    
      __________________
    

    
      __________________
    

    

    
      (T/N): Orcas are called killer whales, but they’re actually dolphins — and they still count as ‘whale species’ because they belong to the big ocean family called cetaceans. It’s kind of like how a tomato is technically a fruit, but everyone treats it like a vegetable! 
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      Chapter 16. The Orca Tribe
    

    

    

    

    
      Aside from the status window, something else appeared. It was the Path of Ascension. Just like during the jelly octopus days, there was a quest this time as well.
    

    

    
      【Ascension】
    

    

    
      [Path of Ascension - Deep King Tribe]
    

    

    
      [Having read the stone tablet, the path to ascension into a higher species opens. The next species available for ascension will be one of the Deep King Tribe, Sea Dragon Tribe, or Spirit Abyss Tribe. The option with the highest probability among higher species is prioritized in the list.]
    

    

    
      [The conditions required for the species’ ascension are presented. After completing all evolutions, satisfy 4 of the following conditions.]
    

    

    
      -Encounter the Snail of Darkness.
    

    

    
      -Form a good relationship with one human being.
    

    

    
      -Gold is desire itself. Gather one ton of gold.
    

    

    
      -Encounter a creature possessing divinity. Retroactive application is not possible.
    

    

    
      -Defeat one sea creature stronger than yourself.
    

    

    
      -Deal with a creature that has risen from the deep sea.
    

    

    
      ‘What the hell? A ton of gold? Divinity? What even is this?’
    

    

    
      It felt like the difficulty had increased compared to the jelly octopus days.
    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      Orcas were traditionally a matriarchal society. The reason was simple—females lived about thirty years longer than males.
    

    

    
      Because of this, orcas, regardless of gender, rarely left their mothers and would form large tribes under the leadership of an elderly female.
    

    

    
      The eldest grandmother was, accordingly, an experienced and skilled hunter.
    

    

    
      Thus, the head of a tribe was called the Matriarch.
    

    

    
      These orcas, blessed by their ancestors who had ascended into the Deep King Tribe, possessed far greater intelligence and longevity.
    

    

    
      The tribe's matriarch was an astonishing one hundred and sixty years old.
    

    

    
      Matriarch Lancia was bewildered by an event she had never experienced before in her long life, but her age and wisdom kept her from acting rashly.
    

    

    
      'What should I do?'
    

    

    
      According to the tribe's rules, an orca born from a different mother cannot be accepted into the same pod.
    

    

    
      The orca who introduced himself as Yul had an extraordinary origin—he had not been born from any mother's womb.
    

    

    
      He hadn't even been born an orca, yet the orcas understood what ascension was—the act of transforming completely from one species into another.
    

    

    
      If that was the case, then that creature was no longer an octopus—it was an orca.
    

    

    
      All the tribe's elders, regardless of whether they belonged to the Traditional Faction or the Traditional faction, gathered together and started arguing heatedly.
    

    

    
      -That’s a freak! It wasn’t born from a mother — it turned into an orca from some weird creature! And it even speaks our language? Kill it now, that ominous thing!
    

    

    
      -Nonsense! You're talking about killing a child? Get a hold of yourself! And besides, you're saying it transformed from another species into ours? That's no trivial matter! This is ascension happening right before our eyes!
    

    

    
      -That's right, elder! If it truly ascended from a lowly creature into our kind, doesn't that make it a divine creature? Perhaps it might even be capable of ascending into the next species after ours!
    

    

    
      -Bah! You young ones, get out of here! How dare you interrupt when your elders are speaking!
    

    

    
      When even the younger ones who had been listening jumped into the fray, chaos erupted.
    

    
      Especially the leader of the Traditional Faction, he was the most vocal of all.
    

    

    
      -Hand him over to us, the Traditional Faction! He must be protected and taught to share with us the knowledge of ascension!
    

    

    
      -What nonsense!
    

    

    
      -Didn't he himself say he doesn't know why he ascended into our species? Isn't that right, Nugh?
    

    

    
      -Yes. From what I observed, that is the case. He was the jelly octopus who helped us seal the Sirendron, but he said he doesn't understand why he became an orca himself.
    

    

    
      The warrior Nugh, who came forward as a witness, testified with a dazed expression.
    

    

    
      -See? If that's not ominous, then what is?"
    

    

    
      -The divine is always accompanied by ambiguity.
    

    

    
      As the argument threatened to escalate, Matriarch Lancia made a swift decision.
    

    

    
      - Enough. Forget about his origin for a moment and think differently. Suppose our tribe went out hunting and found a calf that had lost its mother in another sea. What would we do?"
    

    

    
      -We'd bring it back and raise it.
    

    

    
      -Then treat this as the same.
    

    

    
      At Lancia's firm words, the dispute finally reached a conclusion. No matter the origin or different former species, a motherless calf would be taken in and raised.
    

    

    
      Aside from his unusual birth, Yul looked no different from any other orca, so the reasoning made sense.
    

    

    
      However, that did not ease the tension between the Traditional Faction and the Traditional faction.
    

    

    
      It was only the Matriarch's overwhelming authority that kept their conflict buried deep beneath the surface.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Yul was captivated by the orca's strength and speed.
    

    

    
      The smooth, streamlined body was perfectly designed for swimming.
    

    

    
      With just a small twist of his body, he could travel much farther than he ever could as a jelly octopus and with far greater power.
    

    

    
      'Even a muscle-enhanced jelly octopus couldn't compare. It feels like the entire physical scale of my species has increased.'
    

    

    
      Roughly speaking, if evolution had previously raised his stats by ten points, then evolving into an orca felt like every stat had increased by a hundred.
    

    

    
      And though his body length was currently only about two meters, it would grow several times larger as time passed.
    

    

    
      -What are you doing?
    

    

    
      After Lancia and Nugh left to continue their discussion, Yul was checking over his own body when a voice startled him.
    

    

    
      It came from above, from someone he hadn't sensed at all.
    

    

    
      The owner of that ghostlike presence, whose movements carried no sound or sign, was a smaller, more delicate female orca than Nugh.
    

    

    
      From what Yul could tell, she seemed nearly an adult or just about to become one.
    

    

    
      -Hi? I’m Tuania. You’re that orca called Yul, right? Hmm?
    

    

    
      The orca looked him over with curious interest.
    

    

    
      -So you're the strange one Grandpa mentioned. You look ordinary, though.
    

    

    
      -Grandpa?
    

    

    
      -Nugh. He's my grandfather.
    

    

    
      Yul blinked. Nugh had a granddaughter? From what he'd sensed, Nugh had felt like a young adult, maybe in his thirties.
    

    

    
      -How old is Nugh, exactly?
    

    

    
      -My grandpa? Eighty.
    

    

    
      -That's... surprising.
    

    

    
      -Well, our kind is blessed not only with intelligence but also with longevity.
    

    

    
      Even so, Nugh had been such a formidable warrior, still looking fit and nowhere near old. Truly a blessing of longevity...
    

    

    
      -You know there's chaos in the village right now because of you, right?
    

    

    
      -I'm aware.
    

    

    
      -Especially the Traditional Faction, they're in an uproar.
    

    

    
      -Traditional Faction?
    

    

    
      Tuania moved beside Yul as silently as a shadow, not making the slightest sound.
    

    

    
      Even though Yul was watching her with his own eyes, he couldn't sense her presence at all—it was unsettling.
    

    

    
      -The Orca Tribe's Traditional Faction revere the Deep King Tribe as gods and worship their power. In contrast, the Traditional faction wants independence, to walk their own path apart from the Deep King Tribe.
    

    

    
      'Orcas have politics, too?'
    

    

    
      From the sound of it, it wasn't quite like a political party, more like a primitive division of beliefs.
    

    

    
      Still, Yul could roughly guess how each faction might view him.
    

    

    
      Tuania continued speaking to him with a friendly tone.
    

    

    
      -You know, about you—huh?! I should go now.
    

    

    
      -Huh? Why all of a sudden?
    

    

    
      Tuania vanished as silently as she'd appeared.
    

    

    
      Yul soon realized why, the head of the Orca Tribe, Matriarch Lancia, had arrived.
    

    

    
      -Yul, the meeting in the village has ended.
    

    

    
      Yul turned toward her as Lancia relayed the decision made during the assembly.
    

    

    
      -If you choose to accept your fate and live as an orca, then you must learn our ways as the others do. In that case, we will accept you into the village.
    

    

    
      -Understood.
    

    

    
      -Are you sure?
    

    

    
      It sounded like an easy decision, but it wasn't. Yul had already been thinking that it would be nice if he could blend into this orca village.
    

    

    
      After all, Ian had said he wouldn't return to the lighthouse for another three years, so staying with the orcas until then didn't seem like such a bad idea.
    

    

    
      'So, I've somehow been accepted as one of their kind, huh?'
    

    

    
      Even though the orcas' reactions toward Yul were split—some welcoming, others wary—he wasn't particularly worried.
    

    

    
      If things ever got dangerous, Madness would activate automatically. In that case, he could just smash through the nearest wall and escape.
    

    

    
      But there was no need for that. Yul had been accepted here, albeit imperfectly.
    

    

    
      Just as he was thinking that—
    

    

    
      'Huh? My breath...'
    

    

    
      Yul suddenly felt as though he couldn't breathe. It was a first for him. Ever since he was born as a deep-sea creature, he had never once breathed.
    

    

    
      But unlike his previous form, orcas—despite their powerful physiques—required oxygen.
    

    

    
      Instinctively, he swam up toward the surface.
    

    

    
      Pwoof!
    

    

    
      As he took his first breath and exhaled, the cold night air of the sea filled his lungs.
    

    

    
      The blowhole was on top of his head. The strange sensation fascinated him, and an unexpected wave of emotion washed over him from that single, short breath.
    

    

    
      It was only breathing, but that first breath of his life was deeply, overwhelmingly moving.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      -Then let me introduce you to the orca you'll be living with. You already know him, don't you? It's Nugh of the Warrior Corps. Since he's successfully completed his recent mission, he'll be returning to his family for a while.
    

    

    
      Nugh was assigned to take responsibility for Yul's training and education until he reached adulthood.
    

    

    
      He had temporarily left the Warrior Corps and said he would travel with his family for a time.
    

    

    
      Yul would be joining them.
    

    

    
      At first, Yul felt some resistance toward the idea of a creature "raised," but given that his current body was about the size of an orca calf, he eventually accepted it.
    

    

    
      It felt strange, realizing that throughout his twisted life so far, he'd never really had a childhood as a living creature. He didn't need protection, yet someone was offering it to him.
    

    

    
      In any case, Yul left the village with Nugh and, for the first time, swam through the upper ocean layers.        
    

    

    
      -Come, Yul. I'll introduce you to my family.
    

    

    
      Nugh presented his family: his mate, Nemore, along with their three children and grandchildren, thirteen orcas in total.
    

    

    
      -This is the child?
    

    

    
      -Yes. He's the one we'll be taking in.
    

    

    
      -Welcome, Yul.
    

    

    
      -Hello.
    

    

    
      Nemore was about the same size as Nugh. Normally, a female would be the leader, but in this pod, Nugh seemed to hold that position.
    

    

    
      The one who welcomed Yul most warmly was Tuania.
    

    

    
      He later learned why—most of the pod consisted of older orcas, and the only one younger than Tuania was Yul himself.
    

    

    
      -So you're coming with us too?
    

    

    
      -Where are we going?
    

    

    
      -The northern region where the Blue Wave sleeps.
    

    

    
      Yul followed the pod as they departed the village.
    

    

    
      Nugh's family migration led them far to the northern seas.
    

    

    
      As they swam through the vast open waters, Yul began learning the basics, starting with hunting.
    

    

    
      [You have consumed a Great Azure Ocean Tuna.]
    

    

    
      [Gained 22 Experience Points.]
    

    

    
      [302/600]
    

    

    
      That was the first time Yul ate prey that someone else had caught, and he realized his experience points still increased.
    

    

    
      'Even if I don't catch it myself, I still gain experience? That's amazing.'
    

    

    
      The tuna had been caught by one of Nugh's sons, not Yul himself.
    

    

    
      He passed one tuna over to Yul, who, upon seeing it, couldn't stop his mouth from watering. As he bit into it, he savored the warm, fatty, oily taste.
    

    

    
      Chomp, chomp.
    

    

    
      -How can he eat an entire tuna by himself?
    

    

    
      Tuania, surprised by Yul's appetite, teased him.
    

    

    
      -He's like a pig, Uncle.
    

    

    
      -... Well, maybe so.
    

    

    
      -Isn't it normal to eat a whole one?
    

    

    
      -Most can't, you know.
    

    

    
      A "pig"? Yul almost asked how she even knew that word, but then remembered that everything he heard from them was somehow translated into words he could understand, so he let it go.
    

    

    
      'Now that I think about it, I've never really felt full or hungry before.'
    

    

    
      There had been times when Yul seriously wondered if everything he ate just vanished into a black hole in his stomach, turning straight into experience points.
    

    

    
      At first, he only ate what they caught for him, but when the others noticed how fast he was growing, several times quicker than normal, Nugh began taking him along on hunts.
    

    

    
      Yul carefully observed how they lured fish, how they formed encirclements, and how they hunted together.
    

    

    
      'What an intelligent way to hunt.'
    

    

    
      It was a method that used every aspect of the orcas' physical abilities. The large females would first swim upward and take deep breaths.
    

    

    
      Then, from below, they would create bubble nets, forming a kind of wall or net in the water.
    

    

    
      The school of tuna, unable to think of breaking through, would flee in other directions, and in doing so, they were guided into a trap.
    

    

    
      Then, the waiting orcas would charge in like bullets, each snatching up a tuna small enough to fit into their mouths.
    

    

    
      'Looks doable.'
    

    

    
      Though Yul was still smaller than the others, watching the larger orcas hunt made him confident he could do it too.
    

    

    
      -Wanna give it a try?
    

    

    
      Without even answering Tuania who had been watching from the side, Yul moved.
    

    

    
      -Huh? Hey! Wait—it's my turn!
    

    

    
      Yul shot forward like a torpedo, clamping down on the smallest tuna in the school and catching it in his jaws.
    

    

    
      Then he slipped out through the bubble net, holding the wriggling fish tightly between his teeth.
    

    

    
      -Oh? That's not Tuania, it's Yul!
    

    

    
      From afar, Nug watched in amazement.
    

    

    
      Yul had succeeded in his first hunt. Tuania did grumble at Yul later for taking her turn, though.
    

    

    
      'So this is what it feels like.'
    

    

    
      Living as an orca felt like joining a hunting tribe. The strange sense of belonging and the satisfaction that came with it stirred something deep inside Yul's heart.
    

    

    
      The orcas packed their catches neatly into enormous giant clamshells for transport—large enough to hold a bounty of prey.
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      It had been a month since they headed north. The pod of orcas moved slowly, hunting along the way as they migrated.
    

    

    
      Nugh, who was leading the wandering pod, had one thing on his mind.
    

    

    
      'Isn't it strange? He's growing way too fast.'
    

    

    
      He already knew that the cub’s origins were unusual, but Nugh had come to realize that Yul's growth rate was anything but ordinary.
    

    

    
      In just a month, he had already grown to the size of a juvenile. Considering that the infancy of an orca usually lasts about ten years, it was an astonishing rate.
    

    

    
      'And he has a massive appetite.'
    

    

    
      A normal orca would eat about 200 kilograms of food per day on average, but Yul just kept eating and eating—it seemed endless.
    

    

    
      It was as if there was a separate hole in his body just for food. He ate twice as much as the others, and still, there was no telling when he'd stop.
    

    

    
      He simply stopped eating when he felt like it.
    

    

    
      Nugh remembered what Matriarch Lancia had once said.
    

    

    
      'Yul is no ordinary creature. Treat him as one of us for now, but decide for yourself whether he'll bring us harm or not.'
    

    

    
      Coming from the outwardly benevolent Lancia, those words might have sounded cold, but that was the way a leader had to be—especially the head of a tribe made up of many families.
    

    

    
      'He shows no aggression at all. He plays well with Tuania every day.'
    

    

    
      The only difference was that he ate a lot and grew fast. He learned just as quickly, too.
    

    

    
      He had quickly grasped how the pod hunted and slipped naturally into their formation without causing any disruption.
    

    

    
      So Nugh no longer treated him like a mere child, but rather as a young member of the pod.
    

    

    
      'At least until I'm certain.'
    

    

    
      To gain that certainty, Nugh was taking Yul to the northern regions.
    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      -No, not like that. It's supposed to go beeeeeeeeeeeeeep—like that.
    

    

    
      -......???
    

    

    
      During a short break, Yul was training in ultrasonic under Tuania’s guidance nearby.
    

    

    
      There were three types of ultrasonic techniques. The first was the ordinary vocal pattern used for communication among orcas.
    

    

    
      The second was ultrasonic waves, a method of perceiving the surroundings in three dimensions. 
    

    

    
      And lastly, there was a third technique — using ultrasonic waves as a weapon.
    

    

    
      -It's different from the sound we use to talk. You have to compress it with all your strength at the front of your head.
    

    

    
      -Hmm. Beeep?
    

    

    
      What he was learning now was the technique of ultrasonic condensation.
    

    

    
      It was a skill that released an intensely condensed ultrasonic wave forward. Once mastered, it could knock out a two-meter-long fish in a single blast.
    

    

    
      In human terms, it was like letting out such a powerful roar that it stunned nearby creatures.
    

    

    
      'What is this, a battle cry or something?'
    

    

    
      Yul suddenly remembered a skill from one of the games he used to play. Mimicking that sensation, he gathered all his strength in his head, focusing it into sound.
    

    

    
      'Yeah, just like yelling with all your might!'
    

    

    
      Beeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeep!
    

    

    
      -That's about right! You really do learn fast, don't you?
    

    

    
      Swimming beside him, Tuania gestured that he'd passed. Yul felt a sudden surge of confidence.
    

    

    
      -Ultrasonic is a technique unique to us orcas. Most other sea creatures communicate through magical signals.
    

    

    
      -What's a magical signal?
    

    

    
      -Something like this?
    

    

    
      Yul noticed that Tuania's voice suddenly sounded... different.
    

    

    
      -That's a magical signal. Any sea creature that's reached a certain level can use it.
    

    

    
      -Hmm.
    

    

    
      Yul searched his memories. Back when he was a jelly octopus, the Turtle Knight Kagan, who had attacked him, had spoken in a similar way. So that must have been this "magical signal" form of communication.
    

    

    
      -Hey, you two at the back, why aren't you keeping up?
    

    

    
      -Coming~
    

    

    
      They followed the call of the other orca swimming ahead. Nugh looked up at the sky, noted that the sun was setting, and spoke.
    

    

    
      -Alright, let's rest lightly as we go. Keep the watch order the same as usual.
    

    

    
      -Yes.
    

    

    
      As night fell, the orcas began their unique way of half-sleep swimming.
    

    

    
      'Sleeping while keeping half the brain awake...'
    

    

    
      Yul had never experienced anything like that before, but since living as an orca, he'd grown used to it.
    

    

    
      Of course, orcas also had what they called "deep sleep!"
    

    

    
      They'd take a deep breath, turn their bodies vertically in the water, and sleep that way.
    

    

    
      Sleeping in this upright position allowed for a very deep rest, completely washing away fatigue. Sleeping like this for two to three hours was considered deep sleep.
    

    

    
      When there wasn't time for that, they would enter a lighter sleep while still moving—this was called shallow sleep.
    

    

    
      Their swimming speed slowed considerably, but it allowed them to recover while staying in motion.
    

    

    
      It wasn't as efficient as deep sleep, but it was a sleeping method unique to whale species, which must constantly keep moving.
    

    

    
      After several cycles of sleeping and swimming, Yul felt them catch a current. It was a stream flowing steadily northward, toward the Arctic.
    

    

    
      Riding the current, Yul continued upward until he spotted a massive underwater volcano.
    

    

    
      Across the raised mountain range ran enormous fissures glowing with a hue like the light from daylight bulbs, spreading like spiderwebs across the range—almost like decorations on a Christmas tree.
    

    

    
      He could feel the water temperature change drastically. Just from a glance, he could tell this was no ordinary landmark.
    

    

    
      -That place is where Parang sleeps.
    

    

    
      Nugh swam closer and spoke to Yul.
    

    

    
      -What kind of place is it?
    

    

    
      -Long ago, an ancestral god named Parang was buried there. He became a spirit, resting in Origin’s embrace, completely severed from the world.
    

    

    
      -What's Origin?
    

    

    
      -It refers to the land of this world. Origin is the name of the earth god, who has existed since ancient times. According to myth, all things in the world were created by Origin’s hand.
    

    
      Now, come. Let’s go to the shrine that enshrines Parang.
    

    

    
      So, it's like a creation myth, Yul thought.
    

    

    
      -Isn't it dangerous?
    

    

    
      -It may look that way, but that volcano hasn't erupted in thousands of years.
    

    

    
      Yul swam toward the underwater volcano with the orca pod.
    

    

    
      Even from afar, it had looked enormous, but from below, its depth seemed endless.
    

    

    
      When he used ultrasonic waves, he confirmed that the bottom reached all the way to the deep sea.
    

    

    
      'It doesn't go any deeper.'
    

    

    
      If even ultrasonic waves couldn't reach beyond that point, it showed just how immense this underwater volcano was.
    

    

    
      Near the summit, a massive pile of crudely shaped stones had been stacked together.
    

    

    
      The orcas entered the shrine. Inside, a vast passage stretched ahead, and the water was noticeably warm—the heat of the volcano seemed to seep through the stones.
    

    

    
      As Yul slowly followed, Tuania swam up beside him, chatting quietly.
    

    

    
      -No one really knows why we come here for pilgrimage. It just feels like we're supposed to.
    

    

    
      -It's called tradition, Tuania. Come along now, let's offer prayers to Parang and our ancestors.
    

    

    
      Nemore, Nugh's mate, nudged Tuania forward as she entered the shrine.
    

    

    
      -Alright, alright, I get it.
    

    

    
      -Yul, this way.
    

    

    
      Nugh guided Yul toward where the male orcas were gathering.
    

    

    
      There was a separate area inside the shrine—a peculiar space where several stone cairns were stacked. The other male orcas were taking stones from their mouths and adding them to the piles.
    

    

    
      -Now, pick up a stone nearby and place it on the cairn. Then pray. This ritual is to express gratitude and to wish for peace. We pray to the god Parang, to the ancestors he took with him, and to the spirits.
    

    

    
      Ah, so it's like a memorial rite.
    

    

    
      From a Confucian perspective, Yul realized it was something similar to an ancestral ceremony. He was fascinated that orcas even held rituals like this.
    

    

    
      Seeing how they valued customs and traditions, they really did feel like some kind of human clan.
    

    

    
      When it was his turn, Yul picked up a stone to place on the cairn—but suddenly, a strange feeling washed over him.
    

    

    
      It felt like someone was watching him.
    

    

    
      'What is it?'
    

    

    
      He turned his gaze slightly, looking around, but it wasn't the orcas' eyes he felt. It was something far greater, a gaze that came from beyond.
    

    

    
      As he placed the stone on the cairn and closed his eyes in a gesture of prayer, a voice echoed.
    

    

    
      -A strange one I've never seen before has come.
    

    

    
      -Who's there?
    

    

    
      The voice was clear, but no form could be seen.
    

    

    
      When Yul opened his eyes, the other orcas were completely still, frozen in place as if time itself had stopped.
    

    

    
      -I thought I'd met a soul strong enough to hear my voice after so long, but... something's off.
    

    

    
      -A... a ghost?
    

    

    
      -I am an ancestral god. More precisely, a spirit, you rude little orca.
    

    

    
      Before him appeared the faint, translucent form of an orca—about fifty percent transparent, yet massive and imposing, its forehead exuding a commanding presence.
    

    

    
      -I am Parang, the one who dwells in the northern depths, your ancestor, and the oldest of all orcas.
    

    

    
      -What did you do to everyone else?
    

    

    
      -I merely accelerated your thoughts so we could speak for a moment. They're all fine.
    

    

    
      Yul stared at the semi-transparent orca. He had thought this shrine was just symbolic—a traditional ritual of faith among the orcas—but now realized the entity truly existed.
    

    

    
      -You're wondering why I appeared before you, aren't you? Well, I was simply... curious.
    

    

    
      -Do you have something you need me to do?
    

    

    
      -I did, originally, but I've changed my mind. Among all the orcas I've met, your soul is the strongest, which is why you can see and perceive me. But you weren't born holding the fate of our kind—you were originally something... different, weren't you?
    

    

    
      -......
    

    

    
      It seemed he had seen right through Yul's true identity.
    

    

    
      -Then, please just revert things back to normal.
    

    

    
      -Really? You're not curious about anything?
    

    

    
      -Uh, no, not really.
    

    

    
      -Come now! You've met a rare and mighty spirit like me—shouldn't you be asking for something? Like, "Please grant me your power!" or something!
    

    

    
      -And if I did ask, would you give it to me?
    

    

    
      -Of course not. Why would I? You're not even a real orca.
    

    

    
      -Then fine, just put things back the way they were. I'd like to get going.
    

    

    
      -Wha-? Wait, wait! Don't be so cold! It's been ages since I last had a proper conversation!
    

    

    
      -......??
    

    

    
      A question mark might as well have popped above Yul's head. He had no idea how to deal with this unpredictable spirit. Was he a green frog?
    

    

    
      (T/N): In Korean culture, calling someone a “green frog” means they’re disobedient or always do the opposite of what they’re told.
    

    

    
      -So, uh, how about we make a contract? yes?
    

    

    
      -And what would that do for me?
    

    

    
      -You'd be able to talk to me from time to time.
    

    

    
      -That sounds like something you'd enjoy more than I would.
    

    

    
      For Yul, there didn't seem to be any real benefit.
    

    

    
      -No, no. Talking to someone like me, who's lived for thousands of years, might teach you something, don't you think? Besides, I can help ease the suspicions of those other orcas around you.
    

    

    
      -What do you mean, "suspicions"?
    

    

    
      Yul, who hadn't been particularly interested, suddenly perked up.
    

    

    
      -I can tell your origin isn't ordinary. You were something else before becoming an orca, weren't you? The others must have their doubts. Even old Nugh looked uncertain when I saw him. But if I show up and clear their suspicions myself, that works in your favor, doesn't it?
    

    

    
      Yul thought for a moment before replying.
    

    

    
      -So what kind of contract exactly?
    

    

    
      -It's a contract that allows us to talk from afar whenever we wish. Nothing special. If either side refuses, the conversation ends right away.
    

    

    
      It didn't sound like the kind of contract that involved granting power or anything dangerous, and Yul figured that chatting once in a while wouldn't hurt.
    

    

    
      Still, making a contract with a spirit gave him an odd sense of unease.
    

    

    
      -Do we write a contract or something?
    

    

    
      -The contract will be engraved on a corner of your soul. You seem capable of using your own soul already—observe it later.
    

    

    
      -Hmm. Alright.
    

    

    
      -My name is Rukit. What's yours?
    

    

    
      -Yul.
    

    

    
      Yul accepted the contract. Instantly, he felt a sticky, threadlike bond connecting him to Rukit.
    

    

    
      He realized the sensation was functioning like some kind of "magic!"
    

    

    
      A system window appeared.
    

    

    
      [Contract with the Spirit Rukit has been completed. A new 'Contract' tab has been added to the status window.]
    

    

    
      【Contract】
    

    

    
      Spirit – Rukit
    

    

    
      [Mutual agreement contract. The two parties can communicate with each other anytime, anywhere. Perceived time acceleration applies during conversation.]
    

    

    
      [No additional effects detected.]
    

    

    
      Yul quickly checked the system and confirmed that Rukit hadn't deceived him in any way.
    

    

    
      'At least he doesn't seem to have any bad intentions.'
    

    

    
      -Alright then, let's release the acceleration and show myself. Play along a bit.
    

    

    
      A strange sensation swept over Yul, as if the world around him were slowing down again. The translucent Rukit before him gradually became more solid, almost lifelike.
    

    

    
      -Ooooh?
    

    

    
      -It’s the ancestor!
    

    

    
      Yul sensed the surprise ripple through the nearby orcas as Rukit began to emit a soft, sacred glow.
    

    

    
      -I am Parang of the Northern Depths, your ancestor, and the oldest of all orcas.
    

    

    
      - The ancestor has manifested!
    

    

    
      -This child has formed a contract with me. My blessing shall be upon him.
    

    

    
      -.....!
    

    

    
      -Ooooh..!
    

    

    
      Leaving those words behind, Rukit slowly faded back into transparency.
    

    

    
      Yul could feel it—the looks from the orcas around him had completely changed.
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      -How is it? Hasn't everyone's attitude toward you changed?
    

    

    
      -Yes. But... I think I liked it better before.
    

    

    
      Nugh's children had begun treating Yul with a certain stiffness. They were no longer as friendly as before—still polite, but now there was a subtle distance between them.
    

    

    
      Beside Yul, after leaving the shrine, was Rukit—hovering like a small ghost.
    

    

    
      Yul still found Rukit awkward. To think that something like a spirit or a ghost could actually appear before his eyes and casually start talking to him—it was unsettling.
    

    

    
      -How long are you going to keep following me around?
    

    

    
      -Hey, look at this brat. Do I look like some stray spirit that just clings to people? Is it really that hard to chat with an old man from time to time?
    

    

    
      -Yes.
    

    

    
      Honestly, having a ghost-like thing hovering next to you is just uncomfortable.
    

    

    
      -Tch. After all the help I've given you!
    

    

    
      -That’s one thing, and being uncomfortable is another. Imagine, when you were alive, if a ghost just popped up beside you.
    

    

    
      -Back in my day, mythic beings walked the earth. Things like that didn't bother anyone.
    

    

    
      -Excuse me?
    

    

    
      -It was an age when giants that created swamps and giants that raised continents still roamed around. There weren't even any beings called the Deep King Tribe back then.
    

    

    
      ... Just how ancient is this old man? An orca older than the Deep King Tribe?
    

    

    
      ‘Hmm? Didn't the highly intelligent Orca Tribes originate from the Deep King Tribe?’
    

    

    
      At that moment, Yul felt one of his quest logs update.
    

    

    
      -Encounter a creature possessing divinity. Retroactive application is not possible. (Completed)
    

    

    
      A creature possessing divinity? Yul felt oddly uneasy, realizing the quest had been completed just like that.
    

    

    
      Maybe Rukit was a far greater entity than he appeared.
    

    

    
      In any case, some things had changed because of Rukit. Nugh seemed a little more lenient toward Yul now.
    

    

    
      He had once spoken to Yul with a stiff, formal tone, but lately, his attitude resembled how he'd spoken back when Yul was still a jelly octopus.
    

    

    
      On the other hand, the orca pod had grown a bit more distant.
    

    

    
      The only one who hadn't changed was Tuania.
    

    

    
      -Alright, we'll talk later.
    

    

    
      As Rukit faded away with a soft whoosh, Yul turned his head. Tuania had approached.
    

    

    
      -Are you really a Chosen One now? Can you wield divine power or something?
    

    

    
      What's with this "Chosen One" talk all of a sudden?
    

    

    
      -Of course not. I just made a contract to occasionally talk with Rukit, that's all.
    

    

    
      -No, seriously. Normal orcas can't do that. I think the uncles are right.
    

    

    
      -About what?
    

    

    
      -That you're the chosen orca—that you'll ascend and become one of the Deep King Tribe.
    

    

    
      Deep King, chosen orca—Yul couldn't care less.
    

    

    
      -Anyway, now that you're accepted by the family, I'll teach you something.
    

    

    
      -Teach me what?
    

    

    
      -You said before you wanted to learn how to control your body, right? The art of moving in silence.
    

    

    
      -Oh?
    

    

    
      Tuania's movements were unlike any other orca's—completely without a trace. Yul had asked her about it back when he was learning ultrasonic waves, but she had refused to teach him then.
    

    

    
      -We call it the Stealth Form.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Nugh swam up to them.
    

    

    
      -Tuania, how many times must I tell you that Yul isn't a fully grown orca yet?
    

    

    
      -I started learning the Stealth Form when I was young, too.
    

    

    
      -Hmph. That's because you—
    

    

    
      Yul slipped in between them.
    

    

    
      -What exactly is the Stealth Form?
    

    

    
      -It’s one of the ways orcas control their bodies, Yul. You could say it’s a physical art that’s been passed down since ancient times.
    

    

    
      -Hmm.
    

    

    
      So basically, a systematized way of using the body efficiently. Nugh glanced back and forth between Yul and Tuania.
    

    

    
      -Haa. Fine, teach him if you want. I'm sure Yul will figure it out.
    

    

    
      With permission granted, Tuania's eyes sparkled as she began explaining.
    

    

    
      -The essence of the Stealth Form is a physical technique that values stealth and heaviness.
    

    

    
      -Stealth and heaviness?
    

    

    
      -When you cut through the current, don’t force it. With just the movement of your fine muscles, you can draw out immense strength. I’m not good at explaining things—so from here on, experience it yourself.
    

    

    
      Without warning, Tuania flicked her tail upward and struck Yul's jaw.
    

    

    
      Thwack!
    

    

    
      -Ugh!?
    

    

    
      After taking the hit, Yul finally realized he had been struck. He hadn't even managed to react in time.
    

    

    
      No—it wasn't that she was too fast.
    

    

    
      He simply hadn't perceived it at all.
    

    

    
      'Gotta heighten my senses and emit ultrasonic waves in all directions.'
    

    

    
      Yul released radial ultrasonic waves around Tuania's position, using ultrasonic waves to pinpoint her movements in real time.
    

    

    
      Thwack!
    

    

    
      -Too slow.
    

    

    
      Yul only realized he'd been hit again after it happened. This time, it was his back.
    

    

    
      Before he knew it, Tuania was behind him.
    

    

    
      -But she was right in front of me a second ago.
    

    

    
      -Ultrasonic's a great ability, but you have to remember your opponent can use ultrasonic too.
    

    

    
      Ultrasonic canceling out ultrasonic... and then there was that strange way she moved.
    

    

    
      -Normally, orcas move by cutting through the water. But Stealth Form moves by bouncing off the current instead. You have to make your whole body quiver, like vibrating through the water using your muscles.
    

    

    
      She demonstrated as she spoke, and Yul was left baffled. How am I supposed to mimic that?
    

    

    
      -Let's stop here for today. We'll be arriving at the Arctic soon anyway.
    

    

    
      -The Arctic? Why are we going there?
    

    

    
      -To trade.
    

    

    
      After the Stealth Form lesson ended, Yul joined the orca pod heading north once more.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      Yul had already known that the orcas stored what they hunted inside massive clamshells.
    

    

    
      Since they lived a nomadic life centered on hunting and gathering, he'd assumed they kept extra food for hard times.
    

    

    
      But apparently, the surplus catches were meant for trade with species living in the Arctic.
    

    

    
      Yul turned around.
    

    

    
      Behind him, other orcas were carrying the enormous clams, tied together with strands of seaweed like strings of dried fish.
    

    

    
      He swam up beside Nugh.
    

    

    
      -Who lives in the Arctic?
    

    

    
      -The penguins.
    

    

    
      -Huh?
    

    

    
      Hearing that from a creature like an orca—who could literally split a "pen/guin" in half—was absurd.
    

    

    
      -They're intelligent beings, just like us.
    

    

    
      -Huh??
    

    

    
      -That’s right. I heard they even established some kind of kingdom not long ago.
    

    

    
      -They call it the Yanskal Kingdom. Its leader and I have some history.
    

    

    
      -What??
    

    

    
      Penguins founded a kingdom? Yul was dumbfounded, but he let it slide. When he thought about it, nothing in this world was particularly strange anymore.
    

    

    
      There were magic-wielding alien squid people and colossal eel-like monsters—so a kingdom of penguins wasn't that far-fetched.
    

    

    
      Eventually, Yul and the pod reached the vicinity of the massive Arctic continent. The cold here was truly brutal.
    

    

    
      Nugh's pod didn't seem to mind—thanks to their thick skin.
    

    

    
      -Yul, aren't you cold?
    

    

    
      -No.
    

    

    
      -Some orcas do get chilly up here, you know.
    

    

    
      Yul checked his body. He didn't feel cold at all.
    

    

    
      ‘It must be a biological trait of orcas that lets me endure this temperature.’
    

    

    
      From each species he'd evolved through, Yul had retained certain natural traits—even without additional evolution.
    

    

    
      When he was a jelly octopus, it had been regeneration and deep-sea resistance.
    

    

    
      'Let's check the status window.'
    

    

    
      【Evolution Status (Stage 0)】
    

    
      [Experience Required for Next Stage]
    

    
      [1,123 / 600]
    

    

    
      【Creature Traits】
    

    
      Marine Creature: A sea-dwelling organism capable of diving from the surface layer down to significant depths.
    

    
      Hunter: You are a natural predator.
    

    
      Ultrasonic Organ: You can understand and utilize ultrasonic waves.
    

    
      Temperature Resistance: Thick skin allows you to maintain a stable body temperature in varying water conditions.
    

    

    
      【Contract】
    

    
      1. Contract with Spirit - Rukit
    

    
      [Mutual agreement contract. The two parties can communicate with each other anytime, anywhere. Perceived time acceleration applies during conversation.]
    

    

    
      【Inheritance】
    

    
      -Regeneration: At the cost of experience points, this ability rapidly restores damaged body tissue. Severed fins, tails, and internal organs can be regenerated.
    

    

    
      【Authority】
    

    
      [「Madness」: When a powerful enemy appears, this ability activates automatically. During its duration, strength increases dozens to hundreds of times, and the user becomes invulnerable, taking no damage at all.]
    

    
      [Activation Condition: Automatically triggers when you encounter an enemy stronger than yourself, after evaluating their rank.]
    

    
      [Cost of Use: Lifespan.]
    

    

    
      【Awakening】
    

    

    
      【Great Balance – Magic (Magna–Libra): The unique magic created by Arthur Beltaine and restored by Ian Beltaine. A magic that corrects the world's imbalance and harmonizes chaos and order. Currently incomplete.】
    

    
      [Formula 1. Perception]
    

    
      [Formula 2. Connection]
    

    
      [Formula 3. Transmission of Thoughts]
    

    

    
      【Ascension】 – Ascension Stage 2
    

    
      Current Karma: 1,618
    

    

    
      【Your Current Lifespan】
    

    
      [69 years 228 days 23 hours remaining]
    

    

    
      'So that's it—it's thanks to the temperature resistance trait.'
    

    

    
      Yul hadn't chosen to evolve yet. For now, he planned to stay as he was while living with Nugh's orca pod.
    

    

    
      Even now, there was still some distance between him and the others. If he changed physically, it would probably make things even more awkward.
    

    

    
      'They already think I'm weird enough as it is. No need to make it worse.'
    

    

    
      It wasn't exactly hostility—more like polite avoidance—but Yul could feel it.
    

    

    
      In any case, Yul and Nugh's pod finally arrived in the Arctic.
    

    

    
      He lifted his head above the surface to look around.
    

    

    
      At the front of the group stood a penguin with a spear strapped to its back.
    

    

    
      'A weapon?'
    

    

    
      Yes. It was actually holding a spear. Its head was tinged red only at the top, like a rooster's comb.
    

    

    
      Yul gave up trying to make sense of it and surfaced quietly with the rest of the orcas, like an extra in a film.
    

    

    
      Nugh then spoke—not through ultrasonic, but through a magical signal—to the penguin at the lead.
    

    

    
      -It's been a long time.
    

    

    
      -It's been a while, Lord Nugh.
    

    

    
      -How have you been? I brought the fish your people requested.
    

    

    
      -Oh, thank you so much, Lord Nugh. Here—these are the gems.
    

    

    
      At the penguin leader's gesture, his subordinates tightly grasped the sacks in their hands (which Yul knew were actually wings) and handed them over.
    

    

    
      Inside the animal-hide sacks were heaps of gems. Then, the other orcas raised the giant clams they carried in their mouths to the surface.
    

    

    
      As both sides exchanged their goods, Nugh asked the red-crested penguin at the front.
    

    

    
      -Yorkdan, you don’t look well. Has something happened?
    

    

    
      -To be honest, I can't say we've been doing well.
    

    

    
      -Why is that?
    

    

    
      -War has broken out.
    

    

    
      -Oh dear…
    

    

    
      -A penguin calling himself the Sorcerer King has appeared at the far north. He’s been conquering everything in sight and claiming the land as part of his ‘kingdom,’ so now all the tribes are in an uproar—talking about forming alliances and the like.
    

    

    
      -The Sorcerer King? Who is he?
    

    

    
      -Supposedly a penguin from the far north, but no one knows his true identity.
    

    

    
      Nugh seemed troubled.
    

    

    
      -The Sorcerer King says he'll accept anyone into his kingdom as long as they don't resist—but if they defy him, he kills them brutally. His reputation is fearsome.
    

    

    
      -And what side are you on?
    

    

    
      -To be honest, I don't know. Life's already harsh enough as it is, and now he's talking about a kingdom? As you know, our tribe has nothing but gems. We have to import food like this just to survive.
    

    

    
      Listening to their conversation, Yul couldn't hide his fascination. He hadn't expected there to be such tribes in a place like the Arctic.
    

    

    
      Then, Yokdan made a rather meaningful request to Nugh.
    

    

    
      -That aside... might your Orca Tribe be willing to take care of our children for a while?
    

    

    
      -Children?
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      Chapter 19. Observation
    

    

    

    

    
      -If war breaks out, we might all die. The penguins around here are talking about forming a tribal alliance or something, but honestly, to completely trust and rely on that..-
    

    

    
      -Right. So you need a place to escape, I see.
    

    

    
      -Yes-
    

    

    
      -I don't think you'll need to make an official report to the tribe for that. If you go a little farther south, there's an island where no one lives. How about that place?
    

    

    
      -Really!?
    

    

    
      Yorkdan's face brightened, and he decided to accept Nugh's offer. Yul asked Tuania.
    

    

    
      -Since when have you guys been trading with the penguins?
    

    

    
      -For quite a long time, I think? They said it started back in my great-grandfather's generation. Our family is the only one in the tribe that trades with the Arctic penguins.
    

    

    
      -Oh? But don't orcas eat penguins?
    

    

    
      -Well, that's a bit... do you hunt creatures that can speak and think like you?
    

    

    
      Yul realized that Tuania was making a dumbfounded expression. He could even read an orca's face now.
    

    

    
      -Hey, I was just asking. I might not know.
    

    

    
      -Of course not. Orcas are intelligent beings. Across the entire Great Azure Ocean, we never hunt species that possess intelligence like us. But we do eat everything else.
    

    

    
      -Hmm-
    

    

    
      In this vast sea, the line between intelligent beings and the rest seemed to be a big one.
    

    

    
      'Then maybe orcas and humans could interact someday.'
    

    

    
      No, that's not right. Ordinary humans couldn't send or understand -magic signals- like the sea creatures of the Great Azure Ocean could. Maybe they'd just end up trying to kill each other.
    

    

    
      After their short conversation, Nugh decided to take care of some of the penguins.
    

    

    
      The penguin called Yorkdan thanked him and handed over more gems.
    

    

    
      Later, Yul heard that those gems were used like currency in orca society. It seemed all intelligent beings liked small, shiny things.
    

    

    
      -Heading south from the Arctic, once it gets warmer, there are about three islands. We'll go that way.
    

    

    
      -We're returning, then?
    

    

    
      -Yes. We're going down there on the way.
    

    

    
      And so, Nugh's orca pod began to move again.
    

    

    
      Yul watched the penguins closely. Unlike on land, they moved with incredible speed underwater.
    

    

    
      'Still slower than the orcas, though.'
    

    

    
      Even though the underwater penguins seemed fast, they were slower than the speed at which the orcas moved. Yul was intently watching them when Tuania interjected beside him.
    

    

    
      -You’re not going to eat them, are you?
    

    

    
      -Of course not-
    

    

    
      -Sometimes I do feel like trying to eat one.
    

    

    
      -Seriously?
    

    

    
      -I'm joking. Unless eating penguins could make me stronger.
    

    

    
      Chatting idly, they headed south, searching for the island.
    

    

    
      It was one of the few islands floating in the middle of the Great Azure Ocean—the same one Yul vaguely remembered seeing when they were going north.
    

    

    
      According to Nugh, there was nothing there except a massive forest.
    

    

    
      While they were heading toward the island, Nugh suddenly stopped and spoke.
    

    

    
      -Hmm? What's that? There's something huge.
    

    

    
      -I'll check it out, Grandpa. Yul, come with me-
    

    

    
      As Tuania spoke up, Yul followed behind her, quickly approaching the island.
    

    

    
      They surfaced and looked toward the inside of the island with their eyes.
    

    

    
      The island was thick with forest, and along the white sandy shore, a massive sailing ship lay stranded.
    

    

    
      -Huh? What's that?
    

    

    
      Tuania tilted her head, but Yul already knew what it was. He had even seen it before.
    

    

    
      -It's a human ship. Looks like it's been wrecked.
    

    

    
      The ship on the shore was horribly damaged—and Yul had seen that ship once before.
    

    

    
      Back when he was still a jelly octopus, during that stormy sea when he dealt with the turtle chasing him, he had seen that same sailing ship.
    

    

    
      A ship from the Kingdom of Frangia.
    

    

    
      Yul examined the bow of the ship, looking for signs of collision with the giant turtle.
    

    

    
      There certainly were. The figurehead of the goddess on the prow had been completely shattered.
    

    

    
      The human ship he had once tried to make contact with was now wrecked on the coast. The mast was broken, and the bottom of the ship was full of holes, leaving it stranded on the beach.
    

    

    
      It looked like it had been there for a very long time.
    

    

    
      'Looks like they couldn't survive that typhoon.'
    

    

    
      After all, they had faced a massive storm at sea, with waves towering dozens of meters high.
    

    

    
      -If you mean humans—the creatures said to live east of the Continental Ocean?
    

    

    
      -Yes. But it looks like there aren't any people left on the ship.
    

    

    
      There was no sign of life aboard the wrecked vessel, but countless footprints marked the shoreline.
    

    

    
      'So, some humans did survive.'
    

    

    
      All the footprints led inland, into the island's deep forest.
    

    

    
      Yul wanted to know their story, but since there wasn't a single human left on the beach, there was no way to find out.
    

    

    
      After briefly scouting the area, Yul and Tuania returned and reported to Nugh.
    

    

    
      -It seems humans went to that island. Their ship's wrecked, and traces of the survivors lead into the forest.
    

    

    
      -A ship? Ah, that strange thing humans ride around in. There weren't any twenty years ago, but lately, I've been seeing more of them.
    

    

    
      -Really?
    

    

    
      -Yes. They say humans are intelligent creatures who live on land, but judging by their actions, they're unbelievably foolish. Why leave their homes just to come out to sea?
    

    

    
      -Good question.
    

    

    
      Yul actually knew a bit about that. There were all sorts of political reasons involved. According to Ian, a powerful empire dominated the center of the Randa Continent, and once its expansion was blocked, the people turned to the sea as a second option.
    

    

    
      'It does feel exactly like the Age of Exploration.'
    

    

    
      When their power was blocked on the continent, adventurers were overflowing in search of new sea routes to find a way forward — it really felt like the Age of Exploration in this world.
    

    

    
      Among them, the Kingdom of Frangia sent the most ships, and the same was true of the Kingdom of Britain, where Ian lives.
    

    

    
      -Anyway, if humans are spotted near the great eastern continent, we usually save them—but those who come this far out must have a death wish.
    

    

    
      -Either way, it seems too dangerous to use this island as a hiding place for the penguins.
    

    

    
      -Hmm. You're right.
    

    

    
      Even if the island was said to be uninhabited, it was clearly not a good idea to keep humans and refugee penguins in the same place.
    

    

    
      -There's no helping it, then. There's another small island to the west. Let's take them there.
    

    

    
      Orcas couldn't intervene deep inside the islands. Nugh understood that and chose to drop the penguins off on a different one.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, that place was truly deserted.
    

    

    
      -Thank you, Lord Nugh.
    

    

    
      -Stay here for now, and when the Arctic stabilizes, return home. If you meet any other orcas, just tell them my name.
    

    

    
      -We will never forget this kindness.
    

    

    
      Since this area was within orca territory, Nugh's concern was understandable.
    

    

    
      After settling the refugee penguins on the island, Nugh's orca pod decided to return to their village.
    

    

    
      Yul, of course, went with them.
    

    

    
      As they swam together, Tuania spoke up beside him.
    

    

    
      -When we get back to the village, it'll be time for my coming-of-age ceremony.
    

    

    
      -Coming-of-age ceremony?
    

    

    
      -Yeah. Orcas each choose a profession when they reach adulthood.
    

    

    
      -Huh? There's something like that?
    

    

    
      -You'll probably be about the size of an adult by then, but who knows what the elders will decide.
    

    

    
      -Yul will be joining the ceremony too, Tuania.
    

    

    
      Nugh approached them. Yul immediately sensed his presence—as always. Only Tuania could move without a sound.
    

    

    
      -Eh? Really?
    

    

    
      -Yes. At this rate, Yul will likely have his ceremony around the same time as you.
    

    

    
      -Ugh.
    

    

    
      Tuania glared at Yul, then whipped his side with her tail.
    

    

    
      -Ow! Why'd you hit me?
    

    

    
      -Annoying.
    

    

    
      As Tuania swam off somewhere, Nugh laughed.
    

    

    
      -Tuania probably thought you were still younger than her.
    

    

    
      She did get irritated easily, but she still looked after Yul in her own way—even teaching him stealth techniques.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Ian was adjusting the massive astronomical telescope he had recently installed.
    

    

    
      The island where he lived—the westernmost of Britain—was officially called Skilg Brig Island, known locally as the Lighthouse Keeper's Isle.
    

    

    
      It used to be important, but due to various political and social issues, it drifted far from the main sea routes where ships came and went.
    

    

    
      In the end, it was practically abandoned. No one visited anymore.
    

    

    
      Even its lighthouse had lost its purpose.
    

    

    
      At Ian's request, the Beltain Family had completely dismantled the lighthouse's magic beacon and installed a research telescope in its place.
    

    

    
      The giant celestial telescope was named Pathah Shile, meaning the “Eye of the Giant” in the old tongue.
    

    

    
      The reason such a massive instrument was needed was because of Ian's magic.
    

    

    
      To restore his magic, he had to properly understand and reconstruct the underlying mysteries—the formulas that formed its foundation.
    

    

    
      And inspiration for those formulas could only be drawn from observing the heavens.
    

    

    
      Until now, Ian had relied on a small telescope meant for use on sailing ships, but this was his first time using a large, family-funded celestial one.
    

    

    
      “Good. It's night.”
    

    

    
      As darkness fell, Ian turned his gaze toward the vast sky.
    

    

    
      A huge, blue-tinged moon hung above, surrounded by countless stars too numerous to count.
    

    

    
      "The moon has gotten bigger."
    

    

    
      The blue moon in the sky waxed and waned every fifteen days.
    

    

    
      On the fifteenth day—the full moon—it grew slightly larger. Ian pressed his eye to the telescope and began his observation.
    

    

    
      With his right hand, he set a paper beneath his palm and began to write down what he saw.
    

    

    
      -The moon in the sky is clearly visible. To the left of the moon, there appears to be a massive formation resembling a dragon's head—clearly, the Dragonhead Volcano. And as expected, it seems certain that there is water on the lunar surface.
    

    

    
      There was indeed liquid water on the moon.
    

    

    
      “Though the composition of the liquid is unknown, it is likely that sunlight reflected off this water is what creates such an intensely blue hue. A moment ago, I observed foam forming on the moon's surface—perhaps the result of an enormous tidal wave.”
    

    

    
      Scratch. Scratch.
    

    

    
      The quill pen danced across the paper as Ian wrote. After a pause, he added his own commentary beneath the formal notes.
    

    

    
      “But strangely, I can't shake the feeling that the liquid on the moon's surface resembles the seas of our own world. Perhaps it is the same ocean that once split away long ago. There's no evidence for this theory—it's purely a hunch, a speculation born from intuition.”
    

    

    
      Just as he was about to finish his celestial observations, Ian noticed something faint moving across the lunar surface.
    

    

    
      “What's that?”
    

    

    
      Something—a presence—seemed to shift. Startled, Ian grabbed his pen and began to record it.
    

    

    
      Scratch, scratch, scratch, scratch, scratch...
    

    

    
      For a brief, entranced moment, Ian stared at that great something—and then, all of a sudden, he came to his senses.
    

    

    
      -What... was I trying to write?
    

    

    
      He couldn't remember. Even he had no idea what he had just been attempting to record.
    

    

    
      He set down his pen and looked at the page.
    

    

    
      It wasn't writing. It wasn't even a drawing. Just a chaotic mess of marks—something even a six-year-old's scribble would put to shame.
    

    

    
      Had that immense inspiration that flashed through his mind been false? Was everything he saw merely a hallucination?
    

    

    
      No. He was certain he had seen something—something magnificent.
    

    

    
      While he pondered this, dawn began to break over the sea. The full moon was ending tonight. If he wanted to observe it again in detail, he would have to wait until next month.
    

    

    
      “But still... I did gain something.”
    

    

    
      Ian's fingers tingled with restless energy.
    

    

    
      Even catching a glimpse of that magnificent something had already sparked a new inspiration—an idea for a new formula.
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      Chapter 20. Coming of Age
    

    

    

    

    
      It's already been almost three years since the promise with Ian.
    

    

    
      Yul's body had grown rapidly-his days as a young orca were long gone, and in just two years, he had reached the size of a full-grown adult.
    

    

    
      Considering that an orca's juvenile stage usually lasts about ten years, it was an incredibly fast rate of growth.
    

    

    
      With the coming-of-age ceremony approaching, Yul began wondering how long he was meant to live as an orca.
    

    

    
      ‘If I keep evolving, I'll eventually ascend into another species. But if that's the case... should I continue living as an orca?’
    

    

    
      Traveling alongside Nugh's family was fun, but Yul knew deep down that one day he would ascend into another form of life.
    

    

    
      Then... was it really fine to keep living like this?
    

    

    
      Just as he was lost in thought, he sensed a tail strike coming for his head.
    

    

    
      -Tuania, you tried to hit me again, didn't you?
    

    

    
      -You've gotten pretty strong.
    

    

    
      Yul had become accustomed to the Stealth Form and could now perceive Tuania's presence.
    

    

    
      -But you can't beat me!
    

    

    
      Thwack!
    

    

    
      Yul noticed that Tuania's tail suddenly appeared not from the left but from the right. He could've sworn it came from the left side.
    

    

    
      -How are you doing that?
    

    

    
      -Figure it out yourself. But really, what were you daydreaming about this time? You didn't even notice me coming.
    

    

    
      -Just... thinking about stuff?
    

    

    
      -I always tell you, your head's too full of thoughts. If you want to get stronger, you need to clear your mind.
    

    

    
      Yul didn't particularly care about becoming stronger, but Tuania seemed obsessed with the idea.
    

    

    
      -Were you maybe thinking about what job you'll take, Yul?
    

    

    
      -Something like that.
    

    

    
      When orcas came of age, they each received a job. Following Nugh's suggestion, Yul was to undergo his own ceremony this time—mainly because he had grown to be nearly the same size as Tuania.
    

    

    
      In the Orca Tribe, there was the scholarly class known as the “Recorders”.
    

    

    
      The “Warriors”, who protected the tribe from dangerous species.
    

    

    
      The “Practitioners”, who trained before the stone tablet, in hopes of ascending into a new species.
    

    

    
      The “Merchants”, few in number, who made trade their livelihood within the village.
    

    

    
      There were even some rather odd jobs, such as the ”Breeders”, who focused solely on reproduction to increase their offspring.
    

    

    
      What Yul was trying to choose belonged to the miscellaneous category as well.
    

    

    
      -So, what do you plan to become?
    

    

    
      -A patroller.
    

    

    
      It was similar to a warrior's role, but instead of moving in groups, a patroller worked alone.
    

    

    
      They patrolled their assigned regions and kept watch for external threats, roaming along the borders between the Orca Tribe's territory and the Outer Ocean.
    

    

    
      It was a solitary life, but one with immense freedom. Unless a formal summons was issued, even a patroller could do whatever they wished—no one interfered.
    

    

    
      -What about you, Tuania?
    

    

    
      -I'm going to follow my grandfather and join the Warrior Corps. I'll take on the missions bestowed by the great beings.
    

    

    
      Within the village, warriors held the highest honor.
    

    

    
      They lived communally and carried out tasks entrusted to the Orca Tribe.
    

    

    
      Many lost their lives in the process, and that was why being a warrior was regarded as one of the most honorable jobs of all.
    

    

    
      -A mission, huh.
    

    

    
      Yul knew that they were receiving orders from the Deep King Tribe, the beings they communicated with.
    

    

    
      For instance, the recent sealing of the Syrendron had all been carried out under the commands issued by the Deep King Tribe.
    

    

    
      It was said that the Deep Kings had ordered the orcas to maintain the Syrendron's seal, and they had been carrying out that duty for hundreds of years.
    

    

    
      -It’s a busy job—we have to make sure the Syrendron's seal hasn't been broken, check whether the 'Dark-Bubble Scallop' near the underwater volcano is rampaging, repel any invaders that rise from the deep-sea through the Starlight Gem Cavern, and if a monster shows up in the Outer Ocean, we've got to drive it back. Sometimes the Turtle Kingdom stirs up trouble, too, so we've got to deal with that as well.
    

    

    
      The Warrior Corps functioned much like an army. Because they lived collectively, there were many restrictions, making it far from appealing in Yul's eyes.
    

    

    
      -Sounds exhausting.
    

    

    
      -You'll have it harder, won't you? You'll be all alone out there.
    

    

    
      Yul's chosen role as a patroller was the opposite—he was to monitor things coming from other seas rather than from the deep-sea.
    

    

    
      For example, he would patrol places like the Outer Ocean, where it bordered the Great Azure Ocean, or around the Archipelago Ocean.
    

    

    
      -Still, I prefer that. Better than being tied down somewhere.
    

    

    
      Yul found solitude comforting. Traveling around with this nomadic family felt... inconvenient, even stifling at times.
    

    

    
      ‘Because of that, I haven't even evolved yet.’
    

    

    
      He had already gathered enough experience to trigger his Second Evolution, but he hadn't dared attempt it—afraid someone might witness it.
    

    

    
      ‘There are already orcas who worship me like some divine creature. If they saw me evolve right here, it'd be chaos.’
    

    

    
      Especially the faction known as the Practitioners, who spent their days meditating before the sacred stone tablets—they were the most fanatical of all.
    

    

    
      The number of incidents that had happened since Yul returned to the village was beyond counting.
    

    

    
      Those orcas who lingered before the stone tablets behaved like crazed fans at an idol concert, leaving Yul utterly bewildered more than once.
    

    

    
      -Sometimes, you look like you're always ready to leave for somewhere... at any moment.
    

    

    
      That hit home. He flinched.
    

    

    
      Tuania had struck a nerve, though she didn't press any further.
    

    

    
      -Anyway, it's tomorrow. Think carefully about it. I'm heading home first, okay?
    

    

    
      -Yeah. I'll just grab something to eat.
    

    

    
      -Don't get caught by those Ascension fanatics.
    

    

    
      -Got it.
    

    

    
      In the Orca Village, they still traded with a form of currency—fish sealed within giant clams or gem-like minerals were commonly exchanged.
    

    

    
      -Trading fish for gems... what an inefficient system.
    

    

    
      If he compared it to the human world's exchange rate between fish and gems, it was absurdly overpriced. But still, that was the standard here.
    

    

    
      On his way back from shopping, Yul spotted an orca blocking his path.
    

    

    
      ‘Again?’
    

    

    
      There were two factions in the village—the Traditionalists and the Ascensionists.
    

    

    
      The Traditionalists treated Yul like a sworn enemy, while the Ascensionists idolized him. Either way, both sides were equally troublesome to deal with.
    

    

    
      Thankfully, Nugh's faction belonged to neither.
    

    

    
      Still, even within the Ascensionists, there were the kinds of orcas Nugh and Tuania had repeatedly warned him and Yul recognized this type all too well.
    

    

    
      -Greetings. You must be Yul, right?
    

    

    
      This orca gave off an eerie presence. His jet-black body was covered in white tattoos, and his eyes glowed with an unsettling orange hue.
    

    

    
      -Who are you?
    

    

    
      -I'm a practitioner who wishes to become one of the Deep King Tribe. You may call me Ogh of the Rising Tide.
    

    

    
      A practitioner? Yul remembered that Nugh had repeatedly warned him not to get involved with such people.
    

    

    
      -Ah, hello. I, uh, have some things to do, so...
    

    

    
      -I heard you're coming of age soon. Do you know about Mantra?
    

    

    
      Hearing such an interesting topic, Yul glanced back at him.
    

    

    
      -Mantra?
    

    

    
      -It's magic that grants power transcending the flesh. Don't you want to obtain it?
    

    

    
      As Ogh said, Yul did have a longing for Mantra.
    

    

    
      However, Nugh once told him that he would naturally gain Mantra upon becoming an adult anyway.
    

    

    
      -Look at my body. Everything engraved here is a Mantra.
    

    

    
      Ogh's whole body was covered in tattoos.
    

    

    
      Originally, orcas had white bellies and black backs, but Ogh's entire body was black, inscribed with white markings.
    

    

    
      Yul knew that Mantra was a kind of magical engraving etched onto the flesh.
    

    

    
      Ian said that Mantra was a higher form of human magic, but I'm not sure. Isn't it more like a side-grade?
    

    

    
      Mantra was a magical engraving technique that could manifest instantly with thought, but whether it truly surpassed magic was hard to say.
    

    

    
      -If you declare during your coming-of-age ceremony that you'll walk the path of a practitioner, I shall pass on to you my Mantra and all the visions I've accumulated.
    

    

    
      -But I'm going to be a patroller.
    

    

    
      -The Mantra acquired by a practitioner and the one bestowed by the Matriarch to a patroller are of completely different dimensions.
    

    

    
      -Hmm.
    

    

    
      -It seems you've learned a physical technique called Stealth Form, but such petty skills are nothing compared to Mantra.
    

    

    
      Ogh spoke with confidence. Perhaps he was right. But surely, it couldn't be without cost.
    

    

    
      -So what do I have to do in return?
    

    

    
      -Nothing much. You just need to read the stone tablet. The one in the center of our village.
    

    

    
      -I told you, I can't read it!
    

    

    
      Every time Yul visited the village, there were always requests for him to read that tablet, but he had consistently maintained that he couldn't.
    

    

    
      This was understandable because none of the orcas could understand the writing on it in the first place.
    

    

    
      Even the oldest and wisest among them had no idea, so it was an undecipherable monument.
    

    

    
      Read it for them? With the kind of fanatics around these days, who knows what kind of trouble that'd stir up.
    

    

    
      ‘And even if I read it, I wouldn't understand a single word.’
    

    

    
      It wasn't even some kind of prophecy—it just rambled about light, the heavens, and other cryptic nonsense. If it hadn't been written by one of the Deep King Tribe, he wouldn't have bothered looking at it at all.
    

    

    
      -I see.
    

    

    
      Ogh didn't speak again, like other practitioners would. Instead, he only stared at Yul with strange and profound eyes.
    

    

    
      Yul felt as if those orange eyes were piercing right through his soul.
    

    

    
      -I understand.
    

    

    
      'Ugh, that gave me chills.'
    

    

    
      This practitioner was creepier than any he'd met before. There was something grim about him—he looked like the kind of guy who'd stab you in the back in some dark alley.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      A few days later, the village held the coming-of-age ceremony together with the appointment ceremony.
    

    

    
      Countless orcas that were reaching adulthood that year had gathered here.
    

    

    
      ‘Didn't know there were this many orcas in the tribe.’
    

    

    
      Once they came of age, each orca would state the job they desired and receive the blessing of the Matriarch, Lancia.
    

    

    
      To Lancia's right floated a massive crystal orb.
    

    

    
      ‘Hmm. So that's the one.’
    

    

    
      Yul recalled what Tuania had told him. That artifact was said to be crafted by the Deep King Tribe.
    

    

    
      It was within that crystal orb that a fitting Mantra would be bestowed upon each orca according to their role.
    

    

    
      -Duki, come forward.
    

    

    
      -Yes.
    

    

    
      -What job do you wish for?
    

    

    
      -I wish to join the Warrior Corps.
    

    

    
      -Hmm. It seems that won't do. The orb rejects you.
    

    

    
      When Lancia placed the crystal orb upon Duki's forehead, the light began to glow but then quickly faded—a failure.
    

    

    
      -It can't be helped. Then, make me a Recorder.
    

    

    
      -Here is the 'Mantra of Memory,' suitable for a Recorder.
    

    

    
      And in this manner, each orca received one Mantra suited to them.
    

    

    
      -Tuania, come forward.
    

    

    
      -I’ll join the Warrior Corps.
    

    

    
      -Alright. You are now a warrior of our Orca Tribe. Here, take the ‘Mantra of Resolve’.
    

    

    
      Each Mantra was said to hold a special power, though Yul still didn't quite understand how.
    

    

    
      -Yul, come forward.
    

    

    
      -I wish to become a patroller.
    

    

    
      Yul was granted the job of patroller.
    

    

    
      -You are now a patroller of our Orca Tribe. I bestow upon you the ‘Mantra of Communication’.
    

    

    
      For Yul, who preferred a looser connection to the Orca Village, it was the perfect fit.
    

    

    
      He had worried it might not work out, but it fit just right. He had no idea what the criteria were, though.
    

    

    
      Light burst from the crystal orb, and a strange white marking appeared on part of Yul's broad forehead.
    

    

    
      Then, a status window appeared.
    

    

    
      【Awakening】
    

    

    
      【Mantra of Communication: Allows communication even across great distances. You may specify a target and convey your thoughts directly. This ability is not restricted by spatial limitations.】
    

    

    
      Not bad.
    

    

    
      If Transmission of Thoughts was a short-range ability, then the Mantra of Communication seemed to work over long distances.
    

    

    
      Yul thought he might even be able to contact Ian later on.
    

    

    
      Since the ceremony wasn't over yet, Yul waited a while longer.
    

    

    
      A few female orcas who had received the Breeder job were wagging their tails at him flirtatiously, but Yul shuddered and desperately averted his gaze.
    

    

    
      ‘No, I'm not an orca. I'm not an orca…’
    

    

    
      When the ceremony ended, the Matriarch called Yul separately.
    

    

    
      There was another patroller orca present when he arrived.
    

    

    
      -This is Borgin, a former patroller. He will tell you what your duties are.
    

    

    
      At the Matriarch's words, Yul looked toward Borgin—a scarred warrior whose entire body was marked with old wounds.
    

    

    
      He had a couple of tattoos across his body, and his left tail fin was completely severed.
    

    

    
      -Greetings. I'm the patroller of the western waters. I'll teach you the duties you'll be responsible for.
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      Borgin didn't have as much to hand over to Yul as expected.
    

    

    
      Since the job itself was rather free, as long as he maintained the general framework, the rest was up to him.
    

    

    
      -Your job is to patrol the borders between the western and northern seas, and the boundary lines between the territories. If I hadn’t been injured, I would’ve still been there myself.
    

    

    
      Because Borgin’s tail fin had been severed, it seemed he had retired from his duties as a Patroller.
    

    

    
      -Even the western area alone is quite vast, isn’t it? What you’ll do is patrol around the boundary between the Turtle Kingdom’s waters and the Orca Clan’s waters.
    

    

    
      -Aha. Understood.
    

    

    
      Yul thought of that fellow called the Turtle Knight. That’s where he said he had come from.
    

    

    
      -You won’t be the only Patroller patrolling that area. Each Patroller has their own Mantra of Communication, so recognizing one another shouldn’t be difficult.
    

    

    
      -When something dangerous happens during patrols, we usually take care of it ourselves, but sometimes Patrollers call for reinforcements from one another. When that happens, make sure you go.
    

    

    
      -Understood.
    

    

    
      -But right now, there’s some trouble up north, in the Arctic.
    

    

    
      -The Arctic? Where the penguins live?
    

    

    
      -That’s right. It’s a bit of a headache. I heard there’s a penguin who calls himself the Sorcerer King and is waging war.
    

    

    
      Yul remembered that time when he and Nugh had helped evacuate the penguin refugees to an island.
    

    

    
      -I heard that they had built a gigantic smelting furnace. And that a hero of the Penguin Tribe had risen to fight the Sorcerer King. I also heard they even established a nation.
    

    

    
      -Hmm.
    

    

    
      A lot must have happened while he wasn’t paying attention. Penguins forming a nation—who would’ve thought?
    

    

    
      -Would that affect the orcas in any way?
    

    

    
      -No one knows. But you should be aware of it. Every sea creature living in the Sea of Phantaratsa tends to keep each other in check, fearing that the others might grow stronger.
    

    

    
      -Understood. I’ll keep that in mind.
    

    

    
      -Aside from the penguins, there’s one more thing to be cautious about. To the northwest lies the path to the Outer Ocean. There, unless under special orders, you’ll find a Patroller said to be the strongest among the Orca Clan. He’s one of the Great Powers.
    

    

    
      -The strongest? The Great Powers?
    

    

    
      -Hm? You don’t know about the strong ones of the Great Azure Ocean?
    

    

    
      -No.
    

    

    
      -I can’t believe this.
    

    

    
      Borgin scratched his head roughly against the wall, as if it itched, then said:
    

    

    
      -You mean you don’t know about the Five Great Powers, the Three Grandmasters, and the Four Dragon Lords?
    

    

    
      -No.
    

    

    
      -Hmph. The Matriarch told me a bit about your origins, but you really lack common sense, don’t you? Fine. I’ll explain. These are the most dangerous beings that dwell in the sea.
    

    

    
      It seemed that each title represented a kind of top-tier powerhouse—like something straight out of a martial arts novel.
    

    

    
      -The Great Powers refer to sea creatures with the greatest combat ability. Two orcas, one turtle, one mackerel, and one black conger eel.
    

    

    
      ‘Huh, a mackerel? Isn’t that… prey?’
    

    

    
      Something seemed oddly out of place.
    

    

    
      -The Grandmasters are masters of marine martial arts who’ve achieved incredible skill. Each of them was strong enough to found their own school. One turtle, one spear-squid, and one solar flying fish.
    

    

    
      ‘Now those are names I know.’
    

    

    
      Among the creatures Yul had once considered evolving into, some had reached the level of masters. That meant those species had enormous potential.
    

    

    
      -The Four Dragon Lords refer to the Sea Dragon Tribe of the southeast. They’re said to be as powerful as the Great Powers.
    

    

    
      -Oh-ho.
    

    

    
      -These strong ones usually belong to the Surface Layer (Epipelagic Zone). From what I’ve heard, once you descend into the Deep Sea (Bathypelagic Zone), there are beings with power rivaling the Great Powers scattered like plankton.
    

    

    
      -I see. But is there no Deep King Tribe?
    

    

    
      -They’re considered a tribe of the Deep Sea. The Deep King Tribe rarely involves themselves with the Surface Layer dwellers.
    

    

    
      ‘Feels like a heavenly realm kind of hierarchy.’
    

    

    
      Living among the Orca Clan, Yul had learned that the Deep Sea was considered something extraordinary.
    

    

    
      Beings who lived in a completely different world from the sea creatures of the Surface Layer—and ones they deeply feared.
    

    

    
      ‘Hm, so that’s how it is.’
    

    

    
      Yul had been living a fairly ordinary life as a jelly octopus, but thinking back, he recalled the Sea God and the Lord of the Abyss who had once waged a monstrous war in the Deep Sea.
    

    

    
      ‘Yeah, I can see why they’d think it’s dangerous.’
    

    

    
      In their worldview, all beings of the Deep Sea were said to be comparable to the strongest in existence—and they feared them greatly.
    

    

    
      In any case, Yul was able to learn from Borgin which parts of the Turtle Kingdom’s waters he was to patrol, what markers to use as references, and various tips and know-hows.
    

    

    
      -If I weren’t injured, I’d have escorted you directly to your post, but it can’t be helped.
    

    

    
      Despite his boastful attitude, Borgin was actually rather kind. Though it probably helped that Yul had been good at keeping on his good side.
    

    

    
      -Borgin, may I ask you things again next time?
    

    

    
      -Are you going to use the Karma of Communication? Sorry, but I’m heading into a Dark Cave for physical regeneration. Even if you try to contact me, I won’t be able to respond.
    

    

    
      He had heard that entering the Dark Cave meant being in stasis for quite a long time to regenerate the body.
    

    

    
      Yul had also heard that there were orca Healers who oversaw that kind of recovery.
    

    

    
      After completing the final handover, Yul said goodbye to Borgin and decided to leave the village.
    

    

    
      He also parted ways with Nugh’s family. They each had their own work to do, after all.
    

    

    
      ‘Three months, huh.’
    

    

    
      The place he was assigned to was fairly distant, but three months should be enough time.
    

    

    
      Before leaving, he met Nugh to say goodbye.
    

    

    
      -Nugh, thank you for teaching me so much.
    

    

    
      -Take care of yourself, Yul.
    

    

    
      -Yes, I will.
    

    

    
      Nugh had looked after him like a grandfather. Because of that, Yul felt a special bond with him—something he didn’t feel with any other orca.
    

    

    
      After that, Nugh returned to the Warrior Corps and resumed his usual duties.
    

    

    
      -I've decided to join the Warrior Corps, too. If I go now, I’ll be the youngest.
    

    

    
      -Take care, Tuania.
    

    

    
      -You too. Don’t forget to visit when you come by the village sometimes.
    

    

    
      After saying goodbye to Tuania as well, Yul soon set off for the southwestern sea.
    

    

    
      Yul rose to the surface and looked up.
    

    

    
      Several stars hung in the sky. The enormous blue moon stood out the most, and among the constellations, faint stars glittered.
    

    

    
      ‘At last, I’m free!’
    

    

    
      Yul felt a sense of relief as he left the village behind.
    

    

    
      He really wasn’t the type to enjoy being tied down by others.
    

    

    
      A free profession like that of a Patroller suited Yul perfectly.
    

    

    
      In truth, he could have ignored the orcas’ work altogether and run away. The ocean was vast, and the Orca Clan’s territory was only a fraction of it.
    

    

    
      Eventually, as Yul continued to evolve, he would move beyond the orcas anyway.
    

    

    
      But Yul had received much help from the Orca village.
    

    

    
      He’d learned about the Surface Layer—about marine knowledge that was considered common sense among sea creatures. Because of that, he intended to do his share.
    

    

    
      Once he felt he had worked enough to repay what he had received, he planned to stop.
    

    

    
      ‘Anyway, maybe it’s about time I evolved.’
    

    

    
      [3,900/600]
    

    

    
      This was the experience he had gathered over the past two years of steady effort. In the beginning, he’d earned it by eating the food that Nugh’s family brought him—basically being fed and doing nothing. But later, he started hunting on his own.
    

    

    
      After evolving into an orca and losing his previous evolutions, Yul had been debating what to evolve into next—but the first choice came easily.
    

    

    
      The part he’d long felt was necessary: breathing.
    

    

    
      Ordinary orcas could hold their breath for about fifteen minutes. But those were the unintelligent, ordinary orcas of the Continental Ocean.
    

    

    
      The Orcas of the Great Azure Ocean, on the other hand, possessed high intelligence and could stay underwater for up to an hour.
    

    

    
      But was an hour really enough? For Yul, who—back when he lived as a jelly octopus—never needed to breathe at all, that kind of time limit was irritating.
    

    

    
      ‘I’ve gained strength and bulk, but also the limitation of needing to breathe. Evolution isn’t all good after all. Let’s make the first evolution about breathing.’
    

    

    
      Rather than amplifying his strengths, Yul’s approach to evolution was to patch up weaknesses and strive for perfection.
    

    

    
      The moment he made up his mind, a list of options appeared before him.
    

    

    
      [Stage 1 Evolution]
    

    

    
      [1. Oxygen-Storing Pigment: Increases the level of myoglobin in the blood, allowing muscles to store large amounts of oxygen. Enables extremely long dives.]
    

    

    
      -Type: [Physical], [Internal Transformation], [Fluid Transformation], [Versatile]
    

    

    
      ‘Oh, so additional tags appear like this, huh.’
    

    

    
      [2. Heart Enhancement: Strengthens the heart, allowing it to deliver oxygen with lower energy consumption, reducing overall oxygen use.]
    

    

    
      -Type: [Physical], [Internal Transformation], [Metabolic Adaptation], [Versatile]
    

    

    
      [3. Skin Oxygen Absorption: Alters the skin tissue to absorb trace amounts of dissolved oxygen through the surface. Not a perfect gill, but it supplements oxygen during prolonged underwater activity, extending breath-holding time.]
    

    

    
      -Type: [Internal Transformation], [Biological Adaptation], [Versatile]
    

    

    
      Even the status window itself seemed to be evolving. Each new evolution appeared to define what part of his body would change.
    

    

    
      ‘So, in short, I can either alter my blood, strengthen my heart, or change my skin—one of the three.’
    

    

    
      Exactly the kind of evolution Yul wanted appeared before him—something that wouldn’t change his outward appearance much, but would still enhance him.
    

    

    
      ‘They all serve the same purpose through different means. Ah, but if I strengthen my heart now for oxygen retention, I probably won’t be able to enhance it again later.’
    

    

    
      It felt like equipment slots in a game—once one body part evolved, it couldn’t evolve again.
    

    

    
      After a short moment of thought, Yul chose the first option. As long as it didn’t create something bizarre like acidic blood, enhancing his breathing efficiency seemed like a good choice.
    

    

    
      ‘Number one it is.’
    

    

    
      Once the acquisition was complete, there was no visible change, but Yul realized he could now dive deeper and longer with less oxygen than before.
    

    

    
      He tested it out by diving deep—and found that his diving time had increased by thirty minutes. He could now stay underwater for up to three hours.
    

    

    
      ‘Amazing. And there’s no drop in physical ability, either.’
    

    

    
      Yul then began his second evolution. This time, he hadn’t thought ahead about what to choose.
    

    

    
      ‘Give me three random evolutions.’
    

    

    
      [Discovering three suitable future evolutions for the user.]
    

    

    
      [Stage 2 Evolution]
    

    

    
      [1. Horn of the Sea King: As an orca’s massive body holds great magical power, the horn that grows from your forehead becomes an organ that can manipulate surrounding ocean currents using magic.]
    

    

    
      -Type: [Magical], [Control Ability], [Speed Enhancement], [External Transformation]
    

    

    
      [2. Bladed Tail: Strengthens and hardens the tail fin, allowing powerful physical attacks.]
    

    

    
      -Type: [Physical], [External Transformation]
    

    

    
      [3. Metal Consumption: Enhances your feeding ability. Each time you consume metal from the seafloor, your jawbone and teeth gradually adapt and reshape themselves to match that metal. This process occurs slowly over time.]
    

    

    
      -Type: [Physical], [Internal Transformation], [Versatile], [Continuous Effect]
    

    

    
      ‘Whoa, what’s this?’
    

    

    
      Yul was a little surprised—these evolutions were completely different from the ones before.
    

    

    
      This time, they were truly fascinating. Two of them especially stood out.
    

    

    
      ‘The Horn of the Sea King and Metal Consumption. I didn’t know evolution could go in this direction.’
    

    

    
      Until now, Yul had always thought of evolution as enhancing strengths or covering weaknesses. But these… these were entirely new abilities.
    

    

    
      ‘Which one should I choose?’
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      After much thought, Yul decided to choose the Horn of the Sea King.
    

    

    
      ‘A magical evolution,’ as shown by the Ultrasonic Cannon he used back in his jelly octopus days, possessed tremendous power.
    

    

    
      He really wanted the Metal Consumption ability too, but Yul had never actually seen any metal around the nearby seafloor.
    

    

    
      ‘There must be an undersea mine somewhere, but I’ve never really paid attention to it.’
    

    

    
      Besides, since Metal Consumption was a continuous effect, it wouldn’t show immediate results anyway.
    

    

    
      Pop!
    

    

    
      As soon as Yul selected the evolution, a tiny cone-shaped horn sprouted on his forehead like a small bump.
    

    

    
      The tip of the horn was blunt, looking rather like the horn of a baby goblin.
    

    

    
      If another orca asked why he had a horn, at this size, he could probably bluff it off as just a lump or swelling of some kind.
    

    

    
      Yul tried activating the Horn of the Sea King. As always, he instinctively knew how to use it the moment he obtained it.
    

    

    
      At first, it felt awkward—like suddenly gaining a third arm—but the more he used it, the smoother it became.
    

    

    
      ‘Wow, was swimming always this easy?’
    

    

    
      Moving the heavy body of an orca used to consume quite a lot of energy.
    

    

    
      But after activating the Horn of the Sea King, the energy expenditure was almost negligible, allowing Yul to swim at an incredible speed.
    

    

    
      ‘As my proficiency increases, the magic consumption will probably decrease too.’
    

    

    
      Manipulating distant or large-scale currents was still difficult, but even controlling the currents just around his body provided immense speed while drastically reducing stamina drain.
    

    

    
      ‘Amazing.’
    

    

    
      He thought that maybe he should ask his status window to give him random choices more often.
    

    

    
      While swimming, Yul suddenly realized he had gone too far.
    

    

    
      ‘Did I get too carried away with the Horn of the Sea King? I’ve come way too far.’
    

    

    
      Even while using the Horn of the Sea King, Yul barely felt any significant depletion of magic.
    

    

    
      After all, the magic core embedded in his soul produced terrifying levels of magical output, and this orca body seemed extremely specialized for handling magic.
    

    

    
      ‘The magic circuits are spread all throughout my body, too.’
    

    

    
      If humans used their hands to channel magic, orcas seemed to have magic circuits woven through their entire nervous system.
    

    

    
      When it was about time to breathe, Yul surfaced and looked up at the sky.
    

    

    
      ‘It’s night. Hm? What’s that, there’s a light below too?’
    

    

    
      In addition to the stars in the sky, he noticed a light near the surface and, curious, swam toward it.
    

    

    
      ‘Ah, isn’t this the island I came to last time? I’ve drifted all the way here.’
    

    

    
      Yul had returned to the island where the shipwreck lay.
    

    

    
      It was the same island he had seen when helping the penguin migrants—there had been a wrecked ship stranded there.
    

    

    
      But now, two years later, there was an astonishing change.
    

    

    
      ‘Huh? The ship’s been restored?’
    

    

    
      The completely shattered ship had once been tilted and stuck aground, but now it had been repaired and stood upright.
    

    

    
      ‘No, wait—the shape’s different. Looks like they scrapped the old one completely. They built a new ship altogether.’
    

    

    
      It wasn’t as large as the one before. Even if the island had trees, it didn’t seem enough to fully reinforce it, so the new ship was slightly smaller.
    

    

    
      It looked as if they had dismantled the old vessel and reused the materials to construct a new one.
    

    

    
      Though it had become a much smaller carrack, it still looked incredibly heavy.
    

    

    
      “Alright, not much left now!”
    

    

    
      A booming voice echoed. Yul poked his head up and scanned the sea’s surface.
    

    

    
      There, he saw lights floating in the air—magical lights hovering above the deck.
    

    

    
      ‘A common magic spell. So that’s the light I saw earlier.’
    

    

    
      The man who seemed to have conjured the lights—a mage and likely the ship’s captain—was commanding his crew.
    

    

    
      “The day we return to our homeland is near! The day we sail back to the Kingdom of Frangia!”
    

    

    
      ‘Ho?’
    

    

    
      To think they had survived all this time and even rebuilt their ship here—it was impressive.
    

    

    
      Yul recalled one of his quests.
    

    

    
      -Form a good relationship with one human being.
    

    

    
      Maybe he could clear it this time.
    

    

    
      Yul observed the captain closely. The man was large and broad-shouldered, with a goat-like beard.
    

    

    
      He was missing one leg and wore a wooden prosthetic in its place.
    

    

    
      ‘He must be quite charismatic. Even injured, he’s leading his men effectively.’
    

    

    
      He looked like a pirate captain straight out of the Age of Exploration. Looking closely, the repairs on the ship seemed almost complete.
    

    

    
      “Once the dawn shift is done, we set sail at first light!”
    

    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    

    
      Only about twenty crew members had survived. They must have suffered terribly over the two years spent on repairs—but finally, they were ready to depart.
    

    

    
      Curious, Yul cast「Connection」.
    

    

    
      “Hmm?! Who’s there!?”
    

    

    
      The captain flinched in surprise, whipping his head around. In an instant, he drew a pistol from his coat.
    

    

    
      “Show yourself! Mage!”
    

    

    
      Startled by the captain’s shout, the sailors stopped their work and stared in confusion.
    

    

    
      Yul, not wanting to alarm them, cast Formula 3. Transmission of Thoughts.
    

    

    
      -I’m not here to fight.
    

    

    
      “I can’t trust you unless you show yourself!”
    

    

    
      At the captain’s words, the sailors gripped their cutlasses and glanced around nervously.
    

    

    
      But judging by their expressions, none of them could locate Yul’s position.
    

    

    
      -If you’re holding that gun, I can’t show myself, can I?
    

    

    
      “...Fine. I’ll put it down.”
    

    

    
      The captain placed his gun on the ground and unbuckled his sword belt, letting it fall beside it.
    

    

    
      “There. I’m unarmed! I don’t know who you are, but show yourself!”
    

    

    
      Yul drew in a deep breath of water, then exhaled.
    

    

    
      Fwooooooosh!
    

    

    
      At the sound of the great spray of water, the men turned toward the sea, alarmed.
    

    

    
      Yul noticed that the captain’s magical orb illuminated him clearly.
    

    

    
      “G-g-good heavens!?”
    

    

    
      “It’s a sea monster!”
    

    

    
      “It’s trying to stop us from leaving the island!”
    

    

    
      “You fools! That’s an orca!”
    

    

    
      The crew shouted in panic, but the captain, radiating strong charisma, calmed them down.
    

    

    
      “Are you the one who spoke to me?”
    

    

    
      -Yeah.
    

    

    
      Yul spouted water again in affirmation and continued.
    

    

    
      -Want me to help? I can send you back to your homeland.
    

    

    
      The captain’s eyes flickered.
    

    

    
      ‘Hmm. So communication through「Connection」 works just fine.’
    

    

    
      Humans can’t comprehend the magical signals of marine life or the ultrasonic waves of orcas, but when thoughts are transmitted through a Connection spell like this, they can understand them.
    

    

    
      -‘Am I practically the only sea creature who can communicate with humans?’
    

    

    
      Yul wasn’t offering goodwill purely out of kindness. He had several reasons for making the proposal to the captain.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t deny that he personally felt some goodwill toward humans. He also had the freedom to decide how he spent the half-year before he had to report to his assigned patrol area. But beyond those secondary reasons, there was a direct motive.
    

    

    
      -I want to form a friendly relationship with you.
    

    

    
      “We—be friendly with you...?”
    

    

    
      -Yeah. You know, mutual help and trade. Do you have any magic stones? If you do, I could help you.
    

    

    
      Magic stones were like a tonic to Yul—something that could extend his lifespan. He’d sampled one back in his jelly octopus days, but never as an orca; even without testing, he was sure a magic stone would lengthen his life.
    

    

    
      “No, we don’t have any!”
    

    

    
      -No? Hm. Well, then I’ll be on my way.
    

    

    
      As Yul eased himself beneath the surface, the captain suddenly sounded frantic, splashing from the shore toward the sea.
    

    

    
      “Wait! W-w-we don’t have any right now! But if you help us, the Kingdom of Frangia will repay you!”
    

    

    
      -With what? How? Explain specifically. Who are you, and why are you here?
    

    

    
      He needed information from these humans first.
    

    

    
      “I’m Étienne Drake, privateer captain for the Kingdom of Frangia!”
    

    

    
      -A pirate, then?
    

    

    
      “I’m not a pirate! I’m a privateer captain!”
    

    

    
      Yul knew the difference well enough and didn’t press it.
    

    

    
      “We were charting a new route through the Great Azure Ocean! Until we hit a massive storm and were set adrift. We drifted and were trapped on this uninhabited island, and we’ve spent two years repairing the ship.”
    

    

    
      -You don’t have to tell me everything. Want to come out in a boat and talk?
    

    

    
      “Can’t we talk from here?!”
    

    

    
      -You scared?
    

    

    
      “A-a m-man of the sea doesn’t get scared!”
    

    

    
      Étienne Drake ordered his men to bring a skiff and rowed alone toward where Yul bobbed. Seeing the several-meter-long orca, Étienne swallowed hard—but still rowed closer without showing fear.
    

    

    
      As he neared, a thrill ran down Étienne’s spine.
    

    

    
      ‘A talking sea creature...! If I capture this creature alive and bring it to the Trombon Royal Family of Frangia, how great a reward might they give me? It could be enormous—far beyond any ordinary prize.’
    

    

    
      That thought flashed through his head.
    

    

    
      -Are you thinking I might be captured and sold somewhere if I show myself?
    

    

    
      “O-of course not. Naturally not.”
    

    

    
      -It’d be reasonable to think so, right? If I were you, I might try to catch a sea creature like this and make a fortune.
    

    

    
      “Aren’t you a sea creature yourself?”
    

    

    
      -I’m speaking from your perspective. If I were a privateer, I’d consider it. But judging by my power, you can see that’s not possible.
    

    

    
      Yul dove beneath the surface and, a moment later, burst upward beside Étienne at tremendous speed.
    

    

    
      He leapt nearly twenty meters into the air. Étienne watched, awestruck.
    

    

    
      Splash!
    

    

    
      Water sprayed everywhere, splashing across Étienne’s face and rocking his skiff.
    

    

    
      -Imagine if I directed a strike like that at your ship.
    

    

    
      “We’d all be dead.”
    

    

    
      -Right? I might get hurt and need some healing, but you lot would become fish food.
    

    

    
      “I-I suppose so.”
    

    

    
      -Also, I can use magic. So don’t get any foolish ideas, okay?
    

    

    
      Under Yul’s threat, Étienne nodded up and down.
    

    

    
      ‘This creature is fundamentally different from the ordinary sea creatures we know. It’s like a person who’s become an orca. I must negotiate.’
    

    

    
      In old-school seafaring life, merchants and privateers were two sides of a coin: if an opponent was strong, immediate negotiation was often their instinct. So Étienne, abandoning the idea of capturing Yul, considered persuasion instead.
    

    

    
      “Do you want magic stones? How many would you need?”
    

    

    
      -Yes. About one ton of magic stones.
    

    

    
      “That’s far too much.”
    

    

    
      -It’s roughly 300 Ducats’ worth. Think of it as the price of your lives; that seems fair, doesn’t it?
    

    

    
      “How do you know the price of magic stones...?”
    

    

    
      -My friend told me.
    

    

    
      When Étienne realized Yul even knew the market price for magic stones, he nearly lost his mind. Was this really an orca—or a person?
    

    

    
      “We’re the first ship to chart the deepest reaches of the Great Azure Ocean. Flying the Frangian flag and coming this far is valuable in itself. Our charts, the logbooks I have—if we hand all of that to the Trombon Royal Family, it’ll be worth a lot.”
    

    

    
      -Hmm. That valuable, huh?
    

    

    
      “The Trombon Royal Family proclaimed to the Frangian privateers that anyone who brought back a chart of the unknown sea, the Great Azure Ocean, would be rewarded with 1000 Ducats.”
    

    

    
      -Oh, I see.
    

    

    
      So that’s why the ship came all the way from Randa to this far and dangerous place. It answered questions Yul had had since his jelly octopus days.
    

    

    
      “Also, you can speak and you use magic, right? So how about this — form ties with the Trombon royal family and share your knowledge of the sea with us. You’ll probably be rewarded with plenty of magic stones.”
    

    

    
      An intriguing offer. Yul needed to think it over.
    

    

    

    
      __________________
    

    
      __________________
    

    
      __________________
    

    

    
      (T/N): Privateer - a legal pirate hired by a government to attack enemy ships during wartime. They’re not criminals like regular pirates. They have official permission to raid and steal from enemy vessels.
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      Chapter 23. Return
    

    

    

    

    
      -Is that possible?
    

    

    
      “If I help, of course it’s possible! I’m a captain of the House of Drake!”
    

    

    
      Yul dug through his memory and realized that the name Étienne Drake sounded oddly familiar.
    

    

    
      -Hm? Do you know Celestia Drake?
    

    

    
      “That’s my niece’s name. How do you know that!?”
    

    

    
      Celestia was the name of Ian’s fiancée. By now, she was probably married and even had children.
    

    

    
      Étienne was visibly startled upon hearing the name.
    

    

    
      Though he was now a citizen of the Kingdom of Frangia, his niece Celestia Drake’s family originally hailed from the Kingdom of Britain.
    

    

    
      To hear a sea creature not only mention her name but identify her so precisely—he couldn’t comprehend how such a thing was possible.
    

    

    
      -Well, that’s convenient. Alright. I’ll help you return to the Kingdom of Frangia. As for forming ties with the royal family... I’ll think about it.
    

    

    
      Yul found it oddly refreshing that Étienne was related to Celestia.
    

    

    
      The world really was small—Yul had only ever met two humans he knew personally, and now it turned out that one of them was related to the other. It was a strange coincidence indeed.
    

    

    
      In any case, Yul decided to help him.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Yul identified each sailor one by one through「Perception」and linked them all with「Connection」.
    

    

    
      The sailors who weren’t mages didn’t understand what kind of magic had been cast on them.
    

    

    
      ‘Well, it’s just a precaution. If any of them pulls a gun or tries to attack me, I’ll sense it through Perception.’
    

    

    
      Still, Étienne was quite reasonable and kept his crew in line with strong charisma.
    

    

    
      ‘To rebuild a ship after being wrecked and stranded for two years, all while keeping his men together… Étienne really is a remarkable captain.’
    

    

    
      Normally, after being stranded that long, a crew would grow resentful and fall apart, but Étienne had earned their loyalty instead.
    

    

    
      It meant he wasn’t just skilled, but a truly resilient leader.
    

    

    
      Even so, sailors were unpredictable beings—no one could tell when they might act out—so some safety measures were necessary.
    

    

    
      When dawn broke, Étienne and his crew boarded the ship.
    

    

    
      “Yul! Are you there?”
    

    

    
      -I’m here.
    

    

    
      Yul poked his head out of the water and looked at Étienne. They had exchanged names the night before.
    

    

    
      “Do you know the way back to Randa?”
    

    

    
      -Of course.
    

    

    
      Yul had never gotten lost since becoming a sea creature. His sense of direction was flawless, thanks to the map engraved in his mind.
    

    

    
      Back in his jelly octopus days, Aktar had imprinted in him a map of Phantaratsa, granting Yul the ability to perceive his position in three dimensions.
    

    

    
      ‘I wonder if that alien ever made it back home safely.’
    

    

    
      Anyway, since he could visualize not only the depths but also the areas near the surface, he knew exactly how far this place was from Randa.
    

    

    
      ‘Roughly six thousand kilometers away.’
    

    

    
      That was about the same distance as Japan to Hawaii on Earth—an immense stretch of ocean.
    

    

    
      ‘Now that I think about it, even at that distance, there’s still quite a way to go before reaching the continent, isn’t there?’
    

    

    
      He wondered how much farther they’d have to travel before reaching the eastern shores of Randa.
    

    

    
      ‘Or maybe, instead of Randa’s eastern coast, we might end up discovering an entirely new continent.’
    

    

    
      Yul still didn’t fully grasp the geography of this world—and it seemed even the Orca Clan didn’t know either.
    

    

    
      -It’s quite far. Do you have enough to eat?
    

    

    
      “We’ve got food, but… how far exactly?”
    

    

    
      -About six thousand kilometers.
    

    

    
      Even though Yul used the metric system, thanks to Transmission of Thoughts, the concept automatically translated into their familiar units of measure.
    

    

    
      “That’s quite a distance. So we’ve drifted that far west, huh.”
    

    

    
      -I can help with food, but the problem’s going to be fresh water.
    

    

    
      “Don’t worry about that. We can collect rainwater—or use magic if needed.”
    

    

    
      -Oh? A common spell?
    

    

    
      “Yes. By using Water Condensation, we can gather plenty. Enough for all twenty men to drink. The real problem is the sails.”
    

    

    
      He pointed to the ship’s tattered sails. They were so torn they barely held shape anymore.
    

    

    
      “There’s no fixing that. We tried hunting beasts for hide, but there were no animals with strong enough skin on that island. I was thinking we might patch the sails with our clothes.”
    

    

    
      -There’s a better way. Take those shredded sails and turn them into ropes.
    

    

    
      Once they agreed, Yul let them tie the ropes around his body.
    

    

    
      They didn’t make them too tight; instead, they wrapped the ropes evenly to distribute the force across his frame.
    

    

    
      ‘Man, this feels like wearing a dog harness or something.’
    

    

    
      Still, Yul stuck with the method—it lessened the strain on his body since he could manipulate the surrounding currents.
    

    

    
      “Oh! Ohhh! The ship’s moving!”
    

    

    
      “Captain! The ship is moving!”
    

    

    
      “That orca’s strength is incredible!”
    

    

    
      “Indeed it is.”
    

    

    
      Étienne’s eyes widened. Yul was pulling the ship at tremendous speed.
    

    

    
      Faster, even, than when their sails caught full wind.
    

    

    
      ‘This isn’t the strength of an ordinary orca.’
    

    

    
      With his natural power combined with the current-control ability of the Horn of the Sea King, Yul was able to tow the ship at incredible velocity.
    

    

    
      The fact that the vessel was smaller now, with only twenty crewmen aboard, also contributed to the speed.
    

    

    
      Either way, Yul towed the ship straight toward Randa.
    

    

    

    
      * * * 
    

    

    
      Two months had passed since they’d left that nameless island. Thanks to Yul’s exceptional abilities, they were already nearing Randa.
    

    

    
      “G-g-good heavens! I can see land!”
    

    

    
      “Land ahoy!”
    

    

    
      “We’re saved!”
    

    

    
      “Uwaaah! Waaaah!”
    

    

    
      The sailors were hugging one another, overcome with emotion.
    

    

    
      ‘Quest complete. That was easy.’
    

    

    
      -Form a good relationship with one human being. (Completed)
    

    

    
      He confirmed that one of his Ascension Conditions quests had been fulfilled.
    

    

    
      During that time, Yul had been observing things carefully.
    

    

    
      ‘But… can I really trust Étienne?’
    

    

    
      Over the past month, Yul had demonstrated a portion of his power.
    

    

    
      He hunted sea creatures at incredible speed and supplied food to the sailors, and he had the stamina to tow the ship both day and night.
    

    

    
      But once they reached land, the balance of power would reverse.
    

    

    
      Whether or not their magic stone trade would conclude peacefully depended entirely on Étienne’s attitude.
    

    

    
      -We’re almost there now.
    

    

    
      “Thank you! Thank you!”
    

    

    
      Étienne’s face shone with joy as he looked upon the continent of Randa.
    

    

    
      Though he didn’t speak of it, he was filled with emotion. He had lost many of his men and even his leg during this voyage.
    

    

    
      He had been stranded on a deserted island with no way home.
    

    

    
      Yet now, he had finished repairing the ship, led his surviving crew, and returned to his homeland.
    

    

    
      “I always keep my promises. I’ll bring back the magic stones! Just wait a bit!”
    

    

    
      -Well, I’ll wait then.
    

    

    
      Yul wasn’t expecting much—but decided to wait anyway. He also began making plans, just in case.
    

    

    
      ‘I have a few scenarios in mind.’
    

    

    
      One—Étienne might faithfully keep his promise.
    

    

    
      Two—Étienne might betray him.
    

    

    
      Three—Étienne might not betray him, but news about Yul could leak, attracting humans who’d come hunting for him.
    

    

    
      ‘Whichever it is, I can handle it.’
    

    

    
      He planned to make Étienne bring the magic stones by ship. Through「Perception」, Yul could distinguish every object aboard.
    

    

    
      If he spotted anything resembling a net, he could flee immediately. Even if a mage were hiding, he would sense their presence and escape.
    

    

    
      If Étienne didn’t betray him, but pursuers appeared, Yul could simply drown them all.
    

    

    
      If Étienne performed his duties sincerely, Yul was willing to continue their trade.
    

    

    
      ‘He seems like the type who keeps his word, though.’
    

    

    
      During their two months at sea, Yul had come to know that Étienne was a true “man of honor.”
    

    

    
      Once he said something, he followed through—no matter what—and he was fiercely loyal to his subordinates.
    

    

    
      If he had a flaw, it was greed. But then again, greed was a captain’s virtue.
    

    

    
      When they parted ways, Yul promised various forms of cooperation.
    

    

    
      If Étienne brought the magic stones, Yul was willing to provide valuable information about the sea territories of the Great Azure Ocean—information Étienne desperately needed.
    

    

    
      He would understand that sustaining a long-term trade relationship was far better than killing the goose that laid the golden eggs.
    

    

    
      While waiting, Yul decided to circle around the waters of the Continental Ocean to gather more information.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      A few days later.
    

    

    
      Étienne Drake was having his attire inspected before appearing before the king.
    

    

    
      He wore an elegant doublet beneath a jeweled coat. His wooden prosthetic leg had been replaced with a steel one—engraved with intricate sigils.
    

    

    
      The chamberlain approached and spoke to him.
    

    

    
      “You’ve gained quite a few new scars, I see. And you’ve lost a leg as well.”
    

    

    
      “I may have lost a leg, but I’ve gained the secrets of the Great Azure Ocean. Far more valuable than a mortal body.”
    

    

    
      “Heh. Well then, please proceed forward.”
    

    

    
      As he entered alone, the King of Frangia awaited him.
    

    

    
      King Jean XIII of the Trombon Dynasty, an absolute monarch known as the Sun King, was a ruler deeply fascinated by the sea.
    

    

    
      “Ohh. You've returned, Captain Drake?”
    

    

    
      “Your Majesty, I, Drake, have returned with the sea chart of the Great Azure Ocean.”
    

    

    
      Étienne pulled a bundle of papers from his coat—the map he had drawn during his voyage, more precious to him than his own life.
    

    

    
      “Splendid! Excellent! So, how was it? Was there a continent beyond that horizon? Or did the western sea really end—where the ocean falls off the edge of the world?”
    

    

    
      “We did not see either, Your Majesty. What we found were countless islands scattered across the vast waters.”
    

    

    
      “Oh…?”
    

    

    
      The Sun King studied the chart. Seeing the expanse of the ocean—almost as vast as the continent of Randa—sent chills down his spine.
    

    

    
      “To think there’s a sea this wide…! I wonder how many more islands lie hidden! What could be beyond those uncharted waters!?”
    

    

    
      “Your Majesty, there is something of even greater value than that.”
    

    

    
      “Oh? And what would that be?”
    

    

    
      “It is something that must not be known to anyone else…”
    

    

    
      “Oh, chamberlain, leave us. You too, guards, step outside.”
    

    

    
      As soon as he requested a private audience, the Sun King dismissed his attendants.
    

    
      And what the Sun King heard from Étienne Drake was something grand and astonishing.
    

    

    
      “You’re saying there’s an intelligent creature in the sea?”
    

    

    
      “Yes. At least as far as I could tell, the orcas possessed intelligence. The one who guided us back to the continent was that orca itself.”
    

    

    
      “Ohh… what a marvelous tale.”
    

    

    
      Étienne recounted everything—from his shipwreck, the loss of his leg, and the desperate repairs, to the miraculous encounter with a mysterious orca possessing magical power who had helped him return.
    

    

    
      It was an unbelievable story—one most would dismiss as fantasy.
    

    

    
      But the Sun King understood magic, and knowing that mana existed in the world, he possessed the flexibility to accept that strange things could indeed occur.
    

    

    
      “An intelligent creature, you say… Then, would it be possible to form an alliance with such a creature?”
    

    

    
      “He seemed to have experience cooperating with humans before. He knew the precise value of magic stones. And also…”
    

    

    
      Étienne almost mentioned that the orca had known his niece’s name—but decided to keep that to himself.
    

    

    
      He would speak to his niece about it privately.
    

    

    
      “He requested magic stones.”
    

    

    
      “Magic stones? For what purpose?”
    

    

    
      “I don’t know the exact reason. But I assume they’re beneficial to him in some way.”
    

    

    
      “Ho….”
    

    

    
      The Sun King could barely contain his excitement at this revelation.
    

    

    
      A new world! An intelligent creature beneath the waves…!
    

    

    
      “I shall meet this creature myself. That will be possible, yes?”
    

    

    
      “Yes, Your Majesty. But the creature is extremely cautious. If anyone approaches with weapons—or if a mage appears—it will react immediately.”
    

    

    
      Drake’s warning was directed toward the royal mages who constantly guarded the king.
    

    

    
      “Very well. I shall dismiss my guards.”
    

    

    
      The Sun King readily accepted the suggestion and declared that he would make the journey personally.
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      Chapter 24. The Sun King
    

    

    

    

    
      For a short while, while Étienne was on land, Yul wandered near the Continental Ocean, observing various creatures.
    

    

    
      It was to confirm exactly what differences existed compared to those of the Great Azure Ocean.
    

    

    
      ‘There are no creatures that use mana signals.’
    

    

    
      Most of them could not use mana signals. If the sea creatures of the Great Azure Ocean saw them, they would surely think of them as “prey.”
    

    

    
      There were orcas here as well. However, unlike the orcas of the Great Azure Ocean, they were not very intelligent, and their scale was much smaller, traveling only in groups of four or five, or at most six or seven.
    

    

    
      They could have small talk with Yul, but not higher-level conversations.
    

    

    
      -You? Who?
    

    

    
      -I am Yul of the Orca Tribe from the Great Azure Ocean. I also serve as a Patroller. Are you the tribe of this sea?
    

    

    
      -What say? Don’t know.
    

    

    
      It seemed their intelligence was rather low. A female orca swam up to Yul and said,
    

    

    
      -Mate? You want?
    

    

    
      -No.
    

    

    
      Yul flinched and swam away.
    

    

    
      ‘Indeed, the orcas of the Great Azure Ocean were special.’
    

    

    
      Yul reconfirmed that the intelligence of orcas who had not received the grace of the Deep King Tribe was quite low.
    

    

    
      They were ordinary orcas who communicated with ultrasound waves, but had no idea how to send mana signals.
    

    

    
      While wandering around, Yul thought about visiting the Kingdom of Britain when he discovered a ship from the Kingdom of Frangia carrying magic stones.
    

    

    
      ‘Let’s see what we have here.’
    

    

    
      Yul approached cautiously.
    

    

    
      This was his first major contact with humans, and safety couldn't be checked enough times.
    

    

    
      To make sure there was no possible danger, he approached from below the ship and used「Perception」to analyze information.
    

    

    
      It was an enormous carrack. A gigantic ship with a displacement exceeding 1,000 tons, and with a considerable crew.
    

    

    
      [Frangian sailor, sailor, sailor.]
    

    

    
      [Armed with flintlock muskets.]
    

    

    
      [At the bow, Étienne Drake.]
    

    

    
      [And beside Étienne, an unidentified man. Appears to be a very high-ranking individual, with clothing distinctly different from other sailors. Estimated to be a noble.]
    

    

    
      ‘Who is he?’
    

    

    
      However, since there was no mana, he was not a mage. After confirming that there was no hostility, Yul surfaced and revealed himself.
    

    

    
      The man in splendid clothing shouted in surprise.
    

    

    
      “Oooooh! A real orca has appeared! How magnificent!”
    

    

    
      Yul spoke to Étienne.
    

    

    
      -Hey, who’s the man beside you?
    

    

    
      “My apologies for not telling you beforehand. This is the Duke of Albarto, the Duke of Alcasso, the Count of Relim, and the supreme ruler and absolute monarch of the Kingdom of Frangia, His Majesty Sun King Jean XIII.”
    

    

    
      Quite the list of titles. The Sun King, dressed in garments adorned with dazzling jewels, stepped to the bow and puffed out his chest proudly.
    

    

    
      Then he made a ridiculous demand.
    

    

    
      “You, orca! Become my pet!”
    

    

    
      -No.
    

    

    
      “Then how about the guardian beast of the royal family?!”
    

    

    
      -I don’t like that either.
    

    

    
      The Sun King found this rather amusing.
    

    

    
      “To think one would defy my command to my face, how rare this must be.”
    

    

    
      -Listen. Maybe on land you’re a king or an emperor, but on the sea, you’re just another mortal.
    

    

    
      “Hahaha! That’s true! I do not rule the sea, after all.”
    

    

    
      -Enough. Give me the magic stones.
    

    

    
      Although one might have taken offense at Yul’s words, the Sun King seemed to think otherwise. He laughed boldly and gestured with his hand.
    

    

    
      “Hahahahaha! Forgive my rudeness! Bring the magic stones!”
    

    

    
      Yul subtly observed. When he used「Perception」, there were no nets, and none of them held guns. This king seemed to have quite a bold nature.
    

    

    
      -Put them in my mouth. Ah.
    

    

    
      A sailor holding a barrel of magic stones stood by the railing. Carefully, he tilted the barrel and poured them in.
    

    

    
      Rrrrrrr.
    

    

    
      Because they were small, they poured into his mouth like a handful of ice.
    

    

    
      -Chomp, chomp. Alright. I forgive your rudeness, Sun King.
    

    

    
      “Haha! Look at him eat. Prepare more for the fellow.”
    

    

    
      That tone-like saying, ‘Give that creature another treat.’
    

    

    
      Even as Yul crunched on the magic stones, a small irritation rose within him, but it soon melted away under the allure of more stones.
    

    

    
      “How adorable. Look at this orca eating magic stones.”
    

    

    
      “Your Majesty, please, it’s too close. Even if it shows no hostility, this is far too dangerous……”
    

    

    
      “Excellent! I shall remember this meeting, and from this day on, the royal banner of the Trombon Dynasty shall bear the orca!”
    

    

    
      The Sun King declared this as he pleased, but Yul had no interest whatsoever. Whether they placed an orca or a lion on their banner, what did it matter?
    

    

    
      With an indifferent look, Yul continued to crunch on the magic stones, observing his lifespan.
    

    

    
      【Your Current Lifespan】
    

    

    
      [120 years 30 days]
    

    

    
      ‘As expected, it increased!’
    

    

    
      Despite being less efficient than he was as a jelly octopus—owing to his larger size—the sheer quantity made the lifespan-enhancing effect remarkable.
    

    

    
      ‘Even if Madness activates, I should be able to endure it to some extent.’
    

    

    
      Quite an encouraging result. Even in his jelly octopus state, when he used Madness, he could tear through sharks and similar creatures. What would happen if he used it now, as an orca?
    

    

    
      -Hey, Étienne. But why did you bring that king along?
    

    

    
      “His Majesty is our ship’s most fervent patron, so there was no choice……. Besides, His Majesty also paid for the magic stones.”
    

    

    
      His Majesty, huh. Yul’s translation rendered it as His Majesty, not His Highness, which was indeed the appropriate title for a monarch of an absolute kingdom.
    

    

    
      Yul, who had grown accustomed to eastern traditions, found addressing a king as His Majesty a bit awkward at first, but he adapted quickly.
    

    

    
      “Paid for the magic stones, you say.”
    

    

    
      In truth, Étienne hadn’t intended to reveal that much, but between paying for the magic stones himself or receiving royal support, he leaned toward the latter.
    

    

    
      Who cared whose name the magic stones were bought under, as long as they were supplied? He figured it only made sense for a wealthy and curious king to foot the bill.
    

    

    
      -Well, I don’t really care either way. Hey, King, so is there anything else you wanted?
    

    

    
      “Yes, I do! I want to form an alliance with you. What do you say?”
    

    

    
      -An alliance, huh.
    

    

    
      “I seek to conquer the western seas. Are you not curious about what lies at the end of that vast western ocean? Behold that distant sea!”
    

    

    
      From his story, it seemed the Sun King harbored a grand ambition to explore the western seas.
    

    

    
      If Yul were to help him, exploration would proceed faster and with far greater ease.
    

    

    
      -There’s nothing much out there, even far away.
    

    

    
      “Have you heard nothing about it?”
    

    

    
      Yul recalled the western seas. He had heard various stories from other Orca Tribes.
    

    

    
      -I’ve heard that at the far western edge of the Great Azure Ocean, there lies an enormous landmass. I don’t know if it’s an island or a continent, though.
    

    

    
      “Oooooh! Then take me there!”
    

    

    
      -It’s extremely far. I’ve never been there myself.
    

    

    
      But it wasn’t wise to refuse outright; opportunities to meet a king weren’t common.
    

    

    
      Yul didn’t plan to reveal information about the seas so easily.
    

    

    
      -If you share your sea charts with me, I’ll consider an alliance. And you’ll also have to provide magic stones regularly. How about it?
    

    

    
      “Oooh. Would that be enough?!”
    

    

    
      -For now, that’ll do. Besides, it’s not easy to trust you yet. We’re meeting for the first time, after all.
    

    

    
      “I am the King of Frangia! There is not a shred of falsehood in my words.”
    

    

    
      -But you said it yourself, remember? On the sea……
    

    

    
      "On the sea, I am but a mortal. Hahaha. True indeed! Then I shall swear it upon my name, before all these sailors as witnesses—I will uphold my promise to you. Scribe, record this."
    

    

    
      From behind the Sun King, one of his attendants, who had been watching this unbelievable scene unfold, leapt forward and began frantically writing down everything happening before him.
    

    

    
      If he was going this far, surely the king had his pride. At least a shallow trust could be formed.
    

    

    
      ‘I don’t know how long this deal will last, but it’s not bad to have another ally on land besides Ian.’
    

    

    
      Yul fully intended to keep his end of the bargain, but as the saying goes, “a king’s word can twist with the wind.”
    

    

    
      He could stop fulfilling the promise and strike from behind at any moment, so trusting him completely was difficult.
    

    

    
      -Good. To work together properly, I’ll need a representative. Do you have someone who can manage my assets?
    

    

    
      “I do have a clever fellow.”
    

    

    
      -I’d like to entrust my assets to him. I plan to handle magic stone transactions through an agent as well.
    

    

    
      “Excellent!”
    

    

    
      The Sun King nodded. The more this orca became entangled with human affairs, the longer he could see him, after all.
    

    

    
      It was also beneficial for Yul. Dealing with humans wasn’t easy, but if such a channel were established, it would make things much simpler.
    

    

    
      From now on, Yul would periodically receive their exploration logs and check the progress of their expeditions.
    

    

    
      Even without exploring himself, he could learn about places he had never been through human records.
    

    

    
      He also agreed to trade undersea items regularly in exchange for magic stones.
    

    

    
      After that, he parted ways with the King of Frangia. Though the king regretfully told him to visit the royal palace anytime, Yul declined. He had no desire to be kept in a tank as a spectacle.
    

    

    

    
      * * * 
    

    

    

    
      A few days later.
    

    

    
      Hugh Retel, the third son of the House of Count Retel from the Kingdom of Frangia, stood by the shore. As the third son of a noble family who had started working as a merchant, Hugh had recently heard, through the Sun King’s recommendation, that he was to serve as someone’s representative.
    

    

    
      He had his own affairs to tend to, but he was a noble loyal to the king. He entrusted his current business to others and came here to fulfill this new duty.
    

    

    
      But the strange thing was, he wasn’t being sent to manage some noble’s estate.
    

    

    
      Swaaaah—
    

    

    
      With the sound of waves, the cold sea breeze blew in.
    

    

    
      “To be told to wait here, at this dock, what does that even mean?”
    

    

    
      Hugh, shivering in the chilly air, pulled his mink coat tighter around himself. If nothing appeared after a bit more time, he planned to leave.
    

    

    
      And then it happened, an enormous creature suddenly erupted from the surface of the sea.
    

    

    
      “W-what… what is that? A w-whale?”
    

    

    
      “It’s an orca, milord.”
    

    

    
      Even the servants behind him were stunned, but what shocked them even more was that the orca spoke to them.
    

    

    
      -Are you the representative the Sun King mentioned?
    

    

    
      “Y-yes. Ah, ah, ah-yes, that’s right.”
    

    

    
      After stammering for quite some time, Hugh finally managed to form proper words.
    

    

    
      -Good. What’s your name?
    

    

    
      “My name is Hugh.”
    

    

    
      -I’m Yul. Remember it well. And the magic stones?
    

    

    
      “I b-brought them.”
    

    

    
      -Good. Wait a moment.
    

    

    
      Though there weren’t many this time, Yul poured a few magic stones into his mouth and then dove back into the sea.
    

    

    
      When he resurfaced, he was holding a massive clam.
    

    

    
      -How about this?
    

    

    
      “A-amazing. Th-there are so many jewels inside.”
    

    

    
      -I brought it from the deep sea. It should be worth the magic stones, right?
    

    

    
      Hugh examined the clam Yul had handed over. Inside were numerous precious gems.
    

    

    
      He picked up one of the pearls and checked its quality—it was quite remarkable.
    

    

    
      Then, momentarily forgetting that his trade partner was an orca, Hugh’s eyes brightened as he spoke.
    

    

    
      “O-of course. In fact, this should be worth even more than the magic stones.”
    

    

    
      -For now, I’ll trade magic stones for things like jewels. If you help with the Sun King’s affairs, you’ll also receive magic stones. And I’d like any remaining money to be deposited in the Royal Bank.
    

    

    
      “Yes, that’s possible. However, the bank requires a separate contractual procedure.”
    

    

    
      -Really? Then, for now, you hold onto it. Later, once the money accumulates, we’ll deposit it in the bank and make some investments. Find something worth investing in.
    

    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    

    
      Apparently, the Royal Bank required a special contract process.
    

    

    
      Yul could have offered far greater treasures, but he decided to start with small trades first.
    

    

    
      He memorized Hugh’s face and spirit. Later, by using the Mantra of Communication, he could contact Hugh even from afar and exchange goods as needed.
    

    

    
      ‘This should work as a trading method.’
    

    

    
      He was simply following the way the Nugh family conducted business—now, it was with humans. There might even be room to explore something like stock investments here.
    

    

    
      ‘For now, getting accustomed to human society should come first.’
    

    

    
      And, of course, making sure Hugh faithfully carried out his part of the agreement.
    

  Chapter 25: 

    
      Chapter 25. Lucian
    

    

    

    

    
      After finishing discussions on several detailed trade arrangements—such as assisting Kingdom of Frangia ships in friendly ways beyond simple exchanges—Yul headed north.
    

    

    
      The next destination was the Kingdom of Britain.
    

    

    
      If one sailed quite a distance north from the Kingdom of Frangia and then westward, there was an island with a lighthouse.
    

    

    
      That was where Ian lived. Now, Yul could finally meet Ian again. Excited at the thought of seeing his friend after so long, Yul’s spirits lifted slightly.
    

    

    
      How had he been, he wondered?
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      There was something Yul had misunderstood about the Mantra of Communication.
    

    

    
      To use it properly, the other side also had to be using the Mantra of Communication. Otherwise, it would become one-way only.
    

    

    
      He had used the mantra to send a message to Ian, but since there was no reply, he learned this later on.
    

    

    
      Anyway, about a month ago, when Yul was transferring ships under the Kingdom of Frangia’s flag, he had sent word to Ian that he would be heading to the lighthouse.
    

    

    
      If nothing had happened to Ian, he should have returned to the lighthouse as promised.
    

    

    
      Using the Horn of the Sea King, Yul faced less resistance underwater, allowing him to move at a steady speed comparable to that of a great fast sailship from the Age of Discovery.
    

    

    
      So the trip didn’t take long. Besides, the Kingdom of Frangia and the Kingdom of Britain were separated only by a narrow strait.
    

    

    
      Crossing the strait, he arrived at the western edge of Britain.
    

    

    
      That lighthouse—Ian had called it Skilg Brig Island.
    

    

    
      ‘Hm? There’s something I haven’t seen before.’
    

    

    
      The island had nothing but the lighthouse and what looked like a small dock.
    

    

    
      However, near the shore, several houses had been built. It seemed some people now lived there.
    

    

    
      Still, the bell that Ian had installed long ago was still there.
    

    

    
      ‘Wow, I’m glad to see this again. It’s been a while.’
    

    

    
      Back in his jelly octopus days, Yul used to pull that rope to summon Ian.
    

    

    
      He went closer to try pulling the bell rope.
    

    

    
      ‘Huh? The rope’s too short.’
    

    

    
      Back then, when he was a jelly octopus, the rope had been more than enough—but now it was too short. The rope hadn’t shrunk; Yul’s body had simply grown too large to reach it easily.
    

    

    
      If he got any closer, he would probably destroy the makeshift dock the bell was hanging from.
    

    

    
      Oh well. Just as he was about to swing his tail around and strike the bell to make it ring, Yul spotted Ian waving from afar.
    

    

    
      -Excuse me, honored sea creature! Are you Yul?
    

    

    
      -Oh, Ian! You’re here! It’s me, it’s me! Yul! This is what I look like now.
    

    

    
      As the Transmission of Thoughts reached him, Yul shook his head joyfully.
    

    

    
      “Yul? What in the world is that form……?”
    

    

    
      -I’ve turned into an orca, somehow.
    

    

    
      Ian had known that Yul wasn’t an ordinary creature, but to hear that he had changed directly from an octopus into a whale left him astonished.
    

    

    
      -There’s a lot to talk about, really.
    

    

    
      “It’s too cramped here to talk properly. Did you notice the sea cave on the eastern side of the island?”
    

    

    
      -I know it.
    

    

    
      “Then how about meeting there instead?”
    

    

    
      -Sure!
    

    

    
      On the east side of the island, there was a hidden coastal cave. It went quite deep, large enough for Yul to enter comfortably.
    

    

    
      There, Yul met not only Ian but also two new people. One of them, he recognized—Celestia Drake.
    

    

    
      -Huh?
    

    

    
      “Haha. Let me introduce you again. This is my wife, Celestia, and this here is my son, Lucian.”
    

    

    
      There was also a small, chubby little creature toddling around.
    

    

    
      Blue eyes like his father’s, and red hair like his mother’s.
    

    

    
      Cradled in his mother’s arms, Lucian stared at Yul with wide, astonished eyes.
    

    

    
      Could there be a creature so small and adorable?
    

    

    
      -Your son?
    

    

    
      “Yes. He’s quite smart, must’ve taken after his mother.”
    

    

    
      -Probably after his father.
    

    

    
      Thinking back to the time Celestia had drawn her sword on him the moment they first met, Yul figured his guess was correct.
    

    

    
      Come to think of it, it had already been nearly three years since he’d left this place. Time really flew.
    

    

    
      “Ubabababa!”
    

    

    
      “Oh my.”
    

    

    
      As the baby squirmed in her arms, Celestia set him down. Lucian toddled forward, heading straight for Yul.
    

    

    
      “Bababa.”
    

    

    
      “This one’s name is Yul.”
    

    

    
      “Uuuuuh.”
    

    

    
      It was adorable how he tried to mimic the sound.
    

    

    
      He placed his tiny hand on Yul’s snout, which was sticking slightly above the water—but the warmth could barely be felt; his palm was so small that there was hardly any sensation.
    

    

    
      -Heh.
    

    

    
      “Looks like Lucian likes Yul.”
    

    

    
      Celestia, watching her son cling to Yul, asked uneasily,
    

    

    
      “But… is this orca really that same octopus we saw before?”
    

    

    
      Yul replied to Celestia using Transmission of Thoughts.
    

    

    
      -Of course. It's a long story, though. Are you sure you're up for it?
    

    

    
      “Of course. We have plenty we’d like to share, too.”
    

    

    
      Ian was the one Yul trusted most. So he could tell him everything that had happened so far.
    

    

    
      Still, he kept things related to his status window hidden. They wouldn’t understand it anyway.
    

    

    
      -I realized, at one point, that the time had come for me to change into a new creature.
    

    

    
      Starting from there, Yul told them about the time he had followed the song he’d heard in the southern sea, down to the strange sunken ruins where he discovered the Syrendron.
    

    

    
      “Ooh. So it was a living weapon left behind by an ancient civilization beneath the sea? Incredible. And to think an Orca Tribe protects it! It’s like the tale of barbarian warriors guarding an ancient seal. There are records of such tribes in the northern parts of Britain.”
    

    

    
      Somehow, Ian had fetched his writing tools and began jotting down notes.
    

    

    
      -The orcas of the Great Azure Ocean are different from the ones here in the Continental Ocean. They’re highly intelligent, able to speak and think like humans.
    

    

    
      “Oooh! You mean, an intelligent species living in the sea!?”
    

    

    
      -But we still wouldn’t be able to talk with most of them. Sea creatures communicate using mana signals. Orcas also use ultrasound waves when they speak.
    

    

    
      Then Yul told them about being invited to the orca village. And after witnessing the stone tablet, he was forced to do an Ascension.
    

    

    
      ‘Truth is, I’d already been thinking about staying in that village, so the tablet was just the trigger.’
    

    

    
      He also mentioned that though the Ascension could have caused danger, the effect of the Stone of Authority kept him safe in the end.
    

    

    
      He told them how, after becoming an orca, he traveled with the Nugh family, training and learning hunting skills, as well as a physical technique called Stealth Form. He also learned about other oceanic powers of the Great Azure Ocean.
    

    

    
      He explained about the Orca Tribes of the Great Azure Ocean, the Turtle Kingdom, and other sea factions.
    

    

    
      “My goodness. So beyond the world we know, such extraordinary things are happening.”
    

    

    
      “Wait, that all really happened?”
    

    

    
      Ian and Celestia were both astonished. The world they knew wasn’t all there was—there were countless seas and living beings across those waters……
    

    

    
      “Dear, should we raise our son to be an adventurer?”
    

    

    
      “If he wishes so……”
    

    

    
      Their gaze turned toward Lucian, who was still by Yul’s chin, patting his smooth jaw and babbling, “Ubaba.”
    

    

    
      They were still bound to their own world, but perhaps their child might one day venture out to sea.
    

    

    
      Ian already knew that Yul’s lifespan had increased by consuming magic stones.
    

    

    
      ‘Yul will live longer than me, and maybe even longer than my children.’
    

    

    
      As Ian briefly fell into thought, Yul asked,
    

    

    
      -What about you two? How did things turn out?
    

    

    
      “Well, as I mentioned, we got married. It was originally an arranged match set by our families, but along the way I came to truly love Lady Celestia…….”
    

    

    
      Ian scratched his cheek and pulled Celestia into his arms.
    

    

    
      Celestia’s cheeks flushed slightly, and she leaned into him naturally.
    

    

    
      Yul almost blurted out, “Well, aren’t you two just disgustingly lovey-dovey?”
    

    

    
      “And we held the wedding at the main Beltaine estate.”
    

    

    
      -What’s the main estate like?
    

    

    
      “It’s located along the western coast of Britain. If you walk a bit south from the castle, you’ll find endless golden fields—rich and fertile lands. But it’s countryside, so there isn’t much to see.”
    

    

    
      As Ian spoke about the House of Count Beltaine, he added,
    

    

    
      “Despite the family’s opposition, I returned to the lighthouse. Even after marrying and having Lucian, I couldn’t give up on restoring the magic of Beltaine. I set up the telescope, the Pathah Shile, and began studying the heavens again. Fortunately, Celestia understood.”
    

    

    
      “At first, I wasn’t fond of living on an island, but being with Ian made anywhere fine.”
    

    

    
      Didn’t she once say she never wanted to live on an island? Ever since having a child, Celestia’s attitude had changed completely.
    

    

    
      -You two are disgustingly sweet.
    

    

    
      ‘Huh? Why am I getting irritated for no reason?’
    

    

    
      Still, Yul blessed their marriage. It was only natural for two people in love to meet and have a child.
    

    

    
      Yul, after his transformation, had strangely little interest in such things.
    

    

    
      After that, Ian said they had decided to settle permanently at the lighthouse.
    

    

    
      “There were quite a few difficulties. But since the island belongs to my family and we can get supplies from the mainland, it’s been manageable. We even built a proper house.”
    

    

    
      -Ah. I saw houses on the island, so those were yours?
    

    

    
      “Yes. I could’ve lived in the lighthouse alone, but with a wife and child, we needed a real home.”
    

    

    
      “After that, a few servants came to live with us too.”
    

    

    
      -Ah, I see. That’s why there were several houses.
    

    

    
      It seemed Ian only went up the lighthouse for work. Naturally, magical artifacts or Arthur Beltaine’s records were things a child should never touch.
    

    

    
      While they were talking, Yul suddenly thought of Étienne.
    

    

    
      -Ah, there’s something I’ve been meaning to say. Celestia, do you have an uncle?
    

    

    
      “Hmm? An uncle?”
    

    

    
      Celestia thought for a moment before answering.
    

    

    
      “When I was a child, I had an uncle who went to the Kingdom of Frangia. But we lost contact long ago, and my parents assumed he was dead.”
    

    

    
      -I found him. Rescued him, actually. He was on a shipwrecked vessel in the Great Azure Ocean.
    

    

    
      “What? A shipwreck!?”
    

    

    
      Yul briefly explained about the wrecked Frangian privateer ship, how Étienne Drake had been on a royal mission from the Kingdom of Frangia to chart the seas of the Great Azure Ocean, and how Yul had saved him.
    

    

    
      “My goodness. So my uncle’s still alive and working as a captain in the Kingdom of Frangia. A royal privateer captain, no less?”
    

    

    
      -Étienne already knows about you. Since your family name matched, I asked him once.
    

    

    
      “I’ll look into it later. Still, I can’t imagine how my parents will react when they learn my uncle’s alive.”
    

    

    
      Celestia would probably send a letter later to confirm the matter with Étienne.
    

    

    
      After that, Yul and Ian’s family spent time catching up, sharing all the stories they hadn’t been able to before.
    

    

    
      Then, Yul noticed Lucian slipping and instantly stretched out his body to catch the child.
    

    

    
      “Lucian!”
    

    

    
      “Ubabababa!”
    

    

    
      -That was close.
    

    

    
      Yul caught him before he could fall.
    

    

    
      Celestia gasped and scooped Lucian up. Ian, with the look of someone who’d just lost ten years off his life, said,
    

    

    
      “We’ll have to renovate this cave. It’s far too unsafe.”
    

    

    
      -Right. That’d be best. It’s not safe for a child—no guardrails, slippery floor, and those corners are all sharp and uneven.
    

    

    
      For a sea creature like Yul, staying still in such a rough, hard place was also uncomfortable.
    

    

    
      “By the way, Yul. There’s something important I want to talk to you about.”
    

    

    
      -What is it?
    

    

    
      “It’s about the moon.”
    

    

    
      Just then, as Yul glanced toward Lucian, he said,
    

    

    
      -Hm? What’s wrong with his hand?
    

    

    
      “Eh? What do you mean? Oh? Lucian?”
    

    

    
      At the tips of Lucian’s fingers, magic was rippling—flickering like lightning.
    

  Chapter 26: 

    
      Chapter 26. The Creature of the Moon
    

    

    

    

    
      The next day, Celestia and Lucian returned home, while Ian came to the cave alone.
    

    

    
      The magical luminescence that had flared at Lucian’s fingertips the day before faded after a short while. Nothing happened afterward, but it was certainly not something ordinary.
    

    

    
      -Is he alright?
    

    

    
      “Yes. He’s back to normal now. It’s never happened before, though.”
    

    

    
      -It seems to have started after that child touched my forehead, where the Mantra is engraved.
    

    

    
      “Mantra?”
    

    

    
      Yul realized then that he had never spoken with Ian about Mantras before.
    

    

    
      So, Yul explained what he knew about them: a kind of pattern engraved upon the body, like a tattoo that serves as a conduit for releasing magic.
    

    

    
      Sea creatures generally used Mantras to perform magic.
    

    

    
      The sand sharks that once dwelled in the Deep Sea did, and so did the orcas, each employing Mantras.
    

    

    
      When the explanation was over, Ian murmured,
    

    

    
      “It sounds different from the Mantras mentioned in human legends. But for Lucian’s hand to draw in magic like that… why could that be?”
    

    

    
      -No one else has ever done that. Want to try touching it yourself?
    

    

    
      Ian placed his hand upon the Mantra engraved on Yul’s forehead.
    

    

    
      “I can feel the flow of magic, but from my hand… there’s nothing.”
    

    

    
      -Exactly. The issue isn’t the Mantra, it’s you, Ian. He’s still only one year old, isn’t he?
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      -Then something might have gone wrong. We’ll need to examine this carefully. Do you have any usable magic?
    

    

    
      “I do. I once studied the ancient tomes back at the main house.”
    

    

    
      Ian hadn’t simply gotten married and settled down over the past three years.
    

    

    
      He had returned to his family estate, meticulously combed through the records of his ancestor Arthur Beltaine, and only then returned to the lighthouse.
    

    

    
      “I discovered traces of our ancestor in the old underground archives of the manor. The next Formula I plan to restore is Devourment. This Formula invades the magic circuit of a perceived target and assimilates its intent.”
    

    

    
      -Then we can use that to analyze Lucian’s constitution.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Yul received the magical materials Ian had brought from his family’s archives and learned the Formula as well.
    

    

    
      -Are you sure it’s okay to share this with me?
    

    

    
      “Yul, you’re helping me restore our Great Balance school’s magic. Of course it’s fine.”
    

    

    
      Sharing a Formula that one had painstakingly uncovered was no simple matter.
    

    

    
      If it had been Yul, he would’ve demanded some form of compensation before teaching it, because that was only fair.
    

    

    
      But Ian shared it simply because they were studying magic together.
    

    

    
      At first, Yul suspected that Ian might be using him for some sort of experiment, given Yul’s overwhelming amount of magic power. But there was nothing of the sort.
    

    

    
      ‘Why is this human so kind?’
    

    

    
      A vague discomfort stirred in Yul’s chest. There should’ve been an exchange, something to give and take, but Yul had nothing to offer.
    

    

    
      He didn’t even have any jewels left; he’d already handed them all over to the Kingdom of Frangia.
    

    

    
      After the Perception, Connection, and Transmission of Thoughts Formulas, the fourth one was「Devourment」, and that was what Yul received.
    

    

    
      He read through the translated copy of an ancient Beltaine manuscript where the Formula was recorded.
    

    

    
      [The origin of Devourment begins with Connection. To gain dominance in the relationship between the self and the subject, the Devourment Formula is indispensable. From the magic circuit at the simplest level, to the soul at the highest, this Formula’s essence lies in consuming the subject and placing it under one’s own will.]
    

    

    
      Through the Formula of Devourment, one invades and consumes the target’s inner being, their magic circuit, and even their soul. To Yul, it felt like an advanced, reinforced version of Connection.
    

    

    
      While Connection could only detect superficial traits and be linked or severed briefly , Devourment required a long, sustained process, and once the bond was made, it could not easily be undone.
    

    

    
      It also allowed observation of far deeper and more private aspects of the target.
    

    

    
      After teaching Yul this Formula, Ian had refined and formalized it into a complete system himself.
    

    

    
      “Yul, could you use the Devourment Formula on Lucian?”
    

    

    
      -You’re not doing it yourself?
    

    

    
      “As you know, in terms of magical aptitude, I’m far below you.”
    

    

    
      That was true. Ian’s magic capacity and output were nowhere near Yul’s.
    

    

    
      -But the Devourment Formula works better when there’s intimacy between the caster and the target. You’re family, so you can perform it far better than I can.
    

    

    
      Indeed, the Formula functioned best when used by someone close to the subject. The more guarded the target, the slower the process.
    

    

    
      In the end, Ian sighed.
    

    

    
      “…Honestly, I was afraid I might make a mistake.”
    

    

    
      -If you don’t do it, it’ll be harder to understand your son’s constitution. You’re the only one who can.
    

    

    
      Ian brought Lucian into the cave and with Celestia and Yul watching, connected the Devourment Formula to him.
    

    

    
      Falling into deep immersion, Ian succeeded in observing Lucian’s inner structure.
    

    

    
      After a while, he opened his eyes and looked around.
    

    

    
      “How was it?”
    

    

    
      -How was it?
    

    

    
      Ian spoke in a low, grim voice. His expression was dark.
    

    

    
      “There are no magic circuits anywhere in Lucian’s body. Instead, they’re narrowly concentrated in his hands alone.”
    

    

    
      -Hmm. And?
    

    

    
      “But his magic core… it’s immense. About five times larger than mine.”
    

    

    
      -…Can a human even withstand that?
    

    

    
      Magic continuously flowed from the magic core, but its outlets—his arms—were far too small to release it all.
    

    

    
      “As long as he doesn’t live as a mage, Lucian should be fine. The real problem is that his affinity for magic is far beyond normal limits. He reacted just from touching the Mantra engraved on your forehead.”
    

    

    
      -That’s bad. What can we do?
    

    

    
      Celestia and Ian, having learned the truth, both looked disheartened.
    

    

    
      “There are only two options. Either lower his magic affinity, or reconstruct his magic circuits.”
    

    

    
      -And reconstructing his circuits would mean—
    

    

    
      “It would come with excruciating pain. In the process, his soul’s domain could collapse, and his magic core might be destroyed.”
    

    

    
      The magic circuits were extensions of the core itself—bridges between the realms of soul and matter, inseparably connected.
    

    

    
      To alter the circuits was, in essence, to alter the core. It was the destruction of the soul.
    

    

    
      -Then what about improving his magic affinity?
    

    

    
      “As far as I know, the only substance that can suppress magic is Krelsite—a rare metal said to have been used in the crowns of emperors.”
    

    

    
      He added that the quantity was so scarce it had only ever been used for a few fragments of imperial regalia.
    

    

    
      Celestia suddenly rose to her feet.
    

    

    
      “I’ll make sure Lucian never comes into contact with anything magical again. I’ll get rid of every object imbued with magic around here!”
    

    

    
      “Alright. Thank you, Celestia. We should probably move everything else to the lighthouse just to be safe.”
    

    

    
      Listening to them, Yul realized that such measures were only temporary. Unless Lucian’s magic affinity or the magic circuits in his arms were fundamentally improved, the core issue would never truly be solved.
    

    

    
      -Hmm. There are plenty of resources in the ocean that humans don’t know about. And the orcas and other deep-sea creatures must have their own knowledge. It’s possible that a substance like that Krelsite exists down there. Even if it doesn’t, there might be something similar. I’ll search for it.
    

    

    
      Now that they understood the problem, they had to find a solution, and Yul decided to help them.
    

    

    
      “Thank you, Yul.”
    

    

    
      -Hmm. I’m only helping because you shared the Formula with me.
    

    

    
      Though that was what Yul said, Ian simply smiled. He knew there was kindness behind those words.
    

    

    
      For now, they concluded the matter by making sure Lucian avoided all contact with magically infused objects.
    

    

    
      -Anyway, Ian, what was it you said you wanted to talk about?
    

    

    
      “That… it’s about the moon.”
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      “At the top of the lighthouse, the magic lamp has been replaced with a celestial telescope.”
    

    

    
      -You called it the Pathah Shile, right?
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      When viewed from the coast outside the cave, Yul had seen it several times before.
    

    

    
      The Pathah Shile was installed on the uppermost floor of the lighthouse. Whenever the moon grew full, Ian would open the dome and observe it through the telescope.
    

    

    
      “Did you know that there’s an ocean on the surface of the moon?”
    

    

    
      -That's the first I'm hearing of it.
    

    

    
      “I discovered it while observing. That’s why the moon appears blue.”
    

    

    
      -And?
    

    

    
      “These days, whenever the moon draws close during the full phase, I’ve been observing it through the telescope. And this is the astronomical record I made.”
    

    

    
      Ian took out a stack of papers and laid them before Yul.
    

    

    
      -Huh? What’s this supposed to be?
    

    

    
      That was Yul’s immediate reaction when he saw Ian’s astronomical log.
    

    

    
      ■■■■■■■■
    

    

    
      The entire sheet was blackened with heavy ink stains. Every letter had been twisted beyond recognition.
    

    

    
      “This is what I saw.”
    

    

    
      -Something’s not right about it.
    

    

    
      “I realized there’s something on that moon—something that interferes with the mind. So I used the Devourment Formula on myself.”
    

    

    
      Normally, Devourment was cast upon others, but if one used it upon oneself…
    

    

    
      -Ah, so you turned yourself into a kind of puppet.
    

    

    
      “Yes. The aftereffects were severe, but I had to see it. This is what I recorded after placing myself under the spell—what I saw and moved to observe automatically.”
    

    

    
      Yul’s eyes widened when he saw the sketch on the paper. It resembled a marine creature once known on Earth as a blue sea slug.
    

    

    
      Except that where its face should have been, the body tapered smoothly into a narrow, streamlined shape—somewhat draconic, yet also serpentine.
    

    

    
      -Hold on, you said you saw this through the telescope?
    

    

    
      “That’s right. Which means this creature is massive—large enough to be visible from the moon through a telescope. It affects the observer’s mind, distorting perception. It swims through the moon’s ocean and battles another being, though I couldn’t capture the other on record.”
    

    

    
      -An extraterrestrial creature, then.
    

    

    
      Yul had once lived on Earth, a world where it was known there were no aliens.
    

    

    
      Other than Arktar, the extraterrestrial lifeform he had encountered in his early days as a jelly octupus, he had never believed others existed.
    

    

    
      It seemed he had been wrong.
    

    

    
      Even the nearest moon harbored life.
    

    

    
      “If you ever come across records of it, in some underwater library or from any historian you know, could you look into it for me?”
    

    

    
      -I’ll find out what that creature is, eventually.
    

    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    

    
      Yul felt a strange mix of emotions toward the creature—an instinctive pull and, at the same time, a deep disdain.
    

    

    
      So this is what they call reverence, he thought.
    

    

    
      “Anyway, Yul, how long do you plan on staying at the lighthouse?”
    

    

    
      -Hmm. I’m not sure.
    

    

    
      “You’re going to remain here?”
    

    

    
      -Actually, I’ve been assigned as a Patroller of the Orca Tribe. I’ll probably serve for a few years, then… maybe leave the village.
    

    

    
      Yul had gathered a wealth of information in the Orca Village. He hated owing anyone, so he planned to work there long enough to repay what he’d received, but beyond that, he wasn’t sure.
    

    

    
      -I could stay in the Orca village longer, I guess. But… is that really my path?
    

    

    
      “What do you want to do, Yul?”
    

    

    
      -I don’t really want anything. I’m not desperate about restoring magic like you are. I don’t even know how I’m supposed to live.
    

    

    
      That was the question Yul had been grappling with for a long time. Through magic stones, he had secured his lifespan.
    

    

    
      But he had no purpose.
    

    

    
      “Don’t overthink it, Yul. A great purpose is built from small ones. Is there something you want right now?”
    

    

    
      -Hmm… survive as an orca?
    

    

    
      “And after that? Would you want to mate with another orca and live with offspring?”
    

    

    
      -Absolutely not.
    

    

    
      With an orca? Ugh.
    

    

    
      “Then it’s settled. Let’s aim for your next evolution. You evolved from a jelly octopus into an orca, didn’t you? Then you can become something else as well.”
    

    

    
      -Yeah… for now, let’s make that the goal.
    

    

    
      He didn’t know what awaited at the end of evolution or ascension—but he’d keep moving forward.
    

    

    
      -I just hope the next evolution includes human as an option.
    

    

    
      Yes. For now, that would be his short-term goal—to evolve into a human.
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      Chapter 27. Patrol Duty
    

    

    

    

    
      After a bit of time had passed, Yul parted ways with Ian’s family and swam away.
    

    

    
      ‘Hmm. There’s a lot to think about.’
    

    

    
      Information about the Moon’s sea that Ian discovered and the creatures living there.
    

    

    
      Also, for Lucian, whose magic affinity was far too high, he needed to find something with properties that could block magic.
    

    

    
      He also had to think about how far to advance trade with the Kingdom of Frangia.
    

    

    
      And then, how long should he continue working as a Patroller? How long should he live as an orca?
    

    

    
      At times like this, he needed someone to ask for advice. Nugh had gone to the Warrior Corps, and Tuania wasn’t around either, but there was a certain ghost he could ask.
    

    

    
      -Old man!!!
    

    

    
      Yul called for the ancestor orca. The message must have been delivered to Rukit through their Contract, but there was no response.
    

    

    
      It probably meant he didn’t want to come out. Still, let’s keep calling.
    

    

    
      -Old man Milkit!!! If you don’t come out, I won’t call you next time, you hear?
    

    

    
      -My name is Rukit, you halfwit.
    

    

    
      -Oh, you’re here.
    

    

    
      -What’s this insolent brat who never bothered to contact me all this time want now?
    

    

    
      -I was just busy, that’s all. Anyway, I called because I have something to ask.
    

    

    
      -And why should I tell you anything?
    

    

    
      -Because you’re smart, strong, long-lived, a spirit, and something like an ancestral god, right? You wouldn’t just ignore a junior orca who’s in trouble and wandering, would you?
    

    

    
      -Cut the nonsense.
    

    

    
      -Then what do I have to do for you to tell me?
    

    

    
      -Hmm. I’ll think about it. Let’s just say… you can pay me later.
    

    

    
      Yul managed to get him talking somehow, though the word “later” was a bit annoying.
    

    

    
      He started by asking about the important things that had been on his mind.
    

    

    
      -Hmm. A metal that blocks magic, you say? As you know, our Orca Tribe isn’t very interested in metals.
    

    

    
      Orcas were born with naturally strong bodies, so they didn’t carry weapons.
    

    

    
      Their physical structure also made it impossible to handle delicate metalwork or forging techniques, so among orcas, there were no blacksmiths.
    

    

    
      -Shouldn’t you be asking the turtles about that sort of thing? The ones from the Turtle Kingdom.
    

    

    
      -Huh?
    

    

    
      -Yeah, those turtles. Have you ever seen their shells? Those are all metal.
    

    

    
      Yul recalled the turtle named Kagan, who had belonged to the Turtle Knights.
    

    

    
      That turtle, which had died after being lured into colliding with a ship, was clearly stronger than Yul, and its shell looked as hard as metal.
    

    

    
      -It did look like he was wearing full-body armor. Did they coat their shells with metal, like armor?
    

    

    
      -No. The hardening of their shells is their natural trait. The turtles have a special ability—Metal Consumption. They can ingest metal and convert its properties into their shells.
    

    

    
      ‘Oh. Metal Consumption? That was in my last evolution list, wasn’t it?’
    

    

    
      Yul recalled the evolution ability that had appeared as an option alongside the Horn of the Sea King.
    

    

    
      He had regrettably been able to choose only one at the time, but for his next evolution, he was planning to pick that one.
    

    

    
      In any case, if the turtles consumed metal, it meant they knew where large deposits of it were located.
    

    

    
      -Then the turtles must know the locations of metal mines?
    

    

    
      -Of course. They even manage some of them themselves. Why not try talking to them?
    

    

    
      -But they were insanely aggressive, though?
    

    

    
      Yul told him about his past experience, back when he was an octopus, being chased by the Turtle Knights.
    

    

    
      -That’s only the Turtle Knights. Most turtles of the Turtle Kingdom are wise and gentle.
    

    

    
      -Oh.
    

    

    
      Well, if an entire race were aggressive, they wouldn’t be able to maintain their territory. They’d destroy themselves in endless wars.
    

    

    
      -I’ll think about it.
    

    

    
      There were quite a few obstacles. He’d have to break through the outer perimeter guarded by the Turtle Knights to enter the territorial waters of the Turtle Kingdom, but there might be a safer route.
    

    

    
      -And one more thing.
    

    

    
      -Yes?
    

    

    
      -The massive creature you said was seen on the Moon—that’s the true form of the Deep King Tribe.
    

    

    
      -The Deep King Tribe lives on the Moon? How could they even…
    

    

    
      -But don’t try to learn more. You’ll get hurt.
    

    

    
      While Rukit had freely shared what he knew about magic-blocking metals, the moment the Deep King Tribe came up, he brushed it off and immediately severed the connection.
    

    

    
      -He’s clearly avoiding the topic of the Deep King Tribe.
    

    

    
      ‘Guess I should focus on getting to my post first.’
    

    

    
      He was still curious as to why the Deep King Tribe was on the Moon, but for now, he had more pressing matters.
    

    

    
      Ever since obtaining the Horn of the Sea King, his speed across the Great Azure Ocean had become incredible.
    

    

    
      Even at a relaxed pace, he could reach his destination within a month.
    

    

    
      ‘This is great. No doubt, whatever creature I ascend into next, I should make sure to install a magical evolution organ.’
    

    

    
      If up until now his evolutions had been mostly physical, it was time to start steering toward magical evolution instead.
    

    

    
      Yul swam around the borders between the Turtle Kingdom and the Orca Tribe’s territories before finally arriving at his new post.
    

    

    
      ‘That must be it? There’s supposed to be a cave beneath that massive reef.’
    

    

    
      From the vast, flat seafloor, a strange, horn-shaped reef rose all the way up toward the surface.
    

    

    
      It was too small to be called an island—more fitting to call it a reef. That was the hiding place where the orca patrollers stayed.
    

    

    
      Inside, there was a hole in the ceiling, letting in air from above.
    

    

    
      According to his senior patroller, the reef itself had been created by a turtle as large as an island.
    

    

    
      ‘It wouldn’t be surprising if such a turtle actually existed.’
    

    

    
      After all, in the seas of Phantaratsa, there were all kinds of crazy things. An island-sized turtle wouldn’t even be the strangest.
    

    

    
      Especially in the Outer Ocean, where even orcas couldn’t imagine the scale of the beings that existed there.
    

    

    
      Normally, the previous patroller stationed here would have greeted him, but the man had stayed behind in the village to recover from his injuries, so Yul had to work alone.
    

    

    
      〈Matriarch, this is Patroller Yul. I’ve arrived at my post. I’ll begin my patrol duties now.〉
    

    

    
      Yul used the Mantra of Communication to send a message to Lanchia.
    

    

    
      〈I see you’ve been putting in the effort. Let me know if anything important comes up.〉
    

    

    
      First, he decided to explore the surrounding area where he’d be working for a while.
    

    

    
      ‘Quite a vast seafloor plain.’
    

    

    
      The depth here was considerable, and since seaweed and other shallow-water life couldn’t grow in this area, it felt empty.
    

    

    
      ‘The soil must be different here.’
    

    

    
      Naturally, even the sea had different kinds of seabed soil. Some kinds nurtured marine life better than others. Especially in the southern seas of the Continental Ocean, enormous ecosystems thrived.
    

    

    
      But for some reason, the Great Azure Ocean had far fewer such regions.
    

    

    
      Maybe it was because the sea was too deep, and sunlight couldn’t penetrate well.
    

    

    
      While patrolling the seafloor plain, Yul discovered something peculiar.
    

    

    
      There stood a pillar that was clearly artificial. It was inscribed with markings in the language of the Turtle Kingdom.
    

    

    
      [Great Azure Ocean – Territorial Marker of the Turtle Kingdom]
    

    

    
      Back in his days as a jelly octopus, he had once wandered into the Turtle Kingdom’s waters without realizing it and been attacked—but now he knew better.
    

    

    
      ‘If I go in there, those Turtle Knights will definitely attack. They’re a combative bunch.’
    

    

    
      It was the same old problem. Even on Earth, nations with vast borders didn’t always guard every boundary.
    

    

    
      No fences, no outposts—crossing borders into another’s land was often easy.
    

    

    
      The sea was no different. Turtles sometimes crossed those invisible borders and entered the Orca Tribe’s territory.
    

    

    
      Yul’s top priority was to patrol and stop the turtles from crossing over.
    

    

    
      His second priority was to monitor strange beings coming from the Outer Ocean. They usually came from the northwest, though sometimes they took other routes.
    

    

    
      ‘If I spot anything suspicious and it seems like I can handle it, I’m supposed to contact command first, then eliminate it.’
    

    

    
      The autonomy of a patroller came from decisions like these.
    

    

    
      Usually, the Turtle Kingdom and the Orca Tribe maintained distant but peaceful relations.
    

    

    
      Unless a political crisis arose, the patrollers stationed along the border ended up living rather uneventful lives.
    

    

    
      ‘Yaaaaawn.’
    

    

    
      Surprisingly enough, orcas could yawn.
    

    

    
      No one knew why. It wasn’t like they needed to breathe through their mouths, but sometimes a yawn just came, and opening and closing his jaws wide helped drive away the drowsiness.
    

    

    
      ‘There’s really nothing to do.’
    

    

    
      That was the conclusion he came to after spending several days here.
    

    

    
      Aside from occasionally hunting fish that swam by, the sea remained mostly silent.
    

    

    
      There weren’t many creatures around, so there wasn’t much to see. Yul’s job was basically just to wander lazily around the vast patrol area.
    

    

    
      He spent the dull hours of patrol deep in magical contemplation.
    

    

    
      He was pondering the next formula of the Great Balance, following Devourment.
    

    

    
      He had the canvas, but there was still so much left to draw—that thought alone kept his mind occupied.
    

    

    
      For months, he’d discussed these ideas with Ian, and he’d come to believe that the step after Devourment would be Equilibrium.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      -In the end, our goal is the final formula and magic itself—Great Balance (Magna–Libra). We need to know how long it’ll take to reach it, and how many formulas we’ll need before we can even attempt it.
    

    

    
      Formulas were the lower units of magic.
    

    

    
      To create the unique magic [Great Balance], one had to build up and refine the underlying formulas, stacking them like steps on a staircase.
    

    

    
      “The records left by our ancestors only went as far as Devourment.”
    

    

    
      -So, the fourth stage is Devourment.
    

    

    
      That was the state in which one’s will overpowered the opponent’s, linking to them—whether through the magic circuit or even as deep as the soul’s domain. The scope of that devourment could vary greatly.
    

    

    
      “If there’s a next stage, wouldn’t it be Equilibrium? Adjusting the energy balance between oneself and the target that’s been devoured.”
    

    

    
      -I think Equilibrium comes right before the final stage. There must be something that comes before it. After all, could you really balance yourself with a typhoon just like that?
    

    

    
      According to the principles of Great Balance, one had to be “connected” not only to other living beings or matter but even to abstract concepts in theory.
    

    

    
      “So my body must be able to endure that connection.”
    

    

    
      -Exactly. I believe the stage that should come before is Assimilation—where your body becomes one with something tangible or intangible.
    

    

    
      “Then, once Assimilation is achieved, Equilibrium follows, and after that, the final magic—Great Balance—can be used.”
    

    

    
      Ian let out a low hum.
    

    

    
      “But if you assimilate with something like a typhoon, wouldn’t that strip you of your humanity—or even your existence as a living being altogether?”
    

    

    
      -That’s true.
    

    

    
      “To endure Assimilation while still maintaining one’s physical form… I’ll have to think carefully about that.”
    

    

    
      Even after reconsidering it, this unique magic, Great Balance, was utterly insane.
    

    

    
      The very idea that the target could be not just a living being but an abstract concept—whoever created this spell, Arthur Beltaine, must have been out of his mind.
    

    

    
      -You’d need something to undergo the Assimilation in your stead… but I’ve no idea what that could be.
    

    

    
      “If we sum up everything we’ve discussed so far, it’d go like this: Perception – Connection – Transmission of Thoughts – Devourment – ?? – Assimilation(?) – Equilibrium – Great Balance, right?”
    

    

    
      -That sounds about right.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Yul snapped out of his recollection.
    

    

    
      ‘After Devourment… could there be a stage where one separates a part of themselves?’
    

    

    
      If one were to fully assimilate, there would be no room left for thought.
    

    

    
      Maybe there was a process of dividing a portion of one’s own soul’s domain—a necessary step before complete unity.
    

    

    
      While lost in thought, Yul suddenly sensed something strange.
    

    

    
      ‘What’s that?’
    

    

    
      Multiple magic sources were rapidly approaching.
    

    

    
      They were coming from the direction of the Turtle Kingdom’s territory, moving at considerable speed.
    

    

    
      Yul infused the formula of Perception into his ultrasonic waves and sent them out in a wide pulse. The reflected echoes painted a clear picture.
    

    

    
      ‘Five of them. One’s fleeing, four are chasing?’
    

    

    
      He confirmed that the pursuers were Turtle Knights—broad, heavily muscled figures swimming with brute force.
    

    

    
      And the one in front… looked like an ordinary turtle.
    

    

    
      The only notable difference was the pair of glasses perched over its eyes.
    

    

    
      ‘What in the world…?’
    

    

    
      Yul positioned himself near the border and blocked their path to intercept them.
    

    

    
      -Stop! Beyond this point is Orca Tribe territory!
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      Being an orca practitioner was a profession impossible without a touch of madness.
    

    

    
      Spending the entire day staring at a wall in meditation—how could one not go insane?
    

    

    
      The unsolved mysteries of the stone tablet.
    

    

    
      Letters that could not be read.
    

    

    
      The pressure of having to achieve Ascension.
    

    

    
      Practitioners, by their very nature, gained access to the secrets of the Mantras and could wield far more of them than most professions. Yet the majority of them grew eccentric, unstable, or outright deranged.
    

    

    
      For this reason, becoming a practitioner among orcas was extremely rare. When young orcas announced they wished to become one upon reaching adulthood, their families almost always tried to stop them.
    

    

    
      Those who succumbed to the temptation of Ascension often crossed a line they could never return from.
    

    

    
      Among them, Ogh of the Rising Tide was considered one of the more “sane” practitioners.
    

    

    
      But that, in turn, made him even more dangerous.
    

    

    
      He held firm convictions, and his twisted personality meant he would do anything to uphold them.
    

    

    
      Among the Ascensionist orcas, Ogh was one of the worst—positioned at the most extreme end of the spectrum.
    

    

    
      Having obtained a special relic, Ogh engraved numerous Mantra tattoos across his body.
    

    

    
      Among them was one known as the Mantra of Truth, said to distinguish between truth and falsehood.
    

    

    
      Several months ago, Ogh had approached Yul—and since then, he couldn’t shake the feeling that Yul knew something.
    

    

    
      He asked him about the stone tablet—and through his Mantra, detected a clear reaction of deceit.
    

    

    
      From that moment on, Ogh resolved to “deal with” Yul.
    

    

    
      ‘He’s protected by the Matriarch in the village, but outside of it, things will be different.’
    

    

    
      As a Patroller, Yul was free to roam the seas—but that freedom came with exposure to danger.
    

    

    
      ‘Time to start separating these guys from him.’
    

    

    
      Ogh looked around. Near the stone tablet, there were always Traditionalist orcas watching.
    

    

    
      Most practitioners belonged to the Ascensionists, so surveillance from the Traditionalists was only natural.
    

    

    
      Ogh of the Rising Tide was well aware he was being watched.
    

    

    
      He cast the Mantra of Illusion, showing them what they wanted to see, and slipped out of the village unnoticed.
    

    

    
      He pursued Yul, who had become a Patroller, but Yul disappeared too quickly—his trail was impossible to follow.
    

    

    
      So Ogh decided to wait for him at his northwestern border post, knowing Yul would eventually return.
    

    

    
      ‘There you are. I knew it.’
    

    

    
      Through his sensory organs, he detected an orca scattering ultrasonic waves in wide arcs as it patrolled the waters. It was Yul.
    

    

    
      Ogh had no intention of making direct contact right away.
    

    

    
      He was cautious by nature and preferred slow, safe solutions to dangerous, impulsive ones.
    

    

    
      ‘No need to fight him from the start. Let’s wait for the right moment.’
    

    

    
      Being appointed a Patroller meant Yul possessed substantial combat capability.
    

    

    
      Sure, Ogh could overpower him using his Mantras—but there was no point in confronting a skilled warrior head-on.
    

    

    
      Besides, killing Yul would yield nothing but fat and flesh. What Ogh wanted was the information on the stone tablet.
    

    

    
      So he came up with a plan. This area was very close to the border of the Turtle Kingdom.
    

    

    
      And whether turtle or orca, crossing the border unintentionally was not uncommon—whether during a hunt or some other accident.
    

    

    
      Whatever the cause, this kind of border incident would serve as the perfect excuse to approach Yul on friendly terms.
    

    

    
      ‘Alright then, I’ll cross into the Turtle Kingdom. Maybe I’ll drive some Turtle Knights this way.’
    

    

    
      Maintaining his Mantra of Illusion, Ogh crossed into Turtle territory.
    

    

    
      Several knights swam past him, but hidden by illusion, Ogh slipped past them effortlessly.
    

    

    
      He entered the kingdom, wandered about, and gathered information—until he decided to adjust his plan.
    

    

    
      ‘Hmm. A mining engineer ran away because of low wages?’
    

    

    
      A turtle wearing glasses was on the run.
    

    

    
      ‘And there are pursuers.’
    

    

    
      Behind the fleeing turtle came several pursuers. Ogh discreetly helped the fugitive escape bit by bit—while simultaneously guiding his path toward the Orca Tribe territory.
    

    

    
      -Tch, slippery bastard!
    

    

    
      -After him!
    

    

    
      The fugitive narrowly escaped capture again and again, and soon the number of pursuers increased—from one to four.
    

    

    
      -What’s going on?
    

    

    
      -Sir Knights! Please, help us catch that criminal!
    

    

    
      ‘So even the Turtle Knights are getting involved? Perfect. This’ll make quite the surprise.’
    

    

    
      Ogh’s plan was simple. First, send the turtles into Yul’s patrol zone. Then, once Yul found himself outnumbered and in danger, Ogh would appear to “help” him.
    

    

    
      ‘Approach him favorably first. Then, gradually, I’ll draw out everything he knows.’
    

    

    
      Finally, as he confirmed the confrontation between Yul and the turtles near the border, Ogh began to move—slowly and silently.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Yul gave the turtles crossing the border a second warning.
    

    

    
      -That’s far enough! From here on, this is Orca Tribe territory! I am Yul, Patroller of the Orca Tribe!
    

    

    
      The first warning had been through a magic signal, and the second through Transmission of Thoughts.
    

    

    
      But they ignored both.
    

    

    
      -Spare meeeeee!
    

    

    
      -Stop right there! How far do you think you can run?!
    

    

    
      Guess I’ll have to use force, then.
    

    

    
      Yul immediately surged forward to intercept them.
    

    

    
      The pursuers consisted of two turtles whose shells had hardened like metal and two ordinary ones.
    

    

    
      ‘So, a mix of Turtle Knights and regular turtles?’
    

    

    
      The fugitive turtle, wearing glasses, looked like an ordinary turtle otherwise.
    

    

    
      Using both ultrasonic waves and Transmission of Thoughts, Yul sent out a powerful warning.
    

    

    
      -Leave this area now, or I’ll attack. You’ve just trespassed into the Orca Tribe territory.
    

    

    
      Apparently, a warning given face-to-face was harder to ignore—the turtles emitted a burst of magic in response.
    

    

    
      -A Patroller, huh? Just our rotten luck. Anyway, we’re chasing a criminal who fled our kingdom! It’s none of your business!
    

    

    
      -Is that so? Then the negotiation is broken.
    

    

    
      Yul invoked the Horn of the Sea King, summoning a powerful current that crashed toward them.
    

    

    
      -Activate the Mantra of Flesh!
    

    

    
      -Mantra of Flesh!!
    

    

    
      The turtles clad in metal armor bulked up, thick cords of muscle swelling beneath their shells as their bodies grew larger.
    

    

    
      But Yul now was nothing like the Yul from his jelly octopus days.
    

    

    
      -So?
    

    

    
      Whack!
    

    

    
      With a single swing of his tail, Yul struck one of the Turtle Knights and sent him crashing deep into the seabed.
    

    

    
      ‘Didn’t even trigger my Stone of Authority.’
    

    

    
      They were clearly of equal or lower rank. Confirming the difference in strength, Yul immediately turned to the fleeing turtle with glasses, pinned him down, and pressed him against the seabed.
    

    

    
      -You, the fugitive turtle. Your punishment will come later. Don’t move. If you try to run, I’ll smash your glasses.
    

    

    
      -Eeeek!
    

    

    
      The bespectacled turtle recoiled, trembling as he stayed perfectly still.
    

    

    
      Yul swiftly turned and charged toward the remaining pursuers with blinding speed.
    

    

    
      -How dare you hit my comrade!
    

    

    
      -So what?
    

    

    
      His body slam carried tremendous momentum, his massive head striking like a blunt weapon. The impact sent one Turtle Knight spinning violently, while Yul turned his gaze to the two remaining ordinary turtles.
    

    

    
      -And who are you supposed to be?
    

    

    
      -W-we’re mining supervisors, sir!
    

    

    
      -Supervisors?
    

    

    
      -Y-yes! We were chasing that fugitive mining engineer turtle! We never meant to anger you, Patroller!
    

    

    
      Oh? A mining engineer, huh? Yul tilted his head slightly toward the bespectacled turtle, then looked back at the others.
    

    

    
      -Get lost. The Orca Tribe will handle this one.
    

    

    
      -Eeeek!
    

    

    
      Unleashing a burst of killing intent, Yul made the two turtle pursuers flinch and immediately flee.
    

    

    
      That left only the two Turtle Knights.
    

    

    
      The one buried in the seabed twisted his body and forced himself free, while the one spinning near the surface managed to regain his balance.
    

    

    
      -You want to keep going? Why don’t you leave before this turns into something bigger?
    

    

    
      It was clear—the ones who had crossed the border were the Turtle Knights.
    

    

    
      -You…! We’re not done yet!
    

    

    
      -We’ll show you the Turtle Eight-Trigram Fist!
    

    

    
      -……??
    

    

    
      What?
    

    

    
      As Yul tried to process what he’d just heard, the two turtles took their stances, aligning their bodies vertically.
    

    

    
      Their metallic shells flexed and bent smoothly, allowing them to assume strange martial poses.
    

    

    
      ‘Turtle Eight-Trigram Fist?? What kind of martial arts novel did these guys crawl out of?’
    

    

    
      -Heaven Trigram!
    

    

    
      -Water Trigram!
    

    

    
      ‘Huh?’
    

    

    
      Yul could sense the flow of magic energy coursing through their bizarre movements.
    

    

    
      These weren’t mere punches—they carried the flow of magic within each strike.
    

    

    
      As Yul swiftly dodged their blows, he couldn’t help but wear a look of sheer disbelief.
    

    

    
      -Heaven Trigram!
    

    

    
      -Fire Trigram!
    

    

    
      -Enough of your nonsense!
    

    

    
      Whether it was kung fu or nonsense, seeing their short limbs flail made Yul hit them upward with another sweep of his tail.
    

    

    
      Pshshshsh!!
    

    

    
      The turtles were flung upward, spinning as they rose.
    

    

    
      -Aargh! Too strong!
    

    

    
      -If it were the Knight Commander, you wouldn’t have beaten him!
    

    

    
      -Stop the crap.
    

    

    
      Yul kept whipping them with his tail, spinning them all the way to the surface.
    

    

    
      -Whatever martial art it is, it's over if you just use brute force.
    

    

    
      And indeed, in real combat, differences in physical scale were an unavoidable fate. The larger the creature, the stronger it was. Yul also possessed muscle and strength born stronger than other orcas.
    

    

    
      He chased them to the sea surface and, with a tail strike, sent them flying toward the Turtle Kingdom.
    

    

    
      ‘Like spinning tops.’
    

    

    
      After flinging them roughly a hundred meters into the air, they arced high and fell back into their territory. Yul finished them off enough and returned.
    

    

    
      When he came back, the bespectacled turtle was still there.
    

    

    
      -Unexpected. I thought you’d run away.
    

    

    
      -Ah, actually, I don’t think I could swim much farther.
    

    

    
      He looked utterly exhausted—completely spent. How had he managed to flee at all in that state?
    

    

    
      Yul decided to start by extracting information.
    

    

    
      -What’s your name?
    

    

    
      -Javarel.
    

    

    
      -What did you do, and why were those guys chasing you?
    

    

    
      -Well……
    

    

    
      Javarel, the bespectacled turtle, sighed and spoke.
    

    

    
      -Actually, I’m a mining engineer. I mostly worked on locating undersea mines.
    

    

    
      -Oh? And?
    

    

    
      -Those guys chasing me were from my previous employer, Ryuga Corp. I was contracted by Ryuga Corp to survey underwater metal deposits……
    

    

    
      -Those men chasing me were from my former company, Ryuga Corp. I’d been contracted to survey the seabed for metal deposits…
    

    

    
      A company, huh?
    

    

    
      -Interesting. And then?
    

    

    
      -They were trying to exploit me. They wanted to pay my weekly wage with a single sardine, so I got angry and protested, but my contract had been swapped out for a different one.
    

    

    
      From what he said, the original signed contract was gone, and in its place was a slave contract for Ryuga Corp.
    

    

    
      ‘That’s employment fraud. Don’t they have a police force?’
    

    

    
      -So I ran away. Then I ended up near the border with the Orca Tribe.
    

    

    
      -Hmmm. As a mining engineer, you’d know quite a bit about metals, right?
    

    

    
      -Yes.
    

    

    
      What luck. Yul asked the question that had been nagging him.
    

    

    
      -Do you know about metals that block magic?
    

    

    
      -Ah. You mean Krelsite?
    

    

    
      -That’s right!
    

    

    
      It was probably Yul's translation function making it sound like Krelsite, but in any case, that was what he was talking about.
    

    

    
      -Why would such a common metal be needed?
    

    

    
      -What?
    

    

    
      Ian had told him that on land, a pinch of Krelsite was worth several times as much as gold. He’d heard it was used to make the emperor’s crown to protect against magical threats.
    

    

    
      -There’s plenty of Krelsite around here. Most metals in this area have abysmal magic conductivity, so the turtles of the Turtle Kingdom don’t use them.
    

    

    
      -Could there be Krelsite deposits inside the Orca Tribe’s territory, too?
    

    

    
      -I’d have to look to be sure……
    

    

    
      Sensing Javarel’s discomfort, Yul studied him.
    

    

    
      Javarel had fled the mine and was heading entirely out of the Turtle Kingdom’s territory—that meant he had fully escaped their control.
    

    

    
      -Anyway, back to the main point—what were you planning to do after you ran here? This is the Orca Tribe territory.
    

    

    
      -I was panicking, so I thought, “I’ll figure it out somehow.”
    

    

    
      His nervous eyes darted around; it seemed clear he hadn’t planned to come here deliberately.
    

    

    
      -If they catch you, you could be exiled from the kingdom.
    

    

    
      -P-please, could you spare me that?
    

    

    
      -Hmm.
    

    

    
      Normally, he should have followed protocol.
    

    

    
      -If you can find me some Krelsite, I’ll help you. I’ll make sure you can leave safely, wherever you want to go.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      ‘What the…? How did he win so easily?’
    

    

    
      From a distance, Ogh of the Rising Tide watched as Yul effortlessly defeated the Turtle Knights clad in metallic armor. Seeing how easily Yul had handled them, he abandoned the idea of intervening.
    

    

    
      ‘Was he always this strong?’
    

    

    
      To take down Turtle Knights who wielded mana-infused martial arts purely through close combat—it was no small feat.
    

    

    
      ‘Nugh trained him well, it seems. Hmm. In that case, stepping in now might not be the best idea… What should I do?’
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      Javarel’s story was a pitiful one. Inside the kingdom, he had nowhere to go, even if he tried to run.
    

    

    
      Having been deceived by an employment scam, Javarel had attempted to report it to the organization that maintained order in the Turtle Kingdom, but they refused to hear him out.
    

    

    
      Later, he discovered that the company’s executives and the kingdom’s nobles were all in it together.
    

    

    
      -By now, I’m probably a wanted criminal. Even if I return, they’ll chase me again. I... I don’t ever want to go back to that company… eek!
    

    

    
      -Hmm.
    

    

    
      The way this guy flinched—it was a serious case of workplace trauma.
    

    

    
      -If you were to leave, where would you want to go?
    

    

    
      -I... I want to go south, to the Archipelago Ocean. I heard many turtles live there who aren’t part of the Turtle Kingdom.
    

    

    
      -The Archipelago Ocean, huh? I told the Matriarch, and she said there’s no need to send you back to the Turtle Kingdom.
    

    

    
      -Th-thank you!
    

    

    
      According to the duty handover from senior Patroller Borgin, issues in the border areas of low importance could be handled at the Patroller’s discretion.
    

    

    
      Yul had reported the case to the higher-ups since it involved an outsider, but Lanchia told him to handle it as he wished, so it wasn’t considered a major issue.
    

    

    
      -While you’re looking for Krelsite, can you also find any magic stones?
    

    

    
      At those words, Javarel’s expression instantly darkened. This guy’s face clearly revealed what he was thinking.
    

    

    
      -M-magic stones are too precious to obtain easily……
    

    

    
      -What do you mean? Are magic stones rare in the sea?
    

    

    
      -Because of the magic in the stone, it naturally dissolves and disappears when it comes into contact with seawater. So in the Turtle Kingdom, magic stones are worth whatever people are willing to pay.
    

    

    
      -Oh?
    

    

    
      -Only the King of the Turtle Kingdom can afford something like a magic stone. Even then, they’re so rare in nature that they have to be coated with crystal or processed in special ways.
    

    

    
      ‘Huh? The things considered rare on land and in the sea are completely different.’
    

    

    
      Magic stones were expensive on land, yes, but not impossible to obtain. They were mined in large quantities, and even a country bumpkin mage like Ian could use them.
    

    

    
      But Krelsite, a metal that blocks magic, was a luxury material worth many times its weight in gold on land.
    

    

    
      ‘That makes sense. Magic stones melt away when they touch seawater, while Krelsite’s main mining sites are under the sea……’
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a spark shot through Yul’s mind like lightning.
    

    

    
      ‘If I could trade between the two……’
    

    

    
      He could make a fortune.
    

    

    
      Yul trembled at the idea that had just struck him. He already had allies on land: privateer captain Étienne Drake, Ian Beltaine, and he had an agreement with the King of Frangia. The market was already there.
    

    

    
      'Ah, no. For now, it's enough to just secure what Lucian needs.'
    

    

    
      He couldn’t let his thoughts get ahead of him. Mining alone would take time, and there were countless other difficulties.
    

    

    
      And besides, it all depended on persuading Javarel first.
    

    

    
      For now, this was something only Yul knew.
    

    

    
      -Anyway, forget about magic stones. If you can find Krelsite, I’ll make sure you get safely to wherever you want to go.
    

    

    
      -Understood.
    

    

    
      ‘It’ll take quite some time, won’t it?’
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      -Huh? I found it.
    

    

    
      -……?
    

    

    
      -Right here.
    

    

    
      The turtle mining engineer, Javarel, found Krelsite just one day after Yul had asked him to look for it.
    

    

    
      At first, Yul thought he was lying—but he wasn’t.
    

    

    
      The location, surprisingly, was only about 300 meters away from the reef Yul used as his base. For a sea creature that was practically within arm’s reach.
    

    

    
      Considering Yul’s patrol range spanned from several kilometers to dozens of kilometers, he finally understood what people meant by “the darkest place is under the lamp.”
    

    

    
      -Look here.
    

    

    
      Yul swam over immediately and looked toward the spot Javarel was pointing to.
    

    

    
      -Do you see this dark metal here? And the faint green lines running through it?
    

    

    
      -Yeah.
    

    

    
      -That’s Krelsite. Before processing, it’s known for those strange green veins running through the metal.
    

    

    
      -Huh.
    

    

    
      Yul had seen it before. But he’d walked right past it, not realizing what it was—because he hadn’t known it was Krelsite.
    

    

    
      -In the Turtle Kingdom, people curse when they see Krelsite.
    

    

    
      -Why?
    

    

    
      -What use is something that absorbs magic? If magic is blocked, we can’t use “Martial Arts” or “Mantras.” Aside from a few scholars studying it, nobody really bothers with the stuff.
    

    

    
      From Yul’s point of view, it was like sitting on a gold mine without realizing it. But he didn’t tell Javarel that humans treated it as a treasure—he just nodded along.
    

    

    
      -But couldn’t it be used as a weapon? Against enemies who use Mantras?
    

    

    
      -Turtles love metal and eat it regularly, but if one of us accidentally ate Krelsite, it would be disastrous. It neutralizes all the magic metals we’ve consumed. Unless it’s for a very special reason, we never make weapons out of it.
    

    

    
      So they avoided using it as a weapon… in case someone accidentally ate it?
    

    

    
      Yul was intrigued by this new bit of information and asked,
    

    

    
      -Turtles normally eat magic metals?
    

    

    
      -Yes. Heavier magic metals like Boratum, for example. We eat others, too—metals like Mithrilite, which have high magic conductivity. But if someone accidentally eats Krelsite while consuming those, they become contaminated.
    

    

    
      -And what exactly happens if you eat only Krelsite?
    

    

    
      -You’d become a creature that completely rejects magic. But what good would that do? You wouldn’t even be able to send magic signals—so you couldn’t talk. Sure, it’d make you resistant to powerful magical creatures, but if you can’t use Mantras yourself, what’s the point?
    

    

    
      Interesting. So, if a being with the Metal Consumption trait kept eating Krelsite, they’d develop a body with immense anti-magic resistance. But in exchange, they’d lose the ability to use magic or Mantras.
    

    

    
      -Yes, yes! It's useless! Still, I want this metal. How much of it can be mined here?
    

    

    
      -Let’s see… Since we’re looking at a coastal placer deposit, it should extend much deeper inward.
    

    

    
      Areas of mineral concentration in shallow regions like this were called placer deposits, and those extending up to a depth of 50 meters were known as coastal placer deposits.
    

    

    
      -There aren’t any magic metals nearby. If I were in charge, I’d tell them to dig somewhere else.
    

    

    
      -So that means there’s a ton of it here, right?
    

    

    
      -Yes. Do you notice how few sea creatures there are around here? That’s because the seabed is layered with Krelsite. It absorbs magic, so life can’t thrive here.
    

    

    
      Yul confirmed it then—this whole area was a massive Krelsite mining site.
    

    

    
      To put it another way.
    

    

    
      ‘What, like finding oil in my front yard?’
    

    

    
      He hadn’t realized it because he simply didn’t know what he was looking at. Part of him felt a little foolish, but more than that, he knew this was a huge opportunity.
    

    

    
      -Javarel, you kept your word. So, I’ll keep mine—you can go wherever you want.
    

    

    
      -A-are you serious? You’re letting me go just for finding the Krelsite mine… You’re truly a generous person!
    

    

    
      ‘Actually, it is a tremendous discovery.’
    

    

    
      Yul looked closely at the turtle before him.
    

    

    
      This guy didn’t realize it either—he had no idea that what he’d just found was worth a fortune.
    

    

    
      And now, he was overjoyed, thinking Yul was being kind by freeing him for discovering a gold mine sitting right under their noses.
    

    

    
      -You don’t seem to have any belongings. Did you escape with nothing on you?
    

    

    
      -I lost everything—or had it all taken from me—while I was running away.
    

    

    
      -Hmm. Then how about this? If you mine Krelsite for me, I’ll get you magic stones. Let’s say… at a ratio of one to ten?
    

    

    
      -A-are you serious? magic stones? One to ten?
    

    

    
      -Sure. After a few months of mining, you could head to the Archipelago Sea loaded with magic stones and live comfortably, don’t you think?
    

    

    
      ‘Heh heh heh heh. Work for me, little turtle. Automatic mining system—activated.’
    

    

    
      -I-I’ll do it!
    

    

    
      Javarel thought to himself,
    

    

    
      ‘This orca’s an idiot. Even one to a hundred would’ve been too generous, and he’s offering one to ten?’
    

    

    
      And so, while both thought they were outsmarting the other, the deal was struck—a negotiation where both sides believed they’d won.
    

    

    
      -For now, I’d like you to gather a small sample.
    

    

    
      Yul, thinking of Lucian’s size, described roughly how much material he needed. Something about Lucian’s height should do.
    

    

    
      -If it’s that small, I can finish it in a few days.
    

    

    
      -Good. Then I’ll go fetch those “magic stones” in the meantime.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      It was by sheer coincidence that Yorum, the white-skinned Ktazar known as “Thick Eyebrows,” who had been dispatched by the High Council of Ktazar to track the Stone of Authority, happened to locate the missing Guardian who had deserted his post.
    

    

    
      He’d only been relaxing at a cosmic resort when the criminal identification code flashed across the right lens of his sunglasses.
    

    

    
      At first, he didn’t think much of it. Guardians occasionally deserted their posts; criminals wandering around under false identities weren’t exactly rare either.
    

    

    
      But something felt off. Of all beings, the Ktazar standing right in front of him—named Arktar—just so happened to be the Guardian assigned to the very ruins where the replica of the Stone of Authority had been sealed.
    

    

    
      ‘Normally, I’d have ignored it… but I guess today’s your unlucky day.’
    

    

    
      At that moment, Arktar was gleefully playing Living Rainbow Frog Tetris, remotely controlling the frogs while lounging in the resort.
    

    

    
      Judging from the pile of cash beside him, the women at his side, and the narcotic drinks on the table, he’d clearly been burning through money at the casino for quite some time.
    

    

    
      “Having fun gambling?”
    

    

    
      “Who are you?”
    

    

    
      Yorum grabbed Arktar’s face in one swift motion and slammed him sideways.
    

    

    
      “W-what the—khuhk!”
    

    

    
      Arktar was sent flying into the wall at tremendous speed. Before he could even activate a Mantra, he found himself staring down the barrel of something that looked like a toy gun.
    

    

    
      “UV-Thermal Gun. Dangerous little thing—only disciples dispatched by the High Council are supposed to carry one of those.”
    

    

    
      “Arktar, age 1,896. Selected as a Guardian of the temple. Assigned to Phantarassa, the first stratum of Cakeworld. Judging from your presence here, you’ve gone AWOL, haven’t you?”
    

    

    
      Yorum recited the scrolling data projected across his sunglasses.
    

    

    
      “I have no intention of resisting. You people don’t usually bother chasing runaways like me anyway, do you?”
    

    

    
      Arktar raised his tentacles, signaling surrender.
    

    

    
      “The Stone of Authority. What happened to it?”
    

    

    
      “The replica? What about it?”
    

    

    
      “Talk.”
    

    

    
      “Whoa, whoa—easy there.”
    

    

    
      Yorum pressed the gun closer to his face.
    

    

    
      “A small creature infiltrated the ruins. It was… a jelly octopus.”
    

    

    
      At those words, Yorum let out a low hum. The time his master had realized the Stone of Authority was missing matched exactly when that jelly octopus had supposedly obtained it.
    

    

    
      ‘Too precise to be a coincidence.’
    

    

    
      Yorum knew he had stumbled upon a miraculous lead. He switched the mode on the UV-Thermal Gun and aimed again.
    

    

    
      “You’ll forget everything that happened today.”
    

    

    
      “Good luck finding it, then.”
    

    

    
      The memory-erasing round struck Arktar squarely on the forehead, and his body went limp like a corpse.
    

    

    
      Clicking his tongue, Yorum began transmitting the newfound intel to his superiors.
    

    

    
      A moment later, after Yorum vanished—
    

    

    
      Arktar sat up perfectly fine, plucked the bullet from his forehead with two fingers, and muttered,
    

    

    
      “So… you’re telling me that Stone of Authority might actually be the real thing?”
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      Yorum finished his teleportation and muttered,
    

    

    
      -As expected, the passage leading to the First Stratum always feels disgusting. Makes me sick to my stomach.
    

    

    
      This planet, often called the edge of the universe, looked deceptively ordinary—but Yorum knew well the ominous entities that lurked beyond this space.
    

    

    
      He hadn't wanted to come here at all. But the possibility that the Stone of Authority on this planet might be genuine left him with no choice.
    

    

    
      -To think I'd actually set foot in this cursed ocean.
    

    

    
      The place he had arrived at through spatial transfer was none other than the ruins where the Stone of Authority had once been sealed.
    

    

    
      -Empty. Completely abandoned.
    

    

    
      Even the last Guardian stationed here had deserted.
    

    

    
      The High Council had anticipated this to some extent, knowing that a lack of administrative control would eventually lead to this situation.
    

    

    
      They had set up numerous failsafes to prevent such a collapse, but ruins like these were fairly common on a cosmic scale. The longing for freedom had outweighed the fear of surveillance.
    

    

    
      Yorum gazed down toward the seabed.
    

    

    
      -So many powerful beings teeming down there. As expected of the First Stratum... the ominous edge of the cosmos.
    

    

    
      Even Yorum shivered at the sheer number of formidable entities detected within his scanning range.
    

    

    
      He moved quietly, making sure not to stir up any disturbance.
    

    

    
      According to the information he had acquired from Arctar, the species called the jelly octopus was a deep-sea cephalopod.
    

    

    
      If it were still alive, he would surely find it somewhere in this vicinity.
    

    

    
      After wandering across the seabed for some time, Yorum sensed the clash of two immense presences.
    

    

    
      -Hm?!
    

    

    
      Through his Mantra, he read the flow of surrounding energy, retrieving fragments of the recent battle's record.
    

    

    
      A giant eel, the Sea God Kaidron, and a formless creature, the Abyssal Lord Abysarion, were locked in a mythic confrontation.
    

    

    
      'A battle between myth-rank entities...? At this shallow depth?'
    

    

    
      They were still in the outer reaches of the deep-sea—yet such overwhelming beings were waging war here.
    

    

    
      The Sea God's massive body was marred with gashes and gouges, bleeding profusely, while the Abyssal Lord seemed to have lost a significant portion of its size.
    

    

    
      'They must've been fighting for years.'
    

    

    
      Witnessing the moment where both fought for their very existence, Yorum moved between them and leveled his UV-Thermal Gun.
    

    

    
      A blinding ray burst forth, evaporating seawater in an instant and scattering bubbles as it illuminated the dark depths.
    

    

    
      The abyss, once shrouded in total darkness, blazed bright as if the sun had risen underwater. Startled by the sudden radiance, both titanic beings immediately sensed Yorum's presence.
    

    

    
      -Who are you?
    

    

    
      -Kk-ge-ge-gekk... Extraterrestrial—creature—do not meddle—in our battle—
    

    

    
      Their thought projections struck Yorum's very soul, their voices echoing like thunder inside his mind.
    

    

    
      He clenched his teeth and endured the crushing pressure of their presence, gripping his weapon tightly and keeping his guard up. These opponents might be stronger than he expected.
    

    

    
      But there was no need to cower before mere creatures from the fringe of the universe. The UV-Thermal Gun was one of the highest-grade weapons of the Ktazar race.
    

    

    
      He projected his will directly into their minds.
    

    

    
      -I'm looking for a creature. A certain jelly octopus, one that's hiding something extraordinary.
    

    

    
      -Jelly octopus?
    

    

    
      -A lesser creature?—Do—not—know.
    

    

    
      The two colossal entities halted their battle for a moment, wary of Yorum's UV-Thermal Gun.
    

    

    
      -You truly don't know? If it had been caught in your battle, its whole body would've been infused with a crimson aura and yet somehow survived.
    

    

    
      -Never seen it, alien.
    

    

    
      -Kk-ge-ge-gekk—Questions—over?
    

    

    
      That was when Yorum felt something massive strike into his back.
    

    

    
      He hadn't let his guard down for even a second—yet it was a kind of stealth assault he had never experienced before.
    

    

    
      A fragment that had broken off from Abysarion's body was now moving with a will of its own, lunging at Yorum from behind.
    

    

    
      -Gahk!?
    

    

    
      -Kk-ge-ge-gekk! Foolish—alien!—Did—not—see—attack!
    

    

    
      -Tch, foolish thing!
    

    

    
      Even with his back impaled, Yorum raised his gun and fired at Abysarion at maximum output.
    

    

    
      The beam erupted with monstrous power—more than enough to wound even the Abyssal Lord.
    

    

    
      But Abysarion, a creature of a formless mass, quickly created a ring-shaped hole through its own body to let the ray pass harmlessly through.
    

    

    
      At that exact moment, Kaidron, the Sea God, anticipated the move—swinging his tail and smashing the upper half of Abysarion's amorphous form.
    

    

    
      The watery space warped, compressing as though reality itself were being crushed, and Abysarion's body was forced directly into the path of the blast.
    

    

    
      -Kk-ge-ge-ge-ge-ge-gekk!!
    

    

    
      The tremendous ray scorched its surface pitch-black, and for the first time in three years of battle, the Abyssal Lord sensed defeat. Acting purely on instinct, it retreated—sinking back into the deepest trenches of the ocean.
    

    

    
      -Khugh!
    

    

    
      Yorum, with a gaping wound through his torso, began repairing his body through Mantra. In front of him, Kaidron's massive eyes gleamed with something close to goodwill.
    

    

    
      Even if unintentional, Yorm had helped him put an end to a three-year battle.
    

    

    
      -Are you all right?
    

    

    
      -I owe you my thanks.
    

    

    
      -Abysarion's kind are born cruel and cunning. It will return to the abyssal floor, its own territory.
    

    

    
      -Why was that creature here in the first place?
    

    

    
      heaven-and-earth-shaking event
    

    

    
      -Because a cosmic upheaval—a shifting of heaven and earth—draws near. An event that happens perhaps once in several millennia. It seeks to use the chaos to expand its territory into broader seas.
    

    

    
      -What do you mean by... ngh—!
    

    

    
      -Abysarion's tendrils carry a potent toxin. Even regeneration spells won't cleanse it. You should rest in my territory for a time. I have a skilled healer of jellyfish venom among my kind.
    

    

    
      Yorum didn't trust gods—not even this Sea God. But the poison searing through his body demanded treatment.
    

    

    
      -Very well. I'll accept your hospitality.
    

    

    
      The search would be delayed a little—but not by much.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      For several months within Yul's patrol zone, Javarel had been working tirelessly—constructing mining equipment and even calibrating it so that Yul could use it with ease.
    

    

    
      He might not have had any talent for combat, but when it came to deep-sea mining, Javarel was the real deal.
    

    

    
      With a peculiar Mantra ability of his own, he could soften and reshape metal without any reaction of extreme heat.
    

    

    
      The ability was called "Refinement Ratio (제금률)," though Yul couldn't quite understand the principle behind its activation.
    

    

    
      What was certain, however, was that Javarel seemed to combine at least two different Mantras to manifest it.
    

    

    
      Whatever the case, using that ability and some steel he'd acquired somewhere, Javarel had crafted a proper mining device.
    

    

    
      -All right, try turning it now.
    

    

    
      Whirr–rrrrk.
    

    

    
      Yul clamped the handle in his mouth and began swimming in a tight circle. The circular motion translated into kinetic energy that powered the mining mechanism.
    

    

    
      -It actually works?
    

    

    
      Fragments of Krelsite broke free and briefly floated upward before sinking back down under their own weight.
    

    

    
      -Mission accomplished. I'm moved to tears.
    

    

    
      Just as promised, once mining became possible, Yul decided to keep his word and set Javarel free.
    

    

    
      It would be a waste to lose someone with such talent, but keeping him by force wasn't an option. Besides, Yul had already acquired what he needed.
    

    

    
      The Archipelago Ocean was several thousand kilometers away—but with the Horn of the Sea King, the trip would take only a few days.
    

    

    
      It was nothing short of the perfect evolutionary advantage for ocean travel.
    

    

    
      Yul surfaced, letting Javarel climb onto his back. Then, activating the Horn of the Sea King, he surged southwest across the waves.
    

    

    
      -Whoa, this speed is insane!
    

    

    
      -Don't fall off.
    

    

    
      If he manipulated the currents underwater, he'd need to apply the spell to both himself and Javarel, wasting twice the magic. But moving across the surface required only half as much.
    

    

    
      'I've never actually run out of magic, but the Horn of the Sea King eats through it faster than any normal spell.'
    

    

    
      In truth, activating one of his "Formulas" consumed barely a hundredth of the Horn's magic output.
    

    

    
      That sheer difference was why he preferred this method of travel.
    

    

    
      There were no borders in the ocean, yet he could tell he'd entered a completely different ocean.
    

    

    
      They passed through a massive expanse of apricot-colored coral reefs—and immediately, Yul could feel the difference.
    

    

    
      The temperature shifted.
    

    

    
      The ecosystem changed.
    

    

    
      Even the dominant species was different.
    

    

    
      But, according to Javarel, all sea creatures here still use magic signals to communicate.
    

    

    
      Yul continued asking questions as they traveled.
    

    

    
      -So, what exactly is in the Archipelago Ocean?
    

    

    
      -Each island has its own unique race living on it. In ancient times—back in the age of the Empire—there were even Tursans there, or so I've heard. I'm not entirely sure.
    

    

    
      -Oh? Those immortal beings once lived on the islands?
    

    

    
      The Tursans were the ancient race who had created the Syrendron—or more precisely, they had selected members of their own kind to be transformed into those biomechanical entities.
    

    

    
      -Yes. And later, all sorts of races gathered there—humans, sea elves, sirens, the swordfish tribes, the sun-flying fish tribes... even some of our turtlefolk live nearby.
    

    

    
      -What about orcas?
    

    

    
      -I imagine there are orcas who aren't affiliated with any tribe living there as well.
    

    

    
      Just like in the Great Ocean, orcas were scattered across every sea in the world.
    

    

    
      -And the climate?
    

    

    
      -They say it's mild all year round.
    

    

    
      -Hmm.
    

    

    
      As Yul skimmed the surface, admiring the changing scenery, he intermittently sent out ultrasonic waves for mapping—and that was when something caught in the echo.
    

    

    
      -A ship?
    

    

    
      From its outline, it clearly had the shape of a vessel.
    

    

    
      ‘Humans...? They came all the way out here?’
    

    

    
      Yul didn't know every human kingdom's maritime policy, so it could have belonged to some other nation.
    

    

    
      It didn't matter if they simply passed by—but the ship had clearly noticed him and was now changing course in his direction.
    

    

    
      ‘They must've seen the white wake on the surface.’
    

    

    
      The white foam was the telltale sign of Yul's incredible speed through the water. If he'd stayed submerged, they wouldn't have spotted him at all.
    

    

    
      ‘Well, let's hear what they want.’
    

    

    
      Yul rarely felt any sense of danger from things atop ships.
    

    

    
      After all, anyone commanding a sailing vessel could do little once he dove beneath the waves. There was no such thing as torpedoes in this era.
    

    

    
      In the distance, he saw a ship of unfamiliar design—not a wooden sailing ship.
    

    

    
      Its outer frame gleamed faintly with a soft sky-blue hue, and metallic structures shaped like wings adorned various parts of its hull.
    

    

    
      It didn't even have sails. From afar, one might think it a small, winged boat gliding across the sea.
    

    

    
      But Yul's ultrasonic waves readings told a different story—the vessel was far larger than it appeared.
    

    

    
      He watched it from the surface, but it was still too distant to make out any details.
    

    

    
      -Perception.
    

    

    
      He cast the Perception Formula, scattering magic to grasp its exact nature—but the feedback came back scrambled, the information distorted.
    

    

    
      There was a mage aboard that ship.
    

    

    
      -What the...? A humanoid with turquoise hair, standing on deck."
    

    

    
      -Ah, those would be the Sea Elves."
    

    

    
      -Sea Elves?"
    

    

    
      -Yes. I don't know much myself, but according to old tales, their ancestors committed a sin and were cast out from the heavens into the sea."
    

    

    
      Yul recalled then why he'd never seen them among the Maritime Powers.
    

    

    
      It wasn't that they were weak—it was because they hunted alone, not as nations.
    

    

    
      ‘Interesting.’
    

    

    
      -Uh, shouldn't we... run? That ship's coming straight for us!
    

    

    
      -Why are you so scared? Worst case, we just dive. I doubt that the ship can chase us underwater.
    

    

    
      The winged ship slowed its approach once it drew close enough to Yul, maintaining distance instead of accelerating further.
    

    

    
      At the bow, someone stepped forward.
    

    

    
      A male elf with long turquoise hair and confident, sharp eyes, dressed in a silver-gray ceremonial coat.
    

    

    
      He reached out, grasped one of the metallic wings affixed to the ship's prow, and tore it free—then flicked it into the air like a paper airplane.
    

    

    
      The detached wing slowly twisted midair, reshaping itself. It resembled a bird—but had no body, only wings.
    

    

    
      The autonomously flying construct glided toward Yul and delivered a voice.
    

    

    
      -Who are you?"
    

    

    
      The transmission wasn't through magic signals—it was mental projection, akin to ideation speech.
    

    

    
      -I am Arurion Phantarey, captain of the First Winged Vessel and prince of the Sea Elves.
    

    

    
      __________________
    

    
      __________________
    

    
      __________________
    

    

    
      (T/N): Change Lord of the Abyss to Abyssal Lord
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      -Yul.
    

    

    
      -And the one above?
    

    

    
      -I’m Javarel. I've come to live in the Archipelago Ocean. Do you happen to know where the island of the turtles is?
    

    

    
      -Beings from the Outer Ocean, I see...
    

    

    
      The prince of the Sea Elf tribe—whose identity Yul couldn’t quite grasp—asked if he could come closer.
    

    

    
      -Why?
    

    

    
      -I think we could help each other. Since we live in different oceans, how about sharing information?
    

    

    
      -Fine.
    

    

    
      Yul appreciated his cautious manner. He also sensed no hostility from the prince.
    

    

    
      As they came closer, Yul could see the winged ship clearly. From the side plating up to the bulwark, wings were attached—made of a pearly white metal.
    

    

    
      Some were massive, others small. The ends of the metal curled like twisted fur, shaped in the form of wings.
    

    

    
      Before long, they were close enough that the man at the bow raised one leg and leaned forward.
    

    

    
      “Just call me Aron. It’s a nickname. First, let me answer your question about the turtles."
    

    

    
      He spoke aloud, but it was being “translated” through Transmission of Thoughts.
    

    

    
      “There’s an island in this sea where the turtles live together. It’s called the Island of the Brown Sage.”
    

    

    
      -Would they accept an outsider turtle like me?
    

    

    
      “I’m not sure. They’re very reclusive. I’ve never heard of them accepting outsiders. They’re probably the most isolated group in the entire Archipelago Ocean.”
    

    

    
      -Hmm...
    

    

    
      “Anyway, that’s the only island where turtles gather. If you want to know where it is, we can tell you.”
    

    

    
      Javarel looked at Yul, saying that such a “migration” might be quite arduous.
    

    

    
      Yul turned his eyes away. He’d already brought him this far—what more did he expect?
    

    

    
      “Why does he want to migrate?”
    

    

    
      -He said he ran away from his homeland. I took him in for a while because he had nowhere else to go. Now he says he wants to settle in the Archipelago Ocean.
    

    

    
      After hearing Arurion Phantarei’s words, Yul thought it’d be more convenient to keep the conversation in a question-and-answer format.
    

    

    
      I've never seen a Sea Elf before. Are your kind native to the Archipelago Ocean? Which island do you live on?"
    

    

    
      -We don’t live on islands. We’re born on ships and die on ships.
    

    

    
      From what he heard, the sea elves seemed to be a maritime force that roamed the entire Archipelago Ocean, exerting dominance over its waters.
    

    

    
      “Then let me ask you something. Who are you? I know that some orcas in the Archipelago Ocean possess high intelligence, but none as familiar with magic as you.”
    

    

    
      -Me? I’m a Patroller from the Orca Tribe of the Great Azure Ocean.
    

    

    
      Yul explained a little about himself. Arurion, belonging to a faction of the “surface,” knew nothing about the powers dwelling “beneath” the sea.
    

    

    
      It was quite a common divide—those living in the Twilight Zone or the Deep Sea knew little of each other’s powers or information.
    

    

    
      Their languages were different, and each layer felt completely cut off from the rest.
    

    

    
      “Oh? Is that so? Then there must be tremendous marine creatures in the Great Azure Ocean. How many islands are there?”
    

    

    
      -Hardly any. There are a few near the Arctic, but none as large as the ones in the Archipelago Ocean.
    

    

    
      “Interesting. So there’s a power beneath the sea.”
    

    

    
      -By the way, are you alone on that ship? I don’t see any crew.
    

    

    
      “They’re on deck. It’d be trouble if you turned out to be dangerous.”
    

    

    
      At that, Yul noticed several sea elves raising their heads.
    

    

    
      “One thing I’ll tell you—this sea is about to become a battlefield. You’d better stay clear.”
    

    

    
      -A battle?
    

    

    
      “Happens all the time. There are always those who challenge the sea elves ruling the surface. But this time, it’s sea elves fighting among themselves.”
    

    

    
      -Huh?
    

    

    
      Then, Yul suddenly detected explosions around the winged ship.
    

    

    
      KABOOOOOM!
    

    

    
      “Didn’t expect them to come this fast.”
    

    

    
      Arurion Phantarei gestured apologetically toward Yul’s group, then shouted:
    

    

    
      “All hands to battle stations!”
    

    

    
      sea elves who had been unseen suddenly appeared on deck.
    

    

    
      By then, Yul and Javarel had already dived underwater.
    

    

    
      -Whoa! A ship just appeared from the other side, Sir Yul!
    

    

    
      "Mm. I see it. Looks like we picked the worst time to talk to them.
    

    

    
      Through echolocation, Yul detected the new fleet—thirty-four ships in total. Smaller than the winged ship, but numerous, and armed with cannons.
    

    

    
      BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!
    

    

    
      -If Sir Aron goes down, we’ll lose any chance of finding the Sage’s Island!
    

    

    
      -Wait.
    

    

    
      From below, Yul observed the battle above.
    

    

    
      The fleet fired a barrage of shells, while Arurion’s winged ship—though lacking cannons—counterattacked in a peculiar way.
    

    

    
      The sea elves tore off the wings that were attached like ornaments along the ship’s hull, kneaded them with their hands as if molding clay, and hurled them outward.
    

    

    
      Then, the wings—moving as if alive—took flight on their own and dove straight toward the enemy ships, exploding upon impact.
    

    

    
      ‘Those are aerial suicide drones.’
    

    

    
      Even when parts of the wings were torn off, they regenerated into new wings. Though they fought back effectively, what truly kept them alive against the enemy’s cannon fire was the ship’s evasive maneuvers.
    

    

    
      This ship, without sails, moved in a strange manner—accelerating in an instant to escape the cannons’ line of fire.
    

    

    
      “All right, we’re turning! Left hull, prepare the explosive wings!”
    

    

    
      Sometimes it would even spin a full circle, like a flat-bottomed ship. When it did, the sea elves waiting on the port side launched their wing drones into the air.
    

    

    
      ‘What a bizarre ship. Its maneuvering method is completely different.’
    

    

    
      Such technology was something only modern ships could perform, yet this one from an older age was doing it effortlessly.
    

    

    
      -Wow, looks like Sir Aron’s ship is completely overwhelming them!
    

    

    
      -A ship with wings and a regular one aren’t even in the same league.
    

    

    
      By the time an hour had passed since the battle began, the number of the attacking ships had already been cut in half.
    

    

    
      While Yul was watching the fight from beneath the waves, enjoying the spectacle above, a stray cannonball lost momentum and drifted toward them under gravity.
    

    

    
      -Don’t just stare blankly, Javarel. Even one hit from that thing will kill you.
    

    

    
      Yul flicked his tail, sending the round iron shell spinning away. Once it hit the water, it lost all momentum anyway, so it posed no threat.
    

    

    
      -Th-thank you!
    

    

    
      -The battle should be ending soon.
    

    

    
      Once the attackers lost about half their fleet, they retreated. Arurion’s ship didn’t pursue and soon came to a stop.
    

    

    
      As Yul and Javarel surfaced, the winged ship’s crew was busy pulling enemy sailors out of the sea.
    

    

    
      -Javarel, we should help them.
    

    

    
      -Aren't they the prince's enemies?
    

    

    
      -But they are trying to rescue them.
    

    

    
      -Then I’ll help too!
    

    

    
      Javarel, clearly impressed by Arurion’s fight, seemed to have grown quite fond of him.
    

    

    
      Still, he could only save one or two at best.
    

    

    
      'Time to move.'
    

    

    
      Yul swam toward the area where several had fallen into the sea.
    

    

    
      Then, he used the Horn of the Sea King. The small horn on his forehead began to glow, stirring strong currents in the surrounding waters.
    

    

    
      Wherever Yul moved, the elves flailing nearby were swept up by the current as though caught in a fishing net.
    

    

    
      Even the stronger swimmers couldn’t escape, being pulled into Yul’s control zone by the flow.
    

    

    
      Surfacing with the rescued elves, Yul brought them near the winged ship.
    

    

    
      -Aron, that was an impressive battle.
    

    

    
      “My apologies, Yul. I didn’t expect enemies to arrive in the middle of our talk.”
    

    

    
      -Here. These are the elves who fell into the sea. I rescued everyone, except for a few who drowned.
    

    

    
      “I owe you a debt. They are enemies, yes, but all are our kin. It pains me to see them fall in such a filthy war.”
    

    

    
      Arurion ordered his crew to haul the rescued elves aboard.
    

    

    
      -But Aron, why are sea elves fighting each other?
    

    

    
      “As you can see, the winged ship isn’t ordinary. Across all Sea Elf Tribes, there are only seven of them.”
    

    

    
      -Hmm? So they attacked to seize the ship?
    

    

    
      “That’s part of it, but those who possess a winged ship also hold the right to vote for the next Exiled King, the leader of the Sea Elves—all because of this wing insignia.”
    

    

    
      Arurion revealed the wing-shaped insignia pinned to his chest, a piece of jewelry adorned with countless gemstones—clearly no ordinary decoration.
    

    

    
      “Each Dragon Heart Furnace yields only one wing insignia. So it’s impossible to replicate.”
    

    

    
      -A Dragon Heart Furnace?
    

    

    
      “The ship’s power source. It runs on the heart of an ancient dragon. Anyway, a minor admiral attacked me to obtain this insignia.”
    

    

    
      -Wait, isn’t your country an aristocratic state? Doesn’t a prince automatically inherit the throne?
    

    

    
      “Heh. A prince does become king, yes. But I’m not the only one—there are five other princes.”
    

    

    
      -Oh, I see.
    

    

    
      As Yul listened, he recalled something similar from his memories.
    

    

    
      It was like the Holy Roman Empire—those who possessed the winged insignia were like electors, entitled to choose the emperor.
    

    

    
      A fascinating system. Considering they had no territory and lived solely on ships, it almost resembled a republic of pirates.
    

    

    
      “My father’s health is failing. That’s why threats like these keep coming.”
    

    

    
      -Hmm.
    

    

    
      “In any case, I owe you one. You said Javarel, right? I’ll personally see that you reach the Island of the Brown Sage safely.”
    

    

    
      -Th-thank you so much, Sir Aron!
    

    

    
      -Tch.
    

    

    
      Yul clicked his tongue. Ungrateful brat—who’d been the one escorting him until now?
    

    

    
      Arurion then turned to Yul.
    

    

    
      “And since fate brought us together, Yul, why don’t you accept a gift from me?”
    

    

    
      -A gift?
    

    

    
      “You’ll like it.”
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      The battle’s over, and while Arurion’s crew hauled the crippled ships off to some base, Arurion towed the winged ship and took Yul somewhere.
    

    

    
      “This is the northernmost island of the Archipelago Ocean. And it’s my territory.”
    

    

    
      -Hmm.
    

    

    
      Yul surveyed the island. It was fairly large—much bigger than the islands in the Great Azure Ocean.
    

    

    
      Palms grew along the shore, and beyond them stretched a vast, densely packed forest. The interior must be jungle-like.
    

    

    
      "Now, I'll give you this island as a gift."
    

    

    
      -……??
    

    

    
      "Hmm? Did you not hear me? You may take this entire island."
    

    

    
      -What are you talking about...? I haven’t done anything to deserve an island from you.
    

    

    
      He’d only helped rescue a few sea elves and turn them into prisoners.
    

    

    
      “This isn’t a gift given for merit. It’s compensation, really.”
    

    

    
      -Isn’t an island an awfully expensive ‘compensation’?
    

    

    
      “But it’s suitable for my only friend under the sea. Besides, I don’t need this island. It’s uninhabited, lies at the very northern edge of the Archipelago Ocean, and even the island's soul rests on the seabed.”
    

    

    
      That last bit sounded strange.
    

    

    
      -Hmm? What do you mean by that? The island's soul?
    

    

    
      “Each island can be ruled by someone who has linked their magic with the island's soul. But some islands, like this one, have their soul not on the surface, but deep beneath the sea.”
    

    

    
      It was a sort of core, perhaps? Yul had never heard of such a thing, but to claim ownership of the island, one had to merge one's magic with the island's soul.
    

    

    
      -So the Archipelago Ocean actually has islands with minds?
    

    

    
      “Ho. That's interesting. Do other places not have an island's soul?"
    

    

    
      -No. Neither the Great Azure Ocean nor the Continental Ocean to the east had anything like that.
    

    

    
      It was something unique to the Archipelago Ocean.
    

    

    
      -How do you merge with an island's soul?
    

    

    
      “Flow your magic into it. Once you ‘connect,’ you can ‘rule’ it. So? Will you accept the island?”
    

    

    
      “Just channel your magic into it. That’ll ‘connect’ you to the island, allowing you to ‘rule’ it. So? Will you accept the island?”
    

    

    
      -Alright. I accept.
    

    

    
      Whatever hidden motive he had, the offer of an entire island was irresistible.
    

  Chapter 32: 

    
      Chapter 032. The Island of Boundaries
    

    

    

    

    
      Normally, the island's soul could be found buried in its land, or sometimes discovered by digging into the ground.
    

    

    
      However, the soul of this northern island had never revealed itself. It was probably because its soul was embedded somewhere beneath the sea.
    

    

    
      Yul dove into the depths. The soul of the island was said to exist somewhere within it.
    

    

    
      After searching around, he found the island’s soul lodged within a wall. It was at the very edge of the depth that Yul could safely dive.
    

    

    
      It was a round, lustrous orb, roughly the size of an orca’s head.
    

    

    
      When he channeled magic into it, the island’s soul began to intertwine with his own magic.
    

    

    
      And then, Yul felt something—a ‘will’. Not a clear intent or consciousness capable of communication, but a faint stirring, like the first heartbeat within a massive egg. Something alive, yet without tangible form.
    

    

    
      From the moment Yul’s magic became entwined with the island’s soul, he could see the island in its entirety.
    

    

    
      When he closed his eyes, he no longer saw darkness, but a vivid landscape.
    

    

    
      A waterfall cascading down, flocks of brilliantly colored birds flying between dense jungle trees, insects crawling across the ground, and the sound of waves echoing from the shore.
    

    

    
      'So vivid… it’s as if I’m really there.”
    

    

    
      When he surfaced, Arurion was looking down at him.
    

    

    
      “How is it? The island’s soul?”
    

    

    
      -It’s enormous. And I could feel something like a will. The moment I merged with it, I was able to see the island.
    

    

    
      “That’s what we call holding ‘dominion’ over an island. Across the Archipelago Ocean, most lords rule by linking their hearts with the souls of their islands.”
    

    
       
    

    
      -It feels strange. As if I could wield great influence over this island, yet at the same time… I feel bound by it.
    

    

    
      “'We’re all bound to one another in some way. The ruler and the ruled alike.”
    

    

    
      -……
    

    

    
      “Now it’s your turn to name the island. We’ve only ever called it the Northern Island. You can give it a proper name.”
    

    

    
      -Let’s call it 『The Island of Boundaries.』It stands at the very first border between the Great Azure Ocean and the Archipelago Ocean.
    

    

    
      'Is that so? Then I’ll let the entire sea know the name of Yul, lord of the Island of Boundaries.”
    

    

    
      -Are you sure you’re fine with giving it to me?
    

    

    
      'Only land-dwellers care much for islands. To us sea elves, they’re merely temporary anchor points.”
    

    

    
      -I’ll make good use of it.
    

    

    
      Even as he said that, Yul couldn’t quite shake off a faint unease. He thought perhaps, when he gained something in the future, he might give part of it to Arurion in return.
    

    

    
      Come to think of it, it feels like I owe him somehow. Maybe that’s what Auron intended.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t a debt he truly needed to repay, yet for some reason, he felt as though he should.
    

    

    
      Anyway, after receiving the island, Yul parted ways with Javarel.
    

    

    
      -Thank you, Sir Yul. I think I’ll try settling on the Island of the Brown Sage.
    

    

    
      -Alright. If things get tough, you can always come live here.
    

    

    
      -Really?! Thank you so much!
    

    

    
      He’s quick to look after himself, that one. Yul couldn’t help but chuckle inwardly.
    

    

    
      After sending Javarel off, Yul left his meeting with Arurion behind and returned to the Great Azure Ocean.
    

    

    
      It’s about time I evolve again.
    

    

    
      As a Patroller, he had consumed many different creatures, and as a result, his experience had greatly increased.
    

    

    
      【Status Window】
    

    

    
      【Evolution Status (Stage 2)】
    

    

    
      [Experience Required for Next Stage]
    

    
      [2,500 / 2,400]
    

    

    
      [Stage 1 Evolution]
    

    

    
      [Oxygen-Storing Pigment]
    

    

    
      [Stage 2 Evolution]
    

    

    
      [Horn of the Sea King]
    

    

    
      【Creature Traits】
    

    

    
      Marine Creature: A marine creature capable of diving from the surface layer to considerable depths.
    

    

    
      Hunter: You are a natural-born predator.
    

    

    
      Ultrasonic Organ: You can understand and utilize ultrasonic waves.
    

    

    
      Temperature Resistance: Thick skin allows you to maintain a stable body temperature in varying water conditions.
    

    

    
      【Contracts】
    

    

    
      1. Contract with the Spirit - Rukit
    

    

    
      [Mutual agreement contract. The two parties can communicate with each other anytime, anywhere. Perceived time acceleration applies during conversation.]        
    

    

    
      2. Contract with an Island’s Soul – 1 instance
    

    

    
      [Each island within the Archipelago Ocean possesses a will of its own. By merging your magic with an island’s soul, you can claim it as your own.]
    

    

    
      [Currently owned island: The Island of Boundaries]
    

    

    
      【Inheritance】
    

    

    
      Regeneration: At the cost of experience points, this ability rapidly restores damaged body tissue. Severed fins, tails, and internal organs can be regenerated.
    

    

    
      【Authority】
    

    

    
      [「Madness」: When a powerful enemy appears, this ability activates automatically. During its duration, strength increases dozens to hundreds of times, and the user becomes invulnerable, taking no damage at all.]
    

    

    
      [Activation Condition: Automatically triggers when you encounter an enemy stronger than yourself, after evaluating their rank.]
    

    

    
      [Cost of Use: Lifespan.]
    

    

    
      【Awakening】
    

    

    
      【Great Balance – Magic (Magna–Libra): The unique magic created by Arthur Beltaine and restored by Ian Beltaine. A magic that corrects the world's imbalance and harmonizes chaos and order. Currently incomplete.】
    

    

    
      [Formula 1: Perception]
    

    

    
      [Formula 2: Connection]
    

    

    
      [Formula 3: Transmission of Thoughts]
    

    

    
      [Formula 4: Devourment]
    

    

    
      【Ascension】 – Ascension Stage 2
    

    

    
      Current Karma: 2,418
    

    

    
      【Your Current Lifespan】
    

    

    
      [Remaining – 129 years, 228 days, 23 hours]
    

    

    
      The new additions to the status window came from Yul learning the Devourment formula from Ian.
    

    

    
      Also, a new contract had been added: the Contract with the Island’s Soul, The Island of Boundaries.
    

    

    
      But what stood out the most was his dramatically increased lifespan.
    

    

    
      '129 years, hehe.’
    

    

    
      After devouring a good number of magic stones, he had reached this point. Considering that the lifespan of an orca normally ended at around eighty years, it was an astounding figure.
    

    

    
      'Come to think of it, if I keep consuming magic stones like this, I might end up with an absurdly long life.’
    

    

    
      Having more years to live was a good thing, but it also came with a price. Watching those close to him grow old and die of natural causes would be inevitable.
    

    

    
      Even Ian, who was with him now, wouldn’t live longer than Yul. Perhaps not even his son, Lucian…
    

    

    
      Yul shook his head, brushing away such distant worries, and decided to use the experience points he had earned.
    

    

    
      Normally, saving experience until the next evolution was the smart move, but this one was worth acquiring in advance.
    

    

    
      [Stage 3 Evolution]
    

    

    
      [Metal Consumption: Enhances feeding ability to allow digestion of metal. Each time metal from the seafloor is swallowed, the jaw, teeth, and skeletal structure adapt to the properties of that metal. This process occurs gradually over an extended period.]
    

    

    
      -Type: [Physical], [Internal Transformation], [Continuous Effect]
    

    

    
      'Excellent.’
    

    

    
      The ability to assimilate metal into one’s body was a power held by the turtles of the Turtle Kingdom—now, Yul possessed it too.
    

    

    
      His bones would follow the traits of whatever metal he consumed, so he planned to test it out once he obtained some.
    

    

    
      In the blink of an eye, Yul returned to his patrol area. The sea remained calm, undisturbed.
    

    

    
      He scanned his surroundings to check for any issues.
    

    

    
      'Nothing seems wrong.’
    

    

    
      It had taken about three days to send Javarel off. It was unlikely anything had happened in that time.
    

    

    
      'Now, let’s get to work.”
    

    

    
      Yul turned his gaze toward the mining machine in the Krellsite mine. It had been modified for his use, with simple assembly and disassembly thanks to Javarel’s craftsmanship.
    

    

    
      Clamping the machine’s handle between his jaws and rotating it, he hauled up a large quantity of Krelsite.
    

    

    
      'Do I have anything to store this in?’
    

    

    
      He looked around for the giant clams traditionally used by orcas for transport, but this region was barren—the ecosystem had been wiped out by Krelsite contamination.
    

    

    
      With no other option, Yul decided it would be better to return to the village and purchase some clams there.
    

    

    
      'I should head back to the village for a bit, meet with Lanchia, and buy some clams while I’m there.’
    

    

    
      The clams sold in the village came neatly bound with tough seaweed ropes, making them easy to carry and transport.
    

    

    
      That was one of the perks of being a Patroller—complete autonomy.
    

    

    
      From Yul’s point of view, it might look like he was slacking off, but since he didn’t get paid in the first place, it wasn’t exactly wage theft.
    

    

    
      You could call it a black company, sure, but it wasn’t even a company to begin with.
    

    

    
      The other orca Patrollers worked out of a sense of honor and duty, but Yul intended to quit once he felt he’d done enough.
    

    

    
      Either way, since Patrollers were expected to be self-sufficient, leaving one’s assigned patrol area for a short time wasn’t much of an issue.
    

    

    
      Given how loose the regulations were, taking a short trip back to the village wasn’t such a bad idea.
    

    

    
      Retracing the path he had come was quick. As his proficiency with the Horn of the Sea King increased, his speed was now comparable to that of an advanced sailing ship.
    

    

    
      And when he caught the right ocean current, Yul could move even faster—faster than any vessel on the sea.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      A week later.
    

    

    
      After giving a brief report to the Matriarch, Lanchia, Yul strolled through the village.
    

    

    
      He hoped he might run into Nugh or Tuania, but the Warrior Corps was a busy organization. They constantly had missions across the seas and were rarely idle.
    

    

    
      So instead, Yul spent some time visiting various general stores, bartering with the small collection of items he’d gathered here and there.
    

    

    
      There were only a few orca merchants in the village. They were the ones who handled most of the trading and exchanges among their kind.
    

    

    
      -Oh, energy coral, huh? That’s a good find. I can give you, let’s say, four clamshell containers for that. How’s that sound?
    

    

    
      -Sounds good.
    

    

    
      -I’ve already braided some strong seaweed cords around them, so they’ll be easy to carry.
    

    

    
      Energy coral was prized not just by humans but by orcas as well, so whenever Yul found some, he made sure to collect it. The trade went smoothly.
    

    

    
      'Human money’s useless here anyway.’
    

    

    
      Among orcas, human currency was nothing more than shiny rocks—glittering but worthless.
    

    

    
      After buying the clams from the merchant, Yul planned to return to his patrol zone to load up the Krelsite he had mined earlier.
    

    

    
      That was when a group of orcas appeared before him. They were ones he had never seen before, and the moment they approached, the water around him seemed to grow colder.
    

    

    
      He could even sense the tension—several nearby orcas had visibly stiffened.
    

    

    
      'What’s this about?’
    

    

    
      -Hmm. You must be Yul, right?
    

    

    
      At the front of the group swam a peculiar orca, one marked by a savage scar that ran all the way across his snout.
    

    

    
      -And you are?
    

    

    
      -I am Calsonic, leader of the Ascensionists.
    

    

    
      Ascensionists. A faction opposed to the Traditionalists—Nug had repeatedly warned him about them. He had said they were dangerous and terrifying, and to avoid them at all costs if he saw them.
    

    

    
      -What business do you have with me?
    

    

    
      -Would you consider joining us? We’d like to invite you to a truly remarkable place.
    

    

    
      -I have no interest in being involved with your group. I don’t know much about ascension, and I can’t even understand the words written on those stone tablets.
    

    

    
      Just as he always did, Yul gave a firm refusal to Calsonic’s invitation.
    

    

    
      -Hmm. That’s unfortunate. I thought we could get along well.
    

    

    
      -Why are you so interested in me, anyway?
    

    

    
      -Don’t you realize? You’re a symbol. Among our generation of orcas, not one has ever witnessed an ascension. But you actually achieved it. You became one of us.
    

    

    
      'Oh, great. A fanatic fanboy.’
    

    

    
      He hadn’t asked for fans, and yet here they were—the obsessive kind, no less. And stalker-fans were never good news.
    

    

    
      -Anyway, I’m not interested. I’ll be going now.
    

    

    
      -A shame. Take care of yourself, though. You’re our icon, after all.
    

    

    
      Yul ignored him and swam away, though he couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling that the orca’s words carried a hint of warning.
    

    

    
      'I’ve got a bad feeling that the Ascensionists are going to be trouble sooner or later.’
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      Chapter 33. Trade
    

    

    

    

    
      Yorum realized that he had been unconscious for a long time.
    

    

    
      The scenery around him had changed. He was now inside a massive structure he’d never seen before, and a mermaid with her face hidden beneath a helmet was tending to him.
    

    

    
      -Me… unconscious?
    

    

    
      Instinctively, he checked himself. Everything was still in place.
    

    

    
      It was disgraceful. He had fainted while holding the UV Thermal Gun, a special-grade arcane weapon capable of killing even myth-class creatures.
    

    

    
      Seeing him awake, the Deep Sea mermaid who had been caring for him stepped away to call her master.
    

    

    
      Not long after, a voice echoed—it was the Sea God Kydron.
    

    

    
      -You’ve awakened?
    

    

    
      -…Thank you.
    

    

    
      Shame was shame, but the fact remained that he had been helped.
    

    

    
      -That mermaid who just left knows a great deal about poisons. Your body is strong, and since you were resisting Abysarion’s venom, she said there was no need for further treatment.
    

    

    
      Yorum turned his head toward the Deep Sea mermaid and gave a slight nod.
    

    

    
      -You came from beyond, didn’t you? From a “very deep place,” is that right?"
    

    

    
      -That’s what the beings here call it, yes. We, however, refer to it as the Second Universe. But before that, I should repay you for saving me.
    

    

    
      -No need. Helping me slay Abysarion was already repayment enough. In fact, I owe you. And as repayment, I’ve decided to assist with your work. I’ve discovered something. Bring it in.
    

    

    
      At his words, several Deep Sea mermaids appeared, dragging in a sand shark, bound tightly with chains.
    

    

    
      -While you were unconscious for a month, I made inquiries about the jelly octopus.
    

    

    
      In truth, Yul had once witnessed the Sea God, but to Kydron, Yul was merely an insignificant creature, someone whose existence he didn’t even recognize.
    

    

    
      -This Elder sand shark claimed to have seen that octopus.
    

    

    
      The summoned shark was bound in enchanted chains, still radiating defiance.
    

    

    
      -Let me go, you filthy mermaids!
    

    

    
      -Why do you resist my servants while staying within my domain?
    

    

    
      -Sea God Kydron! I do not serve you! You’re not the rightful ruler appointed by the Turusains!
    

    

    
      -The Turusains have long vanished with the flow of time. I am the master of this realm now.
    

    

    
      At that, those holding the shark thrust their enchanted spike into its body.
    

    

    
      -Gaaaargh!
    

    

    
      -How dare you blaspheme before the Sea God!
    

    

    
      -He could crush a wretch like you into a flat stingray in an instant, yet he speaks mercifully to you!
    

    

    
      -My lord, this creature still won’t behave. Shall we make it more compliant?
    

    

    
      Kydron nodded. After an appropriate amount of “persuasion,” Yorum finally obtained the information he wanted.
    

    

    
      -Grrrk… I’ve seen that jelly octopus. Ugh, it was moving with its whole body turned bright red.
    

    

    
      -Hm? Wait, that sounds right, Kydron.
    

    

    
      -Stop now.
    

    

    
      Unable to endure the pain any longer, the Elder sand shark spilled the rest.
    

    

    
      -It attacked our young near a hydrothermal vent, so we fought back. Then it shot upward at tremendous speed, breaching the surface! The pressure difference must’ve torn it apart completely!
    

    

    
      -No, probably not. Still, that’s good information. My thanks for your cooperation, Kydron.
    

    

    
      -Hm. Seems you’ve got what you needed. Dispose of it, boys.
    

    

    
      -Yes, my lord.
    

    

    
      At Kydron’s gesture, the Elder sand shark was dragged away. Yorum watched expressionlessly, then asked:
    

    

    
      -By the way, what is “Heaven and Earth Resonance”? I heard that phrase when we fought the Sea God.
    

    

    
      -There are times when such a period arrives. I cannot say precisely when, but there are moments when the heavens draw close to one another.
    

    

    
      -The heavens?
    

    

    
      -Up above. When that happens, all kinds of creatures run wild. Especially those driven up from the Deep Sea after losing their battles below. Each time, I simply suppress their rampage.
    

    

    
      Yorum didn’t quite grasp Kydron’s words, but since he had obtained the information he sought, he left soon after.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      After leaving the village, Yul began scooping up Krelsite from the patrol area, piling it high while biting down on the rope tied to a giant clam to drag it along.
    

    

    
      The clam trailed behind him like a string of dried fish. Thanks to its buoyancy, even that heavy thing could be carried with relative ease.
    

    

    
      ‘First, I’ll head to the Kingdom of Frangia.’
    

    

    
      He could have gone straight to Skilg Brig Island, where Ian lived, but he decided that, by order of priority, he should show it to the king first.
    

    

    
      There were several reasons for that.
    

    

    
      Ian lives in seclusion, but if word gets out that there’s Krelsite on that island, who knows what’ll happen?
    

    

    
      Krelsite was a gem used to adorn the Emperor’s crown. If the amount Yul carried were to spread around Skilg Brig Island, it could become dangerous.
    

    

    
      So Yul decided to divert attention. He would sell it to the King of Frangia.
    

    

    
      And he would keep aside a portion of the Krelsite for Ian.
    

    

    
      That way, public attention would focus entirely on the Kingdom of Frangia, flooded with Krelsite, while the isolated Skilg Brig Island, where Ian lived, would remain safe.
    

    

    
      It was unlikely anyone would find that remote island anyway—but while setting up a safety measure, Yul also made sure to profit, dispersing a fair amount of Krelsite onto the mainland.
    

    

    
      That was the plan.
    

    

    
      ‘Since I’m the sole provider of this material to begin with, I can adjust the price however I like. But once I sell this much, it won’t stay a rare metal reserved only for the Emperor’s crown.’
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      Merchant Hugh Retel heard a faint echo inside his head and made his way to the familiar docks he frequented.
    

    

    
      ‘Me, an orca’s representative!?’
    

    

    
      At first, he had been surprised when Yul appeared, bringing strange treasures from the sea. But as he managed Yul’s growing assets, a thought had crossed his mind.
    

    

    
      ‘Have I… become a subordinate of the orca? That makes no sense. I’m human, for crying out loud.’
    

    

    
      He had even considered asking the Sun King to replace him with another representative.
    

    

    
      But that idea vanished the instant he opened the giant clam Yul had brought.
    

    

    
      -It’s Krelsite. I brought about sixty kilograms.
    

    

    
      “J-Just… just a moment, please. I can’t handle something like this on my own.”
    

    

    
      -Ah, I suppose I should show it to the Sun King first?
    

    

    
      That was the custom: priceless goods like these had to be presented to the king before being sold.
    

    

    
      Yul didn’t object to that. He had quite a few dealings with the Sun King himself, after all.
    

    

    
      Even Hugh Retel, though he managed Yul’s finances, was ultimately a servant of the Sun King.
    

    

    
      After sending a messenger to the palace, Hugh couldn’t hide the tremor in his voice.
    

    

    
      “H-How in the world did you even acquire this?”
    

    

    
      -It was deep under the sea. You people treat this Krelsite like a treasure, so I came to sell it.
    

    

    
      Yul spoke the prepared line smoothly. Afterward, he spent some time chatting idly with Hugh.
    

    

    
      -How do I open an account at the Royal Bank?
    

    

    
      “It involves signing a contract written on pimlin paper, a paper imbued with magic. That’s how the account’s authenticity and stability are secured…”
    

    

    
      A kind of magical contract, then.
    

    

    
      -I’ll do it.
    

    

    
      “But, uh, the authentication device for that process is in Iorisel, near the capital of the Kingdom of Frangia. That’s the only place where new accounts can be created.”
    

    

    
      -What? Then I have to go into the kingdom myself?
    

    

    
      “Umm… the authentication device isn’t allowed to be taken out of the country.”
    

    

    
      -That’s discrimination against sea creatures!
    

    

    
      “P-Please calm down, sir! There must be a workaround, perhaps by hiring a proxy mage! Nobles without magical power usually do that…”
    

    

    
      -How am I supposed to open an account through an agent? Do you know what could go wrong!?
    

    

    
      While they were bickering, an unexpected commotion arose—the Sun King himself appeared, flanked by his entourage, to see Yul.
    

    

    
      “Oh! My friend Yul!”
    

    

    
      The Sun King claimed he had rushed over the moment he heard that Yul had come for a treasure trade.
    

    

    
      Yul wanted to ask if the man had nothing better to do, but in truth, the Sun King had ignored all his official appointments just to come here.
    

    

    
      -Ah, Sun King. You’re here?
    

    

    
      “You may call me Jang, hahaha! I often think of you, my friend, but I didn’t expect you to show up just like this!”
    

    

    
      The Sun King approached with a broad grin. Behind him, a hooded man with cold, shadowed eyes followed silently.
    

    

    
      ‘That one’s a mage.’
    

    

    
      He stood in an ideal position for guarding the king, most likely a royal bodyguard mage.
    

    

    
      “Ah, this man is from the Flanders Assassin Guild. Tried to kill me once—failed, of course. So, I hired him instead.”
    

    

    
      -You hired an assassin?
    

    

    
      “A king has many enemies. And, as it happens, this one was looking for someone worthy to serve.”
    

    

    
      Unbelievable. No wonder he was called the Sun King—his generosity and boldness matched the name.
    

    

    
      “So you’ve brought treasure!?”
    

    

    
      -That’s right, Jang. Take a look.
    

    

    
      At Yul’s gesture, the Sun King leaned in to examine the metal. Then he turned to the assassin mage.
    

    

    
      “This is Krelsite, yes?”
    

    

    
      “Yes, Your Majesty. Since it has the property of blocking magic, there’s no doubt about it.”
    

    

    
      The mage, who seemed quite taciturn, answered only the question asked.
    

    

    
      “How much would this be worth, then?”
    

    

    
      “Approximately… ten thousand ducats.”
    

    

    
      “Hm? How much did you say?"
    

    

    
      “Uh… ten thousand.”
    

    

    
      The Sun King’s eyes quivered at that.
    

    

    
      “W–Well, I could afford it with my personal funds, of course.”
    

    

    
      -I’m not planning to sell it for that much.
    

    

    
      Yul hadn’t brought the Krelsite to fetch a high price in the first place.
    

    

    
      He intended to sell it for a high price at first, then gradually lower it over time.
    

    

    
      -It’s a monopoly product that only I can sell, but it’s actually a common metal under the sea.
    

    

    
      That was true. There were plenty of deposits scattered across the ocean floor.
    

    

    
      “Common… under the sea?”
    

    

    
      -Go down roughly a hundred meters, and you’ll find some. Go deeper, and there’s plenty more…
    

    

    
      “Haha! Then it is a precious material, at least to us.”
    

    

    
      Indeed, with human technology, there was no way to mine it, so Yul planned to charge humans a fair but profitable rate.
    

    

    
      -I’d like to trade it at a reasonable price for magic stones. How about it?
    

    

    
      “Splendid! Excellent, my friend!”
    

    

    
      -There’s just one problem, though. I tried to open a bank account, but Hugh said I couldn’t because I’m a sea creature.
    

    

    
      “What nonsense is this!?”
    

    

    
      The Sun King shot a sharp glare at Hugh Retel.
    

    

    
      “N–No, Your Majesty! I merely said that the authentication device can’t be taken out of the bank…”
    

    

    
      -I don’t feel like going onto land right now.
    

    

    
      “I command it! Bring the Royal Bank’s authentication device here at once! It is a disgrace that my friend cannot open an account in our nation’s bank!”
    

    

    
      ‘Ahh, so this is what power feels like.’
    

    

    
      When an absolute monarch calls you his friend, everything moves effortlessly, huh.
    

    

    
      Surrounded by soldiers equivalent to an elite guard unit and a company of gnome mages, Yul completed the magic contract using the transported magical verifier.
    

    

    
      A new notification appeared in his status window:
    

    

    
      【Contract】
    

    

    
      3. Royal Bank of Frangia Account Ownership Contract
    

    

    
      [Mutual agreement contract. The account is authenticated through a magical device that identifies the soul. It allows you to open an account at a bank in the specified nation, with full ability to deposit and withdraw funds.]
    

    

    
      -There are gnomes in the kingdom?
    

    

    
      “For strict financial management, none are more suitable than gnomes. Ah, time’s up, I’ve canceled all other appointments, but there’s still one important affair I must attend.”
    

    

    
      -Take care, Jang.
    

    

    
      “Stay well, my friend. Next time, I’ll invite you to my palace! Hahaha!”
    

    

    
      After parting ways with the Sun King, Yul began his transaction.
    

    

    
      And who did he sell to? None other than the Sun King himself.
    

    

    
      The monarch was already planning to use a good portion of the metal to forge an entire crown made of solid Krelsite.
    

    

    
      ‘Remarkable.’
    

    

    
      Even though the buyer was his superior, Hugh Retel handled the trade with impressive enthusiasm, reporting every detail of the negotiation with the royal representative.
    

    

    
      The Sun King knows how to choose his subordinates well.
    

    

    
      In the end, Yul sold the Krelsite at a reasonable price.
    

    

    
      The payment was deposited directly into his new account, and he planned to invest it later when the time came.
    

    

    
      With that done, Yul set out toward Ian’s island, just as he had originally intended.
    

    

    
      But he remained unaware that behind him, a faintly shimmering distortion in space was quietly following his trail.
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      Chapter 34. Ogh of the Rising Tide
    

    

    

    

    
      Lucian Beltaine was an energetic baby. Ever since he had learned to walk, he was constantly trying to go somewhere, so Celestia had to keep a constant watch on him.
    

    

    
      “Well, it just means raising him got harder, that’s all.”
    

    

    
      Now, she was told that he shouldn’t go near anything imbued with magic.
    

    

    
      If she thought of it like an incurable disease, perhaps she could bear it a little better.
    

    

    
      And wasn’t her husband, Ian, working tirelessly to find a cure? Surely, things would turn out fine.
    

    

    
      Celestia tried hard to stay positive.
    

    

    
      "I need to sort out my husband first."
    

    

    
      Ian had the temperament of a scholar who dug deep once something caught his interest, and because of that, his workspace was often littered with all sorts of dangerous magical items.
    

    

    
      He had promised to be more careful after the recent incident, but there were still plenty of things left lying around. Celestia made sure not a single one was overlooked.
    

    

    
      “Ian! The books and herbs you brought from the family estate, we should move those too, right? And that pen, isn’t it infused with magic?”
    

    

    
      “You’re right. I’m sorry. Look at this mess. What was I thinking? We should move everything to the lighthouse. Can you help me?”
    

    

    
      "Yes, of course.”
    

    

    
      Among the things brought from the estate, there could be items that unknowingly held traces of magic. So they moved all of Ian’s belongings to the lighthouse.
    

    

    
      “Phew. That’s finally done.”
    

    

    
      It had been a sweaty, exhausting task.
    

    

    
      “There’s one thing I’m still worried about, Celestia.”
    

    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    

    
      “Places where magic gathers naturally… especially rain. Be careful of it. It’s one of the sources of magic circulation.”
    

    

    
      Some of the magic that flowed through nature also traveled with the rain—some through rivers, and some even through the sea.
    

    

    
      Even this circulating magic could pose a threat to Lucian.
    

    

    
      “We have to worry about that, too?”
    

    

    
      “I think the amount is minimal, but… we can’t be too careful.”
    

    

    
      “Well, I never let him get rained on anyway.”
    

    

    
      Celestia had always kept Lucian out of the rain, afraid he might catch a cold.
    

    

    
      But now, thinking about everything that lay ahead, she had to fight hard to keep her fragile optimism from breaking.
    

    

    
      “What’s going to happen to our son? Will he be all right?”
    

    

    
      Celestia bowed her head and wept. Ian stepped forward, resting both hands on her shoulders, pressing his forehead against hers.
    

    

    
      “I’ll do everything in my power to find a solution.”
    

    

    
      Ian set aside every other priority—his sole focus now was to somehow resolve Lucian’s magic affinity issue.
    

    

    
      “As a last resort, I’ll try to get some Krelsite.”
    

    

    
      “That’s supposed to be incredibly rare, right? Isn’t it expensive?”
    

    

    
      “I’ll try to get support from the family. And if that fails, I’ll find a way myself. He’s our child.”
    

    

    
      Though Ian and Celestia received some support from their noble house, it wasn’t enough to afford Krelsite.
    

    

    
      So Ian came up with an alternative way to lower Lucian’s magic affinity.
    

    

    
      First, he needed to minimize direct skin exposure.
    

    

    
      The solution was to use the hide of a monster with natural magic resistance.
    

    

    
      After the Demon King had perished alongside the Hero, the troll-hide armor once used by the Adventurers of Yelfenstein had become cheap and widely available across several nations.
    

    

    
      Clothing made from troll hide could moderately block ambient magic.
    

    

    
      At the very least, it would protect Lucian from naturally occurring magic—from rainfall or the magical flow in seawater.
    

    

    
      But it wasn’t a permanent solution. The hide’s resistance to magic would fade after a few years and would need to be replaced.
    

    

    
      Then, it happened—Yul’s voice echoed inside Ian’s mind.
    

    

    
      -Ian, I’m on my way to you right now, carrying Krelsite.
    

    

    
      Startled, Ian immediately activated ‘Connection’ to respond.
    

    

    
      “Are you serious?”
    

    

    
      -I found Krelsite in an undersea mine. A mage hired by the Sun King confirmed that it’s genuine.
    

    

    
      “What? The Sun King?”
    

    

    
      -Yeah. I sold him some beforehand. Anyway, I’ll be there soon.
    

    

    
      Ian rushed to tell Celestia the news.
    

    

    
      “Yul found Krelsite!”
    

    

    
      “Really?!”
    

    

    
      Moments later, they headed to an undersea cavern, where a massive orca suddenly emerged from the water.
    

    

    
      -Over here!
    

    

    
      Yul had brought about 10 kilograms of it.
    

    

    
      “This is… unbelievable…”
    

    

    
      Ian touched the metal himself, channeling a trace of magic into it through a few simple tests, and soon, he was certain.
    

    

    
      “It really is Krelsite… Then, as payment, I’ll sell some of my land if I have to—”
    

    

    
      -No. That won’t be necessary. It’s not without payment, after all.
    

    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    

    
      -It’s about time I repaid my debt. For everything back then.
    

    

    
      Yul had experienced a brush with death as a jelly octopus.
    

    

    
      Chased by sand sharks, he had fled to the surface and was moments away from death when Ian handed him a magic stone.
    

    

    
      -And the magic. You taught me spells, remember? You didn’t even ask for anything in return.
    

    

    
      Even though it was strange, Ian had willingly taught a talking octopus the art of magic.
    

    

    
      -At the time, I considered that a debt. And I’ve always thought that someday, I’d have to repay it.
    

    

    
      Since being born into this world, no one had ever helped Yul the way Ian had.
    

    

    
      If he thought of his fondest memories, it was always that time—living with Ian at the remote lighthouse.
    

    

    
      -And now, I can finally pay you back.
    

    

    
      “Yul…”
    

    

    
      Ian felt something swell warmly in his chest.
    

    

    
      -Is that enough?
    

    

    
      “With this, I can make equipment for Lucian!”
    

    

    
      “Thank you! Thank you, Yul!”
    

    

    
      Celestia cheered, placing her hand gently on Yul’s forehead.
    

    

    
      Yul felt a quiet pride welling up inside him. Coming here hadn’t been in vain.
    

    

    
      Ian continued, now thinking ahead.
    

    

    
      “Yul, is metal like Krelsite common in the sea?”
    

    

    
      He could lie, but honesty would serve him better here. If humans ever communicated with another sea creature later, it would be easily exposed.
    

    

    
      He just had to make clear that, even if it existed, it wasn’t easy to obtain.
    

    

    
      -There’s plenty on the ocean floor. But it’s at depths far beyond what humans can mine.
    

    

    
      “Would it be possible for you to bring more? If so, I could design tools suited for your use.”
    

    

    
      -Oh. That's possible?
    

    

    
      “Yes. For example, it could be crafted into full-body armor, or forged into a blade to attach to your tail.”
    

    

    
      -Hoh…
    

    

    
      Among orcas, there was no such thing as a “blacksmith.” They didn’t use weapons or armor—only simple tools, like baskets made from giant clams, to store things.
    

    

    
      So, naturally, Yul had never owned armor or weapons of any kind.
    

    

    
      -I’ll think about it.
    

    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Yul had helped his comrades and gained new possibilities. Now, as he was about to return to his post, a new unwelcome guest appeared.
    

    

    
      Something had sprung out from the wavering illusion.
    

    

    
      -Greetings.
    

    

    
      -You are…?
    

    

    
      An orca with black skin covered in white tattoos had stepped out from beyond the fold of the illusion.
    

    

    
      -Ogh of the Rising Tide?
    

    

    
      -It was rather difficult to keep up with your movements. I don’t know what method you use, but you’re incredibly fast.
    

    

    
      -…Were you stalking me?
    

    

    
      -What did you talk about with the humans on that island?
    

    

    
      Yul instinctively felt that his pursuer had not come with good intentions.
    

    

    
      -That’s none of your business. And I heard that practitioners are supposed to stay in the village.
    

    

    
      -Don’t speak like some stuffy Traditionalist. Practitioners have the right to go out. The village’s rules only bind them superficially.
    

    

    
      Yul didn’t know from where the other had been following him, but he tensed. He had heard Nugh’s warnings about practitioners too often to take this lightly.
    

    

    
      Yul remembered Nugh’s admonition.
    

    

    
      《At first, they sought to ascend to transcendence with pure intentions, but over time, they became corrupted, making power itself their goal. And for that goal, they do not hesitate to use any means.》
    

    

    
      《And because of your origin, some practitioners will surely target you. There are those who would do anything to unlock the secret of the stone tablet. We call them corrupted practitioners.》
    

    

    
      《If the village spots a corrupted practitioner, they’ll banish them, even if they are Ascensionists, but some hide cunningly, keeping their true nature secret. Be careful.》
    

    

    
      -Are you one of those corrupted practitioners?
    

    

    
      -Oh. Corruption? Who decided what’s normal and what isn’t? Who named corruption and redemption? Those labels are given by whoever holds power at the time.
    

    

    
      -What do you want from me?
    

    

    
      -The same as before. Do you know anything about the stone tablet?
    

    

    
      -How many times do I have to tell you I don’t know?
    

    

    
      -Hmm. Can you see the Mantra engraved on my left temple?
    

    

    
      A strange, angular mark could be seen.
    

    

    
      -This is called the Mantra of Truth. Using this, I can discern truth from falsehood. I saw through the lie you told at once. Heh heh.
    

    

    
      -There’s a Mantra like that?
    

    

    
      -Mantras are a magic system symbolizing the infinite. Did you think there’d be no magic to discern truth?
    

    

    
      At that, Yul realized Ogh had seen through his lie and had been preparing to ambush him all along.
    

    

    
      Ogh of the Rising Tide continued, trying to intimidate Yul.
    

    

    
      -The humans you trade with live on a small island. Unlike those on the mainland, you seem attached to them. You’d better answer obediently before I kill them one by one.
    

    

    
      -What did you just say…!
    

    

    
      Ogh might have been following Yul for some time.
    

    

    
      Yul realized the other was already “prepared.” But Yul still had no idea what abilities Ogh possessed.
    

    

    
      Faint images of the Beltaine family flickered through his mind. Suppressing some of the boiling anger, he spoke.
    

    

    
      -I can’t trust you. Even if I told you about the stone tablet, you might kill those humans.
    

    

    
      -You’re mistaken. I am not a pleasure killer who delights in murder or destruction. I am merely faithful to my purpose.
    

    

    
      If that were true, he could be a conversational partner.
    

    

    
      But if it were false, and Yul gave up information about the stone tablet, he could not guarantee the Beltaine family’s safety. Ian was Yul’s true friend—Yul had no intention of putting that family in danger for something unrelated to them.
    

    

    
      -You could kill them at any time. Or you could keep using them to squeeze me, threatening them to force my hand.
    

    

    
      -So?
    

    

    
      -If you want to trade with me, you shouldn’t use methods like this.
    

    

    
      The things Yul hated the most were cowards and those who attacked others by exploiting their weaknesses.
    

    

    
      And Ogh was both.
    

    

    
      -Hoho. Can't be helped then. I’ll completely subdue you, and while you watch, I’ll kill them one by one to find out which of the three in that family is most precious. Probably the brat, right?
    

    

    
      Hearing that, Yul could no longer contain himself.
    

    

    
      ‘This bastard’s crossed a line. You truly need to die.'
    

    

    
      Ogh had already made his decision, so Yul had to make his own.
    

    

    
      The moment Yul shifted into an attack stance, his whole body flushed crimson.
    

    

    
      【Authority-Madness (狂化) Activated】
    

    

    
      The Stone of Authority was activated after a long time. This opponent was a strong one—stronger than any Yul had faced, even after becoming an orca.
    

    

    
      -Your body turns red? How intriguing. I’ll dissect you and find out more.
    

    

    
      There was little chance of reasoning with an opponent who had come to fight. Yul checked the rate at which his lifespan was draining and braced himself to face him.
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      Chapter 35. Ogh of the Rising Tide (2)
    

    

    

    

    
      -I’ve seen your power. You took down the turtles with ease. Your physical ability seems exceptional. Now then, let’s see.
    

    

    
      With those words, Ogh suddenly dove straight down, vanishing into the darkness of the seafloor.
    

    

    
      -You stalker bastard! Since when have you been following me?!
    

    

    
      Yul pursued Ogh beyond visible range, releasing ultrasonic waves, but nothing registered within their scope.
    

    

    
      ‘What the—? He just vanished.’
    

    

    
      He had definitely been there, but now he was gone—as if he were an illusion.
    

    

    
      Nothing showed up on the returning ultrasonic wave. Something was off.
    

    

    
      ‘He didn’t run. He’s nearby.’
    

    

    
      The Authority—Madness (狂化) was still active, so Yul could tell Ogh was close.
    

    

    
      His opponent was hiding—most likely using some special kind of Mantra that Yul didn’t recognize.
    

    

    
      ‘How annoying.’
    

    

    
      Vanished without a trace and can’t be detected by any sense?
    

    

    
      Yul moved through the water at incredible speed using the Horn of the Sea King, scanning the surroundings.
    

    

    
      ‘He’s somehow absorbing my ultrasonic waves instead of reflecting them. And he’s invisible to the naked eye too.’
    

    

    
      It was an incredibly clear day above the surface.
    

    

    
      That meant plenty of sunlight was pouring into the ocean, granting wide visibility.
    

    

    
      Even deep underwater, a vast radius of scenery could be seen clearly.
    

    

    
      ‘Definitely magic.’
    

    

    
      So he’s hiding his body with a spell? Yul sped up and left the area.
    

    

    
      The overwhelming speed granted by the Horn of the Sea King would pose a threat even to his opponent.
    

    

    
      After some distance, the Authority of Madness subsided.
    

    

    
      Yul replayed what had happened in his mind and formed several hypotheses.
    

    

    
      Maybe Ogh had the power to hide within shadows, or conceal himself in another dimension like a ghost jellyfish, or block ultrasonic reflections, or even send false sensory data to Yul.
    

    

    
      ‘But to attack, he’d have to drop that stealth. And that’ll be my chance to crush him.’
    

    

    
      As that thought passed, Yul immediately sensed the Authority of Madness activating again.
    

    

    
      ‘He’s tracking me from nearby.’
    

    

    
      Yul knew the Stone of Authority reactivated its power whenever the enemy was close.
    

    

    
      ‘I can’t keep running away.’
    

    

    
      If Ogh had resolved to kill the Beltaine family, it was dangerous.
    

    

    
      Still, Yul chose to flee once more. Ogh had already pursued him once.
    

    

    
      ‘If he really planned to kill the Beltaine family, he would’ve gone there instead.’
    

    

    
      That meant Ogh was desperate about something.
    

    

    
      Maybe, in his mind, he was thinking—
    

    

    
      Perhaps Ian and his family weren’t that valuable as hostages against Yul.
    

    

    
      Maybe the “friendly” relationship Yul showed with them wasn’t real.
    

    

    
      If Yul escaped at top speed and reported Ogh’s actions to the Orca Tribe, they might instantly become a hostile force toward Ogh…
    

    

    
      'He might be thinking this way. If so, he will reveal his position himself.'
    

    

    
      -Are you scared? Why are you hiding and not coming out? Fine, then. I’m leaving!
    

    

    
      Using the Horn of the Sea King, Yul accelerated with terrifying speed.
    

    

    
      When he burst past sixty knots and vanished like a shooting arrow, he could sense Ogh’s sudden agitation.
    

    

    
      -Where do you think you’re running?!
    

    

    
      -There you are.
    

    

    
      From that reaction, Yul was sure—Ogh was as nervous as he was.
    

    

    
      Right now, Ogh’s obsession was fixed entirely on Yul.
    

    

    
      Yul spun around and, trusting his Authority of Madness, charged toward the source of the sound.
    

    

    
      ‘If I apply the Horn of the Sea King, I can greatly expand the current around me.’
    

    

    
      The orca’s body was naturally streamlined to slice through water.
    

    

    
      But with the Horn’s power, he didn’t need to cut through the current—he could move by pulling the seawater’s flow itself.
    

    

    
      Instead of a simple headbutt, this technique, using the sea’s flow, covered a wider area and dealt far greater damage.
    

    

    
      Thud!!!
    

    

    
      A dull impact echoed through the depths. Yul confirmed his hit.
    

    

    
      His pressure headbutt had landed cleanly.
    

    

    
      -Graaaah! You bastard?!
    

    

    
      Ogh’s body shimmered, as if wrapped in flickering heat haze.
    

    

    
      ‘What is this? Stealth? Invisibility?’
    

    

    
      No—there was no way to know the exact mechanism behind it.
    

    

    
      Before Ogh’s body could turn transparent again, Yul twisted around and shot forward like a bolt, ramming him once more.
    

    

    
      Thunk!
    

    

    
      This time, the attack had no effect. A transparent barrier shimmered into existence around Ogh’s body.
    

    

    
      -You’re manipulating the flow of the currents?! How did you do that without a Mantra? Don’t tell me you’ve grown horns like the Sea Dragon Tribe!
    

    

    
      -Maybe.
    

    

    
      -So you’re a heretic after all. Born a monster, and now becoming one in truth! I cannot tolerate that any longer!
    

    

    
      -A heretic? Aren't you the bigger heretic?
    

    

    
      Yul had already given up on having a proper conversation.
    

    

    
      Talking only worked with those who had a sane mind—and Ogh was clearly insane.
    

    

    
      He was simply keeping him talking, exchanging ultrasonic communication to pinpoint his position.
    

    

    
      ‘He vanished again?’
    

    

    
      Right before his eyes, Yul saw heat haze rise from Ogh’s whole body, and then he changed, melting into the same color as the surrounding water.
    

    

    
      To stop Ogh, who kept trying to turn invisible, Yul decided to lure him out with tempting words.
    

    

    
      -I’ll tell you the first passage of the stone tablet of Isnael [I, Isnael, the first of the Deep King Tribe, proclaim this.]”
    

    

    
      -Oh?! That line is true then! So that’s the first passage?!
    

    

    
      -Heh. Yes. And for every answer you give, I’ll read you one more line.
    

    

    
      -Do you not think that’s a transparent ploy?
    

    

    
      Yul rammed straight into Ogh’s body as his invisibility faded.
    

    

    
      This strike was no simple headbutt.
    

    

    
      He didn’t swim using fin strokes or body flexibility this time.
    

    

    
      Instead, he concentrated magic power into the Horn of the Sea King, harnessing immense currents to launch himself like a living missile.
    

    

    
      He coiled his body tightly, ready to release it like a spring-loaded bullet.
    

    

    
      Even before he reached Ogh, the first wave of current struck.
    

    

    
      Thunk!
    

    

    
      Again, it was blocked by a transparent barrier. But could that defensive barrier withstand sequential attacks?
    

    

    
      The moment the first impact hit, Yul uncoiled his body, spinning it elastically to follow up with a second, rotational charge.
    

    

    
      Clang! CRASH!
    

    

    
      -Graaahhhh!
    

    

    
      It was a penetrating blow. The defensive barrier shattered, and Yul's heavy body blow struck Ogh’s flank. Ogh felt a searing pain as if his internal organs were twisted.
    

    

    
      -How’s that? Hurts, doesn’t it?
    

    

    
      It was a physical technique Yul had adapted from the tentacle rotation technique he’d once used against Syrendron back in his jelly octopus days.
    

    

    
      Struck hard, Ogh must have realized close combat was impossible—he began fleeing toward the surface.
    

    

    
      -Where do you think you’re going?! Trying to run?!
    

    

    
      Yul finished his attack, maintained his speed while swimming, and then twisted the water current to quickly rotate his body 180 degrees.
    

    

    
      Just as an airplane cannot make a 180-degree turn in mid-air, an orca couldn't either, but Yul managed it by precisely controlling the Horn of the Sea King.
    

    

    
      ‘I’ve lost momentum. Ogh will reach the surface first.’
    

    

    
      Even so, the speed gap had narrowed. Yul knew he still outclassed Ogh in raw physical ability, so he confidently pursued him.
    

    

    
      Then it happened—around Ogh, near the surface, an immense whirlpool began to form.
    

    

    
      ‘What the hell…?’
    

    

    
      -I’ll show you why I’m called Ogh of the Rising Tide.
    

    

    
      A Mantra on Ogh’s left back began to glow. At the same time, an unnaturally bright blue light flared in his eyes.
    

    

    
      -This body shall one day ascend to the Deep King Tribe, ruler of the Great Azure Ocean! Neither you, nor Ascensionist Kalsonic, nor the Warrior Corps, nor even the Matriarch—none of you can stop me!
    

    

    
      Ogh rose completely above the water, soaring into the air. Yul waited, but Ogh showed no sign of coming down, so he lifted his head above the surface to look.
    

    

    
      ‘…You’ve got to be kidding me.’
    

    

    
      Ogh was floating in midair—as though gravity itself no longer applied to him.
    

    

    
      And in that moment, the clear weather was gone. Dark clouds began to roll across the sky.
    

    

    
      At a glance, it was clear—Ogh was about to unleash something entirely different.
    

    

    
      【Mantra Combination】
    

    

    
      【Call Wind, Summon Rain (呼風喚雨) — Move Mountains, Cross Waters (移山渡水)】
    

    

    
      Although Ogh spoke no words, Yul’s status window automatically displayed the opponent’s abilities.
    

    

    
      ‘What? A Mantra combination?!’
    

    

    
      He hadn’t even realized Mantras could be combined.
    

    

    
      Eerie light gushed from the Mantras etched all over Ogh’s body—so many that Yul couldn’t tell how many were in play.
    

    

    
      To stop him, Yul found a large boulder and, with a tail strike, hurled it at Ogh.
    

    

    
      In his Authority of Madness-fueled state, Yul launched the rock like a cannonball with overwhelming power.
    

    

    
      【Call Wind (呼風)!】
    

    

    
      At that instant, a tremendous vortex formed, and a rising tide encircled Ogh’s body.
    

    

    
      The boulder bent in the wind of the vortex and flew far away. The wind was ferocious!
    

    

    
      -I call the storm, move the mountains, and swim the waters!
    

    

    
      Ogh’s Mantras flashed in sequence, lighting and dimming like someone pressing buttons.
    

    

    
      Then a shaft of light poured down through the dark clouds above Yul.
    

    

    
      【Summon Rain (喚雨)!】
    

    

    
      A massive bolt of lightning struck at Yul through the storm, but only smoke rose from his body.
    

    

    
      Ssszzzzt!
    

    

    
      ‘Insane! Fuck! He said “summon rain” but—!’
    

    

    
      More accurately, what fell was a barrage of lightning bolts.
    

    

    
      The name and ability shown in the status window didn’t match what had actually happened. Yul decided to ignore that discrepancy.
    

    

    
      ‘Still, my body’s intact.’
    

    

    
      Without the Stone of Authority, that strike would have electrocuted him through and through.
    

    

    
      The Authority of Madness provided temporary invulnerability, but if he took heavy damage, his lifespan would drain much faster.
    

    

    
      ‘First things first, avoid the lightning.’
    

    

    
      Yul dove beneath the surface immediately and stuck close to the seabed to evade the storm’s strikes.
    

    

    
      But Ogh’s airborne capability was only the beginning.
    

    

    
      -Still holding on? Then what about this?
    

    

    
      Gigantic reefs beside Yul trembled and began to rise.
    

    

    
      Yul watched, stunned, as rocks floated upward.
    

    

    
      【Move Mountains (移山)!】
    

    

    
      It was as if a voice in his head commanded him to dodge.
    

    

    
      All manner of rock formations, as if gravity had reversed, rose above the surface.
    

    

    
      An overwhelming number of massive stones came crashing down toward Yul.
    

    

    
      'Damn it, the area is so wide.'
    

    

    
      It was an immense attack, like lifting and scattering an entire mountain. Even if the buoyancy made them slightly lighter, rocks of that weight were nothing short of a catastrophe.
    

    

    
      ‘But the accuracy’s low! I can still dodge!’
    

    

    
      Yul swam like a madman, weaving through the falling stones.
    

    

    
      ‘If I’d still been in my jelly octopus days, I’d never have dodged that.’
    

    

    
      Although Authority of Madness made him immune to some attacks, his body had limits—and being crushed by those rocks would be fatal.
    

    

    
      He might maintain the Authority of Madness until his lifespan drained out, then the buff would drop, and he’d be crushed alive.
    

    

    
      -Hohoho. Hahahahaha.
    

    

    
      Whatever Mantra combo Ogh used, his lofty posture floating above the sky was infuriating.
    

    

    
      Wrapped in the protective rising-tide barrier, even tail-launching boulders were ineffective.
    

    

    
      ‘Defense with the rising tide, offense by tearing out huge reefs and throwing them. How can I fight that?’
    

    

    
      Yul found his opponent’s abilities and tactics tricky—perhaps impossible.
    

    

    
      But he had to find a solution. Then the word eye of the storm flashed into his mind.
    

    

    
      ‘Directly under the rising tide. If I strike up from there, it might work.’
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      Chapter 36. Ogh of the Rising Tide (3)
    

    

    

    

    
      At times, magic can grant an overwhelming sense of omnipotence.
    

    

    
      In Ogh’s case, he seemed utterly intoxicated by that feeling.
    

    

    
      -Behold! The power of a practitioner! The more Mantras you possess, the stronger the power of Mantra Combination becomes!
    

    

    
      -This is the path of Call Wind, Summon Rain, Move Mountains, and Cross Waters.
    

    

    
      Yul deliberately kept silent. This time, the balance between him and Ogh had completely reversed. Ogh could launch a bombardment with giant boulders at any moment, while Yul couldn’t afford to expose his position.
    

    

    
      -I know you’re still alive! I saw your swimming speed—dodging something like that would be easy for you. You’re probably hiding between those rocks, waiting for a chance, aren’t you?
    

    

    
      Ogh looked down with haughty confidence.
    

    

    
      -If you don’t recite the next verse of the stone tablet, I will unleash my Call Wind, Summon Rain upon that island full of humans you care so much about!
    

    

    
      Before Ogh could act, Yul announced his location, letting out a sound from his prepared spot.
    

    

    
      -The second verse. [Your kind, the foolish orcas, lack the intelligence to comprehend language—this is my lament. Thus, I have decided to bestow my grace upon you.]
    

    

    
      -Ooooh! There you are!
    

    

    
      Yul had been hiding directly beneath Ogh. The moment he recited the second verse, he spun and accelerated.
    

    

    
      Channeling the magic sealed within the Horn of the Sea King to its very limits, he formed a spiral current.
    

    

    
      ‘Here I come.’
    

    

    
      Ogh could have fled. Perhaps he could have easily dodged Yul’s attack.
    

    

    
      But this time, he chose a different response.
    

    

    
      【Cross Waters (渡水)!】
    

    

    
      Ogh wrapped himself in a strange water barrier and sank beneath the surface.
    

    

    
      -Now, die!
    

    

    
      'No, 
      you 
      die!'
    

    

    
      Yul and Ogh clashed head-on. With a terrifying explosion, the surface warped as waves of distortion and white foam burst outward.
    

    

    
      The decisive moment had arrived. The one defeated was Ogh.
    

    

    
      -Guhhh! Impossible! You should have been shredded to pieces by the power of Cross Waters...!
    

    

    
      Yul’s Authority of Madness granted him physical invulnerability, but there was no need to explain that.
    

    

    
      Ogh, who had poured every drop of magic he had into the collision, was shattered upon impact and sent hurtling into the air.
    

    

    
      The oppressive pressure that had dominated the space began to fade as the magic surrounding his body dissipated.
    

    

    
      The storm clouds dulled, and the raging waves subsided.
    

    

    
      -Your movements have slowed.
    

    

    
      Yul grabbed the groggy Ogh and rocketed down to the seafloor.
    

    

    
      Thud!
    

    

    
      A dull impact resounded through the shallow seabed.
    

    

    
      Like a teleporting strike, he followed up at terrifying speed, delivering a rapid barrage of tail attacks.
    

    

    
      -Where do you think you're going!
    

    

    
      Thwack! 
    

    

    
      -You think you can threaten!
    

    

    
      Thwack, Thwack! 
    

    

    
      -Me!? 
    

    

    
      Thwack, Thwack, Thwack, Thwack!
    

    

    
      As Yul continued his relentless assault to prevent Ogh from using any Mantras, the ground beneath Ogh’s back caved in. Despite the brutal flurry, Ogh still refused to die.
    

    

    
      -Ugh-huk!
    

    

    
      Yul prepared to deliver the final blow to the battered Ogh.
    

    

    
      But just then, the seemingly unconscious Ogh’s eyes snapped open.
    

    

    
      -S-stop!
    

    

    
      -Hm?
    

    

    
      -It can't be helped. I didn't want to use this!
    

    

    
      From Ogh’s eyes, a strange light streamed out and linked with Yul’s gaze.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Yul felt himself connected to a space resembling pure darkness.
    

    

    
      His consciousness slipped through the crack.
    

    

    
      -Where... is this?
    

    

    
      The battlefield from moments ago was gone.
    

    

    
      He was surrounded by darkness—nothing existed. No water, no air, no need to breathe. Only endless blackness.
    

    

    
      -How does it feel? This is my mental space.
    

    

    
      From afar, a fully unscathed Ogh appeared. Yul was taken aback—Ogh, who had been wrecked and broken moments ago, now stood before him perfectly intact.
    

    

    
      -From here on, I’ll slowly peer into your soul... and extract every memory you hold of the stone tablet.
    

    

    
      Yul tried to shake free from Ogh’s magic, but it was useless.
    

    

    
      Ogh’s magic morphed into chains, binding Yul in place.
    

    

    
      Their memories intertwined—one ensnaring the other.
    

    

    
      And in that instant, Yul found himself momentarily linked to Ogh’s own memories.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Ogh, before becoming a practitioner, had once seen the Deep King Tribe as a child.
    

    

    
      Overwhelming power. Transcendent Mantras. Freedom beyond the limits of any race!
    

    

    
      After witnessing their radiant existence and gauging their might, Ogh became utterly captivated by them.
    

    

    
      Thus, defying his family’s objections, Ogh resolved to walk the path of a practitioner.
    

    

    
      From that day on, every moment of his life became a step toward becoming one of the Deep King Tribe.
    

    

    
      Morality and ethics were meaningless. If something was necessary, he would do it without hesitation—kill, steal, and destroy.
    

    

    
      He wanted to grow stronger. To gain more Mantras. To reach omnipotence.
    

    

    
      In the end, he would transcend the boundaries of his species and ascend into another.
    

    

    
      Behold—the being that glitters from beyond that distant star, calling and seducing him.
    

    

    
      He would become one of the Deep King Tribe.
    

    

    
      Yul forced himself free from Ogh’s memories through sheer willpower. Then he realized once again—his body couldn’t move. His skin wasn’t even glowing red.
    

    

    
      'Authority of Madness isn’t working. Or… maybe it’s still active in the real world.'
    

    

    
      This was, indeed, the mental space Ogh had spoken of.
    

    

    
      But Yul had absolutely no intention of following Ogh’s lead.
    

    

    
      'If it’s a magic that governs the soul, then I know one too.'
    

    

    
      The Formula he had received from Ian this time—
    

    

    
      Great Balance Formula 4: Devourment (蠶食).
    

    

    
      The origin of ‘Devourment’ comes from ‘Slightly devouring, little by little,’ symbolizing a silkworm slowly and steadily eating through mulberry leaves, gradually consuming bit by bit.
    

    

    
      Yul’s Devourment Formula was the same. Slowly, it began to consume Ogh’s soul.
    

    

    
      'When it comes to the scale of the soul’s level, I’m confident.'
    

    

    
      By comparing himself to Ian, Yul could tell how vast his soul truly was.
    

    

    
      It was large enough to have the entire Great Balance's unique magic system of the Beltein family integrated and still have plenty left over.
    

    

    
      -How ridiculous. You dare oppose me, the one who holds the Mantra of the Soul, with such pitiful magic control?
    

    

    
      The usual provocation came, but Yul ignored it and focused.
    

    

    
      Devourment worked by scraping away the opponent’s soul. If a magic circuit existed, that would be the point of entry, but…
    

    

    
      'There’s no physical magic circuit here. The Mantra is directly connected to the soul.'
    

    

    
      Even the Mantras etched onto the skin were merely for show—they didn’t actually exist there.
    

    

    
      Mantras resided within the soul.
    

    

    
      Yul began tearing directly into Ogh’s soul, slowly, steadily, like a silkworm feeding.
    

    

    
      -Futile!
    

    

    
      Ogh, in turn, thrust his own soul like a spear, piercing through Yul’s essence.
    

    
      From within, he began to assault Yul’s soul.
    

    

    
      'Damn it, his speed is faster.'
    

    

    
      Yul’s Devourment Formula was a method of slow, thorough, and complete subjugation, but Ogh's attack was directly impaled and spread from the inside out.
    

    

    
      He was faster.
    

    

    
      Yul realized he needed an extraordinary countermeasure.
    

    

    
      'Ian once said, there’s a way to activate Balance without harming oneself.'
    

    

    
      Something had to exist between Devourment and Equilibrium.
    

    

    
      Yul believed that something was Isolation.
    

    

    
      -It’s still me, yet it exists apart—completely detached from my own soul. So even if it becomes corrupted, it remains unlinked to who I am…
    

    

    
      The revelation flashed through his mind.
    

    

    
      A localized form of soul isolation.
    

    

    
      It was the fifth formula of the Great Balance, discovered by Yul. He severed a fragment from his vast soul.
    

    

    
      The Formula’s inscription already existed in his mind.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      [It bears every wound and every burden. Once, it was a part of me—but no longer. Now it stands as something other, holding within it both despair and the chance of hope.]
    

    

    
      As he invoked the Formula, Yul guided his magic. The magic circulating through his magic circuits converged and restructured into the form of a spell.
    

    

    
      「Isolation」
    

    

    
      Yul isolated the part of his soul that Ogh had invaded.
    

    

    
      And in that same instant, he drove the Devourment Formula harder, with greater force.
    

    

    
      It was a kind of Elision.
    

    

    
      -I’ve found it! A memory buried within your soul. I see it…! The moment you first laid eyes on the stone tablet! Ohh… so you could read it, could you!?
    

    

    
      But Ogh’s entire mind was focused on the stone tablet.
    

    

    
      If he had examined Yul’s memories more carefully, he could have witnessed things far more shocking.
    

    

    
      Yet, just as Yul had selectively viewed Ogh’s memories, Ogh, too, only peered into the parts of Yul’s mind that interested him.
    

    

    
      And then, he encountered a revelation.
    

    

    
      -Light? Was light the key all along!? Heaven and Earth Resonance—impossible! Then that means… the destined alignment with the moon isn’t far off!?
    

    

    
      Reading the tablet’s information, Ogh shouted in astonishment as though struck by divine realization.
    

    

    
      But Yul continued his silent invasion, gradually consuming Ogh from within, until he could completely seize his consciousness.
    

    

    
      And Ogh’s realization came too late, just as Yul reached the core of his soul.
    

    

    
      -Huh? When did you get this far!? I used the Mantra of the Soul to seize the core of your soul!
    

    

    
      -I isolated that part and temporarily separated it from my soul.
    

    

    
      -That's nonsense! That's the same as temporarily moving your brain to another location outside your body!
    

    

    
      -But I did, didn’t I?
    

    

    
      ‘Like 'moving your brain aside to dodge a bullet.’
    

    

    
      Ogh was aghast. Yul had just accomplished a soul isolation feat of insane difficulty.
    

    

    
      -Y-you madman! Wait! Just wait! I read the stone tablet! I’ve reached the threshold of revelation! I was about to ascend without even needing to fight you!
    

    

    
      -Save the nonsense.
    

    

    
      Did he think Yul would agree to a draw now?
    

    

    
      Yul’s Devourment had seized control of his soul.
    

    

    
      'Huh? I think I can actually do this.'
    

    

    
      Now that he had consumed Ogh’s soul, Yul realized something—he could take his Mantras.
    

    

    
      'Mantras? Let’s see what he’s got.'
    

    

    
      Yul checked Ogh’s list of Mantras.
    

    

    
      【Ogh of the Rising Tide】
    

    

    
      【Mantras: Mantra of the Soul, Mantra of Tides, Mantra of Telekinesis, Mantra of Illusion, Mantra of Truth, Mantra of Wind, Mantra of Clouds, Mantra of Armament…】
    

    

    
      'What the hell? how many does he have?'
    

    

    
      Yul had thought the tattoos engraved across Ogh’s back were excessive, but this number was beyond absurd.
    

    

    
      Staring at the endless list, one in particular caught his eye.
    

    

    
      'The Mantra of Illusion… that one.'
    

    

    
      He recalled the shimmering mirages that had confused and obstructed him earlier.
    

    

    
      Ogh had used that to create perfect deception—moving unseen, vanishing even before Yul’s eyes. It had been maddening.
    

    

    
      Now, it was Yul’s turn to take it for himself.
    

    

    
      -You’ve got something nice there.
    

    

    
      Ogh’s eyes trembled as he saw Yul absorb the Mantra.
    

    

    
      -What have you done!?
    

    

    
      -Let’s see what else you’ve got. The Mantra of the Soul? That one looks good too.
    

    

    
      -You fool! Never!
    

    

    
      -What?
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Ogh’s soul began to quake violently. Yul’s instincts screamed—something was about to happen. He couldn’t stay here.
    

    

    
      The Devourment Formula was slow to enter, but fast to withdraw.
    

    

    
      Yul pulled out immediately and opened his eyes.
    

    

    
      Right in front of him stood Ogh—his entire body glowing with a bizarre light, broken and battered.
    

    

    
      -What are you doing?
    

    

    
      Cracks began forming across Ogh’s body as immense magic waves radiated outward.
    

    

    
      -I’d rather die than let you take away my cultivation!
    

    

    
      -You’re insane.
    

    

    
      A self-detonation?!
    

    

    
      Yul instantly pulled back. Almost immediately, a violent explosion erupted behind him.
    

    

    
      A strange detonation spread, unleashing a massive wave that rippled for dozens of meters.
    

    

    
      'I almost died…'
    

    

    
      His Authority of Madness had worn off mid-battle, and the shockwave struck him directly.
    

    

    
      'So much for invincibility. If the enemy self-destructs as they vanish, there’s no escaping death.'
    

    

    
      Yul had discovered the weakness of the Stone of Authority.
    

    

    
      It rendered him truly invincible against strong enemies, but once that ended, any following attack left him utterly defenseless.
    

    

    
      He felt completely drained, like a berserker whose rage had burned out.
    

    

    
      Yul looked toward the spot where Ogh’s body had vanished without a trace.
    

    

    
      'At least he had a clear goal. Practitioners… they really are terrifying beings.'
    

    

    
      From this fight, Yul had learned just how frightening practitioners could be. If possible, he’d rather run than face another.
    

    

    
      Then, suddenly, a Quest Complete window appeared in his status screen.
    

    

    
      -Defeat one sea creature stronger than yourself.
    

    

    
      Ah, right. There was a quest like that. He’d ignored it for so long, he’d nearly forgotten about it.
    

    

    
      'But what’s that…?'
    

    

    
      Yul turned his gaze toward the glittering object left behind where Ogh’s body had vanished.
    

    

    
      'What is this? It’s not even a core…'
    

    

    
      -So the First Calamity has vanished. That confirms it, then.
    

    

    
      At that moment, a voice reached him. Yul turned his head.
    

    

    
      Floating nearby was a translucent orca.
    

    

    
      -Old man?
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      Chapter 37. The End of the First Calamity
    

    

    

    

    
      The translucent orca floating before him was none other than Yul’s familiar ancestral spirit whom he knew well.
    

    

    
      -Why are you here, old man Milkit?
    

    

    
      -It’s Rukit, you brat.
    

    

    
      By now, Rukit had grown perfectly comfortable with cursing at Yul.
    

    

    
      -You just suddenly appeared all dramatic, so what did you expect? You never even respond when I call you. What brings you here now?
    

    

    
      -Because you’ve defeated the First Calamity. That creature was an ancient monster.
    

    

    
      -Ah, you mean Ogh? But ancient?
    

    

    
      -That thing was over six hundred years old. It survived by using Mantras to steal other bodies, living in hiding among the orca society.
    

    

    
      -Huh?
    

    

    
      Yul had no idea.
    

    

    
      Then again, considering Ogh could use the Mantra of the Soul, it wasn’t impossible that he could seize another’s body.
    

    

    
      -So if you knew he was doing something that evil, why didn’t you step in, old man?
    

    

    
      -What could a powerless ancestral spirit like me possibly do? Besides, telling anyone about Ogh would’ve been the same as giving them a death sentence.
    

    

    
      -Hmph. Fair enough. That creepy bastard…
    

    

    
      At that point, Yul found himself agreeing with Rukit.
    

    

    
      If an ordinary orca had heard about Ogh, they would’ve vanished without a trace soon after.
    

    
      That’s how sinister—how monstrous—Ogh truly was. Just remembering how he’d stalked Yul made it all too clear.
    

    

    
      -Still, be careful. With Ogh of the Rising Tide dead, all the ones who’d been suppressed by the Ascensionists are going to crawl out of their holes.
    

    

    
      -There are worse ones than Ogh?
    

    

    
      -No.
    

    

    
      -Then what? Wait, hold on. Did you just call Ogh the 'First' Calamity?
    

    

    
      Yul suddenly had the same feeling as a World War I soldier hearing someone from the future casually call it 'The First World War.'
    

    

    
      -There are three calamities destined to destroy the Orca Tribes of the Great Azure Ocean. One of them was Ogh of the Rising Tide.
    

    

    
      -And now you’re telling prophecies, too?
    

    

    
      -Live as long as I have, and you’ll develop a bit of clairvoyance yourself.
    

    

    
      Could age alone really grant someone the power to prophesy a race’s fate?
    

    

    
      -Anyway, Ogh had been operating in secret within orca society—building his own sect. He planned to turn all orcas into followers who’d support the practitioners, and then offer them up as sacrifices for his Ascension.
    

    

    
      -…That’s insane.
    

    

    
      -If not for you, that plan might have succeeded. And the second and third calamities are not far behind.
    

    

    
      -Who are they?
    

    

    
      -A calamity doesn’t always have to be an 'individual.' It can be a 'phenomenon.' The second one has already begun somewhere… and even now, it’s in motion. It will eventually connect to the third.
    

    

    
      -…Why are you telling me this?
    

    

    
      -Because you’re the one who’ll save the orcas. And because your fate is already tangled up in it.
    

    

    
      -Hmm. Sorry, but that doesn’t resonate with me. Why should I save the orcas?
    

    

    
      -Where’d you sell your conscience? What, you’re just going to abandon your friends and your teacher and run?
    

    

    
      Well… Yul could have said it didn’t matter—but he was more conscientious than he liked to admit.
    

    

    
      'If I just turn my back and run, it’ll bother me later.'
    

    

    
      -At least while you’re still an orca, live the life of one.
    

    

    
      -…Yeah, fine.
    

    

    
      -I figured you wouldn’t agree right away. You’re probably still weighing whether it’s worth it, if it’s a profit or a loss, huh? You little brat. Fine, I’ll pay you in advance. Information. See that box-like thing over there? Go take a look.
    

    

    
      Rukit pointed toward the shimmering object in front of Yul.
    

    

    
      It was the item Yul had obtained after defeating Ogh of the Rising Tide.
    

    

    
      At first, it had seemed spherical, but on closer inspection, it was nothing of the sort.
    

    

    
      It was an irregular, asymmetrical polyhedron—not a cube or an icosahedron, but something far stranger. Each face was a different size and angle, and the shape seemed to shift slightly every time he looked at it.
    

    

    
      Its color was a deep, dark violet, while the edges of each facet gleamed faintly with gold.
    

    

    
      -Do you know what this is?
    

    

    
      -I’m not sure.
    

    

    
      -This is the Abyssal Polyhedron. It’s the greatest masterpiece in Ogh of the Rising Tide’s life
    

    

    
      -Oh, what’s this?
    

    

    
      Yul reached out and touched the Abyssal Polyhedron. There was no response.
    

    

    
      -I don’t know the origin of this item either. Even the Turusains only guessed that it was created in the primal abyss. Ogh just happened to pick it up.
    

    

    
      -What does it do?
    

    

    
      If it had no special power, I was thinking it might just be a beautiful gem to sell to the Sun King for a high price.
    

    

    
      -It contains a Mantra. Essentially, it’s an item imbued with magic.
    

    

    
      -Oh? How do you extract it?
    

    

    
      -First, you need to make a contract. Since it has no current owner, pour your magic into it.
    

    

    
      -Okay.
    

    

    
      Yul thought of it like the various magic contracts he had done before.
    

    

    
      [Abyssal Contract]
    

    

    
      [Unilateral Contract. You may borrow the power of the Abyssal Polyhedron until your ‘growth’ is complete.
    

    

    
      The revealed abilities are as follows:
    

    

    
      1. Clearing any unrevealed achievement grants a random Mantra.
    

    

    
      2. You can use the storage space inside the Abyssal Polyhedron.
    

    

    
      3. You can summon and retract the Abyssal Polyhedron.
    

    

    
      This contract contains hidden clauses, which cannot be viewed at this time.
    

    

    
      -Wow, that’s unsettling.
    

    

    
      It was surprising that even the status window couldn’t reveal the hidden contents.
    

    

    
      -Ogh of the Rising Tide made the same contract. It’s nothing special.
    

    

    
      -Even if you say so, hmm.
    

    

    
      Click.
    

    

    
      Yul felt as if the Abyssal Polyhedron had made that sound.
    

    

    
      [Achievement]
    

    

    
      [Contract with the Abyssal Polyhedron completed]
    

    

    
      Then the Abyssal Polyhedron reassembled itself, changing its form.
    

    

    
      What appeared was a shape resembling a peculiar character.
    

    

    
      A Mantra!
    

    

    
      As Yul focused on the Abyssal Polyhedron, it transmitted the Mantra to him.
    

    

    
      【Mantra of Armament】
    

    

    
      【Mantra of Armament: Using magic, you can control and enhance any equipment you recognize as weapons or armor. Efficiency drastically drops when using it for functions other than attack or defense.】
    

    

    
      The polyhedron that had transmitted the Mantra stopped moving and floated in the air.
    

    

    
      -This is amazing.
    

    

    
      -See? I even explained how to use it. After you finish all the calamities, I’ll give you some more goodies as a post-payment. How’s that?
    

    

    
      -Post-payment? But I got this by beating Ogh up.
    

    

    
      -So, do you understand how to use it now?
    

    

    
      -I might have figured it out just by messing around with it.
    

    

    
      -Then how about the location of the Turusains’ treasure vault as a post-payment?
    

    

    
      -Oh… that’s actually tempting.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      After the suddenly appearing Rukit disappeared, Yul first retracted the Abyssal Polyhedron and then released the fifth Formula, 'Isolation,’ which was still consuming mana.
    

    

    
      At that moment, he felt a sudden dizziness in his head.
    

    

    
      -What’s this?
    

    

    
      It’s not a physical problem. The issue lies in the mind.
    

    

    
      There had been an issue with 'Isolation.' Part of Ogh's lingering thoughts had merged into the separated portion of Yul’s soul.
    

    

    
      -Ogh… are you still alive?
    

    

    
      -Ogh is dead.
    

    

    
      -What are you
    

    

    
      -I will ascend as a Deep King Tribe.
    

    

    
      Yul still didn’t know how to deal with the fragment of Ogh's consciousness mixed into his isolated soul.
    

    

    
      Naturally, the concept for the next spell formed in his mind.
    

    

    
      'If the sixth Formula is Balance, then the seventh Formula must be… Restoration. Restoring the isolated soul.'
    

    

    
      Yul didn’t have infinite mana, so he couldn’t maintain the Isolation Formula indefinitely.
    

    

    
      He felt Ogh's thoughts and memories flowing into him.
    

    

    
      The actions Ogh had taken as a practitioner and the deeds he had committed to ascend came in as fragmented memories.
    

    

    
      'As expected, to ascend, he didn’t hesitate to kill, threaten, or manipulate others.'
    

    

    
      Ogh had not only threatened Yul. Other unknown species, other creatures Yul had never met, had also suffered at Ogh's hands.
    

    

    
      'His lingering thoughts are annoying.'
    

    

    
      Even though Yul had won the battle of souls against Ogh, he was drawn to the intense desire remaining in Ogh's consciousness.
    

    

    
      The desire was simple: to become a Deep King Tribe.
    

    

    
      Yul’s soul was vast and expansive, like an ocean. Ogh's influence was no more than a drop of ink within it.
    

    

    
      Yet, Ogh's burning desire to ascend managed to shake part of Yul’s will.
    

    

    
      'I originally wanted to remain human, but… maybe becoming a Deep King Tribe along the way isn’t so bad.'
    

    

    
      As he pondered this, Yul shook his head in surprise.
    

    

    
      'No. Why should I agree with Ogh's thoughts? I’ll choose my own path. If there’s a reason to become a Deep King Tribe, fine. If my path leads somewhere else, I’ll ascend as a different being.'
    

    

    
      But it wasn’t all negative. Yul also gained information from Ogh's memories.
    

    

    
      He learned more about the process of ascension.
    

    

    
      For an ordinary orca that didn’t evolve and ascend like Yul, the method of ascension was this: Through a special artifact, performing a special ritual, and undergoing a special awakening, they could ascend to become a Deep King Tribe.
    

    

    
      The precise process was only vaguely visible because Ogh's remaining memories were incomplete.
    

    

    
      'He said something about reading the inscriptions on a stone tablet and recalling something.'
    

    

    
      Ogh had rambled about light, but the insight itself wasn’t preserved in his consciousness.
    

    

    
      All the memories left in Ogh's thoughts were related to ascension, extremely fragmented, some hazy, and jumbled together.
    

    

    
      Still, by roughly assembling and interpreting the memories:
    

    

    
      After becoming a practitioner, Ogh had gathered all kinds of information, killed another orca, and obtained the Abyssal Polyhedron.
    

    

    
      Then, he survived by switching bodies multiple times to continue his path toward ascension.
    

    

    
      'He attacked me along the way and ended up dying himself.'
    

    

    
      And should he consider the cost incurred? He lost about 10 years of his lifespan due to the constant activity of the Stone of Authority.
    

    

    
      Perhaps because of the intense battles, even more of his vitality was consumed than usual.
    

    

    
      'Ten years… that’s not too bad.'
    

    

    
      Anyway, there was one more thing—the Mantra of Illusion that came along with the Mantra of Armament.
    

    

    
      【Mantra of Illusion: Within the range of this Mantra, you can distort the senses of the target to make them perceive whatever you wish. To resist the illusion, one must doubt their own perceptions】
    

    

    
      This Mantra forcibly imposes visions and illusions onto the target.
    

    

    
      It belonged to the category of magic that distorts the opponent’s senses.
    

    

    
      Looking at the way Ogh's body shimmered and tried to become invisible, one might assume this Mantra had something to do with invisibility—but in reality, it simply caused sensory confusion in Yul, making him perceive that effect.
    

    

    
      'Even though I have a considerable amount of magic, I still fell for it.'
    

    

    
      It wasn’t something that could be countered just by having more magic.
    

    

    
      Those affected by this Mantra had to fight against their own senses.
    

    

    
      If they didn’t struggle, the enemy wouldn’t question their own perceptions, which made this Mantra optimal for stealth operations.
    

    

    
      And then there was the Mantra of Armament.
    

    

    
      It allows influence over items recognized as weapons or armor.
    

    

    
      You could put on or remove equipment faster, levitate it in midair, slightly improve its efficiency, sharpen weapons, or reinforce armor a bit.
    

    

    
      However, it required a fair amount of subjective interpretation.
    

    

    
      In short, it mattered what you recognized as a weapon versus a farming tool.
    

    

    
      It seemed to only work on items you consciously perceived as weapons or armor.
    

    

    
      Moreover, much of the influence over equipment was ambiguous and had many useless aspects.
    

    

    
      'It looks like Ogh of the Rising Tide didn’t use it properly either.'
    

    

    
      Still, if properly applied, such abilities could be quite useful.
    

    

    
      'I might even figure out some applications… or maybe I could ask Ian to make a weapon for me.'
    

    

    
      Ian had once told Yul that he could forge weapons from Krelsite.
    

    

    
      What if he made a weapon with a handle that conducts magic, and Yul manipulated it to drive a spike directly into an enemy’s body? That could work.
    

    

    
      Anyway, judging by what he had obtained this time, the collection was quite substantial.
    

    

    
      After sorting all of this out…
    

    

    
      'I don't know about calamities or whatever, but… let’s do some business first.'
    

    

    
      Ah, for now, just trade. He needed to extract some profit from Krelsite.
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      I mined the Krelsite and neatly packed it into shells. While I was at it, I started stuffing in some gemstones and energy corals, wondering if there was anything else worth selling—and then a question suddenly hit me.
    

    

    
      -Wait, I’m just an evolved nonhuman creature. Why do I even need money?
    

    

    
      And then, a famous saying came to mind.
    

    

    
      Why do we make money? Because… the money is there.
    

    

    
      Well, even if I’m something other than human, having money isn’t exactly a bad thing, right?
    

    

    
      If someone like King Kong or King Ghidorah were holding corporate shares worth a quadrillion won, wouldn’t humanity have reconsidered its stance on those monsters?
    

    

    
      Maybe King Kong wouldn’t have kidnapped a woman and climbed the Empire State Building illegally.
    

    

    
      Anyway, that’s nonsense. There’s actually another, more practical reason—a quest.
    

    

    
      -Gold is desire. Gather one ton of gold.
    

    

    
      I’d forgotten about that. I was bored and happened to open my status window again, and there it was. A quest to gather gold.
    

    

    
      So… if I convert the money I’ve earned into gold, would that count? Or does it only register as complete if I stash it all in one place? Would splitting it up disqualify it?
    

    

    
      As I was mulling it over, someone suddenly appeared and spoke.
    

    

    
      -Not doing your Patroller duties and just slacking off again, huh?
    

    

    
      -Huh?
    

    

    
      It wasn’t a voice in my head. It was someone else’s voice.
    

    

    
      I jumped in surprise—there’d been no presence at all. But then I realized it was Tuania’s voice.
    

    

    
      -Tuania?
    

    

    
      -Down here.
    

    

    
      I looked down and found Tuania, her whole body cloaked in an ominous violet aura.
    

    

    
      -Huh? You’re wrapped in some kind of aura now?
    

    

    
      -Wait, you can see this?
    

    

    
      What the hell? Don’t tell me she’s a Stand user now? But no, her appearance really had changed quite a bit.
    

    

    
      (T/N): Lol didn’t expect to see a Jojo reference here. 
    

    

    
      -You look bigger. And your scars seem to have increased, too?
    

    

    
      -A lot has happened.
    

    

    
      She even looked a little taller than me now. Must’ve bulked up after joining the Warrior Corps.
    

    

    
      A muscular, towering, beautiful orca girl...
    

    

    
      ‘Focus, idiot.’
    

    

    
      This was all Ogh’s fault for corrupting my thoughts.
    

    

    
      -I have a reason to get stronger, and I actually have.
    

    

    
      -It looks that way. An aura is coming from around your body.
    

    

    
      -I met the Master of the Stealth Form in person and received their teachings directly. Once I mastered everything, this aura just started forming around me. Anyway, Yul, quit slacking and come do some work with me.
    

    

    
      -Ehhh, no thanks.
    

    

    
      Smack! Smack!
    

    

    
      Invisible slaps rained down on me, and I freaked out.
    

    

    
      She’d just playfully tapped me, like old times, but the Stone of Authority nearly activated.
    

    

    
      -Ow! What the hell? That hurt!
    

    

    
      -Oh, really? You’re tougher than I thought. I might’ve used too much force. Sorry about that.
    

    

    
      She’d gotten so strong that even a joke could turn dangerous. Terrifying.
    

    

    
      -Anyway, whether you like it or not, you’re coming. This is an order from the Matriarch, passed down through my grandfather. She said to take one Patroller with me.
    

    

    
      -A job, huh? Well, can’t refuse that. Where to?
    

    

    
      -You remember, right? The penguins we led south from the Arctic?
    

    

    
      -Ah, those guys.
    

    

    
      I recalled them—the southern penguin tribe refugees who’d escaped the Sorcerer King’s attack and made a deal with Nugh. The warriors had gone off to fight, as I remembered.
    

    

    
      -We got a request to send the refugees back north now that things have settled down.
    

    

    
      -Can’t you just give them directions and let them handle it?
    

    

    
      -The location’s tricky to pinpoint. And in the ocean, penguins are kind of… weak.
    

    

    
      -Hmm…
    

    

    
      It might sound odd, but in this world, penguins thrive better on the Arctic land than in the sea.
    

    

    
      They don’t waddle like normal penguins—they walk more like bipeds. And if you look closely, their flippers even have finger-like joints.
    

    

    
      The tradeoff is that they’re much weaker in the water.
    

    

    
      -I see. So I’m basically on escort duty?
    

    

    
      -Exactly.
    

    

    
      -Fine. Let’s go then.
    

    

    
      I’d been thinking about visiting the Arctic again anyway.
    

    

    
      That was after my deal with the Sun King.
    

    

    
      I provided Krelsite to the surface, and in return, I received magic stones. During that process, I thought, Why not establish a long-term trade route?
    

    

    
      I travel alone for now, but once I leave the Orca Tribe, I could use other methods.
    

    

    
      ‘I could hire humans to run the trade, or just rent ships for transport.’
    

    

    
      A sailing ship, of course, could carry cargo dozens of times what a giant clam could.
    

    

    
      That means a regular trade route would be needed, and if it’s the Arctic, where the penguins live, it might just work.
    

    

    
      After all, rumors say those penguins even founded their own kingdom.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Heading north across the Great Azure Ocean, there were two large islands.
    

    

    
      Originally, neither island had a name. But Yul, needing something to call them, gave them temporary ones: the slightly larger one he named the Castaway Island, and the smaller one, the Penguin Exile Island.
    

    

    
      At the Penguin Exile Island, Yul went to meet the penguins.
    

    

    
      He thought it best that he take the lead rather than Tuania, after all, Tuania was currently radiating a ferocious aura that made her look more like a demon than a warrior.
    

    

    
      A young penguin, busy drying fish along the shore, hiccupped when he spotted Yul.
    

    

    
      -Wh-w-who are you?
    

    

    
      -Ah, don’t you remember me? I’m the orca who ferried you all to this island.
    

    

    
      -I… don’t think so.
    

    

    
      -Then call your mother.
    

    

    
      The little penguin dashed off, and a few moments later, a group of penguins waddled toward the beach. At their head was an elderly penguin whose feathers had turned white with age—clearly the village chief.
    

    

    
      -You’re one of the orcas who led us to this island.
    

    

    
      -Glad you remember me. I was a bit smaller back then.
    

    

    
      -The white markings above your eyes are slightly different, but recognizable enough.
    

    

    
      Hmm. So that’s how they tell orcas apart.
    

    

    
      -Anyway, I came to let you know the situation’s been resolved. You can all return home now.
    

    

    
      -Truly?
    

    

    
      -That’s what I’ve heard.
    

    

    
      Yul repeated what Tuania had told him.
    

    

    
      -The Sorcerer King has been defeated, and now another one rules in his place. A penguin named Adol.
    

    

    
      He explained that one of their own had become a hero, defeated the enemy, and asked that the refugees be returned to the Arctic.
    

    

    
      For a brief, silly moment, Yul imagined that if Adol just added one more letter to his name, he’d sound like a dangerous mustachioed penguin. But his idle thoughts vanished as the penguins on the island broke into cheers.
    

    

    
      -Adol won?!
    

    

    
      -We can finally go home!
    

    

    
      Penguins dropped their baskets and tools, shouting with joy at the thought of returning.
    

    

    
      Still, not all of them shared that excitement. Some had even been born here on the island.
    

    

    
      -It’s a blessing that we can return, but some penguins have grown fond of life here. They wish to stay.
    

    

    
      -Stay behind?
    

    

    
      Yul turned to Tuania, who shook her head firmly.
    

    

    
      -No.
    

    

    
      -Well, she says no. The order is to return all penguins to the Arctic. If they really love the island, they can come back later.
    

    

    
      -Hmm… understood. We’ll begin the preparations.
    

    

    
      Though troubled, the village chief gathered everyone—including those who wished to remain—and began readying for departure.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, Yul asked Tuania,
    

    

    
      -Why can’t they stay?
    

    

    
      -The newly crowned King Adol wants all his people back.
    

    

    
      -Didn’t they used to be a tribe, not a kingdom?
    

    

    
      -Adol founded a kingdom after his victory and became its king. Rumor has it he’s even become a Sorcerer King himself.
    

    

    
      -What?!
    

    

    
      -He fought the Sorcerer King… and in doing so, became one.
    

    

    
      Astounding. What in the world was happening up north?
    

    

    
      -Isn’t becoming a Sorcerer King dangerous?
    

    

    
      -When one faces the Abyss… one eventually becomes the Abyss.
    

    

    
      A perfect metaphor. After all, sea creatures lived their entire lives staring into the deep.
    

    

    
      The matter moved quickly. Yul and Tuania began leading the penguins north toward the Arctic once again.
    

    

    
      Along the way, they encountered various sea creatures living in the polar waters.
    

    

    
      A massive humpback whale—harmless, since it fed mainly on krill.
    

    

    
      The real danger came from the polar shark, a species that preyed primarily on penguins. It couldn’t use magical signals or ultrasonic waves, which made it a monster among sea creatures—a half-sentient beast.
    

    

    
      The shark, rising from the cold depths of the deep sea, was swiftly taken care of by Tuania.
    

    

    
      -Die!
    

    

    
      Without a sound, Tuania darted forward and swung her tail like a blade, slicing the shark’s head clean in two as if cutting a cigar.
    

    

    
      While she handled the extermination, Yul shielded the penguins, positioning himself between them and any threats. They advanced in that formation, slowly but steadily, until several days later—
    

    

    
      -We’ve finally reached the Arctic.
    

    

    
      -Someone should already be waiting for us.
    

    

    
      Just as Tuania said, a structure resembling a port had been built at the Arctic coast.
    

    

    
      Though no ships came and went, the inlet served as a kind of natural harbor. As soon as they arrived, the penguins leapt from the sea with graceful flips, landing neatly on the ice.
    

    

    
      And there, waiting to greet them, was the penguin Sorcerer King himself—Adol.
    

    

    
      Even at a glance, it was obvious who he was. On his head sat a magnificent crystal crown, unlike anything Yul had seen before. Embedded within it were three distinct gems, each radiating an overwhelming magical force.
    

    

    
      One was dark blue, the color of a midnight sky laced with streaks of silver. 
    

    

    
      Another was a quivering azure sphere, trembling like a living core, held in a silver frame. 
    

    

    
      The last was a milky-white gem shaped like an eye, exhaling frost and mist.
    

    

    
      -So you’re the king? That’s a hell of a crown.
    

    

    
      -Indeed. Greetings, Orca Tribe. This Extreme Ice Crown was taken from the despicable Sorcerer King Crocken. It is adorned with Polar Night Stone, the heart core of the Frost Wyrm, and Eternal Ice Stone.
    

    

    
      Crocken—the name of the penguin Sorcerer King who had once driven their people to the brink of extinction.
    

    

    
      The crown itself was anything but ordinary. Its aura pulsed with power, and simply looking at it inspired an involuntary sense of authority.
    

    

    
      -This crown is what sustains my royal dominion. In any case, thank you for returning my subjects.
    

    

    
      -Hmm. You're welcome.
    

    

    
      As Yul spoke with him, he could sense a certain unyielding will and deep ambition radiating from Adol.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t help but wonder:
    

    

    
      ‘Was Adol always like this? Or did becoming a Sorcerer King change him?’
    

    

    
      Before he could dwell on it, Tuania stepped forward.
    

    

    
      -At my grandfather’s request, we’ve completed the task you desired.
    

    

    
      -Good. Is there something you wish for in return? Nugh instructed me to reward those who helped return the people.
    

    

    
      -I want Rahendal’s Shell. My grandfather sent me to retrieve it.
    

    

    
      -What’s that? 
    

    

    
      When Yul asked, Tuania explained.
    

    

    
      -The shell of a creature called Rahendal. It’s said to be a part of a conch whose sound echoes even in the deepest seas.
    

    

    
      -Does something like that really exist?
    

    

    
      -Grandfather wants it as a signal artifact for the Warrior Corps.
    

    

    
      -Of course it exists. I once told Nugh about it. After I drove out the Sorcerer King, I claimed his vault, and inside were countless artifacts from ancient times. Among them was Rahendal’s Shell.
    

    

    
      Adol had apparently told Nugh of its existence, and Nugh, in turn, told Tuania to retrieve it.
    

    

    
      -I’ll give it to you. But you, the one beside her, what do you desire?
    

    

    
      -Me?
    

    

    
      Yul blinked. He’d only come along as an escort, but if he was getting a reward just for showing up, well… he wasn’t about to say no.
    

    

    
      -Honestly, there’s nothing in particular I want. But… does the Arctic have any specialties? If possible, I’d like permission to conduct exclusive trade.
    

    

    
      -Hmm. You mean you wish for commercial rights normally reserved for tribes, granted to an individual?
    

    

    
      -Exactly. I need a personal license.
    

    

    
      -Huh?
    

    

    
      Tuania gave him a look that said, What the hell are you up to now?
    

    

    
      -Well, that’s no difficult matter. Granted.
    

    

    
      -Great. But the goods I’m planning to trade won’t be ones made by orcas, they’ll be crafted by… other beings.
    

    

    
      -…?
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      Yul explained where he planned to bring the goods from and that he was working closely with the Sun King.
    

    

    
      -A human kingdom, you say? I’ve never heard of such a species, but from your words, it seems they’re an intelligent race.
    

    

    
      The Sorcerer King of the Penguin Kingdom, Adol, glimmered his eyes with curiosity.
    

    

    
      -And you intend to bring goods from there?
    

    

    
      -Of course.
    

    

    
      -Hmm. Very well. I grant you permission to trade. You may purchase whatever you wish within the Penguin Kingdom, but… there are things I, too, wish to obtain from these humans.
    

    

    
      -What kind of things?
    

    

    
      -Food, magic stones, steel, and cannons. Among all you’ve mentioned, those are what tempt me the most.
    

    

    
      -Understood.
    

    

    
      -And I would also like you to deliver a gift to this Sun King. This is an Eternal Ice Stone. It’s a gem mined in small quantities from the Frost Dragon Mountains.
    

    

    
      According to Adol, deep inland from the Arctic lay a vast mountain range—the Frost Dragon Mountains. There, a creature known as the Frost Dragon had once lived before being vanquished by penguin heroes.
    

    

    
      The gems found only in that range were highly prized—the finest and purest ones were rare enough to adorn Adol’s own crown.
    

    

    
      The one he offered, of course, was of lower purity, a lesser-grade stone. But even so, it shone white as snow and emanated a cool, refreshing chill.
    

    

    
      -I’ll deliver it to the Sun King.
    

    

    
      -And if you manage to establish a large-scale trade agreement with him, I shall gift you another Eternal Ice Stone.
    

    

    
      -Sounds good to me.
    

    

    
      A large-scale trade agreement. Yul immediately saw the opportunity.
    

    

    
      This would strengthen his dealings with the Sun King, and the royal favor he enjoyed would grow even greater.
    

    

    
      After finishing his brief meeting with Adol, Tuania turned to Yul.
    

    

    
      -I don’t think there’s another orca as greedy for wealth as you are.
    

    

    
      -Well, having one like me among the orcas isn’t such a bad thing, is it?
    

    

    
      Ordinarily, orcas collected only what they needed and no more. They valued honor over material wealth, whether in the Warrior Corps or among the Patrollers.
    

    

    
      -Anyway, you’ll be returning to the Warrior Corps now, right?
    

    

    
      -No, not for a while. I’ve just finished a major mission.
    

    

    
      -Ah, is that so? Like Nugh?
    

    

    
      When Nugh had defeated the Syrendron, he’d left the Corps for a time, wandering with his family for about a year.
    

    

    
      -Exactly. Once a mission is done, we rotate—some rest, others take their place.
    

    

    
      -So you’re not going back to your family?
    

    

    
      -Once I deliver Rahendal’s Shell, my job’s done. And besides, you’re family too, aren’t you?
    

    

    
      That word—family—struck Yul more deeply than he expected. Still, he responded with a joke.
    

    

    
      -Tuania, wait… don’t tell me—
    

    

    
      -I don’t see you that way, idiot.
    

    

    
      Smack. Smack.
    

    

    
      Two sharp tail slaps. This time, she didn’t hold back. The shock triggered Authority of Madness for about a second before it subsided. Definitely intentional.
    

    

    
      Tuania’s eyes widened.
    

    

    
      -You just turned red for a moment. What was that?
    

    

    
      -Yeah. It's something similar to a Mantra.
    

    

    
      -Hmm. Alright.
    

    

    
      -Anyway, I plan to go to where the humans live right now. Do you want to come?
    

    

    
      -Should I? I am curious. I'll just stop by the Warrior Corps and deliver this first.
    

    

    
      -Ah…
    

    

    
      Just then, a sharp ringing sound echoed in Yul’s mind. It was a message sent through the Mantra of Communication.
    

    

    
      - The regular transmission from the signal tower near the Starlight Gem Cavern has been cut off. Any Patroller receiving this message is asked to investigate the tower for possible issues.
    

    

    
      Yul immediately knew who had sent it—Borgin, the former Patroller.
    

    

    
      -The Starlight Gem Cavern?
    

    

    
      -Hm? Why? Something happened there?
    

    

    
      Tuania caught his murmur.
    

    

    
      -That’s what they said. The regular contact stopped.
    

    

    
      -That signal tower’s a heavily fortified outpost…
    

    

    
      -I don’t even know where that is.
    

    

    
      There was no such cavern within Yul’s assigned patrol area.
    

    

    
      -I know where it is. Want me to guide you?
    

    

    
      -Yeah.
    

    

    
      Judging from the change in her tone, Yul could tell—whatever awaited them there was going to be dangerous.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Guided by Tuania, Yul made his way toward the Starlight Gem Cavern. It was located near the western territory of the Orca Tribe, fairly close to his own patrol area.
    

    

    
      -This is the place?
    

    

    
      All around them were corals of every color imaginable, and countless fish darted between them. Near the middle, a massive tower stood on the continental shelf.
    

    

    
      Or rather, it looked like it was built, but upon closer inspection, it resembled Yul’s own outpost, a natural stone pillar with a hollowed-out interior.
    

    

    
      -That’s the watchtower?
    

    

    
      -Yeah.
    

    

    
      -Quite a peculiar design.
    

    

    
      Yul and Tuania swam toward it. The interior was empty, as though something had gouged out the core of the stone column.
    

    

    
      When they peered inside, they saw no one. Tuania stepped forward.
    

    

    
      -Normally, there should be a Patroller stationed here.
    

    

    
      -Either they deserted… or…
    

    

    
      -They were attacked. I doubt anyone assigned to the Starlight Gem Cavern watchtower would’ve run away.
    

    

    
      -Agreed.
    

    

    
      It was hard to imagine a Patroller vanishing due to negligence. Orcas never thought of their duties as unpaid labor—it was an honorable obligation.
    

    

    
      -Let’s wait a bit, just in case.
    

    

    
      They waited half a day, but there was no response. They searched the surrounding area, sweeping a wide radius around the tower, but found nothing unusual.
    

    

    
      -It’s too peaceful. That makes it even more suspicious.
    

    

    
      -There's no Patroller. Tuania, we should check the cave.
    

    

    
      -It’s dangerous, but we’ve got no choice.
    

    

    
      -Hold on.
    

    

    
      Before entering, Yul activated the Mantra of Communication to contact Borgin.
    

    

    
      -Borgin, we’ve arrived at the Starlight Cavern watchtower. There’s no one inside.
    

    

    
      -…
    

    

    
      -We’re planning to investigate deeper into the cavern.
    

    

    
      ‘What?’
    

    

    
      He received no reply. The Mantra connected, but Borgin didn’t respond. That usually meant the recipient was either asleep or preoccupied with something urgent.
    

    

    
      He’s probably still in the village, maybe sleeping.
    

    

    
      -What’d he say?
    

    

    
      When Tuania asked, Yul replied.
    

    

    
      -No answer. Looks like we’ll have to go in ourselves.
    

    

    
      -Better send a message to my grandfather, just in case.
    

    

    
      -Ah, right. Good point.
    

    

    
      The Mantra of Communication was convenient, but one-sided.
    

    

    
      Since Nugh didn’t possess it, he could hear the message, but couldn’t send a response.
    

    

    
      After sending the warning, they immediately began preparing for the search.
    

    

    
      The cavern glimmered with vivid color, gemstones embedded even at the entrance.
    

    

    
      The gems formed distinct layers, but as they descended deeper, the natural light vanished, leaving only the faint glow of the stones along the cave walls.
    

    

    
      They glittered faintly-like starlight. Now it was clear why the place bore its name.
    

    

    
      -Wow, so many gems embedded in the walls. Nobody ever thought to take them?
    

    

    
      -Of course not. This cave is a sacred place. A thousand years ago, the Deep King Tribe drove back creatures that rose from the Deep Sea and sealed them here.
    

    

    
      -The Deep King Tribe?
    

    

    
      -Yes. And the ones maintaining the seal are precisely these starlike gems.
    

    

    
      Yul had never actually seen a Deep King before—only heard about them in legends. But traces of their influence were scattered throughout orca history.
    

    

    
      -So removing the gems is a bad idea. But then, why haven’t we seen any of the Deep King Tribe recently?
    

    

    
      -I don’t know. The elders say they haven’t seen one for as long as they can remember.
    

    

    
      -Hmm.
    

    

    
      Talking quietly, they made their way deeper into the cavern.
    

    

    
      -As you know, one of the Warrior Corps’ duties is to repel anything that emerges from this Starlight Gem Cavern.
    

    

    
      -I remember. You’re supposed to drive back whatever comes up from the Deep Sea.
    

    

    
      -Right. Maybe this is one of those times.
    

    

    
      At the very end of the cave, total darkness engulfed them. The only things still shimmering were the blue gemstones embedded in the walls.
    

    

    
      -Is there no one here?
    

    

    
      Yul spread his ultrasonic waves widely to scan the surroundings, creating a 3D map in his mind.
    

    

    
      He understood the environment at a glance. It was a stone cavern, hollowed straight downward, with dagger-like gems jutting from the walls.
    

    

    
      They looked impossibly sharp.
    

    

    
      Those gems extended all the way to the impossibly deep bottom of the Deep Sea, and from the space where the gems ceased, there was a sheer, open void.
    

    

    

    
      ‘How deep is this place, really?’
    

    

    
      Yul judged that the bottom was beyond his ability to estimate.
    

    

    
      -Tuania, something’s off here. I can’t sense anything.
    

    

    
      -Yul, I told you. Whenever you scan with ultrasound waves, you have to keep in mind that there might be exceptions.
    

    

    
      -…?
    

    

    
      -Look there.
    

    

    
      Tuania slid close and nudged him. She pointed with her tail. In that direction was a patch of darkness.
    

    

    
      A hole where nothing should be—an open gap. Behind that gap, the gems that should have glittered were absent.
    

    

    
      However, it wasn't picked up at all by his ultrasonic waves.
    

    

    
      A chill ran down Yul’s spine.
    

    

    
      -What is that?
    

    

    
      -That’s… a Barcenoy. A walking barnacle of the Deep Sea.
    

    

    
      -It’s not moving, so why don't we wait for backup?
    

    

    
      The thing in that sheer, dark void was doing nothing, merely hunkering down as if it were curled up. 
    

    

    
      Yul thought it would be right to go out and call another orca, but Tuania shook her head.
    

    

    
      -No. It’s just come up from the Deep Sea and is still adapting. Once it adjusts to the pressure difference, it’ll be many times stronger.
    

    

    
      -Then we can’t wait.
    

    

    
      Yul accepted Tuania’s assessment. If it was that dangerous, they had to deal with it now.
    

    

    
      As they closed the distance, the creature’s form became clearer. Four long legs were made of an incredibly hard, metallic material, each tapering to a fang-like point.
    

    

    
      The body appeared to be a mass of barnacles fused together—it was impossible to tell the original shape. It had no arms, but between the barnacle plates swarmed countless feather-like cilia, and the area that seemed to be its “front” was filled with darkness.
    

    

    
      -I’ll attack first.
    

    

    
      -Wait…
    

    

    
      Black aura flared across Tuania’s entire body like living flame. Even though there was no light source, it seemed to glow on its own. At incredible speed, she charged the barnacle’s core.
    

    

    
      The walking barnacle, which had been curled and still, rose to meet her. Even curled, its massed size approached twenty-five meters—excluding the long fang-legs.
    

    

    
      Tuania, cloaked in black darkness, rammed like a torpedo and smashed into the shell. Fragments rained down, and it staggered.
    

    

    
      The creature only twisted slightly from the impact, then reformed into its prior posture.
    

    

    
      Thud!
    

    

    
      Yul immediately took his position.
    

    

    
      ‘While drawing its attention up front…’
    

    

    
      Tuania had opened, and the monster’s gaze—or whatever functioned as a gaze—focused on her. Yul drew in his magic.
    

    

    
      -Perception.
    

    

    
      He let his magic sweep over the monster. Something was wrong—the magic that touched it warped and scattered sideways in a strange way.
    

    

    
      Then pour in more magic.
    

    

    
      -Perception!
    

    

    
      He hurled magic at it until the Perception formula unfolded wildly, and at last he grasped roughly what the creature was.
    

    

    
      Its main body was an upper torso covered in shell plates. From the feather-like cilia flowed an uncanny spray of bubbles—the cilia’s tips emitted intense heat.
    

    

    
      Its massive dark “front” could not be seen through because of the magic distortion, but from that assumed front, it opened its mouth.
    

    

    
      Thud-ud-ud-ud-ud.
    

    

    
      And it expelled horrible things. The skeletal bones of a white-boned orca, presumably belonging to the Patroller who had been stationed at the watchtower.
    

    

    
      -Crazy.
    

    

    
      If they weren’t careful, they’d be eaten.
    

  Chapter 40: 

    
      Chapter 40. Barcenoy
    

    

    

    

    
      Tuania wasn’t the type to vent her anger through sound.
    

    

    
      Instead, she swallowed it whole, turning even that rage into fuel that burned through her body with a flame-like madness.
    

    

    
      In an instant, Tuania reached the end of the gem column on the wall. The moment she struck it, her body bounced off like rubber and shot forward in an explosive attack.
    

    

    
      Yul snapped to attention and countered immediately.
    

    

    
      -Its flagellum is preparing a high-heat whip. Be careful, the bubbles are extremely hot.
    

    

    
      The foamy flagellum stretched to an immense length, lashing out like a whip.
    

    

    
      At the exact moment the whip would have struck her head-on, Tuania pulled off a maneuver that defied reason.
    

    

    
      Without slowing down, she twisted more than seventy degrees to shift position, then turned back at a right angle to her original path.
    

    

    
      Thunk!
    

    

    
      On the second strike, the barnacle-covered creature, Barcenoy, had its upper section dented inward.
    

    

    
      But it didn’t just take the hit. It extended its feather-like flagella, spread across its body, and snatched Tuania mid-motion.
    

    

    
      The size difference between them was incomparable.
    

    

    
      The instant it caught her, its entire body unfolded wide.
    

    

    
      -Crazy.
    

    

    
      What had been hidden under layers of barnacles finally revealed itself—a mouth.
    

    

    
      Like a massive serpent unhinging its jaw, it slowly twisted and opened wide, large enough to swallow three orcas whole.
    

    

    
      Its internal organs were grotesque; spiral-shaped protrusions lined the inside, their tips needle-sharp.
    

    

    
      Before Tuania could be swallowed, Yul struck first—cutting through the cilia coiled around her with a sweep of his tail.
    

    

    
      -Thank you!
    

    

    
      -Fall back a bit. I’ll do what I was about to do earlier.
    

    

    
      -What is it?
    

    

    
      As Tuania darted behind him, Yul gathered his magic.
    

    

    
      It was the technique once primarily used by Ogh of the Rising Tide—the Mantra of Illusion, a spell that distorted perception.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t wield it as perfectly as Ogh did, but that didn’t matter; Barcenoy wasn’t perceiving them through sight anyway.
    

    

    
      -That thing senses direction and speed using its flagella. I’m going to scramble its perception.
    

    

    
      -What do you mean?
    

    

    
      -I’ll use my Mantra to keep it from detecting you.
    

    

    
      -How did you even get a Mantra like that?
    

    

    
      -It's a long story.
    

    

    
      -Anyway, all I have to do is beat it up, right?
    

    

    
      -Exactly.
    

    

    
      Yul could have joined in the close-range assault, but this was his first time using the Mantra of Illusion in actual combat—he wanted to test it.
    

    

    
      If things got dangerous, he could intervene like before.
    

    

    
      Yul drastically reduced Tuania’s presence. She already gave off almost no trace, but now, even the surrounding currents couldn’t sense her existence.
    

    

    
      Separately, Yul created a genuine decoy that perfectly contained Tuania’s presence.
    

    
      The decoy had no physical form, but it radiated her exact aura. Using the Horn of the Sea King, he manipulated the currents so that it felt tangibly real.
    

    

    
      'It is difficult to manipulate the currents outside my body with the Horn of the Sea King.'
    

    

    
      He could use a workaround.
    

    

    
      Yul bit into the edge of his tail fin, tearing off a small piece of flesh. Blood flowed, but with his regeneration trait, the wound would heal quickly.
    

    

    
      He then infused a fragment of his soul—isolated through soul isolation—into that tail tip, using it as a medium to channel the Horn’s power.
    

    

    
      He had tested earlier whether a soul separated through isolation could exist remotely, and it worked.
    

    

    
      ‘Come to think of it, Authority of Madness isn’t activating. It looks stronger than me… Is it because the distance between Varsenoi and me is too far?'
    

    

    
      Either way, the fake Tuania was complete. The moment it was ready, they launched the attack.
    

    

    
      -Go! Tuania and fake Tuania!
    

    

    
      The fake Tuania was immediately struck by the Barcenoy.
    

    

    
      The whip-like flagella, mixed with scalding bubbles, slashed into the illusion, splitting it in two, only for the illusion to instantly return to its original form.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, the real Tuania changed her angle of attack. She swung her tail and shattered the Barcenoy’s right leg.
    

    

    
      For a creature of such enormous size, those legs were like fragile reeds; one strike from Tuania’s tail split it clean in half.
    

    

    
      The Barcenoy’s body twisted and writhed, unable to steady itself. Before its signature regeneration could restore the limb, Tuania struck again, smashing another leg and completely destroying its balance.
    

    

    
      Yul noticed the Barcenoy’s gaze shifting downward. Using the fake Tuania, he charged at it in a threatening rush.
    

    

    
      It turned its attention again, only to face another strike.
    

    

    
      With that alternating rhythm, Yul and Tuania made it impossible for the creature to distinguish illusion from reality, gradually stacking up serious damage.
    

    

    
      -I’m joining in.
    

    

    
      Yul joined the assault, biting into the creature himself. Between him, Tuania, and the illusion, it was as if three attackers were striking all at once.
    

    

    
      The Barcenoy thrashed wildly, swinging in vain. Blows landed again and again until, curling in on itself, it shrank its body.
    

    

    
      Then, in the middle of the barrage, two more legs sprouted from its torso.
    

    

    
      -What the hell? It’s growing new legs from the middle of its body.
    

    

    
      -It’s adapting to the pressure! We have to kill it fast!
    

    

    
      Shouting that, Tuania charged forward again, her aura flaring even brighter.
    

    

    
      Yul attacked alongside her, but the creature was far more durable than expected—its endurance was incredible.
    

    

    
      Their combined attacks weren’t enough to finish it quickly.
    

    

    
      -Let’s push it down.
    

    

    
      -What?
    

    

    
      -You said it came up from the Deep Sea cliff, right? If it’s adapted to this pressure, then once it goes back down, it won’t be able to come up again.
    

    

    
      -Can we even do that?
    

    

    
      -Let’s find out.
    

    

    
      Yul convinced Tuania, and together they began to shove the monster downward.
    

    

    
      Even though it was thirty meters long, a full-grown orca was over ten meters—so with Yul and Tuania’s combined strength, they could push it.
    

    

    
      Its flagella were already disabled by the sensory interference earlier. They shoved it straight toward the gem pit at the bottom of the Deep Sea.
    

    

    
      -Tuania, push it moderately, and if you can't withstand the pressure, go up.
    

    

    
      -Why? What about you?
    

    

    
      -I came from the Deep Sea, after all. I can endure more.
    

    

    
      Yul’s skin had already turned crimson.
    

    

    
      He brushed it off, pretending it was fine, though in truth, Authority of Madness had activated, protecting him from the worst of the pressure.
    

    

    
      -All right. Here we go!
    

    

    
      -Push! Uwooooooh!
    

    

    
      Before it could regenerate, they decided to crush it faster—with the pressure itself.
    

    

    
      As the Barcenoy was forced downward, it regenerated its flagella, jabbing at Yul and Tuania’s skin.
    

    

    
      But they were already dragging it deeper, faster.
    

    

    
      When Tuania had descended halfway down the abyssal trench, she shouted.
    

    

    
      -I can’t hold on any longer!
    

    

    
      -I can! Go back up!
    

    

    
      -Don’t overdo it! Get back up soon!
    

    

    
      Yul kept pushing, forcing the monster deeper and deeper.
    

    

    
      And then, at some point, he heard a sound—something collapsing inward.
    

    

    
      Crrrk. Crrrk-crrrrk.
    

    

    
      -Hmph, looks like even you can’t withstand it anymore?
    

    

    
      The creature tried to open its jaws to devour Yul, but under the crushing water pressure, the mouth that had begun to open was forced shut, crumpling inward.
    

    

    
      At some point, Yul felt it was enough. He gave the monster one final shove and glanced around.
    

    

    
      What surrounded him was pure darkness—pitch black.
    

    

    
      He had already reached the very bottom of the Starlight Gem Cavern’s seabed.
    

    

    
      When he spread his ultrasonic waves wide, he sensed the presence of enormous beasts—colossal creatures as massive as the Sea God Kaidron himself.
    

    

    
      'I-insane.'
    

    

    
      Realizing where he was, Yul immediately shot upward at full speed to escape.
    

    

    
      -Ghk!
    

    

    
      As he rose farther from the monster, the Authority of Madness (狂化) faded, and the intense pressure began to rupture his internal organs.
    

    

    
      Even so, Yul kept ascending, bursting out through the shimmering entrance of the Starlight Gem Cavern, before losing consciousness.
    

    

    
      A moment later.
    

    

    
      -Are you awake?
    

    

    
      -Yeah.
    

    

    
      At Tuania’s voice, Yul slowly regained his memory.
    

    

    
      He had blacked out inside the Starlight Gem Cavern, but only for a brief moment.
    

    

    
      -How’s your body? Are you all right? Should we go to the Healing Cavern?
    

    

    
      -I’m fine.
    

    

    
      Yul had anticipated situations like this.
    

    

    
      Through his Inherited Evolution ability, he had retained the regenerative trait of his previous species—the jelly octopus.
    

    

    
      -I almost died, seriously. I went down there and saw crazy monsters all over the place.
    

    

    
      -What about the Barcenoy?
    

    

    
      -Last I saw, it was crushed down to about half its original size.
    

    

    
      It must have failed to adapt to the sudden pressure shift.
    

    

    
      -That’s a relief. You’re really tough, aren't you?
    

    

    
      -Yeah. How about you?
    

    

    
      -I’ll manage. But I think I still need to rest in the Healing Cavern.
    

    

    
      Tuania’s body was also covered in wounds—her skin torn in several places. The black aura that had once blazed around her had dimmed considerably.
    

    

    
      - The Barcenoy had an ability that distorted the flow of magic around it. That’s probably why the Mantra of Communication we sent from the watchtower never reached anyone.
    

    

    
      -Seriously?
    

    

    
      -Yeah.
    

    

    
      Tuania’s expression grew troubled.
    

    

    
      -Lately, these kinds of monsters have been awakening far too often. Starting with Syrendron, even the Dark Bubble Clams are beginning to move.
    

    

    
      -Isn’t it normally like this?
    

    

    
      -Of course not. Strange incidents like these have been happening one after another. Remember a few years ago—the battle between the Sea God and the Lord of the Abyss?
    

    

    
      -Now that you mention it.
    

    

    
      The clash between Kaidron and Abysarion—that, too, fell into this chain of “abnormal incidents.”
    

    

    
      -I think I’ll have to report all this in detail to my grandfather. Unfortunately, I doubt I can visit the human kingdom anytime soon.
    

    

    
      -That’s a shame.
    

    

    
      -If you’re all right, I’ll be heading off soon. I’ll make sure to tell my grandfather and the tribe about your help.
    

    

    
      -Understood.
    

    

    
      After parting ways with Tuania, Yul reviewed the battle in his mind. He had gained quite a bit from using the Mantra of Illusion.
    

    

    
      And, during the fight, he’d also taken a few bites out of the monster.
    

    

    
      He opened the status window screen.
    

    

    
      [You have consumed Barcenoy’s flagellum.]
    

    

    
      [Experience gained: 322]
    

    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    

    
      [You have consumed fragments of Barcenoy’s flesh.]
    

    

    
      [Experience gained: 1,220]
    

    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    

    
      [You have consumed Barcenoy’s bone.]
    

    

    
      [Experience gained: 500]
    

    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    

    
      As expected of a creature that lived in the Deep Sea.
    

    

    
      Even though he had only devoured parts of its body during battle, the experience gain was enormous.
    

    

    
      -If I’d eaten the whole thing, I probably would’ve gotten even more experience.
    

    

    
      That was a bit disappointing. Still, his attack power had been lacking; had he hesitated any longer, the creature might have fully adapted to the pressure and regained its strength.
    

    

    
      In such cases, it was better to cut losses quickly.
    

    

    
      'There were four evolutions left until Ascension.'
    

    

    
      He had already completed three stages of evolution.
    

    
      Once he achieved four more, he would reach the Path of Ascension.
    

    

    
      [Experience Required for Next Stage]
    

    

    
      [10,600 / 4,800]
    

    

    
      ‘Well, I’ve gathered more than enough experience… Should I evolve now or hold off for later?’
    

    

    
      Yul considered his three defensive evolution options.
    

    

    
      Then, glowing text appeared before his eyes.
    

    

    
      [Stage 4 Evolution]
    

    

    
      [1. Deep-Sea Pressure Creature’s Inner Membrane: Forms a gel-like tissue beneath the skin similar to that of deep-sea leviathans. This gel absorbs magic and provides powerful defensive capability. Resistance to deep-sea pressure is greatly increased.]
    

    

    
      -Type: [Physical], [Defense Ability], [Active Ability]
    

    

    
      [2. Core of the Wave: A secondary magic engine forms within the heart. It circulates magic through the bloodstream, temporarily amplifying all physical abilities. However, after use, it causes severe aftereffects for a period of time.]
    

    

    
      -Type: [Magical], [Utility Ability], [High Risk]
    

    

    
      [3. Lithium Pressure Nerves: Lithium-based neural networks fuse with your subcutaneous nerve layer, allowing you to instinctively analyze and predict changes in temperature, gravity, pressure, magnetic fields, and ocean currents. Even the smallest shifts in water pressure or flow can be sensed in advance.]
    

    

    
      -Type: [Internal Transformation], [Utility Ability]
    

    

    
      'Oh? Which one should I choose?'
    

    

    
      Every time he evolved, the same dilemma struck—each choice seemed too good to pass up.
    

    

    
      After much thought, Yul chose option 3, an ability he didn't yet possess. There was a reason for this.
    

    

    
      ‘Sometimes, I get swept up in strange currents.’
    

    

    
      While traveling using the Horn of the Sea King to manipulate the currents, he’d occasionally been caught in overwhelming flows that nearly dragged him off course.
    

    

    
      To fight against such tides, his magic consumption had spiked sharply.
    

    

    
      ‘This should help when I explore uncharted waters, too.’
    

    

    
      Being able to sense changes in pressure, currents, and even magnetic fields made it a remarkably practical ability.
    

    

    
      [Experience Required for Next Stage]
    

    

    
      [5,800 / 9,600]
    

    

    
      -Perfect.
    

    

    
      He had chosen well. Though not an offensive upgrade, the Lithium Pressure Nerves would greatly aid him as he roamed the vast seas.
    

    

    
      After that, peace returned.
    

    

    
      The watchtower was reassigned to a new Patroller, and Yul, having contributed more to the tribe, gained considerable recognition among the Elders—though he wasn’t yet aware of it himself.
    

    

    
      Still, these things would one day accumulate, and when that time came, they would surely be helpful.
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      Chapter 41. The Influence of Krelsite
    

    

    

    

    
      When Yul first came out into human society and began trading, it was just a very small-scale transaction for an individual.
    

    

    
      But on the national level, calling it “small” would be an understatement -the ripple effect was enormous.
    

    

    
      “Krelsite, you say?”
    

    

    
      “That’s the material used to decorate the Emperor’s jewels, and now that much of it is circulating? Did they find some new mining site somewhere?”
    

    

    
      “They say the Sun King wore a solid Krelsite crown on his head.”
    

    

    
      “Good grief, how rich is he?”
    

    

    
      This was because the Sun King confidently appeared wearing a crown made entirely of Krelsite.
    

    

    
      He had commissioned the kingdom’s greatest master craftsman to forge the crown, and wearing it proudly, he made his debut in high society.
    

    

    
      At first, they considered hiding Krelsite, but when Yul said he would continue to transport it, they ended up not hiding it at all.
    

    

    
      And when the nobles saw this, they whispered among themselves. Foreign diplomats visiting the kingdom were no exception.
    

    

    
      “It’s the sea! There must be a Krelsite mine out in the far ocean!”
    

    

    
      The change became obvious quickly. The Kingdom of Frangia began sending its sailing ships into the open ocean far more frequently.
    

    

    
      And soon after, they acquired enough Krelsite to make crowns out of it.
    

    

    
      So that means-there’s a Krelsite mine somewhere?!
    

    

    
      With that conclusion, human shipbuilding kicked into high gear, and the Age of Exploration accelerated dramatically.
    

    

    
      A single individual named Yul had accelerated the beginning of a new era.
    

    

    
      Leading the charge among the nations was the neighboring Kingdom of Aragon.
    

    

    
      “I-I want to touch Krelsite too!”
    

    

    
      “The country next door is sending ships into the ocean and raking in easy profits. What are we doing?!”
    

    

    
      “I want a Krelsite crown too! Mweeeeh!”
    

    

    
      Within the kingdom, that became the prevailing sentiment. The king observed this carefully, and then gave an order to Prince Enrand, the “Sailing Prince,” who had been obsessed with ships since childhood.
    

    

    
      He would take responsibility and construct a massive fleet of large sailing ships.
    

    

    
      It was an ambitious plan to launch a grand fleet. The project soon became widely known as Aragon’s “Western Fleet.”
    

    

    
      And the one most wary of this threatening project was the current front-runner: the Kingdom of Frangia.
    

    

    
      Instead of sending Étienne Drake to explore the ocean, the Sun King decided to employ him as a privateer captain.
    

    

    
      “What? You want to go west across the sea? Go ahead, then.”
    

    

    
      “In other words, if a few ships disappear over the ocean, no one will notice.”
    

    

    
      On one such day, after several similar incidents.
    

    

    
      Yul arrived.
    

    

    
      -Hm? What’s all this? Why are there so many ships?
    

    

    
      There were more ships in the harbor than he had ever seen. Yul did not even consider that all this had happened because of him.
    

    

    
      “Oh! Lord Yul, this isn’t the place. Please come this way.”
    

    

    
      The merchant who came to greet him, Hugh Retel, was waiting in a small boat.
    

    

    
      He guided Yul to a small uninhabited island a few kilometers off the coast, a place the Sun King had converted into an exclusive harbor for the orca.
    

    

    
      There were many reasons. If people witnessed the rare sight of an orca conducting trade, it would cause no end of trouble.
    

    

    
      -Fair enough.
    

    

    
      Until now, Yul hadn’t cared. After all, only a small number of humans even knew about his trade.
    

    

    
      But now there were so many ships on the ocean that he had no choice but to care.
    

    

    
      For Yul, this was actually a good thing.
    

    

    
      He didn’t think any other sea creature would become interested in trading with humans like he did, but if one did, it would become a competitor.
    

    

    
      -Anyway, this time I brought something unusual along with the Krelsite.
    

    

    
      “What sort of item?”
    

    

    
      -Do you know of the Eternal Ice Stone?
    

    

    
      Yul took out the Eternal Ice Stone he possessed. The moment Hugh saw the white gem, his eyes sparkled.
    

    

    
      “Anyone can see this is an extraordinary item.”
    

    

    
      -The Eternal Ice Stone is very expensive, so I’ll send that to the Sun King. As for the rest, they’re specialties from the Arctic, such as polar bear pelts.
    

    

    
      “Th-the Arctic?”
    

    

    
      -I’ve established trade with the Penguin Kingdom of the Arctic and received a permit. So I plan to discuss with the Sun King about sending a trade fleet there. Ah, and I also want to acquire a large sailing ship, one with a spacious cargo hold.
    

    

    
      “P-Penguin Kingdom? A fleet? Purchasing a sailing ship? W-wait, this is far too big a matter for me to speak on…!”
    

    

    
      Hugh Retel looked like he was about to cry.
    

    

    
      He thought he was just a broker handling small transactions. Why did enormous issues he couldn’t decide on keep popping up every time Yul arrived!?
    

    

    
      In the end, Hugh boarded his boat again and returned to the mainland, having no choice but to summon the Sun King.
    

    

    
      The moment the Sun King heard the situation, he boarded a ship in disguise and immediately headed out to the island.
    

    

    
      “Oh! My friend Yul! How have you been!?”
    

    

    
      —Jean, it’s been a while.
    

    

    
      “It no longer feels awkward at all to see you.”
    

    

    
      —And the person next to you?
    

    

    
      Beside the Sun King was a blond boy, clearly nervous.
    

    

    
      “My son, Lui. The man who will become the next king.”
    

    

    
      -Oh. A successor. So you intend to continue this trade.
    

    

    
      Seeing how Yul immediately understood, the Sun King’s eyes gleamed. He hoped to maintain this marvelous opportunity for generations.
    

    

    
      “Even if I die, I want my son to continue this trade.”
    

    

    
      -Are you ill?
    

    

    
      “I’m very healthy! But wouldn’t it be good to strengthen our bond while we can? In that sense, do you have any children?”
    

    

    
      -No, and I don’t plan to have any.
    

    

    
      “How unfortunate. Children are a blessing.”
    

    

    
      Yul had no desire to have children, not even knowing what kind of creature he really was.
    

    

    
      For one, he didn’t even know if he could have an offspring. And even if he could, he had no idea what kind of creature that child would grow into. And once fully grown, what would that child think if its father ascended into an entirely different species? He couldn’t even imagine it.
    

    

    
      -Anyway, I get it, Jean. What I want is a ship that belongs to me. And a trade fleet. I want to transport large quantities of goods.
    

    

    
      “Hm. A trade fleet is perfectly manageable, but you're saying you need a ship?”
    

    

    
      -I’m thinking of carrying it on my back. It can hold more than a giant clam, at least.
    

    

    
      “But even so, you'll need sailors for loading and unloading cargo, and for repairing the hull or dealing with issues when something goes wrong at sea, no?”
    

    

    
      -I see. Then I’ll hire them here.
    

    

    
      “Oh? Then they will be traveling with you?”
    

    

    
      -Of course. Sometimes we may go into waters that humans don’t know. But I’m worried we won’t gather enough sailors. Maybe I’ll need to pay them a lot.
    

    

    
      The Sun King burst out laughing at Yul’s concern.
    

    

    
      “Hahahaha! If I announced that we’re recruiting sailors who will serve under an orca captain, be paid handsomely, and head off into unknown seas we know nothing about, everyone would shout the same thing: That’s insane!”
    

    

    
      -Really?
    

    

    
      “Then every single one of them would raise their hand! Frangia is full of brave and mad men!”
    

    

    
      -Good to hear.
    

    

    
      It must be something like, 'That's crazy, let's do it immediately.'
    

    

    
      -Anyway, I intend to operate my personal ship in the way I want. And I’ll hire my own captain for it.
    

    

    
      “Very well. I’ll discreetly recruit skilled sailors.”
    

    

    
      -And the trade fleet, this is the main reason I came here. Have I mentioned that penguins live in the Arctic?
    

    

    
      “No, I don’t think I’ve heard that.”
    

    

    
      -It’s complicated, but the king of the Penguin Kingdom, Adol, wants to restore his realm. What they want are magic stones and steel. They also want human cannons.
    

    

    
      Yul had explained human kingdoms to Adol himself. Among the various weapons humans possessed, cannons could help repel Crocken, the Sorcerer King of the far north.
    

    

    
      “Oh? Are these ‘penguin people’ warlike?”
    

    

    
      -No, they’re not even human to begin with.
    

    

    
      Yul lifted his tail fin and sketched on the island’s rock wall.
    

    

    
      “A bird…?”
    

    

    
      -Right.
    

    

    
      “Fascinating. I’d love to see them. Wouldn’t you, Lui?”
    

    

    
      “Yes, Father.”
    

    

    
      The boy beside him had sparkling eyes as well.
    

    

    
      -To be precise, I don’t think they’ll raid human kingdoms unless someone violates their territory. They can’t live anywhere except in the cold.
    

    

    
      If they came south toward the Kingdom of Frangia, they could survive in the sea, but if they stepped onto land, they’d die from the heat.
    

    

    
      So the Sun King could rest assured, he would never be attacked with the very cannons he sold them.
    

    

    
      Yul pointed at the Eternal Ice Stone.
    

    

    
      -And this is the Eternal Ice Stone passed down as a treasure of the Penguin Kingdom. Adol told me to deliver it to the Sun King as a gesture of goodwill.
    

    

    
      “Truly astonishing.”
    

    

    
      The gem was white like an eye carved from frost, exhaling mist as if it were releasing cold air.
    

    

    
      Even though its purity was low, it was still white as snow.
    

    

    
      The Sun King rested his chin on his hand as he pondered what to offer in return.
    

    

    
      But that could wait.
    

    

    
      For now, the Sun King gave his full approval.
    

    

    
      “I’ll work on assembling a large-scale trade fleet.”
    

    

    
      -Since it’s the first time, just a few ships are fine. We can expand the trade gradually.
    

    

    
      “Very well.”
    

    

    
      The meeting concluded for now. Yul handed the Krelsite and the furs to the merchant Hugh and instructed him to sell them as he saw fit, exchange the proceeds for magic stones and cash, and deposit the remainder in the bank.
    

    

    
      Once the talk was over, Yul immediately headed to Ian with a large amount of Krelsite.
    

    

    
      He crossed the strait of the Kingdom of Frangia and arrived in Britain.
    

    

    
      He met Ian’s family on Skilgg Brigg Isle to the west.
    

    

    
      -Ian.
    

    

    
      “Welcome, Yul.”
    

    

    
      Ian and Celestia, who stood beside him, both looked much more at ease. So that meant only one thing.
    

    

    
      -You resolved the problem, I see?
    

    

    
      “Of course. Lucian, come here.”
    

    

    
      Lucian, who used to toddle around, had grown quite a bit in the meantime.
    

    

    
      “It’s the orca uncle!”
    

    

    
      -This kid’s got no fear.
    

    

    
      Remembering Yul from last time, Lucian came running full speed toward him. In his hand, worn almost like a glove, was a piece of equipment made of Krelsite.
    

    

    
      -What’s that?
    

    

    
      “A magic-blocking device made from Krelsite. Lucian’s magic affinity seems concentrated in his hands, so I made it in the form of gloves.”
    

    

    
      -Hooh.
    

    

    
      “Uncle!”
    

    

    
      -Not uncle. Yul.
    

    

    
      “Ool.”
    

    

    
      *—Sigh.
    

    

    
      Yul waited a moment as Ian allowed Lucian to approach and touch him.
    

    

    
      Even when Lucian placed his hand on Yul, there was no light emission or any abnormal phenomenon from Lucian’s palm.
    

    

    
      -It really works?
    

    

    
      “Yes. Even if he holds a powerful magic artifact, he should be fine. But I ran out of Krelsite. It was my first time working with the material, so I made some mistakes.”
    

    

    
      Ian looked slightly downcast. He’d probably planned to use the leftover material to make a weapon for Yul.
    

    

    
      -Don’t worry about that. I brought around 20 kilograms of Krelsite.
    

    

    
      “Again?”
    

    

    
      -Of course. I need you to make something for me with it.
    

    

    
      Yul intended to use a Krelsite weapon in his next evolution.
    

    

    
      “What kind of shape?”
    

    

    
      -Roughly a stake about Lucian’s height, and make the handle from a material that reacts well to magic.
    

    

    
      He planned to use the Mantra of Armament, operating it like a missile, no, more like a torpedo.
    

    

    
      ‘If it turns out difficult, I can always resolve it through evolution.’
    

    

    
      “I’ll try making it. You plan to use it underwater?”
    

    

    
      -Yeah.
    

    

    
      “Then drilling a hole inside wouldn’t be bad. It’ll allow water to pass through. The shape should be streamlined, no, maybe like a spiral horn… And I’ll need some proper shock absorption between the handle and the weapon…”
    

    

    
      Muttering to himself, Ian was already imagining the entire construction. Reliable as always.
    

    

    
      Making a weapon from Krelsite was a form of insurance.
    

    

    
      It would likely be effective against enemies who used mantras.
    

    

    
      Especially in the fight against Ogh, if he’d had something like a Krelsite spike, things might have been easier.
    

    

    
      Turtles didn’t use Krelsite weapons because of the risk of accidentally ingesting them, but that was their issue, not his.
    

  Chapter 42: 
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      And so, about half a year passed. During that time, Yul repeated the cycle of scouting, trading, settling, and trading again.
    

    

    
      Yul examined the goods piled up at the forward outpost within his Patroller zone.
    

    

    
      ‘Hm. Did I collect too much?’
    

    

    
      There, stacks of gold he had accumulated glittered. The reason was simple: nowhere else could he find something with such excellent liquidity.
    

    

    
      Magic stones dissolved like ice cream if dropped into the sea—unusable. Krelsite disrupted everything infused with mana—also unusable.
    

    

    
      So he converted everything into gold. The piles of gold ingots stacked inside the giant clam shone brilliantly.
    

    

    
      ‘I can’t just leave all my money in the Royal Bank. And I still have quests to clear.’
    

    

    
      Human banks in this world, which seemed to be at roughly a Renaissance-level of technological development, were not as reliable as one might hope.
    

    

    
      He didn’t think the Sun King would ever extort his money, but the same could not necessarily be said of his descendants.
    

    

    
      Thus, he converted about half of his assets into gold, stored them at the forward outpost, packed them into a giant clam, and transported them to a safe location: the Island of Boundaries.
    

    

    
      ‘I should bury them in the continental slope near the Island of Boundaries.’
    

    

    
      The continental slope was a steep underwater cliff, and it was halfway down this section that the island’s soul had once been buried.
    

    

    
      Since the place where the island’s soul had been was a hollowed-out depression, he only needed to place the giant clam inside and seal the entrance, and a perfect, undiscoverable undersea treasure vault would be complete.
    

    

    
      ‘Gold doesn’t rust or corrode, after all.’
    

    

    
      Once he secured the gold safely, a quest completion message appeared.
    

    

    
      -Gold is desire itself. Gather 1 ton of gold. (Completed)
    

    

    
      ‘Yes!’
    

    

    
      With this, he had cleared all the quests required for Ascension.
    

    

    
      Yul then headed once more to the Kingdom of Frangia. This time, to finally take ownership of his ship.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Once again, the Sun King was waiting for Yul on that small uninhabited island.
    

    

    
      “Here, this is the new ship you wanted.”
    

    

    
      -Hmm. Impressive.
    

    

    
      The ship Yul would be taking over was a small 300-ton caravel.
    

    

    
      It was a new model, launched a little over two years ago.
    

    

    
      “It’s called Le Céleste.”
    

    

    
      Finding a ship itself hadn’t been difficult, but secretly gathering a crew and a captain to accompany it had taken nearly half a year.
    

    

    
      “And let me introduce you. This is Thibaut Marchand. You may call him Blue Shark Marchand. He is a very loyal captain.”
    

    

    
      “Marchand, at your service.”
    

    

    
      The 37-year-old captain with blue eyes stared at Yul, who had just surfaced, with a tense expression.
    

    

    
      He had already been told by the Sun King that the owner of this ship would be an orca.
    

    

    
      Even though he knew beforehand, the sheer size difference was intimidating, and the ‘voice’ that had just echoed in his mind proved to him that his counterpart possessed formidable intelligence.
    

    

    
      “Marchand graduated from the Royal Naval Academy. He also served as a pioneering captain in the southern Castesté Archipelago, developing empty islands there. During that time, he defeated the pirates who were illegally occupying the region. Hence his nickname, the Blue Shark.”
    

    

    
      -Oh. A fine talent.
    

    

    
      Yul immediately understood the Sun King’s intention in assigning such a loyal captain.
    

    

    
      He was meant to follow Yul’s routes, record everything, and when he retired, where would he go? Naturally, back to the Kingdom of Frangia.
    

    

    
      Well, leaking information at that level wouldn’t cause any harm.
    

    

    
      -I plan to use this ship personally, though.
    

    

    
      “You may use it however you wish. Wherever you travel, Le Céleste will follow. However, the humans aboard the ship need many things.”
    

    

    
      -Ah, maintenance, right?
    

    

    
      A ship bound for the open ocean required many supplies: water, food, weapons, and ammunition. Crew stress and morale also needed to be managed.
    

    

    
      -I know. That’s why I plan to secure a proper port of call.
    

    

    
      “Port of call?”
    

    

    
      -A friend in the south, in the Archipelago Ocean, gifted me an island. It’s called the Island of Boundaries. It’s my island.
    

    

    
      “Ohh. In the south?”
    

    

    
      The Sun King’s eyes glittered.
    

    

    
      -I can bring in some supplies there and make it a temporary port of call, right?
    

    

    
      “Of course. Please give me the opportunity to invest in your island as well.”
    

    

    
      -I’ll think about it. I haven’t had a proper look at what’s there yet.
    

    

    
      Yul had accumulated enough wealth to build a harbor on his island with his own funds, but additional support would certainly help.
    

    

    
      “And this is just an old man’s worry, but…”
    

    

    
      -What is it?
    

    

    
      “You might be attacked if you encounter ships from the Kingdom of Aragon.”
    

    

    
      -Ah, are they enemies?
    

    

    
      “They’re villains trying to siphon off profits from the open sea we reached first.”
    

    

    
      -Hmm. I see.
    

    

    
      Not even the Sun King’s ships had discovered anything like a new continent yet.
    

    

    
      Yul himself had never traveled to the far western edge of the Great Azure Ocean. He’d heard rumors of a continent somewhere out there, but had no idea how far it might be.
    

    

    
      In this situation, was there really anything to be gained?
    

    

    
      -What about the trade fleet?
    

    

    
      “That isn’t ready yet. But it should be possible within a month or two.”
    

    

    
      -Alright. Understood.
    

    

    
      If trade with the Penguin Kingdom succeeded, Yul planned to meet the sea elf prince in the south again and negotiate further trade.
    

    

    
      Since both sides produced different goods, the sea trade was guaranteed profit.
    

    

    
      But it would be even better if there were a captain who could operate on Yul’s behalf.
    

    

    
      -Marchand, from what I’ve heard, you don’t seem to have experience with commerce.
    

    

    
      “I worked as a pioneering captain, but all seafolk are both merchants and warriors. I am confident in handling such a trade.”
    

    

    
      -Alright. Then I will officially take ownership of Le Céleste. Payment will be made from my bank account, and Hugh Retel will handle the sailors’ wages.
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      -And the crew?
    

    

    
      “All fully prepared.”
    

    

    
      -Good. Then let’s load some cargo to start. I already told Hugh Retel to prepare trade goods in advance. We can load them nearby.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Yul and the ship were now out on the open sea. A little farther past the edge of the Continental Ocean would lead directly into the Great Azure Ocean.
    

    

    
      Yul’s relationship with Marchand was fine, but things were still awkward between him and the sailors.
    

    

    
      Naturally so—they had no real point of contact with him, and the fact that Yul was an orca made most of them feel a sense of strangeness.
    

    

    
      Still, the crew’s morale itself was high.
    

    

    
      This happened one night, some time earlier.
    

    

    
      Yul’s ears twitched. Among the humans on whom he had cast the Perception mantra, four of them had slipped out to the rear of the deck.
    

    

    
      Everyone’s asleep. What are they doing out on deck in the middle of the night?
    

    

    
      Glancing over, he saw the sailors secretly taking out bottles of alcohol from their coats and drinking.
    

    

    
      “Damn, that hits the spot.”
    

    

    
      “You really brought that booze in secret? You didn’t steal it from the captain’s cabin, right?”
    

    

    
      “Are you insane? I’m not trying to die. The navigator gave it to me. I helped him with something a few days ago.”
    

    

    
      “Yeah?”
    

    

    
      “Hey, give me some too.”
    

    

    
      “By the way, did you hear anything about where we’re headed?”
    

    

    
      “I heard we’re going north? I saw them loading fur garments into the hold.”
    

    

    
      “To that freezing place? Ugh, horrible.”
    

    

    
      “Well, Hank will survive just fine. He’s fat as hell.”
    

    

    
      “Pffft-hehehehe.”
    

    

    
      “What? You little shit.”
    

    

    
      The sailors whispered and drank from their bottles, and suddenly it turned into a fistfight.
    

    

    
      “You’re dead, dead, dead!”
    

    

    
      “Oh fuck off, I just told the truth!”
    

    

    
      “H-hey, tone it down, he’s about to fall—”
    

    

    
      “Huh? Huh? He’s actually falling! Somebody stop Hank, seriously!”
    

    

    
      The commotion grew louder, and then a sailor’s punch, thrown in a burst of anger, landed wrong, and a thud echoed on the deck.
    

    

    
      “Waaaaaah!”
    

    

    
      Splash!
    

    

    
      The instant the scream and the splash hit the water, the awakened crew and the boatswain—the ship’s disciplinarian—came rushing out.
    

    

    
      “What’s going on? What happened!?”
    

    

    
      “You idiots have the nerve to drink on duty?”
    

    

    
      “S-sir, one man fell overboard.”
    

    

    
      “Motherfu—”
    

    

    
      As the boatswain shouted, the navigator and Captain Marchand arrived, freshly woken.
    

    

    
      “Are you telling me one man went overboard because you got drunk and started fighting?”
    

    

    
      Marchand pressed a hand to his forehead. Listening to the situation was maddening.
    

    

    
      He should have instilled discipline before departure, but he had been too busy with various matters this time. And already the ship was turning into a circus. Firm discipline was needed.
    

    

    
      “Boatswain, bind the man who threw him overboard and give him one hundred lashes. As for the man who fell… well, he’s dead, nothing to be done. The ones who drank will each receive ten lashes.”
    

    

    
      Meaning: the sailor who shoved the man overboard was essentially to be killed.
    

    

    
      -There’s no need for that.
    

    

    
      “……!?”
    

    

    
      “W-who was that?”
    

    

    
      “Who said—”
    

    

    
      Then a voice reached every ear onboard.
    

    

    
      -Look down.
    

    

    
      It was Yul. He had rescued the fallen sailor and now carried him on his back.
    

    

    
      -Come take him.
    

    

    
      “Lord Yul!”
    

    

    
      Everyone was surprised by Marchand's words. Although they had heard the owner was an orca.
    

    

    
      The boatswain lowered a rope, and the sailor was retrieved safely. As he was hauled aboard, Yul spoke.
    

    

    
      -Don’t kill the ones who caused the commotion, Marchand.
    

    

    
      “Understood. By the shipowner’s request, punishments will be reduced. Twelve lashes each. Including the one who fell and the one who pushed him.”
    

    

    
      In fact, 12 lashes was also an insane number. Especially if it was the nine-tailed disciplinary whip used on ships, the entire back would be torn and covered in blood.
    

    

    
      In any case, since Yul had ordered that they not be killed, both sailors were beaten into bloody messes and thrown into the punishment cell. The ones who drank were handled similarly.
    

    

    
      The incident meant little to Yul, but afterward, an odd rumor spread among the crew.
    

    

    
      A few days later.
    

    

    
      Seeing how high the crew morale had become, Yul spoke to Marchand privately from afar.
    

    

    
      -We’re getting close to the end of the Continental Ocean. Looks like that incident didn’t cause any issues?
    

    

    
      “It was a simple matter of maintaining discipline. Rather, there were more people who cursed the sailor for getting drunk and pushing a man overboard.”
    

    

    
      -Is that so.
    

    

    
      Marchand spoke through a light message spell. He was a mage as well.
    

    

    
      Ah, for reference, all captains in this world are said to be mages
    

    

    
      Ships usually carried fresh water for drinking, but if that wasn’t enough, the captain used magic to create water.
    

    

    
      And drinking water aboard a ship was absolute. It drastically reduced the likelihood of mutiny.
    

    

    
      “When sailing the vast sea, there is nothing as reassuring as having someone who knows the way. And after seeing you rescue that sailor, the others now feel confident that if they fall overboard, they will be saved too.”
    

    

    
      -Good.
    

    

    
      “But there are a few whose behavior is… excessive.”
    

    

    
      -How so?
    

    

    
      “Well, you are an orca, a creature humans call the guardian deity of the sea. Some of them have started worshipping you a bit too fervently.”
    

    

    
      Yul, not being on the ship, hadn't known, but there were rumors circulating inside the ship.
    

    

    
      First off, all the sailors knew that Yul was the owner, and they also knew that Yul could use magic. And they knew that since he had lived in the sea for a long time, he knew the way.
    

    

    
      “So, all we have to do is just follow Lord Yul, isn't that right?”
    

    

    
      “I'm still scared, that orca....”
    

    

    
      “Tsk. Call him 'Lord Yul', you b*stard.”
    

    

    
      “That's right. He gives us fish sometimes, too.”
    

    

    
      “That’s already amazing.”
    

    

    
      Such rumors circulated on the ship.
    

    

    
      Hearing that the crew viewed him so positively, Yul decided to accept it as a good thing.
    

    

    
      -Anyway, we’ve left the Continental Ocean now. Bring out the towing rope.
    

    

    
      It was the same rope normally used to tie ships together, but this time it was for tying Yul to Le Céleste. One sailor was assigned to do the job.
    

    

    
      Splash.
    

    

    
      -Oh. Aren’t you the one who fell into the sea a while back?
    

    

    
      “Y-yes, Lord Yul. That’s right. I’m Hansen.”
    

    

    
      -Be careful what you say around that fat guy.
    

    

    
      “Ha-haha… y-yes, Lord.”
    

    

    
      After Hansen tied the rope around Yul and climbed back aboard, Yul poured mana into the Horn of the Sea King at full power.
    

    

    
      -Good. Let’s go.
    

    

    
      Their destination was the Penguin Kingdom in the Arctic. It was time to sell the trade goods they had brought.
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      The moment they left the Continental Ocean, they plotted a course straight toward the Arctic. Yul had plenty to worry about.
    

    

    
      First, he had no experience to know whether the ship’s durability could withstand his speed, or whether anything would happen to the crew.
    

    

    
      At least everyone had been given fur coats in advance.
    

    

    
      Normally, sailors had to prepare such things themselves, but Yul had purchased everything for them.
    

    

    
      “Fur coats?!”
    

    

    
      “These were all bought out of the shipowner’s own generosity. One for each person—hand them out, navigator.”
    

    

    
      “Offer your prayers of gratitude to our orca shipowner.”
    

    

    
      “Damn. First time in my life I’ve ever been issued a fur coat.”
    

    

    
      “Be grateful when you put it on.”
    

    

    
      Listening to their chatter, they seemed to be praising Yul as extremely generous.
    

    

    
      Thus, the cold problem was solved.
    

    

    
      And then came the issue of the ship’s durability.
    

    

    
      Creak, creak.
    

    

    
      Hmm. So it can handle this level of speed.
    

    

    
      Gradually increasing the output of the Horn of the Sea King, Yul stopped once he sensed that going faster would no longer be safe.
    

    

    
      He eventually found the sweet spot between mana consumption and travel speed—about 8 knots, roughly 15 km/h.
    

    

    
      “Look at this insane speed. Feels like we’re going at twice our usual cruising rate.”
    

    

    
      “So this is how fast you can go when something is towing you from the front?”
    

    

    
      “Hey! Watch your footing! If you fall here, you’re really dead!”
    

    

    
      Even this pace was praised as about twice as fast as the early-model sailing ships they’d been using until now.
    

    

    
      There was a sudden drop in speed. They were sailing smoothly with a good tailwind, but in one section, a complete headwind blew. 
    

    

    
      Because of this, the speed instantly dropped, and Yul was surprised by the sudden jolt of pressure on his body.
    

    

    
      It felt like carrying a massive burden on his back. Just then, Captain Marchand stepped in.
    

    

    
      “Headwind!”
    

    

    
      “Tack! Forty-five degrees to port!”
    

    

    
      “Tighten the sails!”
    

    

    
      Fortunately, the crew knew how to advance even against a headwind. By zigzagging the sails, they reduced the drag and allowed forward movement.
    

    

    
      The Sun King had praised their excellent seamanship, and it had not been a lie.
    

    

    
      The unprecedented sight of a merchant vessel pulled by an orca reached the Arctic about a month later.
    

    

    
      “Lord Yul, is this the place?”
    

    

    
      ‘Yes. The Arctic has a long strip of land jutting south, that’s the entrance.’
    

    

    
      It was summer when they arrived, so the sea wasn’t frozen. In fact, this land was only navigable for trade in summer.
    

    

    
      “So this is the Arctic?”
    

    

    
      “L-look over there, some strange birds.”
    

    

    
      “Those black-and-white things….”
    

    

    
      “They’re holding weapons!”
    

    

    
      While the sailors nervously watched from the deck, Yul went ahead to speak with them first.
    

    

    
      -I brought goods as requested by King Adol of the Penguin Exile Island.
    

    

    
      “Ah, welcome. His Majesty is currently in the north.”
    

    

    
      One penguin stepped forward to greet Yul and the humans. He wore a white, plate-like hat on his head, but removed it while speaking with Yul.
    

    

    
      -Why? Has the Sorcerer King appeared in the north again?
    

    

    
      “N-no, nothing like that. We’re building a long wall in preparation for an invasion. A massive ice wall called the ‘White Barrier.’ We’ve hired frost giants, and His Majesty is personally overseeing the construction. So I am acting in his stead.”
    

    

    
      -Ah, really? And your name?
    

    

    
      “I am Girthil, Duke of the South.”
    

    

    
      -A duke? That’s a high rank, isn’t it?
    

    

    
      Yul had thought he was just an ordinary merchant, but he turned out to be a high-ranking noble.
    

    

    
      “Though, to be fair, I was appointed only recently. Do you remember the village chief who lived on the southern island?”
    

    

    
      -Ah. I remember.
    

    

    
      Back on the island, there had been an elderly penguin chief with white feathers who led the penguins.
    

    

    
      “I am that chief’s grandson. My grandfather passed away recently, and the remaining islanders rely on me. His Majesty recognized that influence and granted me the title of duke.”
    

    

    
      Since the transition from tribe to kingdom was still recent, their class system didn’t seem rigid yet.
    

    

    
      If the king appoints you, you’re a duke or a count—just like that.
    

    

    
      If Adol maintained his rule long-term and stabilized the foundations, this stability might last for quite some time.
    

    

    
      -Good, Girthil. I brought goods from the human kingdoms.
    

    

    
      “Yes, I saw. It is strange that they travel aboard such a massive object.”
    

    

    
      -Humans aren’t very good at swimming.
    

    

    
      “Ah, I see. Anyway, please unload the goods at that pier. But are the humans hostile?
    

    

    
      -They tend to be, yes.
    

    

    
      It was impossible to say otherwise, even as a courtesy. There’s a reason the term “humans are troublesome” exists.
    

    

    
      -But if you remain moderately cautious, they won’t cause trouble. I carefully selected the ones I brought.
    

    

    
      “They do look disciplined.”
    

    

    
      -Hmm?
    

    

    
      They were moving in sharp, orderly lines. Yul suspected they were just stiff with tension while watching the penguins.
    

    

    
      “Would payment in gold and furs be acceptable?”
    

    

    
      -Oh? You have gold?
    

    

    
      “Originally, our trade was purely barter, but since we began trading with humans, and coincidentally discovered a gold mine inside the White Barrier, we now have gold.”
    

    

    
      -Perfect. I’ll take gold, then.
    

    

    
      The Penguin Kingdom had only just begun mining gold, so gold was relatively cheap here. Small in volume, ideal for trade.
    

    

    
      Inflation would rise a bit once gold circulated, but it would be minor, and not Yul’s problem anyway.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, the sailors unloaded the trade goods: food, iron, cannons, gunpowder—everything that had been ordered.
    

    

    
      “Lord Yul! Offloading complete!”
    

    

    
      -Good. They’ll be paying in gold and furs. Go collect them and bring everything back.
    

    

    
      “Yes, Lord! Third Mate Yole! And sailors Josh, Marco, Hank! Follow me! Boatswain, you stay here and stand by.”
    

    

    
      “Aye!”
    

    

    
      After giving a series of orders, Marchand brought over the goods prepared by the Penguin Kingdom.
    

    

    
      The moment the crew saw the gleaming gold, their eyes sparkled just as brightly.
    

    

    
      “This is quite a lot.”
    

    

    
      “The gold alone is worth more than the trade goods we brought….”
    

    

    
      “They say the Penguin Kingdom doesn’t use gold.”
    

    

    
      “Ho.”
    

    

    
      -Trade really does make money.
    

    

    
      Finishing the first exchange filled Yul with confidence.
    

    

    
      -Marchand, you recorded the nautical chart, right?
    

    

    
      “Yes. The charting is complete.”
    

    

    
      -Good. I’d like you to keep selling goods as you make the trips. I can’t always be the one towing you here.
    

    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    

    
      Since Marchand and the officers had recorded the nautical chart, even if Yul wasn’t present, they could run this trade route like an auto-farm—steady profit, minimal effort.
    

    

    
      And that profit would flow neatly into Yul’s bank account.
    

    

    
      Just like one of those factory games: set up well in the early stages, and the system runs itself.
    

    

    
      -If this trade stabilizes somewhat, I’ll send a ship along this safe route and head south to open a new route. Then I can also go to my own island.
    

    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    

    
      -And in the meantime, I’ll be away for a while. I’m counting on you.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      The leadership of the Orca Tribe.
    

    

    
      Several leading orcas had gathered to discuss recent events.
    

    

    
      At the head sat Lancia, the chieftain of the Orca Tribe. Beside her were Nugh of the Warrior Corps, the Traditionalist elders, and Kalsonic of the Ascensionists.
    

    

    
      -Let us review what has happened so far.
    

    

    
      Lancia spoke first.
    

    

    
      -To begin, Syrendron awakened. It happens once every few years, so we assumed it was within expectations.
    

    

    
      Periodic awakenings of Syrendron and the orcas suppressing it had long been a routine.
    

    

    
      -Next, the Warrior Corps faced the monster of the ice waterfall. Nugh?
    

    

    
      -Yes, Matriarch. This is the horn of the ice waterfall creature we killed a short while ago.
    

    

    
      It was the monster defeated by Nugh, Tuana, and the rest of the Warrior Corps. Yul had not been aware of this incident.
    

    

    
      -And recently, Tuana and Yul defeated a ‘walking barnacle’ at the Starlight Cavern watchtower. Here are fragments of that creature.
    

    

    
      Lancia revealed a piece of Barcenoy that Tuana had brought back.
    

    

    
      -The patroller on duty at the Starlight Cavern watchtower lost his life.
    

    

    
      -……
    

    

    
      -These are not ordinary events.
    

    

    
      -In fact, if we trace the cause, we must go further back.
    

    

    
      The one to speak was Kalsonic, leader of the Ascensionists.
    

    

    
      -The Sea Gods’ war, and the ascension of the orca called Yul, these two must also be counted among the ‘abnormalities.’
    

    

    
      Surprisingly, one of the Traditionalist elders supported him.
    

    

    
      -Regrettably, Matriarch Lancia, even the ascension of Yul, formerly a jelly octopus, is an anomaly. Is there any record of a creature of another species ascending into an orca?
    

    

    
      -There is none.
    

    

    
      Which meant that multiple unprecedented events were happening all at once, from several directions.
    

    

    
      -If something dangerous continues to happen, repeatedly and with an intuitive sense of escalation, then it is indeed grave. Does anyone know what may be causing this?
    

    

    
      Lancia looked around. But none of the orcas present could explain why such incidents continued.
    

    

    
      Yet one orca stepped forward—Nugh.
    

    

    
      -After hearing Tuana’s report about the Barcenoy, I immediately went to speak with the Ancestral God. He warned that two more calamities may soon befall the Orca Tribe and told us to be cautious.
    

    

    
      -Two calamities….
    

    

    
      -He did not specify what they were, but I suspect these events are connected.
    

    

    
      Kalsonic of the Ascensionists disagreed.
    

    

    
      -No, that is not the case. Abnormal events are not occurring because a calamity is approaching the orcas. Rather, the abnormalities happen first, and the orcas become entangled afterward.”
    

    

    
      -Hm? What do you mean?
    

    

    
      -I recently visited the temple of the Deep King Tribe, and through the deep-sea pillar connected to Lord Isnael, I received an answer from him.”
    

    

    
      -W-what? Is that true?
    

    

    
      -To speak with the Deep King Tribe…
    

    

    
      -That hasn’t happened in a hundred years.-
    

    

    
      The Deep King Tribe—specifically Isnael—occasionally shared his far-reaching wisdom with the orcas.
    

    

    
      But such contact was irregular, sometimes occurring once over several centuries.
    

    

    
      -He said this is a sign that the world will soon be overturned. Although he said the details are written on a stone tablet.
    

    

    
      -A sign that the world will be overturned?
    

    

    
      -There is a certain fate, and because of that fate, the world will soon change. He did not reveal who would bring about that change, so I have no idea. But whatever the case, it will be something that occurs once every several thousand years.
    

    

    
      Lancia listened quietly before asking.
    

    

    
      -Then, what did he want from us?
    

    

    
      -He said to prepare for the future. And… follow the ‘light.’
    

    

    
      -The ‘light,’ hm….
    

    

    
      Lancia, in truth, did not trust the Deep King Tribe at all.
    

    

    
      The Deep King Tribe would occasionally give them tasks every few centuries.
    

    

    
      Syrendron? That was originally not the orcas’ responsibility. It was something the Deep King Tribe delegated to them.
    

    

    
      Likewise, the monitoring over the Starlight Cavern, the countless duties given to the Warrior Corps—all of it originated from the Deep King Tribe.
    

    

    
      Lancia found it difficult to shake the suspicion that they treated the orcas as “convenient slaves.”
    

    

    
      However, she also had no reason to cling to that resentment.
    

    

    
      Unlike the Ancestral God, who could not exert physical influence, Isnael had helped them greatly.
    

    

    
      He taught them how to use mantras, and it was Isnael who helped the orcas subtly rise into one of the major powers of the Great Azure Ocean.
    

    

    
      Just then, a voice echoed directly into Lancia’s ears.
    

    

    
      It was the telepathic call from the strongest warrior stationed at the border of the Outer Ocean.
    

    

    
      -Lancia, we have a problem. Send the Warrior Corps immediately.
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      Chapter 44. The Second Calamity
    

    

    

    

    
      ‘Huwaaam. Ah, is there anything fun happening?’
    

    

    
      Yul was rubbing his belly along the shallow seafloor of the continental shelf.
    

    

    
      Orcas were great in many ways, but they couldn’t scratch their own bellies. Whenever barnacles attached themselves there, the itch became unbearable, and today was one of those days.
    

    

    
      Moments like this made him miss his octopus tentacles. If he had a companion nearby, he could just ask them to scratch it for him, but he was a Patroller.
    

    

    
      ‘I should quit this job soon.’
    

    

    
      He planned to work as a Patroller for maybe one more year before becoming a runaway ninja.
    

    

    
      ‘Haven’t I worked enough by now? I’ve gathered plenty of experience points, and after Ascension, yeah, I'll say 'thanks and leave.'’
    

    

    
      It was a shame that he would part ways with Tuana and Nugh, but they couldn’t stay together forever anyway.
    

    

    
      ‘What should I evolve into next?’
    

    

    
      The Deep King Tribe? He had never even seen what they looked like. Aside from the fact that they could fly and communicated with ultrasonic waves, he knew practically nothing.
    

    

    
      ‘At the very least, I hope I evolve into something bigger than I am now. Maybe a kraken. Or maybe take a side-grade into some other sea creature.’
    

    

    
      With such lazy thoughts, Yul drifted into a nap.
    

    

    
      He was briefly falling into a dream when he heard an eerie voice that shouldn't have been audible.
    

    

    
      -Seek it… the being of fate.
    

    

    
      -Grasp the key of fate, open the pillars of the world. And usher in a new age.
    

    

    
      ‘Who was that?’
    

    

    
      The instant the eerie voice resonated, Yul snapped awake with a jolt.
    

    

    
      And the moment he awakened, a frantic voice followed through a mantra communication.
    

    

    
      -Calling all Patrollers in the northwest territories.
    

    

    
      A tense, hurried voice.
    

    

    
      -The entity that appeared in the northwest has been identified as a Level 3 Calamity, a Hive. Currently, Gehenna, Nugh, and the Warrior Corps are out of contact.
    

    

    
      ‘…!?’
    

    

    
      -All Patrollers, assemble and lend your strength. Coordinates are the Starlight Cavern watchtower! The fate of the Orca Tribe may depend on this.
    

    

    
      Yul could hardly grasp the scale of the disaster unfolding somewhere he knew nothing about.
    

    

    
      ‘What in the world is happening!?’
    

    

    
      He immediately abandoned his patrol zone and sped toward the assembly point.
    

    

    
      On the way, he attempted to contact Rukit. The translucent projection of Rukit appeared and spoke at once.
    

    

    
      -Rukit!
    

    

    
      -The situation is urgent, so I’ll explain first. It seems the second calamity has begun. It is a monster from the Outer Ocean called the Hive.
    

    

    
      -Calamity…
    

    

    
      Yul immediately recalled Ogh of the Rising Tide. Would another battle against a monster of that magnitude begin?
    

    

    
      - Why is the Hive attacking us?
    

    

    
      -Hear the details when you get to the gathering area. Time is short, so I'll get straight to the point. Nugh is missing and presumed dead, Gehenna is fatally wounded, and Tuania is also seriously injured.
    

    

    
      -What? Nugh and Tuana? And who is Gehenna?
    

    

    
      -He is the strongest among the Orcas, has the epithet “The Conqueror of the North,” and is one of the Great Powers of the Phantaratsa Surface Layer, as well.
    

    

    
      -Even a mighty orca like that was critically wounded…
    

    

    
      - The Hive is the strongest monster of the Outer Ocean. We need a powerful warrior. And that warrior is you.
    

    

    
      -…Understood. Assuming we’re going to bring it down, I need to assess the situation first. Do you know its weak point?
    

    

    
      -Nugh showed it to me. There must be a scar he left behind.
    

    

    
      -I’m almost there. Let’s talk more later.
    

    

    
      When Yul arrived at the Starlight watchtower, he saw countless Patrollers.
    

    

    
      Normally, Patrollers worked alone or in pairs. Seeing nearly twenty orcas gathered made it immediately clear that this was no ordinary crisis.
    

    

    
      Among them, Yul spotted the only Patroller he personally knew, Borgin.
    

    

    
      Borgin nodded to him silently, and Yul responded with body language as well.
    

    

    
      And at the front of the assembly of Patrollers stood Matriarch Lancia. After waiting for enough of them to gather, she began speaking.
    

    

    
      -There must have been many Patrollers who panicked at the sudden crisis. But the Great Azure Ocean is vast, and orcas are busy doing all sorts of things in all sorts of places. ‘The Conqueror of the North’ Gehenna’s role was to guard the waters between the Great Azure Ocean and the Outer Ocean, just like you, Patrollers.
    

    

    
      Everyone looked like they had something to say, but they couldn’t open their mouths. It was because Lancia continued speaking.
    

    

    
      -He had been watching for monsters crossing over from the Outer Ocean when, one day, he found a strange creature drifting on the surface. That was the Hive.
    

    

    
      -…..
    

    

    
      -We did not know why the Hive had come this way. They usually remained in the Outer Ocean, drifting around like buoys, and never entered the Great Azure Ocean. To seek counsel, we went to the Deep King Tribe. Isnael warned us that it was heading toward the sacred ruins of the Great Azure Ocean and that it would absorb every sea creature in its path. We made a decision. We would stop it. And the Warrior Corps departed at Gehenna’s request… and has now suffered a crushing defeat.
    

    

    
      -…….
    

    

    
      A suffocating silence hung over them.
    

    

    
      -Perhaps… because of this incident, our species, us orcas, may be facing extinction.
    

    

    
      -This can’t be…
    

    

    
      -However, there is still hope. Some of the Warrior Corps managed to retreat. Gehenna has suffered critical injuries, but his resolve still burns. In that opening, we must seek aid, not only for the Orca Tribe, but from every intelligent creature in all of Phantaratsa.
    

    

    
      An elderly Patroller said.
    

    

    
      -So, you need our lives to buy that time.
    

    

    
      -Unfortunately, yes.
    

    

    
      Lancia forced the words out with difficulty.
    

    

    
      Despite the heavy atmosphere, the Patrollers weren’t frightened.
    

    

    
      These were individuals who normally carried a solemn demeanor, yet now they burst into spirited laughter.
    

    

    
      -Easy enough.
    

    

    
      -I’ve been itching for a good fight anyway. Perfect timing.
    

    

    
      -Me, the last line of defense for our species? I’ll take it.
    

    

    
      -More fun than patrol duty.
    

    

    
      -For honor and devotion.
    

    

    
      Among all these Patrollers, not a single orca refused the mission. That alone stirred something indescribably deep in the heart.
    

    

    
      Yul was emotionally distant from them, yet he, too, was a member of the Orca Patrollers. Naturally, he intended to go.
    

    

    
      -I’ll be going too, of course.
    

    

    
      Yul, who always called Patroller duties unpaid labor and passion exploitation, had no intention of staying behind even in this situation.
    

    

    
      -Thank you, everyone. Your mission is… first, to locate the survivors of the Warrior Corps. Ever since the Hive gained the ability to use the Mantra of Communication, we’ve lost track of the Warrior Corps and the other orcas.
    

    

    
      -It can use the Mantra of Communication now?
    

    

    
      When one orca asked, Lancia answered.
    

    

    
      -It originally could not. But after it ‘absorbed’ a Patroller, it gained the ability.
    

    

    
      -…Understood. We’ll depart immediately.
    

    

    
      -May fortune follow you.
    

    

    
      As soon as Lancia departed in haste, the Patrollers gathered and headed north.
    

    

    
      During that time, the older Patrollers huddled together, discussed matters, and quickly reached a decision.
    

    

    
      -Then, as discussed, Borgin will take command.
    

    

    
      A leader was chosen among the Patrollers in an instant. Borgin, respected, skilled, and with many years of service, became their leader.
    

    

    
      -Borgin.
    

    

    
      -Yul. So the new Patroller has come as well.
    

    

    
      -The northwest region, near the edge of the Turtle Kingdom’s border, is my assigned patrol zone.
    

    

    
      -You must have had other options. I know about your past. Originally...
    

    

    
      -Right now, I'm Yul, the Orca Patroller. Nothing more, nothing less.
    

    

    
      -…Thank you.
    

    

    
      -I’ll take the lead. I have some experience taking down a Deep Sea creature, after all.
    

    

    
      -That's reassuring. I'll trust you.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Northern Sea.
    

    

    
      The place where the Outer Ocean and the Great Azure Ocean meet. The moment all the Patrollers arrived in the Outer Ocean, they could feel that something was different.
    

    

    
      -The density of magic… is different.
    

    

    
      One Patroller muttered.
    

    

    
      All seawater is infused with magic, and the density of magic varies from one sea to another.
    

    

    
      ‘A truly ominous sea.’
    

    

    
      Yul thought so. Thanks to his trait Lithium Pressure Nerves, he could sense and see underwater, and this Outer Ocean’s magic itself felt different. The water’s color was also slightly more grayish.
    

    

    
      The dark sea gave off the impression that the unfulfilled madness of devoured corpses was trying to draw in victims.
    

    

    
      -This is the Outer Ocean…
    

    

    
      Since they still had a long way to go, Yul summoned Rukit.
    

    

    
      -Rukit.
    

    

    
      -Have we reached the Outer Ocean? As expected, it’s an unpleasant sea no matter when I see it.
    

    

    
      Rukit’s semi-transparent main body was far away; the one here was merely a projection, like a ghost.
    

    

    
      -Tell me more about the Hive.
    

    

    
      -Right, hmm.
    

    

    
      Rukit’s explanation followed.
    

    

    
      -The magic in the Outer Ocean is extremely condensed. Any creature that cannot withstand that density will die or be driven away.
    

    

    
      -So, only the strong survive here.
    

    

    
      For young orcas, the Outer Ocean is treated as forbidden territory.
    

    

    
      Orcas attempting to sneak past Patrollers on their way to the Outer Ocean were often caught and returned home, and those who managed to get through would vanish without a trace.
    

    

    
      -The Orca Tribe’s ‘Recorders’ classify the beings in the Outer Ocean as creatures beyond understanding, and assign each a rank.
    

    

    
      -Rank?
    

    

    
      -Yes. From low to high, the ranks go from weak creatures to strong ones. Rank 5 are prey even in the Outer Ocean. But in the Great Azure Ocean, they become predators.
    

    

    
      -…..
    

    

    
      -The magic density in the Great Azure Ocean is different from the Outer Ocean, so creatures don’t usually come here. But sometimes unstable currents carry them over. In such cases, a Great Power–level entity appears to repel them, that is Gehenna’s duty.
    

    

    
      -I see. What creatures are Rank 4?
    

    

    
      -Rank 4 are predators of the Outer Ocean. A single Great Power–level entity cannot stop them alone. Support from capable allies is necessary.
    

    

    
      -Then, what rank is the Hive?
    

    

    
      -Rank 3. From this rank onward, they are essentially disasters. Aid is required from the governing units of each sea region.
    

    

    
      -Insane.
    

    

    
      -Rank 3 monsters are bizarre. They are neither predator nor prey, their forms are grotesque, some are halfway across to another dimension, and sometimes it’s difficult to even call them sea creatures.
    

    

    
      So among these disaster-level monsters exists the Hive.
    

    

    
      -It starts small. The size of a sea anemone, drifting on the water surface. But the Hive gradually attaches the sea creatures it absorbs to itself, growing in size. The enlarged Hive multiplies exponentially, becoming an overwhelming monster.
    

    

    
      If you saw a cluster of creatures floating on the water with no other life around, that would be the Hive.
    

    

    
      -Found it! That’s the Hive!
    

    

    
      Borgin, the Patroller, finely adjusting his ultrasonic waves, shouted loudly.
    

    

    
      -Straight ahead! 20 km out!
    

    

    
      Even in shallow waters, detecting that far with echolocation was impressive.
    

    

    
      Soon, Yul could also identify the Hive’s form.
    

    

    
      -Insane… what is that?
    

    

    
      He could sense the Hive’s form, patched together from all sorts of creatures like a ragged collage.
    

    

    
      It was like an island floating on the sea, but if you consider the “materials” were sea creatures…
    

    

    
      -It’s coming this way!
    

    

    
      Astonishingly, the Hive had also detected them.
    

    

    
      Floating normally on the surface, it immediately began swimming toward them, closing the distance at an incredible speed.
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      Chapter 45. The Hive
    

    

    

    

    
      -Borgin! Do we fight?!
    

    

    
      -No! Run for now!
    

    

    
      The Patrollers knew their mission well: retrieve the scattered and wounded Warrior Corps.
    

    

    
      And more importantly—stall for time.
    

    

    
      -Scatter in every direction. Stay alive, friends!
    

    

    
      The orcas who had been moving in formation scattered in all directions in an instant.
    

    

    
      From this moment on, Yul also acted autonomously.
    

    

    
      ‘Since the Hive has only one main body, it should only be able to track one target… what?’
    

    

    
      The Hive’s body elongated in an instant, stretching out violet tendrils toward the Patrollers.
    

    

    
      ‘Kraken!’
    

    

    
      Like the tentacles of a Kraken, it extended immense tendrils in all directions, skewering the fleeing Patrollers.
    

    

    
      【Authority—Madness (狂化) Activated】
    

    

    
      Yul evaded the blow by accelerating explosively.
    

    

    
      ‘I was 5 kilometers away.’
    

    

    
      The tentacle had been massive at first, but by the time it reached him, it had thinned into something like a thread—yet the fact that it could reshape itself this far was horrifying.
    

    

    
      Detected from 20 km away, and with an attack range of 5 km… Yul realized half of the Patrollers had been taken out by that strike.
    

    

    
      No one would have imagined an attack from this distance.
    

    

    
      Watching carefully, he realized that at some point the Hive had detached its tendrils and fired them like torpedoes.
    

    

    
      'Let's go down.'
    

    

    
      Water pressure increases by 1 atmosphere for every 10 meters of depth.
    

    

    
      By simple physics, those tendrils shouldn’t be able to move that fast deep underwater.
    

    

    
      And Yul had acquired diving capabilities.
    

    

    
      While dealing with humans, Yul had eaten metals like steel whenever he was bored. Thanks to his reinforced bones by [Metal Consumption] and the evolution of his [Oxygen-Storing Pigment], Yul could dive far deeper and stay submerged far longer than any other orca.
    

    

    
      He immediately spun around and sank rapidly into the deep.
    

    

    
      ‘Time to move covertly.’
    

    

    
      He activated the Mantra of Illusion, warping his entire body into a distorted mirage, just like Ogh of the Rising Tide. For a short time, he became transparent.
    

    

    
      This interfered with enemy senses, making him undetectable even through echolocation.
    

    

    
      ‘I wish I could’ve used the Mantra of Illusion on the others as well.’
    

    

    
      But the Mantra of Illusion required at least part of Yul’s own body, or Yul himself, to work.
    

    

    
      He could only hope they survived on their own.
    

    

    
      Resisting the crushing pressure squeezing his entire body, Yul hid within the heavy darkness of the deep sea and observed above.
    

    

    
      The Patrollers who escaped the attack vanished from sight in moments.
    

    

    
      After unleashing that strike, the Hive ceased moving and floated on the surface like a buoy.
    

    

    
      Now was the perfect chance to observe this alien-like creature.
    

    

    
      What was known so far was that countless mighty beings had been defeated by this monster.
    

    

    
      At this moment, with no enemy detected, it drifted like a buoy on the surface, doing nothing.
    

    

    
      It let the waves carry it, moving with minimal motion.
    

    

    
      Its overall coloration was a pale violet.
    

    

    
      Its body appeared to be made from many different creatures: the shell of a crab, the skin of a whale, the eyes of a sardine, the mouth of an anglerfish, the arms of a starfish, and perhaps even the scales of some massive beast.
    

    

    
      Among all the creatures Yul had seen, it felt the most detached from anything “alive” except perhaps the Lord of the Abyss himself.
    

    

    
      At least Abysarion, the Lord of the Abyss, somewhat resembled a jellyfish. This creature resembled nothing.
    

    

    
      ‘Like a chimera cobbled together by a mad scientist.’
    

    

    
      There was no way such a creature could merely drift without structure.
    

    

    
      ‘There must be a core at the center. Otherwise, it would fall apart.’
    

    

    
      The absorbed bodies formed a layer around it. If there were a core, they might function as an outer shell to protect it.
    

    

    
      ‘And it must be using magic to bind them.’
    

    

    
      Some structure Yul didn’t understand was channeling magic throughout the Hive’s body.
    

    

    
      Even now, while Yul held his breath, it was scattering ultrasonic waves, checking its surroundings through echolocation.
    

    

    
      This had to be the result of “absorbing” an orca. Absorb other creatures and even use their abilities…
    

    

    
      In any case, he needed to find the Warrior Corps.
    

    

    
      Knowing the Hive’s sensory range, Yul decided to move beyond it.
    

    

    
      While searching the area, he didn’t find the Warrior Corps, but he found a massive sailing ship nearby.
    

    

    
      ‘What!? A ship!? Why is there a ship here?!’
    

    

    
      It wasn’t far from the Hive. Worse, it was directly on a course toward it.
    

    

    
      Yul surfaced to check the ship’s flag.
    

    

    
      ‘That flag… the Kingdom of Aragon.’
    

    

    
      The Kingdom of Aragon, a famed maritime power, was one of the Three Great Naval Powers alongside Frangia and Britain.
    

    

    
      He had heard that Aragon, Frangia’s greatest rival, often sent explorers into the oceans to compete with neighboring nations.
    

    

    
      But now, at this time, in the Outer Ocean of all places?
    

    

    
      This place was extremely far from the continent. He had no time to admire or curse their overwhelming adventurous drive.
    

    

    
      These explorers soon spotted the Hive floating on the surface of the sea.
    

    

    
      Fascinated by the bizarre cluster of creatures, they slowed down and even approached it.
    

    

    
      ‘Stop, you crazy bastards!’
    

    

    
      Before Yul’s warning could reach them, the dormant Hive would awaken first.
    

    

    
      Yul instantly concluded they were finished.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      The captain of the Argos floated exhausted alongside his crew.
    

    

    
      They were advanced explorers sent on the orders of the Sailing Prince of the Kingdom of Aragon.
    

    

    
      The first attempt had gone well. Instead of wandering blindly in search of a new route, they sailed according to a nautical chart supposedly stolen from a foreign nation.
    

    

    
      But that didn’t last long. Their ship was caught in a typhoon, they lost their coordinates, and soon drifted aimlessly. Their supplies soon ran out.
    

    

    
      The sea stretched endlessly.
    

    

    
      They had sailed far too far from the continent and no longer knew where they were.
    

    

    
      There had been multiple mutinies on board, resulting in several captain changes, but even the newly appointed captain couldn’t find a way out of this ocean.
    

    

    
      A world of nothing but open sea.
    

    

    
      The sailors, unable to eat, were already collapsing from exhaustion. In a bit more time, they might even end up eating one another.
    

    

    
      “Something’s there!”
    

    

    
      When the lookout, endlessly staring at the water’s surface, shouted from atop the mast, the dazed crew rushed over.
    

    

    
      “What is that?”
    

    

    
      Something was floating on the surface of the sea—something that looked like a massive garbage island.
    

    

    
      Looking closely, it was a creature.
    

    

    
      A garbage island made of creature parts, one might say.
    

    

    
      Some parts were soft, lumpy violet flesh; other parts looked like the shell of a sea turtle; others seemed to be fins of whales or sharks attached together.
    

    

    
      “Whatever it is, can’t we eat it?”
    

    

    
      “No matter what, sir, that thing looks wrong. It’s not a slime, and it’s definitely not a jellyfish.”
    

    

    
      “Haul it up.”
    

    

    
      At the captain’s order, the sailors swarmed over and poked at the thing floating on the surface.
    

    

    
      They wanted to see if pulling it aboard would let them eat any part of it.
    

    

    
      The moment they struck it with a pole, the violet flesh suddenly sprouted moving tendrils.
    

    

    
      “W-woah?! What is that?!”
    

    

    
      “Drop the pole!”
    

    

    
      The purple tendril climbing up the pole fell away for just a moment.
    

    

    
      Then tendrils erupted from nearly every visible part of the massive creature, stretching toward the ship.
    

    

    
      “R-raise the sails…!”
    

    

    
      The captain, who had shouted the command the loudest, became the first target.
    

    

    
      He swung his magic-infused sword and severed several tendrils, but before the overwhelming number of them, he stood no chance.
    

    

    
      Seeing the captain swallowed between the tendrils in an instant, some sailors leapt into the water, but they were captured even faster and absorbed by the Hive.
    

    

    
      The tendrils covering the ship began seizing the humans one by one and dissolving them.
    

    

    
      It attached the necessary organs to itself and converted the unnecessary parts into energy to absorb.
    

    

    
      The Hive obtained the most superior component humans possessed: the brain.
    

    

    
      Humans were a species that had allowed other physical traits to atrophy to maintain the organ known as the brain.
    

    

    
      Realizing that this “brain” was the most important part, the Hive collected human brains and formed an organ from them.
    

    

    
      The absorption efficiency was low, so it couldn’t perfectly replicate a brain, but the Hive now possessed a certain degree of intelligence.
    

    

    
      -Drift… south.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Yul was chilled by the Hive’s ability to swallow an entire ship whole.
    

    

    
      Even while observing from afar under the Mantra of Illusion, he couldn’t think of any way to fight it.
    

    

    
      ‘How do you deal with something that sprouts thousands of tendrils from its entire body?’
    

    

    
      Yul had a guess about what the Hive had been absorbing: cephalopods, like squid and octopus.
    

    

    
      Each tentacle of a cephalopod carries partial intelligence.
    

    

    
      Even back when Yul had been a jelly octopus, he’d felt it clearly—each tentacle acted like a sub-core, helping the main brain with its own minor intelligence.
    

    

    
      And now the Hive had absorbed humans. It had gained human intelligence. The Hive was going to become even more difficult to handle.
    

    

    
      Yul didn’t approach. Instead, he circled around the Hive and inspected the creatures it had absorbed.
    

    

    
      ‘The violet flesh seems to be the true body.’
    

    

    
      Connected by tendrils branching from that core, countless creatures were strung together like dried fish.
    

    

    
      The problem was that the core didn’t exist in just one place—those violet tissues were spread throughout the entire mass, and the absorbed creatures were gradually turning into that violet flesh.
    

    

    
      ‘It captures a creature, connects a tendril, then slowly absorbs it and replaces its body with its own.’
    

    

    
      It had no eyes, no ears, no nose—only slime-like flesh writhing and shifting, straight out of a horror movie.
    

    

    
      Yul examined the orcas absorbed into the Hive.
    

    

    
      They hadn’t been fully digested yet, still retaining their shapes though coated in violet flesh.
    

    

    
      ‘Members of the Warrior Corps.’
    

    

    
      He sensed the awful fate that had befallen Nugh, but forced himself not to imagine it and carefully examined the faces of the orcas.
    

    

    
      ‘Nugh!!’
    

    

    
      Nugh was there.
    

    

    
      He seemed to have been absorbed while fighting alongside the other Warrior Corps members, his form almost entirely intact.
    

    

    
      But he did not react to ultrasonic waves, he looked as if he were in a state of suspended animation.
    

    

    
      Yul was filled with rage. He wanted to tear off the violet flesh clinging to Nugh right away. But first, he calmed himself and organized his thoughts.
    

    

    
      After the Hive left, he immediately headed for the ship.
    

    

    
      ‘The ship… is intact. Not a single part is damaged.’
    

    

    
      It had absorbed only organic matter and retreated perfectly.
    

    

    
      If that ship survived and drifted around the ocean, it would eventually become a ghost ship. But Yul had no intention of leaving it as is.
    

    

    
      Carefully, he moved toward the ship the Hive had disappeared from.
    

    

    
      ‘Doesn’t look like there’s any problem.’
    

    

    
      There were no Hive fragments or any leftover slime.
    

    

    
      Yul had approached the ship for a reason, because of the gunports visible along its sides.
    

    

    
      ‘A ship is technically a weapon, isn’t it?’
    

    

    
      But would that interpretation count? Unsure, Yul focused skeptically and attempted to control the ship using the Mantra of Armament.
    

    

    
      ‘Feels like it might work?’
    

    

    
      As soon as he thought that, another “weapon” immediately came to mind.
    

    

    
      He activated the Mantra of Communication and sent a one-way message to Marchand.
    

    

    
      -Marchand, I think we need to transport an item. Pause all trade for now. In the Kingdom of Britain, there’s an island called Skilg Brig, where a mage lives. Go to him and retrieve the weapon I entrusted to him. Bring it here.
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      Having acquired a massive galleon for free, Yul mentally cast self-brainwashing and focused his mind.
    

    

    
      'This is a weapon system... Isn't a ship a weapon? In the Renaissance, a ship-of-the-line was a strategic weapon like a nuclear bomb, right? This isn't quite that level, but a ship is a weapon nonetheless.'
    

    

    
      Through the magic circuits spread across his nervous system, he drew up the overwhelming magic residing in his soul and exerted influence over the ship.
    

    

    
      ‘The mana consumption is way too high, though.’
    

    

    
      Raising the sails or lowering the anchor consumed huge amounts of magic.
    

    

    
      ‘Simple actions like these cost so much mana, yet manipulating the cannons uses almost none.’
    

    

    
      The magic seemed to be distributed efficiently when it came to moving the cannons, letting him reload them at overwhelming speed.
    

    

    
      It was probably a difference in recognition—because cannons had no other function, the ship clearly recognized them as weapons.
    

    

    
      ‘I can also open and close the gunports. With this, I can secure enough firepower.’
    

    

    
      The ship didn’t carry many cannons. There were about 24 in total across the port and starboard sides, but gunpowder and cannonballs were plentiful.
    

    

    
      ‘There are swords and guns too.’
    

    

    
      After completely taking control of the ship using the Mantra of Armament, Yul inspected the firearms.
    

    

    
      The captain’s pistol floated up and drifted into Yul’s reach.
    

    

    
      ‘A flintlock musket, huh.’
    

    

    
      Inside, both the bullet and the powder were missing, likely because the captain had resisted intensely.
    

    

    
      ‘This thing’s basically a toy.’
    

    

    
      Yul gathered all the personal weapons and stored them in a hold.
    

    

    
      Using knives or guns to fight the Hive was impossible. At a minimum, cannons were needed to inflict real damage.
    

    

    
      He had no intention of ramming the ship straight into the Hive.
    

    

    
      For some reason, after absorbing humans, the Hive had grown slower and slower.
    

    

    
      'Is it due to digestion?'
    

    

    
      In any case, the Hive was drifting southward, surrendering its body to the currents.
    

    

    
      -Are you all alive?
    

    

    
      A message came in. It was from Borgin.
    

    

    
      -I’m alive. What about you, Borgin?
    

    

    
      -I’m fine. But I’ve lost contact with the other Patrollers. And I haven’t located the Warrior Corps.
    

    

    
      -Same here. But I’m monitoring the Hive from nearby.
    

    

    
      -Good. I’ll search for the Warrior Corps. You keep observing the Hive.
    

    

    
      Yul left the task of finding the Warrior Corps to Borgin and circled the Hive, evacuating nearby creatures.
    

    

    
      Just like removing flammable material from a fire zone, he prevented the Hive from growing by removing any creatures it could absorb.
    

    

    
      He also sent Marchand’s group a direct route to arrive here as quickly as possible.
    

    

    
      And while he waited endlessly, Le Céleste arrived even before news of the Warrior Corps.
    

    

    
      -What? Marchand? Why are you here so fast?
    

    

    
      “Ah! Lord Yul! We received favorable winds and sped here at incredible speed. The currents also helped. There must be a massive current stream nearby.”
    

    

    
      -Oh, is that so?
    

    

    
      Apparently, they had been able to reach him at nearly the same speed that Yul could pull the ship with magic.
    

    

    
      ‘Strong winds and currents blowing toward this place? That’s dangerous.’
    

    

    
      The idea that humans could reach the Outer Ocean so quickly from their own territory gave Yul a chill.
    

    

    
      -This place is the edge of the Great Azure Ocean, the Outer Ocean. It’s the most dangerous sea, where no sea creature goes.
    

    

    
      “I’ll make a note of that.”
    

    

    
      Marchand said that as soon as he heard the word ‘dangerous.’
    

    

    
      -Did you bring the item?
    

    

    
      “Yes. We brought everything you requested. But the weapon from the mage is… rather large.”
    

    

    
      -Huh? A mage? Ah, you mean Ian. What, it really is big, isn't it?"
    

    

    
      What Marchand brought was Ian’s weapon.
    

    

    
      Yul had expected something about 1 meter long, but it was at least 3–4 meters.
    

    

    
      It resembled a fountain pen. The tip was shaped like a barbed harpoon, with several openings along the sides to let water flow inside.
    

    

    
      The exterior was coated with Krelsite, and the back end—shaped somewhat like a car key handle—was made of a material that held magic well.
    

    

    
      “The lighthouse mage said to pass along a message. He said he used up all the Krelsite.”
    

    

    
      -Hmm. I’ll need to restock it again.
    

    

    
      “Um, Lord  Yul… when you say you’ll bring more Krelsite… Do you mean you, personally?”
    

    

    
      Marchand, giving his report, finally couldn’t hold back his curiosity and asked.
    

    

    
      -Yeah. I’m the only one who can mine it.
    

    

    
      Humanity would need a long time to develop the technology to mine ore from the seafloor. For now, Yul was the sole supplier.
    

    

    
      -All your salaries are paid by selling Krelsite.
    

    

    
      “…Isn’t the trade with the Arctic actually unnecessary, then?”
    

    

    
      At Marchand’s suggestion, Yul shook his head.
    

    

    
      -No. We need to maintain some connection with the Penguin Kingdom. Besides, once we finish dealing with them, I plan to head to the Archipelago Ocean in the south. Oh, right, take whatever you want from this ship.
    

    

    
      “Eh? Come to think of it… what is this ship?”
    

    

    
      -It’s a galleon from the Kingdom of Aragon. They seemed to be adventurers who drifted here. And, everyone 'inside' is dead.
    

    

    
      “……Dead?”
    

    

    
      -There’s a monster called the Hive. It killed them.
    

    

    
      When Yul roughly explained the Hive’s characteristics, Marchand shuddered.
    

    

    
      “There’s no such monster on land. Nothing even remotely similar.”
    

    

    
      Marchand boarded the Aragon Kingdom’s ship and examined the interior.
    

    

    
      -I plan to use the gunpowder and weapons. Make them usable. You can recover the rest of the cargo and their navigation logs.
    

    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    

    
      Together with the sailors, he gathered various items from the Aragon ship: food stores, navigation logs, a compass, a telescope, and more.
    

    

    
      Marchand said he found something particularly unusual among them.
    

    

    
      “Lord Yul, it’s a staff meant exclusively for mages.”
    

    

    
      -I heard all of you captains are mages, right? You use it or sell it.
    

    

    
      There was a magic stone set into the staff, but in such a small amount that it wouldn’t be very efficient for Yul to consume.
    

    

    
      “Yes. And we also found some Krellsite ore.”
    

    

    
      -Krellsite? Why would that be in the Kingdom of Aragon?
    

    

    
      “It was enshrined carefully, and it looks as if it was freshly mined.”
    

    

    
      Had a species other than Yul begun trading it? Or had they obtained Krellsite from some island? There was no way to know.
    

    

    
      -That’s… I’ll think about it later; it’s not important right now.
    

    

    
      “Okay. Everything’s been sorted.”
    

    

    
      -Hmm. I can feel it getting closer. You all keep your distance.
    

    

    
      “Please be careful, shipowner. We’d rather not suddenly lose our benevolent patron.”
    

    

    
      -So even you, with that stiff face, know how to joke? Don’t worry. Just stay far away for now.
    

    

    
      Once Marchand’s Le Céleste had moved some distance away, Yul intended to immediately carry out combat with the Hive.
    

    

    
      -Hoo. Ready.
    

    

    
      He muttered as if making a vow to himself. There were no reinforcements anywhere, but he had no intention of waiting for the Warrior Corps. Right now, all he could think about was rescuing Nugh.
    

    

    
      Yul clung tightly to the underside of the sailing ship. Using a towline would restrict his movement, so that wasn’t an option. Instead, he used the Horn of the Sea King to alter the flow of the tides and steer the ship.
    

    

    
      The magic consumption increased slightly, but he had no intention of controlling it for long.
    

    

    
      Right on the edge of Yul’s detection range, the Hive’s position soon came into view.
    

    

    
      No one knew when Nugh would be completely assimilated by the Hive. He might already have been absorbed.
    

    

    
      But at the very least, he intended to take that body back.
    

    

    
      ‘Stay calm. Focus.’
    

    

    
      Yul opened the gunports and precisely aimed the cannons. At the same time, gunpowder flew through the air, and cannonballs also flew through the air, automatically loading themselves into the cannons.
    

    

    
      Though he couldn’t see them, he handled it as skillfully as if moving his own hands or feet.
    

    

    
      That was the ability of the 「Mantra of Armament」.
    

    

    
      Holding his breath, Yul continued to cling beneath the ship.
    

    

    
      He entered the Hive’s detection range. Tensing, he thought a tentacle attack might come flying at any moment, but the Hive showed no interest in Yul.
    

    

    
      ‘No, rather than me, it has no interest in this sailing ship. It already killed every living thing on board.’
    

    

    
      Right now, this ship might simply be considered a ghost ship drifting on the sea.
    

    

    
      Now it was time to drive an iron thought straight into the bastard’s head. He lifted the prepared linstock and brought it to the touch hole.
    

    

    
      —BOOOM!
    

    

    
      The twelve culverin cannons on the port side erupted in unison.
    

    

    
      Screeeech!
    

    

    
      Almost simultaneously, the cannonballs fired from the Argos cut through the air and struck the Hive sprawled across the sea surface.
    

    

    
      Crash! Boom! Thud!
    

    

    
      They were nothing more than chunks of iron, but the terrifying impact caused parts of the Hive to burst apart.
    

    

    
      Its living outer skin tore like paper, spewing purple viscera.
    

    

    
      Like a cocktail mixed into seawater, purple blood spread between the waves.
    

    

    
      ‘It works!’
    

    

    
      The Hive didn’t scream. More precisely, it seemed to feel no pain.
    

    

    
      However, unlike its previous sluggish behavior, it now displayed an incredibly fast reaction speed.
    

    

    
      Some of the Hive’s tentacles transformed into fin-like shapes, and by swaying its body like an orca, it gained thrust.
    

    

    
      ‘So it speeds up when it detects hostility.’
    

    

    
      Yul spun the sailing ship halfway around and fired the remaining cannons.
    

    

    
      The cannonballs severed part of the Hive! Seeing chunks of flesh tear free and separate from the main body, Yul gained confidence.
    

    

    
      ‘Reload!’
    

    

    
      He loaded the cannons on the opposite side again. Using the ramrod to clear out the gunpowder residue, pouring in fresh powder, and adjusting the cannonballs.
    

    

    
      No one had taught him, yet he knew the exact amount of gunpowder. How far to push the ramrod to clear the powder, and how to aim the cannonballs properly.
    

    

    
      Yul realized he had underestimated the Mantra of Armament. It went beyond simple telekinesis—there seemed to be ‘something’ more.
    

    

    
      ‘I’ll keep pouring on the bombardment like this.’
    

    

    
      He intended to fire until the gunpowder ran dry.
    

    

    
      Whirrrrrlick!
    

    

    
      From far away, a tentacle flew in, then shot off uselessly into empty air.
    

    

    
      ‘Unlike underwater, tentacles fired toward a ship have atrocious accuracy.’
    

    

    
      The tentacle projectiles that had pierced orcas with pinpoint precision from several kilometers away couldn’t even touch the ship at a much closer distance.
    

    

    
      ‘Then let’s maintain the distance.’
    

    

    
      Along with successive volleys, he used the Horn of the Sea King to its maximum to widen the gap.
    

    

    
      At that moment, the Hive—having taken multiple bombardments—began to change shape.
    

    

    
      From the island of biological debris, through holes torn in its inner membrane, bizarre, round, purple lumps of flesh began to swell.
    

    

    
      After swelling, the flesh hardened and then immediately formed a reflective armor.
    

    

    
      -Clang!
    

    

    
      Armor with a high curvature along its sloped surface defended the Hive’s upper body.
    

    

    
      ‘What? How is that even possible!?’
    

    

    
      When a steel cannonball struck the upper section and bounced off, Yul was dumbfounded.
    

    

    
      Then the Hive’s body accelerated even faster, because a gigantic sail formed in the central section where there was no reflective armor.
    

    

    
      It caught the wind. Gaining speed, it began to pursue Yul.
    

    

    
      With its upper armor becoming angular like the nose of a Nighthawk stealth aircraft, it closed in on Yul’s sailing ship and delivered a tremendous ramming attack.
    

    

    
      -CRASH!
    

    

    
      At the same time, enormous tentacles scattered outward and stretched toward the entire ship.
    

    

    
      Even Yul, clinging tightly beneath the hull, could see the tentacles.
    

    

    
      At the tip of each tentacle was an embedded eye. The transparent lenses twisted their directions as if each possessed its own intelligence, attacking everywhere at once.
    

    

    
      The instant Yul sensed a threat to his life, a red light flared from his entire body.
    

    

    
      【Authority—Madness (狂化) Activated】
    

    

    
      ‘Good. I’ve been waiting for this moment.’
    

    

    
      Before the ship could completely explode, Yul moved swiftly to seize his original objective.
    

    

    
      Darting like an arrow through the countless tentacles, Yul sensed shockwaves resounding behind him, but they posed no hindrance at all to rescuing the captured Nugh.
    

    

    
      Biting down and tearing away part of the massive purple tentacle attached to Nugh’s back, Yul plunged straight down into the deep sea of profound darkness.
    

    
      __________________
    

    
      __________________
    

    
      __________________
    

    

    
      (T/N): Just got back from my holiday break. I know my greetings are a bit late, but still—Merry Christmas and Happy New Year, guys! Let’s go, FIGHTING 2026!!!
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      Inside the sailing ship, there was a large quantity of explosives that Marchand’s group had loaded aboard.
    

    

    
      It was far more than the amount of gunpowder normally used on a sailing ship, and Yul had prepared it in advance for self-destruction.
    

    

    
      The explosion inflicted tremendous pain on the Hive, and amid the massive confusion it caused, Yul forced his way through the tentacles and successfully rescued Nugh.
    

    

    
      ‘No injuries on me.’
    

    

    
      Thanks to the invincibility granted by Madness, which could even withstand the pressure of the Deep Sea, he was completely unharmed.
    

    

    
      ‘But on Nugh’s back…….’
    

    

    
      Yul looked at the purple tentacle embedded in the center of Nugh’s back.
    

    

    
      Even after escaping the Hive’s threat, it clung tightly to Nugh’s back, refusing to come off as if it had fused with him.
    

    

    
      ‘What should I do?’
    

    

    
      At that moment, within Yul’s detection range, he discovered an orca in the distance. It was an orca twice the size of the others.
    

    

    
      It spoke from that direction.
    

    

    
      -You there! Are you the one who blew up the Hive?
    

    

    
      -I’m a Patroller. Who are you?
    

    

    
      -I am the Conqueror of the North, Gehenna! I heard the explosion and came to see. That was a bold move.
    

    

    
      Gehenna—one of the Great Powers?
    

    

    
      For the first time, Yul was seeing the strongest warrior of the Orca Tribe, whom he had only heard of in rumors.
    

    

    
      He was about twice Yul’s size, his entire body covered in scars. And most importantly, there was a gaping hole blown clean through his left flank.
    

    

    
      A fatal wound that would have killed a normal orca without question.
    

    

    
      -Are you all right? That wound.
    

    

    
      -Ah, this? It’s bearable.
    

    

    
      Magic had been wrapped around the area of the wound, crudely sealing it, but no matter how one looked at it, it seemed like nothing more than a temporary measure.
    

    

    
      -So you’re the one who rescued Nugh… In any case, you said you’re a Patroller? I’ll guide you to where the Warrior Corps is.
    

    

    
      Yul followed Gehenna.
    

    

    
      The Warrior Corps and the Patrollers were in an underwater cave that had been turned into a hideout.
    

    

    
      -Borgin?
    

    

    
      -Yul! You were alive!
    

    

    
      He found Borgin, whom he had been separated from earlier. And further inside, he also found Tuania.
    

    

    
      -Yul? Grandfather?
    

    

    
      -You, your injuries…
    

    

    
      Tuania was covered in wounds, and half of the fin on her back had been torn away.
    

    

    
      -More importantly, Grandfather…
    

    

    
      -In that state, there’s no way.
    

    

    
      Gehenna, who had followed them in, spoke.
    

    

    
      -Just like the other creatures the Hive absorbed, Nugh has ended up in that condition.
    

    

    
      -…What are you saying? Was I too late?
    

    

    
      -Once it reaches that state, Nugh’s body will soon collapse. There’s no way to completely remove the Hive’s tentacle. If you try to rip it out by force, it’ll damage his internal organs as well.
    

    

    
      -That can’t be…
    

    

    
      Yul’s pupils wavered. Gehenna continued in a heavy tone.
    

    

    
      -Nugh stayed behind alone to save me… He saved all of us.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      The Hive moved after seeing a blue light shining from a faraway place. That light would lead all things toward the destiny of Ascension.
    

    

    
      Having just risen from the deep sea, it writhed as it began absorbing everything around it.
    

    

    
      [Absorbing seaweed biological tissue]
    

    

    
      [Increase in body surface area]
    

    

    
      [Absorbing turtle armor]
    

    

    
      [Enhancement of body material]
    

    

    
      [Absorbing orca muscles]
    

    

    
      [Increase in muscle activity]
    

    

    
      [Absorbing octopus tentacles]
    

    

    
      [Improvement in major biological tissue transformation]
    

    

    
      [Absorbing herring]
    

    

    
      [Creation of oxygen-breathing organs]
    

    

    
      [Absorbing kelp]
    

    

    
      [Photosynthesis function]
    

    

    
      Absorbing everything in its path, it formed the organs it required.
    

    

    
      It was not merely absorbing. It reorganized what it took in and made it its own.
    

    

    
      Biological tissues underwent rampant transformation.
    

    

    
      [Increase in energy activity]
    

    

    
      [High-efficiency solar energy conversion]
    

    

    
      [Conversion of useless matter into energy]
    

    

    
      In the end, the Hive transformed into something like a mass of purple flesh, and it moved slowly, yet with a clear and definite purpose.
    

    

    
      And blocking its path were the orcas.
    

    

    
      The orca Warrior Corps, arriving with support from their tribe, were shocked when they discovered the Hive lurking stealthily on the sea surface.
    

    

    
      They engaged in a fierce battle. At first, the Hive nearly collapsed under the orcas’ assault.
    

    

    
      But the Hive absorbed the orcas.
    

    

    
      And as it adapted to them, it changed its tactics. This was not a movement born of intelligence, but of instinct.
    

    

    
      It developed its tentacles to fire them like projectiles, or snatched orcas and fused them directly into its own outer skin.
    

    

    
      -Hive!
    

    

    
      -Nugh! Take the Warrior Corps and run!
    

    

    
      -I can’t do that, Gehenna! You’ve suffered a fatal wound!
    

    

    
      After the brutal battle, Gehenna had exhausted all of his strength, yet he could not defeat the Hive.
    

    

    
      -Go. Take the other Warrior Corps members with you as well. I’ll hold this place.
    

    

    
      -…Nugh, you will die.
    

    

    
      -I was prepared from the beginning. From the moment I entrusted my body to the Warrior Corps, I resolved to throw away my life for honor and glory, and for the prosperity of our race.
    

    

    
      -……!
    

    

    
      -My only regret is that I’ll be leaving without meeting that child, Yul.
    

    

    
      -You mean that “special child”?
    

    

    
      Nugh smiled faintly and replied.
    

    

    
      -Please take good care of Tuania. Now, go! Ugh!
    

    

    
      At the very last moment, Nugh sacrificed himself in Gehenna’s stead to save him.
    

    

    
      He shoved Gehenna away and took the full blow of a tentacle strike.
    

    

    
      Resisting even in that state, Nugh shouted to Gehenna.
    

    

    
      -Go!
    

    

    
      -Nugh!
    

    

    
      -This is how the Warrior Corps meets its end! I, Nugh, have fulfilled my calling…!
    

    

    
      Gehenna retreated, withdrawing from the battlefield for a time, but he did not flee. Instead, he circled the area, rallying the remaining Warrior Corps.
    

    

    
      With Nugh gone, his role was to preserve the wounded Warrior Corps as best he could.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      -Nugh is dead. This is nothing more than a shell.
    

    

    
      -That can’t be…
    

    

    
      Just as Gehenna said, Nugh’s body soon began to collapse slowly along with the tentacle.
    

    

    
      Yul stared blankly at the sight.
    

    

    
      -Nugh…
    

    

    
      -Grandfather…!
    

    

    
      Tuania stayed by Nugh’s side, watching his final moments.
    

    

    
      -Nugh…
    

    

    
      -The greatest warrior, Nugh, has died...
    

    

    
      -Nugh saved me once…
    

    

    
      At Nugh's passing, other orcas gathered. Wounded warriors and the Patrollers who had barely survived all came together to look upon Nugh’s remains.
    

    

    
      A quiet funeral was held.
    

    

    
      No one showed their emotions, but everyone knew what they had to do.
    

    

    
      They had to bring down the Hive.
    

    

    
      There was no one here consumed by blind rage. What they possessed instead was cold resolve and the anger that supported it.
    

    

    
      All living beings die someday. 
    

    

    
      While one cannot choose when they are born, one can choose how they die.
    

    

    
      That was how the orcas thought. Tuania stepped forward and spoke.
    

    

    
      -Let’s stop the Hive. Let’s take revenge for everyone.
    

    

    
      -I know, Tuania, but everyone here is wounded. If we charge in head-on, we’ll all die meaninglessly.
    

    

    
      Gehenna replied to Tuania’s words. As he said, this place was filled with defeated remnants and the injured.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Yul stepped forward.
    

    

    
      -I have a plan.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Fundamentally, the Hive was in a state of “inactivity.”
    

    

    
      This had already been proven through the sailing ship of the Kingdom of Aragon. Before the humans approached and interfered with it, the Hive did not move.
    

    

    
      However, when some kind of external stimulus occurred, the Hive became active.
    

    

    
      A representative example was the orcas’ ultrasonic waves.
    

    

    
      After being attacked by the orcas, the Hive absorbed ultrasonic waves and became able to use them, recognizing them as a threat.
    

    

    
      The fact that it attacked the Patrollers the moment it detected ultrasonic waves was proof enough.
    

    

    
      Then why was it inactive to begin with? Yul concluded that it was due to the conservation of energy.
    

    

    
      The Hive absorbs its opponents, but as it does so, it grows ever larger. And a larger organism consumes calories proportional to its size.
    

    

    
      Even if magic is used to assist movement, unless the laws of physics themselves change, the body’s calorie consumption does not disappear.
    

    

    
      Moreover, the Hive is a creature whose bulk keeps increasing, and with it, its caloric expenditure.
    

    

    
      Floating idly on the sea surface like a buoy could also be seen as a way to conserve energy.
    

    

    
      Perhaps it even absorbed seaweed and the like to perform photosynthesis.
    

    

    
      Having reached this conclusion, Yul decided to bind the Hive using a similar method.
    

    

    
      To avoid triggering the Hive’s hostile response, Yul made active use of Captain Thibaut Marchand, who was waiting out in the open sea.
    

    

    
      -Marchand, how many tow ropes do you have?
    

    

    
      “We do have some spares.”
    

    

    
      -Give me all of them. Every rope used for the masts as well. And let’s recycle all the sails too. Is the anchor usable?
    

    

    
      “What? Then we won’t be able to go home.”
    

    

    
      -Don’t worry. I’ll make sure you get back, and I’ll pay you handsomely too. For every rope you hand over, I’ll give gold coins equal to half its weight. The anchor’s too heavy, though, so that’s excluded.
    

    

    
      “I’ll even strip down to my underwear.”
    

    

    
      When the flustered Marchand relayed the order, the sailors raised their hands high and shouted.
    

    

    
      “Take off all your clothes, you bastards!”
    

    

    
      “You’re really going to trade gold equal to half the weight of our clothes…? Take off your socks too and turn them into rope!”
    

    

    
      “Hehehe, gold! Gold!”
    

    

    
      “Then we won’t even need to work on ships anymore.”
    

    

    
      Some sailors clearly expected to quit after this voyage due to the enormous reward Yul had promised, but that didn’t matter.
    

    

    
      Right now, the Hive was more important.
    

    

    
      In any case, the sailors gathered fibers and continuously made ropes.
    

    

    
      “Who do we give these to?”
    

    

    
      -To the orcas here.
    

    

    
      At those words, orcas slowly rose from the water around the sailors waiting at the ship’s side.
    

    

    
      “W-Whoa!”
    

    

    
      “So many orcas!?”
    

    

    
      Knowing that the orcas of the Great Azure Ocean were not ordinary orcas, the sailors handed over the ropes with extreme caution.
    

    

    
      -Seriously, Yul, just how do you even talk with humans?
    

    

    
      -Hm? You can’t, right?
    

    

    
      As she said that, Tuania took a thick sail rope from the humans and held it in her mouth.
    

    

    
      As Tuania noted, sea creatures normally cannot communicate with humans. Humans cannot understand magic signals, nor can they communicate via ultrasonic waves.
    

    

    
      They cannot communicate through any known language—yet only Yul could communicate properly.
    

    

    
      -I learned magic from humans. That’s why I can understand them.
    

    

    
      -That’s impressive… These guys can’t use magic signals, but they seem to have a certain level of intelligence anyway.
    

    

    
      In terms of brain performance, wouldn't humans be higher than orcas?
    

    

    
      -Since they can’t use magic signals, I was thinking of just eating them.
    

    

    
      -…Please refrain from that.
    

    

    
      The unspoken rule among the sea creatures of the Great Azure Ocean was that anything unable to use magic signals was fair game… which meant the humans had nearly become prey just now.
    

    

    
      -Well then, looking at this massive rope, it seems I should handle it.
    

    

    
      -Huh? Gehenna…?
    

    

    
      Gehenna glanced at the anchor line hanging slack beneath the sea, then bit down on it and hauled it upward.
    

    

    
      In this way, the completed ropes were deployed across the Great Azure Ocean.
    

    

    
      The Hive was floating aimlessly, heading southeast.
    

    

    
      They chose the place to stop the Hive: the boundary point between the Outer Ocean and the Great Azure Ocean, an area normally patrolled by the Patrollers.
    

    

    
      It was a terrain crowded with numerous reefs rising like gigantic horns from beneath the sea.
    

    

    
      Here, the orcas used ropes to set countless traps.
    

    

    
      A day later.
    

    

    
      The Hive soon appeared. Having absorbed whatever sea creatures it encountered indiscriminately, it was slightly larger than before.
    

    

    
      The enemy could perceive ultrasonic waves. Thus, in the silence of the orcas, a barrier woven of ropes was completed.
    

    

    
      The Hive was slowly caught within that barrier. Of course, due to its enormous mass, it gradually pushed the ropes aside, but it did not seem to perceive them as a “threat.”
    

    

    
      To a certain extent, the Hive’s movement came to a halt.
    

    

    
      【Authority—Madness (狂化) Activated】
    

    

    
      Yul, his entire body turning crimson, planted a spiraling Krellsite spear in front of himself.
    

    

    
      ‘Here I go!’
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      ‘【Mantra of Armament】 Activated!’
    

    

    
      The handle of the Krellsite spear was made from a material that conducted magic well. Yul brought the spear to his back and gripped it tightly using the power of the mantra.
    

    

    
      He activated the Horn of the Sea King on his forehead and created an overwhelming flow of currents.
    

    

    
      A raging vortex of currents formed straight ahead. Yul forced his body into it.
    

    

    
      He accelerated. Faster, before the enemy could even perceive him.
    

    

    
      The Hive noticed Yul’s sudden acceleration earlier than expected.
    

    

    
      As if it had learned Yul’s magic, the Hive recognized him in an instant and immediately fired its tentacles like projectiles.
    

    

    
      However, that movement was momentarily blocked by the massive anchor ropes spread out ahead.
    

    

    
      They struck the chains, their trajectories shifting. Yul slipped through the gap.
    

    

    
      However, more tentacles-so many they could truly be described as countless-were fired through the water like bullets.
    

    

    
      ‘Focus. Control the flow of the currents in the short bursts.’
    

    

    
      Yul’s Horn of the Sea King continued to glow as he manipulated the currents. Because of that, Yul was able to perform vertical acrobatic maneuvers, turning at sharp right angles. 
    

    

    
      Breaking through the opening in an instant, Yul plunged inward.
    

    

    
      A warning he had heard earlier from Gehenna came to mind.
    

    

    
      ‘If you get pierced by a tentacle even once, you’re finished too. No matter how strong or tough you are, sooner or later you’ll be devoured by the Hive.’
    

    

    
      He wasn’t worried. His body, reinforced by Madness, was tougher than expected.
    

    

    
      ‘And I don’t need to worry about my lifespan either.’
    

    

    
      Thanks to all the magic stones he had consumed so far, he could keep Madness active all day if needed.
    

    

    
      How many right-angle turns had he made? At last, the living outer shell came into view-a section with hundreds of giant lobsters clinging to it.
    

    

    
      -Uoooooo!
    

    

    
      Yul’s Krellsite spear pierced the armor. Purple blood burst forth as the living shell split apart. No—it was being pulverized.
    

    

    
      The Krellsite spear, refined by Ian, had already been rotating from the moment it came into Yul’s hands.
    

    

    
      At a terrifying speed, it drilled through the outer shell and bored inward.
    

    

    
      ‘I once bit off one of the Hive’s tentacles before.’
    

    

    
      And at that time, Yul had seen the status window appear.
    

    

    
      [Consuming Hive biological tissue]
    

    

    
      [Experience +100]
    

    

    
      [5,500/2,400]
    

    

    
      There were no strange signs of his stomach writhing or an alien bursting out.
    

    

    
      Even the Hive’s biological tissue, said to contaminate its victims, was nothing more than a bundle of experience points to Yul.
    

    

    
      Continuing to drive the Krellsite spear deeper inside, Yul opened his mouth.
    

    

    
      ‘I’ll chew up every last bit of you!’
    

    

    
      For Nugh's sake, all of it!
    

    

    
      Watching Yul’s charge from afar were Tuania, Gehenna, and the orca herd.
    

    

    
      -He’s begun. Tuania, command the other orcas.
    

    

    
      -Understood. Gehenna, then what about you?
    

    

    
      -That kid is fighting heroically on his own. I can’t just sit back and watch with nothing more than a hole in my side.
    

    

    
      Saying that, Gehenna headed forward. Tuania realized that all of the Hive’s attention was focused on Yul.
    

    

    
      ‘Amazing.’
    

    

    
      Moving at an impossible speed and using powers derived from an unknown source—Yul was incredible. 
    

    

    
      But she couldn’t just stand there in awe.
    

    

    
      ‘I can’t lose either.’
    

    

    
      -Take the woven ropes and move them to the opposite side!
    

    

    
      They planned to hook all the ropes fastened on one side to other reefs on the opposite side, tightening the blockade even further.
    

    

    
      Anything, to help Yul even a little.
    

    

    
      At that moment—
    

    

    
      Yul felt his penetration power dropping at a certain point. Even as he forced his way in with brute strength that ignored defense, compared to the Hive’s overall size, Yul was no more than a toothpick.
    

    

    
      Yet the fact that this toothpick was being fired toward its core without breaking, with pinpoint accuracy, filled the Hive with an overwhelming sense of alarm.
    

    

    
      Yul burrowed so deeply that even the tentacles could no longer reach him.
    

    

    
      To survive, the Hive continued to think.
    

    

    
      And soon, it pushed the human brain being digested in its stomach to its absolute limits.
    

    

    
      ‘Separate.’
    

    

    
      It tore away the outer shell where countless organisms were fused together, ripping it clean off its body.
    

    

    
      It intended to compress the torn-off shell with immense force to deal with Yul—but there was a problem.
    

    

    
      -You haven’t forgotten me, have you, Hive?
    

    

    
      An overwhelming surge of magic roared.
    

    

    
      -I am Gehenna, the Conqueror of the North!
    

    

    
      【Mantra Combination!】
    

    

    
      From his entire body, blue light burst forth.
    

    

    
      【Frozen Heavens, Snowbound Earth (寒風裂骨)─】
    

    

    
      A terrifying cold surged upward, instantly freezing part of the Hive completely.
    

    

    
      -O cold that rises to the very marrow! Raging storm!
    

    

    
      【Bone-Rending Cold Wind (寒風裂骨)】
    

    

    
      At that command, the cold immediately shot inward like awls from every frozen area.
    

    

    
      A dreadful storm of magic raged, so intense that even Yul—drilling through the Hive’s interior—could feel it.
    

    

    
      ‘So this is the power Gehenna wields?!’
    

    

    
      It was a freezing storm of truly massive scale. For an instant, it felt as though the entire sea might have frozen over.
    

    

    
      However, Gehenna would not be able to exert any more power beyond this. He had said he only possessed enough magic to strike once.
    

    

    
      If he poured out all of his remaining strength, he wouldn’t even have the spare magic to maintain the seal on his side wound.
    

    

    
      ‘I’ll have to hope he survives.’
    

    

    
      Thanks to that, Yul gained even more momentum. With monstrous force, he pushed deeper inside.
    

    

    
      At times, he encountered areas where Gehenna’s cold had penetrated, but by spinning the blade of the Krellsite spear, he pierced straight through and advanced further.
    

    

    
      ‘I’m finally here!’
    

    

    
      Breaking through the biological carapace and “devouring” the flesh of the inner membrane, Yul bored straight through the seemingly endless interior of the Hive.
    

    

    
      Forcing his way through a narrow gap, Yul soon found it—at the end, a core that looked like a deep crimson heart.
    

    

    
      The surroundings were dyed a vivid dark red, the walls looking as if they had been carved from gemstones. The floor resembled a bathtub overflowing with a sea of blood.
    

    

    
      At the center stood a gigantic, jewel-like core, pulsing steadily.
    

    

    
      Countless lines extended from the core in all directions, with magic flowing along them.
    

    

    
      No matter where one looked, it didn’t feel like the inside of a living creature at all.
    

    

    
      -Alright, let’s finish this.
    

    

    
      -That’s as far as you go.
    

    

    
      Yul saw something crawling up from the floor.
    

    

    
      It had the shape of a human, but its entire body was made of blood. A bizarre creature that looked like an imitation of a person. Without a doubt, a creation of the Hive.
    

    

    
      -I’ll admit it. You are our most dangerous enemy. However…
    

    

    
      -So what!!!
    

    

    
      No more talk. They were fighting with their lives on the line—what was there to talk about?
    

    

    
      Yul advanced, thrusting his spear forward.
    

    

    
      At that moment, the flow of the internal “liquid” changed. No matter how much Yul twisted his body, he could not advance.
    

    

    
      Moreover, the surrounding fluid was no longer under the control of the Horn of the Sea King.
    

    

    
      -We’ve grasped the gist of your abilities. This is a place we completely control.
    

    

    
      -You bastard.
    

    

    
      -Human intellect is astonishing. Maintaining this consumes tremendous energy, but it allows us to eliminate threats like you.
    

    

    
      It seemed to have fully absorbed a human brain.
    

    

    
      -I can’t kill you, and you can’t kill us. So let’s negotiate. If you leave with your group, we’ll spare your entire race.
    

    

    
      -What did you say?
    

    

    
      -This shallow sea…… no, this sea you orcas call the Great Azure Ocean—all life within it will become one with us. From the tiniest plankton to the greatest Sea Dragon Tribes. And when Heaven and Earth Resonance opens, a new world will unfold. We’ll let your tribe live until then.
    

    

    
      -What utter bullshit.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Around that time, Thibaut Marchand and his crew were watching the massive clash from a distance.
    

    

    
      “Do you see it?”
    

    

    
      “I see it.”
    

    

    
      While the sailors took turns peering through the lone telescope they had, Marchand observed the distant battle through the captain’s personal scope.
    

    

    
      Third Mate Arthur asked,
    

    

    
      “That freezing magic…… who on earth could that be?”
    

    

    
      Half of the colossal creature had frozen over, and even the surrounding sea had turned to ice.
    

    

    
      “An unbelievable level of power. Even an archmage would find such a display impossible.”
    

    

    
      “Even Lady Juette, the Archmage of Frangia, couldn’t manage that. So this is a battle among the great creatures of the sea. Perhaps humans were never meant to venture out onto the ocean.”
    

    

    
      “That can’t be….”
    

    

    
      “In any case, trust Lord Yul. He said he would take the lead.”
    

    

    
      “He’ll pull it off, right?”
    

    

    
      “If he doesn’t, we die too.”
    

    

    
      Marchand gestured toward the battered ship. The sails and anchor had been torn away; they were barely holding on.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, the third mate turned his head.
    

    

    
      “Huh? Captain, what’s that? It looks like a squid.”
    

    

    
      “……A squid?”
    

    

    
      Marchand saw a squid moving as if it were running across the surface of the sea. A squid with a spear-like horn rising from its head.
    

    

    
      “A spear-horn squid…?”
    

    

    
      “It’s holding a spear in its right hand, ah, no, is that a hand or a tentacle?”
    

    

    
      “I’ve never seen a sea creature like that.”
    

    

    
      The white spear-horn squid raised a long spear and hurled it at once.
    

    

    
      An immense shockwave tore through the air, and the ship rocked violently in the resulting tempest.
    

    

    
      -I, Yalmuka, one of the Three Grandmasters and a master of the Boundless Spear, have arrived!
    

    

    
      -Reinforcements!
    

    

    
      -Reinforcements sent by Lady Lancia?!
    

    

    
      Though the humans could not hear the cheers of the orcas beneath the sea, they could see the spear streaking straight toward the center of the Hive.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      After a brief standoff, as Yul was thinking of a way to break through, he sensed something.
    

    

    
      ‘What? Something’s coming!’
    

    

    
      A projectile, fired at terrifying speed, pierced the Hive’s outer shell and came racing through the path Yul had carved.
    

    

    
      -Yul! That’s the reinforcements’ spear!
    

    

    
      The moment he heard Tuania shouting from afar, Yul twisted his body and veered off at an angle.
    

    

    
      A spear pulled by terrifying force shot through like a laser, tracing a trajectory like a flash of light.
    

    

    
      The impact struck the vast barrier region around the core.
    

    

    
      The surroundings collapsed as if shattered glass were exploding outward.
    

    

    
      -Kugh!
    

    

    
      Yul did not miss this chance. With the Krelsite spear, he pierced straight through the flow of the magic fluid.
    

    

    
      He advanced directly toward the core.
    

    

    
      -Die!
    

    

    
      He snatched the massive, red, gem-like core with his mouth, ripped it out, and then escaped from the center.
    

    

    
      Crunch.
    

    

    
      After breaking free, Yul crushed the core caught in his jaws with sheer biting force. It was as hard as a jewel rather than flesh, but Yul’s reinforced jawbones made it possible.
    

    

    
      -Did we… win!?
    

    

    
      -Well done! It worked!
    

    

    
      -The Hive is collapsing!!!
    

    

    
      From afar came the triumphant shouts of the orcas.
    

    

    
      The Hive’s tissues, which had continued to writhe even after being separated from the main body, began to fall still one by one.
    

    

    
      The severed masses failed to maintain cohesion and collapsed.
    

    

    
      -A Patroller orca defeating the Hive! My god, such a heroic feat!
    

    

    
      -A hero has been born!
    

    

    
      Despite the countless voices of excitement and acclaim, Yul did not feel particularly happy.
    

    

    
      There had been innumerable sacrifices among the orcas, and Nugh had died. He had avenged his share, but those who had left would not return.
    

    

    
      Yul headed outside. He was curious about who had helped him at the end.
    

    

    
      -Heyo. You’re still alive, Gehenna.
    

    

    
      -Yalmuka… Ugh.
    

    

    
      -Haha. You won’t last long unless you get treatment right away. Luckily, a healer is following behind.
    

    

    
      As Yul approached, he could see the spear-horn squid.
    

    

    
      ‘Huh… that’s a creature from my evolution list.’
    

    

    
      Aside from its white body and the spear-like horn atop its head, the squid looked no different from an ordinary one.
    

    

    
      -So you’re the warrior who slew the Hive? Impressive. I am Yalmuka, one of the Great Powers of the Great Azure Ocean.
    

    

    
      -Did you help me?
    

    

    
      -Yes. I poured all my strength into my Boundless Spear. I received a plea for aid from your Matriarch, Lancia, and rushed here at once.
    

    

    
      So, there were reinforcements. To think they arrived so quickly.
    

    

    
      -Lancia mentioned that there’s another secret hidden behind all of this.
    

    

    
      -A secret?
    

    

    
      -Yes. She said it’s connected to the Deep King Tribe. You should hear the details directly from Lancia.
    

    

    
      A secret behind it? Yul decided to recover his strength first. 
    

    

    
      He was utterly exhausted, mentally as well.
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      Amid the cheering orcas, Yul quietly sank into thought.
    

    

    
      ‘This was the Second Calamity?’
    

    

    
      Rukit had foretold a Second Calamity, and this was it.
    

    

    
      ‘Then what about the third?’
    

    

    
      The Hive was a Calamity that required the entire Orca Tribe to swarm it and still suffer catastrophic losses just to deal with it. And yet there was a third.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Tuania approached and lightly bumped Yul’s shoulder with her head.
    

    

    
      -You did it.
    

    

    
      -It still bothers me that we couldn’t save Nugh.
    

    

    
      -Grandfather will be pleased too. In the end, just as he said, it means you’ve become stronger than me.
    

    

    
      -Huh?
    

    

    
      -But I won’t give up. I’ll become stronger than you.
    

    

    
      With that, she lashed Yul hard at the waist with her tail and left.
    

    

    
      -Ow!
    

    

    
      No, really—whenever Tuania hits him, it hurts, but Madness doesn’t activate, so his skin just turns red and hot.
    

    

    
      ‘So this is the weakness of Madness! Truly terrifying.’
    

    

    
      While he was spouting nonsense, Gehenna approached.
    

    

    
      -You two seem close.
    

    

    
      -Are your wounds all right?
    

    

    
      -Yalmuka helped me, so they’re roughly stitched up. He’s an old friend of mine, so I trusted he’d come to my aid right away.
    

    

    
      At Gehenna’s wound, strangely shaped white threads were binding the gaping hole in his side like a cocoon.
    

    

    
      The stitching looked solid enough that it didn’t seem like water would seep into the wound.
    

    

    
      Yalmuka, the spear-squid, clicked his tongue and sent a magic signal.
    

    

    
      -Tsk. No use trying to butter me up like that. I only rushed over because Lancia asked me to.
    

    

    
      -Even so, from the waters where you live to here is quite a distance. You must have come without sleeping or eating.
    

    

    
      Looking embarrassed, Yalmuka ignored Gehenna and moved closer to Yul.
    

    

    
      -You, you're strong. Surviving even after going into the heart of the Hive. I’ve met all sorts of sea creatures until now, but I’ve never seen anyone show such insane combat. You were practically like a Syrendron out of legend.
    

    

    
      -…..
    

    

    
      Yul was a bit flustered by a comparison he’d never considered. A Syrendron, of all things. He answered modestly.
    

    

    
      -It may have looked that way, but this spear played a big role.
    

    

    
      -…That’s a spear that looks too big for me to use.
    

    

    
      The Krelsite spear’s tip was utterly mangled.
    

    

    
      As if it had been smashed with a blunt weapon. And all of that was Yul’s doing.
    

    

    
      The result of spinning it madly and swinging it explosively to gouge out the Hive’s tough purple flesh—it had been reduced to rags.
    

    

    
      -I expected it to work well against a magical creature like the Hive, but it wasn’t as effective as I thought.
    

    

    
      The fusion points used magic power, but the creature itself seemed to move by a different mechanism—something he could feel during the fight.
    

    

    
      -Krelsite, the stuff those turtle bastards won’t even look at. It’s a better mineral than you’d think. Especially when it comes to breaking the mantra an enemy wraps around itself like a barrier, nothing beats Krelsite.
    

    

    
      It seemed the Turtle Kingdom was the outlier, and other sea creatures were using Krelsite  to some extent.
    

    

    
      -So, how about it? Want me to teach you how to use a spear?
    

    

    
      -What? I don’t have tentacles, you know.
    

    

    
      -Watching you, you were gripping the weapon with magic power. In that case, there’s no reason you can’t learn.
    

    

    
      But can an orca really use spear techniques?
    

    

    
      -If you grasp a weapon, you walk the path of martial combat…and that shall eventually converge into one.
    

    

    
      -That’s a bit…
    

    

    
      -Yalmuka, even if you make an offer to teach spear techniques, it won’t be too late to do it after we return to the village.
    

    

    
      -Ah, right. First we should report that the Hive has been dealt with.
    

    

    
      -Some of the Patrollers have already sent a report to Lancia via the Mantra of Communication. We should take care of the aftermath of this Hive.
    

    

    
      They said that after Yul chewed and devoured the Hive’s core, its body fragmented and vanished.
    

    

    
      Now countless plankton were breaking it down. At that moment, a sailing ship suddenly appeared.
    

    

    
      “Lord Yul! You won!”
    

    

    
      Marchand was waving his hand without even wearing a coat.
    

    

    
      -Ah, right. Those guys were here too.
    

    

    
      “Now please return the anchor and the rigging!”
    

    

    
      Marchand’s group had to be sent home as well. They couldn’t return otherwise, having stripped away a huge amount of necessary supplies.
    

    

    
      In any case, setting aside worries about the future, Yul examined the gains he had obtained this time.
    

    

    
      ‘Experience, I guess.’
    

    

    
      He hadn’t obtained any special relics like an Abyssal Polyhedron or a Stone of Authority, but he had gone through a crazy ‘power-leveling’ spree.
    

    

    
      [Consuming Hive biological tissue]
    

    

    
      [Experience +100]
    

    

    
      [Experience +100]
    

    

    
      [Experience +100]
    

    

    
      [Experience +100]
    

    

    
      [Experience +100]
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      There were so many logs that he scrolled and pushed them all the way up. The experience value in the final log was enormous.
    

    

    
      [Consuming Hive’s core]
    

    

    
      [Experience +15,000]
    

    

    
      [Experience Required for Next Stage]
    

    

    
      [37,850/9,600]
    

    

    
      ‘Insane.’
    

    

    
      A sand shark living in the Deep Sea gave 1,000 experience. Yet the Hive gave fifteen times that.
    

    

    
      Considering their power difference, he thought it might be strange, but when you added up all the other parts of the Hive he had eaten earlier, the total was absurd.
    

    

    
      Stage 5 required 9,600 experience.
    

    

    
      Stage 6 required 19,200 experience.
    

    

    
      Stage 7 required 38,400 experience.
    

    

    
      Upon reaching Stage 7, Ascension was possible, and considering that he was still only at Stage 4, he could evolve twice over—and still have experience left to spare.
    

    

    
      Preferring to evolve when he was alone, Yul decided not to evolve here and instead save it for later. Besides, saving evolution didn’t make the experience disappear, so he planned to decide slowly.
    

    

    
      And around then, a soul Yul had been waiting for appeared.
    

    

    
      -So you really did it…
    

    

    
      -It’s Old Man Meal-kit
    

    

    
      -It’s Rukit!!!
    

    

    
      -But seriously, old man, what exactly are you? They say you’re an ancestral god, but you meddle in everything.
    

    

    
      -Unless it’s right in front of the one I’ve made a contract with, I can’t interfere as I please. Still, to think you actually defeated the Hive…
    

    

    
      It was rare to see Rukit so impressed.
    

    

    
      -You might not have seen it from outside, but I did. You tore the inside apart with your spear and then ripped and ate the Hive’s flesh as you went. Is your stomach all right?
    

    

    
      -I feel fine.
    

    

    
      Yul was curious about that himself. Just what kind of process turned the food that went into his stomach into experience?
    

    

    
      Unless a wind hole formed in his gut and sucked everything in, there was no way to explain it.
    

    

    
      And yet the satiety function worked just fine. Yul had eaten so much of the Hive that he felt full enough not to eat for weeks.
    

    

    
      -But, you see it? You’ve got a surveillance function too?
    

    

    
      -I am the ancestor of all orcas. You were an exception, but because of our contract, I could see.
    

    

    
      -Ugh, voyeurism.
    

    

    
      -Stop talking nonsense. Anyway, since you defeated the Hive, the Orca Tribe has avoided the Second Calamity.
    

    

    
      -If something like the Hive shows up one more time, I don’t think I can handle it.
    

    

    
      Yul had truly used everything he had. He restricted the enemy’s movements with explosives and ropes, and even used Krelsite weapons.
    

    

    
      If he had to fight more than that, even Yul would be exhausted.
    

    

    
      -The third Calamity is something that doesn't move.
    

    

    
      -Do you know what it is?
    

    

    
      -No, even I don't know the specific details. Haven’t you heard that living long lets you glimpse the future to some extent?
    

    

    
      -Doesn’t move, huh. Hm.
    

    

    
      -It’s unfortunate about Nugh’s death. When he helped Tuania and Gehenna escape, anyone could see that Nugh was a hero.
    

    

    
      -Heroes tend to die young, they say. It would’ve been nice if Nugh had lived just a little longer.
    

    

    
      Yul mourned Nugh's death once more. He was an orca who was no different from a mentor, having trained Yul and accepted him into his tribe.
    

    

    
      -So, don’t you have any tips or something?
    

    

    
      -Someday, you will encounter the Deep King Tribe. Do not trust them.
    

    

    
      The Deep King Tribe—since the topic had come up, Yul decided to ask something he had long been curious about.
    

    

    
      -So, what’s your connection with the Deep King Tribe?
    

    

    
      -Those rascals interfered with my tribe. The Orca Tribe from which I used to draw in faith with a straw... no, no. They are hypocrites who barged in, claiming they were involved in the enlightenment of the orcas! We orcas have been smart since the old days.
    

    

    
      -…You draw in faith with a straw?
    

    

    
      -No, that’s just a figure of speech. I’m the first orca, so I’m an orca but also a half-divine ancestral spirit… even if I do nothing, faith naturally flows from the orcas. That’s why I once wanted to become a god, though that’s in the past now.
    

    

    
      -You were quite a spiritual being in your own right, Old man.
    

    

    
      Listening to this, isn't he just slandering them because he’s the one losing out?
    

    

    
      -So, the Deep King Tribe came in, plugged in their straws, and sucked up all the faith, which is why you’ve fallen into this state?
    

    

    
      -……They are existing beings regardless, and I am a body that has lost its physical form. Hah. Yes, that’s right. Do you feel better now that you've stuck the facts into this old man?
    

    

    
      What Rukit was saying came across to Yul roughly that way, thanks to the translation function.
    

    

    
      -Well, you can live fine without faith anyway.
    

    

    
      -Hmph. That’s only because you don’t know. Anyway, I can only tell you this now that you’ve dealt with the Second Calamity, but those guys are actually frauds. They never awakened the intelligence of the orcas, and they are the ones who created that fake group called the Ascensionist faction. Do you know that some of the orcas' affairs were created by the Deep King Tribe's nonsense?
    

    

    
      -Pardon? Nonsense?
    

    

    
      -Yes, things like the Syrendrons. Those were originally in the ruins of the Turusain in the Deep Sea. But the reason they are located just a few meters below the surface is because of the Deep King Tribe. Those rascals fished perfectly fine things out of the Deep Sea and put them there.
    

    

    
      -Then, the Warrior Corps stopping the seal every cycle is also all because of them?
    

    

    
      -Exactly. The Deep King Tribe causes problems, then, to avoid cleaning up their mess, they subcontract the Orca Tribe. The Starlight Gem Cavern? There was originally no hole leading to the Deep Sea there. The Deep King Tribe made that hole.
    

    

    
      -Huh.
    

    

    
      I’d heard an astonishing truth. I had always thought the Deep King Tribe was the orcas’ deity.
    

    

    
      But these thoughts were all filtered through Rukit’s biased perspective. Until you see it yourself, you can’t know for sure.
    

    

    
      -But didn’t the Deep King Tribe also issue warnings? Lancia said she received a warning about the Hive from them.
    

    

    
      -Lancia never came to the place where Parang was asleep… if she had come to my side, I would have told her.
    

    

    
      Influence matters. Yul knew it wasn’t good to believe just one side, even if it was his.
    

    

    
      -Well, anyway, since you’ve defeated the Second Calamity, I’ll give you one more piece of advice. It’s valuable. Summon the Abyssal Polyhedron.
    

    

    
      -…Huh?
    

    

    
      -Since you defeated a monster like the Hive, you should be able to receive a Mantra.
    

    

    
      Following his words, I summoned the Abyssal Polyhedron. Strange symbols and unusual sigils appeared. This should be the Mantra obtained as a reward.
    

    

    
      Just as he was about to absorb it, he asked.
    

    

    
      -Ah, Old Man, but what is Mantra Combination?
    

    

    
      Seeing that Ogh of the Rising Tide and the Conqueror of the North can use it, the Mantra Combination seems to be a technique used by the strong.
    

    

    
      -It mixes several Mantras and activates them simultaneously. But for now, I don’t recommend it for you.
    

    

    
      -Why not?
    

    

    
      -How many Mantras do you have?
    

    

    
      -Oh… not many, I guess.
    

    

    
      I only have three: Mantra of Communication, Mantra of Illusion, and Mantra of Armament.
    

    

    
      -And each Mantra needs at least eight to combine. There’s a reason their starting phrases have eight characters.
    

    

    
      -Eight? Huh.
    

    

    
      -And you need to combine Mantras with high attack power. But are the Mantras you obtained suitable for offense?
    

    

    
      Now that I think about it, all my Mantras seem to be support-type.
    

    

    
      -Once you get a few more Mantras from the Abyssal Polyhedron, then consider a combination.
    

    

    
      Finishing the conversation, Yul leaned his head toward the Abyssal Polyhedron.
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